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In Praise of the Cottage Garden 

  There is a universal appeal to the cottage garden. For charm and sheer down to earth prettiness, it wins 
hands down in the category of garden style. It has a girl-next-door sort of attractiveness. One can feel 
comfortable in such a garden. The natural exuberance and slightly disheveled appearance imply that this 
is a garden one can create and live with easily. And that’s a fair assumption. 

  No matter what one’s preferred style of garden may be, it is impossible not to smile and feel generally 
happy in a cottage garden. It evokes memories of loving grandparents, innocent childhood and carefree 
summers. Imagine hollyhocks, foxgloves, columbines, delphiniums, phlox, bee balm, purple cone 
flowers, roses, lavender, lady’s mantle, morning glory and so much more. Puts a grin on your face 
doesn’t it? 

Whatever the size of a property, it is possible to have such a garden. Small properties lend themselves 
naturally to the cottage garden look. In larger spaces that usually have more expansive and sometimes 
formal gardens, a cottage garden outside the kitchen door or adjacent to a modest patio can act not only 
as a counterpoint but demonstrates that the owner does not take her/himself too seriously. As a result, it 
puts the visitor at ease. A word of caution – do not confuse a herbaceous border with a cottage garden. 
Well thought out design goes into making the former while impulsive, free thinking is characteristic of 
the latter. 

Some method, however, to the madness 

  As much as such a garden is doable without too much planning, it helps to know some of the elements 
that define this style. First, there is the approach to the garden. This can be a “see-through” gate, an arch 
with roses or flowering vine, a low wall or casually clipped hedge with a welcoming opening to the 
interior plantings. It should be something that invites and offers a glimpse of what lies within. 

  Within this garden, open for all to see is the individual stamp of the gardener.  For by its very nature, a 
cottage garden is a highly personal space. Selection of plants, colors, heights and sizes are all placed 
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according to the gardener’s tastes. There are no strict rules. Plants, mostly perennials, can joyfully spill 
onto paths and scramble up pillars and walls. However, in spite of the look, there is a requirement for a 
beautiful balance. So while tidiness is not of highest priority, there is a need to stop things from looking 
completely disorganized.  Some thought must be given to the plants so they are seen at their best. For 
example, by planting something that grows upright next to one that likes to lean and mingle provides 
visual interest and can be mutually complementary. 

  Often, the creation of a cottage garden uses reclaimed material for paths, fences and supports. This is 
not only endearing in appearance, practical and less expensive, but also makes it look as though the 
garden was always there. Neither the plantings nor the hardscaping should look contrived. Self seeding 
is encouraged and happy profusion barely checked. Meticulous design has no role here. 

  An essential trait of the cottage garden is that it be productive. A fruit tree or two can be planted and 
the vegetable plot might be positioned to occupy a side or corner of the garden. Functionality is 
historically key to this style of garden. It is often forgotten or overlooked today but well worth 
incorporating. Flowers, fruit and vegetables co-exist in blissful harmony. 

  A mainstay in the cottage garden look is spontaneity and that there is not much intervention by the 
gardener. Old fashioned plants, loud splashes of color, abounding fragrance share space with tepees of 
runner beans and trees laden with blushing apples. Roses and clematis climb arbors and walls while 
birds and bees fill the air with song. Yet, all this riotous partying is under-layered by simplicity. That is 
the essence of it. 

  Simple, unpretentious and genuine define the cottage garden. Who wouldn’t be content in such a 
place? Any takers? 
 
 

 

Page 2 of 2

usd16005
Typewritten Text

usd16005
Typewritten Text

usd16005
Typewritten Text

usd16005
Typewritten Text

usd16005
Typewritten Text
Wonderful column once again!By julie gaughran on 09/23/2011 at 9:03 amShobha makes it sound so easy- and the pictures are beautiful.  I wish I had her green thumb.  My “cottage garden” is taken over by stilt grass.By Susan Carpenter on 09/23/2011 at 12:28 pmSusan,You still have to weed the cottage garden you know!!But in all seriousness, stilt grass is a real threat. Pulling them out is quite doable but you have to go at it regularly. And get the villains early before they set seed.ShobhaBy Shobha on 09/23/2011 at 3:30 pmMy favorite kind of garden. So natural and real. I would love to be in the midst of all that beauty. I would be happy to weed it!!Thank you again for your wonderful column. It is a great comfort.By Harriet on 09/26/2011 at 8:08 amYour garden is lovely. Thanks for sharing. I love to read you articles. mrsBy maryroseschaaf on 09/26/2011 at 11:24 amdon’t we all want Shobha to come to our house and design and plant for us.  Your column is wonderful every single week and much appreciated.By leslie on 09/28/2011 at 8:48 am

usd16005
Typewritten Text
(c) 2011 Shobha Vanchiswar




