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This hillside garden on Mornington Peninsula transports its 
owners instantly to Tuscany, a favourite holiday destination. 

Antique French olive barrels, Marigold Interiors. Pergola in 
cypress pine. Bairnsdale toppings from Rock & Redgum. 

Densely planted French lavender (Lavandula dentata), 
rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis) and prostrate rosemary 
(Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Prostratus’) complete the picture.  
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An ITALIAN affair
An idle hillside on the Mornington Peninsula has been 

transformed into an alluring slice of Tuscany.
STO RY  Chris Pearson 

The pool, occupying one of several terraces on the hillside, is geared to entertaining large 
numbers. French lavender (Lavandula dentata), together with lavender cotton (Santolina 
chamaecyparissus) along the pool fence, were planted for their bushy habit and seasonal 
flowering, while bay trees (Laurus nobilis ‘Miles Choice’) will grow into dense hedging.  
A transplanted European olive tree (Olea europaea ‘Kalamata’) provides shade in the pool 
area. Pavers and freeform walling, Eco Outdoor. Pool tiles, Perini. Moroccan table, Marigold 
Interiors. Sunloungers, dining chairs and side tables, all Cotswold InOut Furniture. 
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 ‘L 
a dolce vista’ might neatly sum up this Italian-
inspired garden with sweeping views. Owned by 
architect Russell Casper of Casper Architecture 
& Design (CAD), it is peppered with olive trees, 
lavender and rosemary, and evokes the heady 
ambience of a Tuscan landscape. Yet, occupying 

a breezy one-hectare hillside, it’s also firmly rooted in its 
spectacular Mornington Peninsula setting, with panoramas of 
lush countryside and Western Port Bay.

What makes it even more unusual is that its designer Paul 
Bangay, rather counter-intuitively, ignored the house in its 
creation. “It didn’t influence our design, as we knew its layout 
and feel will change over the next few years,” he says. “This was 
one project where the garden drove the design of the house.”

Having worked for many years on joint projects, the two had 
formed a close relationship. “When Russell asked me to design 
his garden, I was overjoyed,” says Paul. “I adore working on the 
Mornington Peninsula. It is blessed with rich red topsoil, which 
makes for dream growing conditions. It 
receives far more summer rain than 
Melbourne, which promotes plant growth 
and such lush landscapes.”

“Scrappy” perhaps describes what they 
were confronted with. Bought in late 2020, 
the site came with a plain brick cottage 
and the remnants of an old garden, with 
apple, lemon, apricot and plum trees 
randomly scattered across the hillside, 
interspersed with lawn. Its lower reaches 
were simply an overgrown paddock.

A large pool and covered areas for 
entertaining were a must, and the sloping grounds would let them 
expand on those views and create a Tuscan-style garden, for which 
the pair share a passion. “I love their casual, spontaneous feel,” 
says Russell, “yet they are also architectural, using scale, symmetry, 
various levels and a visual axis that draws you through.”

“Russell wanted a relatively low-maintenance garden, not too 
formal, for relaxing and dining, and as productive as possible,” 
adds Paul. “The site provided us with space to create the feeling 
of a country garden carved into an olive grove.” 

The main challenge was the slope, which Paul and Russell 
resolved with broad terraces connected by deep grass steps. 
“Grass banks and steps are an aesthetically pleasing way of 

creating level spaces,” says Paul. “These terraces provided the 
platforms for olive groves, a pool and a dining pergola.” 

Flanking those grassed steps, an avenue of cypress pines 
provides that axis. The pool is to the left, with the long pergola 
complete with a generous dining table below that, both surrounded 
by olive trees. Further down to the right is the produce garden, 
spilling over with almost every imaginable herb and vegetable 
depending on the season, which boasts its own much smaller 
pergola, and even a chicken coop and beehives. “We can get lost 
down there for hours,” says Russell. 

Amazingly, all the existing 12 fruit trees were saved and shifted 
to the orchard at the bottom, freeing up the upper slopes for 
Paul and Russell’s patch of Tuscany. Meanwhile, a mature olive 
tree provides ready shade beside the pool.

Freeform stone walls, limestone paving and chunky timber 
pergolas fit the brief for an Italian country garden. The long 
lemon-draped pergola invites languorous outdoor meals. “Who 
doesn’t want to dine under a pergola adorned with fragrant 

lemons?” says Paul. The other main 
hardscape feature, the pool, is designed 
for swimming laps or just lazing around, 
but, alluringly, two olives create shade 
down one end, while a timber-and-stone 
pergola does the same at the facing end. 

In true Tuscan style, the plant palette is 
simple and rustic. Lavenders, rosemary, 
olives, wisteria, ornamental grapevines, 
bay hedges and fruit trees all exude the 
essence of the garden’s muse. “The only 
diversity is in the vegetable garden,” says 
Paul, “as Russell was intent on making 

this garden productive.” Crisp salads in summer and heady hotpots 
in winter are well served by what thrives in the fertile beds.

“My favourite element is the main axis that forms the heart 
of the garden, with the view everchanging as you walk down,” 
says Russell. “And I am in love with the pool. It’s casual and 
relaxing but unique in what surrounds it, established olive trees 
and a rustic stone-clad fence.” With his own patch of Tuscany 
laid out at his doorstep, odds are his passport will now linger 
longer in his bottom drawer.� #

Paul Bangay, Cremorne, Victoria; (03) 9070 6050 or 
paulbangay.com. Casper Architecture & Design, Malvern, 
Victoria; (03) 9500 9599 or casperarchitecture.com.au.

OPPOSITE, TOP LEFT Pencil pines (Cupressus sempervirens ‘Glauca’) flank the path down the slope, underplanted by French lavender (Lavandula 
dentata). European olives (Olea europaea ‘Kalamata’) in the distance are a defining feature of this garden. OPPOSITE, TOP RIGHT AND BOTTOM 
RIGHT The pergola is the perfect spot for long lunches. Eureka lemon tree (Citrus x limon ‘Lisbon’) are dotted along the length of the structure; the 
surrounding beds are filled with French lavender, rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis) and prostrate rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Prostratus). Teak 
table by The Teak Place. Verdun dining chairs and cushions, Early Settler. Cushions, Canvas+Sasson. Tableware, Market Import. Glassware, Red Hill 
House. Bombora pots, The Diggers Club. Bamboo screens, The House of Bamboo. OPPOSITE, BOTTOM LEFT A sculpture by Dr Tim Edwards, 
through Arc One Gallery, echoes the shape of the mounds of French lavender (Lavandula dentata) peppered up the hillside.

FEATURE 
PLANTS

TREES
Pencil pine (Cupressus 
sempervirens ‘Glauca’)
European olive (Olea 
europaea ‘Kalamata’)

Eureka lemon  
(Citrus x limon ‘Lisbon’)
Holm oak (Quercus ilex)

SHRUBS
French lavender 

(Lavandula dentata)
Rosemary  

(Rosmarinus officinalis)
Prostrate rosemary 

(Rosmarinus officinalis 
‘Prostratus’)

Lavender cotton 
(Santolina 

chamaecyparissus)
Bay (Laurus nobilis 

‘Miles Choice’)
CLIMBERS

Japanese honeysuckle 
(Lonicera japonica 

‘Halliana’)
White climbing rose 

(Rosa ‘Future’)
Wisteria ‘Amethyst Falls’

SUCCULENTS
Blue chalksticks  
(Senecio serpens)

“WE WANTED TO 
TRANSPORT VISITORS 

TO ITALY, WHERE 
GARDENS ARE OFTEN 

IMMERSED IN 
ANCIENT OLIVE 
GROVES.” Paul Bangay


