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Sometimes, in summer, I imagine I could fill up pages without drawing breath, I have so much to say about the way a newly planted area is filling up, or what a fool I have been to have planted something in past years which now I have to battle to eradicate. My worry at the moment is where to begin. Perhaps I should introduce myself, if you have decided to start with the introduction. I usually read introductions years after I have become familiar with the contents of a book and sometimes realize that I would have understood more if I had known the writer a little better before I began.

I am an East Anglian, born and bred, so coping with a dry garden is no new phenomenon but a way of life. I have had two gardens in the last thirty or so years. My first was just west of Colchester, on the chalky boulder clay. In practice this was not an easy soil to handle. In winter, when thoroughly wet, you could slice it neatly with a spade, like lumps of liver. It was speckled white with the little nodules of chalk showing clearly. Short of humus, that is decayed vegetable matter, it set like concrete in periods of drought. To catch the soil just right was the problem, that brief spell when it is possible to pull up weeds without removing the precious layer of top soil. A few days of drying winds and the weeds would set firm, only to be eradicated with wrist-aching jabs of a sharp fork.

East Anglia has been called the Granary of England, for it can generally rely on good harvesting helped by long periods of bright sunshine, low rainfall and drying winds. We have well-known firms of seed growers, and their fields make a pretty sight with the vividly coloured blocks of marigolds, wallflowers, sweet peas and other garden favourites which set good seed, shelling out hard and clean. Cricketers and holidaymakers revel in the good weather. But for us gardeners in East Anglia, every year brings weeks and often months of concern for our plants, the ‘good’ weather for the sportsman and camper becoming the despair of the grower.

By the middle of June my Colchester garden was fading, the grass was indistinguishable from the gravel paths and would remain so until the hoped-for September rains. Many years little measurable rain fell from May to September. Of course, the roses had black spot, the leaves of the Michaelmas daisies turned brown and hung like limp rags, the flowers of the lovely border phlox withered as they tried to bloom. Misguided attempts to grow even such easy primulas as Primula denticulata, the Drum-stick Primula, were properly punished, while as for astilbes, I should have known better.

But some plants hung on – in fact they looked better as the sun burnt brighter and the air became drier. Quite early in my gardening career I began to realize that it was the plants which had and kept good foliage that made the most satisfying picture in the garden. Outstanding in the droughts were the grey and silver foliaged plants – these became whiter as the grass baked biscuit colour. Cistus bushes made handsome contrast with their dark evergreen leaves, filling the air with a strange aromatic scent when there was enough dew on a warm summer night.

Then came my first trip abroad, to the Alps, followed by others to the mountains of southern France and Corsica. My first impression on that long ago visit to the Valais in Switzerland was of incredulity. Here were so many of my garden plants beautifully grouped and arranged, the rocks smothered with Cobweb House Leeks and Sedum, while the hot stony slopes were gay with Dianthus, Helianthemum and Euphorbia. What marvellous landscaping and not made by man!

Like most amateur gardeners, I was not very well read, and had not fully realized that all of our garden plants, except of course the cultivars, grow wild somewhere; and here I was seeing for the first time how right plants look when they grow together, in association, in the conditions to which they have become adapted. I noticed too that the associations varied whether we went a thousand feet or so higher, or whether we were on the north side of the mountain where the conditions were cooler and shadier. I learnt that some plants, although they appeared to be growing in poor gritty soil in blistering bright sunlight, were in fact revelling in the cool trickle of melting snow water that ran not far beneath the surface. These are among the most difficult for us to grow.

The Mediterranean plants that grow well with me come from a very variable climatic zone, but basically the winters are mild with scattered rain storms, while the summers are long, hot and practically without rain. Because the range is so wide a few of my plants are susceptible to hard frost, a few dislike too much wet cold which causes rotting. But by far the majority can stand anything our winters can offer, coming as they do from mountain sides which experience moderately cold weather with some frost. (I am not referring to the high alpine plants which spend their winter under the protection of a heavy snow blanket.)

The feature they can all face up to is the famous Mediterranean sunshine. Long days of continuous scorching sun are hard to bear. Those plants that can survive are precious. It sounds so obvious, but is worth stating I think, that I find it best to plant plenty of something that looks good most of the time rather than struggle to keep alive plants which at best only accentuate the fact that what you have to offer them is not what they need.

With time, study and observation, I began to learn about the many groupings, or associations of plants that are still to be found growing in their natural habitat. I have already mentioned briefly how these change according to altitude, sun or shade, wet or dry conditions. Another factor that has altered plant communities is the scavenging hand of man, aided by the ever-hungry goat. Great tracts of land bordering the Mediterranean were once covered by evergreen forests consisting of evergreen oaks like the Holm oak, and pines, with a lower storey of small evergreen shrubs. Where there was enough light and air, usually because the terrain was steeper and poorer, there was room for plants and bulbs. Today the shrunken forests are limited to those few areas not yet considered worth exploiting by man.

When the trees were felled to make charcoal – needed for cooking the delicious dishes that can result from stewing kid with wine, garlic and the aromatic herbs from the stony hillsides – another type of plant community evolved, the maquis. It consists of many of the evergreen shrubs that had been part of the under-storey of the evergreen forest, including Cistus, rosemary, juniper, Genista, lavender, Spanish broom, tree heathers – all of these and many more, often making impenetrable thickets more than 10 ft/3 m high, were fine places for rogues and robbers to hide in olden days, and places of refuge to this day for those families in places like Corsica that still carry on inherited vendettas.

Garigue is the name given to the next and last stage of deterioration in the plant life of the Mediterranean area. Here, man’s activities – tree felling, grazing, and cultivation followed by neglect – have all contributed to the impoverishment of the land. Removal of trees causes loss of protection from drying winds, humus cannot form, and the soil is eroded, washed or blown away. Only the coarse rock fragments are left, and bare rock. Such an area can be seen in the limestone causses of southern France, high table-lands with soil now so thin it can scarcely be used. A few inches beneath the surface are calcareous rocks. In many places there is no soil at all, the fractured limestone looking like pavements. Driving across one sees little except here and there in a fold or hollow the dark forests of recently planted pine whose interiors are so dark and forbidding no other plant will keep them company.

But one very early morning, when the dew had not yet been lifted away by the hot glare of the sun just appearing over the horizon, I was drawn to go out and explore the apparently endless emptiness. I found that what had looked from a distance like a frozen mist carpeting the ground were the waving feathery fronds of Stipa pennata, each spangled with dew, wave after wave blowing across the stony desert. As I wandered I found brilliant lime-yellow patches of a Euphorbia, very like Euphorbia seguierana subsp. niciciana, thyme mats, lotus, silene and other little plants I could not identify. Then I noticed that the slope was faintly terraced, and felt sure that many, many years ago that area had been cultivated with vines, and probably olives too. I found scattered scrubby little gooseberry bushes, with tiny fruits the size of currants. Had they survived from the cultivations, or did they grow wild there originally?

Helleborus foetidus, which I have found wild all over France from north to south, in woods and in the open, was there too. Some splendid specimens were tucked for shelter against an outcrop of stone, with their roots well down a crack in the rock where the humus from plant remains is blown by the wind, making rich feeding deep down, and where some moisture will remain. Back home on my starved Essex gravel I must prepare the soil well for Helleborus foetidus or else find a place in the shade, for I have had them shrivel under the combination of drought and drying wind.

Garigue is always to be found on the hottest and driest slopes. There are few scattered shrubs, small, often spiny or prickly. Foliage is thick and leathery, or felted with hairs or white wool. Plants we all know such as sage, lavender, garlic and rue all come from the garigue, together with our favourite garden bulbs – tulips, iris, crocus and fritillaries. Brought to life by the warm wet winters, the sheets of flowering bulbs stand exposed among the mat plants and sparse grasses. Spreading out their leaves to the warm spring sunlight they quickly store up reserves to remake their deep-down bulbs. Many, such as the alliums, flower without leaves; only curling shrivelled ribbons are left at the base of their stems.

When I realized that many of these plants were the very ones that were among my favourites for endurance in my Colchester garden it was inevitable that when I came to make my present garden I should make a Mediterranean garden. Now, after thirty-eight years my dry gardens have grown, and I have added to those plants that come from the plant communities of the Mediterranean, plants from the Californian chaparral (which corresponds to the maquis) such as Zauchneria and Romneya, with Artemisia purshiana, and Seriphidium tridentatum (syn. Artemisia tridentata) from the semi-deserts of the Great Basin. In addition some of the alliums, eremurus and many vivid scarlet tulips come from the great mountains of Soviet Central Asia and Afghanistan, from places with romantic-sounding names like Bukhara and Samarkand.


FOREWORD
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by Monty Don

I first saw Beth Chatto in the mid-eighties from a distance at Chelsea Flower Show. I was still in my twenties and feeling remote from a well-fortified gardening establishment of which Beth seemed to be an established member. By then she had won a long succession of gold medals for her Chelsea exhibits and published The Dry Garden and The Damp Garden which I referred to constantly. I still do. But her exhibit that Chelsea stood out from all others in its naturalistic display of her exquisite plants. In those days that challenged all the preconceptions of how plants might best be displayed and yet, once you saw Beth’s stand, it seemed blindingly obvious to show them in a garden rather than a formal nursery setting. She might have been a member of the gardening Great and Good, but I could immediately relate to her as a lover of gardeners rather than just a potentially intimidating expert.

This was the key to Beth’s love of plants. She was a superb plantswoman but she was first and foremost a gardener. If she admired a plant, then wherever possible she would use it to best effect in her garden at Elmstead Market near Colchester. It was the making of this garden, with its various developments and extensions in unpromising heavy East Anglian clay, that provided the impetus for her nursery and her books.

My first sight of her at Chelsea showed me a slim, neat, sprightly person with a kind face but some steel in the eyes. She had a reputation for not suffering fools and did not take any prisoners. When I met her properly for the first time some years later, in her garden, that steel was evident. I was very aware that despite being the Observer’s gardening editor, with lots of television programmes under my belt and three gardening books published, I was a horticultural upstart with, compared her at least, a derisory amount of knowledge. So I was slightly anxious. She greeted me by looking into my eyes and saying ‘How can I say this … [long pause] … I think that you write so much better now.’

Ouch. But there is an openness in that kind of directness and we got on well. There was none of the patrician confidence about her garden that almost invariably comes with inheritance. The site, fourteen acres of it, had all been made by her over thirty-six years with an industry, patience and canniness that comes from leading a living from the soil. She and her husband Andrew farmed the land around the site for eighteen years before they built a house and started to make the garden. In The Damp Garden she writes about the muddy ditch in the middle of a tangle of scrub lying in a dip between two farms, the top slopes being thin gravel and the bottom muddy silt, good for nothing agricultural. From this she created a garden that made a virtue from what others would deem adversity, allying her husband’s work on the natural ecology of plants with her own superlative plantsmanship that amounted to more than just knowing the facts about a vast range of plants. Whereas quite a few people acquire plant knowledge, Beth had the much rarer attribute of plant wisdom. She did not just know about plants, she understood them.

Because of the wide range of conditions and the extraordinary breadth of her plant knowledge, Beth made a garden composed of a huge diversity of plants despite the unpromising site and the harshness of East Anglian weather which can see as little as fourteen inches of rain a year and bitterly cold winters with the east wind sweeping in unchecked across the North Sea from the Urals.

But, with her determination, thoughtfulness and depth of plant understanding she put these conditions to her advantage and in doing so created one of the most original and influential garden areas of her age. Where there had once been the visitor’s car park was dug up and made into a gravel garden with great sweeps of planting with gravel spaces – too loose and wide to be called paths – between them. From the start it was a self-conscious exercise in displaying what can thrive in the most arid part of the country and was never to be watered.

Her first book The Dry Garden had preceded this by over a decade but that was essentially a guide to coping with dry conditions. The Gravel Garden took this experience – and re-editions of the book – to another level by celebrating them. It shows that dry gardens which are never watered, even in the worst drought, can look staggeringly beautiful for much of the year. It was a kind of gardening revolution and typical of the intelligence, careful research and practical energy that Beth bought to both her garden and her books.

The first edition of The Dry Garden was published in 1978 and it was followed four years later by The Damp Garden. Beth always made a virtue of the fact that her chosen site contained the worst combination of conditions – both arid, thin soil with minimal rainfall and boggy areas of impossibly heavy clay. Immediately the rest of us, struggling with what we thought were heroic odds, realised that this slight, spare middle-aged woman had overcome far worse and made of them one of the country’s great gardens. The tone was both instructive and instructional. If she had managed to turn harsh wasteland into a beautiful garden so could you – stop complaining and get stuck in!

I loved her for this. It was the perfect combination of working with nature, making the most of conditions and a refusal to be beaten. At a time when gardening could sometimes seem to be a cross between an exercise in good taste and Latin O level, Beth made it a creative adventure – which of course it should always be.

Her creativity was expressed with a painterly eye. She was greatly influenced by her friendship with the painter and gardener Sir Cedric Morris, who not only shared his love of plants and collecting but also encouraged her to compose plants together in a border rather than just pander to their horticultural needs. Beth’s own instincts for this were also expressed in the years of giving talks and lectures on flower arranging from the early 1950s and she says in the introduction to her Garden Notebook that

Like many other women in those dreary years of shortages and ration books, I was hungry for new contacts and ideas, and found my eyes opened to see plants in a new way. Perhaps as a painter must do – so I began to look at plants carefully and critically.

She began travelling the country lecturing and demonstrating, using plants from her garden – many of which had been given to her by Cedric Morris. Gradually she needed more plants than her garden could provide and thus the nursery was begun. Those early years speaking to small groups about flower arranging gave her the confidence and the common touch as well as the expertise that is so evident in all her writing.

When Beth Chatto wrote about plants, be they for dry or damp conditions, woodland or prairie, you knew that it was always from personal experience. This deeply practical, resourceful person was sharing her knowledge and advice rather than dispensing it from on high. There was always a modesty in this despite the rigour and remorseless attention to detail.

In her Garden Notebook, published in 1988, that detail has the room to become elegiac. Her connection to land and place, focused on her garden, is as intimate and detailed as Gilbert White’s Selbourne or Richard Jefferies’ Wiltshire. She is a very English writer who loved the land as well as the more narrow focus of horticulture, and delighted in all the precious moments that nature offers in a thousand ways across the year. She was, in Thomas Hardy’s own poetic epitaph, a person who ‘used to notice such things.’

I return to her books constantly, always finding new advice and fresh ways to look at plants and gardens. For those who are new to her work, then you are entering into a life-long relationship with a wise friend and gardener.


1

Soil and Climate

The Soil

It is not always obvious, especially to new gardeners, that some plants do not take kindly to being pushed into the nearest empty space. In the wild the type of plants found growing will vary sometimes within a mile or two. I always find it interesting travelling across the clays and gravels of Essex to drive onto the hills of Cambridge, and suddenly see clouds of Old Man’s Beard, Small Scabious, or Ladies’ Fingers, Anthyllis vulneraria which tell me I’m on the chalk. Similarly, on a tract of poor sandy soil, there will be few oaks, but plenty of pines and silver birch, with heather beneath.

Many enthusiastic gardeners, anxious to be advised on what they shall plant, are floored by the simple question ‘What kind of soil do you have?’. There is not really a simple answer to this. Soil has been formed over thousands of years by the interaction of climate, vegetation and the parent bed rock, and there is nothing we can do about this. But it is helpful to know whether your soil contains chalk or limestone, because some plants cannot abide it. (Fortunately for the purpose of this book we shall not be interested in lime-hating plants as most of them insist on plenty of moisture also.)

The most important thing about soil is its texture, because that affects two of the vital requirements for plant growth, water and air. Basically soil is broken-up pieces of rock which have been split, crushed or tumbled about. It is classified according to the size of the particles or stones. If your soil seems to be composed mostly of stones the size of peas and beans or over, and most of your forkful falls through the prongs because the finer soil between is coarse, then you can say you have a gravel soil. Water drains through this like a colander, and nutrition for plant life is lacking because it is easily washed down through the loose stone. Drought is a big problem on such a soil.

A sandy soil consists of much smaller particles without the large stones. Still very free draining and short of humus, it is a dry soil unless it has a high water table, or frequent rainfall. But it is light and easy to work, and warm and well aerated, especially in winter. This factor enables you to grow many plants that would perish when dormant in a cold soggy soil.

Clay is the opposite of sand. The soil particles are very fine indeed, producing when wet a dense plastic texture. It is difficult to work and late to warm up because of the high water content.

Loam is the ideal mixture of these component parts. In a good loam there is enough clay to retain moisture and minerals, with sufficient sand to allow aeration, thus keeping the soil warm and sweet. Few gardeners are faced with a soil composed of only one of the component parts. They will probably have something ranging between a sandy loam and a clay loam, with or without stones. It may be alkaline, that is, it has some chalk or lime already in it, or it may be neutral or acid.

A simple way to judge your type of soil is to pick up a handful when it is moderately wet, squeeze it tightly and open your hand. If it sticks into a tight ball like plasticine you have a heavy clay soil. If it holds together as a soft mass you have a medium soil. If it falls apart easily you have a light sandy soil.

Now the substance that makes all these different types of broken-up rock into fertile soil is humus. Humus is thoroughly decayed vegetable remains in such a state that it can be utilized by plants for healthy growth. As well as providing nutrition for plants, humus also greatly improves the texture of the soil, helping to open up a close soil, thus warming it by allowing freer drainage, while in a light sandy soil it acts like a sponge holding moisture.

During the last great Ice Age, an ice cap practically covered the country in our area, just to the west of Colchester. As the ice sheets ground down over the chalk and limestone areas to the north of us they deposited a thick layer of clay mixed with ground-up chalk. This was the boulder clay of my first garden, which – if unlike me, you make a habit of reading introductions – you will know, sliced like liver with white spots (being full of chalk nodules) when it was wet. To try and improve the texture I added as much garden compost and leaf mould as I could make and lay hands on, but every summer’s drought brought a hard capped surface that eventually split into deep cracks. Most years, from mid June through the long dusty days of July and August into September, when there would at least be some relief with cooler weather and dewy nights, my enthusiasm for the garden hit rock bottom. The burnt grass and bedraggled beds of brittle stems and papery leaves were all an eyesore. Heart-breaking, too, for earlier there had been dreams, plans, planting and watching daily, if not hourly, while strange new shoots unfolded, and young fresh foliage covered the bare earth with a living carpet. Already I was captivated by leaves, their shapes, colours, textures. I liked best those parts of the garden which never seemed bare. However miserable other parts were looking it was always a delight to see the velvety mats of Stachys byzantina (S. olympica) creeping out onto the paving, backed by a robust shrub of Brachyglottis Dunedin Group (Senecio Dunedin hybrid) ‘Sunshine’, long known incorrectly as S. laxifolius or S. greyi. Neither of these plants are considered choice or uncommon but, showing no distress, they created an atmosphere of peace and plenty.

I began to think about collecting more plants that were adapted to drought, to group together in the sunniest, driest parts of the garden.

Then we decided to start again, to make a new garden on some land to the east of Colchester, about twelve miles from the coast.

When the ice cap started retreating, great rivers of melting ice must have gushed out over our east coastal strip, piling up gravel banks where the current was strongest, depositing sand and fine soil or silt where the water was shallow and still. The greater part of my present 10 acres of land is red gravel mixed with sand, spewed out of a melting glacier about 10,000 years ago. I am also fortunate to have the shallow valley formed by that ancient water course with still a small flow of water trickling down the centre. Although it was the possibility of one day using that small trickle to make a bog garden that drew us to this site, I must confess that on closer inspection I was appalled at the state of the rest of the land. None of it had been cultivated in our time, being too wet in the hollow, and too dry everywhere else. Several acres of dry sand and gravel were covered with coarse grasses, bramble bushes, wild rose, stunted oaks, and plenty of sorrel, indicating acidity.

On a sloping sandy bank were tall bracken beds which screened a badger’s set. All around was a vast mound of fine white sand thrown out by this elusive burrower. It was June 1959, and we were busy ferrying boxes of stock plants, bulbs and cuttings from our old garden seven miles away to the site of this new venture. I sat one drowsy afternoon on the side of the badger’s bank and let the hot sand trickle through my fingers like an egg timer. Well, I thought, we are certainly going to have to learn a lot about plants that will put up with this! Shall we really be able to create a garden under these conditions? That year, from November ’58 to November ’59, our rainfall was 14.65 in./370 mm.

The Climate

This brings me to my next point which must be considered when planning a garden – the climate. Although areas of heavy rainfall have their problems, the condition which causes more concern I would think is that of drought. Drought is, of course, relative. Another district may have the same rainfall, but with a good retentive soil, plus freedom from wind, plants will suffer less from drought. Again, people who live in areas that are used to higher rainfall and suddenly have to put up with less will be finding their plants distressed. They are suffering from drought but it is not to the same degree. It will have worse effects because the plants chosen have not been selected for their capacity to adapt to drought.

Here in East Anglia fruit orchards that have had perhaps fair supplies of rain in early summer develop soft large leaves which collapse easily in a period of sudden heat, or several days of tearing wind. Whereas another year, when a dry spring merges into a dry summer, the trees grow smaller tougher leaves and produce a stronger sap to suck up what water is available. In other words, they adjust themselves, and have time to do so. This is why flooding a plant with water in a drought and then forgetting it, or not being able to carry on watering, is so damaging.

Our average 20 in./510 mm of rain falls more or less evenly throughout the year. Because the clouds from the west have shed most of their load over the western and central part of the country, the rainfall is always light. We rarely record more than 3 in./75 mm in a month. For six months of the year the average monthly total will be less than 2 in./50 mm, and three months will register less than 1 in./25 mm. The light summer rainfall, although bringing some relief, often does not penetrate far into the soil before it is followed by two days of devilish wind which does far more harm than the sun. Still days are a balm to the spirit as well as the poor plants, a state of peace which probably only gardeners and growers really appreciate to the full. July and August are often overcast; irritatingly no rain falls except for the occasional thunderstorm, but plants will respond to cooler temperatures even when they are short of water. April and early May can be relied on for a drought or period of very low rainfall, combined with chilling winds out of the north-east – our ‘blackthorn winter’, when tender young shoots and new leaves unfolding can be blackened.
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