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BUZY LIZZIE

Liz Newport designs the gardens and husband Phil runs their landscaping business.
Mary Ingham finds out what prompted Liz to switch to such life-enhancing work 

Photography: Phil Rigby

DESIGNS FOR LIVING

Garden designer Liz Newport’s
portfolio of ‘before’ and ‘after’
pictures reveals the skill with which

she and her husband Phil, who runs their
landscaping business, turn customers’ dreams
into reality.

Tiny town plots are transformed into
flower-filled havens; steep and awkward
slopes are clothed in colourful Alpines,
grasses, and conifers; oak seating is installed
to echo the folds of surrounding hills and
areas are paved in local slate for busy
professionals with no time to tend a lawn. 

In the past six years, life for Liz, who runs
Buzy Lizzie at Catterlen, near Penrith, has
been very much about realising her own and
her family’s dreams too.

In 2002, when Liz, Phil and their three
boys – now 19, 16, and 13 years – were living
near Solihull in the midlands, Liz was
diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of 41.

She had a masectomy, breast
reconstruction, and six months of
chemotherapy. “I had very good treatment,”
says Liz. “But even though mortality rates are
falling dramatically, it was still a wake-up
call: What do I do with the rest of my life,
however long that is going to be?”

Liz had studied applied chemistry at
university and worked in computing and
statistics in the automotive trade, in which
Phil also worked, before taking time out to
care for their family and be a parent-governor
at the local primary school. 

She and Phil had always enjoyed doing up
houses and gardens and after her illness, Liz
took courses in garden design at Warwickshire
College’s Moreton Morrell centre. 

She worked on a couple of friends’ gardens
and was further inspired on hearing a talk at
a local school by Fiona Castle, widow of
comedian Roy Castle, who raised millions for
a lung cancer research centre before he died
of the disease in 1994. 

“It was a life-changing moment. Fiona
underlined that life is not a rehearsal; if you
have a dream then follow it.”

Brought up on the Isle of Wight, in Dorset
and in Tasmania – ‘very like the Lake District’
– Liz reckons she’d had subliminal yearnings
to return to the countryside for a long time.

Phil had fallen under Cumbria’s spell on an
Outward Bound course at Eskdale when he
was 16 and the family often took holidays in
the Lake District when living in the midlands. Liz Newport, who runs Buzy Lizzie at Catterlen, near Penrith
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In 2005 the family moved to Cumbria and
‘hit the ground running’, helped by Cumbria
Rural Enterprise Agency start-up courses and
grants from the horticulture charity Perennial.
“I thought it would take a couple of years to
get the business established but I had a couple
of lucky breaks and it has been full on ever
since,” says Liz.

The family’s farmhouse and outbuildings
in Catterlen form an ideal base for their
design and landscaping commissions, which
take them up to 35 miles away and are
procured through word of mouth, the Buzy
Lizzie website, and magazine advertising.
While Liz runs Buzy Lizzie, Phil runs
landscaping business Cumbrian Property
Services, currently being rebranded as
Wildroof Landscapes to reflect its recent
expansion into “green roofs” – flat, shed or
car port roofs planted up with grasses,
sedums, and wild flowers.

“It’s very much a team effort,” says Liz.
“I’ll get a phone call, look at the site, take
pictures, and if the customer wants to
proceed, we’ll survey the site and give quotes
for the design and landscaping.

“People usually want the whole package
and because we can offer that, we are successful
– it’s not just me making pretty pictures.

“We’ve taken a conscious decision to stay
as a small team with Phil and I very much a
part of it to maintain the quality.”

The full team consists of Liz, Phil, Mike
Lowman, Paul Moran, apprentice
Jonathan Dixon, and the Newports’

eldest son Leo when he’s home from university.
To achieve a design which pushes all the

right buttons, Liz spends a long time talking
to customers, giving them a questionnaire to
complete as the basis of her brief.

“I try to pick up on their likes and dislikes,
the house, the situation, then comes the
creative bit. It’s not about me forcing my
ideas on a customer so my quote includes a
revision in case I get it wrong,” says Liz.

“The creative bit” takes place in the
farmhouse office where Liz produces the

original designs on her drawing board and
uses a computer for revising designs and
pricing plants. 

Once a design and fixed quotes have been
agreed, the team goes to work on sequencing
and timings so diggers, aggregates, and plants
arrive on site at the right time. Liz goes out on
site to check progress and does soft
landscaping and planting. “I like to get my
hands dirty and it keeps me in touch with the
design,” says Liz.

As part of the quality control, Wildroof
Landscapes has just become an accredited
member of the Association of Professional
Landscapers and Liz belongs to the Society of
Garden Designers and, as a corporate
member, Cumbria Wildlife Trust.

The couple choose sustainable materials
and methods where possible, using recycled
boulders, for instance, and encouraging
customers to have wildlife friendly areas.

“In this garden,” says Liz, showing me
pictures of a £20,000 project for which drainage
had to be sorted, a pond moved, and bulbs
recycled, “one of the most magical moments

was planting up in the summer and watching
the swallows diving and drinking at the pond.

“This other garden was a bit of a Ground
Force venture. It took just four days, including
building a retaining wall with broken paving
slabs, and the budget was very tight.” 

Some of the Newports’ customers are
plant enthusiasts but most are busy
professionals who don’t know a great deal
about gardening.

“Many are keen to learn and increasing
numbers are asking for productive areas – a
corner to grow herbs or vegetables,” says Liz.

Her personal preference is for a natural
look which includes water for wildlife.
“There doesn’t have to be a lot of water but
word goes out and the frogs arrive. I like
plants which give interest through the year,
such as amelanchier with its lovely blossom
and fantastic autumn foliage, and those such
as rowan which we see around a lot and
which complement the scenery. And I love
Alpines because there’s always something in
flower and clematis because there’s always a
variety to fit the bill.”

Shows such as Cumbria Life Dalemain
Garden Festival and Holker Festival are
useful promotional tools and a chance to
keep up with trends. Liz also attends regional
meetings of the Society of Garden Designers.
“The members aren’t territorial and it’s a
good way to exchange ideas.”

She says there are many bonuses to living
in Cumbria, not least its community spirit
and friendliness and being able to spend more
time with Phil. “It’s great fun to work
alongside Phil in such a creative venture – and
we don’t fall out!”

As to the future, Liz says that having gone
through what she has, she gets a buzz every
spring when the snowdrops come up and she
realises another year is starting.

“Life is for the living and a lot of people
aren’t lucky enough to have the connection
with nature which means so much to us.”

Contact Liz on tel: 01768 868007 or visit
www.buzylizzie.co.uk

‘One of the most
magical moments was

planting up in the
summer and watching

the swallows diving and
drinking at the pond’

Part of a Japanese inspired town garden

Stone and cobble detail in one of Liz’s gardens

A wildlife friendly watergarden by Liz Newport

Life
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