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Threaded through 
with history

Annie Gatti talks to Ulf Nordfjell, winner of three gold medals 
at the Chelsea Flower Show, about his brilliant reworking of the 
17th-century landscape of Rydboholm Castle Garden, Sweden

Photographs by Jason Ingram
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I
N the summer of 2013, leading Swedish 
landscape architect Ulf Nordfjell was 
invited by Elisabeth Douglas, chate-
laine of Rydboholm Castle in Uppland, 

southern Sweden, to see her historic garden, 
with a view to re-designing the borders. Six 
years later, Mr Nordfjell and his team of con-
tractors and craftsmen completed the largest 
and most ambitious of his private gardens, 
having transformed the 15 acres of sloping 
land that surrounds the former manor house 
into a series of breathtaking set pieces. 

A copper engraving from 1660 shows the 
house, fortified with turrets and a high outer 
wall, on a bluff facing an inlet of the sea, with 
the outline of Baroque-style gardens extend-
ing north and west out into the landscape. 
Here, it is said, King Gustav Wasa planted 
an oak in the 16th century and, during the 

1670s, Count Nils Brahe laid the garden out 
with lime allées, a parterre in front of the 
castle, a mirror pond and a crown-shaped 
moat. To the west of the main north-south 
allée, an English-style landscape park was 
developed, with temples and follies and 
paths cut through the trees. This part of the 
estate has been restored by Mrs Douglas, 
who inherited the house from her father, and 
her businessman husband, Gustaf Douglas, 
and is now open to the public.

All of Mr Nordfjell’s designs are grounded 
in what he calls ‘Swedish nature’. For his 
structures and hard landscaping, he favours 
natural materials, such as stone and timber 
and traditionally forged steel. His three Gold 
Medal-winning gardens for the RHS Chelsea 
Flower Show, in 2007, 2009 and 2013, intro-
duced British gardeners to his grid-based 

designs softened by elegant planting, often 
in pastel shades and underpinned by layers 
of restful greens and silvers. In Sweden, his 
distinctive style is widely seen in the many 
city parks he has designed and re-planted. 

When it became clear that the garden at 
Rydboholm needed a much more holistic 
approach than simply refreshing some of the 
borders—there were significant drainage 
problems and the ancient limes in the main 
allée had succumbed to a fungal infection 
and were failing—Mr Nordfjell was drawn 
to the lime allées that still criss-crossed the 
formal garden as a possible starting point. 

He drew up a masterplan for the whole site, 
with a grid of 16 squares for the area to the 
north-west, which was overlooked by a con-
temporary pavilion. This was where Mrs 
Douglas remembered playing as a child 
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Preceding pages: 
The Pavilion 
Garden squares 
were inspired by 
a dress of Marie 
Antoinette, which 
designer Ulf Nord- 
fjell re-created 
in wildflowers. 
Above: Clipped 
beech hedges 
form a frame. 
Above right: Rho- 
dodendron caroli- 
nianum ‘Manitou’. 
Right: The new 
Woodland Gar-
den, stablised 
with granite 
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and where her grandmother had borders for 
cut flowers. But Mr Nordfjell was determined 
that it should not be a strict Baroque restor-
ation, similar to Château du Champ de 
Bataille in Normandy, France, which he and 
Mrs Douglas had visited to generate ideas. 

‘We agreed that we could do it our way, 
that we could do something soft that also 
introduced the seasons.’ When Mr Nordfjell 
spotted a piece of Marie Antoinette’s dress, 
embroidered with flowers in soft yellows, 
pink, blues and greens, in a display case,  
he immediately saw how 
he could put Swedish 
Nature into the pavi-
lion garden: he would  
re-create the embroidery 
with wildflowers, such 
as Primula veris and 
Viola corsica, planted 
in repeating patterns in 
a thin layer of sand. The plants would not be 
allowed to merge into one another, so that 
the sand (the cloth) remains visible.

The four ‘embroidery’ beds are the centre-
piece of the pavilion garden, where other 
planted squares are more classically edged 
with low hedges of yew and filled with car-
pets of white narcissi, Tulipa whittallii and 
Fritillaria imperialis, and create that link 
to nature that Mr Nordfjell wanted to cele-
brate. The symmetry of clipped beech hedges 
that frame the garden, of the towering beech 
arches (borrowed from Villandry) that mark 
the meeting point of the axial paths, and  

of the playful cones of Thuja occidentalis 
‘Smaragd’ set into the squares of lawn all 
return the garden to its Baroque past, but the 
clean lines of the bowl-shaped granite foun-
tains and circular seats, the powder-coated 
steel supports for sweet peas and the steel 
edging for the squares of lawn all establish 
that this is a contemporary garden too. 

In fact, Mr Nordfjell explains, the visual 
effect of this garden as a flat grid of squares 
could not have been achieved without com-
puter software that enabled the contractor 

Tobias Nordlund and  
his team to compensate 
for the diagonal drop  
in level of almost 15ft 
from the north-east cor-
ner to the south-west, by 
adjusting the heights  
of the steel edging.

There are other 
reminders of the garden’s Baroque elements 
—in the island parterre garden, which is 
approached by bridges over the moat and 
where plantings of magnolia, including 
primrose-yellow M. ‘Elizabeth’, have been 
established in raised beds, and in the par-
terre terraces at the front of the house. 
Linking these is a new woodland garden 
extending down the grassy slope beneath 
the spreading boughs of two mature copper 
beech. By stripping off the grass, replacing 
it with humus-rich soil and stabilising the slope 
with large blocks of granite, Mr Nordfjell 
has created that rare feature for Sweden:  

 The embroidery 
beds were inspired 
by a piece of Marie 
Antoinette’s dress 

a woodland garden that provides interest in 
winter, as well as in the other seasons. 

‘Because of global warming, we have win-
ter temperatures that are 2˚C higher than  
30 years ago, so we can now plant things 
such as cornus, hamamelis and viburnum. 
Enormous belts of perennials, with Rhodo-
dendron ‘April Snow’ and summer lilies, 
followed by Anemone ‘Ruffled Swan’, keep 
the woodland edge flowering until the end 
of autumn.’ Mr Nordfjell sources many of his 
choice perennials from British nurseries,  
in particular Hardy’s Cottage Garden Plants, 
Hortus Loci and Crocus, as he finds them 
particularly well grown, and his bulbs, espe-
cially tulips, which are woven through the 
whole garden in spring, from Verver Export 
in the Netherlands.

Above: A copy of Adriaen de Vries’s Mercury, with the rebuilt granite walls (left) that sup- 
port the terraces. Right: Playful cones of Thuja occidentalis ‘Smaragd’ echo the garden’s 
Baroque past. The parterre is filled with narcissi, Tulipa whittallii and Fritillaria imperialis 
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Future-proofing the garden
Ulf Nordfjell has worked closely with the 
owners Elisabeth and Gustaf Douglas  
to ensure that the garden, under head 
gardener Elizabeth Häggkvist, can be 
maintained as rigorously and sustainably 
as possible in the future.

Plants are grown in specially prepared 
soil, mainly a mix of compost and biochar, 
to create the best conditions for their 
survival. Woody plants are selected for 
their hardiness. Replacement trees and 
new shrubs, grown by the German nursery 
Bruns, have enormous root balls to give 
them the best chance of establishing. 
The chosen form of tilia, Tilia cordata 

‘Greenspire’, reaches 50ft when fully 
grown, which will reduce the need for 
crown pruning in years to come.

Water is stored in an underground tank 
and plants are watered automatically,  
by a mix of drip irrigation and sprinklers. 
Surplus water is filtered and recycled. 
Sea water is desalinated and used to top 
up the moat and the pond.

Lawns in the pavilion garden are steel 
edged to avoid the need for edging by 
hand. The grass is cut by robotic mowers.

Gravel paths are kept weed-free using 
tractor-mounted rakes.
To see more of Mr Nordfjell’s work, visit 
www.Nordfjellcollection.se

One of the most expensive elements in the 
reconstruction of the garden was the 
rebuilding of the granite walls that retain 
the terraces at the front of the castle, where 
a copy of Adriaen de Vries’s bronze Mercury 
creates a focal point. The walls they replaced 
were added, as a historically correct decora-
tive element and probably built by farm 
hands, in the 19th century. 

As have all the other structural elements 
in the garden, the new walls, built by crafts-
men, have been superbly finished and con- 
structed to last. Mr and Mrs Douglas will be 
handing over the castle to their eldest son, 
Carl, who, Mrs Douglas says, is very fond  
of the garden and is aware of the respon-
sibility it carries. ‘He knows there is a lot to 
take care of,’ she adds.
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