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‘A brilliant gardener and a brilliant writer’

Monty Don

‘Lloyd has a wonderful way of describing plants – I can’t look at a rhododendron without calling to mind his description of the foliage as “lugubrious”’

Country Living

‘Lloyd writes as if he were talking, volubly and well. He is funny, encouraging, informative’
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Preface

The origin of this book was an illustrated talk which I called ‘Placing Your Plants’. It was not so much of the good health of garden plants that I was thinking, for this is the first consideration that enters most gardeners’ minds, whether they are new to the game or old hands. It was rather the organisation of plant material; considerations such as how plants look with their neighbours and in their setting and whether they are giving maximum value in the space available.

Myself I am a plantsman, not a landscape or garden architect, but I do appreciate the danger of becoming so excited about plants as individuals that we forget to stand back and evaluate them in their context. Is the context itself worthy? If it consists to a noticeable extent of gaps or dead plant material at a season when we want to be in the garden most and enjoying the best months of the year, then I think there is cause for concern.

In a very large garden with adequate staff there is always the option of treating it in sections, according to the season, and of personally avoiding an area such as the iris garden for ten or eleven months of the year. Let it look as dishevelled as it pleases during that period so long as it builds up to a great and glorious climax for a few weeks.

But most of us will want to husband and exploit our resources so that we can live amicably with them over a large part of the year. Then how about a self-supporting garden consisting largely of ground cover, heathers and conifers, which is permanently decent yet undemanding? There are plenty of writers, broadcasters and nurserymen promoting that sort of garden without my joining them. To me it spells Boredom with a capital B; all very well for those who don’t much care about gardening anyway, but then I don’t care much about them.

The readers I have in mind are passionately keen on plants but want to make the most of them in the limited space at their disposal (and even with a garden of five acres or more I find myself severely limited). They want to see and enjoy a garden that changes with the seasons and looks good at many seasons in different ways. Change and continuity. They must not keep on moaning, ‘that’s too much fiddle; I haven’t the time.’ If they’re wholehearted about gardening, the time spent on it will be a pleasure.

But a knowledge and understanding of garden economy must be mastered. We need to know how to organise our plant material so as to reap the desired rewards. I don’t pretend to have learnt all the answers. One never comes to the end of learning, thank goodness. But I have accumulated, by trial and error, quite a bit of experience on choosing the right plants to achieve, or at least approach, an ideal, a kind of harmony yet with excitement always near the surface.

As a yardstick for comparing their conditions with mine, it will be helpful to readers if I briefly indicate what soil and climate I’m working with. Great Dixter, where I live, is in East Sussex, that is to say in south-east England about ten miles inland from the English Channel coast. My garden lies near the top of a south-west facing slope and maritime winds are often very strong. Wind is the great enemy, here, and we have planted a good deal of shelter over the years. Blotting out a view matters so much less than being able to grow plants without having them battered to pulp or blown out of the ground.

The compensation for these winds is that frost and snow are comparatively minor problems. Perhaps every other winter, frosts are severe and prolonged enough for the ice on my horse pond to carry one’s weight, but then only for a few days. There are exceptional winters, of course, like 1963, when the air temperature in our porch dropped to 10°F and frost was prolonged, but these aberrations are soon forgotten. I always believe in planting masses of semi-tender shrubs after a hard winter, backing the odds that there won’t be another for some years to come! (The pessimist – and how many such there are vociferously around us – would predict the onset of a new ice age and be petrified into inactivity.) Spring radiation frosts are uncommon because the cold air drains away, and in autumn we seldom sustain an air frost before November.

Rainfall averages thirty inches a year, distributed fairly evenly. If I don’t have to irrigate at some time between spring and autumn, it’s a pretty poor summer. But our soil is clay-based with a good deal of badly draining silt included, so drainage is a recurring problem. One way and another I am pretty fortunate and there are always plenty of visitors to tell me so.


Mixed border

A garden must have beds and borders in which to grow the majority of its plants and the mixed border seems to me to be the ideal, rather than segregating your material into shrubberies, rose beds, herbaceous borders and bedding-out areas.

Different kinds of plants grown in juxtaposition, help each other. Shrubs often provide firmness and solidity of form and texture. Many can be used for foliage effect over a long season. Herbaceous plants are the great contributors of colour. By and large they need massing rather than speckling, while the foliage plants, including grasses, set them off. Bulbs extend a border’s season and can often be worked in among other plants without demanding a special position for themselves. Annuals and bedding plants allow us to ring the changes. Certain self-sowing annuals, like opium poppies, which I grow in my Long Border near where phloxes are flaunting are half friends, half foes. Their seed heads are decorative and as plants they are nice for filling in but if allowed to seed into a group of shorter plants they would quickly weaken and maim them. Verbascums, whether biennial or perennial, are deceptive too. When growing they develop so quickly that, like a friendly lion laying its paw over a kitten, a single leaf can within days utterly swamp some smaller neighbour. We want our borders to look full but we have to guard against this kind of thuggery. Especially when practised against slow shrubs that are small in their early years. They cannot be expected to make strong, bushy growth if towered over by neighbours that grow feet tall within weeks.

In fact you need to take great care about choosing suitable shrubs for a mixed border. Let us say that the border’s main season is between June and September, when plant growth is naturally at its peak. It would be a mistake to include a spring flowering shrub like Spiraea × vanhouttei, because it would become a complete passenger after May, of no interest for its shape or for its foliage.

The Jerusalem sage, Phlomis fruticosa, is another matter. It is evergreen and its grey leaves are an asset for much of the year. Also, it makes a show of old-fashioned looking, dusky yellow flowers in June, which comes into our season. My plant is a slight worry in that the end of its flowering season overlaps with the beginning of a shocking pink phlox’s on its left, so the sage needs dead-heading fairly smartly, after which its foliage again resumes a helpful role of setting off its flowering neighbours.

Too many evergreens in a garden can bring on heaviness in summer but a leavening in the mixed border is invaluable, especially if the border itself has no evergreen hedge as background. My Long Border has yew, but I still use a good many evergreens right to the front. Another is the July- to August-flowering Escallonia ‘Iveyi’, covered with panicles of white blossom. It is a sight (and a sound – bees adore it) for ten days but would I choose it if I were starting again? I sometimes wonder. Point in favour: it has a cheerfully glossy leaf. Point against: its dead flower heads make the shrub look rather awful in winter. Point against: it has reached tree-like proportions but (point for) by selectively removing a number of branches each year I can plant quite close to it. The area around its trunk is colonised by woodruff, Asperula odorata, which makes a carpet of white each spring. So the site occupied by the escallonia is doing more than one job and the extension of the border’s flowering season with woodruff does not weaken the display in July–August. The escallonia has it.

Some evergreens are improved in appearance if they themselves have a dark evergreen background, notably those with coloured (usually yellow) or variegated foliage. In the top back corner of my Long Border I have a variegated holly, Ilex × altaclarensis ‘Golden King’, which is an abiding joy throughout the year. Given me as a tiny plant in 1954, it is desperately slow growing in its early years. One would be tempted to choose the variegated Elaeagnus pungens ‘Maculata’ instead, but wrongly, for this popular shrub has the inelegant habit of side shoots that grow at every sort of awkward angle away from its main branches, whereas the holly, especially if pruned a little every five to seven years to keep it from opening out, makes a shapely column and it carries marvellous crops of red berries in holly-berrying years. Another point in its favour is that it is virtually prickle-free. The shed leaves from prickly hollies persist for a long while and are distressing to the hand weeder.

Slow growers make the comeliest specimens in the long run but the fastest growing shrubs have advantages of quite another kind and most of them are suited to mixed border life. I mean such as tree mallows, tree lupins, buddleias, shrubby hypericums, Spanish broom, summer flowering tamarisk (Tamarix pentandra), indigo (Indigofera heterantha) and most hydrangeas. Many of them flower in the summer on their new wood and can consequently be pruned hard back in winter or early spring just as though they were herbaceous plants, except that you’re pruning to a stump instead of to the ground.

And there are shrubs grown for their foliage that can be treated in the same way. Such is the golden cut-leaved elder, Sambucus racemosa ‘Plumosa Aurea’ which is at the lower end of my border with groups of a 5ft herbaceous daisy Buphthalmum (Telekia) speciosum. The lime-green leaves of the elder go well with the bright yellow daisies of the plant. If I didn’t prune the sambucus annually, it would make a larger, scruffier bush with smaller, less distinguished leaves, and it would flower. That is no help at all; the flowers are insignificant and dissipate the shrub’s purpose of carrying gorgeous leaves.

When choosing herbaceous plants for a mixed border, two main considerations will be colour – slabs of it to offset all the foliage plants you’ll be revelling in – and length of flowering season. I’m not greedy in the last respect. Three weeks for a group will satisfy me, but then mine is a big border. With less space you’ll be seeking longer-flowering plants like Japanese anemones, which go on from early August to mid-October, and you may also turn to tender perennials like dahlias or cannas, to annuals, or to long-flowering bedding plants like verbenas.

A really short-season perennial is not to be tolerated unless it is so exciting (like the yellow-flowered Arum creticum) that you concentrate on those few days so that they seem to have been as many weeks. The sort of perennial I would be shy of recommending is Centaurea macrocephala. It has large yellow thistle heads and a clump of it takes the eye. I first saw this in the Royal Horticultural Society’s gardens at Wisley and was bowled over but it is hard to know, until you’ve grown it yourself, that its season is only a week or ten days long and it has absolutely nothing else to offer. Some plants on the other hand, can be coaxed into flowering a second time. The purple-spiked Salvia nemorosa ‘Superba’ is one of my favourites in this category and so is Helenium ‘Moerheim Beauty’, which I grow next to it.

Weeks Farm, in Kent, is in essence a cottage garden on a large scale with a mêlée of flowers among which you must not be surprised or shocked to see mustard-yellow achilleas hobnobbing with brilliant pink phloxes. When you stand back, these violent incursions are totally absorbed and this is largely achieved by an abundance of foliage and also by the size of these double borders. They are some 12ft across and the path between them 9ft. These are very relaxed proportions, though the borders are quite short. It is far more satisfactory to have one large border in a small garden that will accommodate some big groups and units without looking top heavy, than to finnick around with a mass of incident, nothing large enough to make its mark.

At the Pollock Halls of Residence in Edinburgh University, you have the very different ambience of institutional gardening and yet because the superintendent, Geoffrey Brooks, really cares about what he is planting and where, any interested resident or visitor must be enormously stimulated by what he finds. In one courtyard you notice first that the gravel path is broad so that plants from either side can encroach upon it. Everything has elbow space and room to breathe. When you have to be content with a lawn frontage, there is nearly always an uncomfortable feeling of containment.

Polygonum affine has been allowed to flow out from their border and root into the gravel. Its pink spikes have a months-long season and the foliage colours in the autumn. If suited it gives splendid value – in fact we couldn’t hit it off in my garden, but then it takes all sorts. You notice an isolated clump of blue leaved grass, Helictotrichon sempervirens. Although at the border’s margin it rises feet above its surroundings. A too careful grading for height looks smug and bland.

Behind all this is a great bank of cotoneaster, which has two seasons: early, when flowering, and late, when in berry, but any­thing tending towards the fidgets in so large an expanse of tiny leaves is compensated for by its flowing habit and also by the strong vertical lines of the sword-like leaves of Phormium tenax behind it.

I am always surprised but try not to be resentful when I visit Scotland, by the number of plants that do better for them than they do for me. I’ve never had much growth from the bush willow, Salix lanata, but this is a native of Scotland and northwards to the Arctic. Here it makes a fine dome of grey-green foliage between flowering colonies of shrubby potentillas. When young, this willow’s foliage is greyer still and even earlier, male bushes carry woolly pussies covered with yellow specks of pollen while the female’s fruits develop into grey candles several inches long.

Wherever a border’s contents consist of a fairly high proportion of herbaceous perennials, there will be a tendency for it to fall away in colour content after the second week in August (in the south of England). Even the phloxes will be ebbing and it becomes a challenge to maintain the interest without weakening the earlier display.

For late August and early September I have for several years been working at a grouping based on Aster sedifolius, better known as A. acris, and Crocosmia (Montbretia) ‘Citronella’. Behind them, the inestimable Weigela florida ‘Variegata’ whose May season of scented tubular pale pink blossom and young, white-edged leaves, merges without weakening into a months-long span when the leaves, now gold and green, become a lively background to whatever you may choose for companions. I once grew the waterlily decorative dahlia ‘Scarlet Beauty’, in front of it, and that was dramatically satisfying.

The crocosmia/aster link up was harder work than I had expected. In the first year the aster was crippled by rabbits nibbling its young shoots. In the second the crocosmias simply failed to flower at all. In the third, all went well, but then the crocosmia suddenly died out in large chunks as it did in many other gardens, including the Wisley trial grounds, in that year. Easy plants, as we all know, can prove surprisingly difficult.

One of the advantages of ‘Citronella’ is the fresh green of its spear leaves all through the summer. And Aster sedifolius has the advantage of flowering a month earlier than the general run of Michaelmas daisies and of keeping going for a couple of weeks longer than they do, too. In fact, Michaelmas daisies of the popular A. novi-belgii types are a liability in many ways and I have given them up. The plants look excessively stodgy in the long run-up, then they flower only for a fortnight so that you really need a special Michaelmas daisy border to make them worthwhile, and then they are liable to mildew and several other troubles which I need not dwell on.

Aster sedifolius is very old-fashioned because it needs a lavish framework of supporting twigs. It is usually sold in its dwarf form which nobody bothers to stake but that’s not the same thing as the splendid eiderdown of colour from a well-managed colony of the type plant. (Mine is not yet all that wonderful.)

I’ve put a late flowering pink at the front, Dianthus amurensis, with single mauve flowers. It can be treated as an annual. And on its right, a Michaelmas daisy not yet in bloom, but this one looks fresh and contributes all through the summer with airy, much-branched stems and a bright green colouring. It is a form of Aster ericoides called ‘Esther’ and its flowers are nearer pink than mauve.

There’s the fruit of Rosa moyesii peering in from the right and, behind that, a pale, grey-leaved willow, Salix alba argentea that is simply grown for foliage and pollarded annually. It also plays host to an early display of the parasite, Lathraea clandestina, which feeds on its roots and carries dense clumps of purple, hooded flowers (they look like crocuses from a distance) from March to May.


Roses need company

The vast majority of roses make ugly bushes. To herd them into borders and gardens on their own is merely to emphasise their defects. The only point in its favour is that a monoculture enables the grower to concentrate on a comprehensive spraying programme for the control of their numerous pests and diseases. It should, however, be remembered that the greater the numbers and density of any single crop or creature, the greater the field day for the parasites and disease organisms to which they are a prey. Your efforts to keep on top will be in a state of progressive escalation.

On the other hand the greater the variety of plants you grow, the fewer will be your problems with any one of them. It would be good if roses ceased to be big business and gardeners abandoned rose worship in favour of regarding them as just another shrub that it is nice, indeed necessary, to own, but in reasonable numbers. There will then cease to be any need to segregate them. Or, if you do fancy a rose garden, it could consist of up to half of shrub roses having a reasonably pleasing habit and, for the rest, plants that extend the former’s season and contrast with the round blobs which are the rose’s typical shape. Clematis, delphiniums, lilies, campanulas, cranesbills, Japanese anemones and alchemillas all associate particularly well with roses but the possibilities are unlimited. I realise, of course, that it is intellectually far easier to settle for a garden of roses than to have to work out a scheme where they are only one among perhaps a dozen or twenty ingredients. But the more taxing approach is also the more stimulating and will give you greater pleasure in the long run.

Lloyd now has to confess that he has a rose garden himself; it was there before I was born, was designed as such and would be difficult to use in any other way. But my preference is for introducing roses into other parts of my garden by way of the mixed borders.

There are not many red-flowered hardy perennials and most of those have a short season so a red rose can be an invaluable supplier of this colour. At the lower end of my Long Border ‘Florence May Morse’ is in front of the Mount Etna broom, Genista aetnensis. The latter flowers in July and is an exceptionally long-lived tree/shrub compared with most brooms, which pack up after a few years. Furthermore it casts so little shade that you can plant right underneath it. The red and yellow combination I’ve used could be a bit hot, but does not seem so because of the genista’s flowers being so very small. They pile up like a luminous thunder cloud. ‘Florence May Morse’ is a straightforward shade of red without any blue or orange in it. The flowers are not endearingly shaped, but they show up and are borne in two big flushes, summer and autumn. It grows 8ft or more tall, with me, and is pruned and tied once a year to a chestnut post. I should perhaps say that none of the roses in my borders are ever sprayed and they don’t seem to need it, holding their leaves well into autumn. Any that needed treatment for ailments would be discarded.

‘The Fairy’, a small double pink polyantha pompon, bears long trusses of blossom from mid-July till November in a setting of glossy, healthy foliage. The habit is arching rather than upright and at 2ft it is well suited to the border front. The August–September-flowering Chinese chives, Allium tuberosum, seeds itself around the rose’s crowns and I like its white umbels showing through the pink rosettes. An apron of the prostrate, glaucous Acaena affinis laps over the paving in front of these two.

Rosa moyesii and R. setipoda are dual-purpose. Single flowers in May–June, long red hips in August–September. The former has a stiff, gaunt habit, readily absorbed by planting something bushy, like hydrangeas in front of it. Stiff stems also suggest the drapery of a clematis which will not bear them down with its weight. Any of the hybrids of Clematis texensis would be suitable.

The true rugosas (rather than the hybrids) with their rough-textured yet glossy leaves are always the picture of health and eminently suited to mixed border life (they go well with Acanthus), where they successively flower and fruit with a considerable overlap between the two. The fruits are globular, like small tomatoes, and can raise an eyebrow when conjoined to the magenta flowers of such as ‘Scabrosa’, but somehow it works. There’s plenty of diluting greenery. Eventually the foliage turns pure yellow, so these roses are marvellous value. The double kinds don’t fruit and my first preference would be for singles like ‘Alba’ and the soft pink ‘Frau Dagmar Hastrup’.

The pink colouring of ‘Zéphirine Drouhin’, an almost thornless, perpetual-flowering pillar rose with a marvellous scent, is brash and quarrelsome. I had it near my yellow Sambucus/Buphthalmum set-up and really only noticed the jangle when I saw a photograph. By framing a scene, a photograph forces you to focus on a small area. I ousted that plant but still enjoy another which is surrounded by self-sown Campanula persicifolia in blue and white. No clashing here.

The campanulas also look good with the double pink ‘Crested Moss’, which I have in the middle of the Long Border. It is a charmer in flower but with a scrawny habit that makes concealment imperative. Here, with so many other kinds of plants around, it is entirely sublimated.

‘Perle d’Or’ is stiff, angular and chunky, but a great flowerer and with a long repeat season. Its second flowering is particularly sweet on the air. The apricot flowers are miniature Hybrid Tea-type but on a large bush, and in most situations I’d rather have miniature roses on a large bush than miniature roses on a miniature bush. They achieve more individuality. Our original specimen is now nearly 50 years old and has oriental poppies growing around and through it, but that’s in May–June before the rose has got going.

Two specimens of ‘Grüss an Aachen’ grow close together on adjacent poles at the back of the border; this is the climbing sport, which I rooted from cuttings. With its full, double, pearly pink flowers it looks old-fashioned but is not. It only flowers at midsummer and therefore shares with the purple clematis, ‘Gipsy Queen’, which is at its best in August.

There are, then, roses of all sizes and types to fit into your mixed border. A particularly stiff yet vigorous variety like ‘Queen Elizabeth’ might be hard to disguise. You could try running the pale blue clematis ‘Perle d’Azur’ through its legs.


Tulips as fixtures

When you grow tulips as spring bedders, they have to be lifted to make room for summer flowers. You harvest, store and then forget about them till the autumn, by which time mice have eaten the lot. In rough grass, tulips look delightful but slowly dwindle and vanish. The one way to keep them over the years is as permanencies in your mixed borders.

I have a patch of the Parrot tulip, ‘Orange Favourite’, which has been going for fifteen years at least. There were 100 bulbs at the start and I still enjoy 100 blooms in good years – tulips have their ups and their downs. They were, and still are, interplanted among clumps of Rudbeckia ‘Goldsturm’, a perennial black-eyed Susan that starts rather late into growth. Its golden daisies open from early August and give fully two months’ value; it is 2½ft tall, shade-tolerant but moisture loving, and fully self-supporting. So that makes good use of one patch of ground.

You see the same treatment at Barnsley House, near Cirencester, Gloucestershire, where the border is backed by a Cotswold stone wall. Round about are rose, peony, oriental poppy, hebe, for the main display, but in the meantime a spring bonus: tulips and self-sown forget-me-nots. You have to be firm with the latter, weeding out the seedlings that would interfere with nearby perennials, but they are easily pulled out when dead. The tulips merely need dead-heading. By the time their foliage is dying the surrounding plants will have taken over.

In a newly planted border it is never difficult to find room for tulips but in an old border you should site them so that they will need only occasional disturbance, that is to say among perennials that do not themselves need frequent division but that are not so early and voluminously in growth (as lupins, for instance) as to swamp the bulbs. Japanese anemones, Aster × frikartii and any Heliopsis (a restrained perennial sunflower) are good hosts.

If you overhaul your border in autumn, you’ll be able to make any desired new plantings or replantings as soon as the neighbouring perennials have themselves been dealt with, supposing they need anything more than cutting down and top dressing with manure. Often they won’t. The only disadvantage in autumn work is that established tulip groups won’t yet be showing through. There’ll be no guidance sign, unless they were marked with short pieces of cane – an invaluable early warning system. Even if you can’t remember what the cane meant, you’ll investigate carefully near that spot before using your trowel or fork.

Nowadays I leave my borders till the spring which is not, I must confess, quite so good for the tulips. Admittedly you’ll be able to see where they are and so they are easily bypassed, but if you wanted to move them on account of the plants they’re among needing to be re-set, you’ll not be able to do so without seriously upsetting their growth.

Tulips are rather good among foliage shrubs or sub-shrubs like santolinas, Senecio cineraria and certain hebes, that have to be, or at least can be, cut back in late winter or early spring, thus leaving open spaces between the plants in which the tulips can develop before the gaps close in again.


More bulbs in borders

Tulips are only one example of the use of bulbs in the mixed border context. Daffodils, by and large, die off much too obtrusively to be suitable; I shall come to them later, but a great many others can be used.

Hyacinths that were once grown for winter and early spring display in bowls should always be saved and planted out. If properly sited where disturbance will be unnecessary they will carry on indefinitely. We have a clump of ‘L’Innocence’ that was first given to my brother in hospital when he had an appendicitis – in 1929. Hyacinths are good among roses, if you don’t feel obliged to be messing around with the ground over-busily, but by far their best position is among herbaceous June-flowering peonies (Paeonia lactiflora forms). The carmine shoots of these will already be a few inches high when the hyacinths are flowering in March–April, and they go awfully well together.

I have already mentioned Allium tuberosum in connection with roses. That species is late flowering but between them the alliums (onions, in English, but that sounds as bathetic as paste for pâté: try House Paste for Pâté Maison) cover a flowering season of six months. Early kinds like A. murrayanum, which flowers in May–June, can be grown in gaps that exist only in the early part of the season. I have it invested by the young shoots of a remarkable cranesbill, Geranium wallichianum ‘Buxton’s Blue’. This spreads as much as 2ft in all directions from a central crown and will climb 18in or 2ft into any taller plant which it encounters on the way. But in autumn it dies back to the original very small crown from which it originated and much ground is vacated for early performers like snowdrops, crocuses, anemones – and alliums. By the time they are being swamped again, their seed has been set and they are ready for a long siesta.

A. aflatunense reaches a height of 3ft and carries spherical heads of lavender stars in May that look uncommonly well behind any hosta with waxy blue leaves. The pale straw-coloured seed heads retain their shape and beauty through the summer. It is rather a bore that the leaves on most of these larger alliums are already dying off, obtrusively, by the time their flowers are coming out, but the hostas’ own foliage will utterly conceal this defect. In the same way you need to place A. giganteum behind masking shrubs or plants so that only its dramatic, lilac-coloured heads are seen in its June flowering season. Light, well-draining soil is a great advantage for such as this. It tends to go down to fungal diseases on my clay if the early summer is wet.

Neither are lilies in general (though Lilium pardalinum is an exception) any too happy on clay soils where, also, they become a prey to the small black slugs that can live among their scales until no bulb remains. But lilies in mixed borders are an attractive proposition, and also among shrubs. In grand woodland gardens where rhododendrons and azaleas predominate, they are used to extend the season beyond rhododendron time.

The deliciously scented Madonna lily, L. candidum, flowers in early July and is no trouble if you start with virus-free stock and keep it that way. ‘Broken’ tulips (the stripy ones) carry a lily virus and are better kept in another part of the garden. The Madonna lily bulb should be planted only just below the soil surface and it will thrive in hot, exposed places, on chalk as well as other soils, but it looks better when among other plants – I have it with Penstemon ‘Drinkstone Red’. L. henryi, with apricot-coloured Turk’s caps, is easy going and flowers late in July, into August. I have it emerging from quite a tangle of low shrubs – daphne, hydrangea, nandina. Given good drainage and with the addition of humus in the form of peat or leaf mould, it is worth trying groups of some of the more captious lilies like the golden-rayed Japanese L. auratum among shrubs. But it is a sad fact in respect of lilies, as of roses, that the more kinds you grow together, the more liable they all are to pick up and succumb to one another’s diseases. Madonna lilies traditionally thrive in cottage gardens better than anywhere, and this is because they are the only lily on the scene. It is possible to be a happy gardener
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