
Within these walls
Within the walled former kitchen garden of her home 

at Hopetoun House near Edinburgh Skye Hopetoun has  
created a brilliantly bold garden brimming with brio 
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In late summer, brightly coloured 
perennials, such as Persicaria 

affinis, and the seedheads  
of grasses ensure this walled 

garden is attractive to visitors as 
well as to bees and birds.

In brief 
Name Hopetoun House.
What A private, ornamental garden within 
the historic, walled kitchen garden of an 
18th-century estate.
Where Near Edinburgh.
Size Around three-and-a-half acres.
Soil Fertile loam. 
Climate Cool temperate.
Hardiness rating USDA 8b.
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There’s something about the way Skye 

Hopetoun says the word Cotswold 

that makes it sound almost 

derogatory. It’s not the area as such she has a 

problem with, but a certain Cotswold look 

she associates with a tame and restrained style 

of gardening. “All you see is Alchemilla mollis, 

roses, geranium and box,” she says. “Always 

exactly the same; pretty when in flower but in 

winter there is box and nothing else.” 

The garden she has created at Hopetoun 

House near Edinburgh is miles away from 

this approach, both geographically and in 

spirit. Her garden is bold, ambitious and 

forward looking, balancing strong structure 

with informal perennial plantings that steal 

the show; most of them vibrantly coloured, 

confidently used and, in late summer, 

buzzing with insect life.

Such vibrant life is all the more welcome 

since Skye has created her perennial paradise 

in a walled garden that for many years had 

been used as a garden centre; its soil rendered 

lifeless beneath ground-cover fabric. “We 

moved here in 2006,” says Skye. “It was digger 

work for a few years. I remember I got three 

days machine and driver hire for Christmas 

one year.” It wasn’t until 2008 that Skye was 

able to get down to planting, once the soil, 

released from its suffocating fabric blanket, 

Clockwise from top left 

An unusual circular design of Buxus sempervirens, 
planted around pleached limes (Tilia cordata) 
creates a simple, stylish contrast to the lush 
perennials found elsewhere in the garden. 

The terrace is particularly exuberant in late 
summer as the Michaelmas daisy Symphyotrichum 
‘Little Carlow and pink Lythrum virgatum ‘Dropmore 
Purple’ mix with the grass Stipa lessingiana 

The old rose garden, with its largely white planting 
scheme, is centred around an unusual 
arrangement of box spheres. 

The perfect spheres of Echinops ritro ‘Veitch’s 
Blue’ blend beautifully with the tall, thin spires of  
Lythrum virgatum ‘Dropmore Purple’.
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had acquired earthworms and life. The fact 

this was a former kitchen garden, that dates 

back to the early 1700s, meant the soil had 

received plentiful quantities of manure and 

other humus-building organic matter. Its 

walled site also provides a sheltered 

environment in an area that already has a 

mild climate thanks to the Firth of Forth. 

“The worst problem is the wind,” says Skye, 

and winds have damaged some woody plants 

she has put in, such as Magnolia grandiflora.  

Early on Skye worked out she needed to 

take a low-maintenance approach to plant 

selection, using plants that required no 

deadheading or staking. Luckily, she 

discovered Orchard Dene Nurseries – “I 

found them by chance; a Dutch chap told me 

about them.” Owned by Chris and Toby 

Marchant, this wholesale nursery in 

Oxfordshire grows a range of plants that 

proved to be perfect for Skye. Largely 

reflecting contemporary tastes and the need 

for long-lived, lower-maintenance plants, 

their range has played a major role in enabling 

Skye to achieve as much as she has. 

In many cases she bought plants in as 

starter stock and has gone on to do a lot  

of her own propagating, including growing 

plants from seed, which has been especially 

satisfying at producing exactly the kind of 

Pinks and blues
Pastel colours dominate the terrace, with the 

soft blue of Scutellaria incana (1) offsetting 

the pinks of Echinacea purpurea (2), the paler 

pink of Monarda ‘Pawnee’ (3) and the rich 

pink spires of Astilbe chinensis var. taquetii 

‘Purpurlanze’ (4). In winter the grass 

Miscanthus sinensis ‘Kleine Fontäne’ (5) 

and the strong upright forms of Eupatorium 

maculatum (Atropurpureum Group) (6), 

which looks stunning planted en masse, 

offer seedhead interest.
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quantities of plants she needs. After all, as 

she points out, “seeds want to grow”. 

Skye’s design influences are wide ranging. 

“Rousham I love, but as a landscape,” she says, 

and cites Pam Lewis’s garden Sticky Wicket in 

Dorset – renowned for its wildflower 

meadows – as a huge influence, alongside 

Keith Wiley’s garden Wildside in Devon. 

However, she also has time for a Cotswold 

garden Kiftsgate Court. Just a few hundred 

yards away from the historic Hidcote Manor 

Gardens, Kiftsgate has been a source of 

inspiration to a great many gardeners – far 

more so, it seems, than its iconic neighbour. 

Much of the pleasure in exploring this 

garden is the innovation in planting design. In 

the old rose garden Skye has developed a 

system that aims to use a number of blended 

species groups, which merge into each other 

across a 500 metre-square area. Hopetoun’s 

often experimental planting is in the great 

tradition of gardeners in Scotland being 

innovators, and possibly a little less prone to 

following trends than those in England – even 

outside of the Cotswolds. 

Today, Skye’s job as Hopetoun’s property 

manager, means she has less time for 

gardening. She still manages at least an hour 

each day in the garden, but now has help  

three days a week from Caryn Campbell, a 

Shades of white
The simple combination of subtle colours in 

the old rose garden masks the complex 

underlying design of this perennial planting. 

Here, the brown flowers of a forest of 

foxglove relative, Digitalis ferruginea (1), are 

picked out by the cones of Echinacea 

purpurea ‘White Swan’ (2). The spikes of the 

self-seeding digitalis are one of the most 

elegant of perennial uprights. To the right, 

this shape is echoed by the pale-grey 

thimbles of Eryngium yuccifolium (3). 
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former accountant, who keeps things 

under control. “She gets on and weeds, hoes 

and mulches, and weeds and hoes again,” says 

Skye. “All while claiming to enjoy it.”

This is still a young garden, and much 

remains to be done, but it illustrates just what 

can be achieved in a relatively short period, 

with – especially given the scale – limited 

resources. Although sometimes realising 

broad ambitions on a tight budget can be an 

advantage. “If the money had been there I 

could have employed a proper designer,”  

says Skye. “But I’m so glad I didn’t.” 

USEFUL INFORMATION

Address Hopetoun House, South 

Queensferry, Edinburgh EH30 9SL.

Tel 0131 331 2451. 

Web hopetoun.co.uk

Open The house and grounds are open to the 

public from Easter to September, but this 

private garden opens only occasionally for 

group tours. Call the number above for details.

READER EVENT

Author Noël Kingsbury will be talking about 

nature-inspired gardens at the Gardens 

Illustrated Festival, 25-26 March 2017. See 

page 8 or go to gardensfestival.com

Purple haze
The neutral, straw shades of Calamagrostis 

emodensis (1) help to balance the rich, late-

season splash of colour provided by Verbena 

hastata (2) and the purple Salvia verticillata 

‘Purple Rain’ (3), which flowers in May to 

June, but if cut back will repeat flower. Their 

colour appears all the more vivid next to the 

pale grass Hordeum jubatum (4) and upright 

cream spires of Sanguisorba canadensis (5). 

Both the verbena and the hordeum are 

short-lived, but will seed around. 
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