November report Georgie Johnson

November has been a month of two halves. In the two weeks following the closure of our doors to
the public, we had unseasonably warm weather - even working in t-shirts on a few days. Then
midway through, we were hit hard by a bitter frost followed by plenty of wind and wet through to
the start of December.

It has also been a month of balancing. The countdown to the end of the year has started, and
alongside autumn tasks like bulb planting, protecting tender plants and the final meadow cut of the
year, we're also frontloading whatever we can to ease pressure in spring: sowing and pricking out
hardy annuals, planting spring bedding, and adjusting perennial plantings to improve the picture for
next year. It's a constant juggling act between competing priorities, with triaging decisions being
made (and changed) based on the weather, team capacity, and mouse activity.

The bulb symposium at the start of November gives the students our first real taste of border work
at Dixter. Fergus starts us off planting the hovel, a high-impact bedding area that needs to pack a



punch from a distance. We start by boarding out to protect the grass and keep the paths clean,
gritting the boards to stop them getting slippery. We rip out the summer bedding annuals, being
careful to knock off all the soil from the roots into the bed and clean off bamboo canes, removing
any twine. Next we lightly dig over the bed - an easy task as this soil is turned twice a year, so has a
beautiful crumbly texture. We make sure to turn the fork over to dig the very front edge, otherwise
the angle of the fork means there’s a gradient sloping away from the path that doesn’t get cultivated
and the plants on the front edge have less root space.
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Our palette for this area is an exciting one: Tulipa ‘Cummins’ will open the show in april/may with
its spiky-white-fringed purple petals, before yellow Aquilegia chrysantha (may/june), white
daisy-like Tanacetum niveum (june-august) and silver-leaved, magenta-flowered Lychnis coronaria
(june-october) take over for the summer. We lay out in stages, starting with the biggest and boldest
feature - the staring white, solid Tanacetum, in a naturalistic high/low density arrangement. Next
comes the Lychnis (now Silene coronaria) polka-dotted through, followed by the delicate foliage of
the Aquilegia, which we pack into every gap (making sure to leave clearance around the Tanacetum
for their eventual spread). We stand back to view from every angle, squinting our eyes to better see
the shapes and flows of each layer. The foliage colour and texture combination is already really
effective. Once everything is planted, we finish off by adding in the bulbs.



Next Fergus moves us onto a more complex area on the long border. He describes the process before
us as one of clarifying. Faced with a thicket of plants in various stages of senescence, it feels
overwhelming at first - but you just have to start. Be methodical, trust the process, and slowly but
surely, it starts to make sense. Hurdles come out and are cleaned off; annual bedding is ripped out
(their canes cleaned and de-twined); cannas, dahlias and salvias are lifted and bagged (unless
hardy) to go to the long shed for splitting, potting or overwintering at the farm; some perennials are
cut to the ground and marked with short canes, while others are tied back with bailing twine to
make room for us to work; weeds are weeded; self-sowers are lifted if need be (either for aesthetic
or practical reasons) and lined neatly into crates (myosotis can sit in a crate if their roots are
covered, lunaria needs to be transplanted right away); perennial groups are outlined with
horizontal canes, and the group size/shape is changed if necessary (dividing plants to extend); some
grasses are split (normally this is a spring job, but grass will be fine through winter as long as you're
not splitting too small). We use boards, keep our area tidy, and sweep, scrape and grit regularly.

Stepping back, we can finally see the blueprint of the border, including the streams and pools of
planting space between the perennials. We imagine what it will look like in spring when all the
perennials and grasses are down, then plant in foxgloves, self-sowers and Tulipa ‘Sannei’. By the end
of the second day we had a clarified border with sweeps, rivers and dots of plants that should look
great next year. Over the month and across the garden, we repeat this several times - different
plants, different conditions, same process. Each time it gets a little easier, a little more automatic.



With the mid-month frost looming, we start lifting the most tender plants from the exotic garden
and elsewhere, squeezing them into the smallest pots we can get away with and tucking them into
the hothouse in the nursery or carting them down to the newly re-roofed (and re-named) George’s
house at the farm, which is not as toasty as the hothouse but gives enough protection for those on
the slightly hardier side. Before the frost hits we build bamboo frames around tender plants that
will need to be protected in place (like Melanoselinum decipiens), ready to wrap with fleece at a
moment’s notice if the temperature plummets. When the moment comes, despite our planning
ahead, it's a mad dash to bring things in - there’s so much more tender planting in the garden than I
realised. Some plants, like cannas and dahlias, can cope with one or even two frosts, but won’t
handle a third. Others, like succulents and cacti, don’t mind the cold so much but won’t put up with
the wet. Knowing the relative tenderness of each species means you can prioritise the work
accordingly.

Easily my favourite task is protecting the Japanese bananas, Musa basjoo, in the exotic garden. We
use six long bamboo canes to make a cone up to the crown, wind bailing twine around the canes to
about halfway up, stuff it with hay, then finish winding the bailing twine up to the top. Musa basjoo
are in fact hardy, but in this climate the stems would die back in winter and shoot again next year,



therefore staying much shorter than we want them. We protect them over winter so they can keep
their height and give us the canopy we’re after. These bananas are grown not for their fruit but for
their shoots, the white, starchy centres of which are edible. They are suckering plants, and each
stem in the clump is monocarpic, flowering once and then retiring - the clump persists by replacing
older stems with young pups.

All the while, the seedlings are growing - fast. In an ideal world, you don’t waste a dry day in the
shed but the warm start to the month, some damping off and the threat of mouse damage forces us
inside to prick out on a few sunny days. Papaver ‘Amazing grey’ was hit badly by damping off - I only



managed to get one plug tray out of two seed pots, and I'm not convinced they will all survive.
Luckily Papaver aculeatum, a lovely orange South African native, is doing amazingly well - [ hope
we’ll plant these on the kitchen drive, where P. ‘Copper Queen’ looked so good last year. Meanwhile
Beth's poppy is struggling with very poor germination; we’ve only got three plug trays, nowhere
near enough. Fergus says it used to germinate “like mustard and cress”, and everyone has been
swapping theories for why that’s no longer the case. Are we collecting the seed too early, before it
has fully ripened? Is the sieved layer of soil that we sow onto too thick? We’ve sowed a dozen more
pots, experimenting with location (double frame vs pit), watering in (before or after seed) and
thickness of sifted soil covering. If nothing makes a difference, we'll know it’s the seed itself.

Taylor and I are getting the hang of coldframe management. We're regularly putting down organic
slug pellets (sorry slugs), and trying our best to gently roll them away if they’ve landed too close to a
seedling (they go mouldy and fluff up, which can be fatal for a little seedling if they’re too close). One
morning in early November we found that about 10 of our Lathyrus odoratus ‘Matucana’ had been
helpfully pinched out by a mouse, which had less helpfully been digging and nibbling other things
too. We sadly also found the culprit, dead on one of the trays. [ wonder if she wriggled in when we
were venting, then couldn’t climb out again. Other than pests, damp is our biggest enemy.



Optimising growth rate is great, but above all, as Luke tells us, plant health is what matters; more
than getting them the right size, we need to make sure they survive. If it's smelling musty/damp in
there, we need to vent, even if we would rather trap heat to speed them up (not that we're having
that problem now - just the opposite).

One of the tricks is judging when is a good time to work on the seedlings project, which is about
understanding all the intersecting work we’re juggling at any one time, assessing priorities and
spotting opportunities. It’s also about accepting imperfection. There is undoubtedly an ideal time to
prick out each pot of seedlings, or open/shut the frames, or re-arrange the trays, but there’s so
much else going on in this busy garden that we have to get used to good enough.

Looking good in the garden this month...

=> Cotoneaster horizontalis - the red berries were already striking, but by the end of the month
the leaves are also blushing shades of pink and red - looks incredible

=> Berberis gracilipes - the red petioles! Can’t wait to see this in flower

=> C(lematis cirrhosa var. balearica - with the solar bedding gone, there is a clear view of this
amazing clematis from the front of the house. Especially great when the afternoon light hits
the brick wall it scrambles along

=> The grasses everywhere are looking fantastic, but I don’t know what lots of them are - we
need a grass ident!






