
 
 
February report  Georgie Johnson 
 
I heard my first bumblebee of the year before I saw it, foraging busily in the mahonia near the 
gardeners’ mess on the 8th of February. The garden is noticeably stirring. Everything feels poised. 
 
This month brings something I’ve been looking forward to since we started: the pruning 
symposium. It’s been an unfortunate feature of all the gardens I’ve worked in that there hasn’t been 
a wide range of shrub pruning to do, a gap in my knowledge I’m eager to start filling in. We start 
with a weekend of lectures and demonstrations, locking in the theory before the practical work 
begins. The approach Fergus teaches is about reading each individual plant and responding to how 
it grows – its natural habit, how healthy it is, how it interacts with the plants around it – rather than 
following any strict or blanket rules. Received wisdom might tell you to remove old wood from a 
rose, for example, but if an old gnarled stem is still sending up vigorous growth, why get rid of it?  
 
We learn when and how to prune plants that flower on last year’s wood (such as Philadelphus, 
Deutzia, Weigela, rambling roses, Sambucus and Cotinus) and this year’s wood (hybrid tea roses, 
Fuschia, Buddleja, Spirea japonica, Salvia microphylla, Caryopteris). Sometimes it differs within 



genera – Hydrangea macrophylla, H. aspera and H. petiolaris flower on last year’s growth, for 
example, whereas H. arborescens and H. paniculata flower on new season’s growth. 
 
For those that flower on last year’s wood, you prune in early spring – before flowering – by 
removing flowered stems and selecting the strongest non-flowered stems, keeping them entire (i.e. 
not tipping the terminal buds). You could prune these later in spring or summer after flowering, but 
by that time the borders at Dixter are in full swing, making it both harder to access the shrubs and 
harder to find the time. It’s also much easier to differentiate between flowered and non-flowered, 
weak and strong stems, when the plant is bare. You could also take a hedge cutter to the whole plant 
every year (growing it just for foliage) or every other year (you would get no flower in the first year, 
but a great display in the second). However, for a more elegant shape and consistent annual 
flowering, taking the extra time to prune out the flowered and keep in the non-flowered wood is 
worth the effort.  
 

 
 
For shrubs that flower on new wood, you can cut every stem back to a strong bud or to a desired 
structure, still selecting the strongest material and removing the weakest. The correct amount to 
take or height to cut to depends simply on what size plant you want – if it’s at the back of a border, 
cut higher so it can be seen. Inspecting for last year’s cut gives you an idea of how much it is likely to 
grow in a season. To ensure light availability to new buds and maximise visibility of flowers from 
key viewpoints, step your cuts upward from front to back, or dome the cuts to a high point in the 
centre. 



The rubber hits the road once we’re out in the garden, and we learn that few plants are as simple to 
prune as the theory makes it seem. Like people, every shrub is an individual. Taylor and I start on a 
very old Rosa rubiginosa in the peacock garden, first taking out the flowered stems, then the weak 
growth, and then stepping back to assess. We make one big cut to an older stem which feels 
amazing, then Fergus comes and takes two more old stems right to the ground. Looking at the 
before and after pictures, it’s amazing to see how much comes out. It’s risky, given how old the plant 
is – there’s a chance it won’t like such a hard prune – but the task is now to watch how it responds 
and adjust for next year. It’s like a conversation between the plant and the gardener that takes place 
over several years, with each responding to the other. 
 

 
We move on to a very old – and quite sick – Sambucus nigra f. laciniata in the depths of the peacock 
garden. The poor health and vigour of the plant tells us we need to cut cautiously. In a healthy plant, 
we would remove all the flowered stems (harder to identify than in roses, but clear once you get 
your eye in) and select out any weaker non-flowered, leaving only the strongest non-flowered, but 
we don’t have the luxury with this specimen. We remove the dead, take flowered stems back to a 
healthy-looking lateral where we can, and remove one or two living stems right back where there is 
enough remaining material to occupy the space, but overall we make no drastic cuts, fearing that the 
shock could simply finish it off. This plant likely isn’t long for this world, so we take cuttings from 
our prunings and line them out in a stock bed to start growing its replacement. We bury the cuttings 
to three quarters of their length to minimise water loss when the weather starts warming up. 



 
 

Next we prune out the flowered stems of a tall privet in the corner of the walled garden – it flowered 
amazingly last year but hasn’t put on much new growth this year, possibly due to the dry spring. We 
also prune a Philadelphus coronaria ‘Aurea’ just next to the privet, following the same logic: remove 
flowered, select the strongest non-flowered. We make a few big cuts, removing some older stems all 
the way to the ground in a bid to regenerate and encourage more vigorous growth from lower 
down. We wonder if the slightly lacklustre growth last year may be down to its enormous 
neighbours, the privet and a Fatsia japonica, blocking light and restricting room.  
 
Across the dachshund mosaic on the other side of the walled garden we prune the Cestrum parqui. 
Flowering on new wood, it can be taken back to an elegant structure with weaker stems removed in 
favour of strong. As it is situated on a corner and therefore has two ‘fronts’, we step the cuts up from 
front to back on two planes, creating a gradient that peaks in the back corner under the Luma 
apiculata. (Cestrum can be cut down to old wood, whereas Clerodendron can’t.) 
 



I’m glad to be paired with Taylor this week – she is a much more experienced pruner than I am, and 
I feel grateful to have someone there to temperature check big cuts with. I’m slowly getting more 
confident, but ultimately I will have to watch all these plants closely as they grow over the next six 
months to really learn the consequences of how we’ve cut them.  

 
After the symposium is over, I’m let loose on my own to prune a Hydrangea paniculata on the long 
border (these can be cut right down to the ground to get long straight stems, but ours have a 
beautiful old zig-zig structure due to being taken back just a little each year. I take a few Hypericums 
right down to the ground and puzzle over a small Spiraea in the barn garden, tentatively removing 
some of the older wood to thin it out and allow more light into the plant, before tipping everything 
back to a strong bud in a gentle dome shape. I prune a beautiful Abelia schumannii hard to 
encourage new vigorous growth, taking into account the availability of strong material versus the 



need to retain a balanced shape, and finally take out all the flowered stems of a Rosa spinosissima 
that grows between the paving and the length of the mess room wall. 
 
After a week of intensive pruning at Dixter, we spend a day at Sissinghurst with rose expert (she 
would reject that descriptor but it’s true) Jade Wall, who walks us through how they prune the 
range of roses for which the garden is famous. It’s an interesting contrast to Dixter in many ways. In 
particular I notice a difference in their approach to mature material in shrub roses – whereas we 
remove almost all flowered material (providing there is sufficient non-flowered), Jade explains that 
they would keep a lot more in, meaning their plants have more of a mix of material of different ages. 
I’m also curious about their “cul-de-sac” method of taking stems back to a lateral rather than a bud 
in the hopes of avoiding the sudden energetic burst of spidery growth at that new terminal bud, 
instead encouraging a more even distribution of new growth along the length of a stem. 

 
This is part of a wider move at Sissinghurst towards pruning their roses in a much more relaxed 
way for the sake of their long-term health. The twisty carpetbeater style of training ramblers creates 
an incredible display, but forcing old roses to perform in this way year after year, decade after 
decade, has left them exhausted and struggling. The intensive mulching and fertilising required to 
support such unnatural displays has resulted in a build up of phosphorus and potassium in the soil, 
to such high levels that it is restricting plants’ ability to take up other necessary nutrients. The team 



have now stopped this feeding regime, and the roses are effectively in withdrawal. With watering 
now also either stopped completely or heavily reduced and the climate changing rapidly, the 
Sissinghurst gardeners are having to completely rethink how these roses – many of which are 
historically important and cannot simply be replaced – are cared for. Jade and the team are 
constantly experimenting with different pruning methods and other interventions, keeping careful 
records and enlisting the help of other expert rosarians. Despite not being able to prune much in the 
garden ourselves due to the waterlogged soil, it was well worth the visit to learn how they are 
responding to this massive challenge. 
 
Also outside Dixter this month, I went with Coralie and Michael to the Garden Museum for a 
conference on urban greening, and all the scholars gave a talk to the Northiam Horticultural Society 
in the village hall. We also flew to Germany for the International Perennial Society’s annual winter 
conference, which brought together speakers and attendees from botanists to commercial growers, 
professional gardeners to passionate hobbyists. My personal highlights were:  

-​ Henrik Sjöman, ‘Composition with trees in a changing climate – Life under the canopy’, 
about selecting tree species for public spaces that are not only able to cope with heat and 
water stress, but provide that increasingly crucial public service throughout summer: shade 

-​ Luis Carlon Ruiz, ‘The Iberoatlantic flora: A botanical melting pot in the golden end of the 
ancient world’, a visually awe-inspiring tour of northeast Spain and its incredible 
ecosystems and interesting endemics. I will not rest until I’ve visited the Picos de Europa 
mountains, or seen a pale pink Echium cantabricum in the wild. 

-​ Tom Coward, ‘Wild gardening at Gravetye Manor – Gardening in the footsteps of William 
Robinson’, about the life and legacy of the Irish gardener who taught the English to garden 

-​ Vania Slavia, ‘Field notes from Patagonia: biodiversity held by intricate topography’, a series 
of truly mind-blowing photographs taken from her botanising trips in Patagonia, where she 
is setting up a native plant nursery. 

 



Back at Dixter, the scholars do our first pot display (weird conifers, love) and we start sending our 
homegrown hardy annuals out into the borders. I feel like a proud parent. We run ladybird poppies 
(flowering time May/June) and dark blue larkspur (June/July) the length of the long border, laying 
them out in classic high-low-density configuration to mimic self-sowing. (We wait until all the 
pruning in the borders is complete before filling in with annuals.) We skirt round groups of late 
season perennials – asters especially – so they don’t get shaded out by the faster moving annuals, 
and leave plenty of buffer room around big beasts like Cynara cardunculus and Artemisia lactiflora 
that would swallow up our babies as they expand over the season.  
 
The barn garden is next – ladybird poppies are sprinkled throughout, but this time we concentrate 
the pink larkspurs in large drifts which we decide by walking the garden’s important viewpoints 
over and over to determine where an injection of strong bright verticals will really sing. We then 
check whether there is actually planting space in our ideal location, as some parts of the borders are 
too jammed with perennials to allow the larkspurs in. 
 



Towards the end of the month, the nursery lead a Narcissus ident walk. There are seventy odd 
species from which tens of thousands of varieties have been bred over the past few centuries. We 
looked at a mix of species and some interesting older varieties, including ‘February Gold’ (bred 
before 1923) and ‘Soleil d’Or’ (records date as far back as 1770). The bank along the roadside as you 
enter Dixter is a little hotspot for species, including N. cyclamineus, N. bulbicodum var. citrinus, N. 
minor and N. cuneiflorus (syn. N. asturiensis). We learn which species are used by breeders to 
provide which traits – N. cyclamineus gives its offspring a swept back corona, while N. tazetta 
parentage leads to clusters of multiple flowers on one stem. 

 
Looking good this month… 

-​ Narcissus tazetta - one of the earliest daffodils to open, with multiple white and creamy 
yellow heads per stem. Slightly tender, so happy in their warm spot tucked against the 
south-facing terrace wall. The smell divides opinion. 

-​ Eranthus hyemalis - we don’t have much of this, but the two clumps we do have (one in 
vietnam, one in the barn garden) are shining this month 

-​ Galanthus ‘Augustus’ - notable for their fat pale leaves like long green tongues and the 
stippled texture on the petals of their large flowers. We have a robust swathe of them in the 
high garden by Johno’s gate, where they combine perfectly with the ghostly green of 
Helleborus foetidus and the acid green of Euphorbia characias subsp. wulfenii. 

-​ Crocus vernus - the large spring crocus or Dutch crocus naturalises well in grass, as has been 
clearly evident all month in the orchard meadow. The first day we got enough sun to see 
them all open was something special.  

 
 



 
 


