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Editorial

Due to a relocation to the West Country, Marion Jay recently resigned her role as 
our HHPS Newsletter editor. She and her husband Bill - who looked after the 
HHPS website - both did a fantastic job in bringing both organs of our society 
news into the 21st century. Marion’s ‘act’ is a hard one to follow and I do hope that 
you’ll find this Spring edition is ‘up to scratch’. I am very grateful for Marion’s help 
in acquainting me with the essentials of the Editor’s role.

You’ll find the usual diary dates for your 2017 diary along with a series of articles 
which range, in their content, from the achievements of a wonderfully inspirational 
gardener, a celebration of a rather underrated plant genus and a very practical 
tutorial! You’ll also find details of this year’s coach trip and the way our Group will 
be contributing to the HPS Diamond Jubilee celebrations. Lastly, for a rainy day, 
there’s a quiz to test your gardening knowledge – sorry no prizes!

Needless to say, I’d welcome any contributions that members would like to make 
for inclusion in future editions – on gardens/plant nurseries you’ve particularly 
enjoyed, tales of botanical or garden-based holidays, or just useful gardening tips 
that you would like to share with other members.  I can be contacted by email. 
(see page 23) 
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Annual Seedling Swap

David & Jane Singleton are kindly hosting the 
Herts Group Annual Seedling Swap 

on Saturday 8th April from 10am - 12 noon
 at Willowdale  6, East Mount, Wheathampstead, AL4 8JB

This is a regular event in the HHPS calendar and it is my favourite!  If you don’t have a 
propagator or greenhouse, or even if you do, this occasion gives you the opportunity to 
share in the interesting seed choices of your fellow members.  As we all know, packets of 
seeds lead to the challenge of pricking out far more seedlings than one ever needs but 
here you have the luxury of choosing and taking away just a few ‘babies’ to worry about 
and nurture. There is no obligation to bring seedlings – everyone who contributes is just 
delighted that their ‘spares’ are being transported to a good home rather than the compost 
heap. If you are feeling especially time-rich, why not take some seedlings home to bring on 
for the Plant Sale on 3rd June?

David and Jane’s garden is full of bulbs and spring flowers and we may see crocuses, 
early tulips and snake’s head fritillaries, primulas and pulmonarias in bloom.

Directions: Willowdale is at the top of East Mount, a cul-de-sac first right off East Lane, 
which is off the High Street, Wheathampstead between The Bull pub and Jessamine's 
Garage.  Please park in the free public car park in East Lane about 150 yards from the 
house.  Blue badge holders may park in the drive.
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Grand Plant Sale

The HHPS Annual Plant Sale will be held on Saturday 3rd June at the 
Homewood Road United Reformed Church Hall, St Albans, AL1 4BH from 

10am – 12.00 noon

The preparation for the Sale which includes pricing and sorting of the donated 
plants will take place, as usual, at the Homewood Road Church Hall throughout 
the evening before the Sale, Friday 2nd June 6 - 9pm. If you have plants to 
donate but are not able to bring them during the evening we are able to accept 
them at 9.00am on the Saturday morning.

Our very popular annual Plant Sale is our main opportunity to raise funds to 
finance the running of our Herts HPS group – crucially the hiring of the Memorial 
Hall for our monthly meetings and our programme of varied and interesting 
speakers who charge differing rates for their time and travel.

Ensuring that the level of revenue generated - year on year - is maintained, and 
hopefully increased, can only be achieved if we have a lot of interesting, healthy & 
well-labelled plants. The labels should ideally give final height/flower colour and 
cultivation information. Our experience tells us that plants in bloom are always in 
the greatest demand and so we feel able to charge more, so please bring as 
many plants that are in flower as possible.

The Plant Sale is a really fun occasion for the committee, the members and the 
public so do put the dates in your diary. Let’s hope that we have lots of donations 
and lots of volunteers to help with the sorting and then with the selling – which 
involves interacting with the experienced purchasers and also the novices who 
are just beginning their gardening journey!

So please…. sow a few extra seeds, prick out those last few seedlings and pot on 
just a few more plants that you actually need! 

A message from Beryl Davis - our Plant Sales Co-ordinator

I would really like to thank everyone who has supported me so wonderfully since I 
took over the running of the monthly meeting plant sales. Without fail some 
members arrive with a few little gems for the table and this is just what our 
members look forward to. However, I am sure there are others of you out there 
who could divide and pot up some small plants to add to the table. Do please 
make sure the plants are labelled and are in small or medium pots wherever 
possible. Remember we are the 'Hardy' Plant Society, so please no house plants, 
unless they are very special.    	
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HPS Diamond Jubilee

This year sees the 60th anniversary of the Hardy Plant Society which was 
formed in 1957. The national HPS has asked who would be willing to open their 
gardens to both the public and HPS members. Each garden owner has been able 
to choose the date on which they would like to open, in order that their garden 
may be seen at its peak and ‘star’ plants seen at their best. In view of this, the 
Committee have decided that we wouldn't have additional members’ garden ‘open 
days’ as we have in previous years.  
An entry fee is to be charged at each garden (similar to the pricing for NGS or 
other openings) and £1 per admission will be passed back to the national HPS to 
cover the scheme’s administration costs. The balance of each admission may be 
donated to a charity of the garden owner’s choice, or to their local HPS group, 
whichever they prefer. A booklet is to be printed which will give details of all the 
gardens opening for the HPS Diamond Jubilee across the country.
In Hertfordshire the members participating in this scheme are as follows:

Sunday July 2nd 2.00 - 5.00pm
23	Wroxham	Way,	Harpenden,	AL5	4PP	Entry	£4.00	

Plantsman's garden planted for wildlife and year round interest. Large mixed 
border at front. Mixed borders planted with alliums, clematis, ferns, hardy 
geraniums, lilies, roses and other perennials in back garden, with paths, steps 
and paved areas.  Camomile lawn, herb garden and scree.  National Plant 
Collections of Thymus (Scientific Status), Hyssopus and Satureja.  

Plants for sale. 
No wheelchair 
access.  Suitable 
for walking stick 
access, but not 
walking frames 
(the front path is 
too narrow).  No 
dogs please.

Margaret Easter 
would very much 
appreciate HPS 
volunteers to 
help her.
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Sunday, 30th July 2.00 - 5.00pm
       20, St Stephens Avenue, St Albans AL3 4AD Entry £3.50

Heather Osborne’s beautiful 
garden was designed to 
supply successional waves 
of co-ordinated colour. 
Varied habitats include cool 
shade, hot and dry, and 
lush pond-side displays. 
Paths weave through the 
carefully maintained 
borders packed with 
unusual plants. Specimen 
trees and fences clothed 
with climbers contribute to 
the peaceful seclusion. 

Recent additions include a gravel bed of ornamental grasses and late summer 
perennials. Seating throughout the garden gives different views, a conservatory 
provides shelter. 

Saturday, August 19th 2.00 - 5.00pm
8	Gosselin	Road,	Bengeo,	HerDord	,	SG14	3LG	Entry	£4.00	

Chelsea award-winning 
gardener, Annie Godfrey’s 
intensely planted garden is 
a fantastic endorsement of 
her garden design skills - 
admittedly she has a 
wonderful range of tempting 
perennials to choose from 
as she runs Daisy Roots, 
the perennials Nursery at 
Hertford Heath. Annie's 
garden is small but the 
unique borrowed landscape, 
secret corners, surprise 
vistas and garden architecture all complement the swathes of perennials & 
grasses which have been chosen for all year round colour and interest.
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Coach Trip - Oxfordshire Gardens

    Wednesday 12th July
    Coach departure time: 8.45am from Westminster Lodge, AL1 2DJ

Our visit to Broughton Grange in Oxfordshire will begin with a brief talk & 
refreshments, after which we will be free to explore the gardens. There is a small 
nursery offering a selection of herbaceous plants, many of which can be seen 
growing in the borders.

Prior to its purchase by the present owners, Broughton Grange belonged to the 
Morrell family for 200 years. The gardens are set in 350 acres of parkland, 
farmland & open meadow. Sixteen years ago Tom Stuart-Smith was 
commissioned to transform a south-facing field into a walled garden featuring 
three individual terraces, & since 2003 an arboretum has been developed.

Broughton Grange has many areas of interest, including the Paddock Walk (with 
its Laburnum tunnel, Judas tree & crab apples), yew terrace, knot garden, long 
borders, sunken garden & water meadow. Look out for the tree house! The 
undoubted star of the show however is the Walled Garden, with luxuriant 
herbaceous planting contrasting with topiary. To one side are two large beech 
tunnels & on the other, three pleached lime squares frame a formal vista. In the 
centre of the middle terrace is a formal stone water tank surrounded by dense 
planting & grasses. 

Our next stop will be Batsford Arboretum, where you will be able to have lunch & 
browse the excellent garden centre which provides a large selection of good 
quality plants. You may explore the Arboretum if you wish but please note the 
entry fee is NOT included on this outing.

Just a few minutes away is our final destination, Bourton House, which was 
originally built on monastic lands in 1598, & re-built on the earlier footprint by 
Alexander Popham in the 18th century. After the house was sold at auction in 
1953 there were a succession of owners until it was acquired by the Paices in 
1953, who transformed the neglected wilderness into the the stunning gardens we 
see today. Imaginative topiary was introduced, including a knot garden & parterre, 
together with extensive herbaceous & exotic planting, a white border & the 
famous 'basket-weave' pond. Bourton House came under new ownership in 2010 
& a walk was opened in the seven acre pasture in 2013, enabling us to see 
groups of specimen trees. Make sure you see the fantastic view from the end of 
the gardens, & finally treat yourself to tea & cake in the Grade 1 listed Tithe Barn.

Maggie Lacey
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Diamond Jubilee Party - 20th August

The next highlight of the Herts HPS year will be a
Garden Party to be held at Reveley Lodge 

88, Elstree Road, Bushey Heath, Herts WD23 4GL

on 20th August 2.00 - 5.00pm
to celebrate the HPS Diamond Jubilee. 

For those who do not know it, Reveley Lodge is a large Victorian, Grade II listed 
house on Elstree Road, Bushey. It is now run by a board of Trustees set up by 
Bushey Museum Trust, to whom the property was bequeathed by its last owner, 
Mrs Eila Chewett. 

For the early part of it's life, Reveley Lodge has acted as a 'Gentleman's Cottage' 
- a small country house easily reached at the weekend from the owner's principal
home in London. The Lodge itself has a fascinating history and the two acre
garden, managed by professional gardeners assisted by a number of volunteers,
is open to the public on weekdays and is a member of the National Gardens
Scheme. http://www.reveleylodge.org/

We celebrated 50 years of the HPS there very successfully  and hope that 
we are blessed with a sunny day for this occasion and that as many HPS 
members and friends as possible will attend the planned garden party.



Page � Spring 20179

Hepaticas - A Love Story

As Val Bourne has observed “Hepaticas are astonishing plants. They emerge 
early in the year, their small saucers of flowers held on wiry stems just above the 
ground, in time to provide plenty of pollen and nectar for the earliest bees.” 

Despite this charming endorsement, hepaticas aren’t on the tip of every 
gardener’s tongue as we emerge from the wintery months. However, there is one 
man whose dedication has quite rightly raised the profile of this delightful genus 
more than any other and that is John Massey from Ashwood Nurseries in the 
West Midlands who won not only a Gold Medal at RHS Chelsea in 2016 but also 
The Diamond Jubilee Award for his extraordinarily ambitious display.

John is one of the UK’s leading experts on hepaticas; he has his own private 
collection and has travelled to China, Japan, Korea, Kyrgyzstan, N America and 
Europe in pursuit of the 12 different species of this exceptional plant. This was the 
first time that these beautiful Spring-flowering herbaceous plants have been 
shown as a single exhibit at this prestigious event. 

The description of his display as ‘ambitious’ could not be more of an 
understatement.  These delicate beauties of early Spring have a capricious 
temperament and won’t easily be coaxed into flowering in a different season. 
Plants earmarked by John and his ‘Team Ashwood’, for flowering at Chelsea were 
placed in a cold store to fool them into thinking they’re experiencing a prolonged 
winter dormancy. The timing of bringing these plants out from their cold storage
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and the subsequent care of them were crucial factors in persuading them to 
flower in time for the show.

The logistics of setting up any display at Chelsea requires superhuman dedication 
and resolve and as John said at the time, ’It’s the craziest exhibit I’ve ever 
attempted as I can’t be certain how many plants I will have ready to stage. It will 
be difficult to pull off, but I plan to enjoy every minute of the attempt whatever the 
outcome’.

The most testing part was waking the hepaticas from their dark winter slumbers in 
the cold store and bringing them out into the dazzling glare of late Spring. Quite 
how they would react could not be predicted.  While many, if not most, RHS 
Chelsea exhibitors are attempting to slow or advance the natural development of 
flowering plants, John’s challenge was in quite a different league.

Despite the challenges and risks of such an enterprise, on the day all 12 species 
of hepatica were showcased, together with a range of inter-species hybrids that 
included some of John’s own exciting introductions. His display evoked the 
natural habitat of hepaticas by creating a semi-woodland landscape using tree 
stumps, dwarf Japanese cherries and dwarf shrubby willows.

Hepatica nobilis
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For John, just winning a gold medal for his beloved hepaticas was a ‘dream come 
true’ but ‘being given the Diamond Jubilee Award for the best exhibit in the Great 
Pavilion just means so much to me. I really wanted the display to tug at 
everyone’s heartstrings and I hope I’ve succeeded in doing just that.’ His tears of 
joy certainly did that!

In the run up to last year’s RHS Chelsea John said   ‘I’ve always dreamt of 
exhibiting hepaticas at Chelsea…I really want to show everyone the charm, 
beauty and diversity of their flowers and foliage’ and, oh my goodness, did he 
succeed.

A selection of hepaticas for enthusiasts - new and old - will be available for sale at 
Ashwood Nurseries from February. The nursery also specializes in hellebores, 
cyclamen, snowdrops, salvias, Primula auricula, hydrangeas and lewisias. The 
nursery is open every day of the year except Christmas Day and Boxing Day as 
well as offering an online mail order service. See www.ashwoodnurseries.com 

John’s own private garden is open for charity on selected days throughout the 
year (check the website for the 2017 opening dates) and is also available for 
group visits.  It is definitely worth a trip!

Susanna Geoghegan

http://www.ashwoodnurseries.com
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Pot Bound Shrubs?  Root Pruning may be the Solution!      

Most of us at one time or another will have grown a favourite shrub in a large pot 
or tub which we can bring indoors over winter simply because our soil or climate 
is unsuitable. For my part a particular case is the sub-tropical shrub Mackaya 
bella which would never survive outdoors in the UK. From the Acanthaceae 
family, it’s a beautiful evergreen shrub with dark green glossy foliage with 
terminal clusters of the whitest of white bell-shaped flowers with fine purple-pink 
veining. It’s commonly known as the forest bell bush. In South Africa, to which it 
is endemic, it can be found from the very northern tip of the province of the 
Eastern Cape right through to the balmy climate of KwaZulu-Natal and 
Mpumalanga. It can also be found in the Northern Cape.

  Mackaya bella flowered wonderfully in 
our conservatory last spring but was 
getting too big and beginning to 
attract mealybug so outdoors it had to 
go, in a shady place of course. In fact, 
we had three such plants and each 
had been in a 25L-tub for three years 
and therefore in need of re-potting or 
an alternative form of restorative 
treatment. Replacing the top inch or 
so of compost in a pot-bound plant 
was not really a viable option but root-
pruning certainly was. Mackaya bella 
makes a particularly vigorous and 
thirsty root system and so I felt it was 
a good candidate for horticultural 
surgery.

To begin, I pruned the plants quite 
drastically back to leafless, skeletal 
frameworks (see photo on left) and in 
so doing generated a good deal of 
cuttings material and even gathered a 
few seed pods (the seeds germinated 
within 10 days). 

http://www.sa-venues.com/eastern_cape_accommodation.htm
http://www.sa-venues.com/kwazulu_natal_accommodation.htm
http://www.sa-venues.com/mpumalanga_accommodation.htm
http://www.sa-venues.com/northern_cape_accommodation.htm


Page � Spring 201713

Taking an old coarse-
toothed panel saw, I 
removed up to 5cm 
from four sides of the 
root ball (photo on left) 
before lying the plant on 
its side and removing 
the bottom 20% of root 
growth (photo below)

The remaining root stump was 
soaked in a bucket of water 
for 24 hrs before being potted 
into the same tub as before 
using John Innes No. 3 and 
multipurpose composts (3:1). 
The amount of root removed 
was staggering but, having 
given this treatment to several 

other pot-bound plants I felt fairly confident all 
would be well. The photo on the left is the 
skeleton shown on the previous page restored 
to full health five months later.

I’ve given the same treatment to another more 
tropical shrub, the rare (in the UK) Brazilian 
Red Cloak Plant (Megaskespasma 
erythrochlamys) with equal success. Both 
shrubs withstand hard pruning and are easy to 
propagate. Anyone who’d like to try their hand 
at either of them and has a conservatory, 
should get in touch as I’ve got plenty of young 
plants.

Roger Trigg
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Gardening Starter for 10…

1. In gardening terms, what is a ‘maiden’?

2. Which vegetable is also known as the oyster plant?

3. Which garden pest goes by the Latin name of Talpa europaea?

4. What feature of remontant plants makes them desirable in the garden?

5. What is a ‘stolon’?

6. What is the common name of the wild daffodil or Narcissus pseudonarcissus?

7. Why is the cruel plant ( Araujia sericofera) so called?

8. Which fictional spy used the common name of Anagallis arvensis as his
pseudonym?

9. Which fungal infection causes pustules on the underside of brassica leaves?

10.What was the real first name of Capability Brown, the garden designer?

11. In Norse mythology, what kind of tree is Yggdrasil, the tree of life?

12.Lithos, plants native to dry regions of southern Africa, avoid being eaten by
animals by disguising themselves. What do they mimic?

13.What is the more usual name of the cast-iron plant?

14.In horticultural parlance what is meant by the term ‘plashing’?

15.What was the first vegetable grown in space?

16.What is the national flower of India?

17.‘Cuckoo spit’ is deposited on plants by the nymphs of which insect?

18.Which King is traditionally credited with creating the Hanging Gardens of
Babylon?

19.Of which family is endive a member?

20.Which famous gardener kept his designs in a series of ‘Red Books’?

Answers provided on back page
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Fern Friends

The Victorians famously developed an obsession with ferns from around 1850 
onwards, and their misguided enthusiasm for collecting them from the wild 
resulted in significant reductions of rarer species in native habitats. They even 
coined a phrase for their passion: pteridomania. The creation of the glass 
Wardian case in 1829, with its capacity to protect delicate plants from the fumes 
and dust of city air, popularised the cultivation of ferns, and no stylish Victorian 
drawing room was complete without a small collection. Owners of large country 
gardens, such as Kingston Lacy in Dorset and Greenway in Devon, developed 
fernerys in their grounds, often planting them within shady rock gardens for a 
‘natural’ look. Glazed fern houses were also popular.  The extraordinary, skirt-like 
fern house recently rediscovered and restored at Ascog Hall on the Isle of Bute is 
a stunning example, and well worth a visit. Ferns were used as motifs on 
everything from pottery and prints to glass and even gravestones. Since then, all 
things frondy have gone in and out of fashion, but no revival has matched the 
dizzy heights of the Victorian craze.  

I have become increasingly enamoured by ferns over the past few years, which 
may seem odd considering that my garden until recently was steep, free-draining 
and largely in full sun. My collection started when I decided I needed to fill a 
shady, paved corner near the house; somewhere where most plants would strain 
to seek the sunlight. I began with the feathery, silver-fronded Athyrium niponicum 
f. metallicum (the Japanese painted fern), ladder-like Blechnum spicant (AGM)
and Dryopteris wallichiana (AGM), with its primeval, dark, woolly stems and
shuttlecock shape. I planted them in medium-sized black pots, in a compost
comprising equal parts multipurpose compost, John Innes and leaf mould from a
bin at the back of my garden. They were very contented in the shade, and grew
well in the experimental compost mix.

After seeing a magnificent fern exhibit by Fernatix (www.fernatix.com) at the 
Chelsea Flower Show, my enthusiasm grew and I bought one of the hardy 
maidenhair ferns, Adiantum pedatum ‘Miss Sharples’. Its black, wiry stems fan out 
into palm-shaped umbrellas of delicate pale green fronds to about 2ft high.  
Although on the advice of Fernatix I persevered with watering it with rainwater for 
the first few years, I’ve since found it’s perfectly happy with hosepipe water.  

My next discovery was The Fern Nursery in Lincolnshire (fernnursery.co.uk).  
I found Adiantum venustum (AGM) - which directly resembles the indoor 
maidenhair fern, yet is perfectly hardy - on their website. I was pleased to find that 
they included the postage costs in the price of the plant, which at just over £4 was 
a bargain.  

http://www.fernatix.com
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    It arrived in perfect health, a lovely little 
specimen, and an enquiry regarding pH 
was met with this nugget from proprietor, 
Neil Timm: ‘despite the books’ advice, both 
A. pedatum and A. venustum grow fine for
me in our ordinary garden soil on top of the
Lincolnshire Wolds, which are chalk in this
area with a water pH of around 8.4.’

My collection of potted ferns gradually 
expanded, though not without certain tricky 
encounters along the way. The Japanese 
holly fern, Cyrtomium falcatum (AGM), has 
proved a difficult one to overwinter, losing   
most of its reputedly evergreen glossy, rich 
green fronds, and reluctant to produce the 

same size and number of fronds the following year.  Although billed as hardy, I 
suspect it is not so very robust. I also lost a Japanese painted fern to vine weevil; 
I reached down to see why the fronds were looking sad and the whole plant came 
away in my hand, nibbled clean off at the roots.  Ferns are susceptible to vine 
weevil attack, but there are several products available on the market to prevent 
infestation (which, frankly, can occur in the roots of most potted plants as it’s the 
loose material of the compost which attracts the egg-laying weevils). I’ve been 
assiduous about using nematode drenches twice a year ever since and haven’t 
lost any more.  

Of my recent favourites is one that I’ve 
nick-named the seaweed fern. It’s a form of hart’s 
tongue fern called Asplenium scolopendrium 
‘Crispum Moly’, and it has the most extraordinary 
apple-green, glossy, ripple-edged foliage which 
reminds me of kelp. It makes a good foil for other 
ferns, many of which have complicated foliage 
and can look over-fussy when grouped together.  

Another worthy intermediary between ferns is 
Saxifraga fortunei, varieties of which produce 
large, glossy leaves often tinted with burnt 
orange or dusky plum. S. fort. ’Black Ruby’ is 
dark-leaved with pink flowers in September, and 
S. fort.  ‘Cheap Confections’ is a little cutie,

Asplenium scolopendrium 'Crispum Moly'

Adiantum venustum
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with sugar-pink flowers over green, scalloped-edged leaves tinted with pink. 
These tones chime with the subtle colours of unfurling fronds, especially the 
stems of Athyrium otophorum ‘Okanum’ (AGM) and the coppery-pink emergent 
fronds of the Autumn fern, Dryopteris erythrosora.  

A truly choice plant, which works well with 
ferns and enjoys the same damp, shady 
conditions, is the exquisite Japanese 
herbaceous perennial Kirengeshoma   
palmata, which sends up large, trumpet-
shaped, clear pale yellow flowers on 
arching, dark stems up to 4ft tall (though 
more usually 2-3ft), in August and 
September.  Although Kirengeshoma is 
reputed to require acid conditions, Bob 
Brown has found it grows perfectly happily 
on his alkaline soil and, in my experience, 
it has no objections to life in a medium to 
large pot.  Its palmate leaves complement 
intricate ferns beautifully and its delicate, 

waxy blooms are elegant enough not to appear clumsy alongside finely-cut 
fronds. Podophyllum ‘Spotty Dotty’ is another good companion, with its large, 
primitive-looking, purple-freckled umbrellas and crimson handkerchief flowers. I 
also enjoy the contrast of the metallic fronds of the Japanese painted fern against 
the maroon-veined, silver leaves of evergreen Heucherella ‘Kimono’. The 
Heucherella prefers a little more light than the fern, but when growing in pots their 
position can be adjusted to suit their requirements.

So why grow ferns in pots; why not just bung them in the ground? Well, as I’ve 
said, growing them in pots can bring interest to an otherwise dull, shady corner of 
the patio or sunless corridor alongside the house where little else will thrive, and 
containers can be switched around from time to time so the arrangement need 
never become boring. Another benefit is that you can provide them with an open-
weave compost, ideally with added humus, replicating the kind of woodland-floor 
soil they enjoy rather than forcing them into an unhappy adaptation to mineral-
based and often compacted garden soil. Watering can be controlled in pots, too.  
Most ferns like to be kept fairly moist, and a small cluster of pots is easy to attend 
to, especially as they don’t dry out quickly in the shade. Having the collection in 
containers has been a boon when moving house, too, as I have been able to 
bring them all with me. But the main reason I’d recommend this method of 
growing ferns is aesthetic; their elegant, arching habit lends itself exceptionally 
well to cultivation in pots.  

Marion Jay

Dryopteris erythrosora & Kirengeshoma palmata
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Regular visitors to St Albans’ twice-weekly market will have noted the recent absence of a 
stall that will, without doubt, have been a favourite for HHPS members – that of the 
Nurseryman, Peter Cunnington. Very sadly for us, last August after 60 years of plant 
growing & selling, Peter hung up his stallholder’s apron. His perennial presence (forgive 
the pun) is sorely missed and, as a valedictory to many years of sowing, growing, 
propagating and selling a wide range of wonderful plants, Peter was invited to write a short 
piece about his life as a nurseryman. In his own words….

Amazon Prime, get it next day. I don’t think so……

Apparently much to his quiet delight, I started working with my father at his hardy plant 
nursery in 1962, straight from school. He’d served in World War 2 & had generally had a 
tough life and me joining him just seemed the right thing to do. Just over an acre in size, 
Dad’s nursery in St Albans sat between Verulam Road and Worley Road and was set in an 
old walled garden, formerly part of the early 19th century Bishops Palace, or Verulam 
House. Looking back, it was a charming location but to us it was just ‘the nursery’. The 
original potting shed and adjoining fruit store, with its inch-thick slate shelves, were still in 
place and below was a boiler room with the remains of a defunct coal-fired boiler which 
had once heated the old Victorian glasshouses. Some years later when I started hyacinth 
production the cool cellar (boiler room) came in very useful, though the steep steps down 
were a death trap. Alongside the glasshouses were rows of cold frames which we used for 
cuttings production. Rain drained from the glasshouse roofs into a large underground tank 
which we pumped up to a ground-level tank from which we would fill four to six Haws cans 
for watering the frames of alpines. At that time small plants were all grown in clay pots and 
watering was a major task during the hot summer months.

Our 20th century wooden frames - a whole less substantial than the brick Victorian ones but they did the job 
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The hardy perennials were all grown in the open ground. The soil in the grounds had been 
worked for many years but we still hand dug it all one spit deep, digging in compost made 
from the previous year’s tops off the perennials. 

The perennials - all neatly labelled - were in rows five feet wide, the plants mostly six 
inches apart. These would be planted from early spring from division of the previous year’s 
plants. During the summer, when the perennials were all blooming in the nursery’s beds, 
we’d pick a large bowl of specimen flowers for display on our stall that was situated directly 
outside Marks & Spencer in St Peter’s Street. Each of the flowers was carefully marked 
with a card label suspended on a thin florist’s wire & the customers were then invited to 
place their orders for autumn collection. From early September onwards when the plants 
were lifted, postcards would be sent out to customers telling them that the orders they'd 
kindly placed would be ready the following Saturday. They always did collect them, labelled 
and ready for planting out, wrapped in straw & brown paper. Imagine waiting two or three 
months to receive an order now – hence the title of my piece!  Sadly I do not have any 
photos to remind me of the bowls of flowers, never imagining that system would ever end.

The site of our St Albans nursery was redeveloped after we vacated it in 1978 although 
part of the original glasshouse still exists, somewhere.  It was moved, with great difficulty, 
by one of the builders connected with the development. The old English frames which were 
used for cuttings production I took with me to our new site near Brookmans Park, where 
they had some use, and then, in 1991, to my present site in Spalding in Lincolnshire where 
they remained stacked for another 20 odd years after which they were sold on.
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I have thoroughly enjoyed a lifetime working with plants and it seems very strange now not 
to watch the weather forecast eagle-eyed & worry about what to take to the market stall 
every week. Once upon a time my Dad and I could push our plants in tin wheelbarrows to 
the market but for the last 25 years I travelled the 190 mile round trip to St Albans from 
Spalding practically every week - twice a week - until 2012. Retirement has changed my 
life and modern horticultural practices have changed the ways things are done out of all 
recognition but one wonders if the excitement of receiving mail order plants delivered next 
day is as great as that of my customers who patiently waited several months, in the old 
days, to collect their orders and then waited another 6 months for the plants to bloom. 

 Peter Cunnington   

Front cover plant portrait - Pulsatilla

Also known as wind flower, prairie crocus, Easter Flower or meadow anemone 
this exotic looking early flowering perennial was originally known in France as 
passe-fleur but its name was changed to pasque flower, as it is so often in bloom 
at Easter. Set off by the finely dissected leaves, the vivid coloured sepals in tones 
of dark dusky pink through to rich mauves and purples form the showy part of the 
solitary, hairy bell shaped flowers which are followed by silky-plumed seed-heads. 
These diminutive pasque flowers have been used for medicinal purposes from the 
Greek classical age and are deemed to be an effective homeopathic remedy for 
an assortment of disorders.
They like being positioned in full sun and thrive in rock gardens or alpine beds as 
their roots like sharp drainage. They resent being moved but can be propagated 
by seed or root cuttings taken in winter.
Cover photo reproduced courtesy of Bill Hodgson 

Subscriptions: National & Herts Group

Have you paid your 2017 subscriptions?
It is a condition of belonging to the Hertfordshire Group that you are also 
a member of the National Society.

The membership year for both Groups runs from January to December.
HPS Hertfordshire Group costs £7 Single or £12 Joint
National HPS costs £17 Single or £19 Joint       

Your last chance to renew will be at the March meeting, or your HHPS 
Membership will lapse. You can pay by cash, cheque or electronic 
transfer. Contact our Membership Secretary Alison Tracy(see p.23) if you 
need more information about renewing your subscription.
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Events 2017 Programme

All talks start at 2.00pm 
Saturday 4th March 
Everett Leeds - Clematis through the Seasons
Everett is a member of the International Clematis Society and has four times been 
Chairman of the British Clematis Society. He has had many articles published along with 
the main reference books on the subject. 

Saturday 1st April
Helen Picton - Daisy Days 
Part of a family run business, since 1906, Helen is the owner of Picton Garden and their 
Old Court Nurseries that specialise in breeding and growing Michaelmas Daisies

Saturday 8th April 10.00 - 12 noon
Seedling Swap 
David & Jane Singleton, Willowdale, 6, East Mount, Wheathampstead, AL4 8JB

Friday June 2nd 6.00 - 9.00pm
Preparation for the Plant Sale

Saturday 3rd June 10.00 -12 noon
Annual Plant Sale ( help needed from 9.00am)

Sunday 2nd July 2.00 - 5.30pm
HPS Opening  Margaret Easter 23 Wroxham Way, Harpenden, AL5 4PP

Wednesday 12th July 
Coach Trip - see page 7

Sunday 30th July 2.00 -5.00pm
HPS Opening Heather Osborne 20, St Stephens Avenue, St Albans AL3 4AD

Saturday 19th August 2.00 - 5.00pm
HPS Opening Annie Godfrey 8 Gosselin Road, Bengeo, Hertford , SG14 3LG

Sunday 20th August 2.00 - 5.00pm
HPS Diamond Jubilee Party Reveley Lodge, Bushey Heath WD23 4GL 
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Saturday 7th October 
Anna Pavord Celebrity Lecture - Perfect Partners with special guest HPS Chair 
Cathy Rollinson
Gardening correspondent for The Independent, associate editor of Gardens Illustrated 
Anna is the author of many widely praised books including Plant Partners and her most 
recent book Landskipping. It’s an accepted fact that herbaceous perennials are star 
performers in the garden but to create maximum impact they need the right partners. 
Knowing which plants to marry is an art that often eludes even the most knowledgeable of 
gardeners.
We anticipate that this will be a very popular talk and so, on this occasion, tickets 
for guests will be £8.00 and will need to be booked in advance. 

Saturday 4th November 
Adrian de Baat - Late Summer Colour 
A long-term member of our Group, Adrian is a very enthusiastic gardener greatly influenced 
by the work of Piet Oudolf, the eminent Dutch garden designer who’s been referred to as 
the godfather of the European “New Perennial Movement”.   In an article in Gardens 
Illustrated magazine in 2011, James Alexander-Sinclair wrote about his garden “Adrian’s 
garden is full of dreamy, naturalistic combinations of elegant perennials and grasses”.

Saturday 2nd December 
Timothy Walker - From Diaz to Diamonds & Christmas Party
A Fellow of the Linnaean Society & a lecturer in Plant Conservation at Oxford University, 
Timothy’s talk is about the Western Cape region of South Africa - one of the most 
botanically diverse areas of the World.  This talk takes a route from the southernmost tip of 
Africa to the border with Namibia looking at the plants and the ethnobotany of one of the 
most fascinating countries in the world.

Cornucopia

As explained in my introduction, Marion Jay relinquished her role as Editor of this HHPS 
Newsletter late in 2016 but her ‘quill’ barely dried before she was appointed Editor of 
Cornucopia. This is the HPS twice–yearly digest of articles selected from the regional/
county Newsletters and those of the specialist groups. The annual subscription is only £3 
and I am quite sure that under Marion’s editorial control forthcoming editions will offer very 
good value.  

Calling all Heuchera Experts…

The RHS are looking for help with their forthcoming trial - if you are interested 
please contact janvaughan5@btinternet.com
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Contacts

Please see website committee page for current contact details and use the contact form if you need 
the password.

 Meetings

Indoor meetings start at 2pm, and are held at Wheathampstead Memorial Hall on 
Marford Road, Wheathampstead, AL4 8AY.
Visitors are very welcome and are asked to contribute £5 per visit.
Tea and cake costs £1(tea only 50p). If you are able to offer help by serving tea or 
bringing a cake please contact Susanna or Penny.
We would like to welcome our new members to the Group:
Su Detre, Leo Vaughan, Ann Childs, David Webbern and Penny Sherriff 

Role Name Contact

Chairman Irene Cowan

Vice Chairman Liz Egré

Treasurer Mary Robey

Secretary Heather Osborne

Newsletter Susanna Geoghegan

Membership Sec. Alison Tracy

Refreshments
Susanna Geoghegan
Penny Bennetts

Plant Sales Beryl Davis

Coach Trip Maggie Lacey

Programme Alison King

Technical Manager David Singleton

Conservation Malcolm Stodell

Website Mike Crabb

Publicity Ed King

mailto:susanna.geoghegan@btinternet.com
http://talktalk.net
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Looking ahead
In order to secure interesting speakers, Alison King, our Programme Organiser, 
has to work well ahead so we are already in a position to whet your appetites with 
a brief overview of the 2018 lectures.  For those who like planning ahead - here 
are the dates and speakers!

January 6th  Nick Wray  ‘The Evolution of Flowers’
Curator of the University of Bristol Botanic Garden.

February 3rd  Andrew Brogan  ‘Hardy Exotics’
Nurseryman from Henstead Exotic Garden, Beccles, Suffolk.

March 3rd  Alun and Jill Whitehead  ‘Irises for the Natural Garden’
Holders of National Coll. of Siberian Irises, Aulden Farm Garden, Leominster.

April 7th  Dianne Nichol-Brown  ‘Barking up the Wrong Tree’
Nurserywoman from Polemonium Plantery, County Durham.

October 6th  Marcus Dancer  ‘Scented Plants throughout the Year’
Lecturer at English Gardening School & Clematis Nurseryman.

November 3rd  Peter Osborne  ‘Composting’
Needs no introduction as our own open garden expert!

December 1st  Bob Brown ‘Geraniums, Restraint and Discrimination’
Nurseryman from Cotswold Garden Flowers, Evesham on a return visit.

Quiz Answers

1. A one-year-old tree
2. Salsify
3. The Mole
4. They flower more than once a year
5. An arching or horizontally spreading stem
6. Lent Lily
7. Because it produces a sticky secretion which 

(temporarily) traps moths and butterflies, to 
aid pollination

8. The Scarlet Pimpernel
9. White Blister

10. Lancelot
11. Ash
12. Stones
13. Aspidistra
14. Walnuts
15. The Potato
16. Lotus
17. Froghopper
18. Nebuchadnezzar
19. Chicory
20. Humphrey Repton




