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Introduction 
My name is Robert Dickie and I am currently studying my first year of a BA course in 
garden design with Hadlow College. I have been a keen horticultural student for 
three years; however, after completing my Extended Diploma in horticulture with 
Hadlow College I decided I should pursue a carrier within the horticultural sector and 
focus my learning and development on garden and spatial design, the planting within 
them and the effect it has on people. As such I have undertaken a degree in garden 
design wherein my particular interest lies in the ‘perfection of space’ and utilising 
green space to its full potential within the public, commercial and private residential 
sectors. This interest in turn has led me on a quest to understand and unravel the 
principles and prerogatives behind the design of personal and public gardens. What 
makes them work and how humankind develops ‘perfect’ spaces around the world to 
fulfil different criteria.  
 
Thus, as soon as I found out that I was able to undertake a study tour to view the 
historic gardens in the lakes region of Italy I was most keen to involve myself.  My 
problem with embarking on this study tour was financial. I began my degree the year 
all the fees went up substantially and subsequently I spend every spare day working 
to pay for the course I am undertaking, with no room for addition expenditure. 
However, after a meeting with financial support staff at Hadlow College I was made 
aware of The Merlin Trust and their fantastic financial aid opportunities.  
 
My aim, with financial aid from The Merlin 
Trust, was to take a step back and understand 
the spatial design of these gardens in the 
macrocosm. I wanted to break down 
accomplished, revered gardens to their core 
principles both in structure and performance, to 
review and understand just what made them 
such magical spaces.  In addition I was very 
keen to expand my plant knowledge database 
and enjoy a bit of sun, be surrounded by 
different fantastic plant varieties and be in the 
company of some interesting and 
knowledgeable lecturers with background in 
design, history and botany. The following report 
covers a description my trip on a daily basis. 
My thoughts and feelings in brief on each 
garden along with what I feel I have gained as 
an individual and a designer. This is followed by 
a conclusion wrapping up and evaluating my 
experience along with my thoughts on how the 
trip has crafted and impacted my plans for my 
future career.  
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Overview of project  
 
Italy possesses a wealth of gardens to enjoy. Many beautiful gardens have been 
created in the grounds of historic, private villas and are only open to the public by 
special arrangement or at special times of the year. Other, formal gardens are open 
year-round to the public and are equally spectacular. 
  
The Lakes area of Italy has long had associations as playgrounds of the rich and 
famous, dating back to the Roman Empire. Later these areas, all rich in beautiful 
vegetation, were visited by poets and writers artists and musicians as well as 
wealthy foreigners, often British, who made their homes there and worked with the 
native vegetation to develop a style that is frequently a mixture of classical and 
romantic, formal and informal. As such the study tour set out to review this fusion of 
culture and horticultural practices. As well as review the use of water within hotter 
climates and the methods employed to ensure lush growth throughout the hottest 
months and the plethora of different plants and techniques utilised in the region.  
An additional personal reason for visiting Italy was to review water management on a 
commercial level in warmer climates and as an opportunity to view the gardens 
designs, how successful they were as spaces and why.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wednesday 10th April (Villa Carlotta) 

 
From England we caught a smooth and enjoyable flight to Verona airport. After 
landing we  quickly got our coach 
destined for our hotel alongside Lake 
Como. From the bustle of the suburbs 
and sprawling industrial complexes 
outside of Verona we were up into 
granite and limestone crags and ridges 
in a few hours. Post arrival we promptly 
unloaded the coach, checked in to our 
rooms and made our way a short 
distance down the road to Villa 
Carlotta, the first garden on our list. 
The villa was a sanctuary in the centre 
of the busy, dusty small town we were 
staying in.  
 
 
It was a magnificent botanical garden with a wide variety of plant species and an 
interesting layout. Although the villa and gardens indicated a mannerist/baroque 
style there was no evidence of the garden ever having axis lines running through and 
the grounds felt ‘tacked’ onto the villa as an afterthought. The whole garden was 
perfectly manicured and a delight to perambulate. However they did insist on using 
bedding plants throughout many of the displays which seemed ‘forced’ and out of 
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place. This proved my first true insight as to exactly how diverse and structured 
Italian renaissance gardens are. From intricate weathered stonework to the lush, 
deep, breath-taking borders.  
 

 
Villa Carlotta was a place of rare beauty, where 
masterpieces of nature from the grounds and art 
in the villa co-existed in perfect harmony. There 
were a couple of notable collections within the 
villa grounds. Namely the Camellias, considering 
the size achieved by a great number of 
specimens, it’s possible to conclude that the use 
of the camellias in villa Carlotta goes back to a 
remote past. Walking through the park, it’s 
possible to admire different varieties in many 
colours. Some of the camellias were quite rare 
we were told, however, unfortunately not many 
were labelled.  
 
 
Another part of the garden which proved striking was the unique use of 
Rhododendron arboreum which recreated an environment that, in nature, I was 
informed is only equalled on the Himalayan Mountains. Some of the many dozens of 
rhododendron were many centuries old and, with their twisted trunks and branches, 
evoked an unforgettable atmosphere. The original species of Rhododendron 
arboreum had crimson red flowers, whilst the sub-species had rosy and white ones. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thursday 11th April (Villa Balbianello & Villa Melzi) 

 
An early start accompanied by a hearty continental breakfast was followed by a swift, 
enjoyable journey across the tranquil waters of Lake Como to an island garden in its 
centre. This was Villa Balbianello and it was my personal favourite of the 6 gardens 
visited. This was due to its eclectic mix of atmosphere, symbolism, and harmony. 
Every plant was clinically structured and played a specific role within the garden and 
the whole property was immaculate. This we were informed was the result of 
decades of developing the existing property, A 150 year old Ficus pulmia graced the 
main house wing, meticulously cut to perfectly clad the rendering cut with scissors 
for decades.  
 
The garden also commonly used Hedera helix as a mantle and climber on structural 
features around the garden. This worked well and was a nice reminder of the days 
when I used to enjoy seeing Hedera prior to becoming a gardener. The whole 
garden was obsessive; an aspect of horticulture taken to an extreme. Although not 
all of it is beautiful to my eyes, much is – and in its setting, perched on a promontory 
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jutting into Lake Como, it is wildly 
impressive and in as dramatic 
a position as any garden might be. 
Indeed even scenes from both 
Star Wars and James Bond were 
shot on  this exquisite island 
garden. An Arbutus menziesii was 
planted at the entrance to 
prominently display its 
simultaneous combination of 
green leaves, white flowers and 
red berries – the Italian national 

colours. The key to the garden is the juxtaposition of this restraint against such a 
wild, untrammelled position. 
 
 
Where the gardened area ends, cliffs, rocks, scrub and wild wood begin, there is no 
transition. This contrast is made more extreme by the absolute control that extends 
literally to the last leaf. Despite its prominence to all passing boats, the garden felt 
secluded, a sanctuary. There was no flat. All the curves and sweeps of the ground, 
grass, paths and clipped mounds of azaleas, and great moulded sleeves of bay all 
swooped down to the water. As a hands-on gardener I was staggered by the sheer 
physical feat of keeping this all cut in such awkward, inaccessible places. 
 
 

  
 
 
 
Having finished at Villa Balbianello we took the water taxi to the other side of Lake 
Como to Villa Melzi. This villa garden had evolved from a high renaissance stately 
residence to an open park which was a far 
cry from the overly ornate renaissance 
symbol of power it once was. Although a 
grotto and ornate koi carp pond did still 
exist. Although a shadow of its former glory 
the space was still intriguing and it was 
interesting to see how a traditional high 
renaissance villa and garden had 
developed to meet the needs of the 21st 
century as a public space without the 
private funding many of the gardens we 
visited enjoyed. The garden had been laid 
out in a parks and gardens style, with 
feature trees and planting along with the 
remaining glass house complex, grottos 
and water features all combining to create 
a very English Landscape Movement  
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perambulation. This garden proved to be a haven for the keen botanists among the 
group and I thoroughly enjoyed joining groups of very knowledgeable people working 
out what plants were,  
This garden also had its greenhouses on display and it proved fascinating to get a 
closer look at the inner workings of a large garden in a hotter climate.  
 
The garden was a very relaxing picturesque space from which to view Lake Como. 
In addition there were stonework and statues throughout the garden with symbolism 
and meaning behind the figures and bizarre shapes. For instance the sphinx on the 
gate post was particularly interesting, with the sphinx symbolising membership with 
the Freemasons and in addition to ward off ghosts and demons. In my opinion this 
garden gave less than most of the other gardens visited. It felt very relaxed and 
haphazard. Although maintained I felt it was only pushed and developed to fulfil its 
role as a local public space, when it had the potential to be so much more.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Friday 12th April (Villa Cicogna Mozzini, Isola Bella & Isola Madre) 
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Villa Cicogna was a bizarre place. It had been developed as a hunting lodge in the 
1700’s and as the Mozzini family grew in influence and wealth it had been added to 
until it was more of a country retreat with sweeping grounds and a large villa 
Everything was dictated by the rules golden section and of engineering , this I 
appreciated, although again no formal axis lines. Although I could appreciate it for 
what it was the whole place seemed derelict, lacking in atmosphere and dismal.  
The house and gardens, even had it been restored to its full potential wouldn’t have 
captured the magic that previous 
gardens had done to the same 
extent. That said, a vast number 
of our group found the relaxed 
and laid back atmosphere 
enjoyable and preference the 
‘shabby-chic’ garden and villa. 
The garden and the villa were built 
simultaneously to have continuity 
between outside and inside. The 
first garden (near to the portico) 
with two large fishponds and 
many statues, is like an open air 
room with the walls made with tufo 
stone on one side and bay hedge 
on the other, at the same height 
as the first floor of the villa.  
 
 
 
The other two terraced gardens looking north are the perfect continuation of the 
house, large as the first garden but much longer. The water-staircase as well seems 
to start from the large window below and climb up to the sky. Finally the English park 
with green houses completes the garden. Many trees dated back to the end of the 
eighteenth century like Fagus sylvatica atropurpure, ), Taxus baccata, Cedrus libani, 
Quercus suber, Thuja occidentalis, Ilex aquifolium, Quercus ilex and four huge 
Camellias. The view from the belvedere looking towards Lake Lugano and the 
mountain profile is breathtaking.  

 
One can admire the two-flight stairway with a 
brook running in-between which leads directly to 
the halls of the Villa and also enjoy from above 
the sight of the beautiful panorama. The walled-
in garden is a typical example of formal Italian 
garden with box hedges, water basins, fountains 
and a grotto with remarkable waterworks. 
Climbing towards the belvedere a more 
naturalistic romantic park follows. Still nowadays 
the descendants of the Cicogna Mozzoni family 
are running the estate and taking care of the up-
keep.  

Isola Bella was the opposite of Villa Cicogna Mozzini. If anything it was too much 
and in striving for perfection and splendour it had created its own flaw.  You pass 
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through huge wrought iron gates and out into a grassy piazza before the vast and 
completely, absurdly, operatic shell-shaped water theatre. It is like the west front of a 
cathedral dedicated to a shriekingly theatrical saint, crowded with statues, putti and 
enormous scallops and surmounted by the largest statue of all, a figure astride a 
unicorn – the symbol of Borromeo power and glory.  

 
 

 
 
 
The statues are colossal, showing their best face to the passing outside world. 
Borromeo's unicorn, ridden by a winged figure, leaps out towards the northern Alps 
tethered only by the bulk of his enormous testicles. This is opera teetering into 
pantomime. The 10 terraces that stack up like an Aztec pyramid to make the 
platform are now planted in roses, hydrangeas, cut flowers, hideous bedding plants 
and espaliered citrus. Each narrow tier is filled with one predominant plant so that on 
the south face in particular they look like the shelves of a florist, but when they were 
made citrus would have dominated. The climate is exceptionally mild, with the lake 
acting as an insulator, and citrus is still grown all year round. 
Best of all is the area on the east side, beneath the large aviary, filled still with 
lovebirds, which has massive clipped hedges of holm oak, camellia, bay, yew, box 
and holly. Seen from the water as you come from Isola Madre, it hides all the 
flamboyant campness of the rest of the garden and presents blocks of green above 
the water that is not in the least bit solemn but utterly, exhilaratingly serious.  
 
Built for the Borromeo family in the 17th century; its formal, terraced gardens are 
dotted with fountains, statues and flora ranging from oranges and lemons to 
camellias and magnolias.  
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Isola Bella and Isola Madre are twin islands in Lake Maggiore. Both challenge 
preconceptions however Isola Madre is a romantic, quirky and sometimes odd, 
awkward, space. Isola Madre features exotics such as carob trees, a colony of 
parrots and the largest Kashmir cypress in Europe; over 200 years old. The island is 
a veritable haven, a really delightful garden. One commences the visit with lovely 
walk along the southern and eastern border, with loads of interesting plants to 
admire, eventually culminating above an ancient boathouse from where one walks 
through into a quintessentially 
English parkland feel of garden 
big sweeping lawns flanked 
with fabulous mature trees and 
bamboo groves, which brings 
you to the southwest corner of 
a stunning Villa, the walls 
festooned with Bougainvillea 
and Ipomea. The other end of 
the Villa has an ornamentally 
decorated and planted Pavilion, 
which offsets and garden and 
provides a prefect canvas for 
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the lush planting around and up the villa. This was a valuable and memorable 
experience for many reasons. To be surrounded by such a diversity of plant species, 
both completely new and familiar from a garden setting was exciting, invigorating 
and at times frustrating.  Latin names, spellings and pronunciation were a muddle at 
the start of the trip, but by this third day it was satisfying to be able to name 
previously seen genera correctly. By watching and speaking to other group members 
I began to appreciate their interest in gathering more information on plant ecology 
and habitat in addition to reviewing a space for its properties and potential. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Saturday 13th April (Isola del Garda/ Borghese) 

 
Although in my opinion the gardens 
on this island were lacking and 
needed many hours graft and thought 
to restore them to the standard set by 
the villa, the place itself was magical. 
The whole island had a sense of 
excitement and nostalgia which I had 
never experienced before.  The whole 
experience was picturesque and 
romantic throughout and although the 
gardens didn’t fulfil my expectations 
the place was by far the most special 
on the trip.  
 
 
 
The whole island including the villa is full of surprising 
architectural details, magnificent Italian style gardens and luxurious, tactile planting, 
full of local and exotic species, rare plants and unique flowers. The villa was 
enriched by terraces with Italian gardens, designed with elaborate hedges and 
flowered bushes. The neogothic-venetian villa was built between 1890 and 1903. 
The result was an extremely complex and harmonious building with impressive 
grandeur . The façades are pierced with Gothic windows and in the south western 
corner a tower rises crowned by battlements sculptured in stone with floral 
decorations. The building is central to the island, with wall sheltering the garden from 
predominant winds, glass houses and coves adding to the enchanting nature of the 
island.  
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Sunday 14th April  

This was our last day in Italy. As such we had a water taxi tour around Lake Como 
which proved very enjoyable prior to getting the coach to catch our flight back home. 
The weather was great and it was nice to see Villa Balbianello and Villa Mezi again 
from afar. They truly are magnificent places, full or character and a unique identity 

which makes them the amazing spaces they are. This short tour around Lake Como 
marked the end of our journey to Italy. With that it was back on the coach and onto a 

plane destined for Gatwick. 
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Conclusion   
For me the tour had been a quest to further my knowledge on the history of well-
designed outdoor spaces, along with the external factors and the location which 
make them what they are. It was a well-rounded thoroughly enjoyable trip which 
certainly has opened my eyes to different ideas To some extent I believe that it is 
futile to attempt to replicate such majestic perfection elsewhere to other design briefs 
and restraints. However experiencing these amazing places first hand has made me 
even keener to refine my craft and work enthusiastically with people and spaces to 
achieve a similar level of polish and capture a unique atmosphere.  
 
The tour was a thoroughly valuable and memorable experience throughout and I feel 
that I have benefited hugely. Not just as a designer but as a botanist, and a student 
setting out on a garden design degree. I found the trip incredibly inspiring. To see 
planting and hard landscaping fusing together to create solutions for situations 
completely different to those I have seen in the UK. Ideally I will re-visit many of the 
gardens seen on this trip and view them as a qualified designer in the future. I kept a 
photo journal and diary throughout the trip with a view to comparing thoughts and 
views in the future as my carrier and these gardens develop. I feel I have gained a 
varied and fuller understanding of Mediterranean plants too, and just how the 
Mediterranean climate and exposure affects these varieties. This in turn will enable 
me to diversify as a garden designer 
 
I feel that The Merlin Trust’s financial aid has truly enabled me to fulfil my potential 
on my course and explore horticultural avenues and opportunities I would otherwise 
have had opt out of.  As such I would just like to say a heartfelt thank you to the 
Merlin Trust for helping me take on and make the most of this excellent opportunity!  
 
 
 
 
Future plans  
 
Even as a stepped off the Plane at Gatwick I was bursting with ideas, inspiration and 
a sense of achievement. This study tour has given me the opportunity to take a step 
back from the commercialised sectors of gardening and my studying and enable me 
to try and work out what it is that makes a space feel so well rounded and like its 
performing to its full potential. I am more sure than every that the correct avenue for 
me to pursue is design focused and this trip has enabled me to view the bigger 
picture, incorporating atmosphere, experience and romance into gardens I would 
otherwise have concentrated solely on budget, client brief and aesthetic potential 
with. 
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Breakdown of the final costs of the study tour: 
 
 
 
Money awarded for trip by Merlin Trust £100.00 
Money awarded for trip by RHS - £450.00 
Money contributed by myself - £176 
 
 

 Tourist tax – 24.00€  (£20.70) 
 Flight,  insurance and accommodation costs - £506.00  
 Subsistence - £150.00 
 Trip supporting literature - £50.00   

 
 

 
Estimated cost of trip:____________________________________________ £677 
 
Actual cost of trip: _______________________________________________£726 
 
  


