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As a child, I believed the pretty Erysimum that my grandmother, Ethel Gilliver, called gillyflower was named for her.



















Preface



When I was a little girl in England, I thought Erysimum, which some call wallflower and my grandmother called gillyflower, was named for her, not only because it was her favorite of all the blooms in her pretty cottage garden, but also because Grandmother’s name, before marriage, was Ethel Gilliver. My tiny ears heard Ethel Gilliflower, increasing my admiration for her. I assimilated a great deal of horticultural lore from shadowing my grandmother as she planted, weeded, and watered, and I acquired a lifelong love for the seemingly uncontrived beauty of the cottage garden. When I moved to the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania, I dreamed of creating a garden just like hers.


The world has changed enormously since those halcyon days spent in my grandmother’s garden. Global issues such as an increasingly erratic environment with unpredictable weather events frustrate everyone—especially the gardener. My garden began as a traditional cottage garden modeled upon my grandmother’s. It developed, however, into an avenue for solving some of the environmental and social problems we face today.


I discovered the extraordinary problem-solving potential of cottage gardens when working with new clients as a garden coach. I always inquire, “What is your favorite garden style?” Frequently, they say, “The cottage garden.” When I ask, “What is your greatest challenge?” they give me a different answer today than home gardeners gave ten or fifteen years ago. Previously, they complained about rocky soil or deer damage, as both are prevalent in the Pocono Mountains. Nowadays, they are more likely to say, “Unpredictable weather events,” or “I want flowers but have to grow veggies because of rising food prices.” A client shared with me the stresses of caring for her mother, who is suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. She said, “I prefer cottage gardens, but I’ve been advised that a therapeutic garden may help my mother.” I can reassure each client that their desire for a traditional cottage garden and these modern-day problems are not mutually exclusive.
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My garden began as a traditional English-style cottage garden but became much more.












[image: A garden filled with various flowers, including coneflowers and daisies, surrounded by greenery and a small birdbath. A white shed with a star decoration is in the background.]

My cottage garden taught me it is possible to create a beautiful space that helps solve some of the pressing problems of the day.








Now I show my clients how to install a cottage garden–style rain garden or gravel garden to solve wet weather or drought challenges. I explain that the original cottage garden had vegetables planted among the flowers. Attractive vegetable plants such as Swiss chard and herbs like dill add beauty and practicality to a cottage garden flower bed. I reveal the charm of the cottage garden as a healing garden or a sensory space for the client caring for her mother. Healing and sensory gardens benefit the patient and relieve the caregiver’s stress.


This book not only enables the home gardener to realize their dream of creating a cottage garden, but also covers these and many other pressing problems with practical advice and step-by-step instructions. The book explains how the cottage gardener, in their small way, can successfully tackle more extensive issues, such as changing weather and stressful living. The result is a cottage garden with traditional elements and a nontraditional focus—a resource in this ever-changing world.













Introduction: Getting the Most from This Book



Cottage gardens are dearly beloved by many. My goal is to provide a clear guide to creating an English-style cottage garden while explaining how even novice home gardeners can, in their small way, effectively manage current global concerns, such as extreme weather events.


The book has two parts: The first details the cottage garden’s historical evolution and distinctive elements. Born in England in the fourteenth century, the cottage garden has evolved into a diverse mixture of the gardener’s favorite plants. Features include wide and curvy borders, a riot of color, many potted plants, and often a fence for an enclosure. There is little or no lawn. Instead, meandering paths between planted areas, with plants growing in the cracks between rocks and gravel, provide beauty and serenity. The section shows how the gardener can reflect the flavor of an English garden with plants appropriate to their area conditions.


In my cottage-style garden, I grow plants that evoke memories of my English heritage, such as crocosmia (Crocosmia ×curtonus ‘Lucifer’), which my mother called montbretia. It was one of her favorite flowers. I try to grow my grandmother’s gillyflower (Erysimum cheiri), but it dislikes the Poconos’ climate. I have some success with the western wallflower (Erysimum capitatum) that is native to North America. I have English bluebells (Hyacinthoides non-scripta) in my garden. As a little girl, I would gather bluebells from the nearby woods—a bunch for my mother and one for my teacher. In my Pocono garden, I also have a David Austin rose called ‘Lichfield Angel’ that brings back happy memories of my weekly visits to Lichfield Cathedral in my high school years. I attended high school in Lichfield, England, and loved the nearby cathedral. The Lichfield Angel, discovered in the cathedral’s basement in 2003, is a remarkable survival of early medieval sculpture made of carved limestone. After its discovery, I returned to Lichfield from the United States to see it and bought a picture to display in my home. David Austin named a new rose, the ‘Lichfield Angel’, for the sculpture.
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An early crop of rhubarb, snow peas, and cabbage harvested from my kitchen garden for sharing.


















I make new memories as I garden with my grandchildren. I taught Jonathan how to make miniature gardens in tubs and repurposed containers. He made some to display in my cottage garden. Although he is an adult now, he maintains and refurbishes them annually.


The first section then defines the global problems facing us today: pollution of our planet, extreme weather, rising food prices, the changing workplace, international conflict, and more significant stress, illness, and isolation—exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The book explains how these problems affect the home gardener directly.


The book’s second part provides clear, doable solutions to the problems, beginning with pollution. Step-by-step instructions propel the reader into workable remedies for home gardening. The book shows why sustainable gardening is crucial and how to implement organic methods. It also addresses making and using compost, attracting pollinators, and dealing with invasive species. You will learn how to keep your garden healthy without using toxic chemicals. A flourishing and thriving cottage garden will be the beautiful result.


We know that as we pollute our planet, global warming occurs. My area in the eastern United States is experiencing unpredictable weather events. I show how I incorporated a rain garden that blends into the cottage garden style and a gravel garden with a cottage garden flair, including a list of suitable plantings for each scenario. In addition, the book enumerates other practical suggestions for achieving success despite climate challenges.
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Cottage garden flowers, such as lupine (Lupinus) and catmint (Nepeta), add to a feeling of peace in the healing garden.








Because of rising food prices, personal budgets, and problems of availability and distribution, more gardeners are growing their own vegetables and herbs. In an English-style cottage garden, vegetables are often grown among the flowers. I show how to do this with companion plantings and other tips, and I discuss sharing the harvest with those who are food insecure.


Since the COVID-19 pandemic, people continue to work at home. Fresh flowers on the work desk brighten the room and lift spirits during long stretches of isolation. However, bringing profuse bouquets into the house means a limited show in the garden—solve this problem by creating a cutting garden. The book provides instructions for growing, maintaining, and harvesting flowers for cutting.


Some gardeners may care for a family member who is seriously ill or in crisis, for example, with PTSD. For those caregivers, the book shows how to create a healing garden that perfectly fits the cottage garden style. Incorporating water, sound, and lighting, I discuss appropriate plants and how to reduce maintenance. We would all benefit from our own healing garden, bringing nature’s positive effects to our physical and mental well-being. Therefore, I will show the beautiful one I created at my home.


New gardeners soon discover gardening is an excellent stress reliever in these challenging times. For those who have not yet started gardening, the book enumerates the many benefits, with extensive detail on creating a cottage garden that is also a sensory garden—the perfect stress reliever. Sensory gardens are suitable for small or large spaces. They may be designed for just one sense, such as a fragrance garden, or all five senses. Sensory gardens make perfect children’s gardens.


This book will prepare future generations to deal with climate and environmental issues. Adults can use it as a guidebook to instill in their youth numerous strategies for recognizing gardens and gardening as a practical and beautiful resource.


In a world of uncertainty, gardening can ground us. By looking at a familiar garden design from the past and bringing it up to date, we can feel a continuity with a more peaceful time. This book will encourage and instruct new gardeners and inspire more experienced gardeners to delve further into the characteristics and benefits of cottage garden style in this time of unprecedented environmental and societal change.
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A picture of the Lichfield Angel, found in Lichfield Cathedral, hangs in my home evoking lovely memories.
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Meandering paths with plants growing between the rocks or gravel are a charming element of the cottage garden style.












[image: A Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’ with elongated blossoms and slender green leaves. The background features a white picket fence, slightly blurred.]

I grow Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’ because it was one of my mother’s favorite flowers.












[image: A David Austin rose named Lichfield Angel blooming with layered petals, with a closed bud nearby, surrounded by green leaves.]

David Austin’s rose ‘Lichfield Angel’ brings back happy memories of time spent in Lichfield Cathedral, England, in my youth.
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My grandson Jonathan made his first miniature garden when he was seven years old.
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The unique blooms of drumstick allium (Allium sphaerocephalon) attract pollinators in the cottage garden border. An abundance of pollinators is the mark of a thriving garden.


























PART I


THE COTTAGE GARDEN THEN AND NOW





















[image: A garden path surrounded by various flowering plants and greenery, leading through a lush landscape filled with diverse flora.]

A path for strolling through the garden at Grafton Cottage in England.





















CHAPTER 1



The Time-Honored Garden




The cottage garden; most for use design’d, Yet not of beauty destitute.


—CHARLOTTE SMITH





As a history major, I’ve found that understanding a modern-day phenomenon is often easier when placed in historical context. So, we will journey to a typical cottage garden in England and delve into its rich historical background. Following this brief introduction to the roots of cottage gardening, I discuss the elements of an English cottage garden. Then I provide a clear plan for creating a beautiful flower bed in the cottage garden style. Yes, you may start digging immediately and not wait until the end of this book to own a lovely cottage garden. I’ll guide you all the way, including an introduction to my two goats, Doodles and Petunia. Livestock in the cottage garden was a typical element in the past but, I assure you, an optional element for today’s gardener.



The English Cottage Garden


As I stroll through a cottage garden in England during one of my frequent visits from the United States, I delight in the glorious colors and varied textures of an abundance of flowers covered with butterflies and bees. Despite the challenges of an unstable climate, the English cottage garden still maintains its traditional beauty.


I wonder, however, what I would see if I had a time machine to take me to the cottage garden at its inception. I would find myself in a very different setting. I would see few flowers, just vegetables growing haphazardly, with chickens and pigs foraging among the utilitarian plan.


THE FIRST ENGLISH COTTAGE GARDENS


Peasants created the first cottage gardens in 1350 following the two-year devastation of the Black Death pandemic. This squalid disease, caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis, raged across the Eastern Hemisphere, killing one-third of the population. Although it is similar to the comparatively recent COVID-19 pandemic in terms of societal impact, the Black Death had much higher infection and mortality rates. Finding themselves with a decimated workforce, landowners gave cottages and land to surviving peasants in exchange for free labor.


The peasants’ cottages were hovels with wattle and daub walls (interwoven sticks and branches daubed with animal dung combined with wet clay, soil, and straw) and leaky roofs thatched with straw. They raised plants and animals for food. Their pigs and chickens wandered around the gardens in summer and lived with them inside the cottage in winter. The peasants ate little meat; their main meal was pottage, a dish of vegetables in stock or water seasoned with herbs. They planted vegetables and herbs haphazardly in every available space, with no design as we know it. They produced beans, cabbages, fennel, leeks, onions, peas, and turnips. They harvested fruit, such as blackberries and raspberries, from the hedgerows, transplanting them into their gardens as the Middle Ages drew to a close. Still, the cottage garden showed little change until the sixteenth century.
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Like the peasants of 1350, I grow cabbages in my cottage garden.
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The pretty primula, introduced to England by the Huguenots in the sixteenth century, brings the beauty of spring to today’s cottage garden.








THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE COTTAGE GARDEN TRADITION


The Huguenots, artisan refugees who traveled from Europe to England at the end of the sixteenth century, introduced their best-loved plants, such as the beautiful auricula (Primula auricula), one of my favorites. Gardeners hybridized flowers to improve their size and form, and they began to create horticultural societies and clubs. They transformed the English cottage garden tradition from the utilitarian to the showy.


THE INFLUENCE OF GREAT GARDENERS


During the eighteenth century, the prosperous gentry of industrial England was tired of the stressful city life and longed for the serenity of the countryside. At the same time, rather than expansive lawns, man-made lakes, and enormous trees surrounding their homes, the aristocracy turned to the free and easy style of the cottage garden. Four great gardeners firmly established this change: William Robinson (1838–1935), Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932), Vita Sackville-West (1892–1962), and Christopher Lloyd (1921–2006). They created large-scale gardens, impractical for today’s cottage gardeners, but they legitimized cottage garden design. The work of these extraordinary innovators continues to inspire gardeners today.


William Robinson’s 1883 book, The English Flower Garden, is still helpful for depicting traditional cottage garden plants. Robinson extracted the essential elements from the cottage garden style and focused on the attributes of individual flowers.


Gertrude Jekyll was a designer, writer, and artist who created more than 400 gardens in England and several in America. Her designs differed significantly from the angular, modernist gardens in vogue with aristocrats. She produced large-scale herbaceous borders with a completely casual look.


Robinson and Jekyll greatly influenced Vita Sackville-West, as you can see today when visiting her gardens at Sissinghurst and Hidcote. While very large, these gardens retain the intimacy of authentic cottage gardens.


The great garden writer Christopher Lloyd is best known for his gardens at Great Dixter, where he proved it is possible to attain cottage garden style in any environment. His gardens were forever changing as he experimented with plants. Lloyd’s work encourages the cottage gardener to step outside the box. Fergus Garrett, head gardener and chief executive of the Great Dixter Charitable Trust, continues Lloyd’s work, bringing his unique style to the gardens. I am proud to own a signed copy of Lloyd’s book, The Cottage Garden, which profoundly influences my gardening efforts.
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A modern herbaceous border at Dorset House in England is in the style of Jekyll.
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The Long Border at Great Dixter, England, looks exuberant and uncontrived.








THE COTTAGE GARDEN TODAY IN ENGLAND AND AMERICA


The peasantry’s authentic, utilitarian cottage garden has disappeared in England. However, certain principles are evident in allotments, those tiny parcels of land rented to gardeners by the local government. Gardeners usually grow vegetables and some fruit and may be allowed to keep some chickens. Although they may have some flowers in their allotments, they are more likely to plant them around their houses. Today, the informal medley of blooms grown by English gardeners around their homes defines the English cottage garden style as we know it.


In recent years, gardening has become a trendy American pastime. The COVID-19 pandemic led to an increase in vegetable gardening. At the same time, ecological concerns spurred the reduction of lawn space and the use of native plants to attract pollinators. Many would like to create a cottage garden in the English style but fear an increasingly unstable environment, with unpredictable weather events and more pests, makes it too complicated. I will show how it is possible to adapt to changing conditions without losing the essential elements of the traditional cottage garden. As a result, gardeners can do their part in mitigating the adverse effects of global challenges—one garden at a time.
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The COVID-19 pandemic increased vegetable gardening in the United States.








Design Elements of a Cottage Garden


When I retired after twelve years as a school administrator, the family of some of my students gave me a garden book as a parting gift. They knew I was retiring to realize my dream of making a cottage garden modeled after that of my English grandmother. The book I came to treasure was English Country Gardens by Ethne Clarke and Clay Perry. As a garden coach, when describing the elements of a cottage garden to my clients, I frequently quote from the book in which Clarke says, “A cottage garden is above all things a place of uncontrived beauty, easily enjoyed, where labour is well-rewarded and quiet pleasures satisfied.” However, it is important to note that careful planning is necessary for the garden’s beauty to appear uncontrived.


Although early cottage gardens may have had flowers and vegetables growing side by side, in England, when I was a child, cottage flower gardens were often in the front yard, and vegetables were at the back of the house. Incidentally, the British call their yards the front and back gardens; a “yard” in England is an empty lot or refers to Scotland Yard, a police station. (When we first arrived in the United States from England, my young children coined the expression, “the Yarden,” when referring to our garden.) Sadly, with the need for more garage space nowadays, many English families use their front gardens as paved or graveled parking spots.


You may locate your cottage garden in front or back or mix vegetables and flowers in one bed, but keep some standard features to create an uncontrived image of profusion. I have identified ten main components to enable you to achieve this appearance.




	Dense plantings


	An informal plan


	A mixture of plant types


	Wide, curvy borders


	A riot of color


	Potted plants


	Enclosed space


	Vertical features


	Meandering paths


	Little lawn









[image: A garden filled with various flowers, including coneflowers, surrounding a white shed with a star decoration. ]

I planted swaths of coneflower and bee balm to create a picture of uncontrived beauty.








In addition, I will say a few words about livestock in the cottage garden. After all, those pigs and chickens were as crucial as vegetables in the early cottage garden.


DENSE PLANTINGS


The profuse cottage garden flower bed has no wide spaces between plants. When I show you how to create the garden, you will see enough space between plants to allow air circulation and prevent disease. An advantage of denser planting is that the need for weeding is less likely.


INFORMAL PLAN


With an informal plan, you do not need to worry about placing the tallest plants at the back of the bed, those of medium height in the middle, and low growers at the front. When creating an image of profusion, the height of the plant is irrelevant. Similarly, you don’t have to make the design symmetrical. For example, when you add a focal point—and all gardens should have a focal point, such as a water feature, a unique plant, or a statue—place it off-center for a more informal look.


MIXTURE OF PLANT TYPES


The key to the appearance of profusion is plant variety. Choose herbaceous perennials, flowering shrubs, herbs, groundcovers, and bulbs. (Herbaceous perennials have leaves and stems that die down to soil level at the end of the growing season; they return each spring, often for several years.) Plant old-fashioned flowers such as delphinium (Delphinium spp.), foxglove (Digitalis spp.), hollyhock (Alcea spp.), and rose (Rosa). Cottage gardens typically contain some plants for their fragrance, such as lavender. Fill in the gaps with pockets of annuals (plants that live for one growing season only).






[image: A garden with a bench surrounded by various flowers and plants. In the background, a small building is present behind a white picket fence.]

Plant densely in a cottage garden border for fewer weeds and an informal look.








WIDE, CURVY BORDERS


The undulating lines of wide, curvy borders are more attractive than straight ones. Incidentally, this classic style is trendy today with the naturalistic planting movement. Naturalistic gardens mimic nature, which has few straight lines. Curvy edges make the garden look more extensive, especially in a small space. Cottage gardens are all about surprise. With an angular design, you see the whole garden at once, whereas curves prompt you to wonder what is around that bend.


RIOT OF COLOR


My cottage garden flowers are a mixture of warm and cool colors. Warm colors are orange, red, and yellow, whereas cool colors are blue, green, pink, and purple. There are no hard and fast rules about placing colors together when creating a cottage garden; in nature, any color can pop up next to another. Your riot of color does not look too overwhelming when you plant colors in waves and repeat them. Add a wave of white flowers to provide rest for the eyes.


POTTED PLANTS


An essential element of cottage garden design is the inclusion of plants in containers. Usually, the plants are annuals, but many perennial flowers are good options. Potted plants are incredibly versatile. You may expand your cottage garden to the patio or terrace. I plant bulbs in pots each fall to get an early start on spring. Also, plants in pots provide color when the cottage garden fades between spring and summer. I use them to fill in gaps that occur toward the end of the season. Use a potted plant as a focal point, or place a container of herbs near the kitchen door.








[image: A garden filled with various plants, including flowers and shrubs, with a birdbath in the center. ]

A whimsical stone birdbath is the focal point in this profuse flower border.












[image: A garden filled with various flowers, prominently old-fashioned roses and foxgloves.]

Old-fashioned roses and foxgloves are charming in Jenny Rose Carey’s garden at Northview.












[image: A garden path lined with various plants and flowers, featuring clusters of blooms and dense greenery. The path curves through the garden area.]

Flower borders with curved edges make a small garden look more expansive.












[image: A cluster of Shasta daisies with white petals, surrounded by green foliage.]

A wave of white flowers, such as Shasta daisies (Leucanthemum ×superbum), provides rest for the eyes.
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A cool palette of pink roses and purple clematis (Clematis), surrounded by green and yellow plant material, provides a beautiful display of color in Jenny Rose Carey’s garden.
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A basket of daffodils and a container of spring blooms welcome visitors in springtime.















[image: A potted Heuchera hangs among flowering plants, with a pot of foliage nearby. ]

Use a potted perennial, such as Heuchera, to fill a space in the border at the end of summer.
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I plant daffodils in pots in fall. In spring, when they bloom, I place one of the pots in a basket on the porch.








I grow some perennials especially for containers. I use them to fill spaces in the borders. In fall, I take the perennials out of the pots and overwinter them in an empty bed in the vegetable garden.


ENCLOSED SPACE


A low fence, wall, or hedge enclosing the cottage garden is traditional. As a child in England, I took the gates, walls, and fences surrounding old cottages for granted. They were constructed of local materials, plentiful and cheap, such as brick, stone, wattle, or wood. In my neighborhood, a privet or laurel hedge was a standard enclosure. A weathered picket fence surrounding today’s cottage garden is beautiful.


VERTICAL FEATURES


Cottage gardens in England are often relatively small, so gardeners tend to plant vertically and horizontally. They cover walls and fences with vines and hanging baskets. A rose-covered arbor is traditional in England. I use arbors to transition from one area of my garden to another, growing beautiful vines over them. Pergolas and obelisks are other options. There is an extraordinary loveliness about a tall trellis wreathed with roses and clematis.






[image: A wooden gate leads into a lush garden filled with various plants and flowers. ]

A weathered fence and gate entice you into the herb garden at Northview.








MEANDERING PATHS


Winding paths, like curvy borders, add a sense of wonder about what is around the bend and invite a stroll through the garden. They often lead to a focal point, like a bench or water feature. Plants, such as dianthus and thymes, grow in cracks between rocks. I planted stonecrop (Sedum rupestre) and creeping phlox (Phlox stolonifera) between mine. Paths of old bricks, gravel, or grass can be practical yet functional additions to your cottage garden design.


LITTLE LAWN


There is little lawn in the cottage garden, just winding paths between the planted areas. I carved flower beds out of my garden’s lawn area, reducing the lawn’s size and creating grass pathways between the beds.


In addition to the features mentioned, I like to add beautiful or whimsical accessories, often gifts from loved ones, that draw the eye. I have a rustic stone birdbath, an elegant statue, and a collection of stone hedgehogs. Artifacts like these bring personal expression into your garden and make it your own. I expand on this idea later in the book.


LIVESTOCK IN THE COTTAGE GARDEN


Astolat Farm, where I live and garden, is a crop farm where our farmer grows corn, oats, and other grain; we don’t raise animals like pigs or cows. We have two goats, Doodles and Petunia, and, until recently, miniature horses. Livestock was essential for the first cottage gardeners. If you have space to add smaller animals, such as chickens or goats, you will enjoy the benefits of fresh eggs and animal manure as valuable compost. First, check with your local authority to ensure no restrictions exist. If you have free-range chickens, use cloches or other plant protection.


Of course, we cannot allow the goats free range of my gardens or they would eat the flowers. They watch me from behind a fence, waiting for me to throw them some weeds. (Sturdy fencing is a must.) I enjoy being in their company when working in the garden. In addition, the den where I write overlooks the goat pasture so I can take pleasure in their antics from indoors. Goats can be very affectionate and have a great sense of curiosity. They are social animals; you can’t have just one alone.


I loved my miniature horses, Dude and Charm, but decided not to replace them when they passed. It is important to remember that all animals require responsibility, commitment, and monetary expense. The goats are ideal for my needs as I age. Choose the animals that are right for you. You may have a dog or cat; even a garden cat makes the perfect addition to any cottage garden. I will not forget Dude and Charm. I made a small memorial garden that I call the Horseshoe Garden.






[image: Doodles and Petunia are positioned close together, one standing on the back of the other. ]

Doodles and Petunia are delightful residents of Astolat Farm.












[image: A garden scene with a clay pot surrounded by various plants and greenery, vintage horseshoe decorations nearby, and a wooden deck in the background.]

Vintage horseshoes in the Horseshoe Garden are a memorial to past miniature horses.












[image: A wire cloche is placed over a small plant in soil. The background features a white fence.]

A wire cloche protects plants from chicken damage.














[image: A cluster of large roses growing on a wooden trellis.]

A rose-covered arbor is traditional in a cottage garden in England, such as this one at Grafton Cottage.












[image: A garden arch covered with clematis, surrounded by a white picket fence and additional plants.]

A clematis-covered arbor provides the transition between my kitchen garden and the cottage garden.












[image: A garden path made of bricks leads to a white gate surrounded by various plants and flowers.]

A short but functional old brick path takes visitors through the garden gate at Grafton Cottage, England.












[image: Aerial view of a garden featuring a pond surrounded by various plants and trees, with a stone border and a white fence.]

An aerial view shows where I changed a previous lawn area into a pond and flower beds, creating grassy pathways.












[image: A garden featuring various plants, a pond with lily pads, and a white shed with a star decoration. The area is surrounded by a white picket fence.]

A grassy pathway leads you between the pond and the herbaceous border.












[image: A garden with a white picket fence and lush greenery, with Allegrain’s sculpture and a wooden fence in the background. ]

In the Healing Garden, a replica of Allegrain’s sculpture depicting Venus bathing adds a feeling of tranquility.















[image: A two-story house with a porch and multiple windows, surrounded by a white picket fence and greenery.]

Astolat Farm, April 2024.








Creating Your Cottage Garden


Creating a new garden is an exciting experience—you will always remember your first garden. While the gardens at my home, Astolat Farm, were not my first, I was delighted when I retired and finally had time to install them. My husband, Duane, has lived here all his life, and I feel honored to share this beautiful property. A farmer built the house in 1841 or earlier, and although not an English cottage, the rooms have charming, cottage-like features such as exposed beams. I was fortunate to have a blank slate for my gardens because Duane’s mother, a world-renowned dog breeder, had used the area around the house for kennels, not gardens, in her lifetime. I would have loved to create a traditional flower garden at the front of the house, but like most farms of the era, our farmhouse is close to the road.


I hope you make a cottage garden for yourself now that you have read this far. Please do not allow the many challenges facing the gardener today to deter you. That is what this book is about. We will take the problems individually and consider their best solutions, first planning your beautiful new garden step by step.


If you are an inexperienced gardener, start small so regular care will be manageable. You can increase the size when you gain more confidence. Also, the cost will be less of an issue if spread out over time. A flower bed or a border about 3 by 8 feet (1 by 2.4 m) is a good beginning.






[image: A view through an open door looking out onto a garden with flowers and greenery. A watering can sits on the porch, with curtains and a cabinet.]

I located my first garden where I can see it from my favorite chair indoors. The view brings endless pleasure.








Here is the simple seven-step process:




	Assess the site.


	Make a list of plants.


	Put your plan on paper.


	Select appropriate plants.


	Prepare the bed.


	Plant carefully.


	Water and mulch.





ASSESS THE SITE


Walk around your yard and decide where to locate your new garden. You could install it next to a fence, where you can see it from a house window, or as a colorful approach to your front door. I knew immediately where I should place my first garden. From my favorite chair in a room we call the Garden Room, I looked out at a scraggy lawn, a dying cedar tree, and some invasive multiflora roses. I desired a better view.


Your cottage garden flowers will appreciate plenty of light, so factor six or more hours of sunlight into your location plan. If your garden has little direct sun, make a shady border or bed containing cottage garden elements, except choose plants for a profusion of textures and leaf colors rather than blooms. Note if there is a problem with water runoff or standing water in your preferred area. If the site slopes, you will arrange the plants in terraces to prevent runoff. If the problem is standing water, you must raise the bed.


It is helpful to know the soil type. Soils may be clay, sandy, or loamy. Touch the soil and roll it in your hands. It is clay if it is easily rolled into a sausage shape and is sticky when wet. Clay often has more nutrients than other soil types and retains water better but may need added compost (such as rotted leaves) to break up the clay and allow air for the plants’ roots. Sandy soil feels gritty when you roll it between your finger and thumb and you cannot make it into a sausage shape. It drains quickly after rain or watering but dries out fast and is low in plant nutrients. Sandy soils also benefit from being amended with compost. Loamy soils are the most desirable mixture of clay, sand, and silt.


The best way to ensure your soil is optimal for your new plants is to have it tested. Inexpensive, easy-to-use test kits are available at your local County Cooperative Extension office. Each county in the United States has an Extension office that works closely with university experts to provide research-based home garden information and advice. They can also help with soil tests, free of charge or inexpensively. Find the phone number in the government section of the telephone directory or online. I recommend you purchase a soil test and follow the instructions for collecting and mailing a sample. You will receive information on pH, salt content, lime requirement, and available phosphorus, potassium, and magnesium. Follow the recommendations the Extension office will send you with the test results. Good soil is your best investment to ensure thriving flowers and vegetables.


MAKE A LIST OF PLANTS


Begin your list of cottage garden plants with old-fashioned flowers like peony (Paeonia), hollyhock, foxglove, and primrose (Primula vulgaris).


Add native plants such as purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), bee balm (Monarda didyma), garden phlox (Phlox paniculata), and butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa).






[image: A cluster of forget-me-nots with multiple petals and green leaves. ]

I grow forget-me-nots because they were another of my mother’s favorites.








Use this book, plant books, articles in garden magazines, and plant catalogs to identify other plants. Plant catalogs are a joy to peruse, but be aware that your flowers, in their first year, may not look like those portrayed in the catalog. I mark the pages of books and catalogs with sticky notes to look back at the pictures before narrowing my list.


When creating my cottage garden, I visited local gardens and parks to see what thrives in my area and which plants attracted me the most. Talking with fellow gardeners in the neighborhood can be very informative, and you may return home with some gifted plants.


Plan for constant bloom, fragrance, or attractive foliage when selecting plants. I choose flowers that evoke memories: My mother loved montbretia and forget-me-nots (Myosotis sylvatica), and, of course, I sometimes plant my grandmother’s favorite gillyflowers, although they are short-lived annuals in my garden.
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