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Welcome to the Spring & Summer 2015 
Newsletter

In this issue there’s lots of news from our last 12 months of events; hope you managed to get 
some of them if not all. And it’s not over yet - our programme of summer evening garden 
visits has begun. Chairman Sue Gray writes:

Summer Garden Visits
As we look forward to our programme of garden visits, a gentle reminder regarding non-
members. When visiting the gardens we pay a ‘per head’ sum to the garden owners to cover 
the entry fee and refreshments. We meet the costs for members from Group funds, but we 
would appreciate a contribution to cover the costs for visitors. So, if you bring a guest with 
you, which you are most welcome to do, during the evening would you please have a word 
with Maggie Sugden who will be happy to receive contributions.

Many thanks.
Sue Gray

Summer evening garden visits take place on Friday from 7pm and are:
Friday 12 June - Brenda Evans, Collingham
Friday 10 July - Mrs P Holliday, Dacre Banks
Friday 14 August - Kate van Heel, Horsforth

The Life Cycle of a Harrogate Flower Show Display
You may know that there is a dedicated team of West Yorks HPS gardening members who 
contribute their time and energy to the design and build of the HPS stand at the Spring 
and Autumn Harrogate Flower Shows each year. The make-up of the team may fluctuate 
from season to season but once bitten, most 
members continue to help in one way or 
another. And not just because stewards get 
a free day ticket (although it can be useful ... 
leaving more dosh for plant buying). I am 
sure for many it’s the thrill of being part of 
the creative team and the opportunity to get 
‘behind the scenes’ at this famous Show. 

Alan Mitchell is the committee member 
tasked with coordinating the Group’s 
efforts, assisted by Shirley Mitchell, Liz 
Hall, Frances King, Gloria Downey, Rena 
and Colin Gutteridge and Jenny Twigge. 
They are also supported by members 

Fleeced up in the greenhouse during the coldest 
winter and spring spells.



loaning plants for instance, Carl Denton, 
who for many years held a national 
collection of trilliums, which are of 
particular interest to visitors at the spring 
show. 
The HPS stand is entered in the educational 
and scientific category and this year’s 
theme was “What is a Hardy Plant”, 
the display gaining a silver gilt medal. 
Allan Mitchell researched and designed 
the educational display board as well 
as researching the individual hardiness 

ratings of every plant shown on the stand. Colin and 
Rena Guttridge produced a new publicity display to try to 
encourage support for our group and the national society.

Feedback from the main judge this time revealed that the 
whole display had been marked very highly and was just 
one point away from Gold. Although disappointed as Allan 
Mitchell mused, ‘The weather conditions this year have 
been difficult. Nature didn’t help us this time’. The Malus 
‘Rosehip’, which has always been a winner and served 
us well for four years, simply didn’t play ball and only 
reached bud stage. This was the main thrust of the judging 
panels’ comments: that some of the plants were immature 
and not in bloom. Without the equipment and facilities of 

a commercial nursery, it is very 
difficult to achieve perfection 
when nature decides to be contrary 
with the weather. Nevertheless 
Show visitors were as impressed 
and complimentary about the stand 
as always. The stewards gave the 
entire stock, 600 in total, of the 
new leaflets ‘What is a Hardy 
Plant’, which included further 
information on hardiness of plants. 
Thanks to Allan Mitchell for 
the accompanying photographs 
illustrating the ‘behind the scenes’ 

Keeping everything well hydrated during the dry 
weather of early spring.

Careful packing ensures maximum use of car space while 
maintaining personal space for these tender beauties.

Roll up, roll up - jump aboard the 
Flower Show crates and off we go.



efforts made to grow, cosset, transport and then arrange the plants used on the stand. If you 
are keen to help in future, please talk to Allan or any committee member who will be glad to 
give guidance on the type of plants required and the timescales involved.

Safety is paramount for these passengers.

The publicity display illustrating the benefits of 
belonging to the HPS, which include friendships 

and the shared pleasure of gaining knowledge and 
enjoyment from hardy plant gardening.

Careful contemplation is required.

The resultant plant panorama. The educational display explaining what makes a plant 
hardy.

The medal is one of the rewards, the other is the 
appreciation and interest shown by visitors.



Speakers’ Corner
Due to space restrictions we weren’t able to report on all the talks given to the Group last 
year. These included an overview of Ness Botanical Garden by Paul Cook, who is now 
curator at Harlow Carr Garden in Harrogate; a fascinating insight from Dean Grant into the 
management and planting of government gardens in Malta; and a visit from Fergus Garrett 
of Great Dixter in November.

Ness Botanic Gardens, The Wirral, Cheshire: A Talk by Paul Cooke, now 
Curator of Harlow Carr Gardens. Review by Anna Gugan

In 1898, on a sandstone, hilly setting on the Wirral, Arthur Bulley, a cotton merchant from 
Liverpool, built his red brick house and started work on his garden. From the very beginning 
Bulley invited all the locals to enjoy his new creation. Geographically, the Wirral Peninsular 
is surrounded by the River Dee and the River Mersey. The peninsular is sheltered by the 
Welsh hills and it has considerably less rainfall than Manchester. Work began on Ness 
garden by planting a wind break of Sycamore trees. The garden expanded over the next 30 
years from 13 acres to 62 acres.
Bulley looked to expand the plant collection as well as the size of the garden. He believed 
Himalayan and Chinese mountain plants could be grown in Britain. He employed the famous 
plant hunters George Forrest and Frank Kingdom Ward in circa 1904 to collect plants for 
the garden. Plants such as the Pieris formosa ‘Forrestii’ was grown from seed from these 
expeditions.
Ness was presented to The University of Liverpool in 1948 by Bulley’s daughter Lois after 

Cornus kousa var. chinensis ‘China Girl’ is one of the spectacular cornus of Ness.



her father’s death. She stipulated that the garden and £75,000 endowment was to be used to 
make Ness a botanic garden which continued to be open to the public. 

Modern Challenges
The financial challenges of a huge garden with many employees meant the maintenance 
load had to be reduced when the University took over. The staff numbers were reduced from 
15 to 6 so most of the high maintenance herbaceous borders were removed. The core of staff 
now has additional help from volunteers. 

Bulley’s tendency to collect rare plants rather than design a garden gave the new curator 
in 1957 a challenge and an opportunity. Ness was altered to reflect a space more suited 
to large visitor numbers with more naturalistic planting style. A practical challenge is the 
expectation that all plants in a botanic garden should be labelled which has a significant 
maintenance issue in addition to potentially spoiling a beautiful display. There is a balance 
required. Horticultural challenges in recent years have included a phytophthora infection, 
managing bracken and trees losses in significant winter storms. Ness Today
The aim of the Ness Botantical Gardens continues in Bulley’s spirit with research work, 
public education and conservation at its heart, while balancing the books by being a visitor 
attraction and wedding venue. The University of Liverpool still has research projects at 
Ness including work on grass land tolerance of drought. The 2006 Horsefall Rushby Visitor 
centre was built and it has a lecture theatre for visiting schools and students as well as the 
more usual cafe and shop. To keep interest throughout the year there are collections of 
sorbus, galanthus and betula, plus willow stem art, flower rich meadows, an alpine house 
and a laburnum arch. 

Primula bulleyana (Pf) AGM.



Tiny Island - Mega Gardening Programme Review by Judi Barton 
 
Dean Grant - now living and working back in Yorkshire - moved to Malta to manage and 
garden the official green spaces in Malta - over 50 parks and gardens but also including the 
central strips of extremely busy roadways and the exterior spaces of government buildings. 
His talk, called ‘Coping with Adversity - Marrying British Tradition with a Sub-Tropical 
Climate’ was fascinating and thought provoking.
 
The island of Malta is tiny and amounts to about 65% of the area that Leeds covers. It 
was part of the British Empire from 1800 - 1964 so many of its current traditions and 
ceremonies look very familiar to British eyes. Its location means there is very little rainfall, 
with no rain at all from April until September. From September, and peaking in October, the 
island is lashed with heavy thunderstorms and flash floods. So native plants have to cope 
with water extremes and habitat 
loss. Most water on Malta comes 
from desalination plants and tons 
of topsoil are washed away during 
the stormy period. You are usually 
no further from the sea than 4 
miles, so salt damage during the 
winter storms is also prevalent. 
Temperatures are also challenging 
with the 3 mid-year months 
generally enduring temperatures  
of around 30°C in the shade.
Despite these conditions tradition 
dictates that planting of seasonal 
bedding schemes continues. 
Tourism is vital to the island’s 
economy so the focus is on 
attractive and colourful public 
spaces. 3 million (3,000,000) 
seasonals are planted every year 
- compare that with the 500,000 
that Harrogate Borough Council 
plant out annually. All are grown 
from seed in a 20 hectare nursery watered from boreholes. The photos that Dean showed us 
were beautiful, extremely colourful and pristine demonstrating just how exacting the task of 
public gardening can be. 

Arctotis in February

Cercis and petunia in March



The Legend that is Dixter Review by Judi Barton
 

Almost at the other end of the scale to gardening in Malta was Fergus Garret’s talk 
explaining the gardening philosophy and style behind the legend that is Great Dixter. The 
spirit of Christopher Lloyd remains vital to the garden and nursery, where his legendary 
experimentation with colour continues. Fergus is passionate about maintaining the garden as 
a healthy ecosystem for people and plants; ‘a place where plants and people are comfortable’. 
He was very proud to tell us that counts have found 380 macro moths, 240 spider species 
and 15 bumble bee types. ‘It is a strong place, true to itself. We plant and devise planting 
combinations that work off contrast. It is contrast that adds excitement. We have enough 
harmony in the meadows’.

Fergus was accompanied by two of the students who were living at Great Dixter at that 
point. They were kept very busy on the plant sales stand and members enjoyed talking to 
them about their lives at Dixter and where they hoped to garden next. 

The Botanical Gardener Review by Marguerite Mason
 
Julian Sutton, the botanical gardener, told us that in portraying of plants he thought that 
ideas matter more than mere appearance; knowledge of the history and underlying 

Fergus Garrett exchanges comment with group member Anne Fritchley, who had brought a flowering spray of 
Mexican plant Amicia zygomeris to share with us. Anne is not afraid to experiment with seed and unusual plants 

and was delighted with this first flowering of her amicia.



botany was vitally important in understanding plants and raising them successfully. 
The garden’s latitude is unimportant provided plants can be given the microclimate for 
which they had adapted naturally, so tropical 
plants can be grown outside even in Yorkshire. 
To illustrate the point he discussed several 
families beginning with pulmonarias which 
are native to central Europe where they have 
both thrum-eyed and pin-eyed forms, a simple 
adaptation to limit self-pollination, dependent 
on the relative positions of the stigmas and 
stamens. In the western coastal regions most 
plants are pin-eyed because the pollinators are 
different, being smaller, and these are 
unsuccessful with thrum-eyed plants which 
tend to die out. Green plants photosynthesise 
sugars using energy from sunlight but under 
very dry conditions some plants have evolved 
a secondary chemical pathway which operates 
at night and provides the plant with necessary 
sugars for growth with reduced water loss. The 
familiar Sedum ‘Purple Emperor’ is able to 
switch to this system during droughts. Herbal 
plants are believed to have evolved from trees 
but the echium family, unusually, has reversed 
the process forming tall plants with a woody trunks, found in the Canary Islands. 

 
On the historical side we were warned not to rely on systematic names as guides to places 
of origin because early botanists sometimes made misleading mistakes due to inadequate 
geographical knowledge, for example Zantedeschia aethiopica which is from the Cape, or 
copying errors as in the case of Simmondsia chinensis from California. Occasionally even 
because the plant was named after the ship which brought it here, e.g. Scilla peruviana from 
the western Mediterranean! 

Julian Sutton’s own work involves investigating the botany of Gladioli and Epimediums among 
others, including their hybridisation, which in nature is limited by genetic incompatibility as 
well as distance, and their adaptations to climatic conditions which control the possibility 
of growing them here. He finished the fascinating talk showing us slides of plants growing 
in the high Rockies one of which, Gentiana algida, protects its reproductive system from 
heavy showers by closing the flowers when clouds roll up; this mechanism was shown to be 
triggered by the lowering of the temperature. Botany again!

Don’t be fooled by its name. 
Scilla peruviana is not from Peru but the 

western Mediterranean. 



Liz Hall is an active HPS Group member who has been 
tending her current garden, with the help of husband 
Robin, since they moved to the rurally-located ex-
vicarage in 1986. ‘Initially the garden was a field of 
rough grass. As we cultivated it we did find traces of old 
flower beds but we also inherited a lot of undesirables. 
We had to dig out ground elder from one bed - that was 
painstaking work, involving fingertip weeding of a large 
area’.

The garden has a classic English country garden style 
with terraced seating areas, island beds full of shrubs 
and choice perennials, a vegetable plot and Liz’s pride 
and joy, her greenhouse. Here she nurtures a wide 
range of primulas, many raised from seed with some 
dabbling in hybridisation too. There are also tender 
pelargoniums and other choice, unusual seedlings. Liz 
loves experimenting and growing from seed that she’s 
had through swapping with fellow enthusiasts, bought 
from specialist seed suppliers or even collected ‘in the 
wild’ when on walking holidays.

She became hooked on growing from seed early on. 
“Aquilegias came up in the garden, so I decided to 
grow more and try new ones”. She joined an aquilegia 
enthusiasts group as well as the RHS and HPS, and the 
seed swapping and collecting began.

Happiness is a Garden Grown from Seed

An artfully arranged group that includes 
(front left) the annual Nemophilia

menziesii ‘Penny Black’, grown from seed 
collected from a brought plant.

A very special muscari, Muscari comosum, 
the tassel hyacinth, grown from seed 

collected on a Spanish walking holiday.

The much-utilised greenhouse with slatey-blue 
Delphinium ‘ALiCe ARTiNDALe’ not quite out 
in flower, in the foreground (middle riGhT).



A wide view of the blue, white and yellow island bed. This is one of the newer plantings in the garden.

The terrace bed contains many choice 
beauties including the white scented 

Dianthus turkestanicus, grown from seed.

An exuberant collection of yellow day lillies, purple 
iris, alliums and polemoniums.
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More Online
• www.wyhps.co.uk
• facebook: West Yorkshire Hardy Plant Society
• www.hardy-plant.org.uk


