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NEWSLETTER:  FEBRUARY - APRIL  2017 
 

Flowering Again? 
We buy in some bulbs to flower for us indoors for the Christmas season.  What are the chances we can get them to 

flower for us again?  Some thoughts and experiences of a couple of popular ones. 

 

1.  Paperwhites  A good old friend (who is notorious among plant killers for her exceptionally brown thumbs) 

planned a party before her daughter’s wedding just after Christmas and thought it would be good to have lots of 

pots of white hyacinths blooming in the room.  But, when she discovered it was already much too late to plant 

prepared hyacinths with any chance of their flowering in time, was persuaded to buy “Paperwhite” narcissi instead.  

She got them in industrial quantities and it was a stunning success.  They shot up and flowered almost as fast as 

lighting fireworks and were right on cue.    

 

Afterwards, of course, there were lots of pots of rather elongated foliage.  And the question was:  If I put these out 

in the garden, will they flower again next year?  Hmmm...  don’t do it yet, these bulbs are not hardy at the best of 

times and will be even less hardy after several weeks in a warm room.  And don’t raise your hopes too much.  Even 

if they do not shrivel up and die forthwith, remember they have been forced in a warm climate and even with the 

best of care will need time (like about 3 years) to recover.  The experts suggest that you just dump them in the 

compost bin and buy new next year.  But if you want to have a go, the advice is to put them in a cool frost free 

sunlit place until the foliage dies down and then plant them out in a sunny well drained spot.  Then cross your 

fingers and hope!  Alison B. 

 

2.  “Amaryllis”  Most of the time when we refer to Amaryllis we really mean Hippeastrum which is the tender 

showy much hybridised beauty so often grown for 

flowering at or around Christmas.  This is a native of Peru 

but also has a semi to moderately hardy South African 

cousin Amaryllis belladonna which can be grown 

outdoors.  It is slightly smaller than hippeastrum but of 

similar appearance and always in shades of pink.  The 

second and remoter cousins are myriad as the Amaryllidae 

family (from Greek amarysso - to sparkle) includes not 

just similarly shaped crinum and nerine but narcissus, 

snowdrop and allium. 

 

Hippeastrum bulbs were brought to Europe in the 1700s 

and individual bulbs have been known to bloom for up to 

75 years(!)  Plant your bulb (or transplant if you bought it 

growing in a small pot) in a heavy (not plastic) 6 - 8” pot, 
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with a stake, in good quality potting compost leaving about one third of the bulb above the well packed compost.  

Water regularly and place in bright but indirect light.  Blooms should appear about 4 - 6 weeks after planting and, 

depending on room temperature, will last 3 weeks or more.  A bowl with 3 or more matching bulbs can look 

stunning. 

 

Now for the tricky bit - getting these showy wonders to bloom again next year.  Apparently it’s easy!  After the 

flowers have faded cut the flower stalk to 1” above the bulb.  Continue to water and feed with liquid houseplant 

fertiliser.  A number of leaves will grow during the spring and summer.  This will help the plant produce energy for 

the following year’s blooms.  The plant can go outside for the summer but will need rigorous protection from slugs 

and snails.  In mid August, begin withholding water and let the foliage die back naturally as the pot dries out 

completely.  Store the now dormant bulb in a cool, dark and dry place for a minimum of eight weeks.  About 5 - 8 

weeks before you want the Amaryllis to flower, re-pot the bulb in fresh potting compost and resume watering - 

sparingly at first. Once you see new growth increase watering and bring into bright but indirect light - turning the 

pot occasionally to help keep the stalk from listing in one direction.  Hopefully a new fresh and dramatic set of 

blooms will flower within 1 - 2 months. Good luck.  Joy C  

 

A Wildflower Walk in Wallander Country 
Last summer I visited Ysad at the southernmost tip of Sweden, familiar to Scandi-crime lovers as the home town of 

Inspector Wallander.  

 

Ystad is a charming town of maroon half-timbered houses, church and a harbour. Verbascum and Hollyhock as tall 

as small houses abound. There’s a monastery built in the gothic brick style with a physic garden. There is a small 

park with a river walk which compares well with our own New River walk in Canonbury, complete with a 

quackery of ducks.  The scale of the town is much smaller than it appears on TV, and not wishing to join a tour of 

would-be detectives I turned to Uncle Google to see if there was anything else on offer. 

 

I took a 18km bus journey to visit Ales Stenar, or Ale’s Stones. The buses are reliable but not frequent, so I made 

an early start in glittering sunshine. The picture below is a boat henge dating from at least the late iron age with 

some 59 large boulders with a commanding elevation overlooking the Baltic with Ystad in the distance on the one 

side and the peaceful and verdant south Swedish countryside on the other. 

 

As I walked down from 

the stones to the local 

village, Kåseberga, I 

noticed beautiful 

swathes of common red 

poppy and meadow 

vetchling interspersed 

with sea bindweed 

(calystegia soldanella). 

After a brief stop for a 

compulsory cinnamon 

bun I decided, as the day 

was still young, to walk 

back to Ysad along the 

coast and to see what 

flora I would discover. 

 

I started off along the beach, with the land rising some 30 metres above me on steep grass banks. What struck me 

first was not just the variety of flora but how close the plants grew to the water’s edge itself. This was not some 

wild Nordic shore of battered rocks with only the hardiest species clinging to them. I think this could be due to a 

combination of factors: 
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1. The Baltic is less saline than the open ocean, such as surrounds our isle. It seems that the salt content drops off 

dramatically from the tip of Denmark onwards. I remember being in the northern end of the Gulf of Bothnia at 

Oulu, Finland and noticed there the water was not at all salty. 

2. Unlike other seas, there is virtually no tide, so it’s possible for more land dwelling flora to become more firmly 

established.  

3. There may be some protection from winter freezing at the sea margins, protecting plants in winter storms. 

4. Less capricious weather during the summer months than in the UK, which, when combined with more hours of 

daylight gives good settled conditions. 

Growing right on the shoreline I saw some typical marine plants such as sea kale, sea pea (lathyrus japonicus) and 

sea sandwort (honckenya peploides), as well as grasses growing right to the water’s edge.  A little further back 

were dog rose, sheep sorrel, knapweed, viper’s bugloss and wild chicory as well as the related dandelion. 

 

Walking was very peaceful, stopping all the time to attempt to identify more plants. There were few walkers on this 

part of the coast, just the occasional sunbathing family. Perfect place for a murder, I suppose! 

 

After a while I came across a path 

which could take me up 30 meters or so 

to the upper level and decided to ascend 

as I had begun to find it hard going 

walking on the soft sand and pebbles. 

 

Now I was on a strip of meadow 

between farmland and the sea which 

seemed to have partial grazing use.  

Here my interest was split between sea 

views, looking back over the 

countryside and examining what plants 

were on offer on my path. The land was 

awash with wild flowers. Scabious, 

Devil’s Bit Scabious, Harebells, and 

swathes of Sheep Sorrel. There were 

vetches and thrift and I think a 

pyramidal orchid. Many of these 

flowers came not in the ones or twos 

but in entire drifts. Particularly memorable was a whole hillside of wild thyme. Occasionally there was a lone star – 

such as a dramatic sea holly. I saw pasque flowers (pulsatilla vulgaris) in the wild for the first time as well as 

several flowers I was unable to identify. 

 

Finally, the upper path came 

down to sea level and the walk 

ended at the outskirts of Ystad 

where, fortunately, a bus came 

along to take me the last couple 

of kilometres.  

 

Speaking to some locals, I 

discovered that this area of 

Sweden – Småland – is well 

known for its many gardens. Some belong to castles and large houses but the area is also known for numerous 

private gardens open to visitors. I now know I must return for a dedicated gardening holiday. If you follow my path 

do take a walk into the countryside as I did and see what it offers you.    Glen Kania 
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‘We can Grow’ and the Islington Gro-mobile.  
In our May 2016 Newsletter we wrote about how the Urban Wild Places project, led by Octopus Community 

Network (Octopus) was successfully helping Islington residents to create new community spaces and learn about 

the wildlife that lives around them. At that time Octopus was seeking funds through crowd funding to purchase a 

converted milk float to become a mobile potting shed and nature classroom. Islington Gardeners was pleased to 

support that initiative and the Islington Gro-mobile (shown below being delivered to Octopus’ home at Caxton 

House) is now a reality. It will shortly have its livery added and can be expected to arrive at a park or estate near 

you over the coming months.  

The Gro-mobile will be a vital part of a new project also 

led by Octopus: ‘We can grow’. Funded by the Big 

Lottery as a three year extension to the Urban Wild 

Places project, ‘We can grow’ will have a special focus 

on helping people who live on the borough’s social 

housing estates to get out and garden, whether it be to 

grow vegetables and herbs or create a beautiful new area 

for wildlife. It will celebrate the incredible diversity of 

the people of Islington through bringing together 

gardeners from different cultures and backgrounds to 

explore the food that they remember and enjoy. The 

gardeners will be encouraged to save seeds of much-

loved vegetables to share with friends and neighbours 

and help to widen the tastes of their fellow gardeners 

whilst helping everyone to feel happier and healthier. The 

Gro-mobile will help the team get about the borough with 

their ever increasing load of plants and seeds, tools and compost. For us in the ‘We can grow’ team it will be a 

welcome relief to have our own transport. It is no joke taking a mobile garden on the bus! 

 

As well as supporting growers on estates ‘We can grow’ and the Gro-mobile will be out and about in parks and 

green spaces, helping people to learn more about the wildlife in their local area.  

 

The Gro-mobile made its debut at two events last 

September. The first, a Pop-Up Park on the Elthorne 

Estate, helped show local residents that you can get 

outdoors and enjoy a touch of nature anywhere. All 

you need is a space; a patch of grass is nice but you 

can improvise if there is none, a couple of deck chairs 

and some good company!  

 

That same day, the Gro-mobile was there to transport the 

Octopus team and their Sow to Go kits to the Big Day 

Out in Whittington Park, to help get families planting. 

With their natty carry-case, pots and compost with a 

choice of crocus bulbs or salad seeds the kits were a huge 

success, and helped to show what the ‘We can grow’ 
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project is all about – anyone can do it!   

 

Thank you to Islington Gardeners for helping us get the Gro-mobile.    Anita Gracie, Development Officer, Urban 

Wild Places, We can grow project. 

 

Barnard Park, Long Barnsbury Road Border - Update. 
This border continues to be very challenging due to the overhead lime trees which create shade and dryness; not 

uncommon London gardening challenges.  However, we do quite well in winter and spring before the tree leaves 

come out, and there is usually plenty of rain at this time.  

 

White Hellebores are currently a joy. Some are definitely H. niger, but some are probably not as they have greenish 

white flowers and taller stems.  All our big orders have come from wholesaler Chichester plants.  Their plants are 

good value but do not always turn out to be quite what we’d expected - and hellebores are, of course, notorious for 

spontaneous hybridisation and self-seeding.  

 

Acanthus mollis has also done very well.  Of 

course we didn’t leave enough space around them 

initially as they grow very big.  Mildew is a 

problem in late summer so we just cut the leaves 

off when they get very bad and they grow a lovely 

fresh crop in autumn which then look good all 

winter.  The ones we ordered second time round 

began to look rather yellow and we wondered what 

was wrong with them, it took some time to realize 

they were a different variety.  The RHS have now 

identified it as A. mollis ‘Hollard’s Gold’ (picture 

right).  We highly recommend it. The plants add a 

splash of cheerful colour, especially in winter 

when all else is so drab, and we think they may be 

a little more resistant to mildew than the usual 

kind.  

 

We have planted more alliums this winter, mainly Purple Sensation but also some white A. nigrum and a few A. 

christophi as, rather to our surprise, they did pretty well last spring and only a few got vandalised.  For the last few 

years the rings of early yellow crocuses around each lime tree have been stunning.  But last autumn the squirrels 

discovered them, so we shall see if any remain.  Like the snowdrops they are late this year.  

 

Our regular team of four workers is reduced to three as one friend has developed a wrist problem. Caring for the 

border can be hard work.  Watering in the dry period of late summer last year took us about 1-1.5 hours a day 

running backwards and forwards across the road with barrows full of watering cans.  And last autumn, with help 

from the park keeper and her blower we collected 90 tonne size bags of fallen leaves.  If we don’t help remove 

them they bury our border up to knee deep in places.  Plane tree leaves are the worst as they take years to rot down.  

Now, as soon as the weather improves, we have to get some mulching done.  We missed it last year and it 

definitely helps.  More hard work but it keeps us fit.  Jo Murray 

 

Gardening magazines 
I have taken out various subscriptions at various times and it is only when writing this article that I appreciate that, 

as well as catering to some winter armchair gardening, this is quite an expensive hobby!  A subscription to any of 

these magazines would be a good gift for a gardening friend.  All of them have useful and interesting features on 

plants or groups of plants.  The first two concentrate on featured gardens; the other three feature at least one in each 

issue.  All have a wide range of contributors, many of them household names.  (Carol Klein writes for Gardens 

Illustrated, Gardeners’ World and Garden News).  
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Gardens Illustrated:  Monthly, £4.50 single copy. Subscription special offers.  Emphasis on mouth-watering 

pictures (many international) and plants and design but also features vegetables and cookery. I particularly like the 

concluding article by Frank Ronan who gardens half the year in Southern California. The best and most stimulating 

crossword, partly cryptic.  

The English Garden:  Monthly, £5.00 single copy, 37% off for direct debit subscribers.  There is also a digital 

edition.   Perhaps the glossiest. Very pretty and the most focused on design. Occasional vegetable features, but with 

an eye on beauty as much as productivity.   Small gardens as well, but mostly large English (and occasionally 

European) plots. Good review section of specialist and non-specialist books. Practical advice is geared to 

presentation.  

The Garden:  Monthly, free with RHS membership: £4.40 a single copy if not a member. The best guides to plant 

genera and expeditions: partly because of the excellent and seemingly indefatigable Roy Lancaster. Most 

sophisticated advice all round including ornamentals and produce. Best book reviews too. Good on conservation. 

The least commercial.  It has the fewest adverts and is all the better for it. No special offers but links to RHS 

purchases.  

Gardeners’ World:  Monthly. £4.50 single copy, various rates of annual subscription depending on payment 

method.  There is also a digital edition.  Subscribers receive discounts on some of the special offers and there is a 

special subscriber’s edition.  Mostly by the TV team.  Probably the best balance of information, advice- some quite 

sophisticated, featured plants and gardens, produce and ornamentals. Good wildlife and conservation; particularly 

insects and birds. General knowledge crossword OK. Plant special offers can be a bit pedestrian. 

Garden News:  Weekly. £1.99 single copy, various rates of annual subscription depending on payment method.  

There is also a digital edition. Free seeds each week. Good, practical, accurate advice although format does not 

allow sophisticated analysis: produce and ornamentals. Some emphasis on conservation. The best features on tools 

and equipment, some not widely available, and special offers on them as well. Quite excellent plant special offers 

and often quite unusual (this week arisaemas). Crossword ok. 

 

Each has something to offer and am not going to give up any of my subs as yet.   Judith Parker 

 

Wildlife 

Birdwatch:  Now is the time for both winter migrant birds and the Big RSPB Birdwatch.  I am very envious of 

other Islington Wildlife Gardeners’ results.  A flock of about 100 redwings –see picture next page - have been 

counted gorging on rowan berries in Barnsbury Rd, presumably very close to Barnard Park.  Seven more redwings 

in a single rowan tree in Bryantwood Road N7 (close to Gillespie Park), along with a mistle thrush, plus a 

blackbird in the same tree.  I think I must plant a rowan tree myself.  Down in Canonbury one – or many – greater 

spotted woodpeckers have been busy drumming and a waxwing was seen. 

 

I collected a disappointing tally from my own 

garden, the highlights being one coal tit, and one 

female chaffinch, so I thought that I would go and 

see what could be spotted down the hill in Elthorne 

Park N19.  Islington Greenspace have been making 

efforts to make this park more wildlife friendly over 

the years despite much of the grass having been 

turned into football pitches.  Unfortunately there 

were slim pickings on my visit; the highlight being 

a wren.  The hedges everywhere have been heavily 

lowered and pruned and, though they will grow 

back, they won’t be of much wildlife benefit this 

season.  For safety reasons, the Council is very keen 

on sightlines, but the hedgecutting means that the 

traffic is now highly audible and visible from much 

of the interior of the park.  
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Islington Green Gym:  In Elthorne Park’s Peace Garden  I encountered the conservation and community 

gardening  volunteers of Islington’s Green Gym, who are just starting to go to the Peace Garden to work between 

10.45 and 2pm every Monday.  The Peace Garden is lovely, but will most certainly benefit from regular tending.  If 

anyone would like to join in, please call Trudi on 07768 421881.  See more details here: 

www.tcv.org.uk/london/green-gym-london/islington-green-gym   Sue Lees 

 

A Beauty Gone 
On drab winter days a bit of garden colour always lifts the spirits 

and mine were often lifted by the sight of an ornamental crab apple 

tree in one of the streets near Newington Green.  Its small apples, 

the size of large cherries, were a brilliant crimson and stayed on the 

tree all winter.  Sometimes (see picture) they even lasted right 

through to the spring and were still there when the blossom came 

out.  I never had a really positive identification for the variety but I 

think it may have been Malus “Red Sentinal”.  So I was really 

saddened last week when I went by and found it had disappeared.  

As it is hard to imagine anyone would want to cut down such a 

beauty without good reason, I suspect it must have succumbed to 

canker, or maybe just old age.  Apple trees, whether varieties 

grown for their fruit or their looks (or both), do not last for ever.  

Thirty to fifty years is a fair prediction of lifespan with those in 

less favoured positions (like urban front gardens) at the lower end of the scale.  Let us hope that something equally 

lovely will be taking the place of this one soon.  Alison B.  

 

An Unusual Gardening Trip 
Last October I was invited to spend a week on Gozo, a smallish, relatively undeveloped island off the north-west 

coast of Malta, in the middle of the Mediterranean. My friends have an old stone house which has been in their 

family for many years, and they decided that the garden was in need of a bit of re-designing – hence my invitation.  

The garden was really quite large, with an upper and lower level separated by a dry-stone wall, and overlooked a 

valley and scrubby hillside with a glimpse of the sea in the distance.   
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My first thought on seeing it was that it was rather colourful as it was a sea of delicate blue Tulbhagia violacea, a 

clump-forming perennial in the allium family which thrives in warmer climates than ours.  These were interspersed 

with a few red rose bushes (which will grow anywhere), beautiful orange Strelizias, a large rosemary in flower and 

gaudy Bourganvilla in many shades of pink and white tumbling from the walls.   

 

As the picture shows, the garden lacked overall structure and needed more paths leading to seating areas, more 

height without blocking out the view, and more organized planting.  It had been looked after by a local Gozitan 

man who tended just to dot plants anywhere and everywhere.  But I really didn’t see that he could do much else, 

given the lack of defined flower beds. 

 

So I set about my task, drew some ideas for paths and seats, and tried to think about other seasons, and what would 

be in flower.  We also decided that it would be better to group some of the plants together, so that they would have 

more impact, and to carefully place plants next to each other so that they were complementary, in colour, shape and 

form.  We visited a couple of local garden centres and bought some unusual Euphorbias which were local to Malta, 

and some very pale yellow Hibiscus, which would complement the colour scheme.  We explained our ideas to the 

gardener and tried to show him what we were trying to achieve, and he agreed to move certain plants later in the 

year when they had finished flowering. 

 

All this was very agreeable until I was woken at 6.30am by loud gun shots ringing out across the valley behind the 

garden.  This continued for several hours, and whilst we were breakfasting on the patio, shots were whizzing above 

our heads.  We were in the middle of the migrating season, when small birds are making their way from Europe 

across the Mediterranean to their winter homes in Africa, and the Maltese just love to shoot them.  The shooting 

continued day after day, as the valley was leased out for men and their dogs to spend the morning shooting small 

birds - turtle doves (endangered), thrushes, quail and the like.   

 

As this picture (right) shows, they dressed in combat gear as if they 

were fighting in Syria or Afghanistan, but in reality they were 

delighting in killing harmless song birds – for sport, not even for 

food.  The path we took down to the beach was littered with 

coloured cartridge cases, showing the extent of the shooting.  

Apparently it is regulated by the Maltese government, only 

allowing about 5,000 per year to be shot legally.  But this is 

probably unenforceable, and the true number of birds killed is 

undoubtedly much higher.   

 

The constant crack of cartridge shots, the barking of dogs and the 

twittering of injured birds really spoiled my enjoyment of Gozo 

and, even though these are the seasons with the best weather for 

seeing the many sights Malta and Gozo have to offer, I would 

strongly advise anyone against visiting in the spring or autumn, 

when this so-called sport is in full swing.  Since the islands are so 

dependent on tourism and many visitors are disturbed by the 

“sport” and find it offensive, there must be a strong economic both 

for enforcing the law and for a major education effort to persuade 

its participants to give it up. 

 

Such a contrast with The Big British Birdwatch which Sue describes in her wildlife article in which she delights in 

welcoming the sight of both native birds and winter visitors from colder climates.   Jennie Chamberlain 

 

 

Next Newsletter – early May 2017 – last date for copy 23 April 2017 to Alison Barlow, 

alisonbarlow47@aol.com  

 


