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Fisher Tomlin is a company which celebrated its 20" anniversary last year
(2009).We asked Andrew to look back to the beginning...

Q. You trained in horticulture at Askham Bryan College and the University of
Leeds in the late 80s. Then, the career of garden designer was not as established
as it is now, what turned you into a Garden Designer?

A | grew up surrounded by gardeners — it was in the blood | suppose. My Dad had
three allotments including this incredible secret garden behind the village bank that
no-one knew about and my Mum was in charge of the garden at home and revelled
in annual deliveries of manure to make something of the clay soils — we grew up on
Clay Street and when they call it that you know there’s a challenge!

| was half encouraged and half wanted to rebel against all this horticulture around
me and did a strange thing — went to work for the village bank! Two months in |
realised it wasn’t for me and quickly ended up in the horse racing industry down the
road in Newmarket, still banking which finally led me to strategic financial marketing
in the 80s when big changes in retail banking and technology were afoot. But by
then | knew what | really wanted to do and chose to study horticulture in York.
Garden design was a new subject then and we got a module on our course but |
never really thought at that point it would stick. | had great tutors and as much as
design appealed so did arboriculture and my research degree was all about land
reclamation and tree planting.

It wasn’t until | finished and came back to London that | really started to see the
potential for me personally. At that time it was difficult to find a garden designer
locally and I'd get every commission | went for partly because there weren’'t so
many of us around!

Q: It might also have been because you were — and are — good! So what is your
design philosophy? What are your guiding lights in garden design?



A I actually have a problem with the idea of a fixed philosophy about design. | see
designers’ websites with pages and pages of words about their philosophy and they
haven’t changed for years. It seems so inflexible and stuck in one place when the
world around us is constantly changing at an incredibly fast place. Indeed, the
materials we work with are ever changing so the idea of a ‘philosophy’ only works
for me if it is something that is ever changing too. So if | have any sort of
philosophy, its about constant reinvention in the way we do business and
embracing change to meet the demands of customers, technology, climate,
whatever.

If you're going down that line it means constantly refreshing what you see and
communicate. And that comes in many ways. Sure, inspirational design
conferences and experiencing landscapes are good but | get more from
surrounding myself with a pretty awesome group of colleagues such as Dan
Bowyer, my design partner and staff, the craftsmen in our joinery business and my
Director colleagues at the London College of Garden Design. It's also the students
that walk through our doors. People think teaching is all about giving out your
knowledge but | tell you it's really about constantly questioning your knowledge and
professionalism and a big chunk of being inspired by people with fresh ideas. | also
spend a lot of time with other experts in areas such as in dress fashion, horticultural
therapy and | travel as much as | can. These are my guiding lights.

Q: You design a really wide range of gardens and sizes: is it the site or the client
that inspires you?

A There are only really three reasons to take a commission, to pay the bills, to
move forward your design skills such as doing your first swimming pool or roof
garden or because you just can’t miss the opportunity. The last one is usually the
one that doesn’'t pay but often leads to other opportunities. We took on work in
Cyprus because we hadn’t worked overseas much and it's led to other work. The
largest garden commission | have ever had is in Cyprus and we get to work with
some amazing new buildings that just wouldn’t get built in the UK.



For example we have just completed designs for a park that links sustainable use of
excess energy to underground water tanks across the whole of the park used for air
conditioning in surrounding buildings. That said, the majority of our work is still in
the UK and like everyone else we get our fair range of great clients, great sites and
the not so great!

Q:  You have just opened an office in St Vincent & the Grenadines in the
Caribbean— how did that come about?

A: We have been working in the Caribbean for some time now and opened an office
with our landscape partner in 2007. It came about through good strategic planning
and a love of hot climates in the depths of a UK winter! Technology helps us do this



and despite increasing our work there we have cut our flights and travel through
technology by over 80% in the past 24 months.

Q:  I'm sure the plants of the Caribbean had something to do with it! Can you tell
us how your use plants in a garden?

A: Part of the attraction was that | never thought I'd get to design planting
schemes with Frangipani and Bougainvillea hedges! | remember all these exotics in
the glasshouses at Askham Bryan and now | get to plant them outside.

Working elsewhere in Europe we tend to use a smaller selection of plants available
to us in the UK but | have had to learn a whole new vocabulary of plants that
pushes my knowledge and our business forward.



It's no different from when you first learn plants at college but most importantly
wherever we work we use indigenous plants, grown locally, not imported, which is
why we have a small but growing nursery in the West Indies. It's the same in the
UK, if you want a garden to thrive then use plants grown in Yorkshire, Surrey and
Kent and if you're in Cyprus use the local nursery that grows their own plants, not
someone that brings it all in from Holland and you’ve no idea where it started it's
life.

Q: Does the fact that you are a horticulturalist make you perhaps more sensitive to
plants associations ?

A: No I don't think so, I think it makes you more sensitive to the soil and what will
grow. | was stunned to hear Chris Beardshaw lecturing people on why you should
use compost in bed preparation last autumn. | couldn’t understand why | was sitting
there having my knowledge insulted! But on reflection | think maybe he was right
and perhaps there are designers out there with no gardening skills that need that
said to them. Who knows? But we all have our favourite plant associations and
there are one or two designers out there that | would love to have their skills. I'm
thinking of Sarah Price in particular who has this amazing painterly eye for what she
does. The others will remain nameless so | can admire them from afar!

Q: You have won many awards: can you tell us something of your designs for new
homes — which have won you nine awards to date? What about all that rubble?!

A Home building these days is very different from what it used to be. | think people
are much more interested in their surroundings and where materials are sourced
from. Most of the awards we have won have been for private residences built from



ground up or major renovation projects. There’s a fascination for setting the new
home in the landscape. Architects either totally ignore the surroundings or are
terrified you'll ruin the building. Overseas they are even more terrified you'll give
them an English garden and gnomes! The best ones bring you in, brief you and let
you react to the building. And that often means using the same materials and not
fighting with a fantastic building. With those award-winning gardens we have almost
always started with a simple idea and simplified it until you would hardly know we’'d
been there.

Rubble only comes when you strip out an old garden or overestimate what's
needed. In the future we’ll have to work with what we have on site and the cost of
waste will make it imperative to use it creatively on site. So we better start now
learning how we do that.

Q: You have just become a Trustee for Thrive and you tell us why you wanted to
do this and what special interest you have in the charity?

A: Thrive is the national charity for horticultural therapy and changes peoples lives
through gardening. As designers we all know how great gardens are but imagine
what it can do for someone who has had a stroke, is visually impaired or has
learning difficulties. We champion the benefits of gardening, carry out research and
offer training and practical solutions so that everyone can benefit from gardening.

| got involved through the design competition for our new centre for Battersea Park
but its taken me back to my horticultural roots and | get this huge buzz from
knowing what gardening can do for so many people. On a personal level I've taken
solutions from Thrive for helping my Mum and her gardening friends to carry on
gardening and | hope | have inspired garden professionals to get involved and use
their amazing skills not just in building fabulous gardens but also to help the more
disenfranchised members of our communities.



Q: Final question — if you had all the money you wanted and could work anywhere
what would you like to design?

A I'd breed a new rose variety and name it after my Dad. He loved his veg but he
also loved cream coloured roses.

That's a really lovely idea — rose breeders, please note! Andrew, thank you.
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