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I notice that my letter for Spring 2013 commented on the cold, late Spring.  Our 

experiences this year have been similar, but that doesn’t make it any easier to cope 

with.   Timing is so important when preparing for plant sales, when material is needed 

to lift and divide, with enough time for the root systems to establish in the pot.  This 

year the window of opportunity was highly compressed initially by the cold period 

(though we had very few frosts and no real freeze-up).  But then the very warm dry 

period, which had me rushing around with watering cans and eventually the hosepipe 

to prevent damage through drying out.  But the warm spell caused plant growth to 

accelerate and with the sale dates looming it was too late to lift and divide with any 

realistic hope of producing sale-worthy plants in time. 

As in 2013 however it has been remarkable how many plants have caught up and 

starting with the Plant Fair at East Lambrook Manor (ELM) the range and quality of 

plants offered by the nurseries and by our own members for the Group table has been 

quite amazing.  The footfall was down on last year by around 100, which was 

disappointing.  But those who did come were certainly in buying mood, with people 

staggering out of the gate with three carrier bags in each hand – and coming back in to 

buy more. The nurseries were again very pleased and one or two of them hit best-ever 

sales figures.  The event was once more an important source of revenue for the Group 

and I must thank everyone who helped at the Group table, on the gate or offered 

plants for sale.  All of this helps to boost its reputation as one of the best plant sales of 

the year.  Mike at ELM seems receptive to the idea of an autumn event which some of 

the nurseries have suggested.  But we both agree that this needs very careful thought. 

Our own plant sale follows East Lambrook in close order and the footfall was similarly 

down on last year with only 65 paying customers.  But, as at ELM, the people who did 

come were buying enthusiastically.  Thanks again to everyone who contributed in any 

way.  Taking together the entry money, table fees, Group plant sales and refreshments, 

we have another useful addition to our funds.   

More to the point however we are seeing a core of regulars who look out for the event.  

Not only do they buy again, but it is a useful way of getting feedback on how the plants 

they bought last year have fared.  It is important to remember that we are only as good 

as our last event and I suspect that as more members pay closer attention to the quality 

of the offering (well established plants in presentable pots and all carefully labelled) 

the happier our customers will be and more committed to coming back.  So keep up 

the good work.  Things really have got better in this area but there is always room for 

improvement. 

Since the beginning of the year I have been doing some experiments with a new 

potting compost to see whether at last I can find one that I’m happy to use straight 

from the bag.  The effort of turning a large pile of home-made soil based compost is 
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starting to tell and I’m wanting to look for an easier life.  I got to hear about Melcourt 

SylvaGrow from one of Rosie Hardy’s stands at an RHS show last October and I asked 

her how she rated it, given that she was advertising it.  Her comment was that it is good 

but for a pot life in excess of 4-6 weeks it is necessary to add slow release fertiliser. She 

also cautioned that you need to watch the watering carefully. 

Melcourt have hitherto concentrated on the commercial trade, and this new product 

has been designed for the retail trade and I understand that it has been reviewed by 

Which? and came out very well.   The retail distribution is at present thinly spread and 

our local source is Woodland Horticultural Products at Walton, near Street.  For those of 

you who use Michael Kings, the Woodland premises are further down that road.  I have 

now used more than 20 (60 ltr) bags and it is still early to know whether I would be 

ready to use it for all purposes.  The texture is great and the compost is completely peat 

free, being a mixture of composted and graded bark and coir.  It is guaranteed to have 

no green waste.  So it is light weight and pleasant to use.  Because of the light texture, 

it seems to dry out quite quickly, so Rosie was right: you need to watch the watering 

carefully. I have used it for seed sowing as well as potting and some of the early results 

are impressive, but I am beginning to wonder whether it suits all plants equally well 

and I need to take a bit more time to see how well it performs over a longer time span.  

The cost is competitive.  In the leaflet I got from Rosie Hardy the advertised price was 

£6.99, but Woodland charged me about £4.70 when I bought 15 bags, a very welcome 

reduction.   I have already decided however that I shall still need my home-made soil-

based compost, especially for late Chrysanths and for big pots for summer display.  The 

new compost does seem to have a useful place for smaller pots for fairly quick disposal.  

Watch this space! 

As we move into the summer period I look forward to seeing you on our various trips, 

for which once again we have an attractive programme. 

Roy Stickland 

 

   

Grevillea rosmarinifolia and Hakea lissosperma – see page 7
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When I came to this garden in 2006, there was an area to the north of the house which 

consisted of close mown weeds – there was not enough grass to glorify it with the 

name of ‘lawn.’  It turned out to be completely compacted – it was impossible to get a 

fork into the ground.  After several attempts at digging it out, I eventually called my 

builders and they sent a man with a JCB who excavated the beds which I had planned 

and marked out with lengths of hosepipe.  

 

2006  

The soil is gravelly to at least the depth of the JCB bucket.  I believe that when this 

property was a farm, this was a hard standing area, and that, over the years, load after 

load of gravel had been tipped on to it and has sunk in; there are also quite a lot of 

large stones from a cottage which once stood at one end.  The soil, such as it is, is 

slightly alkaline, rather than the slightly acid of the rest of the garden. 

I covered the paths between the beds with pink pea gravel laid over a membrane (to 

blend with the pink stone of the house), and then set about planting.  I pored over Beth 

Chatto’s Gravel Garden, went on a course with Derry Watkins of the Special Plants 

nursery, and was a sucker for any plant which was labelled ‘requires good drainage.’ 

There were one or two things already there, including a rather sad-looking 

Mediterranean cypress.  I don’t think cypress suit our climate; it is still there, and still 

looking sad, but one is always reluctant to cut down a tree.  There was also a Silver 

Maple, Acer saccharinum, which has flourished and hosts some fine mistletoe; and a 

Pittosporum tobira, which survived being flattened when my tree surgeons drove a 
machine over it and then being cut back by the very cold winter.  It produces its 

wonderfully scented flowers (like orange blossom) each summer.  Even when not in 

A Gravel Garden 
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flower, it is an attractive bush with its shiny evergreen leaves, and deserves to be more 

widely grown.  It is a native of China and Japan, and is very drought-resistant. 

 

2009 

Given the inhospitable conditions, I am grateful for anything that survives.  A notable 

success has been the Silk Tree, Albizia julibrissen, which I thought would be suitable 
when I saw one growing out of the side of a south-facing cliff in Corfu.  Mine is a 

cultivar called ‘Ombrella’ which has rather deeper pink flowers than the species (see 

front cover).  They are produced successively over several weeks in the summer, and 

are wonderful.  Acacia pravissima grew well for two or three years, but succumbed to 

the cold winter of 2010; I have replaced it with the Mount Etna Broom, Genista 
aetnensis, which is struggling to get its roots down.  Eleagnus ‘Quicksilver’ does very 
well, as does the Mediterranean evergreen oak, Quercus coccifera; also a Californian 
oak, Q. pacifica, and a Mexican collection which we got from Nick Macer at Pan Global 
Plants, Q. miquihuanensis.  My husband’s collection of Cercis spills over into the 
garden, and I have C. silaquastrum ‘Afghanistan’, C. s. ‘Bodnant’ (both magenta) and 
the enchanting C. s. ‘White Swan’.  Anyone who has seen the species growing wild on 

Italian or Greek hillsides will know how well they stand up to dry conditions. 

Along the border between us and the neighbour I have some taller trees: the 

Macedonian pine, Pinus peuce, the Stone pine, Pinus  pinea, (grown from a seed of one 
I had in my last garden in London), and Quercus ilex ‘Fordii,’ an upright version of the 
Holm Oak.  There is also an olive, which lived in a large pot for several years in my last 

garden and really took off when I put it in the ground.  It appears to be perfectly hardy. 

I have tried to choose plants which work together, and, even though they come from 

all over the world, give an overall appearance of the Mediterranean maquis.  A dahlia or 
a hybrid tea rose would look out of place. The fact that many are evergreen, or, more 

accurately, evergrey, means that the garden is interesting even in the depths of winter, 
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and there is sufficient variety of form and colour to prevent it getting boring.  Small 

pines, varieties of Pinus mugo, provide a note of darker green. 

Moving to smaller shrubs, the silver-leaved Atriplex humilis grows very well, in fact, too 
well, and needs constant cutting back.  Among Australian plants, Hakea lissosperma 
and Grevillea rosmarinifolia also do well; the latter always has some of its red flowers in 
bloom.   The hakea, one of the Proteaceae, makes a splendid small tree, with creamy 

white flowers in the spring.  It has produced seed, which I am trying to grow. 

The Jerusalem sage, Phlomis fruticosa, pictured below, grows extremely well and looks 
magnificent in early summer when covered with its bright yellow whorls; I also have P. 
italica, with pale mauve flowers, P. longifolia, a deep golden-yellow, P. purpurea, and P. 
russelliana.  All do well in these conditions. 

 

I lost two or three cistus in the very cold winter of 2010, but a number survived.  These 

include Cistus populifolius var.major, C. x argenteus ‘Silver Pink,’ C. x rodiaei ‘Jessabel,’ 
and C. x aguillerii ‘Maculatus.’  They grow in one of the worst parts of the garden, where 
I regularly dig up large stones left over from the demolition of a cottage which once 

stood there.  In this area, also, a prostrate rosemary spills over onto the paved area 

(paved with stone found on site.) 

Teucrium fruticans, a silver-leaved Mediterranean native which I have seen used as a 
clipped hedge in Greece, produces its sky-blue flowers in spring; I also have the smaller 

version, T.f. ‘Compactum.’  

I have a number of cultivars of Euphorbia characias, including ‘Black Pearl,’ ‘Portuguese 
Velvet,’ and ‘Humpty Dumpty,’ but, to be honest, unless you are a real euphorbia fan 

they all look much the same from a distance.  They are immensely valuable for their 

great mounds of lime-green flowers which contrast well with the silvers and greys of 

other plants.  They also interbreed and seed themselves around the garden, so 

occasionally need weeding out.  I have other euphorbias, including E. ceratocarpa and 
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E. polychroma.  Euphorbia myrsinites, a small low-growing spreading variety, seeds 
itself around, particularly in the gravel paths. 

The wonderful sedum, Sedum ‘Xenox’ (see page 2) does very well in these conditions.  
It is a beautiful deep red, both flowers and leaves, and it stands up well and doesn’t 

flop, like some sedums. It seeds prolifically, but unfortunately doesn’t come true. A 

curiosity is Opuntia humifusa, which I saw growing in a garden of native New England 
plants in New Hampshire.  I was astonished to find a cactus that is so hardy that it 

withstands the New England winters; when I got home, I rushed to the Plantfinder 

without holding out much hope, and found two stockists, one of whom was Rob 

Gudge at the wonderful Desert to Jungle nursery, not two miles from here. 

I have a number of grasses, including the Giant Oat Grass, Stipa gigantea, and Stipa 
tenuissima, which I grew originally from a packet of seed, and which now seeds itself 
around.  If it is not wanted, it is quite easy to pull out, as the roots are very shallow, and 

it provides a well-behaved background for more interesting plants.  Crambe maritima 
survives well, although it looks so messy later in the season that I am always tempted 

to pull it out; but, as with everything here, I reason that, if it survives these inhospitable 

conditions, it has earned its place.  Much the same goes for Helleborus argutifolius, 
whose apple-green flowers last for so long through late winter and spring that I start to 

get fed up with them.  The leaves however, are large and coarse (or architectural, 

depending on your point of view).  It used to be called H. creticus, which gave you a 
clue as to where it comes from.  From another Mediterranean island comes the 

Majorcan peony, Paeonia cambessedisii.  It has survived its first year in this stony 
ground, and has just produced two of its heart-breakingly beautiful flowers.   

Bulbs which survive include Tulipa sylvestris, Scilla peruviana (regularly eaten by 
rabbits in its early years, but my original one bulb has spread itself to make six or seven 

spikes, and the little beasts seem to have given up), Gladiolus byzantinus and 
Crocosmia ‘Lucifer.’ 

The biennial Galactities tomentosa seeds itself around the garden.  In its first year it 
produces an interesting rosette of green and white leaves, rather architectural in form; 

visitors always comment on it.  In its second year it flowers, and looks like the thistle 

that it is, so I pull out most of them and leave one or two to re-seed. 

This garden was created out of necessity, but since Beth Chatto opened our eyes to the 

charms of gravel gardens, they have become popular.  If you want to make one from 

scratch, Derry Watkins recommends digging out the soil to a depth of eight inches, 

backfilling with gravel (which should be chosen to complement the colour of the 

house walls), and then planting directly into it.  Good drainage is of course essential. 

This is just a selection of plants which have grown and flourished in what originally 

looked like an impossible situation.  Many others have failed, but it is a matter of 

perseverance and experimentation. 

Helen Senior 
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Please refer to this and future Newsletters or the website http://hps-

somerset.btck.co.uk/ for further details and booking slips.  Location maps or directions 

will be supplied following booking a place on an event. 

All meetings at West Monkton Village Hall are free to members but there is a modest 

levy of £2.00 for each visitor/guest.  The Group will have a plant stall and a book stall at 

most of the lecture meetings listed. 

All coach trips and garden visits must be pre-booked with Janet Murley: 

Tel: 01884 820840 or email:  janet.murley@btinternet.com. 

SUN 9 AUGUST PLANT SWAP & LUNCH 

At Long Sutton, Langport 

 

TUE 15  SEPTEMBER SELF-DRIVE VISIT 

Lady Farm & Mill Cottage (see booking form for details) 

 

SAT 19  SEPTEMBER 50/50 PLANT SALE & LECTURE 

At West Monkton Village Hall, Monkton Heathfield 

Plant sale commences at 10:00am, Lecture at 11.00am.  

Hilary Little - “Along the Floral Highway of Patagonia” 

Hilary has been on many expeditions to Patagonia and is co-author of a book on the flowers of that 

region. 

 

SAT 17 OCTOBER LECTURE 

At West Monkton Village Hall, Monkton Heathfield, 10.30am for 11.00am.  

Duncan Coombs – “Climbers & Wall Shrubs” 

For the last 24 years Duncan has been a lecturer in Decorative Horticulture at Pershore College.  He will 

bring plants to sell. 

 

SUN 15 NOVEMBER WINTER LUNCH 

At Ilminster Bowling Club 

 

2015 Programme – 2nd half 
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SAT 21 NOVEMBER AGM & LECTURE 

At West Monkton Village Hall, Monkton Heathfield 10.00am for 10.30am AGM and 
11.15am lecture.  

Simon Goodenough – “National Botanic Garden of Wales” 

Simon is the Curator.  He will be talking about the changes being made to the garden and the new life 

they are giving it. 

 

All events (other than lectures) must be pre-booked 

If you would like to book places on any of these events, complete and return the entire 

enclosed Booking Sheet.  As you will see from the Booking Sheet, you can receive the 

Joining Instructions for each event either by email or by post.  To receive these details 

by email, simply fill in your email address on the Booking Sheet even if you believe I 

already have a note of it.  If you choose this option, not only will I email your Joining 

Instructions prior to each event, but I will also send you an email confirming your 

booking.  If you prefer this option PLEASE print your name clearly and remember to 

advise me of any change to your email address.  Should you wish to receive this 

information by post, PLEASE remember to send me TWO SAE for EACH event you wish 

to attend. 

Janet Murley 

 

 

 

The 50/50 Plant Sale prior to the lecture at our September meetings continues to prove 

popular so we'll be repeating it this year.  The Group keeps half the money taken and 

returns the other half to the seller.  The hall will be open from 9.40am to 10.10am to 

receive your plants to sell.  Please ensure that each one has two identical labels bearing 

the name of the plant, your name and the price.  One will be removed so that the 

amount you are owed can be totted up and given to you at the end of the meeting, 

when you can also remove any unsold plants and your labels (tip: use pencil on labels 
so that they may be reused).  Selling will begin at 10.20am and finish at 11.00am. Offers 
of help with selling on the day will be most welcome. The Committee reserves the right 

to restrict the number of plants accepted for sale if demand and space so require.  

However this has not been necessary at our previous sales. 

Jane Hunt 

50/50 Plant Sale, 19 September 
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We welcome the following hardy planters to the Somerset Group: 

Karen Day, Ilminster 

Penny Howell, Bridgwater 

Susannah Applegate, Langport 

Cathy Lang, Bridgwater 

Jill Larbalestier, Castle Cary 

Drisdene Palfrey, Taunton 

Janet Parker-Smith, Taunton 

Helen Kearney, South Petherton 

Rachael Fickweiler, Weston-super--Mare 

Paul Bygrave, Chard 

Serena Beckwith, Minehead 

 

 

 

Cercis silaquastrum ‘Bodnant’ – see page 6 

New Members 
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Committee 

 

 

 

 

Chairman: 

Roy Stickland 

01934 843280 

 

 

Herongates, Horseleaze Lane 

Shipham 

WINSCOMBE 

BS25 1UQ 

herongates@hotmail.com 

 

Secretary: 

Jane Hunt 

01934 732441 

 

Frogs Hole Farm 

Brinscombe, Weare 

AXBRIDGE 

BS26 2LH 

hunt.frogshole1@btinternet.com 

 

Treasurer, Membership 

Secretary & Newsletter Editor: 

Stuart Senior 

01823 442344 

 

Court Barton, Bull Street 

Creech St Michael 

TAUNTON 

TA3 5PW 

stuart_senior@msn.com 

 

Speakers: 

Ruth Boundy 

01823 668678 

rubyfield@btinternet.com 

 

5 Greenway Road 

Rockwell Green 

WELLINGTON 

TA21 9DE 

 

Visits etc: 

Sandra Macqueen 

01934 843363 

 

105 The Lynch 

WINSCOMBE 

BS25 1AR 

sandra@enamelsandra.co.uk 

 

Visits etc: 

Janet Murley 

01884 820840 

 

Marigold Cottage 

Whitnage, Uplowman 

TIVERTON 

EX16 7DT 

janet.murley@btinternet.com 

 

 

 


