Islington Gardeners is a group of committed gardeners whose purpose is to protect and enhance the
green spaces in the Borough and to organise an annual programme of garden-related activities for
the membership
www.islingtongardeners.org.uk

NEWSLETTER: MAY - JULY
Plant sale 2018.
We have had cold plant sales before but none quite as raw as this. Lucy’s iPhone recorded 7C but the wind made it
feel colder, and many were in hats and gloves. Still, apart from a few drops, the rain held off. The cold damp
weather kept the plants fresh and green and sparkling with not a wilt in sight and it did not keep the customers
away. Attendance was excellent from the moment the queue began to gather at the gate.
The generosity of our members and attendees and their multi-faceted plant rearing and nurturing skills was evident
throughout. There appeared to be something for everyone, from seedlings to young trees; favourites such as hardy
geraniums, salvias, euphorbias, irises, hellebore, heuchera; hard workers like herbs and groundcover; to exoticsfor example musa bajoo, the Japanese hardy banana; tall architectural grass Calamagrostis Karl Foerster; black
stemmed aster divaricatus; sultry purple- tinged plectranthus.
It was such a pleasure to catch up with many old friends and neighbours known through the years in Islington.
Thank you to all who donated, who bought, who stayed for tea (the inventiveness and skill of our cake makers just
gets better and better) and those who just turned up to lighten a grey Sunday afternoon. And thank you especially
to Jill and the beautiful Olden Garden for being our hosts for the third year running.
From plant sales and teas combined we made a little over £1,000 and we shall donate from this to the Nancy
Pattenden wildlife prize through Islington in Bloom, and to the Alzheimer’s Society and Marie Curie.
See you all next year. Judith

Visit to Myddelton House Gardens and Theobald’s Farmhouse garden
We could not have been blessed with a more lovely day for our trip to these two gardens in Enfield on 15 May.
Both basked in warm springtime sunshine with temperatures well over 20 degrees C. Indeed, it was so sunny that
many of us needed to wear hats and stripped off to t-shirts and sandals - though we were not brave enough to jump
into the pools.
Myddelton House Gardens, the four-acre home of the self-taught horticulturalist Edward Augustus Bowles (18651954), has been restored recently with a grant of £487,000 from the Heritage Lottery Fund and boasts a small
terraced lake, a series of revamped Victorian glasshouses and a new rose garden with a stunning white wisteriacovered pergola in full bloom on our visit.
The main restoration work was completed in two years and opened by the Duchess of Cornwall in May 2011. Her
former husband Andrew Parker Bowles is a descendant of the Bowles family and maintains his connection with his
family's work by being president of the E A Bowles of Myddelton Society.

The gardens are a wonderful mixture of cultivated plants and wild flowers growing profusely in informal beds
among the weeds. Bowles did not like formal planting and today’s gardeners have remained true to his spirit. We
liked the unkempt look as well as the weeds but wondered how much of it was deliberate or whether it resulted
from inadequate funding.
Our group of 27 was given a guided tour by the head gardener who had a rich knowledge of Bowles and was a
mine of jokes that he had committed to memory. He was as well-informed about the cultivated plants as the weeds,
telling us about the hedge garlic (alliaria petiolata) which has white flowers and is good in a salad. To prove it he
ate some and encouraged us to do so.
Bowles, who is best known to most of us through perennial wallflower "Bowles Mauve", was an expert on many
plants, particularly crocuses of which he bred a number of cultivars (he was known as "The Crocus King"), and he
wrote books on crocus, colchicum and narcissus. The gardens are worth a visit in season to see the crocus
collection. They also have an exceptional collection of irises and hold one of the national collections. A few were
flowering on our visit but it was a disappointment that many had been held back by the long cold winter.
But we loved the
alpine meadow,
full of allium,
leading to the rock
garden, which has
been undergoing
restoration and
will soon have its
pools working
again. Bowles
had his ashes
scattered in the
rock garden – and
you can see why.
It is a quiet spot
tucked well away
from the house
behind a screen of
trees and the
perfect place for
peaceful
meditation.
Strelitzia in the refurbished Myddleton House glasshouse

Theobalds Farmhouse was 15 minutes’ drive away and a striking contrast. This award-winning garden is the recent
creation of Alison Green who bought the two acres of land in 1999 and transformed it into a series of beautiful
“rooms” around a large 1650 Grade II listed farmhouse. It has been a labour of love, not least because she has had
to rip out one or two of her creations when they didn’t work e.g. the parterre which was ruined when the box
hedges developed blight. It is now a beautiful gravel garden set around a fig tree.
A garden designer, Alison had a blank canvas to work on when she arrived. First she created the four “rooms”
around the house – the Courtyard, Ornamental Garden, the Celtic Knots and the Parterre (now the Gravel Garden).
Then she spread out and designed big, deep borders with looser planting where she can play with colour.
It was a shame that our visit was between two flowering seasons because colour is her speciality. The tulips were
over but the roses and bedding plants had yet to flower. The magnificent blue border that we had read about was
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showing off its allium, albeit smaller flowers than Alison would have liked, but other plants had yet to bloom.
Further down the garden beside the main lawn, the hot border of oranges, yellows and reds, was showing some
colour, notably some dark red irises, and red/chocolate-coloured berberis.
The stunning feature on
the main lawn is the
Golden Section Spiral, a
raised curved mound
surrounded by a crescent
of “Grayswood Ghost”
birch trees, which gives
interest and variety to the
grassed area. You look
through the birch trees
down the hill to the rest
of the garden as though
you are looking through a
picture window. Without
it, the garden would have
been a dull rectangle.
Down the hill is the
Woodland Walk, and
beyond that the Water
Gardens, a large
swimming pond, and
further down still, a
wildlife pond fed by an
artificial stream and
edged with dramatic
gunnera and a beehive.
Right: Cornus Controversa
Variegata by Theobalds
Farmhouse entrance

The garden has been created over a period of time. In 2004 the Fountain Garden was built by painting the design
onto the grass, cutting it out and creating a room with yew hedges. It is filled with jewel-coloured plants (Monty
Don was an inspiration) and comes into its own with spring tulips.
Alison gardens organically, which means bee-friendly plants and ponds full of newts and frogs. All the while, she
has wildlife in mind. She sows according to the phases of the moon and uses a bore-hole for irrigation.
After showing her guests round every corner of the garden she rewards us with a magnificent treat of homemade
cake and tea and tells us more about her garden and the hours she puts into digging, weeding and cutting back. She
has created a gem – and we are left marvelling at her energy. Lucy Hodges

Foes, Bugs, Friends
Foreign invaders threatening to wreak havoc in our gardens
According to the RHS the box tree caterpillar and fuchsia gall mite will continue their march across UK gardens
this year after these pests topped the RHS pest list of 2017. The box tree caterpillar has already arrived in
Islington. So it is imperative that you act quickly when you see either the black and green striped caterpillar itself
or the chewed ‘lacy’ leaves it leaves behind. The caterpillars will demolish plants in two or three days. If you grow
box, the best option is to spray plants immediately with XenTari to protect against the caterpillars and install a
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pheromone trap to catch the adult moths. Both can be purchased through the European Boxwood and Topiary
Society, click here to take you to the EBTS website with details.
The RHS also warn of a “game changing” bacterial disease called xylella. This is a very serious danger to plants
and trees. It is devastating parts of southern Europe and has already been intercepted at the British border on
imported plants. The disease originates in the Americas, arrived in Italy in 2014, spread to France and, in 2017,
mainland Spain, killing many old olive trees and grape vines. It affects over 350 host plants, from crops to weeds,
like timothy grass, ivy and shepherd’s purse through trees like prunus, acer and magnolia. Xylella is transmitted by
the spittle bugs (frog hoppers) that produce foam on plant stems in the summer. There are at least ten suitable
species of this bug in Britain. There is a danger that people coming back in their cars could bring high risk plants
in pots from Italy or France. RHS warn that this is not really something that we should be doing any more and
advise that, although cold weather can help kill off pests and diseases, the recent cold spell came too early to make
much difference.
A further foreign foe, spotted in west London though not (yet) in Islington is the oak processionary moth. Its
caterpillars feed on the foliage of many species of oak including English oak (quercus robur) and it is a major
defoliator of oak in Europe. Other tree species are also reported to be attacked although mainly when growing next
to seriously affected oaks. The moth is native to central and southern Europe and has been spreading northwards,
presumably in response to climate change. As well as the damage to trees, the oak processionary moth is a risk to
human heath because the caterpillars are covered in irritating hairs containing a toxin which can produce skin
irritation and allergic reactions. More information:
https://www.forestry.gov.uk/pdf/fr_advice_note_oak_processionary_moth.pdf/$FILE/fr_advice_note_oak_processi
onary_moth.pdf
Hygiene around the bird feeders
Droppings accumulations and stale food are promoting the transmission of illnesses between garden birds as they
repeatedly congregate at the same location, coming into close contact with species they would not usually interact
with in the wild. The protozoan parasite responsible for finch trichomonosis causing a 35% drop in breeding
finches in the British Isles since 2005. Regular weekly cleaning of bird feeders is recommended. Empty out and
discard uneaten food – not into the compost. Scrub the feeder thoroughly in hot soapy water, rinse with cold water,
allow to dry, spray with a suitable disinfectant (like dilute chlorine bleach), rinse again and let dry before refilling
with fresh food. You should also clean away dropped food and bird droppings below the feeder.
Love and cherish the worms beneath your feet
Darwin was an early champion of earthworms, dubbing them nature’s ploughs for the way they mix soil layers and
allow plants to grow. Encourage worms into your garden by growing vegetables and composting your food waste;
leaving areas a little bit messy and don’t hard surface everywhere. There are four ecological groups our worms can
belong to:
*Composters - tend to be bright red and stripy. Usually found in garden compost and rotting vegetation. They make
excellent recyclers of green waste.
*Epigeics - live at the soil surface and help break down leaf litter. They are often bright red or reddish brown but
not stripy.
*Endogeics - these live in the soil, eating and aerating the earth. They are grey, pink, green or blue.
*Anecics - these live in the soil, pulling down leaves from the surface. They usually have red or black heads and a
paler tail.
You can add your sightings of your earth worms to earthwormwatch.org to help learn more about these very
important creatures
I will admit to being obsessed! Joy

Walthamstow Wetlands
The Islington Wildlife Gardeners’ Group have made two visits to the newly accessible Walthamstow Wetlands this
spring. This is a vast area of water, Thames Water's ten still operational reservoirs, located between Blackhorse
Road tube station and Tottenham Hale station, spread across 211 hectares. As the reservoirs have been in
existence for over 150 years, they have accumulated wildlife, in particular migrating waterfowl and a vast heronry.
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Consequently the area as a whole is a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and is part of the Lea Valley Special
Protection Area, and a Ramsar designated site of international importance. The management of the area for
wildlife is now safely in the hands of the London Wildlife Trust, who are working to enhance the habitats.
On our first tour we were guided round by a young LWT intern who is a bird specialist. He was able to identify
for us via his huge telescope the five different species of gulls on the waters, as well as great crested grebes,
gadwalls, and even a grey (with yellow patches) wagtail. The herons were unmissable, and beautiful, as were the
cormorants and swans. And the red footed goose (below) was pleased to pose for us.
On our second tour we were taken round by
one of the LWT’s rangers, who concentrated
on the history of the site, and the conservation
work done on the historic buildings. The old
Engine House has had its spectacular chimney
rebuilt, with swift boxes and entrances for the
bats which it is hoped will arrive. A real
nugget of info, this: instead of smoothing
down the new cement on the inside of the
tower, this has been left to bulge out naturally
between the bricks, in order to give the bats
something to hang onto when they are
looking to roost and hibernate. Moving on to
the earliest reservoir, Number 1, we were told
that this was dug out BY HAND, by Irish
navvies, in the 1850s, and that the island in it
was made from the spoil from the diggings,
which was obviously very difficult to carry
very far. Later reservoirs, for example the
Warwick Reservoir, were dug with steam
pumps, and the spoil was piled up around the
edge, giving these later reservoirs a raised edge. The site is popular with anglers, who have been part of the
landscape for nearly two centuries, and we were shown a painting dating from 1831 showing fishermen in front of
the ancient Ferry Inn (now doing much more business following the Wetlands opening). The anglers co-exist with
the herons and cormorants reasonably amicably.
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We have had two fascinating and beautiful visits to this very special place, and we are most grateful to the London
Wildlife Trust for supplying two excellent guides.
The lovely Walthamstow Wetlands are FREE, and have an excellent cafe and visitor centre in the Engine House.
(A fabulous installation of colour-filled bottles is a dazzling feature of the visitor centre). Details, opening times,
etc., can be found here: https://walthamstowwetlands.com/plan-your-visit Sue Lees

Canonbury Square
Canonbury Square neighbours have teamed up to launch a Friends of Canonbury Square to give the two
parks some tender loving care. FoCS is a group of residents and amateur gardeners who are keen to give
the Square back its sparkle with some gentle gardening and care-taking.
Over the next few months FoCS plan to do some basic weeding and tidying in the raised beds, feed the
soil with a healthy dose of compost and plant some summer bulbs for a pop of colour. In April the team
will create a new planting plan working with the Arlington Association’s gardeners, Islington council’s
Green Space team and Islington Gardeners. We hope to “dig in” the new plants this Autumn.
The ongoing theft and vandalism of some of the York-stone paving from the walls of the raised beds
means FoCS is also considering ways to lock the Square’s public spaces overnight. Gate-locking
volunteers will be given training by the Council and will always work in pairs. The team is in discussion
with the Islington council to explore ways to replace the missing stones and restore the walls to their
former glory.
We are really keen that Canonbury Square retains its vibe as an open, welcoming public space. Aside
from planting days, we are also planning community events including a Neighbour’s Night “bring and
share” picnic around mid-Summer.
All ideas and offers of help would be most welcome.
Thank you and see you in Canonbury Square!

Beatrix Payne

True Blue
A visit last month to the National Trust's Ashridge Forest on the borders of Hertfordshire and
Buckinghamshire to see the carpets of English bluebells. Such a fine sight and reminiscent of all those
times of bringing home great bunches of the flowers from the woods just beyond my father's allotment
and decorating the windowsills with jam jars full of them. Modern children cannot do this. Like very
many wild flowers these days, bluebells are a protected species and gathering them in the wild forbidden.
I understand that it is not picking the flowers which does damage to the plants but rather the trampling of
the leaves which is unavoidable if walking off the woodland path.
But there is also another threat to the English bluebell (hyacinthoides non-scripta) and that is the Spanish
bluebell (hyacynthoides hispanica). [NB "English" bluebells are native here but not confined to this
country; they are also found in France and other parts of northern Europe – but we have about a third of
the total world number.] The problem is that the sturdier and more robust Spanish bluebell quite often
grown in gardens hybridises quite freely with the English bluebell and produces fertile offspring with a
mix of the characteristics of the parents. Hybrids, depending on their proportion of non-scripta and
hispanica genes may have a greater or lesser resemblance to the original species. If we want to preserve
the pure form of the English bluebell, it is therefore necessary to reduce as far as possible the
opportunities for hybridisation. So, in places where there are old established woods of English bluebells,
efforts are made to discourage the growing of Spanish bluebells in gardens close to the edges of these
woods.
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In London, this would almost certainly be a lost cause. Our gardens are just too close to one another to
try to police the transfer of pollen. And if we buy (from cultivated sources only if we are not to be
lawbreakers) or are given bluebell bulbs, how can we be sure what we are getting? Many years ago I
bought a little brown paper envelope of bluebell bulbs in Covent Gardens which slowly grew (largely
vegetatively = underground production of additional bulbs) into a good sized patch of what seem to be
real pure English bluebells. But over the years I have also been given other bluebells which have turned
out to be the Spanish sort or hybrids. These include some given this spring which I was assured were
English but which, once they flowered (quarantined in pots) turned out to be nothing of the kind and were
expelled to my Forgotten Corner.
How to tell them apart?

English Bluebell

Spanish Bluebell

The bluebell on the left is the English, characteristically more slender with flowers on one side only of the
curving stem. That on the right is the Spanish, sturdier with upright head of flowers all round the straight
stem. They can also be distinguished by the fact that the English has a faint scent whereas the Spanish is
unscented and by the colour of the pollen, white for the English, blue for the Spanish.
(Acknowledgement to Berks, Bucks & Oxon Wildlife Trust for the diagnosis pictures). Alison

French Diary – April in Perigord
Spring came late to the Perigord this April. Few trees had new buds let alone leaves yet by the end of the
month, that bright luscious green of new growth was visible everywhere. Normally France is at least
three weeks ahead of England but not so this year.
The lawns were long and full of primroses, little white daisies, marigolds and other blue flowers which
added welcome colour to the greyness of the skies. The crisp white of Hawthorn added colour together
with some blossom on the fruit trees in more sheltered places. This year for the first time we admired the
wonderful Mimosa bushes which normally bloom earlier. That plant does extremely well here. Our old
Lilac tree is covered with bright green leaves and the flowers will soon be out if the sun stays long
enough. The trees below the property were completely bare but the scrub below them where the
Nightingales settle was bright green as were the hedgerows.
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Another change this year has been the Wild Boar influx! For some reason this spring they have invaded
many gardens and local woods possibly seeking the bright green moss that is growing on the lawns, due
to the incessant rain. They like to dig deep so found this easy in the wet conditions. One day when out
walking I was sure I heard one nearby snorting in the undergrowth, a rather scary sound yet it would
probably have departed once it saw me. This area has always had Wild Boar or Sanglier as they are called
but mainly in the Double Forest a few kilometres away. They are hunted in autumn by the local Chasse
but rumours are that not many were killed last year hence their numbers have grown.
The garden has suffered from the rain, cold winter and frosts and several shrubs which up to now have
survived mild winters have died. Other more hardy plants including Perovskia, roses, lavender and herbs
are budding already so have survived as have the two Tiarella, both in small pots to shelter them. In
particular the heucheras have done very well considering they are not yet as large plants as some of those
I have in London. In London our Wisteria had a few leaves on it in March whereas here this climber is
bare with buds just showing as are the Campsis and grapevines. An Abelia on the drive has been eaten,
possibly by deer, but recently is showing growth and this is a hardy plant normally. New plants have
been planted including a fuchsia, Carex “Praire Fire”, Photinia, Geum which hopefully will survive the
hot summer. Gaura is another survivor, just! Both Hebes, which I had always thought a hardy plant
suffered and had to go.
The wildflowers seem so bright against the damp, brown earth
including the bright purple tiny wild violets, the yellow primroses
which were the only colour upon arrival. Each spring I check on
the local wild orchids which this year were all in bloom – one
shown left - and found another smaller group nearby.
The wildlife is also delayed, for example, the nightingale was 3
days late this year compared with other years. Not surprising
bearing in mind the cold and wet conditions down South as well as
here. I hope more will join him shortly but have not heard any on
my walks. This year the first bird sound was from our resident
Tawny Owl who occupies part of the old attic. Sometimes it is
heard in the day but it is super to hear his soft gentle cries to his
mate mainly at night. She has a stronger cry, not as romantic as his.
There is possibly an owlet but it is heard infrequently. The Blackcaps dominate our garden with their
continuous chattering song to each other; the Great and Blue Tits have done well but there are fewer Long
Tails , no Crested Tits. Also seen Greenfinch, Siskin, goldfinch, Cirl Bunting, and even a Cuckoo resting
on a line nearby. Sadly no Wrens which we normally have near the house or robins and few Swallows
and Black Redstarts. Perhaps they are late migrators due to the wet weather. The woodpeckers and
Nuthatch are seen in the local woods and this year the colours of the Green Woodpeckers are so bright in
contrast to the dull earth. Raptors include Black and Red Kite and Buzzard. Few kestrel this year.
Butterflies include Peacock, Orange Tips, Wall Brown but only one Swallowtail which normally feed on
the lilac.
As we leave three weeks later, all the above has changed with full fruit flowers on the Apple trees, Lilac
blossom, green growth on the trees below the house all announcing spring is finally here. Dee Austin
Next Newsletter – early August 2018 – last date for copy 23 July 2018 to Alison Barlow,
alisonbarlow47@aol.com
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