‘A little Bit of Britain’– two late 18th century walled kitchen gardens in Northern Germany
In Germany kitchen gardens are not as popular as in other countries in Europe. Very slowly, in connection with the growing interest in historical gardens and organic food production, they became a theme for research and dedication as well. Two examples showing this trend are situated in Northern Germany. They were part of the residences of the Duke - and later Grand Dukes - of Oldenburg at Eutin (Schleswig-Holstein) and Oldenburg (Niedersachsen) and came into existence in connection with the development of modern landscape gardens in the late 18th and early 19th century.  The ‘guiding spirit’ behind the planning was Duke Peter Friedrich Ludwig (1755-1829), a cousin of Queen Catherine the Great, who had been infected by the ‘garden-virus’ on a ‘Grand Tour’ to Great Britain. Especially for the kitchen garden at Eutin the creative process of fitting a more or less rectangular productive ground into a mostly soft modulated surrounding can be traced by different plans, designed by the local head-gardener in correspondence with the Duke. ‘Formal’ and ‘natural’ aesthetic principles had to be brought into a reasonable balance and finally the kitchen garden was interpreted as element of ‘useful nature’ and ‘simple life’ interplaying with the ‘artificial nature’ of the rest of the garden. Between 1790 and 1792 the kitchen garden was built. The soil for the 4.5 acres open ground was replaced completely by loamy humus. A typical brick wall in English bond screened the terrain on three sides. Old pack lists inform us about the fruit trees and vegetables planted behind it.  Pineapples and grapes for the table were grown in special hothouses. Later the head gardeners initiated the building of a geranium house and a New Holland House. Until 1949 the kitchen garden at Eutin was in productive use for the ducal family. Later it became a market garden and parts of it were used as a plantation for Christmas trees.
While the kitchen garden at Eutin was built on the terrain of a former orchard, that was part of the mid 18th century predecessor, the new modern landscape garden at Oldenburg - and the kitchen garden within - was laid out from 1805 to 1810 on the ground of former private gardens and lawns purchased from inhabitants of the town near to the residence.  Although it was started from scratch, its rather prominent placement within the whole structure is not much different from the Eutin solution. Again corners are snipped and no right angle can be found in the course of its brick wall, closing all sides of the 2.5 acres garden. The main building is now the head gardener’s house and not an orangery. The kitchen garden was right from its beginning part of a downtown public garden. It predominantly specialized in fruit trees, because the ground was too wet for fine vegetables. Nevertheless asparagus, artichokes and summer flowers were grown.  From its first days up to the present nothing interrupted its constant use. After having served as flower and fruit garden it became a nursery garden for the park, today it is owned by the federal land of Lower Saxony.
Thinking about the ‘Englishness’ of the kitchen gardens at Eutin and Oldenburg, no direct examples can be proved – both are more or less the result of an intensive examination of items later transferred into a new context. The concept and idea of the landscape garden as a whole was a British product and a kitchen garden being a prominent part of it had to have some ‘anchoring’ reason behind it. Once interpreted as ‘useful nature’ with intentional contradiction to ‘artificial nature’, its existence was justified. Duke Peter Friedrich Ludwig, as many other Northern German landowners, was highly interested in British developments concerning food production. British gardeners and engineers were leading in horticultural innovations and improvements. British agriculture - its methods and tools - was of great influence in Northern Germany in those days. So it was quite clear to get informed as much as possible on the way to reform conditions at home.
Both kitchen gardens at Eutin and Oldenburg are rare historical witnesses of pre supermarket food production in Germany. They are listed for preservation and nowadays situated in two different federal lands. The ways to regenerate or revitalize them are different but effective in their methods.
At Oldenburg it was a great advantage that the garden had never been totally in decline. The commitment and enthusiasm of a local “Association of the Friends of the Castle’s Garden”, founded in 1952 keeps it alive, and small and effective projects lead step by step to a complete regeneration.

At Eutin the kitchen garden has still to be revitalized. In 2005 a first project, financially supported by the “Deutsche Bundesstiftung Umwelt” and the federal land of Schleswig-Holstein, was the beginning of a process leading to new life behind old walls.
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