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the power
of flowers

One lucky couple have changed their lives and made a success of a rural cut-flower 
business, after discovering an old walled garden and a passion for growing

After being picked, the 
blooms are stored in a cool 
room that was once a dairy.  
Marigold ‘Tall Scotch Prize’  
(front right) and Verbena 
bonariensis (top right) 
are favourites. 
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S
o many of  us dream of 
escaping the rat race and 
starting a business linked  
to the land. Very few turn 
this dream into a reality,  

but Victoria and Barney Martin have 
taken the leap, and successfully 
launched a thriving cut-flower  
business called The Flower Garden, 
located in the walled garden of 
Stokesay Court in Shropshire.

After living and working for a time 
in China, the couple was keen to  
put down roots back in the UK, and 
Victoria was determined to turn her 
growing love of  horticulture into a 
business. While abroad, she had 
worked for the son of  renowned 
landscape architect Charles Jencks, 
designing roof gardens. On returning 
home, she added to her experience  
by spending a year in a Kent garden 
under the Women’s Farm and Garden 
Association’s Work and Retrain as a 
Gardener Scheme (WRAGS). 

Meanwhile, Barney enrolled on  
a course at Harper Adams University 
in Shropshire to train as a rural 
surveyor. This line of work led him to 
discover that the owners of Stokesay 
Court were looking for a tenant for 
their historic walled garden. 

‘The wonderful  o ld  ki tchen  
garden was so atmospheric it felt like a 
perfect fit,’ says Victoria, ‘and in 2012, 
I started work on my own here.’  
She admits that the one-acre garden 
was a daunting project at the start. 
‘Fortunately, the previous tenants had 
cultivated the garden and kept it 
together,’ she explains. Barney has 
since joined Victoria at the garden, and 
they now run the business together. 
The recent arrival of their son Henry 
has enhanced the family feel of  
this rural business.

Growing cut flowers was totally new 
to Victoria, but after some trial and 
error, the garden is now packed with 
blooms. ‘We choose flowers for colour, 

ABOVE From 
April until 
November, the 
one-acre garden 
is packed with 
flowers.  BELOW 
Instead of using 
shrubs as a filler, 
Victoria prefers 
plants such as 
Ammi majus  
as a cushion 
between flowers.  
RIGHT Sweet 
peas are picked 
every day for 
wedding 
arrangements 
and scented 
bouquets. 

texture and fragrance,’ she explains, 
‘and most are grown from seed to  
keep the cost down.’

They are gradually adding to their 
plantings of  roses and peonies, but 
growing a large amount of big strong 
flowers is challenging. This year,  
they are enjoying the results of expert 
rose pruning carried out by their friend 
Nicholas Savage. ‘There are far more 

‘The flowers grown are very much down to colour  
and texture rather than specific types’
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flower buds forming thanks to his 
work,’ explains Barney.

They are learning as they go, and are 
very accepting of advice. Barney is new 
to growing, but seems at home in his 
straw hat, hoe in hand. ‘The dahlias 
are my favourites,’ he says, ‘and I’m 
really enjoying waging war on the 
slugs. Jam jars filled with slops from 
the local pub work a treat.’ 

For the first few years, Victoria sold 
flowers at the nearby Ludlow Market 
to create awareness of the business and 
to gauge the colours and styles that 
people were attracted to. ‘This year, the 
meadow look is popular,’ she says.

Having no formal training as a 
florist, Victoria has developed her own 
style, and now provides flowers for 
weddings, funerals and functions. ‘This 
year, we have 10 weddings, but the 
dream would be 20,’ she says. ‘I enjoy 
meeting brides here at the garden, and 
hearing their plans. It’s my favourite 
part of the job.’ 

The garden isn’t open to the public, 
so when brides arrive, they pull the 
rope on the blue door to ring the cow 

bell. Through the door, they arrive in a 
tranquil place - a secret garden. With 
such a dreamy scene, you could be 
excused for thinking this business was 
too good to be true. ‘Our families 
thought we would starve at first!’ says 
Victoria. ‘But they are starting to 
become as attached to the garden as we 
are.’ Setting up a business like this 
involves an initial investment, and 
Barney occasionally teaches Chinese to 
help make ends meet. For them, it is 
more about a lifestyle choice and a 
passion for growing than quick profit. 
‘We don’t intend to create a big 
business - the best part of doing this is 
working together every day.’ 

Starting an enterprise like this is not 
without its challenges, but these two 
obviously have the personality and 
passion to go the distance. They are, it 
seems, really living the dream.

The Flower Garden at Stokesay Court, 
Shropshire is not open to the public, but 
does provide flowers for events and 
occasions. Tel: +44 (0)1584 861345. 
www.flowergardenatstokesaycourt.com

OPPOSITE 
Victoria has 
developed her 
own style of 
floristry using 
mixed bunches. 
ABOVE LEFT Pink 
and red achilleas 
fill the July garden 
and thrive on 
the well-worked 
soil.  ABOVE 
RIGHT The 
old dairy is full 
of buckets of 
fresh flowers 
including 
eryngium, 
feverfew and 
cephalaria.

● We start to sow seeds in autumn 
and overwinter in a polytunnel, and 
sow again in spring.
● Stick to growing a few varieties 
well, and grow plants that suit your 
soil and aspect.
● Look and learn. As self-taught 
florists, we spend hours looking 
through books and magazines for 
creative ideas. We’ve also been 
inspired by the work of Sarah Raven.
● The best roses for cutting include 
the soft pink Queen of Sweden, 
orange Alexander’s Issie and the 
coppery-yellow Rebecca Mary.
● Great peonies for cutting include 
‘Sorbet’, ‘Duchesse de Nemours’ and 
‘Sarah Bernhardt’. But be aware that 
it takes a while for these plants to 
establish for cutting.
● As a filler, traditional florists use 
evergreen shrubs, but we work with 
Ammi majus, Alchemilla mollis, 
euphorbias and miscanthus, as we 
prefer soft bunches with movement.
● For cutting flowers, we use 
Burgon & Ball florists snips.
● For best results, we pick our 
flowers the day before arranging, 
in the morning, and leave them in 
water-filled flower buckets overnight. 
● Euphorbia is always placed in 
a separate buckets, as the fresh 
sap can cause other flowers to 
suffer if mixed straight away. 

Barney & Victoria’s 
 cut-fl ower tips
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‘We don’t intend to create a big business - the best part 
of doing this is working together every day’
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