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NEWSLETTER:  JULY – SEPTEMBER 2007
It’s raining!
It seems to have been raining or threatening to rain for weeks. And yet the garden is thriving. I suppose the warm weather followed by wet is an ideal way to get plant growth going, and the time just around the longest days will encourage those plants more sensitive to light than temperature.  The only things that look unhappy are some ferns under the north –facing wall, and they are suffering from drought! Last summer’s heat, falling on the other (south) side must have dried the soil there, because the next garden is several feel lower. This probably explains why the camellias I had in that bed did not do well, even in ordinary summers.  Now a very rampant winter flowering clematis (“Wisley Cream”) has covered the fence above, effectively stopping the rain from wetting the soil close to the wall. I, of course, in my unreasonable way, would like both ferns and clematis……I water, mulch and dig holes for pots to direct water to the roots, but we shall have to see if the problem reflects last year’s comparative neglect, or requires more drastic action. 

Elsewhere, the clematises and hardy geraniums are going great guns, and the hydrangeas are beginning. I particularly like the serrata types which have smaller petals than most mopheads. They come in white and pink, but it’s no good thinking one can grow blue hydrangeas in London. Even in pots of ericaceous compost and annual applications of the powder supposed to turn them blue it’s no good unless you can water with rainwater or other soft water - the result is a dirty mauve in my experience. 

I have personally killed a number of lovely clematis, but more recent attempts have been generally successful. The smaller-flowered types are most resistant to clematis wilt – so viticella types, which start flowering in June are a good bet. Purple ‘Polish Spirit’ is doing very well for me (“the easiest to grow clematis that we have at the nursery”, says the specialist grower where I got it ).  ‘Perle d’azur’ (“the best sky blue”) is a very prolific larger flowered clematis. All these need to be cut very short – about 18” (30cm) from the ground – in December, which I find very helpful because the climbing part won’t get completely away from you when your back is turned. Clematis like plenty of water and food, but both are best administered by a feeding tube – eg a soft drinks bottle with the bottom cut off, or a deep plastic pot. A few tiles over the roots will help them keep cool., especially until other plants can grow to shade the roots. They do need a reasonable amount of sun in the growing season, but most of my garden does not get sun from September to March.. I am also told that it is good to plant clematis quite deep – deeper than they were in the pot, which offers some protection against the dreaded wilt. TH 
Spring Plant Sale

Felt like re-run of last year's sodden afternoon.  After all that glorious April sunshine it rained again for the plant sale – and just cleared up for the afternoon after we packed up.  It sometimes feels like it has been raining pretty well continuously ever since, to the benefit of gardens if not gardeners.   Happily, mere rain did not keep too many of our customers away.   Once again, we made nearly £500.00. Thank you to all those who donated plants and all those who came and bought.   Let's hope all the June rain has your purchases well settled in and flourishing.  Start praying now that we get a sunny day next year! 
Newsletter by Email 

We would still like to encourage more members to receive their newsletter and other mailings by email.  It saves us postage and is a green option as it uses no paper.  We also hope that we may be able to organise a few impromptu events (like a small group for a garden visit by car or public transport) which we can notify quickly to those who join our e-list.  To join, send us an email toislingtongardeners1@hotmail.co.uk.                
Coach trip to Knellstone,  Beauchamps, Udimore and Great Dixter  - 28 June 2007
Despite the generally wet weather this June, on our coach trip out of town we were blessed with a sunny day which was not too hot.  We arrived at Linda and Stewart Harland’s new home, and we saw what had lured them away from Islington:  a wonderful timber-framed jettied house built in the reign of Henry VII set in three and a half acres of undulating grounds with views over the Brede Valley, part of the High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. The sea could just be glimpsed in the distance.  The Holloway Road is no competition!

Before we looked at Linda and Stewart’s new project we walked down the field to next door – another timber-framed Wealden house where the garden had been created over many years by the owners, again nestling into the hill.  This was a very restful garden, with gently curving beds billowing with harmonising herbaceous plants veiled with verbena bonarenis, dierama, thalictrum, and stipa gigantea.  There were also ones for which I had to ask the names:  gaura lindheimeria, three different types of francoas, including the pink, and the blue balloon flower, platycodon, which I was told is very straightforward to raise from seed.  Around the house were old paving stones with sedums and other things in the cracks.  An old shallow sink, cemented over and filled with water and a pond plant or two, was both charming and useful for passing hedgehogs, the dog, etc.

We returned to Linda and Stewart’s where some of us enjoyed Linda’s delicious homemade lunch and others ate their picnics.  We pottered round the various parts of their garden, and observed their efforts to keep the rabbits and other wildlife at bay and protect the new planting from the stiff sea breezes, difficulties we are not accustomed to in Islington.  The garden naturally divides into separate areas, with sets of old stone and brick steps and various outbuildings.  New hedges they have planted will emphasise these different spaces in due course.  The old stonework gives a sense of the past.  Indeed there is a smuggling connection from a long time ago. This is going to be a fascinating garden when Linda’s ideas have settled in and I hope very much that Islington Gardeners will receive a repeat invitation and we can go again in a few years’ time.    SL
Then on to nearby Great Dixter.  According to the 'Friends of Great Dixter' this garden is now "widely regarded as being one of the most important in the world".  In spite of that hype, it did not disappoint.  For colour, variety and interest per square metre this garden is unbeatable.  A guru for many of us through his writing, Christopher Lloyd sadly died last year.  But his vision lives on, now interpreted by Head Gardener Fergus Garrett and his team of 6 full time gardeners.  The beds are so full of flowers in such amazing condition.  At this time of year there were cranesbill geraniums everywhere and clematis and verbascum olympicums and salvias and lilies and dozens of others. It all looks so casual and natural, although we know it is anything but.  Part of the colour trick is constant cutting back or removing spent plants and then filling the gaps with something else.  On the day of our visit, old poppies were being taken out to be replaced with dahlias in one patch. 
 
A lot of the "lawns" seen in early photos are now enchanting wild flower meadows, an idea started by Christopher's mother, Daisy.  As we know in Islington (Whittington Park etc) this is not easy to do well.

Some of us visited the house too. This is a mixture of 15th, 16th and early 20th century beautifully blended by the architect Edwin Lutyens then only 20.  The Great Hall is apparently one of the largest surviving timber framed halls in the country and everywhere you feel the gentle presence of "Christo" with his wicked sense of humour.  For example he has embroidered on a cushion in his cosy parlour:  "Of course your friends will think it all happened by itself in which case its time to make some new friends".
For those of you who missed our trip, the garden is open till the end of October (although hard to get to without a car).  The opening times are on their website (www.greatdixter.co.uk) together with some lovely pictures of the garden.  I especially enjoyed the aerial ones.  The site also has with details of the Friends Scheme which has been set up to try to preserve this gem as only 40% of the estate is currently secure.  They urgently need to raise 3 million to buy out Christopher's niece.  JM
I missed this trip but am thinking of driving there later in the summer.  If anyone wants to join me, I will be sending an invite to the email list members soon.  Space is limited, so it will be first come first served.  AB
Garden Websites
Websites about plants, or gardens or gardening must be as numerous as the seeds of the rosebay willowherb.  I never go on the net looking for plant information without making another discovery.  Some I happen on are esoteric, like a learned article in Spanish on the distribution of artemisia species in Mexico.  Some are really useful, like a nursery in Cambs. which stocks a wide range of rosemarys other than the ubiquitous "Miss Jessop's Upright".  As a clematis enthusiast, my wish is to find one with illustrations of all known and extant clematis cultivars.  I doubt this exists, but having come home with a previously unfamiliar to me specimen called "Blekitny Aniol", I got thousands of hits with a google search because the name is the Polish for that famous old film "Blue Angel".  Judith, another web gardening addict, has listed and described some of her favourites in an article on our own Islington Gardeners website.  Do take a look and let us know if you have come across others you recommend.  AB
I-recycle do you?
On 9 May I accepted an invitation to visit the Eco-Park Compost Centre.  Near Pickets Lock, past Edmonton IKEA, and just beyond Tesco, lies a steaming, belching factory – Fritz Lang?  No! It’s the London Waste Eco Park.

Here reigns Ben Donaldson – a man whose infectious passion is compost.  He oversees the deliveries of garden and kitchen waste from seven boroughs (Barnet, Camden, Enfield, Hackney, Haringey, Islington and Waltham Forest),  checks for “contamination” (non compostable rubbish included in the waste - which he finds distressing) and rejoices some weeks later when the resulting compost is given back to allotments and agricultural land.
How does this happen?  Kerbside collections are deposited in the reception building where the materials (garden & kitchen waste) are shredded and thoroughly mixed together.  A large extraction fan (with a filter made of natural materials) draws air through the building to remove any smells.(keeping the neighbours happy).  This shredded matter is then taken to one of eight composting tunnels, through which air is blown and where it remains for up to three weeks.  During this time it will heat up naturally as the material decays.  Each tunnel has space to hold 150 tonnes and each batch of material must reach 60C for two consecutive days (kills off  nasties) in line with Government guidelines.  This whole process is monitored from a control room.  After the three weeks the odourless, "semicompost" is taken to a second set of tunnels where the same process is repeated to ensure all parts are thoroughly composted.  After this, the resulting compost is piled up in the open “maturation area” for ten weeks where it cools to 40C.  It is put then put through a large sieve and screened to remove plastics, stones, metal and large pieces of wood (the wood being returned to repeat the process).  Finally, the screened compost is stored for a further two weeks.
The compost centre can take up to 30,000 tonnes of our green garden and kitchen waste every year to make a quality compost product.  I was given a bag as a souvenir and have used it as an effective mulch.  It differs from my own home made vegetable waste compost in that, because of the heat in the process, there are no worms.
I thoroughly enjoyed my visit.  Another one is planned for September. Call Karen on 07800 625 293 to book or email irecyclecentre@islington.gov.uk   JC  
The Elephant in the Garden

My late father, socialist, organic gardener and ur-Green before the environment was discovered as an issue, took one look at my garden and put it in a nutshell:  "You have too many trees and they are all the wrong sorts".  He went on to say disparaging things about large forest trees in small urban gardens.
I didn't disagree at the time and, indeed, over the 25 years since he said it, I have come to agree more and more.  If I stand on my back doorstep I can, by turning my eyes but not my head, count 8 trees more than 60' high in neighbouring gardens and within less than 50 yards of me.  Most are sycamores.  None of them is in my own garden.  Among my first actions there were the rooting out of a self sown sycamore sapling and a weeping willow newly planted by my predecessors who were over optimistic of its chances of flourishing in a fast draining gravel soil.  It went to a rural friend to plant by a stream on his father's farm.  I have planted a Bramley apple, which fruits well, and a spindle tree (euonymus europaeus) which does well enough but I suspect it would prefer a wetter place.  I would dearly love to have planted a couple more, either fruit trees or decorative garden trees like magnolia (I do have a  m.stellata but that counts as shrub rather than tree) or the larger cornus such as c.controversa or c.kousa.  
In principle, I have the space.  In practice, I don't.  My garden may not harbour the trunks of any of those large forest trees, but it is overhung by the canopies of two of them and drained of moisture by their roots.  I am seriously limited in what I can plant under them for, although they are over to the west so that the area under them does get a fair amount of morning and midday sun, it is very dry beneath them, especially the one with the denser canopy.  Yet Mediterranean type plants do not do well there because of dripping honeydew (such an attractive word for such horrible stuff) and the thick layer of leaves falling in the autumn.  It has taken many years of trial and error to find enough plants which are capable of surviving, if not thriving, in this inhospitable spot.
If my loathing could shrivel these trees up they would have long since died.  This will not happen.  Nor are they likely to be cut down since I live in a conservation area and many of them, including the larger (about 80') and denser of those overhanging me, have Tree Preservation Orders on them.  There is a sort of rule of thumb on the love of trees in gardens which goes:  you love the trees in your own garden because you chose and planted them; you hate the ones in your immediate neighbour's garden because they deposit their leaves and seeds on you and take your light and moisture; and you love the ones in your neighbour's neighbour's garden because they provide an attractive green backdrop and cause you no problems.  In this case, I doubt their owners have much love for these monsters as they didn't plant them, most having been self sown when the houses were damaged in the Blitz, and they take up a substantial part of their gardens.  One neighbour has their whole garden filled by two huge sycamores and has more or less had to abandon it to them.  
I grimly recollect the response of a radio gardening guru to a question about how far from the house he would recommend for planting a sycamore.  "40 Miles" he said.  Sadly, amenity societies and local authority tree officers do not share this view.  For them, the trees are always in the neighbour's neighbour's garden and, regardless of whether they are shapely or interesting specimens, or appropriately placed, they generally strive to preserve them.  As a result, Islington has, along with some fine London planes, horse chestnuts and other large trees in parks and along wider roads, a much larger number of wartime self sown sycamores in awkward and inappropriate places and some very dirty and ugly limes which are overgrown remnants of Victorian avenues of pollarded limes.  
Large trees can be things of beauty where they have space to grow to full size and are useful in absorbing some of our urban pollution.  But they are neither beautiful nor useful where they are too close to buildings (generally much older than themselves) where they clog the gutters with twigs and leaves and have often lost their shape from old pre-conservation pruning attempts to limit their nuisance.  Surely a more rational policy than conserving trees at all costs would be planned replacement with more attractive and more suitable species to give greater pleasure to Islington residents present and future.  AB
Forgotten Corners and Wildlife Gardening

These are rapidly becoming interchangeable.  As I was giving the Whitehall Park Forgotten Corner an emergency haircut before its inspection by the Islington in Bloom judges the week before last, I was delighted to see a gorgeous orange comma butterfly among some of the hardy geraniums which I had decided did not yet need trimming.  As butterflies are the most difficult of alluring garden wildlife to attract this made my day.  Maybe it was going to nip off and lay eggs in the nettle patch which I try to contain and hide behind the Japanese anemones.

Later the same day, Joy and I were over the moon to find two huge moths in matrimonial pose in her-ivy covered front hedge in Campdale Road N7.  They looked like old ivy leaves.   I believe that they were lime hawk-moths, with wing span of over two inches, and their photographs will we hope be on the IG website by the time you receive the newsletter.   They are apparently “often seen in towns where limes are planted”, according to my moth book, but despite living in north London for decades, this was our first encounter with such splendid creatures.

The Islington Ecology Centre has just produced its Wildlife Gardening Pack, in partnership with the London Wildlife Trust.  This contains information about creating different habitats, lists of plants to grow, suppliers, and places to visit in the London Area, etc, etc.  The packs can be collected free from the Ecology Centre, 191 Drayton Park Road, N5, and at the same time their own (very pretty) wildlife-friendly garden can be examined for ideas.

Despite my interest in wildlife, I was taken by surprise in discovering that parts of our house were infested with clothes moths during the spring.   In the course of my efforts to find products which would deal with the moths without poisoning the household, I came across Just Green.  As well as supplying moth pheromone, they can also mail out a great variety of natural garden pest controls, garden furniture cleaners, a PondVac (for cleaning out ponds), a seaweed-based cleaner for barbeques, biodegradeable plant pots, etc, etc.  They say that their first major aim was to provide the UK garden industry with a viable alternative to toxic pesticides.   Their website address is www.just-green.com, alternatively their comprehensive brochure can be ordered on 01621 785 088.   They even offer a link to the green electricity supplier Ecotricity to help you through the business of changing to a non-fossil fuel energy source.   Just Green do not offer an anti-moth spray which can be applied to fabrics and Persian rugs, but I discovered that this could be obtained from www.historyonics.com, developed for museum work.  SL


Gardens to visit by Bus and Train
Summer means the call of grand gardens set in lovely countryside with tempting  views beyond  long herbaceous borders and landscaped lakes.  
One village which offers the choice of two such is Westerham in Kent with nearby Squerryes Court and Chartwell.  Westerham itself has a large village green, well stocked tea rooms, a medieval church, and Quebec House, once home of General Wolfe.  To reach it take a Victoria or Waterloo train to Bromley South (covered by a Freedom Pass).  On leaving the station go right up the main road and soon reach the bus stop.  Bus 246 to Westerham leaves on the hour and half hour Mondays to Saturdays, and on the half hour on Sundays.  Return from Westerham Green 20” and 50” past the hour, and 25” past on Sundays. Ticket £2 each way. 

Landranger maps 187 Dorking & 188 Maidstone.
For Squerryes get off at Westerham Green and continue along the main road with the green to your right. Pass a long pond on the left and eventually turn left into Goodley Stock Road to reach the entrance.  This walk takes about fifteen minutes.  Squerryes Court (01959.562345 www.squerryes.co.uk) is open until 30 September on Wednesdays, Thursday, Sundays and August Bank Holiday Monday, gardens from 11.30am, house from 1.00pm.  Price for both is £6.50, gardens alone £4.  The seventeenth century manor house has been owned by the Warde family since 1731. In its twenty acres of historic gardens include a formal garden filled with roses and topiary, the semi-sunken South Garden, a lake, parterres and an eighteenth century dovecot.  For Chartwell (01732. 868381 www.chartwell@nationaltrust.org.uk) stay on the bus which goes there on Sundays only. Return from Chartwell 17” past, hourly to 17.17.  Winston’s Churchill’s home overlooks terraced gardens, lakes, fish ponds and has a fine walled kitchen garden.  The house is open until 2 September Tuesdays to Sundays, and from then until 28 October Wednesdays to Sundays.  The gardens are open all year from 11.0am to 5.00pm on the same days. Price for house and gardens  is £9.80, gardens  £4.90.  Both properties have tearooms.
Another excursion for a separate day is to the former home of Churchill’s great friend, Lord Beaverbrook, at Cherkley Court on the edge of Leatherhead (www.cherkleycourt.com 01372 380390).   But for this one you need to be prepared to walk about 3 miles or to take a taxi from the station. The Beaverbrook Foundation recently opened Cherkley's 16 acre gardens to the public after eight years of restoration.  The house is not open.  Admission £6, concessions £4. Grand, balustraded terraces descend, with pavilions and formal water features. But the long herbaceous borders are softly planted, lavish and varied. Surprises come from secluded spaces, an exquisite grotto, and wild and Mediterranean areas. The upper terrace is edged with Liriodendron tulipifera.  The Orangery houses a delightful tea room with views across the Mole Valley. On sale there I spotted  uncommon plants – lamium orvala, dicentra Formosa, phlox divaricatus.
If you are walking, leave Leatherhead station from arrival platform 2, go downhill to Randalls Road and cross at the traffic lights to a footpath across a small park.  Take a left fork leading to another road, cross at lights and go left.  Continue to a T junction straddled by a NatWest bank.  Keep that on your right and go into Church Street. Continue and eventually go left into Church Road.  Follow edge of churchyard round to reach Worple Road behind the church.  This soon becomes a track. At a T junction go right and soon left on to a minor road which becomes a path leading to the A24.  Cross into Crabtree Drive.  Soon go left on a  signposted footpath which leads across Leatherhead Downs. Come to a driveway and go right across a cattle grid.  Continue past a car park and see the Cherkley ticket office on left.  The walk takes just over an hour. Map Landranger  187 Dorking or you can download an extract from www.streetmap.co.uk .  Taxis are available from the station forecourt.  Any queries: maryprutter@aol.com
QUIZ:  NAME THAT PLANT 
There was no winner for the last quiz with a theme of bulbs, tubers and succulents.  For those who are interested, the answers were:

1. Woodland plant with many names, some looking rather like cyclamens (common name) = dog's tooth violet
2. The wind flower = anemone
3. Lives for ever (mine don't – the birds dig them up) a subject for a green roof (common name) = house leek (sempervivum)
4. Summer bulb, often highly scented, a byword for beauty = lily
5. A little South African with starry early summer flowers = ixia
6. Big and usually blue, a popular plant for tubs = agapanthus.

The whole is an autumn flowering tuber available in many colours and sizes = DAHLIA.
There is no quiz this time.  I am pondering about a new format.  If you have any ideas, write to me or email me at the address at the end of the newsletter.  There needs to be a garden theme.  Did you find the crossword puzzle type quizzes too easy or too difficult?
Events for Gardeners July to September
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 or on the Islington Council website..  The next edition covering midsummer and autumn will be available soon.  For event bookings ring 7527 7262.  

There is another chance to visit the Eco - Park Compost centre in September – see I Recycle article above. 

Plant Sales
Culpeper Community Gardens – September, look out for information on the date which is yet to be announced.
Open Gardens

Red Cross Open Village Garden Days (mostly on Sundays, more information, including directions, from www.redcross.org.uk/opengardens)

Hertfordshire: 8  July Braughing Village, 15 July The White House, 29 July Gosmore House, 5 August Hyde House, 12 August Hopleys Garden & Nursery.  Essex: 8 July Fudler's Hall, 12 August Ingatestone Hall, 26 August Great Gregories Farm, 9 September Parsonage House, 16 September Eiver Lodge.  Kent 15 July Chilham Castle, 29 July Godington House, 2 August & 6 September Restoration House  Bedfordshire 15 July Gardens of Ravenstone.
King Henry's Walk Garden Open Day:  Saturday 15 September 12 noon to 3.00pm.  A first chance to see the completed landscaping works.  Refreshments.  More information from www.khwgarden.org.uk 
Local Gardens Open Under the National Gardens Scheme 2007 (all on Sundays)
8 July 2-6 Islington Gardens Group 2, 2 Northampton Park N1  £2 
each garden Teas 
5 August 2-5
13 Queen Elizabeth’s Walk, N16 £2.50 Teas.

Lectures

Programmes for the next season's autumn and winter lectures are generally not yet available.  Websites to check are:  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. 
De Beauvoir Gardeners
At St Peter's Church De Beavoir, entrance off Northchurch Terrace.

9 September, Flower and Produce Show, 9 October Gardeners' Question Time
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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