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WHY I LOVE SNOWDROPS



I have always had a soft spot for snowdrops. I spent much of my childhood in west Wales, where winters are unfailingly cold and damp, and by the beginning of the new year the landscape is a palette of soft taupe punctuated by flashes of defiant green from the moss and ivy and grey from lichen. The grass stems are bleached to fawn and bare hedgerows are rendered brown. In February, precious little is in flower, but each year, on Valentine’s Day, I would gather a little posy of snowdrops to give to my mother.


     It was a mystery to me why these ones, planted by my grandmother at the end of the garden, flowered before the massed snowdrops in the orchard, but there I knew they would always be, pearly heads pushing through the blanket of soggy grass—brave, sturdy, and reliable.


     Slipping into the chilly dawn in wellies and pyjamas in search of an innocent gift, I had no inkling of the passion that this little flower can inspire. But many years and many botanical love affairs later, I paid a February visit to Deborah Puxley, who owns Welford Park in Berkshire, an estate famous for its acres of snowdrops. I walked at sunrise in the quiet woods, empty but for a million snowdrops spreading out as far as the eye could see, and then drank coffee as visitors rolled in and Debby enthused about the festal open-day atmosphere.


The following October, I found myself interviewing esteemed botanist John Grimshaw, who was, at the time, “Mr Snowdrop” at Colesbourne Park, where some 250 cultivars are planted. He is a true snowdrop fanatic: even his teacups are decorated with named varieties. In the indoor gloom, he painted glorious, vivid pictures of creatures that I had yet to meet. He gave me a history lesson, debated conservation and botany with passion and intensity, and threw a little controversy into the mix for good measure. We then went outside to look at Galanthus reginae-olgae, which was just coming into flower, and which in autumn was so wrong. And so right. And so amazing. All at once.


I was hooked.


Visiting snowdrop gardens has recently become an essential part of the British calendar. Europe is not far behind and interest is building in North America too. As the first high-impact flowers of spring, snowdrops have an enormous pull for a public eager for a spectacle and keen to get outdoors after the dark days of winter. By the end of January, in England, the general populace is suffering from cabin fever, and even those who are not serious gardeners can be found enjoying a rare day out. In their legions, they throw off the shackles that the season imposes, admiring the flowers and enjoying tea and cake. Like the circus rolling into town for one night only, the mass appeal of snowdrops hangs, at least in part, on this ability to create an impressive and ephemeral impact.
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The author admires autumn-flowering snowdrops with John Grimshaw at Colesbourne Park.





Alongside other garden favourites such as sweet peas and roses, snowdrops have an easy familiarity combined with an element of mystique. They appeal to everyone, regardless of situation, and in February gardens do a roaring trade.


Snowdrops are hugely versatile plants. Just a few together are the most demure collection of flowers you could ever hope to meet; yet, given time, the vigorous varieties will spread and naturalize. They carpet woodland like the daisies that will later run riot across lawns and fields and the celandines that will turn rough grazing into a carpet of gold. But when spring does arrive, fickle gardeners find many other attractions to feast upon: fresher leaves and more brilliant flowers. In contrast to the perky daisies, snowdrops have no competition for the enjoyment of their charms. They may be small, but they arrive onto an empty, dark stage, lighting it up in the very depths of winter. And the hungry audience applauds.


For me their appeal lies in their subtlety and diversity—together with the cosy familiarity of a plant that has always been there like part of the botanical furniture. And although dahlias, hostas, cacti, sweet peas, and fruit trees can all inspire devotion, there is no plant obsessive quite like a galanthophile.


At open days, these folk can be found on their hands and knees searching for rarities. Nose to the ground, they peer under the skirts of the tiny flowers for unusual markings and variations in the shade of green, inspired by the fun of finding a new characteristic and the huge natural variety of the species. On the one hand, the simple flower is unmistakable: three outer petals and three inner ones at the top, strappy leaves at the bottom. On the other, both flowers and leaves can vary enormously in size and shape to be broad or narrow, big or small. The inner petal is usually stamped with a green inverted V, but some have two marks or none, and some are solidly green, and the colour can sneak onto the outer petals too. Snowdrops show variations in poise, pose, and size—Galanthus nivalis f. pleniflorus ‘Blewbury Tart’ looks upwards and the large flowers of G. ‘John Gray’ droop to the ground; G. ‘S. Arnott’ can be up to 30 cm (1 ft.) tall. Galanthus plicatus ‘Diggory’ is inflated like a balloon, and G. ‘Wasp’ has thin petals and insectoid striations.


Fortunately, a lack of detailed knowledge is no barrier to enjoyment and, almost without exception, everyone likes snowdrops. They are just there, as they have always been; they require no specialist skills or equipment, and with gardens and shows to visit, their admirers do not even have to own any snowdrops themselves. As plants go, snowdrops are hugely accessible.
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A green-and-white posy: my childhood valentine.





They are also pleasantly easy-going. A few may be ill-tempered and difficult to grow, but most are satisfyingly vigorous, and the basic Galanthus nivalis—the snowdrop responsible for the great sheets of white in woodlands and orchards—is extraordinarily unfussy. In gardens, snowdrops will thrive in grass, under trees, and in borders. They do well under winter-flowering shrubs and alongside other early bulbs such as crocuses and irises. Sure, a spot of attention is appreciated—a bit of feeding here, a bit of division there—and they will perform better for it, but even in a regimen of neglect they will still gently spread, flowering reliably every year.


As a collector’s item, snowdrops lend themselves to modern living. They don’t require any acreage, unlike cultivars of magnolias, apple trees, or even asters and their perennial ilk. Even a tiny garden can accommodate dozens of varieties, which get in an early display and then disappear accommodatingly underground as the show plays on through the seasons.
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Galanthus nivalis runs riot in the woods at Welford Park.
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The little flowers emerge bravely into a bleak landscape.
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Snowdrops appeal to everyone.





I will hold up my hands, for I am not a fully fledged galanthophile and I remain in awe of those people who have “only” 250 varieties and describe themselves as interested amateurs. But plants never fail to set my world on fire, and in this book I hope to open the door on snowdrops to other plant lovers, whatever their level of interest. Galanthus is a fascinating genus, and although there are far too many cultivars out there to do them all justice, I have provided a flavour of their astonishing diversity, choosing varieties for their ease of cultivation and curiosity or the stories that whet the appetite. During my research, I have spoken to many experts, and I believe that true galanthophilia is about more than the plant; it is about the people, too—the old hands who take no nonsense and deal out advice and, occasionally, treasured specimens to those fortunate enough to meet them, and the charming, prickly, and besotted characters who have informed the history of the cultivated species and are spoken about with such fondness.


In my joyous and occasionally abstract romp through snowdrop world, I rapidly discovered there is always another lead to pursue, always another rabbit hole to dive down, always another plant with an engaging backstory, and another expert to speak to. In snowdrops, as in life, the more one discovers, the more one realizes that there is much yet to learn.


But there we have it. If snowdrops can be compared to chocolate (from the better class of chocolatier), my offering is a selection box to tempt, intrigue, and entice. It contains old favourites, hard centres, and nutty ones. Even those of us who profess a love of caramels might, on a bold day, be tempted to try the one with wasabi.


At least for myself, I have opened a window on a few of the finer points of an already rather fine bulb. Every time I discovered something new and thought, Cool!, I wrote it down. If it gets the juices flowing with some dinner party–worthy facts and permits proficient botanical bluffing, then my work is done. Snowdrops are great: you can visit them, collect them, design with them, and enjoy them. I hope this book will help. It is for the avid and armchair gardener, for the potting shed and coffee table in equal measure. You can keep it in the glovebox of your car or read it in the bath. I have tried to convey the thrill that I feel when I fall in love with a plant, the exciting complexities of nomenclature and chemistry, the ethnobotany and social history, and the fantastic chaps who brought them home. This book is for anyone who, like me, can’t help but love a jolly good garden-worthy flower and will endlessly hunger for more.
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Galanthus ‘Hill Poë’ was one of my early snowdrop crushes.
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DESIGNING WITH THE MILK FLOWER



 


When considered as part of a garden or landscape design, snowdrops look fabulous naturalized in a woodland and they can also be sprinkled among permanent shrub plantings and alongside other bulbs. Because of their preferred growing conditions and habit, they tend to be used informally, although formal designs are not unknown. In a modest-sized plot, single bulbs and clumps of snowdrops have higher individual impact, but because each plant is so small, you’ll have no problem in finding the space to build up a collection of interesting varieties. Temporary displays can also look great, as long as you choose a reasonably rugged plant and treat it kindly.


One treatment, however, meets with almost universal disfavour: snowdrops displayed by themselves with no surrounding or succeeding planting, leaving rows of neat labels like tombstones by the end of spring. Ask snowdrop lovers their opinion of such behaviour, and you will hear dark muttering about scorched earth gardening and monocultures, before they recover their composure and joyously expound on their own favourite combinations. The single take-home message? Plant them with something: it looks nicer.


Snowdrops work almost anywhere, and whether you have a tiny back yard or rolling acres of parkland, they will provide early spring interest for a minimum effort. A solitary flower could easily be overlooked, but snowdrops like to party, and when they are massed together, the effect is easily as dramatic as that of more hulking blooms. Meanwhile, the more unusual varieties contribute all the specialist interest a plant nut could want.
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Galanthus ‘S. Arnott’ with crocuses.
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Snowdrops look best planted in company; here Galanthus ×valentinei is planted with Euphorbia myrsinites.





When you are designing with snowdrops, first think about the conditions that the plant actually likes—which is, in the main part, shade in summer and a decent amount of light in winter. Next, consider what that part of garden is to be used for during the rest of the year; if the area is trampled or regularly dug, then it is not really suitable. Finally, think about planting companions. Will the plants that are planned for the same area work well with or outcompete the snowdrops?


In larger gardens, snowdrops can enter the realms of landscape architecture, forming swathes that are spectacular not in their variety, but in their repetition and in the dramatic contrast of white against dark branches and blackly evergreen leaves. An established snowdrop wood creates the same timeless sense of awe as the other natural legions—endless penguins hunched against an Antarctic storm, fish shoaling in a silver-and-blue three-dimensional world, and rainforest trees stretching as far as the eye can see. Such endless, glorious repetition has a powerful pull on the human psyche. Where one flower is just a single, clear note hanging in the air, many together deafen with silent sound to create an elegant monochrome vista.





The thing that I always like about snowdrops is that they are harmonious across the garden. It doesn’t matter whether you have 10 or 20 or 100 varieties, they all look the same and have landscape value—you get a white drift. If you had 60 different daffodils or 60 rhododendrons, unless you were very careful, they could clash horribly. Snowdrops are lovely, you can have several varieties in the same view, and they are all of equal garden value.


JOHN GRIMSHAW
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The snowdrop wood at Welford Park, Berkshire. In his otherwise thoroughly overblown poem Kensington Garden, 18th-century poet Thomas Tickell aptly describes drifts of glossy snowdrops as “vegetable snow.”
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A natural-looking drift of Galanthus ‘Hippolyta’ at Colesbourne Park.





For rapid, dramatic effects with the least hassle and greatest likelihood of success, you can invest in a decent number of easy-to-grow Galanthus nivalis bulbs. These are readily available through bulb suppliers and tend to be the cheapest ones going. Alternatively, get a friend who already has lots of snowdrops to dig up and share a couple of good clumps at a suitable time of year.


When plants naturalize, they never space themselves at regular intervals, so when you plant, scatter the bulbs or small groups of plants at random over the area you have chosen and plant them where they fall. Some will be quite close together, with sizeable gaps elsewhere, but when the flowers arrive, this will add to the impression that they grew there by themselves. The other thing to avoid is a sharp edge to your natural drift of snowdrops. Nothing looks as intentional as a neat line, so blur the edges of the planting by pushing a few bulbs away from the main bulk in all directions, so that the plants fade into surrounding grass and leaves.
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Snowdrops in the landscape may have equal merit, but close up they are distinctive.








John Grimshaw


A NOTED GALANTHOPHILE, John is director of the Yorkshire Arboretum at Castle Howard Estate near York. He is the former gardens manager at Colesbourne Park and co-author (with Matt Bishop and Aaron Davis) of the “snowdrop bible,” Snowdrops: A Monograph of Cultivated Galanthus (2006).


HOW DID YOU FALL IN LOVE WITH SNOWDROPS?
I was always interested in plants, and even in my teens I had a few different snowdrops. Then, when I went up to Oxford, I met Primrose Warburg and Richard Nutt, who got me into snowdrops in a very big way with parties and gatherings of likeable eccentrics, all of whom were keen to develop their knowledge.


WHAT DO YOU PARTICULARLY LIKE ABOUT THEM?
I think it is the simplicity of them, really—they are not simple when you get into the detail, of course, but the flowers themselves are simple and charming.


WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE SNOWDROP?
I prefer great sweeps of snowdrops in the landscapes rather than a graveyard of labels. The details are fun and interesting as an aside, but if I had to pick one, it would be Galanthus ‘S. Arnott’.


UTOPIA SNOWDROP?
I am perfectly content with the selection that there is.


IF YOU COULD GO BACK TO ANY POINT IN SNOWDROP HISTORY, WHERE WOULD IT BE?
The 1891 snowdrop conference at the RHS [Royal Horticultural Society]. I’d love to know what was being discussed as the exciting new varieties, find out why there was a buzz back then—what was it at that point that merited a conference?


WHO IS YOUR GALANTHUS IDOL?
Matt Bishop is, without question, the greatest snowdrop expert there has ever been. No one has ever known or understood them better or been able to memorize the exact points of difference. He has done the research in a way that no one ever has—and he is also a very good friend. That said, meeting E. A. Bowles would have been nice.


PLANT IN THE GREEN OR AS DORMANT BULBS?
Planting in the green arose because wild-collected bulbs were dried to the point that they were moribund when they arrived at the buyer. This created the myth that it is more reliable to move them when you can see that they are growing. However, I think that most of the snowdrops sold in the green are in a very poor state—they may have been lifted weeks ago, and this is not fair on the purchaser. The roots become damaged and are unable to sustain leaf growth, so it forces them into early dormancy and they may not flower the following spring.
     It is not so much of a problem if you are lifting them in the green quickly in your own garden and putting them straight back in the ground, but a dormant bulb that has completed its growth cycle and built up its resources will be fully formed when you move it in [early summer]. It will be making its inflorescence and will never know it has been moved, so the next year it will grow on normally and not miss a season.


WHAT IS YOUR EXPERT TIP?
Start out slowly and learn as you go. Don’t rush out and assume that you need an instantaneous collection. If you have the money for just a few bulbs, buy two lots of three and a single one—don’t buy a dozen different ones. Learn your snowdrops as you grow up with them—that was the old-fashioned way.






Finding a Prime Location


If a deciduous woodland setting is available, that is an ideal place to create a spread. It does not have to run to acres—a small patch of garden trees is just fine and, if you divide the clumps regularly to spread out the progeny of your original planting, you will achieve a classic white sheet of flowers in a very few years.


Although common snowdrops appreciate a moist summer environment with lashings of organic matter underfoot, and deciduous woodland fits the bill admirably, they are happy as long as they don’t dessicate. So from a practical design perspective, you can consider other locations as well. Snowdrops are also suitable for brighter, less tree-dominated areas and will thrive in lightly managed environments such as churchyards and orchards.


Gardens are much more intensively managed than woodland, and here it is the gardener who controls the dominant species and defines the land use—although in this case it may be lawn, hedge, herbaceous border, or vegetable patch. It is quite possible to achieve drifts of snowdrops in the open garden, but it is a good idea to consider how the different areas are used.


A lawn sprinkled with snowdrops would be very pretty, but generally it is better not to plant them on areas of grass that are subject to high levels of foot traffic, are used for ball games, or are en route to the compost heap, because they will not appreciate the compacted soil and trampling. Alternatively, if your neatly manicured lawn is your pride and joy, snowdrops will struggle there too. Feeding the grass builds up a dense mat of roots that compete directly with the bulbs, which may also be damaged by routine lawn care activities such as scarifying and aerating the soil by pushing a fork into the ground at intervals. A verdant sward will also require mowing relatively early in the season, at which point an aesthetic compromise occurs between desirably short grass and allowing the snowdrop leaves to die back naturally. It is much better for your bulbs not to cut off the foliage after flowering and to allow the plant to die back naturally, and this means that you should avoid mowing naturalized areas until all the bulbs’ foliage is brown.


Regardless of the garden style, snowdrops work well grouped under trees and processing along the line of a hedge, where they will get the summer shade and are protected from accidental trampling by the proximity of the taller planting. If the garden has areas of rough, patchy grass, or lawn mowing tends to be somewhat lackadaisical, snowdrops can also thrive around the edges of the lawn, perhaps nestling up to borders that have not yet sprung into life.


Ultimately, the best place to plant snowdrops is where they can be best admired. And, given the time of year that they flower, it is worth choosing a bit of the garden that you can see from the sitting room window for a naturalized swathe of blooms.
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Snowdrops thrive in a country churchyard.
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Winter interest near the temple at Kingston Bagpuize House in Oxfordshire.






Planting Design Ideas


Snowdrops do not stand alone in the garden. They grow among other plants of similar size, are shaded by the taller shrubs and trees, and are succeeded by spring in full spate. The role of snowdrops in garden design has not been extensively explored, yet they are a versatile winter and early spring anchor plant. This section considers how they might be used to pleasing effect.


SNOWDROPS UNDER SHRUBS AND TREES


Snowdrops are often found growing through country hedges, but in a garden, they’ll flourish just as well in the shade and protection provided by a fancy ornamental pantheon of cultivated shrubs and trees. Although it is still important to make sure that the smaller specimens are not shaded out, this showy horde opens up the design possibilities enormously.


Among the fruiting shrubs and trees, butcher’s broom (Ruscus aculeatus), an evergreen with fat, red berries, has fallen out of fashion, but it provides a lively contrast to the white flowers of snowdrops. Holly is another winner, and it is not limited to red and green either. Ilex is a diverse group of plants, so maximize interest by planting a cultivar with sulphur-yellow berries or variegated foliage and surrounding it with an informal spread of snowdrops.


Some particularly useful trees have fruit or berries that last beyond their usual autumn colour to overlap with the earliest snowdrops. Sorbus and Hawthorn species are particularly good value, and I like to plant snowdrops under apple trees. This works well with both culinary fruit and with ornamental crabs such as Malus ‘John Downie’, M. ×zumi ‘Golden Hornet’, or M. ×robusta ‘Red Sentinel’. I am particularly fond of the latter, because the jewelled fruit often persists into the new year or until the birds finally prevail.
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Snowdrops with persistent berries at Cambo Estate in Scotland.





SNOWDROPS IN THE VEG PATCH


Snowdrops are poisonous, so always be cautious about planting them anywhere they might be confused with edible bulbs such as onions. However, they can work quite well in the less disturbed places in the productive garden, such as around permanent fruit plantings, fruit trees, and in beds of perennial herbs and vegetables. Try planting them with oregano, mint, or shrubby rosemary and with perennials such as rhubarb and lovage, which will follow on to shade the soil after snowdrop season is over.
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Snowdrops and bergenias in a shrub border.
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Plant snowdrops where they can be best admired.







The Way to Spread Success


IF YOU ARE new to growing snowdrops, you can start by experimenting with Galanthus nivalis, which is commonly available, inexpensive, and adaptable.


First, pick a reputable supplier. Nothing is as dispiriting as absolute failure because the bulbs are dead. When you receive your summer-dormant bulbs or plants in the green (plants that are in active growth with leaves present), position a few in various places where you think they will work—under trees, near a stream, by entrances, in courtyards—and sit back and wait. As long as the site is wisely chosen and the bulbs are healthy, and they are in the ground by early autumn, they should grow. As your stock increases and it becomes clear how to use the plant in the context of your garden design, move and divide the clumps carefully so as not to damage the roots, and position them for optimum effect. When you are feeling sufficiently confident, explore other varieties.


Galanthus ‘Atkinsii’
Galanthus ‘Faringdon Double’
Galanthus ‘Galatea’
Galanthus ‘Hippolyta’
Galanthus ‘James Backhouse’
Galanthus ‘Lady Beatrix Stanley’


Growing conditions will vary from site to site and country to country; in particular, North America is a big place with a much greater range of climatic conditions than is found in the United Kingdom. If you want to grow snowdrops for the first time, seek out your nearest snowdrop garden and see what they do there. A local source of advice will help you understand which plants are best suited to your domestic growing conditions. You can also just dot your bulbs around the garden and let them tell you what suits them best.


These easy-care snowdrops are suitable for beginners.


Galanthus ‘Magnet’
Galanthus ‘S. Arnott’
Galanthus elwesii ‘Comet’
Galanthus elwesii ‘Mrs Macnamara’
Galanthus nivalis
Galanthus plicatus ‘Wendy’s Gold’





SNOWDROPS AS GROUNDCOVER


Although Galanthus nivalis can come to dominate an area, carpeting the bare earth with grey-green leaves, other varieties, too, can provide useful spring groundcover. Galanthus woronowii and G. ikariae are not the best known or most widely grown snowdrops, but G. woronowii is found in an enormous range of locations and can be quite a weed in its native home, and G. ikariae can do well in warm microclimates and will tolerate quite deep shade. The foliage of these snowdrops is a fresh, glossy green and chunkier than that of the common snowdrop, persisting as neat groundcover for some time after the flowers have faded.
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Galanthus ikariae thrives in the warm microclimate of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.
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An enduring message of love at the National Botanic Garden of Wales.







Displaying a Collection


IF GALANTHOMANIA REALLY takes hold, you’ll start to hanker after new varieties. There is a real thrill in tenderly carrying home a new acquisition and installing it in pride of place. Following a few expert tips will make your life easier and more pleasurable as your collection grows.


Keep them separate. Many people initially pick distinctive cultivars, but many snowdrops’ distinguishing differences are minute. Plant each snowdrop variety with enough surrounding space that it doesn’t grow confusingly together with other varieties.


Label them well. Although snowdrops may be individual to the well-trained eye, not all observers will have the benefit of expertise, plus it is easy to forget exactly what was planted where. Always use durable labels backed up, perhaps, with a map of the garden with the location of cultivars referenced.


Keep records. It is always worth making a note of when you got a new snowdrop and where it came from, as well as what it is called. Then, if any doubt arises, you can go back and double-check the provenance.


Plant them in raised beds. For ease of display and admiration, it is hard to beat a raised bed, à la Colesbourne Park. There, the flowers can be admired without your having to bend double, and there is no problem with competing species. To keep the bulbs together, try planting them in a mesh aquatic basket sunk into the soil.


Consider any special needs. Some snowdrops will thrive in the garden setting, but others such as Galanthus reginae-olgae don’t like to be waterlogged. Sandersii Group snowdrops are easily outcompeted, and the more tender specimens may do better in a cold frame or in pots plunged into sand. Work out what they need and give it to them.








What is Joint Rock?


JOINT ROCK IS the Joint Rock Garden Plant Committee, which comprises representatives of the Royal Horticultural Society, Alpine Garden Society, and Scottish Rock Garden Club, whose members are professional horticulturists and nurserymen, keen amateurs, and academics with a knowledge that covers all aspects of rock gardening and rock garden plants.


Snowdrops are one of the great enthusiasms of many members of the committee, and in late winter and early spring, they have the opportunity to judge exhibits grown to an incredibly high standard by other snowdrop enthusiasts. Competition is fierce, and those that get an award are written up in The Alpine Gardener and feature in the RHS Daffodil, Snowdrop and Tulip Yearbook, as well as appearing online at the Joint Rock’s website (www.alpinegardensociety.net/plants/joint-rock/awards/). The exhibitors of the awarded plants are honoured with a certificate and gain the respect and admiration of their peers.





SNOWDROPS IN ROCK GARDENS


In general, the more common varieties such as Galanthus ‘S. Arnott’, G. nivalis, and G. elwesii are easy to grow and will multiply fairly rapidly to make a good show wherever they land. The more tricky customers need a greater degree of care and may thrive better in rockery settings and raised beds. Here, they will suffer less competition and can receive a greater level of attention; such an arrangement also makes it easier to enjoy choice specimens closer to eye level.


Some of the smaller or more sensitive snowdrops often look good, and fare better, in an alpine-style iteration of their native home. Creating a rocky landscape of gravel and tufa is bread and butter to botanic gardens the world over, but there is no reason why the same display principle can’t be employed at home using faux-stone containers for specimens of Galanthus reginae-olgae, Sandersii Group snowdrops, or anything that you think will benefit from a little tender loving care. Try G. ‘Bill Bishop’, G. nivalis f. pleniflorus ‘Flore Pleno’, or G. woronowii with alpine and rockery plants such as echeverias, sempervivums, lewisias, sedums, and saxifrages.
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The disproportionately large flowers of little Galanthus ‘Bill Bishop’ look lovely in a rockery.
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A display in the Alpine House at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.






Creating a Winter Tableau


In even the smallest courtyard, you can create a winter tableau with a few interesting shrub specimens surrounded by pots of succulents and evergreens. Lavishly underplant with snowdrops and other small bulbs that take advantage of that long, hanging pause at the beginning of the year, before spring foliage rushes in to fill the gap. Shrubs are generally used for permanent year-round structure, but, in the same way that you would choose a plant for its summer floral fireworks, in the context of this planting scheme you can think about what each shrub might add to the winter garden in terms of scent, flowers, colour, and texture. And then plant an outstanding performer in every case.


Create a winter border around a central specimen tree, such as Corylus avellana or Prunus serrula. Plant some bright dogwoods (Cornus sp.) and a scented shrub or two. Sarcococca hookeriana is a good choice, because the evergreen leaves will provide anchorage. Around these, add black lilyturf (Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Nigrescens’) or fine carex grasses, and then sprinkle through snowdrops for early interest with dwarf narcissi to overlap and succeed them.


WINTER AND SPRING SCENTS


Winter flowers tend to fall into two camps: showy or scented. On the one hand you have assertive forsythia and camellias, and, on the other, tiny flowers that pack a perfumed punch far above their size.


With small flowers and an open habit that will comfortably give snowdrops the summer shade and winter sun they enjoy, fragrant deciduous shrubs are safe playmates for small bulbs. Lonicera fragrantissima is a loose and untidy shrub, but the honey scent is glorious and it is perfect for a naturalistic garden. Chimonanthus praecox is another contender, as is Edgeworthia chrysantha. Viburnum ×bodnantense ‘Dawn’ has pretty autumn colour, swiftly followed by babypink flowers that bloom on and off throughout winter and into spring.


It is generally considered best to avoid planting snowdrops among large evergreens and densely packed conifers, which can block out the sun and dry out the surrounding soil; although the snowdrops may survive, their progress will be slow. Some evergreens, however, are not the enemy. Clipped box (Buxus sp.) or its less disease-prone alternative, Ilex crenata, are controlled but open up more formal design options and add leafy interest. If their fibrous roots are cause for concern, use them as container specimens.


Mahonia may or may not be fashionable, but as it crouches in the urban undergrowth—all spiny leaves and sweetly dangling racemes of yellow flowers—I find it elicits a slightly atavistic admiration, taking me instantly back to my paternal grandmother’s garden and a fascinating winter perfume. Although both evergreen and somewhat dense, mahonia can be grown a little leggy, with snowdrops planted so they spill out beyond its protective underbelly.
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A clump of Greatorex double snowdrops next to a formally clipped yew hedge.
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The rich red flowers of Hamamelis ×intermedia ‘Jelena’ appear in early spring.
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Mahonia is less of a snowdrop nemesis than you might think.





Sweet box (Sarcococca confusa) captivated me some considerable time later—partly because of the tongue-twister name, but mostly because of its scented flowers. It is fairly slow growing, a perennial dark green, and keeps itself to itself, so it is ideal for lining paths or planting under windows, where the scent of the minute spidery flowers can be appreciated. Snowdrops scattered in clumps around its feet will come to no harm at all. And while we are on evergreens, every winter garden should have a Daphne bholua to sit greenly and fragrantly in the background, as the snowdrops disport themselves in front.
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