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NEWSLETTER:  FEBRUARY – APRIL 2016 
 

This strange season 

I started to write this as a fairly standard “look what a lot is in flower on New Year’s Day” piece – and we must 

certainly have been breaking some records for that this year.  Then, as January has progressed, I have watched plant 

behaviour become increasingly precocious.  Even the slight spell of frost in mid month, although it has shrivelled a 

few leaves, has not halted it.  It is not just the occasional early daffodil pushing its way up to greet a surviving rose 

bloom.  There are daffodils open everywhere.  All the snowdrops are in flower, looking so good where they are 

partnered with cyclamen coum.  And the local magnolias are starting to open their petals too, along with a 

neighbour’s mimosa a good six weeks earlier than I have ever seen it before. 

 

Most astonishing of all to me has been a blue agapanthus in a pot in a front garden on St Paul’s Road.  Not just one 

but three stems of open flowers.  (Just a couple of doors away from the house which had a fine crop of ripe apricots 

last summer.)  This is a fine sheltered south facing spot – but still! 

 

Now we must all keep our fingers crossed that there will be no really hard frost before the real spring somes at the 

proper time.  [Btw the agapanthus owner split his plant last spring and gave half to the Islington Gardeners plant 

sale.  If it was a member who bought it, it would be interesting to hear whether the other half has also been 

behaving oddly.]  Alison 

 

Arlington Inspiration:   
Jennie Chamberlain talks to Paul and Gordon about their work to transform Arlington Square 

Many people living in Islington will be aware of the regeneration of Arlington Square (picture left) over the past 

few years from a neglected and under-used green space into a 

multi-award winning communal garden rated as Outstanding 

by the RHS and visited by Prince Edward in his role as 

patron of the London Gardens Society, and by Prince 

Charles. 

 

None of this would have happened without the passionate 

involvement of two nearby residents – Paul Thompson and 

Gordon McArthur – whose commitment and enthusiasm has 

had an enormous impact on their neighbourhood.  I thought it 

might be interesting to find out a little about them and what 

inspired this dedication to gardening in and for the 

community.  

 

Since an interest in gardening is usually passed down from 
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our parents, I started by asking about their backgrounds.  Gordon grew up in Glasgow in a 1950’s semi, where the 

garden, his mother’s domain, was typically neat and tidy.  His father, when he retired, took charge of the church 

garden and became chair of the local residents’ association.  Community involvement was thus clearly part of 

Gordon’s family background 

 

Paul grew up in Newcastle where his father was also involved with the church garden and with the Newcastle-in-

Bloom competition.  There were many gardening books in the house as his father was a very keen gardener.  This 

obviously inspired Paul, who, as a child, learnt how to propagate African Violets from leaf cuttings – shades of 

things to come! 

 

On moving to London Gordon lived in a flat in Stamford Hill where his window boxes and display of plants in pots 

on the steps won him an In Bloom prize.  He then moved to his current house in Rees Street, had a rear extension 

built and ripped out the garden.  At this point he met Paul …….. 

 

Paul had been living in a ground floor flat with a small garden, but working with Gordon’s garden, the hard 

landscaping already done, gave him the chance to create a truly inspiring space, using unusual and exotic plants -

tree ferns and the like – as anyone who has visited their award-winning garden will know. 

 

However, the garden in Rees Street, although stunning, is relatively small, and both felt a need to expand, so they 

very nervously planted a nearby tree pit with Solanum pseudocapsicum which creates an attractive winter display 

but whose orange fruits ‘can cause severe discomfort if ingested’ (RHS Encyclopedia of Garden Plants).  As no ill 

effects were reported, they turned their attention to a small patch of land fronting the Electricity Sub Station across 

the street from their house, and, with permission from EDF, they cleared it and created a beautifully abundant and 

colourful garden – now part of the Forgotten Corners scheme. 

 

Throughout this time, both Gordon and Paul had been members of the Arlington Association, but had rarely set 

foot in Arlington Square, one street away from their house.  In 2010 the Association raised £800 from its first 

Summer Fete and agreed to spend £400 on improving the planting in the square.  The initial early success of 

establishing community gardening days inspired Gordon to apply for a Big Lottery Fund Grant for Community 

Gardens.  This netted £20,000.  Building momentum, the pair, along other Arlington Association members, now 

began the process of clearing the beds of weeds and debris, and transforming the garden into the truly magical 

space it is today.  It is hard to believe now that they were at first terrified of provoking hostility from neighbours 

living in the vicinity of the square.   

 

Nowadays, the square is the heart of the neighbourhood, and is used and appreciated by everybody – the anti-social 

behaviour which previously blighted it has long-since disappeared.  This sense of community would never have 

been created without the passionate commitment and enthusiasm of these two people, who can feel justly proud of 

the accolades and awards that the Square has garnered over the past few years. 

 

All this community action and involvement has inspired Paul to give up his office job and dedicate himself full–

time to his love of gardening.  He has always had an innate love of plants, of understanding and cultivating them, 

and a tour around Arlington Square with him reveals his depth of knowledge of plant varieties and species.  Gordon 

continues to be a superb organizer and masterful at raising funds for community projects.  Jennie C. 

 

Spoilt for Choice – Buying and Planting Roses 
There are over 100 different species roses and thousands and thousands of cultivars.  So how do you decide what 

you are going to plant?  Paul Thompson (see interview above) who selected the roses for the re-planting of the 

Arlington Square rose garden and also for two lovely beds of roses in New North Road, offers some advice.   

 

When choosing roses I go those that are free flowering, disease resistant and have a good scent.  I tend therefore to 

look at those that have been awarded a Gold Standard and then check their scent rating, which is easy to do on 

some supplier websites such as Harkness.  One of my all time favourites, Chandos Beauty (pictured next page), 

ticks all of the boxes for scent and vigour and has very beautiful pink/apricot blooms.  Another more insect friendly 
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rose that I enjoy (though not a Gold Standard) is Jacqueline Du Pre.  The open centre of its creamy white flowers 

not only allows  access to pollinating insects but also allows 

us to see the attractive red stamens.  

 

To minimize costs I prefer to plant bare root roses and so I 

plant between autumn and spring when these are available.  I 

also always plant using mycorrhizal fungi to enhance water 

and nutrient absorption.  On occasions where I have no 

choice but to plant where another rose has already been, I do 

my best to avoid the problem of rose replant disease by 

replacing as much soil as possible with top soil from another 

part of the garden.  The RHS recommends an area 2ft in 

diameter by 1ft deep should be replaced, though sometimes 

this may be difficult owing to proximity of adjacent plants 

and so I just do what I can and frankly hope for the best! 
               Chandos Beauty 

 

Note:  The Gold Standard Rose Trials were established by the British Association of Rose Breeders in 2004.  Roses 

are judged for health, floriferousness, scent and commercial appeal.  Those which have gained the award are all 

fairly recent introductions.  Currently there are just under 100 on the list which may be found at 

http://www.rosesuk.com/content/gold-standard-rose-trials.  You will need to visit breeders’ or sellers’ sites to find 

pictures.  As yet, there are few Gold Standard climbers or ramblers.  If you are seeking a rose of colour or habit not 

on the list, you can look at roses which have gained the RHS Award of Garden Merit.  This is a much longer list 

and includes many older and well known roses.  

 

Green waste collections an update  
Back in June 2015 a pilot scheme was started in the borough to get residents to take their green waste to designated 

bins and not to rely on collection from their homes.  I wrote an article about this in the July newsletter. Buried in an 

article in the 15 January edition of Islington Tribune headed:  “Council tax rise will help curb gangs” is written: 

“following a pilot last year, food and green waste will in future be collected from communal street bins, saving 

another £500,000.”  The article also says that “People living in street properties will have to start paying £30 for 

bulk waste collection..” 

 

The decision to go ahead with the green waste collection changes is despite street loads of house holders in the pilot 

area writing negatively about how it was working and voicing their concerns to the Council.  I asked a friend who 

lives in the pilot area how the last seven months have been for her and her neighbours.  She told me that there were 

simply not enough of the green waste bins to put them within reasonably easy reach of those wanting to use them.  

The same goes for the food waste bins. (See www.islington.gov.uk/foodandgardenwaste for details of where both 

food and green waste bins were located in the pilot area.)  My friend lives too far from a green waste bin to walk 

there so has had to resort to driving to the Recycling Centre.  This is further away, but the cul de sacs and one way 

systems make driving to the bins too time consuming.  Her car isn’t big enough to accommodate a full green waste 

bag so she has to make more journeys using more petrol etc etc.  At least she has a car, which many in Islington do 

not.  And she is also prepared to make some effort to dispose of the waste responsibly.  The residents were told that 

if they put out their green waste on the day of normal waste collection then the garden waste would be collected….. 

but for landfill.   

 

Where are the green initiatives of which Islington was once so proud?  And what is the extra cost in landfill tax - at 

£84.40 per tonne?  One has the strongest suspicion that these proposals have just not been properly thought through 

and costed and that the projected savings will in large part simply not materialise. 

 

Opposition Green councillor Caroline Russell broadly welcomed the budget because of where the saved money 

would be directed, but also voiced the thoughts of many residents by commenting that the charge for bulk waste 

collection may increase the likelihood of fly tipping and dumping.  And pity the poor householder who gets waste 

dumped on their premises.  It is to be hoped that, at least in this case, the Council will not charge to pick it up. 
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We do not yet know where the green waste bins will be situated.  In the pilot area, they seem to be sited near small 

parks but, as already noted, there are not nearly enough of them.  If, when a list is published, there is a bin 

conveniently close to you, then fine.  If not, then you are faced with the dilemma of using petrol or landfill.   

 

If you like the Council’s proposals, then do nothing.  To voice concern contact Cllr. Claudia Webbe, Executive 

Member for the Environment by writing to her at the Town Hall or emailing claudia.webbe@islington.gov.uk.   

Joy C 

 

The Beth Chatto Garden in Winter  
A several times postponed old girls’ get together was finally arranged for 4 December 2015 and the two of us from 

London got on the train to Colchester to meet our crony from Ipswich who chauffeured us to Elmstead Market and 

the Beth Chatto garden.  We were in luck with the weather and had one of those beautiful clear blue days which go 

so well with autumn leaves.  We also practically had the garden to ourselves. 

 

The visit was proof positive that a really good garden can be enjoyed at virtually any season.  No need to tell a 

society of gardeners that Beth Chatto is renowned for placing each plant in the habitat where it will flourish (“the 

right plant in the right place”).  She is also an artist at combining and grouping plants for some wonderful effects.  

Add to that the light as the winter sun was starting to go down and you will not be surprised that my finger was 

constantly on the camera shutter.  I was particularly entranced by the gunneras in the water garden with darkened 

leaves and ripe yellow fruiting spikes; also by the woodland garden where mature trees, presumably predating the 

development of the garden, are set off by newer plantings to provide extra shape and colour.  This must be 

spectacular in spring when carpeted with bulbs and with new leaves opening but bark colours still prominent. 

 

And, of course, the famous dry garden.  Not as large as I had expected (and certainly not by comparison with that at 

Hyde Hall) but still showing an expert eye in their combinations of, mostly leaf, colour and some wonderful 

shapes.  Bleached grasses and dark dried seed heads here looked be just as effective as bright flowers.  All I need 

now is one, or several, return visits at different seasons to see some more of the glories of this garden. 

 

Last but not least the nursery.  This is a proper plant nursery in that the plants are grown on site rather than, as so 

often at visited gardens, bought in.  A fair bit of space at the peripheries of the garden is given over to plant raising 
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beds both for the garden 

itself and for potting up the 

plants in the large selling 

nursery area.   

 

As a confirmed plantaholic 

with NO spare space to 

squeeze in anything more, I 

allowed myself only a brief 

visit with a strict injunction 

to buy nothing which was 

not already on my wish list.  

I almost succeeded, but I am 

an enthusiast for hardy 

geraniums and I have never 

seen such a wide selection 

“in the flesh” and at very 

reasonable prices.  I came 

away with pure white G. 

macrorrhizum “White Ness” 

(one off the list) and with 

another ground cover 

geranium with burgundy variegated evergreen leaves G. oxonianum “Katherine Adele“ which was an impulse buy.  

Let’s hope they like my garden as much as G. macrorrhizum “Ingwerson’s Variety” and G. dalmaticum and spread 

themselves into substantial mats.  In my defence, I quote that other great woman gardener, Margery Fish, who is 

reputed to have said, when asked what is the secret of gardening, “when in doubt, plant a geranium”.  
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Lots more information about the garden at www.bethchatto.co.uk.   Just a taster with the pictures – on page 5 the 

gunneras, a view of the woodland garden, and the dry garden with a fruiting sumach (with Christmas lights on it) in 

the foreground.  I shall aim to put more of them onto the website for you to enjoy.  Alison B. 

 

Wildlife and Community Gardening 
Woodberry Wetlands is a project organised as part of the vast new housing development to the north of the Stoke 

Newington Reservoirs to open up and enhance the two Reservoirs for people and wildlife.  Proposed features 

include a water-boardwalk, a visitor centre in the old Gas House, a wildflower meadow, and enhancement of  reed 

beds to attract bitterns which occasionally visit the reservoirs.  The London Wildlife Trust needs expressions of 

support from local people before proceeding.  For more details go to http://www.wildlondon.org.uk/woodberry-

wetlands, and send your comments into: woodberrywetlands@wildlondon.org.uk. 

 

Sustainable Food Growing 

A US academic, Dickson Despommier, wrote “The Vertical Farm” in 2010.   As well as explaining how much 

contemporary farming is ruining both soils and water and contributing to climate change, he proposes vertical 

farming as a more sustainable way of feeding the world’s human population.  Vertical farms can now be found in 

the US, Japan, Singapore, and in London.  The Grow Up Box produces tilapia fish and salad vegetables in a closed 

system made out of a reused shipping container with a greenhouse on top, based somewhere in London.  Grow Up 

are looking for people interested in setting up more Grow Up Boxes.  Contact details in the website:  

http://growup.org.uk/growup-box/ 

 

On a larger scale, Zero Carbon Food’s Growing Underground operation is based in an old underground WW11 

bomb shelter in Clapham.   Microgreens are grown hydroponically using LED lighting, sold to top restaurants, and 

customers at Borough Market from Ted’s Veg.   See:   http://growing-underground.com and:   

http://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/sep/13/the-innovators-london-air-raid-shelters-sprout-a-growing-

concern 

 

E5 Bakehouse, underneath the railway arches in London Fields, is a flourishing artisan bakery which makes 

organic sourdough breads, including its popular “Hackney Wild” loaf.  As well as a shop and a cafe, they run day 

courses teaching the art of sourdough bread-making, pizza-making, and patisserie.  Well worth a visit – or 

participation in a course.  Details here: e5bakehouse.com.  E5 are returning to traditional bread-making, using 

nutritious and sustainable heritage grains.  Before the “green revolution” in the 1960s, a typical British cornfield 

contained over 200 varieties of wheat, producing variable results according to the weather.  In the ‘60s old grains 

were replaced by a very small number of new varieties of high yielding easy toharvest wheat, very dependent on 

chemical fertilisers and ‘-cides of all sorts.  Old varieties produced lower yields but the farming was easier on the 

environment and, because these older varieties had deeper roots than the new high yielding grains, they took more 

minerals and nutrients from the soil, which produced  better flavour and nutritional value including a lower gluten 

content.  The decline in quality in mass-produced bread was accelerated by the introduction of the Chorleywood 

Process which cut down leavening time and replaced this with additives.  The heritage grains were virtually 

eliminated, but fortunately survived in seed banks and collections around the world, and the recent revival of 

interest in artisan bread has prompted recultivation.  E5 have started growing their own grain on 13 acres in 

Suffolk, and have a few other UK suppliers, such as Gilchester Farm in Northumberland.  For details of Gilchester 

Farm’s heritage wheat go here: http://e5bakehouse.com/gilchesters-farm-visit/  

Other London actors in the field are the Brockwell Bake Association :  http://www.brockwell-bake.org.uk/  and  the 

Brixton Windmill: https://brixtonwindmill.wordpress.com/2011/04/18/planting-heritage-wheat-and-barley/ 

Sue Lees 

 

Membership Renewal 
You should have received your membership renewal invitation with this newsletter (postal members) or by email a 

few days ahead of the newsletter.  If the email has not reached you, please contact igmembership3@gmail.com.  

 

Next Newsletter – early May 2016 – last date for copy 20 April 2016 to Alison Barlow, 

alisonbarlow47@aol.com  


