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Coming home to the garden

We have been away for most of September, just returning for a few days in the middle, and are now home for a while. Complicated arrangements have to be made to get the cat fed, the vegetables picked and all my pots and containers watered, if the homecoming is not to be depressing. Happily, when we got home yesterday, the view from the back door was a brilliant one with late-flowering perennials blending with the potted plants assembled for ease of watering. The plumbago capensis , after many years sulking  in large containers and overwintering in the greenhouse, is planted out against the warmest bit of wall and its sky-blue clusters are magnificent – well worth enduring its tatty appearance in the spring for. (Its white cousin, in a less sunny spot, has not flowered – I give it one more year). Underneath it is a salvia uliginosa which has flower spikes of an even sharper blue. It suffered badly from capsid bugs which deform the growing tips and buds, but the rain we have had this month has given it, and many other things in the ground, a new lease of life. Among other displays there is aster frikartii (a large violet-blue Michaelmas daisy) , salvia patens (a lovely bright blue, but I have yet to succeed in overwintering it), pink phlox and penstemon, and deep red pelargonium regale “Rimfire” and “Vulcan” in pots. All this and more is in the only small area to get a reasonable amount of sun after the end of August.

The prize for the longest-flowering plant this year has to go to a perennial wallflower, erysimum “Bowles Mauve”. In contrast to some of the plants mentioned above, I have had only half-hearted performance from this when planted in the soil. This year it has been in a large clay pot against the wall and has developed into a sizeable but solid bushy plant which has flowered unceasingly from April until now, with only occasional  deadheading, not mention rather erratic watering. Whether it will have exhausted itself with this amazing performance we will have to see – but cuttings take easily, so I hope to have some backup. The other star – unexpectedly – has been some self-sown annual mallow, malva “Zebrina”, which has reproduced itself freely among the other plants. The background colour of its flowers varies from pale to mid-pink, but all have the characteristic plum-coloured  centre and strongly marked veins spreading star-shaped from that centre. Their leaves have been tatty at times, but they have flowered and flowered, rescuing the bed from dullness when other plants have been between flushes. I hope they come back next year!   TH

Visit to Scotlands and Waltham Place Gardens, Berkshire,  Thursday 7 July

Sadly, this trip was overshadowed by the London bombings.  As our coach became entangled with the traffic jams and diversions associated with the explosions we gradually realised what had happened, and became preoccupied with concerns for family and friends.  Fortunately, no one received bad news via mobile ‘phone during the day.

At Scotlands we were received by Michael Payne, its owner for the last 20 years and joint creator of the garden there.  The Paynes have created interlinking small lakes which now provide a focus for a series of tree-framed vistas.   There is much use of large rocks and enormous structural wetland plants, and for me, the area round the water was the most attractive in the garden.   It was reminiscent of an idyllic landscape as designed by the Royal Opera House.  Much weeding and clipping takes place, and the garden was immaculate.   However, creeping jenny had been allowed to tumble around a small sunken terrace by the house to delicious effect.

We moved on to Waltham Place Gardens, at the opposite end of the gardening spectrum.  Waltham Place Gardens and farm are run on completely organic lines, a system introduced at the request of the owners by a Dutchman, Henk Geritsen, and run by a dedicated team of Dutch gardeners.   The vegetable garden is run on biodynamic lines using the powers of the zodiac and involving co-ordination with the phases of the moon.  This theory was developed by Maria Thun, and I now discover that she is the author of the well-known annual biodynamic planting and sowing calendar. (This was revealed in an internet search.)   The gardeners also practice more conventional techniques of crop rotation, companion planting and manuring to reduce the damage done by pests and diseases and eliminate the need for artificial pesticides and fertilisers.  They are proud of the quality of their vegetables.   Part of their ethos is to spread the knowledge of their techniques and our Dutch guides emphasised that they work with nature, and incorporate weeds such as thistle and bindweed into their ornamental areas, or grow plants that can stand up to such competition.    The two yew hedges which edge the long borders are cut in a wave style, and the bindweed climbs artistically up the waves.  We felt that there must be some culling of the bindweed by the gardeners to keep it manageable.  The long borders themselves looked rather like meadows with lots of euphorbias, fennels, parsnips, thistles, day lilies, knautia, thalicritum, stipa grasses, romneya, black elder, hemlock, helleborus corsicus, and many others that were unknown to me.  The colours were golden pastels, and the plants were in repeating blocks.  The effect was naturalistic and gorgeous.   In one of the walled gardens they had a caterpillar-shaped undulating box hedge running through to keep the ground elder contained (clearly no question of exterminating the ground elder), and again the result was lovely.

We were at Waltham Place for too short a time to properly absorb either the loveliness of the place or to get to grips with all their techniques.   However, they do have a website (www.walthamplace.com) which interested IG members might like to consult.    Sue Lees 

QUIZ:  NAME THAT PLANT – Prize:  £10 in garden vouchers
Congratulations to Anita Colloms of Tufnell Park, the winner of the July quiz and the only entrant to send in a complete set of correct answers.  The Garden Vouchers are on their way to her.    The answers were:
1.
Thistle - floral emblem of Scotland
2.
Honesty (Lunaria) – pennies to turn at a full moon
3.
Yarrow (Millefeuille) – wild weed of a thousand leaves
4.
Mignonette – sweet scented little darling
5.
Escallonia – small leaved hedging plant with pink or white  flowers

Making up THYME

Six letters for this season’s plant:

1. The tall Argentinian member of the family is currently popular

2. Blue bindweed?
3. Hearts of ____

4. The poached egg flower

5. The tooth of the dog

6. Striped wanderer usually seen in a pot

The whole:  found in woods and under hedges and traditionally given on Mother's Day.

Answers to:  Alison Barlow, 1 Bingham Street, N1 2QQ, or email alisonbarlow47@aol.com. By 30 November please.
Natural Selection?
A plant is a plant is a plant.  So what makes one plant a desirable addition to the garden and gives another the pejorative name of "weed".  My dictionary (Concise Oxford) has quite a useful definition:  "wild herb growing where it is not wanted".  Very broadly, this means:  a plant is a weed if you didn't cultivate it and you think it is a weed.

I routinely uproot from my garden a large quantity of plant material which goes into the compost heap.  If I did not do this, a jungle of sorts would take over and some highly successful natural survivors would predominate at the expense of less rampant but, to me, more attractive alternatives.  I hardly need to say that the stuff which comes out includes sycamore seedlings, dandelions, sow thistles, nettles, docks, brambles, fat hen, chickweed, willowherb and others of this ilk.  What these all have in common is the ability to produce seed in massive quantity and their seed is usually able to survive in the ground over many seasons, proving the gardener's old adage of "one year's seeding means seven years' weeding".  In some ways it is rather a pity to get rid of some of these plants.  Dandelions and rosebay willowherb both have really attractive flowers.  If they were hard to grow, we might start cultivating them.  Young nettles can be eaten by people as well as supporting the larvae of some butterflies.  Brambles, if you can select one of the better of their myriad varieties, provide delicious blackberries.

Mostly, it comes down to space.  There are plants which I want to grow and, in my limited urban plot there is not room for everything I like.  If I were lucky enough to have several acres, I could be less severe with the invaders.

I also pull or dig out a lot of plants which are normally regarded as "garden plants".  In most cases, these are desirable but over successful items.  Vinca major is a convenient ground cover in areas under trees where the less tough might not survive.  It is not permitted to expand into the better spots.  The same goes for epimediums which richly deserve their common name of barrenwort as they will sometimes flourish where nothing else will grow at all.  Forget-me-nots, yellow corydalis, opium poppies, Welsh poppies and that trailing campanula which gets into any crack of wall or paving also need restraining, not to get rid of them but to reduce their numbers.  So does the dark purple bugle, white ptarmica, species purple iris germanica and some of the hardy geraniums.  I have a wry laugh sometimes when I go to a garden centre and see in a pot for £5.99 or more a less flourishing specimen of something I just threw away.  

And then, there are self sown plants which I don't remove at all.  The little ivy leaved toadflax in the wall is left undisturbed.  I cherish the patches of cyclamen neapolitaneum which are flowering exquisitely now and have developed slowly from plants expensively bought after expensive seeds failed to germinate.  I am delighted by the rosa serica which grew from seed dropped by a passing bird.  I pot up and give away or sell for charity the occasional seedings from my ceratostigma willmottiana.  I watch with fascination developing seedlings from my various hybrid clematis as there is no knowing what form or colour of flower they will have until they open.

I don't enjoy throwing out plants which could be attractive and viable somewhere.  But I have to recognize that the practice of gardening has always got to be one of selection.  A garden, by definition, is a piece of man made planting.  When nature joins in with the planting, it is sometimes a nuisance and sometimes a pleasure and the nuisance of the invading thugs is counterbalanced  by the pleasure of less rampant self sowings which, left to fend wholly for themselves, might be choked and killed. AB
Alien Ladybird
There were alerts this spring about the arrival in SE England of the harlequin ladybird.  The harlequin ( Harmonia axyridis ) was first spotted in Britain in September last year. This invader is a voracious predator that easily out-competes home bugs for food and is likely to spread north. Scientists want gardeners and wildlife enthusiasts to report sightings of the pest to www.harlequin-survey.org. They are hoping not only to monitor the harlequin and its impact but also to use the whole study as a model for how to deal with invasive species. 

Originally from Asia, the harlequin was probably imported into the UK on plants that came in from continental Europe. Sightings of the beetle have so far been mainly restricted to the south east, extending to Hampshire in the west and Norfolk in the north. 

The insect has a huge appetite for greenfly, leaving little for native ladybirds who then starve.  Worse still, the harlequin will turn on other ladybirds if food resources diminish for the whole population. The invader will also prey on other types of insects, eating butterfly eggs, caterpillars and lacewing larvae. Harlequin ladybirds are also partial to soft fruit, particularly pears. 

The fear is they will sweep aside many of the 46 species from the ladybird family (Coccinellidae) in Britain. 

A survey this spring was organised by researchers from the University of Cambridge, Anglia Polytechnic University, the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, the Natural History Museum and The Wildlife Trusts and called for all gardeners, farmers, wildlife enthusiasts and anyone with a love of ladybirds to examine trees, bushes and plants and record all ladybirds they find, including the harlequin.  They were then asked to report any sightings of the harlequin ladybird, including where it was found (using a grid reference or postcode), the date and how many ladybirds there were to www.harlequin-survey.org. All other ladybird sightings were asked to be reported to www.ladybird-survey.org.

I did not see any unusual ladybirds in my garden this spring, but this last weekend have noticed some strangers. It is not clear if the survey is still running as I have not been able to get access to the advertised website.

	
	HOW TO SPOT A HARLEQUIN:  Tends to be rounder in shape than most UK native species 

About 5-8mm in size - similar to the common seven spot 

It has a white plate with a big black M-shaped marking on it, just behind the head 

Sighted bugs can be orange with between 15 and 20 spots 

Others may be black with two orange or red spots 

Some also seen to be black with four orange or red spots 


More information, including pictures on http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/4348881.stm
Events for Gardeners October to December
Plant Sales

Culpeper Community Garden, 1 Cloudesley Road N1, Sunday 9 October 11 am – 3 pm.  Perennials, shrubs, house plants, herbs etc.   Ring 7833 3951 if you have plants to donate or for more details.
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 

Winter homes for Hedgehogs; learn how to make a shelter to help hedgehogs survive hibernation Sunday 16 October 2.30 – 4.30 (booking essential)
Fungal Foray in the Parkland Walk, led by local mycologist Ted Tuddenham, Saturday 5 November 2 – 4 pm, meet at corner of Ella Road and Crouch Hill

Bark, Buds and Branches; brisk winter tour of the trees and hedgerows of Gillespie Park learning to identify trees in winter, followed by warm refreshments at the Ecology Centre, Sunday 4 December 2 – 3 pm

Silhouettes:  winter stroll along the Parkland Walk to discover some techniques of winter tree identification, Sunday 11 December 2 – 4 pm, meet at corner of Ella Road and Crouch Hill

Lectures
London Parks & Gardens Trust:  lectures held at the Georgian Group Room, 6 Fitzroy Square W1, 7 – 8 pm (doors open 6.30 pm)  Tickets £6.00, including a glass of wine.  Apply to LPGT, Duck Island Cottage, St James' Park, London SW1A 2JB.

Sir John Soane:  the Architect and the Garden – Susan Palmer:  Monday 10 October

Brenda Colvin:  Fifty Years Designing Landscapes – Hal Moggridge:  Monday 14 November

Russell Square Reconsidered – Michael Symes:  Monday 12 December

Span and Beyond:  Architecture and Landscape – IvorCunningham:  Monday 9 January 2006

NCCPG:  Lectures at RHS Conference Centre, Greycoat Street SW1, 7.45 pm

London's Parks and Gardens – Jill Billington:  Tuesday 4 October

The Gardens of Hatfield House – Sue Snell:  Tuesday 15 November
The Birkbeck Garden History Group is presenting a Seminar, "Why Restore Kitchen Gardens?  Issues around the restoration and current use of kitchen gardens", introduced by garden historian and writer (and Islington resident), Susan Campbell, together with the head gardeners of Audley End, Down House and West Dean.  It will take place on Tuesday 15th November, 2.30 pm at the Swedenborg Society, 20-21 Bloomsbury Way, WC1.  Tickets are £5 for members, £7 for non-members and on the door (if still available).  For further information, please contact Sue Coulbeck, 020 8458 3227
Trip to Brogdale:  If any of you missed the Kent trip to Brogdale Horticultural Trust and the gardens of Mount Ephraim in the autumn of 2003, or would like to go again, some places remain for the visit with the Birkbeck Garden History Group on Sunday 16th October.  Brogdale holds the National Fruit Collection including over 4,000 varieties of apples, pears and plums.  If you are interested, please ring Ruth Brownlow, 020 7607 5256, or send her an email, brownlow@onetel.com.

 

.Notices
WANTED:  Someone to take the minutes at Islington Gardeners' Committee Meetings 4 or 5 times a year.  Please call Joy on 7272 4589 if you would be willing to do this.
FOR SALE:  1 folding teak garden dining chair and 1 folding teak "steamer deck" armchair with integral foot rest.  Both unused (unwanted presents) call 7272 4589. 
Next Newsletter – early January 2006 – last date for copy 21st December to Alison Barlow, 1 Bingham Street N1 2QQ or alisonbarlow47@aol.com

- 
 -

