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A summer sanctuary

Tucked away at the bottom of  
a garden in the Leicestershire 
countryside, a natural swimming 
pond and surrounding borders 
provide a space to escape to  
and enjoy nature
Author: Nicola Oakey, gardening writer and designer 
Photography: Richard Bloom

Swimming pond garden

Aug22 Saddington_August 2022_The Garden   58-59Aug22 Saddington_August 2022_The Garden   58-59 15/06/2022   17:3515/06/2022   17:35



rhs.org.ukrhs.org.uk August 2022 | The Garden 6160 The Garden | August 2022 

 A t the height of summer Saddington Lodge 
Farm’s swimming pond is a calm oasis. 
Taking a dip in the water is like entering 

another world, where you can become immersed  
in the minute detail of what’s growing around the 
pond margin. The surface of the water ripples from 
a light breeze and rustles through the surrounding 
grasses, making the borders dance with movement. 
Pond skaters and water boatmen scoot across the 
surface, while swallows swoop across the water.  
It provides a stunning way to experience nature 
and has become a much-loved part of the garden 
for owners Sarah and John Briggs. 

“We’d lived here 30 years and always hoped to 
add a traditional swimming pool to the garden,” 
says Sarah. “Then by chance we saw a photo of a 
natural swimming pond and fell in love with the 
idea. It looks great throughout the year. I love 
watching it evolve through the seasons. Even if  
I’m not swimming, it’s a lovely space to sit with a 
cup of coffee. Just looking at it from the house 
brings me pleasure.”

Planting to disguise levels 
Sarah and John enlisted the expertise of Paul Mercer 
from The Swimming Pond Company of Diss, Norfolk 
to transform a small piece of overgrown land beyond 
the main garden. A retaining wall, around 2m high, 
separated the two areas and the unused ground 
sloped down to a tennis court. “It was having a 
negative impact on the rest of the garden,” says 
Paul. “One of the most challenging aspects was 
making sure that we connected this new area to  
the rest of the garden – not just so that it worked 
visually as one coherent space, but also that the 
different levels linked together.”

Paul sloped the borders around the swimming 
pond to help make a seamless transition between 
the different levels of the garden. “The planting 
helps to disguise the different slopes and level 
changes,” says Paul. “The slopes enhance the 
planting, too, creating more height and drama.”

The largest of three oak decks juts out across the water, 
providing an ideal spot to watch wildlife and access the 
swimming area. It is hugged by the planted pond margins, 
including the arching foliage of Cyperus longus 

Names: Sarah and John Briggs
Location: Leicestershire
Size: 1,214sq m, including a new kitchen garden
Age: Completed in July 2018
Maintenance: The plants in the pond margin require little regular 
maintenance apart from being cut back to the ground every 
November. During the rest of the year dead or damaged foliage is 
removed if needed. Any algae that appears in the swimming area  
is netted out. However, Paul recommends leaving algae that appears 
in the pond margins, as it is food for wildlife and gradually nature 
will rebalance the water clarity. 

All plants in perennial borders 
are left over winter and cut back 
to the ground in February. The 
borders are lightly forked over 
in spring to remove weeds.  
They are mulched with organic 
matter in late autumn/early 
winter. Sarah rotates the 
mulching between different 
borders each year, so that there 
is always some winter structure 
left to enjoy
Visiting details: The garden is 
not open to the public

Meet the owners

Round flowerheads of Allium 
sphaerocephalon pop up 

through Salvia x sylvestris 
‘Mainacht’. Loved by pollinators, 

both plants flower over a  
long period in summer. Loosely 
woven through the planting are 

groups of slender, purple-
flowered Verbena bonariensis,  

which bring a light,  
airy feel to the planting

Swimming pond garden
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“Encircling the 
swimming pond, the 
planting is inspired  
by Piet Oudolf’s New 
Perennial style…”

A range of different aquatic 
plants provide a rich and varied 

habitat for wildlife, as well as 
helping to keep the water clear 

of algae. Three different 
waterlily cultivars are planted in 

the pond, including free-
flowering white Nymphaea 

‘Virginalis’ and delicate pale pink 
N. ‘Marliacea Carnea’

Encircling the swimming pond, the planting is 
inspired by Piet Oudolf’s New Perennial style with 
signature swaths of herbaceous perennials at their 
peak in summer and autumn. Towering, ethereal 
plumes of Stipa gigantea are dotted through  
each border, rubbing shoulders with other lofty 
companions, such as purple-flowered Veronicastrum 
virginicum ‘Lavendelturm’ agm and fluffy pink 
heads of Eutrochium maculatum (Atropurpureum 
Group) ‘Gateway’. At the front of the borders, bees 
dart between the nectar-rich flowers of Echinacea 
purpurea ‘Magnus Superior’ and long-flowering 
Salvia x superba. “We leave the borders to stand 
over winter to create structure and interest during 
the colder months,” says Sarah. “The grasses in 
particular look fantastic traced with frost or 
hanging heavy with snow. They provide food for 
birds in the winter, too.” 

A grass path separates the prairie borders from the 
pond marginals, with three oak decks nestled among 
the plants. Subtle similarities in leaf texture and 
flower colour link the different areas: the thin, strap-
like foliage of Miscanthus sinensis ‘Strictus’ agm 
and M. sinensis ‘Morning Light’ agm mirror the foliage 
of yellow iris (Iris pseudacorus) and sweet galingale 
(Cyperus longus) while pink and purple hues from 
the borders relate to the long-flowering Lythrum 
salicaria growing at the water’s edge. 

The swimming pond margin, or regeneration 
zone, takes up half of the 180sq m pond area. The 
marginals are key natural filters for maintaining a 
crystal clear, chemical-free swimming space. 
External pumps are used to circulate water down 
through this zone, below which, lies a layer of 

Swimming pond garden
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Sloping borders surrounding the 
swimming pond help to enclose 
the space, making it feel tucked 

away from the rest of the 
garden. Viewed from the house, 
the perennial borders and pond 

margins melt together into  
one vibrant tapestry of  

reed-like foliage and hues of 
pink and purple

Herbaceous planting peaks during summer, including deep 
pink Echinacea purpurea ‘Rubinstern’, white-flowered 
E. purpurea ‘Happy Star’ and the yet-to-open flowerheads 
of Hylotelephium (Herbstfreude Group) ‘Herbstfreude’ agm

Best plants for pond margins 

Caltha palustris (marsh marigold) 
produces bright yellow flowers in 
March and April and occasionally 
has a second flowering later in the 
year. It grows happily in sun or  
part shade in shallow water up  
to 20cm deep 

Rorippa nasturtium-aquaticum 
(watercress) is ideal for reliably 
damp ground. Can be grown in 
ground that is continuously damp 
or at a pond edge in water up to 
10cm deep. It has small white 
flowers from late spring to summer

Mentha aquatica (water mint) is  
a fragrant option for container 
ponds. Scented leaves are ideal for 
where you brush past the foliage, 
releasing scent. It grows vigorously, 
but is easy to keep in shape. 
Pollinators love the flowers, too

Geum rivale (water avens) is a good 
choice for small ponds. Flowering 
from May to September, it likes to 
have its roots continuously damp, 
making it ideal for growing at a 
pond edge. It has pale pink/red 
flowers reaching up to 50cm tall

Typha angustifolia (lesser 
bulrush) can reach 1.5m tall and 
makes good cover for wildlife. It 
grows in water up to 30cm deep 
and is best grown in larger ponds 
due to its size and spread

Ceratophyllum demersum is a 
useful oxygenator that floats freely 
on the water’s surface. In winter it 
sinks to the bottom of the pond to 
protect itself from cold. Suitable 
for water depths from 30cm to 
1.5m, it also helps absorb impurities 

filtration material one metre deep. Here, beneficial 
bacteria break down any impurities and water is 
then pumped back into the deepest section of the 
swimming pond. Pond plants play an important 
part of the process too, absorbing nutrients from 
the water, creating an environment where algae is 
less likely to grow.

Most of the plants used in the pond are native 
species, which gives the pool a softness and helps 
anchor it to the rolling Leicestershire countryside 
beyond the garden “The choice of aquatic plants is 
important to ensure that we don’t use species that 
are going to overpower the other plants,” says Paul. 
“Just like an herbaceous border, the marginal 
plants need to look good and benefit wildlife, too. 
Flowers are obviously an important food source for 
pollinators, but the foliage provides shade and 
shelter for many invertebrates. The swimming pond 
is a breeding ground for newts every year, who lay 
their eggs on underwater leaves near the margin.” 

As the sun begins to dip below the hills, the 
babble of birds is replaced by silent bats who  
glide over the pond to drink from the water’s  
still surface. Water in the garden is a truly a  
haven for all who visit. 

Swimming pond garden
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