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STYLE UP

WITH A COUNTRY GARDEN

IN THE CITY
With next months’ RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2022 predicted
to have ‘the most naturalistic feel in recent years’, awardwinning garden designer Ruth Willmott tells us about the
Morris & Co Garden she will be staging at the show and shares
her tips for creating a country garden in an urban setting

“I

’m thrilled to be at Chelsea
this year with a garden
inspired by the work of William
Morris, the Victorian designer,
craftsman and artist. The design of
the garden emerged from hours
spent pouring over William Morris’
iconic pattern books, immersing
myself in his designs and imagining
the joy of being surrounded by
his patterns in the form of flowers
and trees. The garden is a modern
interpretation of two of Morris’

most iconic designs – trellis and willow
boughs – and uses colour and these two
patterns to bring his beautiful interiors
into the natural outdoor setting which
inspired them.
As the garden will be sited right in the
heart of London, I wanted it to have the
feel of ‘organised countryside’ in a town
garden setting and to create a sense of
being immersed in greenery, much like
you would in a country garden. Central
to the design is a quadrant layout with
a series of simple inter-connecting

pathways forming the shape of the
garden and it is this structure that will
allow me to manage the abundance of
planting. It’s important for any garden
to have a structure underneath the soft
planting. The planting is then free to
ramble and roam within the grid lines
you have created.
I’m a big advocate of soft planting
over hard landscaping and The Morris &
Co Garden at RHS Chelsea, much like all
of my work, will work on a ratio of 75%
planting and 25% hard landscaping. In
fact, one of the biggest challenges in
designing the garden at Chelsea has
been the planting. I want to ensure it
has a wonderful sense of repetition as
it flows through and connects with each
part of the garden, much like a Morris &
Co wallpaper. Repeat planting in a richly
planted urban garden is a great way to
introduce rhythm whilst maintaining that
sense or order.
The other rhythmic feature in my
Chelsea garden is the sequence of
water channels that flow throughout
the garden. In an urban environment,
introducing water into the garden is a
wonderful way to block out the noise of
a busy city and to transport yourself into
a calmer environment. Water, if created
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using natural biological plant filters, can
also be shared with the local wildlife.
It is heartening to hear from more
and more of my clients that they want
a more naturalistic garden that will
allow them to feel closer to nature.
One of the easiest ways to achieve this
is to introduce planting right up to the
border of the house and to soften the
garden boundaries with planting so
you feel enveloped in a space shared
with nature.”

Ruth Willmott’s top tips for creating a
country garden in an urban setting:

1

Unlike a country garden where you
can ‘borrow the landscape’ from
surrounding fields, in a city environment
you need to search for the views of the
sky and try and frame them. While you
can’t block out surrounding buildings,
you can diffuse them or soften the
impact they have by introducing multi-
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‘one of the biggest challenges in
designing the garden at Chelsea has
been the planting. I want to ensure it
has a wonderful sense of repetition
as it flows through and connects
with each part of the garden’
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stem trees or shrubs. Resist the urge to
plant trees on boundary lines, instead
place them in the space so you have a
sense of being under the tree canopy
and surrounded by scent and colour.

2

Try softening garden boundaries
with planting rather than hard
edges. Planting hedges, wall shrubs,
scented climbers or even an espalier
fruit tree along one of the borders can
help to soften the boundary between
neighbouring gardens.

3

Break the tradition of having a
hard landscaped terrace leading
immediately from the house and try
provide too much shade. Opt for plants
with nectar-rich, single flowers rather
than double blooms, which are harder
for pollinators to access. Aim for a range
of plants to provide nectar and pollen
from early in the growing season, right
through to the very end. Both native
and non-native plants can be valuable
sources of nectar and pollen.

5

Introduce loose flowering shrubs
in addition to clipped or hard
forms. Planting for pollinators, birds
and small mammals is also important.
Plants bearing fruits, berries and single
flowers are ideal and will create a lovely
atmosphere in the garden.

6
4

Even a tiny bit of lawn can provide
interest. Consider a meadow lawn
or, for really small spaces, a meadow
strip to bring a feeling of the countryside
into your garden. Meadow lawns can
have a life beyond the summer months
if they are studded with bulbs, such
as crocus, which in turn provides early
pollen for bees. If you are introducing
a wildflower strip, be careful not to
site it under a tree canopy which could
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Place your garden in its wider
context and try to complement and
enhance neighbouring gardens. If your
neighbour’s garden on has a pear tree
on one side and the other side has an
abundance of ivy, you might consider
introducing a summer flowering tree.
This would provide general year-round
interest across the gardens.
● ruthwillmott.com
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to plant right up to the windows.
Alternatively green-up your terrace with
pots and climbers.

Introducing traditional crafts
into a more naturalistic urban
plot can create a country garden feel.
Craftsmanship is very apparent in the
Morris & Co Garden at RHS Chelsea
where traditional arts and crafts will
feature alongside modern-day crafts.

