April report Georgie Johnson

Dixter is in the grip of tulip fever this month. Every shape, size and colour bobs and dances atop
waves of myosotis, smyrnium and honesty. Enormous and long-flowering ‘Sunrise Dynasty’
brightens a dark corner under the laurel in the barn garden; ‘Louvre Orange’ and ‘Purple Heart’
mingle harmoniously in the solar; strange and striking ‘Virichic’ opens pale pink and deepens to
fuschia in the stone trough, each petal painted with a strong green stripe down its centre. By far my
favourite, ‘Ballerina’ soars on long slender stems topped with orange lily-shaped flowers that are
both bold and graceful. (I'm the only one who doesn’t really love the large yellow and orange
‘Beauty of Appeldoorn’ in the peacock garden; there’s no accounting for taste.)



Other bulbs are also available, with Narcissus poeticus lasting right to the end of the month in the
orchard meadow, and a succession of Camassias — beginning with C. leichtlinii and ending with the
smaller C. quamash - tinting the front meadow shades of pale purple and blue.

In the wilder parts of Dixter, bluebells and wild garlic carpet the woodlands and orchids begin to
appear in the meadows. Orchis mascula (early purple orchid) is the first to emerge, followed by the
shorter - and I think prettier - Anacamptis morio (green-winged orchid), which is pollinated by
bumblebees and is an indicator species of unimproved grassland (usually, though not exclusively, on
chalk). Each flower produces around 4000 seeds, but they have no endosperm and are reliant on a
symbiotic relationship with a mycorrhizal fungus to germinate. The loss of these fungi through
cultivation or application of artificial fertilisers and herbicides explains why these orchids are
generally only found in unimproved grasslands.



The spring plant fair has rolled around, and once again we pull on our high vis vests to direct traffic.
Having learned my lesson at the autumn plant fair, this time I get up early to look round the nursery
stalls and make a wishlist before the floodgates open. [ come away with armfuls of highly-scented
sweetpeas for my granny’s garden, and two treats for myself: a Succissa pratensis ‘Tall Form’ from
Freckles and Flora nursery (scabious, blue pom-poms on wiry stems up to 5ft in late summer, can’t
wait) and a Pulsatilla halleri subsp. slavica, which I'll collect seed from - hoping to get some
pulsatilla into the kitchen drive or the circular steps.

All month we’re watching the garden closely to judge how long we’ve got before bedding pockets or
flushes of self-sowers go over, leaving a hole we’ll need to be ready to fill. There’s plenty of work
that needs doing in the garden - staking (woad and hesperis, using a clove hitch and a reef knot),
peasticking and building cages with chestnut twigs from the woodland, weeding, watering
(whatever happened to April showers), deadheading finished bulbs, swapping out pots in the pot
displays, and thinning self-sowers where they’re encroaching on late season perennials - but the
pockets that will soon finish are like ticking clocks that drive us down into the nursery to start
ramping up production.




We continue the seed-sowing that started last month of summer annuals for this year, like
Helipterums, Tagetes and Cosmos, and biennials for next year, mainly foxgloves and lupins. Fergus
explains that early April is a little too soon to bring all the dahlias out, estimating about a four week
lead time from potting up tubers to planting out in the garden, but it’s the perfect time to pot up the
singles and oddments that we want to take cuttings from to increase our stock. We also pot on the
plants we bought from Howards nursery in Autumn that we split down and heeled in in crates over
winter, and start potting on the cuttings that have been overwintering in Tyler’s hothouse and
hardening them off in coldframes - Salvias, Plectranthus, Helychrysum petiolare and others that will
be used as summer bedding.

Halfway through the month, on my day off, I take a few hours to walk slowly around the garden and
have a proper long look at how it’s progressing. On the long border, I notice that we didn’t leave
enough room around a group of Helenium ‘Sahin’s Early Flowerer’ and exuberant self-sowers are
leaning over them, excluding light. In the hovel, the Aquilegia chrysantha are struggling (too much
competition? Too wet a winter?). I take note of combinations I particularly like - fluffy bronze fennel
and silvery artemisia foliage with a deep purple tulip on the long border, and the showstopping
burnt orange Euphorbia griffithii ‘Fireglow’ with acid green smyrnium and lacy white cow parsley in
the walled garden - and study the tulips in pots for which ones I would use again, like ‘Claudia’,
‘Heritage’ and the lovely species T clusiana var. chrysantha. 1 try to study the shrubs and roses |
pruned in winter, looking at how much growth they’ve put on, how their spring shape is unfolding.
This kind of slow, critical looking is such an important part of being a good gardener, but is
ironically impossible to do while you're actively gardening.



Looking good this month...

- Papaver dubium subsp. lecoqii Albiflorum’ - she’s finally here, floating as if weightless,
sugar pink papery perfection in the peacock garden. Not in the quantities I'd hoped for, but
the effect is still dreamy.

- Pyrus pashia - a wild Himalayan pear growing near the nursery sales shed with incredible
blossom (soon to be outdone by the Malus hupehensis, which kicks into full gear next month)

- Syringa x persica ‘Alba’ - as if taking the baton from the Spiraea thunbergii, this persian lilac
froths into delicate white flower in April, adding an intoxicating perfume to the air in front
of the house. We can’t help but bury our noses in it as we pass. Fergus says it was a young
plant when he first arrived at Dixter in the early 1990s.

- Isatis tinctoria - yellow fireworks explode out of the alleyways in the orchard garden, and
knit together to form a golden cloud in the double bedding pocket in the barn garden. Here
it's paired with Anthriscus ‘Ravenswing’, which sadly stays small and fails to make a strong
impression, and a frilly peach-pink tulip that is a little too short to connect with the
towering woad above. It needs a strong stake - stronger than I gave it, not realising how tall
and top heavy they would become!

- Prunus glandulosa ‘Alba Plena’ - we get asked about this constantly by visitors. Waving
arms full of fat white pom-poms that look just as good from a distance as close-up.



Chaerophyllum hirsutum ‘Roseum’ - pink chervil, sometimes called pink cow parsley.
Incredibly elegant in a corner of the barn garden, would love to have this in my own garden
one day.

Tulipa accuminata - a cultigen (a plant species or variety known only in cultivation,
especially one with no known wild ancestor) with unique wiry petals in red and yellow
Gunnera manicata - flowering already, huge dense cones of rhubarb pink nestled among the
enormous leaves

Omphalodes cappadocica 'Cherry Ingram' - Christopher Lloyd wrote in the Guardian:
“Blue is everyone’s favourite colour, and even bluer than forget-me-nots is their perennial
relative, Omphalodes cappadocica, of which the deepest, richest blue cultivar is ‘Cherry
Ingram’ ... A clump-former that you can divide after flowering (enriching the soil at the
same time!), it has a long flowering season. It likes moisture and, given that, will take a lot of
shade. One might grow it with one of the less gaudy polyanthus primroses. The laced kinds
(which can be raised from seed) have great charm.” I'd like to try that combination.
Aquilegia vulgaris var. stellata 'Black Barlow' - a double aquilegia in deepest darkest
purple, extremely vampy and a dramatic foil to the prettier pink and blue columbines
everywhere else

Rhododendron (Loderi Group) 'Loderi King George' - | believe this is the large blousy
pink-tinged white flowered rhodo that came out of nowhere on the bank near the
horsepond as you drive into Dixter. I'd never seen it before, and I'm not really a big
rhododendron fan, but it has looked amazing this month. The habit is looser and more airy
than the dense, oppressive, heavy vibe I associate with the genus, with enormous impactful
flowers held on elegant free branches to great effect.

Rhododendron (Obtusum Group) ‘Amoenum'’ - yes [ know I said [ wasn’t into them, but
this one is also great (although apparently it didn’t flower as well this year as in previous
years). Small but fierce fuschia-pink flowers mingle with pleasingly small dark green shiny
leaves, also on the front drive by the horse pond.

Athyrium filix-femina - a clump of fresh-green, lacy, bipinnate, lance-shaped fronds
emerged suddenly one day in the high garden opposite the Abelia and stopped me in my
tracks. [ love it.

Mathiasella bupleuroides - Mathiasella is a monotypic genus belonging to the family
Apiaceae and containing only one known species, M. bupleuroides. This intriguing plant has
stems and leaves like an angelica and green semi-pendant cup-shaped flowers like an
enormous Helleborus foetidus, but flowers in mid-spring when most hellebores are long
finished flowering. Native to northeast Mexico, it’s a dessert plant used to hot dry
conditions; here, it grows just next to the front porch of the house and draws lots of
questions from visitors. It is evergreen, and flowers on last year’s growth - so it’s important
not to treat it like a herbaceous perennial and cut it down in winter, or it will never flower.
Thalictrum ichangense - | was shocked when I found out this was a thalictrum - the leaves
look exactly like an Epimedium. But pay attention to the fluffy lilac flowers and it is
undoubtedly a close relative of T. aquilegifolium. The foliage is strikingly beautiful -
purple-red with silvery veins.






