
C O U G H T O N 
C O U R T

Generations of the Throckmorton family have lived at Coughton Court since 
1409. The moat and deer park are long gone, but its latest incumbent, Christina 

Williams has created a treasure chest of colourful surprises
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FAMILY  
FORTUNES

A traditional palette of 
perennials with flowers 
in red, yellow and orange 
create Coughton’s 
spectacular hot border.
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had been handed to the National Trust in the 1940s, 
but the family had retained a 300 year lease on it. 
So while the Trust own and open the property, the 
garden is still managed and the house substantially 
lived in by the family. It still feels like a home, and 
indeed Christina’s son and family now live there.

And what a family it is! Throckmortons have been 
at Coughton Court since 1409, Catholics to this day, 
and were much involved in the 1605 Gunpowder 
Plot to blow up King James I and parliament and of 
course in the 1583 Throckmorton Plot to murder 

Queen Elizabeth I. Today, however, there 
are both Catholic and Anglican churches 
close to the garden.

Coughton Court presents a simple 
face to the world, a long earnest façade 
separated from its park where sheep 
contentedly graze alongside ranks of 
close-pruned Portugal laurel (Prunus 
lusitanica). The garden, the real garden, 
is all to the rear. There, that long stone 
range sprouts two humbler timber-
framed wings to produce a three-
sided courtyard, and it was here that 

Above A simple fountain 
is tucked within a smart 
yew hedge enclosure. 
Below Coughton Court 
has been home to the 
Throckmorton family 
since the 15th century.

Above Dark-leaved 
Canna ‘Wyoming’ and 
scarlet Dahlia ‘Kung Fu’ 
in the hot border.  
Right Waiting to burst,  
a dahlia flower bud. 
Below right Heuchera 
villosa ‘Palace Purple’ is  
a foil for Geranium ‘Sirak’ 
and Echinacea ‘Magnus’. 
Below Perennials in the 
walled garden border 
include macleaya.  
Left Imposing Helianthus 
‘Lemon Queen’. W hat would you usually 

expect to find around a 
modest Tudor mansion 
nestled in the Warwickshire 
countryside? Just a moat 

and a deer park? You wouldn’t be wrong, except 
that at Coughton Court, the moat and most of the 
park are long gone – and so are their Edwardian 
replacements. Both have given way to vibrant flower 
gardens from the 1990s. Old stone, old brick, green 
lawns, and more roses than you could shake a stick 
at. This is fairy-tale England and yet, 
at the same time, it’s deliciously fresh. 
Here’s a bunch of gardeners who really 
know what they’re doing.

The new gardens have been planted 
by Christina Williams, who studied at 
The English Gardening School. Her late 
mother, Clare McLaren-Throckmorton, 
had inherited Coughton in 1989, and 
its shabby, decaying Edwardian garden 
had to go. It was a great opportunity for 
Christina to try her hand at planting on 
a large scale. The freehold of Coughton 
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Christina’s work began, setting out a formal garden 
of box-edged quadrants. The box, as elsewhere, 
fell prey to disease and has been replaced with a 
cunning mixture of the perpetually flowering rose 
‘Little White Pet’; lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis) 
and catmint (Nepeta racemosa ‘Walker’s Low’) 
make a frothy accompaniment.

The courtyard looks out onto a wide lawn 
flanked by Tudor-style tunnels of lollipop limes, 
pruned higher ‘inside’ to maximise headroom, but 
branched lower on the outside to maximise 
the volume of visible twigs, since this is 
the red-twigged lime (Tilia platyphyllos 
‘Rubra’), which is so dramatic in winter 
before February pruning. Each tunnel 
ends in a small sunken garden, leading 
away to other parts of the garden, 
including the walled garden, which 
contains Coughton’s great set-pieces.

First comes a rose labyrinth. If that 
sounds stiff and formal, nothing could 
be further from the truth. It is positively 
bucolic: never was a rose garden so much 
fun. Instead of trying to create structure 

using formally arranged rose bushes, Christina 
has settled for a structure of narrow gravel paths, 
obelisks and bowered seats, around which grows 
a rollicking informal mixture of roses, ancient and 
modern, shrubs and climbers, all of them beautifully 
managed, together with a froth of pretty perennials, 
many of which wash across the garden in repeat 
patterns: aquilegias, alliums, astrantias, foxgloves 
and various colour forms of meadow cranesbill 
(Geranium pratense). You might call it grand Tudor 

cottage gardening and it’s a joy. “Worth  
all the effort!” says Christina with a  
smile and a sigh.

Now comes a cooling-off period of 
quiet, simple garden rooms. In one, four 
Wisteria sinensis are grown as standards 
on metal frames, three metres tall. 
Frustratingly, they seldom flower at the 
same time and it’s a very rare year indeed 
when the pink peonies below them 
coincide, but when they do…

In another room a central pool 
contains a stone vase that quietly 
produces water from various points; four 

Above Large pots filled 
with white Cosmos 
bipinnatus ‘Purity’ 
cluster around the 
circular pool. 
Below Apple trees in  
the cool calm orchard 
beyond the main garden. 

Coughton’s HOT PERENNIALS
These fiery borders are full of flowers in glowing ember shades of yellow, orange and red

DAHLIA ‘BISHOP  
OF LLANDAFF’
A classic for a reason, this reliable dahlia 
bears masses of strong, scarlet blooms.

DAHLIA ‘JESCOT JULIE’
The burnt-orange petals of this unusual 
decorative dahlia variety have a plum-
pink underside, giving a two-tone effect.

HELIANTHUS  
‘LEMON QUEEN’
Reaching a stately 2m tall, this perennial 
variety is a good back-of-border plant.

KNIPHOFIA  
‘WREXHAM BUTTERCUP’
This variety’s lemon-yellow pokers are 
suffused with an apricot glow in bud.

LYCHNIS CHALCEDONICA
Starry flowerheads of bright scarlet rise 
above fresh green foliage. Plant in a 
sunny spot with free-draining soil.

TITHONIA ‘TORCH’
Bright tangerine flowers add zip to 
summer borders. Sow in spring and 
plant out after the frosts have passed.

LOBELIA CARDINALIS
This species’ striking, bright-red flowers 
look all the brighter for their backdrop 
of dark-purple foliage and stems.

COSMOS SULPHUREUS
Making a change from the usual pink 
and white cosmos is this vibrant yellow 
cultivar. It makes a good cut flower, too.

RICINUS COMMUNIS  
‘NEW ZEALAND PURPLE’
Grown for its steely purple foliage as well 
as its spiky red seed capsules later on.
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small spouts downwards, one small jet upwards. 
It is all sweetly low-key but fresh, as are the pots 
around the pool, bedded for summer with white 
cosmos and trailing verbena. One cross-path ends 
in a little gazebo housing a sculpture by Rosie 
Musgrave of a mother lying asleep in a small boat. 
It’s both sad and serene.

The next set piece is a huge, rectangular, 
grassy space flanked by a pair of huge summer 
borders in hot colours. It’s big. It’s a party space, 
waiting to happen, and yet here is all this clever, 
hard-working planting. Rich red dahlias are 
bedded out in May, as are black-leaved Aeonium 
‘Zwartkop’ a metre tall. The borders were 
planned in the 1990s when Christopher Lloyd 
was fashioning his famous hot-coloured exotic 
garden at Great Dixter. But Christina’s style is 
different: it does not go for large strappy foliage 
as found in phormiums and astelias, although it 
does make good use of cannas. Nor does it look 
to grasses for contrast of form. Instead it sticks 
with the traditional palette of perennials, albeit 

in gloriously varied hot colours. Scarlet dahlias 
high-five yellow pokers; tall maroon ricinus rises 
behind and through them. It’s planting which has 
to look good at a distance and all along its great 
length, as well as close-up.

What do you fancy after all that? A cool 
orchard perhaps, where local apple trees grow 
amid turf that’s speckled (in spring at least) 
with tulips, camassias, fritillaries and Gladiolus 
byzantinus. By midsummer the cherries and 
plums on the walls are swelling. Beyond this, 
cooler and simpler still, are ponds surrounded by 
alders and poplars, some reflecting sky, others 
now become almost swamps of gunnera and reed 
mace, which can only be crossed with arms held 
above your head.

Around a little vegetable garden, apples are 
trained, criss-cross fashion on diamond trellis and 
sometimes – sometimes – the frilly double-pink 
‘Angélique’ tulips below them flower at the same 
time. But that’s what gardening’s about, isn’t it? 
Waiting for those great moments. n

STRONG 
DESIGN
By Christina Williams

l A space with areas 
of busy, complicated 
flower gardening 
needs cooler calmer 
moments in between, 
so that you move on  
to the next hotspot 
ready and refreshed.  
A smart restaurant 
would call these little 
interludes amuse-
bouches.

l If you don’t have 
room for separate 
spaces in between 
hotspots, an area of 
uncomplicated lawn 
will provide contrast.

l These quiet 
moments are good 
places for adding 
architectural elements 
– a big pot or a 
bubbling urn. 

l To enhance the 
sense of change from 
one area to the next, it 
can be useful to vary 
the ground level. At 
Coughton, some of 
these cool spots are 
sunken, with steps 
leading down and 
up and out again; 
after gazing at the 
horticultural high-jinks 
of a border you must 
now look down.

l Quiet spaces are  
the place for quiet 
colours: greys, 
whites and a variety 
of greens, perhaps 
further highlighted 
by the use of formal 
shapes, whether they 
are clipped yew, box or 
phillyrea, or naturally 
upright junipers and 
Mediterranean cypress.

1 Ricinus communis ‘Impala’. 2 Helianthus 
‘Lemon Queen’. 3 Cotinus ‘Royal Purple’.  
4 Dahlia ‘Kung Fu’ is repeated. 5 Euphorbia 
epithymoides. 6 Crocosmia × crocosmiiflora 
‘Star of the East’. 7 Canna ‘Wyoming’.  
8 Kniphofia ‘Wrexham Buttercup’.
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