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She may be a legendary gardener, designer and author, and the 2020 winner of the SGD Lifetime 
Achievement Award, but the always unassuming Penelope Hobhouse MBE says  

it was just luck, and she really doesn’t think she’s that important

A MODEST SUCCESS
WORDS: Stephanie Mahon

Penelope Hobhouse 
MBE in her small 
garden in Somerset
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 P enelope Hobhouse MBE 
wanders down the central 
path of her ebullient courtyard 

garden, pulling off dead flower 
heads as she goes, while her mostly 
faithful companion, Poppy the cat, 
stalks the undergrowth for mice. The 
barn conversion she calls home is a 
peaceful haven just a stone’s throw 
from the old Hadspen estate where 
she started her gardening journey so 
many years ago. 

Hadspen is now under new 
ownership and being run as a luxury 
hotel and garden called The Newt – 
one of many topics upon which 
Hobhouse has clear opinions. Old 
age, she explains with a twinkle, 
means you can say what you like, but 
even her most robust declarations of 
surprising honesty are delivered with 
a kindness and self-effacement that 
would make it hard for anyone to 
take offence.     

The famous gardener, designer and 
writer gives truth to the phrase 
‘legend in their own lifetime’. Her 
best-known gardens include one for 
Baron Nathaniel de Rothschild at Ile de France, a Herb 
Garden at the New York Botanical Garden, private gardens 
for fashion designer Jil Sander and tech mogul Steve Jobs, 
as well as a special garden for Her Majesty the Queen 
Mother at Warmer Castle in Kent. Other projects include 
the Upper Garden at Aberglasney, the Cottage Garden at 
RHS Wisley, cliff-top gardens in Maine and small city 
gardens in London, as well as courtyards in Austin, Texas 
and Detroit, Germany and France, and the Inner Hebridean 
island of Oronsay.

A life’s work
Aside from her design work, Hobhouse is author of 
countless books, and has written articles for publications 
from Country Life to the New York Times. She lectured around 
the world, worked on TV shows including the Gardens of the 

RIGHT The Cottage 
Garden, originally known 
as the Country Garden, 
at RHS Wisley FAR 
RIGHT The Queen 
Mother’s garden at 
Walmer Castle BOTTOM 
Hobhouse revitalised the 
garden at the National 
Trust’s Tintinhull after 
moving there in 1979

World with Audrey Hepburn, and is one of the few gardeners 
to have been invited on to Desert Island Discs.

Born in Northern Ireland 90 years ago, she read economics 
at Cambridge, where don John Raven (Sarah Raven’s father) 
became a mentor who opened her eyes to the beauty and 
wonder of the natural world – but she was not, she is at pains 
to explain, a gardener. She married Paul Hobhouse, and they 
moved to Hadspen when his parents died. 

“We didn’t own it and we didn’t have much money,” she 
says, “but there were acres of garden to look after. My 
grandmother-in-law had made the garden in the early 
1900s, and she had eight gardeners, but we had one. After 
the war, my parents-in-law had rather given up, and it was 
filled with bindweed and ground elder, so the first two 
years was spent clearing and digging. After that, I was 
trying to recreate exactly what she had done, to please the 
family. There was no real freedom for me. It’s wasn’t my 
garden – it was a job.” 

Hobhouse escaped abroad when she could, visiting in 
particular the great Italian Renaissance gardens that were 
to have such an influence on her future design ethos. After 
her marriage broke down, and she met her second husband 
John Malins, they took a gamble on moving to Tintinhull, a 
National Trust property, in 1979. 

“That was wonderful, because I adored the garden – it was 
what really started me gardening aesthetically,” she says. 

“DESIGN IDEAS ARE QUITE DIFFERENT 
FROM PRINCIPLES, AND IT IS THE 
COMBINATION OF IDEAS WITH THE 
PRINCIPLES THAT DEFINES A STYLE”
– From On Gardening

Phyllis Reiss, a friend of Hidcote’s Lawrence Johnson and 
other turn-of-the-century hortiratti, had established the 
garden at Tintinhull in the 1930s and 40s, and Hobhouse 
met her when visiting as a student, utterly smitten by the 
place. “But when we moved there, she had been dead 21 
years, and it was a bit of a mess,” she continues. “It was a 
great challenge to make it as beautiful as she had.”

The layout is quite formal, essentially a grid, with lawns, 
paths and hedges all meeting at right angles. It was the perfect 
foil to Hobhouse’s preferred style of colourful, blowsy 
planting. “At Tintinhull,” she has written, “I was the decorator 
rather than the designer, using Mrs Reiss’s inspired ‘bones’ as 
the background to all planting.” People began to take notice, 
and soon Tintinhull was a must-visit garden once more. 

Falling into design
Hobhouse, determined to never be supported by anyone 
else ever again, began writing, both articles and books, 
including her first, The Country Gardener, followed by 
Gertrude Jekyll on Gardening, the landmark Colour in your 
Garden, Garden Style, Flower Gardens, Painted Gardens, and 
Garden Designs, among others. Her writing was the key to 
the fame that followed. She had already created gardens for 
the Rothchilds and Jil Sander, having been referred by a 
family friend, but “I only really began to design when my 
books came out,” she says. 

“IN GARDENING THERE IS A FOURTH DIMENSION 
– TIME; TIME FOR PLANTS TO MATURE AND 
ESTABLISH RELATIONSHIPS WHICH DO NOT 
APPEAR ON A TWO-DIMENSIONAL PLAN”
– From Penelope Hobhouse’s Garden Designs
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ABOVE The Upper 
Walled Garden at 
Aberglasney in 
Wales

“FAR MORE JARRING, TO ME, THAN 
ANY GARISH COLOUR COMBINATION 
IS THE SIGHT OF PLANTS WITH 
ENTIRELY DIFFERENT CULTURAL 
REQUIREMENTS GROWING 
ALONGSIDE ONE ANOTHER”
– From On Gardening

TOP When Hobhouse 
moved to the Coach 
House in Bettiscombe, 
Dorset, she was free to 
create a personal 
garden for the first time
BOTTOM Her present 
beautiful courtyard 
garden at Pitcombe

“The Colour book was a great success, and people started 
ringing me from America saying they wanted a garden like 
the one in the picture on pg x or y in the book. And I would 
say, no, no, no – I’m not a designer. I will certainly give you 
advice but you have to provide an architect to work with 
me. But after a bit, I realised that this was good work, and I 
needed to have an office and treat it seriously.”

She was assisted in her work by landscape architects 
Simon Johnson and Nan Sinton, associates in her design 
practice, which operated on both sides of the Atlantic. 
Soon the design work took over from everything else, and 
at its height, Hobhouse recalls flying over to the States nine 
times in one jet-lagged summer. 

Rich rewards
“I was lucky in that I worked for rich people. The writing was 
very important to me, but one of the reasons I did a lot of 
garden design was that it paid much better,” she explains, 
“especially in America. The more you charged, the happier 
people were. In England, people don’t want anyone to know 
what they are spending on their garden, but in America they 
want to tell everyone what they spent, so the more the better!” 

She laughs, remembering the transition she had to make in 

how she conducted herself across the pond. “When I first 
starting going to America, the designer Linden Miller told me: 
‘When you come here and get off the plane, you have to 
remember that you’re a star, and behave like that.’ I was 
amazed, because you couldn’t imagine behaving like that in 
England, but she was absolutely right. I had to learn to stop 
apologising, and just impress them. It was a turning point for 
my work. It gave me an enormous amount of confidence.” 

Hobhouse also went to Iran, and fell in love with the 
landscapes and Islamic gardens, which she researched and 
wrote a book about upon returning home. “History is very 
important when you are looking at gardens,” she maintains.

Tintinhull had been idyllic, but when her husband John 
died, Hobhouse moved to Bettiscombe in Dorset, and for the 
first time in her life had the freedom to make her own 
completely new garden, just for her. In this, as in much of her 
work, the inspiration from gardens of rooms like Hidcote and 
Sissinghurst was apparent. 

Hobhouse typically favours a formal layout with 
compartments – a strong structure with loose planting 
within. “It’s all about the skeleton, the architecture,” she says. 
“If you get that right, you can fill it in with the plants you love. 
Structure is the most important thing.” Influenced by her 
friend Beth Chatto, she has always been a fan of what was then 
called ‘natural gardening’: working with nature by choosing 
plants that are suitable for the site. Bright colours should be 
used sparingly, she believes, and form is more important than 
colour. “Flowers are fleeting. You have to think about shape. 
It’s the leaf, the height – all those things are important. People 
pay too much attention to what the flower is doing.”

What other advice does she have for garden designers 
who are starting out in their careers? “Don’t try to only 
please your clients – you have to educate them in a way. 
That sounds pushy, but you have to try to make them 
understand what a garden is about. You want them to be 
happy with it, but for it to change them too, so they realise 
that the garden is different from their working lives.” 

Natural instincts
She doesn’t have an issue with garden design courses but 
thinks the most important thing an aspiring designer can 
do is focus on their plant knowledge. “You can’t be a 
designer and not know about plants. You ought to do an 
apprenticeship, working somewhere like Great Dixter, so 
you can learn how to handle plants and the soil.” 

But some things, she believes, cannot be taught. “I always 
felt that if I walked into a new space, I knew almost at once 
what I wanted to do with it. I think that is something you 
are born with, though I am sure experience helps you. 

When I was 80, I knew I had lost it. 
I lost the sense of shapes and 
ratios, volumes; that feeling 
of knowing. That was quite sad. 
Then I came back here,” she says, 
indicating around her, “and that’s 
when I gave up being a designer. I 
decided to make this place just for 
me. Me, and the cat. I knew it was 

my last garden, that I was going to get old and I mustn’t 
make it too difficult to look after. So I made this an 
architectural garden with flowers in between, only with 
plants I really loved.”

Now her days are spent gardening and in quiet 
contemplation of the results. “I used to think Prince 
Charles was a bit strange because he talked to his plants,” 
she explains, “but not anymore. I know that my plants 
want to see me. It’s rather pathetic in a way, but if you 
didn’t fiddle with them as you went around, and love them, 
they wouldn’t be so happy.” 

Receiving the SGD Lifetime Achievement Award is an 
honour that Hobhouse can’t quite comprehend, but one 
she is wonderfully happy about. 

“I am sometimes amazed when I read an article where 
someone mentions me, because I really don’t think I’m that 
important,” she says. “It’s so lovely, when I am living here 
as a recluse, getting old. I feel very lucky that people 
remember me at all.” 

“WHAT I CALL ‘REAL’ GARDENING IS STRIVING FOR 
BEAUTY AND AN ELEMENT OF PEACEFULNESS”
– From the essay, Why I Garden
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