
Classic Muskoka 
When asked about enduring 
features that define Muskoka, 
Jacki points to a lush bed of 
maidenhair ferns. “They’re 
hard to establish, but they are a 
perfect plant for the Muskoka 
cottage.” Ferns grow well 
under Muskoka’s deep tree 
canopy, they like our generally 
acidic soil, and they’re easy to 
care for. 

“Victorian gardeners used trial 
and error to develop their own 
‘Muskoka style,’ working with 
fern gardens, peonies, day lilies 
and other plants which offer 
interest in our short cottage 
season. My team and I have 

observed and learned from 
what they taught us.”

There are a half dozen 19th 
century waterfront estates 
on the Water’s Edge client 
list, and each has been with 
the company for more than 
20 years. Blending historic 
Muskoka horticultural trends 
with newer trendy demands 
and styles has become second 
nature to the design team.

“Using maintenance-free 
greenery to soften hard edges 
is a big trend right now,” Jacki 
says. “Foliage, ornamental 
grasses, and ferns are in huge 
demand, as they were a century 
ago.”

Even a modern West Coast 
Contemporary cottage can 
benefit from masses of textured 
grasses and ferns along with 
various ground covers and 
perennials. “By the time most 
construction projects are 
complete, owners are eager to 
soften the stark bare ground 
and bring the forest back to 
envelop their new cottage,” says 
Jacki. “Large swaths of subtle 
plantings are a great way to 

contrast hard stone surfaces, 
restoring the cooling effect 
and natural feel of a property.”

The best Muskoka landscapes 
are created by drawing on 
historic experience and talent 
along with the individual 
nuances of the site. Bedrock, 
mature roots, storm runoff, kid 
and dog paths, the longevity 
of key forest trees… all of 
these drive garden and plant 
placements. 

“With clients who trust 
our wisdom and Muskoka 
expertise, we skip the expensive 
office-drawn designs, and 
provide a quote based on 
concepts and conversations,” 
says Jacki. “Once our client and 
team are clear on the details, 
we set to work creating unique 
low maintenance plantings, 
blending the traditional 
Muskoka style with splashes of 
21st century flair and edibles.”

Swaths of colour 
The visual effect of mass 
plantings is another lesson 
from the past. “We’re seeing 
fewer gardens with multiple 
specimen plantings,” says 
Meagan Swan, an up-and-
coming signature designer who 
is being mentored by Jacki. 

“A lot of our clients are asking 
for big swaths of the same 
colour. The sweep of a mass 
of daisies or peonies is very 
restful, visually.” 

Other trends reference 
English or “cottage” gardens 
of the Victorian era. Informal 
plantings have replaced 
straight edges in many gardens; 
window boxes may feature old-
fashioned pansies and trailing 

ivy; and it’s not unusual to mix 
flowers, herbs and vegetables 
in the same bed. “Edible 
gardening is popular, but it’s 
not as new as people often 
think,” says Meagan.

Natural care 
Older gardeners worked 
before chemical pest control 
existed, something to which 
Water’s Edge has long been 
committed. “We have been 
‘organic gardeners’, refusing 
to use chemicals as a way to 
control pests, long before it was 
mandated. And Water’s Edge 
will always stay true to that,” 
says Karen Goddard, new 
owner of the company. 

Karen was born and raised at 
a Muskoka resort, and grew 
up landscaping at cottages 
as well as working in the 
gardens maintained by her 
mother, grandmother, and 
aunts. Horticulture runs 
deep in her family.

Pursuing her passion 
into a career, Karen ran 
a commercial and retail 
greenhouse in addition to 
working with designers of 
some of Canada’s top golf 
courses. She came to Water’s 
Edge five years ago to work 

with Jacki as the office 
manager, stepped  
fully into the role of 
managing operations, and 
eventually agreed to purchase 
the business.

“We’ve worked together for 
several years, just ensuring 
that we’re the right fit for 
each other,” Karen says. And, 
she adds, the partnership will 
continue. “Jacki’s not leaving 
– she’s switched her focus to 
sales and marketing while 
I look after the operations, 
managing everything to 
continue the long-term, 
trusting relationships on 
which Water’s Edge is 
founded.”

Jacki has every confidence in 
Karen. “We share the same 
philosophy, a commitment to 
enhance and professionally 
manage cottage landscapes 
for our clients, whether they 
are here, or not.” she says.

“Like our entire team, we’re 
both focused on honouring 
our clients’ passion for their 
private piece of Muskoka, one 
garden at a time.” DS

The cottage is a 
stunning Muskoka 
classic, an island 

property with lush window 
boxes and planters surrounding 
deep, shaded verandas. It’s a 
place that invites you to just sit 
and watch the hummingbirds 
and honeybees in the perennial 
gardens.

These gardens have a great deal 
to teach modern landscapers 

about blending tradition and 
modern trends. “Many of the 
things we’re doing now would 
have been very familiar to the 
gardeners who worked here 
120 years ago,” says Jacki Hart, 
the founder of Water’s Edge 
Landscaping.

The team at Water’s Edge has 
been tending this cottage for 
more than 20 years. “There are 
gardens here that I’ve rebuilt 

and replanted many times 
over,” Jacki says. “And there are 
other features that I wouldn’t 
dream of touching, because 
the owner and I agree they’re 
absolutely perfect.”

Something similar is 
happening at Water’s Edge, she 
adds, which is going through its 
most profound transformation 
in the company’s 25 year 
history.
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