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Penstemon ‘Geoff 
Hamilton’, eryngium  

and roses complement 
the sculpture Hydra  

by David Harber.

Spectacular views of the Weald of Kent are matched by the sumptuous, 
time-honed planting in Elizabeth and Andrew Cairns’ well-established garden 
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Above Elizabeth and 
Andrew Cairns. 
Right The terrace is 
enclosed by a froth of 
Orlaya grandiflora, with 
Clematis ‘Warszawska 
Nike’ and ‘Old Blush 
China’ and ‘Gertrude 
Jekyll’ roses for colour.

Clockwise from above 
Trees and shrubs, such 
as Cotoneaster frigidus 
‘Cornubia’ and Corokia 
‘Red Wonder’ shelter 
deep borders; Alchemilla 
mollis borders the path; 
a rill-fed circular water 
feature creates a calm 
counterpoint; dainty 
Clematis ‘Pagoda’.

 I t is both humbling and deeply impressive, 
in these days of big-budget, quick-fix 
gardening, to visit a garden that has been 
created and tended with great intensity, 
skill and passion by the same owners – 

Elizabeth and Andrew Cairns – over 35 years and 
is still moving forwards. The garden that surrounds 
Knowle Hill Farm has a feeling of calm solidity, 
its now thoroughly mature ‘bones’ enhanced by 
thoughtful elegant planting, lovingly honed over time 
by Elizabeth with the aid of long-serving, part-time 
gardening help. The garden is of a style that might 
perhaps be called ‘grand English cottage garden’, 
and while making it clear that big decisions about it 
are very much taken jointly with husband Andrew, 
Elizabeth acknowledges that she is the creative half 
of the partnership. There is a springtime snowdrop 
National Garden Scheme opening, but the garden 
is impressive all year round – and is of course at its 
most florally spectacular in high summer.

Old farmhouses such as this tend not to have 
formal approaches and entrances, and Knowle Hill 
Farm is no exception. However, while the house  

is accessed by a narrow lane  
that is both rough and steep 
(and this, barely 50 miles from 
London) and entered via what 
was clearly the former farmyard, 
a high degree of sophistication 
has been achieved even here 
through the use of pale gravel 

and elegant linear plantings. Against a dark 
backdrop of hedging, there are just a few species, 
including roses, lavender, sedums and heuchera that, 
to Elizabeth’s modest satisfaction, look good at all 
times of year. On arrival, however, most visitors have 
no inkling as to the property’s extraordinary natural 
assets: accessed through a relatively small gap in  
a tall hedge and via a sheltered paved sitting area is a 
stunningly ‘framed’ view and a wide spacious garden 
that wraps around the house. It is graced by lovely 
topiary and deep, shrubby herbaceous borders  
with clematis, roses and lots more lavender.

At the garden’s heart is the substantial 
15th-century farmhouse, set high on a southerly 
facing slope of the North Downs, with a seemingly 
endless view of the miles of flat agricultural land  
that form the Weald of Kent. The garden soil here  
is highly alkaline (pH 7 to 7.5), light and very free-
draining over ragstone bedrock. Moisture retention, 
even after years of regular soil improvement with 
locally sourced farm manure, is a constant concern, 
particularly in the heavily planted, deep mixed 
borders at the front and to the side of the house.

When the Cairns’ took on the house in 1983 there 
was, according to Elizabeth, not much of a garden at 
all and the two-acre plot was uncomfortably exposed 
to the prevailing westerly winds. The Great Storm 
of 1987 had torn through the county and most of 
the garden’s few good trees were lost. But by then 
the elements of a highly necessary three-tier-deep 
shelterbelt of trees (cherry, hornbeam, hazel, oak and 

The upper path leads to 
the greenhouse, 
between dense borders, 
and offers a view over 
the garden below.



JUNE 2018  THE ENGLISH GARDEN   5352   THE ENGLISH GARDEN  JUNE 2018

alder) had been planted on the western boundary. 
This belt of trees now does its job, and together 
with the south-facing slope of the terrain makes this 
feel like a wonderfully warm and sheltered garden, 
despite the wide open area of lawn and the sweeping 
view southwards, which is interrupted only by the 
long, characterful and artfully hummocky box 
hedge (once described as “less ‘cloud-pruned’, more 
‘children fighting under a duvet’”) that frames it. 
Over time, a further layer of now-tall ornamental 
shrubs has grown to arch over the back of the long, 
curvy-edged border that runs down the western edge 
of the garden. This is a garden that reveals layer 
upon layer of gorgeous planting.

In addition to the hedge, there is a serious amount 
of punctuating topiary – the former cut by the same 
gardener for years; the latter clipped by Elizabeth 
herself. There is also some beautifully constructed 
stonework, including a long terrace that runs 
across the entire width of the front of the house as 
well as a small secluded pond area to one side of 
the garden, its walls smothered in climbing roses. 
However, this is not a garden that is dominated by 
its hard landscaping. As the saying (well, my saying) 
goes: ‘real gardeners do it with plants’. The garden 
therefore feels informal and seems to have ‘grown-
onto’ the house and hillside – making it the perfect 
place for contemplative wandering.

To the side of the house, and conveniently close to 
the kitchen, is a small herb garden and, from there, 

the visitor is drawn on, 
via steps flanked by 
beautifully clipped box 
topiary, to the higher 
flatter levels of the 
garden, dominated by 
roses and salvias and by 

Right Self-seeding 
lychnis and foxgloves 
bring cottage-garden 
style in abundance. 
Below A hummocky box 
hedge is low enough not 
to interrupt the views.
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Clockwise from top  
The free-draining soil 
suits lavenders such  
as ‘Ashdown Forest’, in 
front of Rosa ‘Jacqueline 
du Pré’; Delphinium 
requienii; Achillea 
‘Moonshine’ with 
Erysimum ‘Apricot 
Twist’; topiary frames 
the view to a bench.

shrubs with strong structural presence and coloured 
foliage, all punctuated by strategically placed seats 
that give glimpses of the all-important view.

There are, of course several ‘works in progress’. 
The sudden death of an enormous shade-creating 
cherry tree necessitated a radical rethink and 
replanting, creating a new sloping rose bank. Work 
on the creation of a small meadow orchard is an 
ongoing project, but the area is already bright with 
daffodils and dotted with fritillaries in spring and 
early summer, while later on waving grasses are 
spangled with ox-eye daises and other high-summer 
wildflowers. The most recent adventure is the 
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creation of a small courtyard 
against the east wall of  
the house, with ‘sentinels’  
of clipped bay on either side, 
where the intention is  
to plant only leafy green 
plants. This, Elizabeth says, 
is a place to indulge her 
current fascination with ferns 
and foliage.

In her borders, meanwhile, she is punctilious 
about colour. In high summer, blue-purple, yellow 
and white herbaceous plants and clematis dominate 
in the big border. Only white foxgloves are allowed 
past the gate. A sea of lavender near the terrace gives 
way to an ocean of agapanthus lower down the 
slope. But Elizabeth positively relishes the presence 
of any perennials and biennials that self-seed. 

The list of her favourites is long and colourful and 
includes gaura, honesty, orlaya, Brompton stocks 
(Matthiola incana), sisyrinchium, various poppies 
(including small yellow Meconopsis cambrica and 
orange Papaver rupifragum) and euphorbias. These 
and many others are all given licence to proliferate 
and are ‘managed’ to maintain a look that is 
artlessly informal but, at its heart, very carefully and 
cleverly controlled – which is, as all gardeners know, 
no mean feat. n

Knowle Hill Farm opens for the National Garden 
Scheme on 15 July, 2-5.30pm. Knowle Hill Farm, 
Ulcombe, Maidstone, Kent ME17 1ES. Visit 
knowlehillfarmgarden.co.uk and ngs.org.uk  
for more information.

Top Peach Rosa 
‘Grace’ is set off by 
Nepeta ‘Walker’s Low’. 
Above Phygelius 
‘Yellow Trumpet’ 
produces a mound  
of lush leaves and 
cascading flowers.

Undoubtedly the largest hard 
landscaping project undertaken by 
the Cairns was the creation of an 

elegantly bricked and paved terrace and 
‘lavender walk’ that runs the whole width of 
the house and is a perfect vantage point from 
which to take in the mesmerising view. The 
slopes of the North Downs provide excellent 
conditions for lavender and Knowle Hill Farm 
is awash with it – blue-purple being one of 
the dominant colours of high summer. By 
July, the massed lavender is in full glorious 
sail, swaying under the weight of hundreds 
of drowsy bees and, given fair weather, filling 
the air with its scent. Two varieties have been 
used on the terrace: blue-flowered ‘Abrialis’ 
and white ‘Edelweiss’.

The Cairns are members of the Bumblebee 
Conservation Trust and take a great interest 
in these enchanting garden visitors. Four 
species of bumblebee have been observed 
here, including red-tailed, white-tailed, buff-
tailed and common carder, as well as masses 
of smaller honey and solitary bees.

The lavender is cut back just once a year, 
after its flowering season has eventually 
come to an end – the decision as to when 
to tackle this time-consuming job is a hard 
one to take. The result, however, within a few 
weeks, is neat dumplings of grey-coloured 
foliage that massed together forms a 
handsome ‘foreground’ to that all-important 
view throughout the year.

LAVENDER AT 
Knowle Hill Farm


