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FOREWORD
by Fergus Garrett


Christopher Lloyd (Christo to his nearest friends) left his mark on all who knew and loved him. His influence even stretched to those who never met him but read his words or visited his garden at Great Dixter. He was a prolific and terrific writer, conversational, acutely observant, descriptive, scholarly and witty, with words flowing from deep within him to his fingertips and then onto the page, as is clear from this wonderful collection. A fascinating man, he lived his life back to front, mixing with older generations alongside a dominant mother, and then feeling a sense of release when she was gone, living his life sharing Great Dixter with an eclectic mix of young and old. He was a great cook and entertainer, tirelessly interested in people, music, art, food, poetry and all that life brought. Christo surrounded himself with gardeners, writers, potters, film makers, artists and cooks from all walks of life. He cultivated people like he cultivated plants and Dixter was never dull under his occupancy, but a vibrant place where his immeasurable spirit and catalytic spark lit up the fire of life.


Christo was born at Great Dixter in 1921 and lived there all his life. He had an intimate relationship with the space that surrounded him. He was totally in tune with the sense of place and its unique atmosphere. His observations fuelled his words and, using the garden as a notebook alongside a fascinated mind and a masterful command of the English language, he wrote countless books and articles on a whole range of subjects. He wrote very naturally and, while scholarly, his literary style was easy and accessible, captivating a wide public. His witty sense of humour was ever present, making people laugh out loud with his prose. He wrote not just about gardening but about people, birds, bees, bugs and sometimes about art, music or food, but in almost every case with a link back to the place that he knew and understood so well. As I read this journey through Christo’s life, I found picking up his words and his thoughts enthralling, enticing and stimulating. Hearing his voice through the page immediately transported me to his side, and into his mesmeric world.


Throughout his life Christo was gripped by, and never lost the zest for, plants and gardening. From an early age he gardened alongside his mother, Daisy, who was undoubtedly the major influence upon his life. After studying Modern Languages at Cambridge, and a spell in the army, he took formal training in Horticulture at Wye College. When Daisy died in 1979, Christo was already widely recognised as a writer and gardener, and in the years to come he became known as one of the greatest gardeners of all time – a truly dynamic and ingenious plantsman with a deep understanding of the science behind the art. Christo had more than just a stamp collector’s attitude to plants; drawn to all aspects of his trade, he valued creativity and celebrated originality and expression. He was a wonderfully gifted, whimsical and free-spirited craftsman, experimenting and painting with plants within a rich framework of balustraded yew hedges, old farm buildings, York stone paths and a magnificent low-slung mediaeval timber framed house situated in the Weald of Sussex among rolling hills, ancient woodlands, meadows and pasture.


Christo’s life was long and colourful. He lived it to the full, and throughout many turbulent years of ups and downs he became accustomed to the practical challenges entailed in running a garden like Great Dixter: juggling time and money, assessing and being reactive to the seasons, leading a team and constantly managing people’s expectations. He was unlike any other person or gardener I know – a non-conforming, one-off maverick who constantly bucked the trends. Christo was never one to coast along doing the same thing year after year. I truly admired his ability to do the unexpected in the garden, to be adventurous and fashion the atypical. His formal training at Wye by no means clipped his wings, but instead gave him the confidence to take his experiments to deeper, more meaningful, places. And all done for the right reasons – not to shock or to make headlines but stimulated by an inquisitive mind, freedom of expression and untainted invention. First and foremost he pleased himself, evaluating, tweaking and improving, constantly on the move and dynamic. He also appreciated the value in uprooting and seeing different places and meeting new people. He loved visiting gardens where he would discover new plants and come across imaginative ideas. Notebook in hand, he was constantly observing, analysing and assessing, his mind brimming with ideas.


Christo was at his most inspired when amongst plants in the wild. To him this was the finest style of all and this observation and appreciation of Mother Nature’s magic no doubt made Christo a better gardener. Although he loved colour, exuberant planting and big bold swashbuckling combinations, Christo had a deep appreciation for the finer things that a garden expresses: a crack in the lime mortar from which the wall rue grows, or a narrow sliver of soil between the lawn and paving making a home for a self-sown violet.


He was intelligent, caring, eccentric, quirky, tenacious, focused, at times difficult and undoubtedly one of the most creative and greatest gardeners of all time. His garden at Great Dixter remains as colourful, dynamic and experimental as ever, and, as you will discover in the following pages, his words are rich with timeless wisdom, intellect and joy.




– December 15, 1955 –


PLANTS FOR A GRASS-LAND GARDEN


The words wild garden conjure up, in most people’s minds, a spacious setting where trees and large shrubs predominate, intersected by winding paths and cunningly underplanted with ferns, primulas and bulbs, of all of which the crowning achievement will be the coarsely noble Lilium giganteum. Such gardens are more likely to be on one’s visiting list than actual components of one’s own plot. But any patch of rough grass, in a perfectly open, treeless setting, can provide us all with the opportunity for a most absorbing type of wild gardening, quite different from and much less exacting than the grander style.


The naturalisation of daffodils in grass land is, of course, already widely and effectively practiced, being, indeed, the most satisfactory way of growing them in the garden. I would like here, however, to discuss some of the smaller plants which do well in grass, and which will provide a mixed carpet of flowers, reminiscent of a Botticelli background or of the scenes in 16th-century French tapestries.


It is never satisfactory, in my experience, to attempt to grow spring bulbs in a lawn which will be mown in the normal way from May onwards. The turf thereby becomes compacted by the mower rollers to a firmness which only the normal grasses and weeds associated with lawns will tolerate. Other plants (the lady’s tresses orchid excepted) gradually die out. Let the grass be unashamedly rough, then, and cut it just two or three times during the season. I find that the best times for doing this are, first, in early or mid-July, after the main flush of spring-flowering plants has had time to set and scatter its seeds, next, at the end of August, just before the colchicums start to push through, and, last, at the end of October, when the autumn crocuses have faded. My garden soil being heavy and rather on the fat side, the natural turf consists of a high proportion of coarse grasses, such as cocksfoot and Yorkshire fog. This does not matter in itself, but it does make three annual cuts advisable, in order to prevent the grasses from becoming too rough and tussocky. On sandier soils, or on chalk, where fescues and bents predominate and the grasses do not in any case grow rankly, two cuts, or even one, would be quite enough.


No fertilisers of any kind, whether organic or inorganic, should ever be applied to the grass-land garden. Such treatment of it will inevitably result in a few grasses and weeds making tremendous growth at the expense of all else. The grass-land trials at Rothamsted Experimental Station in Hertfordshire, where various manure treatments have been applied over a period of many years to a large number of plots of natural turf, graphically demonstrate that the control plot, which has never received any fertiliser, is by far the richest in its natural flora.


Let us now take the seasons in order through the year and consider the suitability of the plants that may be grown in rough grass.


Snowdrops are by nature woodland plants; it is there they will really let themselves go and cover, in time, such acres that it would seem they must have grown there always. In grass they look delightful and will maintain themselves through the years, but always a little stunted and without ever increasing to any great extent. The spring-flowering crocus species do not, for the most part, compete successfully with grass, but the Dutch hybrids are admirable, and not a whit too gross for this setting. Indeed, it is by far the best place to have them, where their lank, persistent foliage remains unnoticed. The purples and whites seed abundantly, and form great colonies in time. The yellow crocuses make clumps without seeding, and these should occasionally be split up, to make the most of them. Scented violets are often the natural occupants of turf as well as woodland. In my corner of Sussex we do not have them wild, but white violets, originally planted in other parts of the garden, have invaded the grass land and find themselves quite at home in it.


About the second week in March, the wild daffodils or Lent lilies begin to open. These should never be omitted from a grass-land garden, where they can be depended on to seed themselves and so increase. So, too, will the little Hoop Petticoat daffodil, Narcissus bulbocodium, but not on heavy soil or in coarse turf. For them the fine grasses of a sandy soil, with moisture near the surface, are ideal. I do not know of any other place in England where they can be seen so richly carpeted as on the Alpine Meadow at Wisley. They have a long flowering season, too.


April is the climax month for flowers in the wild grass garden, and queen of the whole company is our own native snake’s-head, Fritillaria meleagris, its tremulous bells in graduated shades from the typical rich chequered purple to a chilly greenish-white. I have met a fruitless attempt to colonise this plant on chalkland, and I believe it to be equally unsuccessful on sand. Possessors of dour and ill-drained clay-land here at last come into their own, for this is where the snake’s-head will really spread itself in most heart-warming fashion. It is worth giving a colony a good start, and this is most cheaply done by sowing fresh seed in boxes, thereafter planting the young bulbs out in their second autumn. Once established, they will naturalise to form incredibly dense patches. W. H. Hudson describes a river meadow where fritillaries grew ‘so close that they darkened the earth over an area of about three acres’, and when first approaching them from a distance he thought that he was looking at a dull, dark patch of recently ploughed land. What an illusion this would be with which to confound visitors to one’s own garden!


The primrose tribe is excellent in grass. Though primroses themselves make the lushest plants when growing in shaded sites, yet the smaller plants they form when fully exposed will still flourish. Neither should the fragrant bunches of cowslips be forgotten. Cowslips are quite happy on soils other than their native chalk or limestone. From one plant which I originally dug up on the downs near Lewes more than 20 years ago I now have a colony ten yards or so across. Polyanthus, with their infinite variety of gay colours, make one of the most successful contributions to the grass-land garden. When grown in beds they are in need of splitting every other year or so, and then the surplus pieces can be quickly added to rough turf with the help of the bulb-planter. Once established in this medium, polyanthus plants will last indefinitely, never requiring further division, and providing, in course of time, an interesting record of the shades and strains which were once fashionable. They will, moreover, hybridise freely with cowslips and primroses, as also will these last two with each other, and the resultant self-sown seedlings are often most worth-while.


Windflowers of various kinds will make drifts in grass, including our own wood anemone and its varieties, and also Anemone appenina, in shades of pale pink and blue. Even De Caen anemones, not far removed from the species A. coronaria of the Mediterranean, will make themselves at home in fine turf. Other good April-flowering contributors to this kind of wild garden are grape hyacinths – again the stringy foliage of certain species is here well masked – the star of Bethlehem, which can become a rampant weed in cultivated ground, and leopard’s bane, Doronicum plantagineum, happiest in a rather shady spot.


Then there are the native orchids. Field naturalists tend to see red when it is suggested that these should be dug up under any circumstances, even for transplanting to a place where they will grow equally well. When the species is as common in its own locality as the primrose, I cannot see that any harm is done, providing that the digger digs with discretion and is not greedy; the plants stand a good chance of becoming established in their new homes. Often they will naturalise as freely in the garden as in their native woods and fields. To transplant fragrant or pyramidal orchids from chalk to an acid soil would obviously be silly and wasteful, but transplanted to a chalk garden they can be as happy as beautiful.


The orchid season is a long one, starting in my garden with the early purples, Orchis mascula. Then come the green-winged orchids, followed by the marsh and spotted, taking the season right up to the last half of June. In late summer we used to have the little white lady’s tresses orchid, whose charmingly descriptive botanical name is Spiranthes spiralis. But, as it came uninvited, though a welcome guest, so, too, it suddenly vanished. This is its way.


It is worth planting surplus tulip bulbs out into grass. They may not flower very often in such competitive conditions, but when flowers are produced they look prettier here, I think, in their green setting than in any other; the fact that their blooms are small makes them the more appropriate.


Late in May most of the grasses will be in full flower; and this is one of the greatest delights of the whole season to me, for I am not a victim to their pollen shedding. At the same time the close-textured pattern of yellow and white ox-eye daisies adds a dazzling touch to the now deep-piled carpet of the grass-land garden. Only in late June, when the grasses have seeded, does one long to cut the sward, yet one must wait awhile till the daffodils, fritillaries and orchids have shed their seeds. Meadow sweet and meadow cranesbill are flowering then; they have to be cut in their prime, but will often bloom again in August.


Then come the autumn bulbs, so welcome for being so fresh and spring-like. First the colchicums, wrongly called autumn crocus. The larger species do not really thrive in dense turf: in my garden I find that the small wild ones carry on year after year without ever increasing much. Doubtless they will, however, in certain soils, more nearly resembling their native meadowland.


Crocuses end the grass-land garden’s year with a splendid flourish. C. zonatus, with pale lilac blooms, naturalises well and is one of the earliest autumn flowerers, but my favourite of all crocuses of every season is C. speciosus, and this does marvellously well in grass. Its flowers seldom begin to appear before September 20, but continue thereafter for more than a month. With their long perianth tubes that pass for stems, and the large chaliced blooms that never open too wide, they are exquisitely poised. Add to these graces the rich indigo veining of the petals, a brilliant orange stigma and a scent as of the sweetest early tulips; having once known this plant, one can never have enough of it.




– December 29, 1955 –


MAKING THE MOST OF ANNUALS


The charm of annuals lies mainly in the gaiety of their clean colouring; flower shapes come next in importance; the plant form, last and least. It is levelled against them that by their very transitoriness they lack interest both in their cultivation and in that beauty of line which a shrub can develop in the course of years. But in many ways the annual’s short life is a great asset; most of all in that one can ring the changes on them. If one has grown rather tired of one kind after a year or two, it can be given a rest until, perhaps eight or ten years later, one suddenly thinks ‘How nice it would be to grow balsam again; I’ve not seen any for ages.’ And a few months later, there it is in one’s own garden, an old friend that is most affectionately welcome. And then there are always new acquaintances to be made; annuals which one had never suspected to exist and which had hitherto been hiding their loveliness under a fearsome botanical name.


Most valuable to the gardener are those annuals which have a long flowering season. They can then, in large measure, be used instead of bedding plants like geraniums that are more trouble to grow, since they must be overwintered as struck cuttings in a frost-free place. Of almost equal value are those annuals, like China asters and zinnias, that flower late. They may not start blooming till the end of July or early August, but look fresh and full of promise in the early summer months. This is a far pleasanter order of things than with the early flowering ephemerals that blow in June and July, thereafter leaving us with brown and shrivelled skeletons.


One of the handsomest annuals with a long season of flowering is the spider plant, Cleome spinosa, the strain Pink Queen being the most generally recommended. The plant itself is, for an annual, statuesque and more like a perennial in appearance. Bold, five-fingered leaves are surmounted at a height of 3ft or more by a head of soft pink flowers with extraordinarily long stamens, which give the plant its name. Each plant will often have only the one central spike, but this is no matter, since it seems capable of producing an unending succession of buds. The seedpods, too, are decorative, being shaped like sausages, and held horizontally well clear of the plant’s main stem. Although the spider plant thrives best in a hot summer, it should be grown in partial shade, since the flowers tend to wilt in full sunlight.


Of the great tribe of composites, the florists’ zinnias must, given skilful cultivation, take pride of place. They are well known to us all, but I should like here to say a kind word for a dwarf zinnia with small double flowers of a rich golden colour. It is usually listed as Zinnia haageana fl. Pl. Superficially it might be mistaken for a dwarf Tagetes – a compact, neat plant, less than a foot tall, showy but not vulgarly so, as many strains of French marigold are. I believe that the only reason for its not being more popular is that it is a zinnia, but not what people consider a zinnia ought to be – in the same way as many people will not give marks to white gentian simply because it is not blue.


Rather similar to the zinnias is Tithonia speciosa. I shall never forget the remarkable sight of a carpet of tithonias naturalised beneath the trees in the public park at Nairobi. Torch is the best variety here, being only 4ft tall – quite a pigmy as tithonias go. The leaves are heart-shaped, rather coarse and hairy; but the single flower-heads are of the purest and most brilliant shade of orange – a really thrilling colour.


I think most of us get a bit bored with the normal run of white and pale pink Cosmos. But there is a rich, carmine purple cultivar available that I can most thoroughly recommend. The bold intensity of flower colouring here does much to counterbalance the cosmea’s shapeless billowing habit. It is known as Crimson-scarlet and has an exceptionally long flowering season if sown under glass in March and planted out in May.


Another excellent daisy which can be had in bloom from late June till the frosts is Venidium fastuosum. Buds, stems and pinnate leaves are all most ornamental, being coated with silky grey down. The flower-heads have bright orange rays and a large central disc that is all shiny and black when it first appears, as though it had been burnished with boot polish. The new Arctotis hybrids are very lovely, too, with the same sort of leaves and flowers in a wide range of colours: cream, yellow, orange, bronze, pink and plum.


For August and September flowering, the annual Rudbeckias make fine, bold patches of colour where a fairly tall plant is required. They mostly grow 3 to 4ft high. My favourites are the pure yellow forms, of which Autumn Glow and Monplaisir are good selections. The black central cone is here most tellingly framed by uniformly golden yellow rays. In other strains mahogany creeps in, either as a central zone, in streaks, or overlaying the entire flower colouring. They all detract, in my opinion, from the cone flower’s most individual feature, which is its black-eyed cone. It is well worth twigging these annual Rudbeckias before they grow too tall.


In the snapdragon family there are two long-lasting annuals that deserve special mention. Diascia barberae should be much more grown, not only on the rock garden, where its delicate, slender habit of growth is perfectly appropriate, but in all sorts of front-of-border positions. The flowers are quite like a nemesia’s, but with two spurs at the back instead of one – a pretty shape, and also a very pretty warm shade of pink. They flower on and on and on in great abundance. Heavy rain will knock off the current crop of blooms, but more soon open. This is really a perennial, and odd plants will often survive the winter out of doors, but it is most efficiently treated as a half-hardy annual. Alonsoa warscewiczii is undoubtedly not more popular only because of the dauntingly hideous name that encumbers it. This species has a number of cultivated varieties of different habits and colouring, but the type plant is, I think, the best. Its slender, branching habit is much like that of diascia, but taller, being some 15ins in height. The flower stalks are twisted so that the outward-facing flower is always held upside-down. It is a clear, orange-scarlet throughout – an unusual shade which even the scarlet pimpernel does not quite match in purity. The plants will bloom continuously if the dead-heads are removed; in two flushes if they are not.


The pimpernels themselves bloom over a long period and their flowers open out on most days that are not too soppingly wet. Anagallis linifolia has large flowers, each ¾in across, and the cultivar Phillipsii is one of the best of all annuals. It is of a rich, unalloyed, Prussian shade of blue, quite startlingly intense. The base of each petal is (surprisingly) dull red. Best treated as a half-hardy annual, the plants never exceed 6ins in height and are a solid mass of bloom for months on end. The cultivar Parksii, generally described as bright red, is a disappointment in my opinion, being rather muddy-coloured.


A nice bushy little annual that forms a good solid clump 9ins. tall at the front of a border is Cuphea miniata Firefly. Its flowers do look rather like tropical insects; they are not brilliant, however, but a pleasant pinky purple. The disc-shaped seeds are green when ripe.


It is always a problem to know with what to follow biennials when their season has finished. Sweet Williams, Canterbury bells and foxgloves are all June flowerers. By early July one is wishing that one had not grown so many of them, lovely though they are. Certain annuals can take their place very well, providing the site is not too shady. A late sowing of China asters in boxes, for instance, still has time to develop and flower if planted out in mid-July. Portulacas are excellent for this purpose too. Portulaca grandiflora is a small succulent which grows only 6ins. tall and has the most brilliantly coloured flowers of any annual I know. Though it can be bought in single colour strains, I like the daring combinations to be had in a mixture best of all. The broad petals have a sheen on them which people unanimously agree to be like satin, and they may be orange, yellow, bronze, pink, or the most violent, unashamed magenta. If the plants are spaced reasonably far apart, say 9ins, they grow into characteristic and charming shapes that remind me of certain semi-prostrate junipers. They flower most freely in full sunshine and a hot summer. The seeds are fascinating in their resemblance to iron filings – a steely grey.


Some of the exceptionally quick-developing though short-lived annuals can also be used to follow biennials by making a direct sowing of them and watering well until they have germinated. Limnanthes douglasii is one such; rather a liability in most positions, since it flowers itself to a standstill in a fortnight, but useful in this context.


One must grow certain ephemerals from time to time, since they are so heavenly while they last, and it is often possible to place them where their passing will not leave a void. Certain newly divided perennials can, for instance, be interplanted: irises in particular. Here one might place the prostrate Mesembry-anthemum criniflorium, another succulent annual. Its flowers are like daisies, though they can claim no kinship. The narrow, glossy petals look brittle as spun glass and are most sensitive to light and damp. On a dry, sunny morning or early afternoon the plants are completely obliterated by their blossoms – pink, white, magenta and biscuit-coloured. The effect is even more dazzling than with portulacas, because the flowers are so much more numerous. On damp days the plants become so insignificant that they could easily be missed. Sometime in July the display will suddenly come to an end, and the irises can ripen their rhizomes unhindered. These fleeting annuals can also be used to great effect as a carpet to rose beds.


Another way to overcome their transitoriness is by combining two sorts in one patch, sown direct where they are to flower. A favourite team of mine is Omphalodes linifolia with Asperula orientalis (A. azurea setosa in catalogues). The ugly-sounding omphalodes is an upright-growing plant of 12 to 15ins in height, with decorative grey-green foliage and pure white flowers shaped like forget-me-nots, but larger. The asperula is an annual woodruff with clouds of powder-blue flowers; it comes out first, and just as it begins to run to seed, all signs of it are swamped by its grey-and-white companion. This omphalodes also combines excellently with the annual convolvulus, Convolvulus tricolor. The latter is richest in its deep purple blue form. Each flower lasts only a day, closing like a loosely-furled umbrella by four in the afternoon, but a great surge of new blooms appears on the following morning. Rather a weak-stemmed plant some 15ins tall, it normally needs twigging, but the omphalodes completely obviates this requirement. In this case the white flowers precede the blue.


Many other possible combinations will occur to lovers of annuals, and I shall mention just one more: eschscholtzias (of any colour strain) with Phacelia viscida. The phacelia grows quickly and soon makes a fine display with its pure, gentian-blue and white-centred flowers. Just as it becomes mummified and unsightly, the Californian poppies engulf every vestige and blossom untiringly for the next three or four months.




– March 28, 1957 –


BEDDING PLANTS TODAY – I FOR SPRING AND AUTUMN


Ten years ago our thoughts were able, after a long period of abstention, to turn again to the pleasures of gardening. A new era was then heralded in which the labour-saving tree and shrub should reign supreme, but somehow things didn’t work out quite that way. Flowering shrubs are, indeed, as popular now as ever before, and deservedly so, but other more exacting forms of gardening made an appeal that would not be denied. We find, in fact, that the cultivation of rock plants and alpines, herbaceous perennials, water and bog plants, annuals and bedding plants is in as great favour today as ever it was.


It is the bedding plants that I wish to consider here. Our approach to their uses has greatly changed – I would like to say progressed – since the hey-day of bedding out a century ago. At that time, ranges of heated greenhouses and conservatories, full of tender exotics, were yearly required to disgorge a large part of their contents into formal parterres in order that the household could admire them there for a few summer months. It was a most expensive luxury, and vulgar, too. The mantle of this style of bedding out has fallen, today, on our public parks and gardens. They can afford what private gardens (mercifully) no longer can. In the best of them, and especially in London and at some of our coastal resorts, some first-rate work of the most enterprising nature is carried out, but the fact that these public places must cater more for gapers than for gardeners ensures the survival of some of the worst abuses of bedding out. Even carpet bedding, where the system reaches its nadir, survives here and there in Britain. In France it is far more rife, and the bones of some of the most venerable Italian terraced gardens have been clothed with similar unlovely encrustations.


All this tends to give bedding plants a bad name among intelligent gardeners; in the less formal type of garden that is so often laid out today, they can see little scope for their use. Moreover, even when they like such plants, they may be put off growing them by the thought of special beds and of the large quantities of the same two or three species needed to fill them. But we are quickly discovering that the most satisfactory way to use bedding plants is without beds; that there is then the opportunity to grow an unexpectedly wide range of species in relatively small numbers, and that their place in the garden is almost everywhere – in ornamental pots and tubs, in the rock garden, above and in dry walls, in the partial shade of semi-woodland conditions and, supremely, in the mixed border with shrubs and hardy perennials.


Spring and summer bedding plants are the main types which one has to consider. Of the two, the latter are by far the more important, their principal requirement being a long season of interest, if possible from June to October. Four months is a very long time for any plant to go on flowering, and one should be most grateful to those which manage it. Spring bedding plants have a much shorter season, seldom exceeding a month, so that, except when grown in special beds to be followed by summer bedding, they should not be allowed too much prominence in the smaller garden. They are all more or less hardy, and the perennials such as Alyssum saxatile, aubrietas and Arabis albida are most happily placed in permanence in dry walls and on rock banks. There are usually plenty of little-disturbed spots – among shrubs, for instance – where forget-me-nots can be allowed to seed themselves from year to year. Removal of old plants and a later drastic thinning of self-sown seedlings is the only attention they require.


Tulips are conveniently accommodated among groups of plants which will flower later; but since their display is not to be bolstered up by the traditional ground-work of spring bedding, they need to be planted thickly. The mixed or perennial border is not usually a happy site to choose; the tulips look lost in the vastness of as yet unclothed areas of bare soil. No, I have in mind for them those smaller, narrow borders in a garden; planted among groups of sweet Williams, for instance, the bulbs can be dug up for drying off in mid-July, when their partners have also to be cleared away. Where groups of bearded irises have been re-planted in July, tulips can be set among them in the following autumn. This planting can be left undisturbed for three years, until the irises are again ready for splitting. The tulips can then be sorted out also. Or one can use them among perennials that will flower concurrently. An effective association that I have in mind is white May flowering tulips among the yellow-green spurge, Euphorbia epithymoides (polychroma), and, again, tulips of any colour but of late flowering, with the indigo-blue spikes of Baptisia australis.


Of all the spring bedding plants, wallflowers are the hardest to place satisfactorily except in special beds. The nicest spot for them, I think, is grouped at the top of a dry wall that has been devoted to not too precious things like alyssum, candituft, arabis, aubrieta and Phlox subulata. They will all flower at the same time, and if a few of the wallflowers are allowed to remain to seed, they, too will quickly colonise the wall face. Here, in their favourite and most natural site, the plants are very hardy and will often live to three or four years old. I am never without a few Siberian wallflowers in my garden, though they have had to look after themselves entirely for the past 20 years. If four or five plants are grouped originally in some sunny corner where they can be left to themselves, they will seed and maintain themselves indefinitely. Their colouring is clean, if rather crude, but they look quite well near forget-me-nots and, if for nothing else, are worth growing for their own special, warm brand of wallflower scent.


Before considering the main summer bedding plants that are to bloom for one-third of the year, there are two other minor categories that deserve mention. First, the midsummer flowering biennials – sweet Williams, foxgloves, Canterbury bells, certain mulleins, and the vivid blue Cynoglossum amabile. Their season is from early June to mid-July, and the only thing that deters us from growing them in great abundance is the thought ‘What next?’. The foxgloves look their best in a wildish setting and will put up with a fair amount of shade. With such a position, the question of what is to follow may not be so urgent. If the position is not too shady, it is quite an idea to sow among them in spring some purple orach seed. This noble plant, Atriplex hortensis, is an annual, growing to 6 or 7ft, and has deep pinky-red foliage that is gloriously translucent in sunlight; it will take over where the foxgloves leave off, and continue in beauty till mid-September. Canterbury bells do well in the same sort of place, but the single types should be chosen. These have a grace of form entirely lacking in the grossly deformed-looking cup-and-saucers. The latter may give you more colour for your money, but that is all.


The giant mulleins such as Verbascum olympicum and V. phlomoides are excellently suited to a semi-wild setting, but like all the sun they can get. If a piece of rough turf can be cleared for an original planting, and thereafter merely kept free of the coarsest and most competitive weeds, the mulleins will re-sow themselves year after year. Their candelabra look especially fine against a dark background. Sweet Williams also require sunshine, but they belong to the garden proper. They can be followed by my second minor category of bedding plants: those that belong essentially to autumn. These are mainly represented by the small bedding chrysanthemums – Koreans, Otely-Koreans, rubellums, pom-poms and the like – types that will not exceed a height a 2½ft and that are pretty well self-supporting. Too many Koreans are late flowering, not getting started until well into October. For a display in the garden, one must choose the early flowering types – the earlier the better. It doesn’t seem to matter how early they start to bloom; indeed, they may be well away even at the time, in July, when one is moving them. They will still flower on into October, and chrysanthemums are most tolerant about being shifted when in full growth. The plants must be grown on in a spare row in the vegetable garden. If they are given a good soaking the day before the move, and then puddle in, with a gallon of water to each plant, when the actual move is made, they will scarcely flag at all.


Verbena rigida (venosa) is also a useful plant with which to follow sweet Williams. A spring sowing is made in a cold frame and these seeds germinate so slowly that the young plants are just right for putting out in July. They will flower abundantly in September and October, and it is worth leaving them in situ to give a display in the following summer; they will be blooming freely by early July.




– April 11, 1957 –


BEDDING PLANTS TODAY – II
THE BIG RANGE FOR THE SUMMER


The range of good summer bedding plants that will flower over a three- or four-month period is really astonishing, and there should be no need to weary of any of them, as others are always pressing forward to be tried, and a change is so easily made – an advantage, this, over the hardy shrub. If one tires of the ample charms of a Pink Pearl rhododendron, say, or of a mop-headed hydrangea, the decision to be rid of it is hard, so many years having gone to making the shrub what it is.


The majority of annuals are too ephemeral to make the most satisfactory of bedding plants. There are many exceptions, of course, such as zinnias and tagetes, and these go especially well with herbaceous plants. The double border at Nymans in mid-Sussex demonstrates this blending as well as any other example I know. The background of trees and shrubs there is an ideal foil. Many bedding plants are technically perennials, but can be raised true to colour and so as to mature sufficiently quickly from an early spring sowing. It is interesting to reflect that before these colour strains were fixed, good forms of such plants as the dwarf blue bedding lobelias and of antirrhinums were raised annually from cuttings.


Antirrhinums particularly repay an informal treatment. Like wallflowers they should be planted near a sunny, dry retaining wall into which they can seed. Such self-sown plants are very precocious and develop enormous spikes by early June. The property of being able to sow themselves around is generally welcome in bedding plants. Some may be quite tender themselves and yet have seeds that are hardy and succeed in over-wintering. So it is with cosmeas (Cosmos bipinnatus). I am always glad to be able to lift a few of their later germinating self-sown seedlings to plant over my alstroemerias when they have died off in the third week of July. Alstroemerias are deep rooting; one can pull out their old flowering stems instead of cutting them down, and this leaves four inches of top soil in which to plant the cosmeas or anything else that will fill an awkward gap.


No matter whether his garden be large or small, there is nothing more shaming to the keen gardener than gaps where no gaps should be. To keep one’s borders well furnished from spring to autumn is the greatest art in gardening, and it offers a most stimulating challenge to one’s resourcefulness. Bedding plants are the most rewarding fillers of gaps, whether these are accidental or whether they have been left on purpose for later planting.


Much bedding comprises perennials that are on the borderline of hardiness. It may in many cases be worth leaving the plants out to stand the winter if they will – a procedure that is impossible where the routine of special beds is operating and summer bedding must inexorably be followed by spring, but perfectly feasible when bedding plants are growing side by side with hardy perennials in every part of the garden. Penstemons of the bedding type are hardy in many parts of Britain, but even if they look a bit untidy in autumn, their top-hamper must be left intact as a protection to the plants till spring. At that season it is of equal importance, for a good display, to cut the plants down to ground level. Flowering usually begins about mid-June. Some varieties, like the handsome red Southgate Gem, will go on blooming without letting up for a moment until October. Others, like Garnet, flower less profusely after a tremendous initial surge of blossom. The finer-leaved kinds with slenderly tapering flowers are a great deal prettier than the coarser-leaved, fat gloxinia-flowered hybrids. Penstemons may prove to be hardy, but they are relatively short-lived perennials and it is wise to replace one’s clumps of them regularly every third or fourth year.


Many of the large-flowered fuchsia hybrids are surprisingly hardy. Those of traditionally fuchsia colouring with red sepals and purple petals are the most reliable – Mrs Popple, Avalanche and Scarcity, for example. But so, too, are many others. There is Mme Cornelissen, with red sepals and a white corolla marked with red pencilling; Display, with a pink calyx and a charmingly flared lilac skirt; Sunset, of similar shape, in flesh pink and salmon shading; Lena, a fat double fuchsia, flesh pink and violet purple; while the drooping habit of Marinka, whose globular red buds gleam like sealing-wax, fits it for a position at the top of a wall. But all the large-flowered fuchsias behave like herbaceous plants, not as shrubs, when grown wholly in the open, and this means that flowering gets under way rather later, in early August, than if they had been raised under glass and planted out.


When one feels reasonably confident of a bedding plant’s ability to winter successfully in the open, it is still a necessary precaution to take a handful of cuttings each autumn, to keep by one in case of need. For the rest and where seed is not the answer, all the stock required for next year’s planting must be raised from soft autumn cuttings. The young plants resulting will generally be freer flowering than old stock that one has attempted to over-winter by lifting and housing it. This practice is seldom successful and in any case requires too much space. The rooting of soft cuttings, taken in September, is very easy, and the young plants at the worst need to be kept at a temperature no higher than freezing point; many of them will cheerfully survive a few degrees of frost and for them, cold frame protection is enough. A dozen cuttings taken of each variety will allow bold groups to be made and a generous choice of sorts.


Verbenas, with their warm, summery scent, are a specially grateful tribe. Certain strains and mixtures can be raised from seed, but cuttings must be taken of the best of the bunch, the deep, pinky-red Lawrence Johnston. Overwintered in 3½in pots, the plants can be put out in April and will flower from May to October – a good five months and a far longer period than could be had from spring-raised verbena seedlings. Lawrence Johnston has a vigorous, mat-forming habit, so the plants need be set not closer than 15ins apart. They are useful for breaking the hard line of a paved path edge. Firefly is pure red without a trace of pink, but it is scentless and exacts rather a lot of work for successful results. Here the habit is upright and plants need a close spacing of 9ins. They are very brittle at the collar, so that some twigging is advisable. Pure red, too, is a jewel for the rock garden, Verbena peruviana (chamaedrifolia). It has a creeping habit and will cover a generous area in the course of one year. Plants will sometimes survive the winter in a really well-drained spot. Another not quite hardy bedding plant for the rock garden is the little convolvulus, C. mauritanicus. It has flowers the colour of dog violets, perhaps even a little bluer, and has none of its relatives’ bad habits.


Gazanias are sometimes planted in rock gardens, being especially useful for extending this feature’s season, but many of the gorgeous modern hybrids tend to be a little too flamboyant if they are to associate with precious alpines. Groups at the front of the mixed border look very well; best of all, if one can find it, is a place on top of a 4ft retaining wall, where they can be studied at eye level. For these South African daisies, when at last the weather is brilliant enough to coax them into unfurling, reveal a vivid ground colour that is overlaid near the daisy’s centre with zones and spots of fantastic shading; most startling of these is a clear peacock green.


There are many good bedding plants among the South African daisies, and all want sun and free drainage before everything. One of my favourites is Dimorphotheca ecklonis with rays that are white above and blue beneath and with a bright blue central disc. Its flowers are radiant stars when fully expanded, but have a quite different appeal when half open or half closed, so that the dusky blue reverse is seen. The almost pure blue daisies of Aster pappei are sprinkled over its neat green bush like hat-pins in a cushion. The similar but rather coarser growing Felicia amelloides has a nice habit of flowering on so generously into the winter that old plants are well worth potting up in the autumn to pick from in the cool greenhouse.


Last, but not least, among the types of bedding plants, are those upon whose fleshy rhizomes or tubers we rely to bring them through the cold months: Salvia patens, cannas and, above all, the dahlias. I would plead strongly for the generous use of dahlias in mixed and herbaceous borders. They are valuable there for providing boldness of form at a season when purpose is most apt to run out at the border’s heels leaving an amorphous mess behind it. There is a mistaken idea abroad that dahlias won’t thrive among other plants, that they must be grown alone. Leaving their use for picking aside, I would say that the only sensible way to grow them is with other plants, with each group comprising one variety. Close planting also gives the best visual (though not the best cultural) results. The great essential in growing dahlias under these competitive conditions is to feed them really well. The small decorative and cactus types are the most satisfactory, and by merely starting the tubers in a closed cold frame, one can have them in flower from early July onwards.




– January 2, 1958 –


SIGNS OF SPRING IN WINTER SHRUBS


In the depths of winter our thoughts turn defensively to the spring that is to follow. Looking and planning ahead, we try to remain oblivious of immediate unpleasantnesses. It is inspiriting, during the short days, to scrutinise our flowering trees and shrubs for signs of spring. We need only to see those clusters of brown, scaly, insignificant little buds for the mind to work their consummation. The trick is done: spring is with us and winter, for the moment, banished.


Of some old faithful we can always feel sure – no point in examining the ornamental cherries, forsythias and wisteria. They will not fail us unless the birds later decide to strip them; and it must be admitted that in deep country the birds do seem to be getting more mischievous from year to year. That is the real snag about winter buds: like Thursday’s child they have far to go, and it doesn’t do to gloat overweeningly. They will have weather hazards to side-step too, and these are not just a simple matter of how much frost and for how long. Last winter’s dismayingly heavy drop of camellia buds was a quite unexpected event in an exceptionally mild season. However, anxieties and premonitions mustn’t be allowed to spoil the pleasures of bud-searching. The camellias’ buds, which vary considerably in their numbers from year to year, are most satisfying to find, even to count, on a favourite bush. The encouraging help of surface dressings of old manure or of liquid feeds in July seems to give a great fillip to bud production, which is then in the balance and becomes apparent with most camellias in the following month.


A shrub that cheers us in the grimmest winter days, Garrya elliptica, reveals its intentions more than six months earlier, in the second half of June. From then on we can watch the progress of its lengthening green catkins. Garryas have a strong tendency to flower biennially. The catkins are produced along the previous year’s young shoots; in a flowering season no young vegetative shoots appear, and hence no catkins the year after. As it is the male garrya which we all grow, it seems odd that the mere business of flowering should so exhaust our bushes, when there is never a question of seed production.


Piptanthus laburnifolius (nepalensis) always carries a huge crop of pea pods, yet never fails to flower with abundance. Its short racemes of substantial yellow blossoms open over a period of six to eight weeks, and this is probably the reason for our first intimations of its flowering being so tentative. ‘Are those really going to be flowers?’ we wonder, as we examine a few scattered, green cone-like growths, spikelets of overlapping bracts. They are indeed, but most of the inflorescences do not show them­selves till months later. I have a specially soft spot for this shrub. I know it never makes a tremendous splash, but the large, evergreen trifoliate leaves are outstandingly handsome, while vigorous new shoots have a greenish purple sheen on them like the gloss of young bamboo canes. I believe the species to be hardier than is generally allowed – at least when young. In East Sussex, well inland, my bush came unscathed and unprotected through the bitter February of 1956, and it grows out in the open, far from any wall.


A wall seems necessary to Sophora tetraptera, for both shelter and support. This is a tantalising shrub, so beautiful and unusual that any true gardener, having once seen a specimen in flower, must yearn to own a plant. By relationship a pea, it is most unorthodox in that the petals all point forwards, so that the flowers are bell-shaped; they hang in small clusters and are buttercup yellow and about 1½ins long. The graceful pinnate leaves, when young, unroll like a fern’s croziers. So far it is with the foliage of this shrub that I am most familiar. I have now watched and cared for my specimen for seven years; it is 15ft tall and has borne me four blooms.


The plant, which is very vigorous in its early years, clearly has to reach a certain degree of maturity before it can bloom. After that it is all up to the weather. That is where the tantalising part comes in. The little knots of brown buds – they took like apple pips – appear in August. Two years ago there were masses on my plant; come the February of 1956 and all were destroyed. That summer was wet and miserable: no buds (or rather, to be exact, two buds), and the next winter was one of the mildest on record. Now, at the beginning of 1958, I am apprehensively brooding over an enormous potential crop. If it blooms I shall, one balmy moonlit evening in spring, throw a special sophora party beneath its branches.


I find the spurges a fascinating group. Sympathisers will know the excitement of seeing a new hardy spurge for the first time. Best of the old favourites is Euphorbia wulfenii with its proud, lime-green columns so handsomely set off by further supporting columns of glaucous, evergreen foliage. This shrub varies a good bit from year to year in its freedom of flowering, so it is worth keeping a watch on it as early as the end of September, to see what may be expected. At about that time the tip of every branch that is going to flower starts to dip towards the horizontal. Soon it makes a considerable kink, pointing obliquely downwards. It is the oddest ritual, without any object that I could ever fathom, for eventually the shoots straighten up again; nothing could be more upright than their carriage at flowering.


Lilacs are enigmatic in their intentions as far as autumn looks go. A high proportion of buds may seem to look plumply promising, yet produce nothing but leafy shoots in the end. The only way to discover what they hold in store is by sacrificing a few representative-looking buds. If these are cut in halves one can soon see whether a truss of flower initials was present. When a lilac bush grows very large, drastic action may become necessary. It will respond very well to being chopped back to a stump, one or two feet high, in winter. But, of course, a year’s blooming will thereby be lost. So this business of examining a few bud contents is especially worth doing before taking the big decision. If a mass of blossom is promised for the following spring, one will feel the more inclined to spare the axe for a twelve-month so as to do the job in the lilac’s off-year.


Lilacs, in many of their varieties, are another example of shrubs with a tendency to flower biennially. Some authorities have given us to believe that this is due to our letting them set seed; we should go round our bushes cutting off all dead-heads the moment flowering is at an end. Where several 15ft tall specimens are to be dealt with at a particularly busy time of the year, this can be quite a task. But in my experience it doesn’t work. I have tried it with a Mme Lemoine which flowers in alternate years so heavily that it manages to put on scarcely any leaves. I have snipped off its trusses the moment they seemed to be more brown than white. But the poor lady continues almost naked throughout the summer. None of the dormant leaf shoots breaks into growth following my kind action – and this in a heavily manured mixed border where there would seem to be every inducement to make fresh growth. So, with no new shoots made, there are no flowers the next year. Perhaps the plant physiologists could tell us something about this.


By early June, when lilac blossom is fading, leafy shoots for the season have all been made – have reached their full length and stopped growing. In fact, it seems that whatever we do to our bushes in June, we cannot induce them to react by making new shoots as though they were in early spring again.




– September 1, 1966 –


BYWAYS AMONG BULBS


If we are particular about what we want, no time should be lost in making our orders for spring-flowering bulbs. The mainstay of the catalogues comprises hyacinths, tulips and narcissi, with crocuses and lilies as runners up, but I frequently find myself diving first of all for the section headed miscellaneous, to see what will tempt me among the oddities of the bulb kingdom.


Camassia, for instance, was called Quamash by the Native Americans, and the word was doubtless onomatopoeic, describing the noise of teeth scrunching into raw, edible bulbs. Some camassias carry spikes of pale, washed-out mauve flowers, but in the best strains of the best species the colour is richer than a bluebell’s, the season slightly later and the bloom itself a wide-opening, though dished, star. The one I get from time to time at 11s. a hundred is listed (incorrectly, according to the botanists) as C. esculenta. It is an excellent shade and is able to cope with the rather rank turf flora carried by our clay soil. There, in rough grass, it always attracts attention, for blue at that season stands out among the yellows of hawksbeards and buttercups among white moon daisies and red clover.


Another bit of blue that you can introduce in the same way is that of the Dutch iris, in a good-natured, robust strain such as H.C. van Vliet. Indeed, we should grow these types of May-June-flowering, bulbous irises a great deal more than we do at present. Everyone knows that they are good for cutting, and the bunches of forced Wedgwood’s (the best light blue cultivar for this purpose) seen in florists’ shops in late winter have a depressingly stereotyped expression. But they are excellent garden flowers, and so cheap. Furthermore, the colour range is wide, and includes (as well as the obvious yellow and blue shades) lilac, pearl grey and warm brown. Groups of 25 or 50 can well be worked into borders where the growth of certain perennials – Salvia superba for instance – is late in developing. The decaying iris remains will be swamped shortly after they have passed out of flower. In a friend’s garden I greatly admired the huge white sails of a Dutch iris – White Perfection very likely – behind a border edging of Tom Thumb and other low-growing fuchsias. The irises were making their contribution in June, before the fuchsias had got into their stride. Spanish irises are almost as versatile but, being more petite, would not cope with rough grass.


A Ring of Bells


Fritillaria imperialis, the Crown Imperial, is not cheap but it is an investment. Left undisturbed for a period of years on rich, reasonably slug-free, soil, it will increase and make the most splendid feature in your April garden.


I must move mine; they are in front of a lilac, whose roots are altogether too greedy and pervasive, so that the bulbs have been making only leaves for several years now. The inflorescence is so spectacular and unusual that one wonders how it ever came to be: a ring of bells surmounted by a bunch of greenery in pineapple style. And one cannot resist lifting the bell-flowers so as to be able to look into the heart of them where the nectaries glisten like suspended tears. Of course the plant does smell appalling – a mixture of garlic and fox that is wafted afar on the wind. But then most people’s sense of smell has atrophied anyway, and one can always hold one’s nose.


I really must try the dog-tooth violet, Erythronium dens-canis, again, although this is not quite the ideal garden in which to site it happily. We have the moist soil they like, but not the open woodland conditions where they can be left to multiply undisturbed. We used to have them on a shady bank, where they existed for many years, but the rough-grass medium overpowered them in the long run. The flowers are shaped like a turkscap lily, with reflexed segments, and are usually pinkish mauve but with albino forms, while the foliage is beautifully marbled. They can be acquired at 39s 6d a hundred, if you know where to apply. Other species are apt to be expensive, but some are no less easy-going. E. revolutum, for instance is specially lovely in an albino cultivar such as White Beauty. These are 2s 9d each. Few erythroniums grow more than 6in to 1ft high, and the above two are of the lowest.


Beating the Cold


The bulb sold as Ixiolirion pallasii (actually a variety of I. monta­num) makes a stringy 18in plant, but it carries in May wide-open flowers of the most heavenly and refreshing blue. It is not very hardy, but one can accommodate this sort of bulb – tigridias, zephyranthes, acidantheras, Pancratium maritimum, the less hardy nerines and amaryllis are others that come readily to mind – in a specially prepared, raised bed facing south, and the soil made up of a high proportion (say half) of horticultural grit. Good drainage and a thorough banking will enable them to put up with a considerable amount of cold.




– September 15, 1966 –


SLIDING INTO AUTUMN


It has not really been too bad a summer. Most people will look back with disappointment. That is their way; they start with such extraordinarily high expectations. Garden-wise it has, I reckon, been an excellent growing season. We have never gone for long without those highly desirable wet spells, and yet there has been quite a generous scattering, throughout, of anticyclonic weather with coolish northerly winds, but plenty of sunshine. Everyone’s annuals seem to have flourished, while no early, mid-season nor late-cropping garden peas received a check to their growth at any stage. And there have been no gales, at least in this south-east corner of the country. The pelargoniums that I grow in tubs on our south-west-facing terrace are my yardstick for this judgement. Although I hedge them about with twigs from the start, and tie the ivy-leaved ones’ main growths loosely to canes, there frequently comes a turbulent wind that sweeps half their top-hamper away before it. But not, so far, this year.


Now it is autumn, which should, I consider, be the gardener’s pleasantest and most relaxed season. The weather is often beguiling and should be enjoyed to the full, in view of the rigours that lie ahead. There is plenty to be done, of course, but also, as growth slides to a standstill, plenty of time in which to do it. Better, while we may, to suspend activity and watch red admirals and comma butterflies guzzling on rotten pears.


Writing of rotting fruit reminds me of our mulberries. It never occurred to me, when I planted a variegated Fatsia japonica under the outermost branches of one mulberry, that the shrub would turn into a sort of mulberry trap. This fatsia has proved a most satisfactory evergreen. The white splashes on its lustrous green leaves are not very distinct while the foliage is yet young, but make a fine contrast as autumn wears on, and the bonus of globular white flower heads, so like an ivy’s, are always welcome in November. But the leaves are cupped and fallen mulberries collect in the centre of each: one is constantly shaking them out, and even then the stains remain.


That is the worst of mulberries. They are shedding their fruit without intermission from the end of July until mid-October. The stains do not wash off the flagstones underneath until well into December. For three months, the trees are filled with squawking starlings; with blackbirds too, and with wasps and flies and bluebottles. Rarely are conditions just right for the maturing of ripe, undamaged fruit that is truly fit for a fastidious human’s consumption. Now and again this does happen. The fruits hang on until they are almost black, and can then be transferred from tree to mouth in one smooth gliding movement, with the most satisfactory result. No better combination than sharp and sweet together, so that the palate contracts and tingles while the juice gushes separately from the bead-like fruitlets, of which the mulberry is made up.
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