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NEWSLETTER:  JANUARY - MARCH 2009
Included with this newsletter you will find:
· Your 2009 Membership Renewal Form

· 2009 Calendar of Islington Gardeners Events

· A note about our Spring Lecture: Neill Ludmon  on "Planting a small garden in London" 
· List of Islington  Gardeners Contacts
· Advance poster for the Plant Sale, please put mthis up at the beginning of April
Happy New Year!  

What are your plans in the garden  for  2009?  2008 was a year of change in mine. The first thing that happened was that the left-hand wall blew down in a January gale, levered, we gather by the old chain-link fence that was fixed to it. The mortar, of course was completely shot. What can you expect from a wall that is nearly 150 years old?  After some initial difficulties with the neighbours on that side, the wall was rebuilt by some black, female brickies over the Easter weekend and looks wonderful. Of course everything in the bed worth keeping had to be dug out and put back – and then kept watered! 

The next big thing was the building of a garden room on the back of the house – made possible by a legacy from my mother. That is still going on – or should do after the Christmas break – and has not been entirely straightforward. Another lot of plants has been dug out and is sitting in pots. It will also involve a rethink of the beds nearest the house on the right-hand side. However I am much looking forward to having the sheltered space in the garden room.. 

When I picked some flowers for the house just before Christmas there was quite a selection – bright blue salvia, schizostylosis, iris unguicularis, and fuchsias for starters, but now that it’s turned really cold it’s mainly primroses. Some of these seem to flower for most of the year. 

The conventional advice for this time of year is to read seed catalogues and imagine…. I always seem to order mine in a rush at the last moment. With the turn of the year there is plenty to look forward to! And if I could have a wish granted it would be to have more time to spend in my garden, without having to rush off somewhere for a week at just at the wrong moment. (But when is the right moment?......)      Tamsin
Woolies Gathering

Woolworths has made so many contributions to my garden that the death of the store deserves some sort of obituary here.  The old lady had changed a lot since my teenage days as a Saturday girl there among the polished mahogany counters where we tested every light bulb before it was sold.  She had got rather scruffy and taken to stuffing herself with sweets.  But she was still a sort of institution and several of us on the last coach trip were lamenting the closure of the Angel branch and comforting ourselves that there was still a Woolies in Stoke Newington.  But now they are all gone and we can no longer, in season, once the Christmas decorations have been cleared away, pop in there for packets of seeds and, if lucky enough to be there soon after delivery, pick up an occasional gem of a plant before it shrivelled among too much heat and not enough light.
Looking around my garden, I can track the retreat of Woolworths from central London as I recollect my purchases.  Spade, fork and lawn rake came from the Strand branch (now Smolenskys restaurant).  The Bramley apple tree was carried home on a 171 bus (when it was still a Routemaster and before it was re-numbered as 341) from the High Holborn branch at the corner with Gray's Inn Road (now Argos).  A big gold leaved euonymus japonica came from the Dalston branch (now Currys) in a small pot of three rooted cuttings labelled as a house plant.  And Angel, many years ago supplied the weigela florida variegata (parent of many cuttings), a variegated hardy fuchsia (also much propagated from), a spectacularly spreading iberis sempervivens and several small, ordinary (and usually red, whatever it said on the label) camellia japonica.  It also, more recently, after I had searched in the RHS plant finder and found no supplier nearer than Northamptonshire, came up with pink flowered shrubby lonicera tartarica which I am told is a very fine plant for bees.  No shrubs or trees from Stoke Newington, but I certainly bought seeds and bulbs there.  
And from outside London there is a clematis Ville de Lyon from Evesham (a poor specimen which has never flourished but has great survival power) and a nicely productive morello cherry from Belper Derbyshire planted in my little garden up there.
So, Woolies, if you seek your monument, look around my garden.  Alison

Gardens to visit by bus and train

The daughter of a very eminent Victorian indeed, wrote of his Kent garden: “Many gardens are more beautiful and varied, but few could have greater charm of repose, and nowhere do I know one where it is so pleasant to sit out”. The garden was also something of an experimental laboratory, for she was Etty, the daughter of Charles Darwin, and writing of the garden at his home, Down House, which he bought in 1842. As I am sure you don't need reminding, this year is the 200th anniversary of his birth and the 150th of the publication of  “On the Origin of Species”. 
English Heritage took over the property in 1996, with its acre or so of garden and 15 acres of meadow. Its restoration has aimed to keep the relaxed air which Etty enjoyed. The old mulberry tree by the house, rows of limes and the woodland fringe are still there. Climbing plants clothe the trellis on the house through the seasons, starting with jasmine nudiflorum, clematis montana and wisteria. The herbaceous borders contain favourites of Mrs Darwin - azaleas, campanula, hemerocallis. The orchard has been replanted from Darwin’s handwritten list with apple, pear, greengage and plum. The kitchen garden not only has produce like gooseberries and wall-trained Morello cherries, but a plot of over 500 cowslips. This is the number Darwin grew to examine evolutionary adaptation for cross-pollination. The glasshouse has three zones (moist-warm, dry-warm and frost-free) which contain carnivorous plants, orchids, and climbers including showy Gloriosa superba Rothschildiana  whose climbing mechanisms Darwin studied. 
In early Spring the garden is scattered with Victorian pansies, snowdrops and narcissi. Visitors may literally follow in Darwin’s footsteps along the famous Sand Walk, whose 320 metre circuit he paced as he worked out his ideas. 
Details: Down House, Luxted Road,  Downe  BR6 7JT  Tel.01689.859119;www.english-heritage.org.uk Open Wed to Sun 13 Feb–29 March 11-4; April-June 11-5; Sept-November 11-5; July and August daily 11-5.  Gardens open at 10.0 and in July and August close at 6.0

Tickets: £9, concessions £7.70. Free to English Heritage members. The refreshment room serves light lunches and teas 10.30 – 5.0.

Travel: from Orpington Station cross to bus stand D for R8. Daily except Sundays departs at 9.03, 10.08,11.13,12.18. Ask for Darwin Museum stop, which is in fact Down House. 

Return from Down House 2.03, 3.11, 4.18, 5.28. 

Or go to Bromley South station, usually from Victoria except on Sundays, when it may be from Blackfriars. Train info 08457.484950. From Bromley station, go right, uphill, and soon reach bus stops. Bus 146, second bus stop along, runs  36” past the hour, daily including Sundays. At Downe  village, cross to Luxted Road – signpost near bus stop points direction to Down House. Continue carefully along this quiet road – there is a sidewalk for only a short distance. In 10” reach car park for Down House and go through it to reach entrance.  Bus returns from Downe village on the hour by church (same as arrival stop). Bus info 7222.1234. Freedom pass valid for whole journey whether from Orpington or Bromley South. Bus ticket £2 each way, Oyster card 90p. Mary
Wildlife Gardening
At the IG AGM in November we were able to examine a home-made house for solitary bees constructed by our speaker, Marc Carlton.    Marc’s website has pictures and instructions for making your own bee condominium (various styles available) on www.foxleas.com/bee_house.htm.   A bee condominium will unquestionably add interest to any Islington back garden, adding a pleasantly rustic farm note.  (I have also been advised that the framework for the bee-house could be successfully made using discarded expanded polystyrene sheets, which would keep the occupants warmer in winter.)  Mark’s website has a number of useful fact sheets, one of which deals with bedding plants.  Only single flowered types are any use for insects, and he makes the following recommendations:   French marigolds, tobacco plants (must be nicotiniana alata), single calendulas, candytuft, alyssum, cornflowers, Flanders poppies (papaver rhoeas), nasturtiums, larkspur, annual scabious, bee sage (agastache foeniculum), Mexican hat (ratibida), coreopsis tinctoria, zinnias, and single dahlias (Coltness). 

The RSPB has embarked on a London experiment to try to get to the bottom of the decline in the capital’s house-sparrows, and in partnership with Islington Council will, in 2009, be creating new grasslands alongside the rear shrubbery of Laycock Street greenspace, N1.   Please help monitor bird populations by taking part in the 30th annual Big Garden Birdwatch on the weekend of 24-25 January.   Visit www.rspb.org.uk/birdwatch for your free garden bird recording sheet.   For more information on the House-Sparrow research project contact RSPB London team on 7808 1260 or london@rspb.org.uk or see the IG website. 
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There is an interesting project for a “River of Flowers” being developed from the Archway Herbal Clinic.  The aims are the protection of wildflowers and their associated wildlife in urban areas, and raising awareness of the value of wildflowers for health and life-enhancement.  Although IG’s Forgotten Corner the Campdale Road Strip is going to be part of it, as is Petherton Road’s greensward, the River looks to be predominantly in Haringey, running from Alexandra Park to Highgate Woods, with a loop going down the Holloway Road,  and disconnected parts in Highbury and Hackney.  If you know of an area of wildflowers or a potential area of wildflowers, particularly in the north of the borough, please contact riverofflowers@archwayherbal.co.uk . and copy to susan@lees.org.uk or telephone 0207 272 3646. 
Book Review

If this were a big and important garden journal, publishers might send me nice new glossy garden books to review.  As it is, those on my shelves are what I have bought or been given.  And, as the shelves are already groaning, I need to ask myself the same question in the bookshop as I must in the garden centre:  "Where will you put it?"
Unless I count a rather fanciful little book on combating slugs which arrived in lieu of a Christmas card and really belongs to the category of humour, I haven't acquired any new gardening books lately.  So I have been taking down a few of the old ones for bedtime reading, in particular a fat volume which came originally, I think, from my maternal grandfather and was probably his only gardening book.  It is called:  The Garden for Expert and Amateur and, although its publication date is not shown, I think it must date from the mid 1920's.  It weighs in at a hefty 1238 pages of close type with a mere 4 colour and 8 black and white plates plus a scattering of line drawings. You can get a lot of information into that space, and it does.  It is a compendium of contributions from many of the experts of the day and is arranged alphabetically as an encyclopedia.  

The result is a mass of purely factual information on plants and their cultivation requirements, combined with some quirky articles on, eg, garden design.  One or two are downright frightening, like the recipe for a path weedkiller made by boiling a pound of white arsenic with a pound of caustic soda in 4-5 gallons of water.  Others, like the calculation of the amount of vegetable seed required for planting in average 10 – 12 rod allotment would make those waiting for ever for a tiny plot eat their hearts out.  A rod (I had to look this up, and don't ask me what it is in metric) is 30.25 square yards, so that the total area would be more than 300 square yards.
But overall, as one might expect, there is not a lot which has changed apart from the introduction of masses of new cultivars.  Even "exotic" vegetables like Pak Choi are described and I am still trying to find out what the tuberous vegetable they call Chinese artichoke is – not Jerusalem artichoke, that is already described.

It took me some time to decide which of many fascinating pieces to share with you.  I finally chose this evocative introduction to the section on bee keeping entitled:  Bees in the Garden.  It takes me back to when, as a child, I visited my uncle who was county apiarist (or beekeeping advisor) in Gloucestershire and we travelled round the county in his old van as he went to tend his hives strategically located in orchards and up in the hills to produce different colours and flavours of honey.  Heather honey, which I have not seen for many years, was a deep reddish gold.  And there is a friend in Putney who belonged to a beekeeping club and accidentally got an almost black honey when the bees collected nectar from a tree of heaven.  
"One hundred years ago, the little brown bees and their straw skeps were essential features in the gardens of both cottager and squire.  Today the reverse holds good, and owing to a variety of causes the bees and their hives are conspicuous as a rule by their absence, and we are the poorer for it.  Gone in great measure is our delicious native honey, and with it went, although only a few are aware of it, a good percentage of our fruit crop.
As a fertilising agent among fruit blossom the bee has no equal, and its value in this capacity exceeds even its value as a producer of honey.  The grower of fruit should be a bee keeper for without their aid he will certainly not get full crops, while any honey he secures will rank as clear profit.

'Bees in the garden' is not always a synonym of 'honey in the cupboard,' but it should be, for it is largely a matter of a little intelligent attention at important times.  The requisite knowledge is easily gained, and the sum total of all the time needed for the care of a small apiary would only amount to a few hours for the whole of the year.
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It is best on the whole for beginners to commence with swarms obtained as early in the season as may be and hived in new frame hives.  The lives should be placed in a secluded part of the garden, preferably with a southerly aspect.  It will be all for the best if they back up to a path, for there will then be no need of walking upon cultivated ground during manipulations.  The ground around the hives should be kept clear of weeds and tall growing crops, while at the same time a little overhead shade will be beneficial in hot weather.

By commencing with swarms, new hives and appliances, there is much less danger of contracting bee disease which unfortunately exists in many localities.  Spealking of appliances, a smoker, veil and gradulated bottle feeder are all that will be needed in the first year, if a sound text book be excepted.  During the first season it is not usual to secure much honey from swarms, but sound colonies are formed which are good for useful work in future years"

Beekeeping at the Plant Sale

 Anyone thinking of setting up a hive, or even just learning a bit more about keeping bees, will be interested to know that Liam Devaney (of the micro food farm) will this year be giving a talk at this year's Plant Sale on the honey bee's life cycle and what is happening to bees at present (numbers have declined sharply).  He will then lead a discussion on the tools of beekeeping which he will bring along and demonstrate.  Unfortunately, he cannot bring live bees because of the risk of people getting stung.
Other Gardening Books

If you were luckier than me and got some really interesting garden books for Christmas, or if you have recently bought something which you have found interesting and useful, would you like to share it with other members by writing a short review?  Details for contributions at the end of the newsletter.  Let me know in advance if you plan to write.  Alison

The New River from both ends

Over this last autumn, when my sister, normally living in the Far East, was staying in Stanstead Abbotts close to Ware and the village of Amwell (after which Islington's Amwell Street is named), we soon discovered that we were almost equally distant from the two ends of the New River.  And I also found that, as well as our own New River Walk, where the water is stagnant and murky now that it no longer operates as a conduit, there is another New River Walk near Broxbourne beside almost crystal clear water.  
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We didn't manage to walk the whole length, and some bits are, in any case, inaccessible, but we did manage to follow quite a lot of the route.  This included a Christmas Day walk from behind Essex Road library, via the playground behind Canonbury Villas, our New River Walk, Petherton Road, the allotment gardens in Aden Grove and the site of the Park Lane bridge at the top of Clissold Crescent as far as the lake in Clissold Park;  and then a Boxing Day walk from Stanstead Abbotts part of the way to Ware via Amwell and back along the Lee navigation, stopping to look at the large variety of migrant birds flocking down to the water at the Amwell Nature Reserve.  

Here is a flower spotted in bloom on Christmas Day at the Islington end.  Can anyone identify it?  I have never noticed it before and have been unable to track it down in any of my books.  The flower itself is small, barely an inch in diameter (so this picture is around life size), and the bush, which has clearly been cut hard back a number of times, was about 8 feet high but would presumably grow much taller or be a tree if left unpruned.  This is curiosity, not a competition.
Events for Gardeners January to March
Islington Gardeners

Spring Talk:   "Planting a small garden in London" by Neill Ludmon - lecturer from Capel Manor.  St James's Hall  Tues 17th March from 7.30.  

Plant Sale:   36 St Mary's Grove, Sunday 26th April 2 - 4. 
Gardening Course
St Mary's Secret Garden at 50 Pearson Street E2 8EL start their next gardening course on 13 February.  There are 10 sessions on Fridays 10.30am -12.30pm.  Cost £80 waged and £55 concessions.  Poster, the course outline, enrolment form can be viewed on www.stmaryssecretgarden.org.uk/Education.htm or tel. 7739 2965.  Enrolment form and payment must be received by Friday January 23rd.  Spaces are limited and the previous course was oversubscribed.  This is a Basic Gardening Course for any level: The garden setting provides the opportunity for would be gardeners on the course to experience first hand the nature of “how to garden” with the help and guidance of professional experts.  It is a “hands on” course covering a different aspect of gardening each week.
Ecology Centre Events

It looks as if the council have abandoned the "Enjoy Islington" booklet after just a couple of issues and have not yet decided what to replace it with. They promise to publish listings for Ecology Centre and other events monthly in "Islington Now".  We have made enquiries directly with the Ecology Centre and will include anything interesting to gardeners on our own website when received.  You can also contact them at 191 Drayton Park N5  tel 7354 5162.
Garden to Visit
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Myddleton House garden at Enfield (see October 2008 newsletter) is easy to get to by train to Turkey Street if you are prepared for a brisk walk at the end or a short cycle ride, and is famous for its bulbs, especially the crocus and snowdrops (E A Bowles, its creator was known as the "Crocus King"}.  On 14 February 1.00-3.00pm, there is a special guided walk to admire snowdrops, hellebores and early crocus.  Cost £5.00/£3.50 concessions.  Booking required – 01992 702200.  There is also a National Gardens Scheme open day there on 15 February 12.00-4.00pm. 
You can also go on other days and make your own way round, cost £3.00/£2.50 concessions or, if you join the E A Bowles of Myddleton House Society (www.eabowlessociety.org.uk) for £7.00 per annum, weekday entry is free after your first visit.  Minimal catering facilities – hot drinks from a machine.  Some interesting plants on sale very cheaply.  On my last visit in the new year frosts I bought a small daphne odora aureomarginata for £1.00.  
The picture is from that visit.
Lectures

Highlights of autumn and winter lecture programmes include:

The Garden History Society:  Should Children Care about Gardening, by Myles Bremner CEO of Garden Organic 11 February; No Nettles Required – the reassuring truth about wildlife gardening, by Dr Ken Thompson, plant ecologist 4 March.  At The Gallery 70 Cowcross Street EC1 6.30pm £8.
London Parks & Gardens Trust:  Urban Parks – Towards a Viable Future, 9 February;  Mile End Park – 20th Century Plan, 21st Century Vision, 6 April. All 7.00pm at the Garden Museum (formerly Musdum of Garden History), £6 members, £7 non-members.  The Museum also has an exhibition on the work of Beth Chatto until mid April.
NCCPG:  No events in London this quarter, but do look at their website for the winter issue of Newslines in the News section. 2009 Plant Fairs will be 9 May and 5 September at St Michael's Primary School North Road Highgate 10am to 5pm.
More information on websites:  Garden History Society www.gardenhistorysociety.org.uk, NCCPG www.nccpg.com, London Parks & Gardens Trust www.londongardenstrust.org.uk.  And don't forget the Royal Horticultural Society www.rhs.org.uk, London Show on 17-18 February at the Horticultural Hall.
De Beauvoir Gardeners
Tuesday talks.  First Tuesday each month, 8.00pm at St Peter's Church De Beauvoir, entrance off Northchurch Terrace.  3 February :John Morgan, A Year in my Vegetable Garden;  3 March The De Beauvoir Gardeners’ AGM followed by a good-humoured quiz;  7 April  Allan Sawyer, The RHS Gardens at Wisley and Hyde Hall

More information, including details about speakers and the programme for later in the year from www.debeauvoirgardeners.org.uk.or from the Islington Gardeners website.
Next Newsletter – early April – last date for copy 20th March to Alison Barlow, 1 Bingham Street N1 2QQ or alisonbarlow47@aol.com
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