
One almost has to imagine the open air walls of this 
exposed, yet enclosed garden room, roofed by the sky 
and framed distantly by a forest of trees.  The brick 

floor lodges a fire pit.   

Mrs. Whaley’s intimate garden room in Charleston, SC, 
is backed by a dual wall of hedge and fence; floored 

with bricks; surrounded by potted plants; and designed 
for outdoor dining.  The garden, open to the public, is 
located on Church Street in the historic city.  Have you 
read Mrs. Whaley and Her Charleston Garden by Emily 

Whaley? 
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hat fanciful memories can you recall from reading the childhood classic The Secret 
Garden by author Frances Hodgson Burnett?  I read this book a very long time 
ago, but still remember the allure of its secret walled garden with locked gate.  As 

a child, I loved the idea of that special garden room—imagining it as a great hiding space, a 
secret club house or a special place to play with my dolls.  This was my earliest introduction 
to a garden room.  I still love the concept.   
 
Garden rooms are not new to the landscape.  They can be seen in artifacts and historical 
documents from ancient Egypt.  From the Baroque period of 15th-century Europe to the 
Victorian era in 19th-century England, there are many examples of garden rooms: a cooking 
garden with raised beds brimming with vegetables and bordered by old stone fences; an 
herb garden surrounding a fountain; a formal grassy promenade for strolling or dancing under the stars; a rose garden 
with benches for reading and quiet contemplation amidst the heady fragrance of damask roses.   
 
Today the garden room concept is once again gaining popularity both as a fashionable and functional idea.  A garden 
room makes a garden more inviting and interesting, allowing it to burst with personality.   
 
So exactly what is a garden room and how do you create one in the yard?   
 

 

 
 

 
In the broadest sense, a garden room is a section of a garden.  It can be designed or decorated to be anything one wants 
it to be.  But if we start with the basics of a room, we need walls, a ceiling and a floor . . . outside?  Yes, but not 
necessarily in the traditional sense.   
 
Walls may be anything that helps define the space and provides a sense of enclosure; fence, lattice, trellis, shrubs, wall, 
building, hedge, arbors, or trees.  Similarly, the ceiling may be a tree canopy, pergola, umbrella or even the sky (a very 
high ceiling!)  For the floor, choose a medium that connects the walls—a wooden deck, patio, bricks, stone, grass, 
mulch, gravel or an outdoor carpet.  Let your imagination go wild!   
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The oval Patio Room in the Garden of Debbie Moore 
Clark, Charlotte, NC: backed on two sides by a fence, 

surrounded by flower beds; partially covered by a 
willow oak canopy; and entered by stone paths.  The 

floor is an oval bed of half-inch white river rock.  
Designed and photographed by Debbie Moore Clark; 

stone work by George Crump, The Stone Man.   

A Zen Garden room with a pebble floor raked to 
resemble water, enclosed by Japanese maples and 
irregular stones, induces a contemplative mood.   

This secret garden is fully enclosed by flowers; turf 
carpets the garden room floor; a large cedar provides 
partial shading for an otherwise sun-loving garden; a 

bench provides a resting place; large shrubs and 
ornamental trees provide a second ring of enclosure 

farther outside the intimate space.   

To start, you really need answer only four questions; the answers will ultimately define the project:   
1. How much space will you allocate to your new room?   
2. How do you want the space to be used?   
3. What is your budget?   
4. What is your theme?   
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

In some cases, the space available will totally define the garden room.  For example, a very small yard may simply be one 
room with a border of shrubs or flowers, a patio, a couple of chairs or a bench, a fire pit and perhaps some art on the 
fence.   
 
Perhaps the space is large and will incorporate an elegant entertainment area complete with a living room on a patio 
covered with a lush vined pergola, a dining room and an outdoor kitchen all within view of an inviting in-ground pool 
and spa.   
 

 
For a unified look when everything is complete, choose a main 
theme.  The theme should reflect both the style of your home 
and personality.  Do you want something cozy and quaint with a 
charming cottage feel?  Or will your outdoor space be formal 
and elegant?  Will it be whimsical, traditional, romantic, or wild 
and crazy?  Again, let your personality and imagination shine as 
you create your ideal garden room.   

 
 



This garden room in the Garden of Debbie Moore Clark 
is positioned on the highest of three terraces; 

surrounded by gardens; approached on one side by 
ascending terrace and the other through a Lady Banks 
rose-covered pergola; and covered by a canopy of tree 

limbs.  Field stone comprises the room’s floor.  
Designed and photographed by Debbie Moore Clark; 

hardscape by George Crump, The Stone Man.   

The Secret Garden on the grounds of one of the UK’s 
most historic houses, Blenheim Palace, surrounds a 

pond.   

A small Water Garden becomes a garden room, 
approached only by a foot bridge, which leads to a 
bench within the foliage- and flower-surrounded 

escape.  The canopy of sky is this garden’s roof, but its 
walls are a thick array of diverse plant material.   

The covered brick path beckons a visitor closer to the 
garden, which lies out of sight beyond an almost 

hidden garden gate.  Such an entrance creates mystery 
and intrigue.   

Remember to incorporate a focal point for the garden room: sculpture, water feature, garden swing, beautiful container 
or small pathway leading to an unseen garden room, for example.   
 

 
 

Budget will affect much of the other determining factors.  Will 
the seating area be a simple bench or an extravagant outdoor sofa 

with matching love seat and chairs surrounding a magnificent stone fireplace?  Perhaps the space is large, but the budget 
is small.  This requires careful long term planning; your vision may become a work in process, implemented as time and 
money are available.  Revisit use requirements and theme to determine your plan and its implementation priority.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Be certain not to overlook a foyer or welcoming room addition to 
your garden.  A garden gate is one of the simplest yet most 
effective ways of creating that allure—an interesting and inviting 
entrance into your own secret garden.  MM   



Garden gates provide alluring entrances into gardens 
and garden rooms, large and small.   
 

 

Even the birds love the concept of a garden room!  
What more is a nest than a garden room?  Floored and 
surrounded with twigs and down, canopied by leaves, 

branches and sky, a nest is a cozy place to rest and 
rear the young!  The Editor 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
_______________ 
Non-copyrighted photographs in this article were gleaned from the Internet.  Other photographs, as noted, were taken by Debbie Moore Clark and 
used with permission.  All captions provided by the editor.   
 
 

Maureen McCracken is an Extension Master Gardener who gardens and volunteers in 
Mecklenburg County, North Carolina.  This article is one of four in a short series called In the 
Garden, focusing on Garden Rooms; Water Gardens; Waterfalls in the Garden; and Ornamentation.  
Maureen has lived and gardened in places from Toronto, Canada, to Sarasota, FL—and has 
experienced hardiness zones from frigid to subtropical, and rainfall ranging from desert- to 
monsoon-like.  Yet, of all the places she’s gardened, her favorite is Charlotte, NC with its great 
Zone 7b climate, allowing for year-round gardening and numerous plant choices.  Although 
flowers are her passion, the shade component in her yard has mandated new respect for color, 
style and creativity through foliage, decorative ornaments and water features.   
 

 
 
    

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

“There is a garden in every childhood, and enchanted place where colors 

are brighter, the air softer, and the morning more fragrant than ever again.” 

Elizabeth Lawrence 


