March report Georgie Johnson

March belongs to the blue garden and the orchard meadow. In the blue garden, the peach-tinted
pale green foliage of the emerging Adiantum venustum echoes the unfurling leaves of the Acer
palmatum ‘Sango-Kaku'. Multi-headed miniature Narcissus ‘Baby Boomer’ is the perfect yellow to
pair with the clear azure blue of Brunnera macrophylla, both of which shelter under the graceful
arches of Himalayacalmus falconeri. Meanwhile, the crocuses are fading but the orchard meadow
doesn’t miss a beat. Lantern-like heads of Fritillaria meleagris rise from the grass in white, plum and
snakeskin; a host of Narcissus ‘Princeps’ pool like sunlight beneath budding fruit trees; and Scilla
bithynica shimmers pale blue through the cascading flowers of Corylopsis glabrescens by the circular
steps. At golden hour on sunny days, the gardeners can all be found buzzing around the edges,
cameras out.

Last march, when I was at Dixter as a volunteer for a month, almost all the daffodils in the orchard
meadow came up blind. This year’s awesome show, with swathes of different cultivars blooming in
succession across the length and breadth of the meadow, may be down to the record-breaking dry



spell we experienced last spring. This would unfortunately suggest that next year will be another
disappointment on the daffodil front, after the weeks of rain that fell throughout January and
February. Fergus points out the browning visible on the foliage tips, explaining that this will have a
similar result to cutting back the foliage: weakened or blind plants the following year.

We spend the month finishing up the last of the beds and borders. We chase a running aster through
the aster bed in the peacock garden (creatively labelled last summer by Coralie and George),
removing as much as we can while re-shaping and adding to groups of Symphyotrichum 'Little
Carlow', S. novae-angliae 'Marina Wolkonsky', S. lateriflorum 'Chloe' and others. A few large grasses
come out, though thankfully not the Miscanthus sinensis 'Yakushima Dwarf" which I really like for its
solidity and late winter glow. Michael suggests adding a group of Aconitum carmichaelii (Wilsonii
Group) 'Kelmscott', reasoning that the sparse root system of aconitums will be easier to pick



bindweed out of. Once the groups are set, we pack the alleyways with a dramatic combination of
dark Tulipa ‘Queen Of Night’, Allium ‘Violet Beauty’ and Anthriscus ‘Ravenswing’. Thalictrum ‘Elin’
provides early season tall dots throughout the bed, then Vernonia arkansana will take over as the
late season vertical accent.

This bed is usually filled with Beth’s poppy, but despite making a pretty heroic comeback after
becoming mouse food in January, they’re still very small. Confidence that they will rally in time is
clearly not widely felt by the team. I don’t lose hope though, and by the third week of march, Matt
and George are tiptoeing back through the peacock with plugs. I have everything crossed that they
will push through and make a great display. The candy pink will look amazing with the purple tulips,
alliums and cow parsleys and the zingy greens of euphorbias and Smyrnium perfoliatum.

We move onto the orchard garden, which we learn is a July garden. Just as Beth’s poppy is
synonymous with the peacock, the yellow fireworks of verbascum and woad are key features here.
As usual, we cut back methodically. I find a barely alive Rudbeckia triloba that had made it through
winter, and Luke explains that while there are no bedding pockets in this border, we sometimes
plant tenders in here later in the season if the bed needs a boost (I'm very excited to put Salvia
congestiflora in here as a late season showstopper). We reestablish the edges of perennial groups
with fresh canes so we can see what we’re working with, before heading down to the car park and
the nursery to see what we’ve got in stock that could strengthen the picture.



The scholars rely on gardeners who have been here longer to know what succeeded and what didn’t
in previous seasons. According to T, Crocosmia ‘Hellfire’, Lychnis chalcedonica, Achillea ‘Goldplate’
and Helenium ‘Zimbelstern’ all work well in this bed, so those groups are either left alone or bulked
up. [ divide the very fat and healthy clumps of Helenium “Zimbelstern’ and find we have enough to
make a second smaller group which we add in further forwards and diagonally offset, to hopefully
draw the eye back and create depth.

On the other hand, Anthemis tinctoria ‘E. C. Buxton’ didn’t look great last year, but it’s a lovely plant
with dark green, deeply divided fern-like foliage and pale yellow chamomile-esque flowers and we
want to give it another go. It may have struggled due to being in a slightly shadier part of the border
and in too small a grouping, so we find a large sunny spot in the centre and plant a generous group.
We take a similar approach with Nepeta kubanica, which is supposed to be an amazing species but
didn’t make much of an impact last year. We wonder if it wasn’t given enough space and got
swallowed up, so we establish a good space for the group at the front, add in healthy happy plants
from the nursery, and make sure to give them plenty of breathing room.

In the alleyways there are dots of Lithrum virgatum, or wand loosestrife, and a few Sinacalia
tangutica, or Chinese ragwort, an amazing perennial up to 2m tall with striking black stems, deeply
divided dark green foliage and pyramidal spikes of bright yellow flowers followed by fluffy, light
brown seedheads. We use tall canes and pots to mark out where we want Verbascum olympicum (or



olympicum group/type, it's not exact as they hybridise so easily) then dig them up from the veg
garden and stock beds where they have seeded themselves and move them quickly to the orchard
garden, watering them in immediately (they hate root disturbance) while being careful not to get
soil on the leaves (they're furry, so soil sticks and ruins the look). We also add in more Isatis
tinctoria (woad), Allium ‘White Giant’ and dark blue larkspurs from our frames (these came out of
plug trays and had been munched badly, so may not survive...).

Beyond Dixter, we went to visit gardener Sam Fry at Gravetye and were blown away by the Magnolia
campbellii at the top of the meadow, which was awash with daffs. This enormous species, native to
China, East Himalaya, Myanmar, Nepal and Tibet, can reach 30m in height and its impressive pink
and white flowers can get to 35cm across. I also loved their red and cream flowered Edgeworthia
chrysantha ‘Red Dragon’ and Tom Coward’s collection of hepaticas and other little bulbous and
alpine treasures in the coldframes, like the bright blue Chilean crocus Tecophilaea cyanocrocus and a
striking green-tinged daffodil called ‘Mesa Verde'.

On our way to Gravetye, we stop for a scramble through some woods near Cranbrook to visit the
awesome drifts of naturalised Narcissus cyclamineus that supposedly escaped from a long gone
nursery in the area that bred miniature daffodils. Over decades, the tiny yellow dashes have
carpeted an impressive area of rolling woody slopes just off the footpath. The effect is breathtaking.
Although we have these daffs at Dixter, it’s a different experience to see them en masse.




We also visit Elizabeth Strangman’s garden in Robertsbridge with Shaun. Sadly, a fungal disease had
struck many of the hellebores for which she is famous and had to be cut back, but there were still
plenty to admire - I especially love her slatey blues and pastel yellows - not to mention all the other
interesting plants she has. In the spring half of the garden, we see delicate white and pink speckled
Trillium rivale and dark dramatic Trillium kurabayashii; beautiful star-shaped Epimedium
stellulatum; Corydalis solida subsp. solida 'George Baker', which has a redder flower than the more
common ‘Beth Evans’ that I much prefer; and Bergenia emeiensis, which has a much looser and more
elegant habit to the flower heads than most bergenias I've come across. [ love the ghostly Narcissus
‘Colleen Bawn’ with its elegantly forwarding leaning petals that arch over the trumpet, a Victorian
hybrid from N. moschatus that is now commercially extinct, last being offered in 2014. We will have
to come back later in the year to see the summer half of the garden doing its thing.

After our walk around we were invited inside for a drink in Elizabeth’s amazing cottage, where we
flipped through old catalogues from her famed nursery Washfield and looked at a list of plants that
she had introduced to the trade in the UK over the course of her long career as a plantswoman,
including Iris lazica and Origanum ‘Kent Beauty’, two plants I love.

Towards the end of the month, the whole team made the long drive to the silk route to add in hardy
annuals - beth’s poppy, assorted larkspurs and cornflowers — and admire the bulbs we planted in
December. It's looking incredible already, but won’t open to the public until mid-April. The hardy



annuals we’ve kept behind - Silene (Atocion) armeria, Silene ‘Blue Angel’, Campanula patula, Echium
‘Blue Bedder’ and others - are being grown on to replace any bedding pockets that go over too soon.
The tulips in the pots on the topiary lawn are going to be pretty much over by the time we open!

The final days of March are spent getting ready to open our doors again on 1st April. That means
snagging all the final pruning jobs -  work on the old pears and a jasmine in the high garden, plus
the odd rose - and generally tidying the place up. We've had a prairie of large grasses heeled into
the old soil pile for weeks, so these get split down and potted up for the nursery to sell, and the
jumble of other odds and ends around the potting area, rhino pen, car park and down the track get
sorted into some kind of order. Last but not least, we wheel all the bulb pots into the garden to do
the spring pot displays. We refresh the conifers at the front of the house, removing about a third of
the trees and shrubs to replace with tulips, daffs, frits and muscari, and we do a further two
arrangements in the walled garden and down the steps to the blue garden.

I'll miss having the garden all to ourselves, spending sunny tea breaks lounging on the stone in the
sunk garden, watching great-crested newts in the pond and common lizards in the walls. But it will
be rewarding to see the garden full of people again. And I can’t wait for visitors - and us - to see the
fruits of a winter of labour. It’s a bit like baking a cake; only once it’s out the oven will we know if we
got the mix right.

Looking good this month...

- Narcissus ‘Barrett Browning’ - a lovely, tall, fried egg of a daff in the walled garden. Good
glaucous leaf

- Narcissus cyclamineus - a weird little Iberian native with a long narrow corona and
distinctive fully reflexed perianth, a feature that makes it useful in breeding cultivars with
that swept back look

- Narcissus ‘Princeps’ - one of the oldest (pre-1830) and earliest varieties, with a sulfur white
perianth and rich yellow corona



Tulipa sylvestris - planted under the mulberry, a part-shade tolerant tulip species with
buttery yellow flowers and a pleasingly wild habit. It doesn’t clump up, but spread by
stolons and forms swathes over time.

Tulipa turkestanica - 1 love this tulip, it is perfect. Flowering near the solar at Dixter and at
the silk route.

Corylopsis glabrescens - this Corylopsis is known for having the best scent. A woodland edge
shrub, it thrives in its lightly-shady spot under the mulberry and the Malus hupehensis.

Salix x balfourii - a copse of these incredible willows stands in the cat garden hollow. Massive
yellow and grey furry catkins cluster along the length of its soaring stems. These will give
way to the most beautiful silvery leaves next month. 10/10.




Rhododendron ‘Seta’ - an early-flowering compact rhododendron in the high garden with
bicoloured tubular flowers, bright pink at the throat shading to white

Spiraea thunbergii - this has become one of my all time favourites. A mass of delicate white
flowers on whippy stems, with fresh spring green foliage all year (it's semi-deciduous but
here at Dixter keeps its leaves year round - they were a tonic in the depths of winter)
Berberis darwinii - fiery orange flowers against a backdrop of deepest dark green leaves,
stops you in your tracks




Last but not least, there are some great foliage and early flower combinations around the garden at
this time of year - seen here on the long border, blue garden and kitchen drive.







