January report Georgie Johnson

The first week back after Christmas brings my first real hard frost - coming from London, the urban
heat island effect means I've never really had to take care of plants through proper cold weather.
The seedlings are all kept toasty under multiple layers of hessian, which we roll back just for a
couple of hours in the middle of the day to give them a little light. Seedheads sparkle with ice and
the pond is solid enough to skate on. With the ground frozen solid, there isn’t much work we can do
in the garden, so we all pile into the education room to help Fergus with plant research for the first
of his monthly online lectures on choosing plants for every season.



With the perennials and annuals coming down, the shrubby structure in the garden comes into its
own at this time of year. [ notice for the first time the incredible heather-like texture of
Chamaecyparis thyoides ‘Ericoides’ in the barn garden; it looks especially beautiful on a crisp winter
morning, with fat droplets of nighttime rain still clinging to its foliage and sparkling in the sun.
Likewise, the fat clusters of black berries and wavy waxy leaves on Ligustrum japonicum
‘Rotundifolium’ would escape my attention at any other time of year, but in the winter quiet it
stands out in the walled garden. On the kitchen drive, the gorse (Ulex europaeus) glows.




When we finally get some milder weather, we get going in the high garden. My section is on the
crossroads, backed by a wooden support with a yellow clematis on it and a huge Arundo donax
looming behind. It's a sunbaked spot that gets dry in summer. [ cut back Verbesina olsenii, lift half a
Miscanthus ‘Cosmopolitan’ that was too close to a yucca, and re-mark a group of Phlox paniculata
'Burgi’ with fresh short canes. I dig up a Spirea (an orange one? didn’t get the name) which hasn’t
packed a punch in its spot, and a Geranium phaeum (cultivar unknown, supposedly variegated) to
free up a bigger area for a more intentional grouping of plants. Hesitantly (because I love it), | knock
back all but a few small pieces of the carpet of Achillea millefolium along the front edge.

After a few rounds of feedback from Coralie (less yarrow, even less yarrow), finally the area is ready
for new plants. Fergus moves a Brachyglottis (Dunedin Group) 'Sunshine' (formerly Senecio
‘Sunshine’) to be closer to the crossroads, where it can interact with a new Stipa ichu, a new
Helichrysum orientale (replacing an artemisia that was the right ghostly colour but wasn’t enjoying
the spot), and the well established yucca. We have discussed the need for a strong structural
presence just behind the yucca, which Fergus suggests could be something with a purple leaf -
maybe the purple evergreen Pittosporum tenuifolium ‘Purpureum’, which will need to be ordered in.

Coralie and I head down to the car park to look for perennials to fill in the other gaps, coming back
with crates full of Anchusa azurea ‘Loddon Royalist, Chaerophyllum azoricum and Iris pallida
'Argentea Variegata'. [ like all these plants, and have to resist the temptation to try and squeeze them
all in; for this area to have impact, we need to have big bold statements, not lots of little bitty things.
The deep blue Anchusa makes the cut, as it will bring serious flower power to the picture, as does
the white umbelliferous Chaerophyllum, which has great mounding foliage. The Iris sadly goes back
to the car park.




We also ask the nursery if we can pinch the extremely delicate Polygonum scoparium they have
growing in a busted terracotta pot (and they kindly say yes). I love this plant, and I've seen it used
really effectively at Dan Pearson’s garden where it sprays little pearl-like flowers over a wall. We
plant it next to the Brachyglottis at the front of the border and by comparison it looks worryingly
insubstantial; I wonder whether it will be able to hold its own among the big brash characters that
Dixter tends to favour. At least it should enjoy the hot dry conditions in this border, being native to
Corsica and Sardinia, and hopefully its spindly stems, once they’re strung with flowers in late
summer, will stand out against the more solid masses of its neighbours.

When my section is finally finished, I help T with the final touches on hers. She has an interesting
idea to plant a group of the enormous South African native Eucomis pallidiflora ssp. pole-evansii next
to the Abelia at the top of the steps up from Vietnam. They should be hardy enough and shouldn’t
mind our wet soil (in the wild they grow in damp hollows and along streams), but there’s a chance
they won'’t get enough sun. Even though it's a gamble, Fergus is excited to try it. To hedge our bets,
we decide not to remove the small group of hardworking Phlox ‘Border Gem’ just next to it -
although the view would be more impactful if the Eucomis was alone, keeping the Phlox means the
area won't look weak if it doesn’t grow well. We can always take out the Phlox once we're sure the
Eucomis works. It’s these kinds of experiments that make practical gardening appeal to me more
than garden design; it's a multi-year collaboration between gardeners and plants that is based on
observation and response as much as knowledge and creativity.

I make my first plant suggestion to Fergus in the barn garden, and feel delighted that he thinks it’s a
good idea. With T’s help, | happily plant little rugs of one of my favourite ferns, Adiantum venustum,
under the Cotoneaster and Hydrangeas near the yew arch. We also dot in two Dryopteris erythrosora,
another favourite of mine from the courtyard at the Garden Museum. I spend an embarrassingly
long time laying out, obsessively tweaking and rearranging, moving plants millimeters at a time,
looking from every angle. I must learn to be more decisive, and know when to walk away.




Across the path, Fergus notices the Cornus alternifolia ‘Argentea’ has layered itself, so I dig up the
layered stems for the nursery to propagate, being extra careful not to damage the cheerful little
Eranthus hyemalis that have pooled at the dogwood’s feet. We keep tweaking and adding along the
border, clarifying and improving the planting bit by bit, rehoming any Galanthus atkinsii disturbed
by our work into other parts of the border to increase the snowy drift. In the corner with the
combination of Miscanthus giganteus and variegated myrtle, we add a glaucus doming hebe and a
really great, very upright, dark-leaved shrub that I didn’t catch the name of.

In mid January we gather round as a team to do the seed order, choosing both reliable favourites
and unknown wildcards to try, from Moles, Chiltern, Plant World Seeds, and Special Plants. Research
for the online symposium’s next edition keeps us busy on rainy days - and there are a lot of them.
Never-ending rain turns paths into rivers, steps into waterfalls, and some borders into ponds. The
blue garden is especially bad - it will be interesting to see how the hellebores, snowdrops and
hydrangeas cope with being partially submerged for extended periods. Luckily I'm on holiday in
Seville for one of the worst weeks (though that was the week everyone worked on the long border -
[ missed the entire thing!).



We've started potting on the hardy annuals in earnest now, keeping them moving so we have strong
plants to work with by March. We keep rearranging frames to create more space for the expanding
inventory, a job that requires more thought than you might expect, due to the risk of mixing up
young plants once they’re out of their trays and growing in individual pots. We have to be most
careful of the larkspurs, since we use a few different colours and they’re all identical until they
flower - if you lose a label or forget which crate you just put down, there’s no way of telling which it
is. I am already fretting about this.

I'm also keeping a close eye on the Echium ‘Blue Bedder’, which I've been told usually rots off so
never really gets the chance to make a big impression in the garden. I love echiums, so I've made it
my mission to see them through. Clearly the rain has other ideas, but | am committed. We have
potted them up into a grittier mix to help with drainage, and I'm venting them at every opportunity.
If we had space in an airy cold house (like Shaun’s in the nursery), that’s where I'd raise them, but
we will make do.

Taylor and I do a stock count of all the seedlings and realise we may have overcorrected on the
Beth’s poppy problem; somehow, we have ended up with 39 plug trays. No wonder we’re short on
frame space. With 100 poppies per tray, even accounting for inevitable losses, expect an ocean of
sugary pink in May.




Looking good this month...

=> Daphne bholua 'Jacqueline Postill' - Selected from seedlings of D. bholua ‘Gurkha’ at the
Hillier arboretum in 1982 by propagator Alan Postill, who named it for his wife. Chosen for
being hardier and more evergreen than its parent. The scent is magic.

=> Pinus pinea - special mention for the stone pine because it may have to be taken down!
There is rot in the trunk and it stands close to a path so has become a hazard. It’s a beautiful
tree. An amazing one stands next to the house at Benton End.

=> Myrtus communis ‘Variegata’ - another shrub easy to miss when the spring and summer
floral display is in full swing. The texture and shape make it an excellent foil for the upright
pale stems of Miscanthus giganteus, the elegant clouds of dark, silverish Osmanthus spp. and
the dark waxy leaves of the huge looming oval laurel in the corner of the barn garden.

=> llex aquifolium 'Hascombensis' - this fastigiate holly has such a beautiful soaring shape and
lovely small dark leaves. It used to be in the high garden in Christo’s time, so it’s nice to see it
return - this time in a new spot next to the Berberis darwinii by Johno’s gate

=> Berberis japonica (syn. Mahonia japonica) - recently renamed but a stone-cold classic. The
gnarled twisting stems on the large specimen in the barn garden are so full of character, and
the smell coming off those two-tone yellow flowers is intoxicating.




