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NEWSLETTER:  MAY - JULY 2017 
 

The Spring of the Camellia 
I confess to being something of a camellia addict.  They do so well in London’s slightly acid soil and are perfectly 

happy in a mostly shaded spot.  While small, they also tolerate being kept in tubs or large pots, as long as they are 

regularly watered in dry spells.  And if they get too big, they don’t seem to mind at all being hacked back.   

 

This spring, they seem to have surpassed themselves and have grown bigger and fuller of flowers than I ever 

remember seeing them before.  My deep pink “Debbie” (a large strong upright growing variety) is half as big again 

as she was last year; and powder pink “J C Williams” (also large but with a lax spreading habit) has been in flower 

for almost two whole months.  And I have seen some stunning specimens in other people’s front gardens, 

especially in streets near Kew Gardens where householders probably feel particularly obliged to put on a good 

show.  I just also discovered that “J C Williams” works quite well as a cut flower provided that it is in a low 

arrangement where the short flower stems can reach the water and there is support (like netting or a rosebowl) for 

the heavy flower heads.  This should also work with other c. japonica cultivars which retain the flower heads as the 

blooms start to fade, but I think it might not with “Debbie” which, as a williamsii hybrid, sheds the flower heads at 

this point. 
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…and the acid test – Lea Garden near Matlock 
 Not so many rhododendrons are seen in London.  I have tried and failed with them and am not sure whether it is 

because they want somewhere damper or more acid or both.  Currently I am watching with amazement two small 

bushes which my next door neighbour planted last year in his sun-baked (perfect for bearded irises!) front garden.  

Against the odds, they have not shrivelled up and died and, although they have not put on noticeable new growth, 

they are both in flower. 

 

When I want to see acid lovers at their best, my native soil of mid Derbyshire is a good place to go.  My tiny 

cottage there has a huge and very splendid pieris excelling itself when I was there at Easter and fully deserving its 

name of “Forest Flame”.   

 

If you are not already familiar with it, the Derwent valley (a World Heritage site for its early water powered mills) 

is well worth a visit.  And, as you come through Cromford on the A6 and head towards Matlock (perhaps on your 

way towards Haddon Hall or Chatsworth), a turn off up the hill to your right will bring you to the gem which is Lea 

Garden and nursery http://www.leagarden.co.uk.   

 

 
 

The rhododendron and azalea garden was begun in the 1930’s when John Marsden-Smedley, (founder of fine 

knitwear factory John Smedley Ltd, which still exists) experimented with planting rhododendrons in woodlands he 

had already created.  He found a perfect spot for them in the sheltered site of an old stone quarry and started 

collecting over 350 different species and hybrids, continuing until his death at 92 in 1959.  The garden was then 

bought by the Tye family who developed and extended it as a show garden and nursery, adding some 200 more 

rhododendron and azalea varieties.  April and May is the high season for visiting, entry just £5.00 - going down to 

£2.50 in July, then free from August until winter closing.  The teashop (which can be visited without going into the 

garden) is open for the whole garden opening season and the nursery open all year.  Alison 

 

Growing Connections at St Lukes  
Last year St Luke’s Community Centre was delighted to receive a grant from The Big Lottery’s Reaching 

Communities Fund for Growing Connections, a three-year gardening, cookery and well-being project. Growing 

Connections will introduce gardening into several group activities at St Luke’s, so as many people as possible of all 

ages experience the benefits of gardening, being outdoors and growing food and flowers.  

 

The St Luke’s Gardening Group meet every Tuesday afternoon, maintaining our first floor terrace garden, which 

was established two years ago with a grant from the Metropolitan Public Gardens Association. This group focuses 

on growing ornamentals in containers and creating a vibrant and colourful space for all the different users of St 

Luke’s. As most of the people who attend the group and use St Luke’s don’t have a garden, just balconies, the 
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terrace demonstrates what plants can be grown successfully in pots to bring greenery to a dense urban environment. 

The photos below show the transformation that the group has made. 

 

St Luke’s Food Growers group meets every Thursday morning, and has transformed the area at the back of St 

Luke’s into an attractive food growing site over the past six 

months. Again, this demonstrates what can be done on an 

urban site, with raised beds built on concrete around the edge 

of a car park. As this is the first year of growing on this site 

we don’t know how the reduced light levels of the new 

buildings around the centre are going to affect plant growth. 

The site has been planned so that herbs and salads are in the 

shadiest area and the fruit trees and bushes make the most of 

the sunny corner. There is also a greenhouse and work area. 

The hope is that as the site develops and matures it will feel 

more like a garden than a car park and become another 

popular local green space for people to enjoy.  

 

For the Over-55 users of St Luke’s, particularly those with reduced mobility or sensory impairments, there is a 

weekly table-top gardening group. This group looks after all the indoor plants at St Luke’s and also grows plants 

from seeds or cuttings. They have created a beautiful tropical windowsill in the lounge and will grow plants to 

decorate the tables in the dining room. Once a month there is a gardening-themed arts & crafts activity which has 

featured flower pressing and making dried bouquets and botanical cards. These activities feature flowers and leaves 

from the plants on the terrace to connect these older people with the seasons and nature as this is something they 

are often disconnected from. There have also been herbal workshops for the EC1 Multi-Cultural Women’s group 

and a programme of trips to a variety of places that local people might not otherwise have the opportunity to visit, 

including Buckingham Palace Gardens, Kew Gardens, RHS Wisley and pick-your-own farms outside London.  

 

As well as the gardening groups, Growing Connections aims to link growing and eating through regular cookery 

classes at Central Street Cookery School (www.centralstreet.org) based at St Luke’s. These include a monthly class 

focusing on a different seasonal vegetable that people might not feel comfortable using, teaching easy and delicious 

recipes that everybody then eats together. Past classes have included beetroot, Jerusalem artichoke, aubergines and 

cabbages. Hopefully this year we will be able to use vegetables we have grown ourselves! There’s also a new 

Potting & Preserving course, teaching people how to harvest and preserve their produce.  

 

Growing Connections also has twice weekly family cookery classes to show local children the link between 

growing and eating. The children use herbs and salad leaves fresh from the growing space whenever they can. They 

are also responsible for collecting the fruits and vegetable peelings after each class and putting these in the various 

demonstration composting systems on site – a Bokashi bin, hot composter, rotary composter and a traditional 

compost bin. Despite initial reservations, the wormery is now the most popular of these!   Heather Stabler 
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Wildlife 
Hedgehogs:  The London Wildlife Trust has set up an online hedgehog survey to identify where in London 

hedgehogs are currently living.  This is part of an effort to reverse their steep decline.  Please go here if you have 

seen any hedgehogs: http://www.wildlondon.org.uk/hedgehog    Looking at the hedgehog map in the LWT website, 

LB Islington is by no means the worst inner London location for hedgehogs, and IG members in N7 appear to be in 

good hedgehog territory.  As always, a not too tidy garden is best for hedgehogs, with holes in the fence to allow 

free hedgehog passage and domestic drains covered.  LWT also suggest putting out meaty pet food and water 

(remember that milk kills hedgehogs 

https://www.rspca.org.uk/adviceandwelfare/wildlife/inthewild/gardenhedgehogs ) and avoid using slug pellets. 

Native hedges:   Two Islington Wildlife Gardeners in two different locations have planted native hedges, using 

blackthorn, hawthorn, holly, oak, hazel, guelder rose, goat willow, dogwood, field maple, and crab.   The first 

hedge was instigated when a fence collapsed and the hedge is a replacement boundary between two nature-minded 

neighbours.  After two or three years growth it is now very abundant.  The second hedge is brand new and still at 

the “whip” stage, but a budding delight for its owner.   Native hedges support oodles of wildlife, so if you have a 

suitable space, please consider planting one next winter.  Info can be found here: 

www.wildlondon.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/How%20to%20plant%20a%20mixed%20hedgerow.pdf     

The Woodland Trust will supply whips by mail order: https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/packs/    

Various hedging plants turn up every year at the IG Plant Sale (these are in pots).     

Archway Cuttings:  At the beginning of April, seven Wildlife Gardeners and one “guest” had a conservation 

working party in the Archway Cuttings South East.  We accomplished much: the clearing out of a quantity of three 

cornered garlic (very invasive), mending the steps and the path, chopping the brambles away from the parapet; 

chopping away lower holly branches to let the light shine through into the dark patches of this heavily shaded site; 

tidying up assorted dead wood into the dead hedges and into smaller piles; and clearing up the rubbish.  One of our 

little cherry trees had half a dozen flowers (a first), and two of us were lucky enough to see a speckled wood and a 

comma (butterflies).  We found wood anemones, ramsons, celandines, comfrey, archangel, and alkanet in flower, 

and bees visiting.   We drank in that feeling of being in the wilderness, and miraculously, the noise of the Archway 

Road, far below, disappeared.    Sue Lees 

 

Such a Pretty Little Tree! 
A few months ago, we had an enquiry from an Islington resident who had bought a tree sapling as a memorial to a 

recently deceased friend, was looking for somewhere to plant it, and wondered if it could be put in one of our 

Forgotten Corners.  It turned out that the sapling was an oak.  Definitely not a tree for a small piece of ground.  The 

oldest and biggest English Oak (quercus robur) trees in the UK exceed 35m in height and 10m in canopy width and 

a new tree can be expected to be 10m high (roughly the height of a 4 storey building) in 50 years.  We could only 

suggest that the enquirer ask the Council if they could find room for her tree in one of Islington’s parks. 

 

The main lesson to be drawn is that when you plan to plant a tree, you need to do your homework first and choose a 

subject which will not overwhelm your garden, and probably your neighbours’ gardens too, and take away most of 

the sunlight.  Impulse buys are to be avoided.  Inexperienced gardeners (not our members!) too often assume that 

the little tree they take home from the shop or garden centre is going to stay that size.   

 

It is also a mistake to plan to put in a really large subject and keep it in bounds with regular pruning.  It will never 

look its best when treated this way and, if neglected for any time (like after the house has changed hands), it may 

no longer be possible.  Also, if you live in a conservation area, you could need planning permission every time you 

want to cut it back.  And it feels like cruelty to trees to prune routinely for size only rather than for flowers or fruit. 

 

A good idea is to draw up a list of desirable criteria, probably starting with mature height and spread, but also 

including foliage density and colour and whether you are looking for a flowering (and possibly fruiting) tree.  Even 

if you restrict yourself to 6m (20 feet) which is probably the most a small urban garden can take, the choice is 

almost infinite.   

 

Some popular ones to consider: 

Acer (Maple):  A large group including the dreaded sycamore.  For something small you will be looking at 
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Japanese maples (A. palmatum and A. japonicum).  Most A. palmatum are spreading shrubs of various sizes, some 

grow as small trees.  A. japonicum is generally a small tree.  Decorative foliage in shades from yellow through 

bright green to dark red.  All with good autumn colour.  They like an acid soil and grow well in London where our 

soil is on the acid side. 

Amelanchier:  to c.4m (14 feet) Coppery pink young foliage, white spring flowers, small red fruit, good autumn 

leaf colour.  A. lamarckii is the best.  Not for a dry spot. 

Apple:  This includes both fruit trees and flowering crab apples.  Fruit trees will normally be on rootstocks which 

limit their growth.  A semi-dwarfing rootstock produces a small tree, the more dwarfing rootstocks are for 

espaliers, cordons and pot grown trees.  Flowering crab (Malus) may have white or pink flowers in shades from 

pale to deep crimson and fruit from greenish yellow to dark red.  A few, like “Crittenden” provide year round 

colour by keeping their fruits through the winter.   

Birch (Betula):  Almost all birch, including the now very popular B. utilis var. jacquemontii (to 14m) will grow to 

well over our 6m, but the foliage is not dense and light excluding and the often decorative bark earns them a place.  

Narrow B. pendula “Tristis” is particularly attractive.  B. albo-sinensis has very attractive peeling bark in a pinkish 

coppery colour. 

Cercis:  C. Canadensis “Forest Pansy” has such splendid deep red-purple foliage that it does not matter that its 

flowers in late spring are inconspicuous.  C. siliquastrum (Judas Tree), totally different, has rosy lilac coloured 

flowers in spring growing directly from the branches and even the trunk before the leaves appear.  Clones C.s. 

“Alba” and C.s. “Bodnant” respectively have white and deep purple flowers. 

Cornus:  Also a wide and varying group.  The most attractive trees in it are C. florida and C. kousa which, with 

their petal-like bracts in late spring and brilliant autumn leaf colour, are desirable additions to any garden.  C. mas 

(Cornelian cherry), perhaps better regarded as a large shrub, has a mass of small yellow flowers on bare branches in 

late winter followed by edible red fruit and bright autumn leaf colour. 

 

Magnolia:  There are 

many cultivars, some 

described as trees, 

some as large shrubs.  

The popular M. x 

soulangeana just fits 

within our size 

restriction.  Also 

popular are deep pink 

M. “Susan”, small 

white M. stellata and 

M. x loebneri.  This 

pretty pink magnolia is 

now about 3m tall on 

multiple stems. When I 

bought it some years 

ago it was labelled 

Magnolia Stellata – 

which it clearly is not.  

It looks as if it might be 

M. x loebneri “Leonard 

Messel”. 

 

Prunus:  This includes all the many flowering plums, almonds and cherries as well as fruit trees plum, cherry, 

peach, damson, almond, nectarine and apricot.  Most flowering cherries and almonds fit the size criteria and the 

choice is endless.  Popular and easy to find are P. “Kanzan” upright with double pink flowers and bronze foliage, 

and P. “Cheal’s Weeping” (sometimes wrongly named Kiku-shidare Sakura) with very double pink flowers on 

arching branches.  P. subhirtella “Autumnalis” and “Autumnalis Rosea” flower from late autumn and will usually 

have some flowers on milder days in winter.  Avoid wild P. avium, lovely as its scented white flowers are, it 
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reaches 40 feet and is notorious for its habit of suckering into lawns, flower beds and neighbours gardens.  For 

fruit, the choice is wide.  Sweet cherries used to be difficult because they make such tall trees (that it why that crane 

with a small cab on the end is called a cherry picker!) but it is possible nowadays to get the trees on a dwarf 

rootstock.  “Stella” (a self fertile variety) is the one most frequently seen on sale.  Sour cherries, like “Morello” 

(also self fertile) are naturally small trees and grown on their own roots (I am trying to grow some from fruit stones 

and have three little three year old trees which have set fruit this year).  Almonds cannot be grown in our climate 

but there are a few peaches and apricots which can (someone in St Paul’s Road has a very fine apricot which 

fruited particularly well last year and is showing small fruit developing this year).   

Pyrus (Ornamental Pear):  The only variety readily found is P. salicifolia “Pendula”, a graceful small tree with 

silvery leaves, weeping branches and creamy white flowers in spring. 

Syringa (Lilac):  Most syringa species like S. meyeri and S. microphylla have a shrubby habit but S. vulgaris (the 

common lilac) and its cultivars count as trees.  They do not seem to be planted often these days, which is a pity as 

the scent is lovely.  There are many, many cultivars.  Recommended ones (with Award of Garden Merit) include: 

singles “Firmament” (lilac-blue), “Souvenir de Louis Spaeth” (wine-red), and “Vestale” white; and doubles 

“Charles Joly” purplish red, “Katherine Havermeyer” purple-lavender, “Madame Antoine Buchner” rose-pink, 

“Madame Lemoine” white, and “Mrs Edward Harding” claret-red. 

 

A Rose in a Box 
If you have ever wanted to plant a new rose where another rose had been but didn’t because you had thought it 

unwise or unhealthy for the new rose, here’s a tip I learned from the Greenspace guys. 

 

- Put your new rose in a cardboard box that’s big enough to hold the roots, and fill the box with new compost. 

- Dig a hole big enough to take the box leaving a couple of inches of the box above ground level to remind 

 you where it is.   

- Back fill and tamp down and remember to water. 

 

The idea is that in about 18 months when the box will have broken down the new rose will be established and 

strong enough to withstand any problems the old rose may have left in the soil.   Joy 

 

Spring Nibbles 
I guess you’re all familiar with the idea of eating flowers and certain weeds - this Spring I have really enjoyed the 

nettle tips and cardoon leaf stems (tastes like artichoke hearts) but reading an article by James Wong in the 

Observer last month I realised how much more there was to eat from an ordinary garden.  This includes: 

Hostas: In their native Japan they are often found in the vegetable patch.  Their young spears of growth are cooked 

and eaten much like asparagus.  Variegated forms have a slightly milder taste.  Harvest just a third of the 

leaves/spears from each plant and they will provide a sustainable crop. 

Shepherd’s purse:  May be viewed as a weed here but in the Far East it is used with its relative watercress in 

soups, sautés and risottos as a rich green nutrient.  Best in Spring but getting more peppery by Summer. 

Bamboo:  In Asia, the bamboos from temperate regions are considered superior to those from the tropics.  One of 

the best is Phyllostachys aurea which is common in UK gardens.  Harvest the tips when 10cm long and boil twice 

or thrice in fresh water to leach out any bitter chemicals making them safe to eat. 

Fern shoots:  Popular in Japan and US the fronds of unfurling ferns are sautéed in garlic and oil and look stunning 

on the plate.  Matteuccia struthiopteris is now one of the most popular species.    Joy 

 

 

Next Newsletter – early August 2017 – last date for copy 23 July 2017 to Alison Barlow, 

alisonbarlow47@aol.com  

 

 

 

PLANT SALE:   SUNDAY 14 MAY AT OLDEN GARDEN, WHISTLER 

STREET N5 1NH, 2.15 – 4.30PM.  BE SURE TO COME 


