
Islington Gardeners
www.islingtongardeners.org.uk

NEWSLETTER:  JULY, AUGUST & SEPTEMBER 2006
Remember '76?
Blazing hot days, a hosepipe ban, talk of standpipes in the streets, dried up lawns.  All cues for reminiscing about the Great Drought of '76.  Will it be as dry this year as it was then?  Unlikely.  We had 3 full months in summer 1976 without any rain at all, whereas we had some showers this week and have more predicted for next. It might not be enough to wet the soil properly and get the grass green again but it is rain of sorts.   Will it be as hot?  Too soon to say.    
One thing I remember very clearly about '76 is that it was the first full year I had a garden of my own.  It was tiny, it was shady, the soil was damp and sour, and it housed a huge and hungry population of little black slugs.  When I took possession in mid 1975, its U shape of narrow raised beds was completely filled with yellow lysimachia punctata.  I was a tyro gardener and, with most of my attention being focussed on my job and getting the house in order, I had almost none to spare for the garden.  So I did nothing with it except to dig out some of the lysimachia  and, in spring '76, scatter a packet of mixed flower seeds.  A few bits came up and the damp shade helped them survive lack of water. I could sit out comfortably away from the blazing sun and the drought was my excuse for  doing no gardening.  

It was in '77 that my gardening education proper began.  With an open aspect and reasonably fertile soil, most of the popular garden plants should thrive.  With dense shade, it needs research and planning to discover what might have a reasonable chance.  No prizes for guessing that drought tolerant lavenders and sedums were out and roses and honeysuckle would struggle.  But I did succeed with the most magnificent polyanthus.   AB
Spring Plant Sale

It rained, it poured, we all got soaked. But did that dampen our spirits? No it did not - we had a great time, some beautiful plants and made nearly £500.00. This amount was then divided amongst charities - Bowel Cancer UK, Centre 404, Red Cross and Marie Curie. If any member knows of a particular charity that they feel should benefit from the Plant Sale would they please let Joy know on 7272 4589.  Meanwhile the committee would like to extend their thanks and gratitude to all those who came and bought and to all those who donated plants. It just wouldn't happen without you.  May they all flourish and give pleasure (plants and people).  JC
Required: A New Membership Secretary for Islington Gardeners 
Our membership secretary is stepping down from the committee and leaving London in June.  We need someone to replace her as soon as possible to ensure a smooth transition.  If you are interested please contact Coral on: coralgoble@hotmail.com
The Membership Secretary's job consists of:  Compilation and updating membership list electronically;  Producing address labels for mail shot 4 - 5 times a year;  Banking membership cheques;  Dealing with enquiries re: membership;  Being part of the committee. 
Into the Woods:  Islington Gardeners Outing to Munstead Wood and Ramster on    27 April
If any of us had heard of only one lady garden designer, the chances are that it would be Gertrude Jekyll.  Those who do not know her name may nevertheless unwittingly still be influenced by her.  If you admire a woodland garden or a skilfully co-ordinated border of perennials, or if you have caught yourself being sniffy about summer bedding schemes, then Miss Jekyll has you as a disciple.  I speculate about her likely views on decking or the flower power patio and sense disapproval!
Munstead Wood was Gertrude's home from the 1880's until her death in 1932.  A woman of independent means and strongly influenced by the Arts and Crafts movement, she lived there first in the "Hut" (a small but comfortable looking house) while she settled on the design for the main house which Lutyens built for her in 1896.  This was the start of the partnership which made a Lutyens house with a Jekyll garden the aspirational ideal of English country living for half a century.
Sadly, her ideas went out of fashion for a period and the garden at Munstead, which had been her laboratory, showroom and nursery for plants supplied for her garden commissions, fell into a state of neglect for the next half century and ownership was divided into several lots.  Now, although substantial work towards restoring Gertrude's designs has been done in recent years, only parts of the former splendour of her planting can be seen.  The house, with the major part of the garden is owned by Sir Robert and Lady Clark who bought it in the 1960's and open house and garden in aid of a cancer charity.  On our visit, Lady Clark, feisty and energetic at over 80, showed us the house which is a substantial and solid piece of oak craftsmanship, but to many high ceilinged large windowed Islington tastes rather low and gloomy.  It is a lived in family house with a large collection of Clark teddy bears and no aims towards being either a Lutyens or a Jekyll museum.  The only insights it provided on Gertrude were of the rather splendid state in which she was able to live.  The favourite room for all of us was Gertrude's own.
The garden was rather a disappointment.  We were shown round by the Clarks' gardener who, working alone, is struggling to keep in order what has already been restored and gradually extend the restoration.  Unfortunately, the cold slow spring meant that the rhododendrons of the woodland garden, which would normally have been coming into flower at the time of our visit, were behind schedule and we saw only the ends of the bulbs displays.  It was, of course much too early to expect colour in the rose garden or perennial border which should be at their best around now and will be open again under the National Gardens Scheme.
Ramster is also well known for rhododendrons and azaleas but there it seemed that their delay in flowering was a positive advantage since it focussed us on other plants which their showiness might otherwise have obscured.  I was particularly impressed by the wide variety of pieris ranging from knee high dwarves to substantial trees.  There was equal variety in their leaf colours:  numerous shades of green with several patterns of variegation, cream, buff, apricot and the brilliant orange red which characterises the popular xForest Flame along with many other less well known cultivars.
Also at their best were the old magnolia trees, probably dating back to the establishment of the garden and reflecting the Japanese influence of its early planting.  I also loved the marsh marigolds which follow a stream running down through the woods.  Gunnera leaves were just starting to unfold along the same route and would later in the spring provide a background to candelabra primulas in shades of pink.
As a woodland garden Ramster is one of the best I have ever seen and for those living closer would well repay a series of visits over its spring season.  

Sadly, traffic congestion means that points west of London seem less and less readily accessible on weekdays by coach.  Our journey out had no great problems but, on the way back we were held up first by an accident on the A3 and then by evening rush hour traffic, which these days seems to continue well past 7.00pm, and got back to Islington well after our scheduled time.  Apologies to members for this and for the additional delays caused by dropping people at Paddington and Baker Street on the way.  The writer had a similar experience on a journey back from Wiltshire a few weeks later so it seems as if delays of this kind are now par for this particular course.  AB
Canonbury Garden Walk 
Islington Gardeners’ garden walk in Canonbury on a blazing 3rd June was an historical and architectural as well as horticultural experience. Canonbury is an ancient settlement and there are a number of surviving buildings dating back to early Tudor times. A walk through its leafy streets past many lovely front gardens is a treat in itself. Some of us also had the opportunity to walk beside the New River, constructed by Jacobean entrepreneur Sir Hugh Middleton to bring water to Central London, and recently restored with community effort. 

Gavin and Nicola Ralston have the privilege of living in Georgian Canonbury House. The house, on the site of an earlier manor house dating back to the 1300s, backs on to the Elizabethan houses in Canonbury Place, and is next door to historic Canonbury Tower. This unique building, presently under restoration, was built originally by Prior Bolton in the early sixteenth century and later had connections with important Renaissance figures such as Francis Bacon.  

The Ralston’s generosity in allowing their house and garden to be used for Canonbury Society events is well known, but this was an opportunity for Islington Gardeners to get to know the garden as a garden rather than just a party venue. 

Nicola explained how difficult the garden is, essentially North facing and dominated by trees. I have seen its evolution and know how much work has gone into replanting to make the most of the accessible light and to survive the greed of the overhanging trees and the shade. Roses, a rectangular pond full of ligularia and goldfish, and a beautiful perennial bed underneath the enormous plane tree, make this a garden of both interest and calm.

We were also grateful to be able to look round the adjoining garden of Canonbury Tower, with its old mulberry tree. 

Outsiders rarely see the communal garden between Alwyne Place, Alwyne Road, Alwyne Villas and Canonbury Place and few know that it exists. We were most grateful that permission was obtained by our hostess, Diane Brace, for us to visit it. Diane’s garden in Alwyne Road, in itself worth seeing, leads into the garden. It is a green space with a variety of large trees and shrubs, and is a communal resource rarely seen in busy, urban Islington, a true “secret garden”. Diane guided us round telling us about the history and showing us Prior Bolton’s two octagonal garden houses which adjoin it

Judith and Inigo Bing, in Canonbury Park South, have a large garden with an expansive country feel which was once home to an extensive specialist collection of irises. With space for a pond, a rockery, and handsome borders of shrubs and perennials, it is now planted with much more diversity and interest, (I particularly envied a variegated alstromeria) but some of the irises remain. All were lovely, especially a pale yellow, and a golden brown, like velvet, marked with deeper veins. 

Lena Pine’s show stopping front garden in Canonbury Park North is a past winner of the Islington in Bloom competition. Her back garden is to match, in the main a riot of exotic colour and Mediterranean exuberance, but it includes rhododendrons and conifers as well as subtropical plants. A quiet shaded box parterre set back from the rest of the garden leads into the arbour. Divided into different areas to make the most of the space, and with many containers for vertical as well as horizontal displays, this garden was packed with variety. 

Irene O’Connell, also in Canonbury Park North, has a delightful small garden enhanced by neighbours’ mature trees. It has been shaped as a garden of different levels with a careful balance between paving and plants. A central feature is the raised bed, mainly of perennials just coming into bloom, in front of a garden wall of some antiquity. Irene has a thriving cornus controversa variegata (why is this elegant small tree not planted more often?), climbing roses including a huge, floriferous, sweet smelling Cecile Brunner, and the biggest and healthiest hosta that I have ever seen.  

The walk finished with tea in the garden of the Estorick Collection, simply planted and a beautiful urban space. 

Our thanks to the extraordinary generosity and hospitality of our hosts, who gave up their precious Saturday afternoon to entertain 30 curious strangers tramping through their gardens. 


QUIZ:  NAME THAT PLANT – Prize:  £10 in garden vouchers
Congratulations to Anita Colloms of Tufnell Park, the winner of the April quiz.  The Garden Vouchers are on their way to her.  The answer to this all edible plants one was: RADISH, made up of :

1. RASPBERRY (Rudely blown, or eaten with sugar and cream)

2. ASPARAGUS (The new stems are a vegetable delicacy in spring)

3. DATES (Sweet and sticky and often bought for Christmas)

4. INDIAN CORN (Sioux maize?)

5. SPINACH (Deep green leaves are a good source of iron)

6. HAZELNUT (Comes after the spring catkins)

Six letters for the July plant, the theme this time is wild flowers:
1.
Red or white, shares a name with Albert of classic detective fiction
2.
A lady of damp places in a pale mauve gown
3.
From the primrose family, less widespread than the similar cowslip
4.
A small legume of many varieties in purples and yellows, includes the tare  which grew with the wheat
5.
Clothes heaths and mountains in sheets of purple, a girl's name in both English and Latin forms

6.
White and delicate looking in the woods in spring, wild form of a popular seasoning plant.
The whole is another legume, a weed in lawns or a fodder crop for cattle.
Answers to:  Alison Barlow, 1 Bingham Street, N1 2QQ, or email Alisonbarlow47@aol.com. By 31 August please.

Forgotten Corners and Biodiversity 
Our Forgotten Corners have been looking most promising this spring, and several have been entered into the Islington in Bloom competition.    Maddeningly, during judging week a scaffolding tower arrived in the Whitehall Park Garden, and later men with large boots stamped around part of the Garden, but this is all part of the slings and arrows which afflict Forgotten Corners and one just has to accept that plant growth will obliterate the damage in due course.

Happily, Jo Murray has not been deterred by similar difficulties in both of her new Forgotten Corners last year, and this summer she has flowers blooming in the little garden by the Barber’s Shop in Barnsbury Road, and a number of shade tolerant toughies getting established in the little border in Boxworth Grove, at the edge of Barnard Park.  She is getting great support with watering and litter picking from the adjacent businesses, which we very much appreciate.

Islington Greenspace and Ecology Centre team held a review of progress on the Borough’s Biodiversity Action Plan, which was written two years ago, and we were very pleased to report that our Forgotten Corners were making a contribution to the Borough’s Biodiversity, even if it was a very small one.   Because our plants have to be very tough to survive in the Forgotten Corners, they tend to be either native or rampant self seeders which can be spared from people’s gardens and consequently are the sorts of plants which insects and birds like – hey presto, we are providing more food for the Borough’s wildlife, and shelter for minibeasts, especially as we are gardening on former barren wastelands where nothing at all could live.    As an example, bees have been seen on the Alwyne Castle Strip on St Paul’s Road this spring, busy in the comfrey which flowered extensively for the first time.   Such a lovely rural sight to come across if one turns one’s back to the traffic!  Sue Lees  
Help Wanted
Jane Howell has been caring for flower beds in the Highbury Roundhouse Community Centre car park off Ronalds Road for the last 10 years or so and would appreciate some help.  She writes:  "On three sides there are beds with planting.  On two sides this consists of a line of smallish trees, flowering cherry, mountain ash, birch, underplanted with shrubs and ground cover.  This requires very little maintenance and is no problem.  However, the raised bed on the right as you go in is rather a muddle and I would be grateful for some help and advice.  The bed backs onto a wall which is the back of the gardens of Battledean Road.  The planting consists of mature shrubs such as buddleia, pyracantha, roses, hebe, Portugal laurel and is underplanted with herbaceous plants.  I have tried to add colour by planting bulbs, wallflowers and annuals.  But there is a large mass of dark foliage from the gardens behind overhanging part of it and creating dense shade.  It is too high for me to reach and is quite a problem so I need some help with it."

If you are able to help Jane with this, please give her a call on 7226 7371.  But remember that cutting plants overhanging from someone else's garden can be a legal issue, especially if it is not your garden they are hanging into.  In most cases, the owners will not object, but it is advisable to approach them first to confirm this.  If you are lucky, they may even come and help you.

Restoration Tools Service                                    
The handle of my grandfather's beautiful border spade snapped.  I was heartbroken, but a chance encounter led me to Chris Runeckles Tools Service.  This wonderful man, who also mends and restores by appointment to the Prince of Wales, returned my spade in such a beautiful condition that I can't use it yet - I just look at it - and marvel.  It's rare that one finds a craftsman who cares and also has a little museum of gardening tools - some of which are for sale!  email: crtools@lineone.net       Bower Farm, Hammerwood, West Sussex RH19 3QE  01342 850211  JC
Slugs and Bugs and other Pests

An advantage of last winter's frost was that many of the little beasties, like aphids, which often manage to overwinter in our metropolitan microclimate were killed off and have taken longer than usual to reappear.  To my joy, one of the casualties was the rose sawfly which in past years has often totally defoliated my rosa serica almost as soon as it produced its first leaves.  There also seem to be less slugs and snails than in normal years.
Happily, the ladybirds do not seem to have perished and they have been very much in evidence, as also the hoverflies which are good aphid predators too.  Most of the ladybirds I have seen have been the usual European kind, but there are some of the foreign "Harlequin" invaders too.  These are the slightly larger multispotted orange or black with white and orange "eye".  There is concern that these may become the grey squirrel of the ladybird world and outcompete the natives.  I understand that the survey launched last year by the Natural History Museum and other academic institutions continues.  Sightings can be reported to www.harlequin-survey.org.uk.  I made a report last year and am now just squashing any examples I see.
Winter did nothing to destroy the lily beetle and I keep a close watch for these bright red creatures whose black squidgy larvae can eat all the leaves off your lily plants.

The new bug on the block is the rosemary beetle.  I have seen it for the first time this year and have been destroying any I spot.  It can apparently be quite devastating to both rosemary and lavender plants. It is about the size of a ladybird and a similar shape but has an iridescent green and purple "lurex" coat.

The worst garden pest for me this year has been the urban fox.  I see 3 or 4 every day and on some days I have sighted more than 12.  The most seen together is 7 – a vixen and six cubs.  As these grew up they rampaged through my garden like a group of youths playing football and flattened every herbaceous plant I had as well as rolling on the lavender bushes and breaking most of the branches off at ground level and tearing down climbers as they scrambled over the walls.  The recommended deterrents just do not seem to work.  Latterly, I have been woken in the night when the young found their way down into my front area and, unable to climb out, set up a hideous wailing so that I had to get up and provide them with a ladder to help them out.  If anyone thinks that urban foxes are sweet and pretty, please think again.  My current view is that feeding foxes should be made a capital offence!
The Bargain Plant!

Have you bought a plant, perhaps many years ago, which has always given exceptional value?  Perhaps it was astonishingly cheap (something you bought for 50p at an Islington Gardeners' sale?), perhaps it has been an exceptional "doer" (flowered constantly for several years?).  Write and tell me about it for an occasional series in this Newsletter.  Up to half a page of typescript.  If you have a digital picture, perhaps you could email it to me for possible inclusion on the website.  Address at the end of the newsletter.
I have been surveying my own plants for candidates and can think of several.  For example, a variegated hardy fuchsia I have had for about 20 years and which has provided rooted cuttings for many a plant sale.  Or the plumbago which flowers for me prolifically outdoors despite its being supposed to be half hardy.   Some of you bought cuttings from it at this spring's sale.  Or it could be the pair of white azaleas in a basket which I got from the supermarket marked down to £2.99 in the week after Mother's Day and still flowering at the end of April (they  have finished flowering now but the plants are still healthy on copious draughts of  carefully saved rainwater)? Different seasons suggest different winners.  Currently, I think I give my prize to a yellow tuberous begonia in my bedroom window which I bought on special offer in February 2005 for 99p.  It has never ceased to flower from the time I got it and now, repotted at 4 times its original size, is covered in blooms.  
Events for Gardeners July to September
Plant Sales

Saturday 2 September 10.30 am -4 pm NCCPG London Group Autumn Plant Sale, St Michael’s School, Highgate

Ecology Centre Events

These events are all free unless stated otherwise.  More details in Islington Greenspace and Leisure Events Booklet available from the Ecology Centre 191 Drayton Park N5  tel 7354 5162.  The current edition goes only to the end of July.  A new one will be available in time for the beginning of August. 

The new booklet should be available on the Islington Council website shortly (enter "Greenspace diary" in the search box to find it) or ring the number above for a paper copy
Local Gardens Open under the National Gardens Scheme 2006
13 August, 2-6

1A Hungerford Road, N7

Gardens Open for Red Cross

See our last issue for gardens open in Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire.  For directions and more gardens in Kent, Surrey, Essex & Sussex, see www.redcross.org.uk/opengardens.  There are some fantastic gardens to be seen on this scheme.
Lectures/Seminars 

Summer is not generally the time to be going to gardening lectures.  Most programmes do not really get under way until the autumn.  For details of current lectures by NCCPG, Garden History Society, RHS and the London Parks & Gardens Trust visit their websites or call for details.  They can be found on:
London Parks & Gardens Trust:  www.londongardenstrust.org.uk tel 7839 3969.  They also do guided walks and have leaflets for diy walks.
RHS:  www.rhs.org.uk tel 08456 121253 or see inset in The Garden magazine.

Garden History Society:  70 Cowcross Street, London EC1M 6EJ, tel  7490 2974,  www.gardenhistorysociety.org
NCCPG: www.nccpg.com tel 01483 211465.
Next Newsletter – early October – last date for copy 20th September to Alison Barlow, 1 Bingham Street N1 2QQ or alisonbarlow47@aol.com
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