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Apologies for the lack of a September issue. Here is the early October issue. 

So, we come to the end of a most eventful year and I must say a successful one. Despite the lack of the 

Britain in Bloom Finals, the “It is Your Neighbourhood” Scheme, and normal judging and assessment, your 

response has been amazing. 

With results published and certificates sent, we are delighted that across the two regions you achieved a 

superb tally of awards: 158 Gold Awards, 79 Silver Gilt’s, 13 Silver Awards and no bronzes. Our Community 

Gardening Awards (replacing IYN this year) too where a great success, out of the 172 entries 123 where at 

level 4 or 5. 

Thanks also go to our professional colleagues in the Boroughs,  villages, towns & cities, who care for our 

Parks & Gardens and our natural landscapes We hope that they, along with yourselves, will be able to carry 

on gardening and professional horticulture and recover as much ground as possible. This is especially so in 

our Town Centres and Business Districts.  

But what if the pandemic persists, how will we stay in touch and prepare for next year. Well, the Trustees in 

both regions have already started to consider the options and as soon as we have devised how we might 

respond to the many possible scenarios, we will let you know.  

Bloom is an extremely broad church and not all about flowers and this year for many it has been about 

getting out to our green spaces and connecting with nature. Visiting the local Park or connecting with nature 

has been a saviour for many of us.  

Helping neighbours, shopping for those who cannot and generally helping proves the immense value of 

community.  

At a recent Britain in Bloom Federation meeting, many regions are considering how this renewed interest in 

Greenspaces and nature might be incorporated into future judging and assessments. We in  London & South 

& South East in Bloom have been promoting and assessing these most important places for many years and 

we look forward to more entries in these categories so we can recognise the outstanding work being carried 

out to preserve and protect these essential places.  

While all UK regions pursue their own competitions and community development, we at SSEIB & LIB will 

continue to work hard to continue and adapt to changing circumstances with your help of course.   

Many thanks & Keep Blooming, Ed.   



Jim Buttress VMH, SSEIB Judge and former LIB & BIB 

Chairman and Royal Parks Manager  
My Father instilled in me as a young lad that every cloud has a silver 

lining. At times it was exceedingly difficult to accept his philosophy, 

particularly as a teenager. 

However, as I got older events happened in my life that made me 

realise and accept my Father’s advice. 

I have been truly fortunate in my chosen career. As one door closed 

another seemed to open. A classic example of this happened on the 

15th October 1987. The Great Storm was something we had never 

experienced on this scale before. We lost over 250 trees in 

Greenwich Park, the Royal Navel College, and the National Maritime 

Museum.  

My first decision was to keep the park shut. No public a great start!! 

I involved all the staff in the decision making ignoring all the Civil 

Service and Health & Safety procedures. We reopened the park after two weeks.  The plus side of the storm 

was that it had created incredible vistas and views that previously did not exist. Unsightly Sycamores and 

Hawthorns that could never have been removed had left space for new and more interesting species to be 

planted.  The donations from the public paid for all the replacements.   I invited local children to come and 

help with the planting.  One of the schools got children to collect Conkers, Acorns and other seeds which 

when large enough we would plant in the woods surrounding the Deer enclosure. 

Two of the most amusing incidents that took place as a result of the storm. Firstly, although the Park was 

safe to open, just as an extra precaution I asked the staff to put some notices up, “Beware Dangerous Trees” 

to which someone had written underneath “Do Not Feed”. 

As I stated earlier, I took the decision to close the Park to the Public.  At the end of the week an irate 

member of the public who repeatedly informed me that every Sunday for the last 70 years he had visited 

the Park. I tried to explain the reasons why the park was close, but to no avail. And decided I was wasting my 

time.  As I walked away, he grabbed hold of me and said. “Young Man, if you had planted the trees deep 

enough in the first place you would not be in this situation”!! 

Another date we will never forget is February 2020. The start of the pandemic which eventually nearly 

brought the world to a standstill. There have been many tragic stories and regrettably they continue. 

However, in all this despair there have been some joyful moments.  Due to the lockdown and restrictions 

people with more time on their hands have taken to a greater interest in gardening. This has resulted in 

people and communities growing vegetables for the first time. Record sales of seeds, materials and 

magazines have been logged.  The closure of many/most National Trust sites has seen nesting birds return 

after a long absence. The general public looking for places to exercise have been made aware of the 

environment, nature trails and believe it or not their local park. 

The response to London & South & South East in Blooms virtual competition was incredible. I am aware of 

two local Parks Departments that have asked the local residents to take part in a survey to identify what 

improvement can be made, this on the back of an increased usage of our Green Paces, Hopefully this bodes 

well for the future. 

Keep safe & well and above all keep gardening – Jim  



 The Chris Collins Column 

Chris Collins Horticultural Consultant, Broadcaster & Head of Garden Organic 
A HOUSE FULL OF PLANTS  

Sometimes it’s easy to take them for 

granted, with a little effort they soon 

become part of the fixtures and fittings of 

your home and one thing is for sure, my 

home would not be the same without 

Houseplants.  Plants bring a home to life and 

with a few I found with a few tips and tricks, 

they will soon become part of the family. No 

garden, no problem. Living in rented digs 

and moving frequently? The houseplant is 

your access to having an indoor garden. 

If you are starting out it may be tricky to 

choose which plants to pick as the choice can 

be wide and varied. For those of you with 

busy lives, I recommend starting with the 

tougher characters like rubber plants ( Fiscus 

decora ) Cheese plants (Monstera ), African 

peace Lily ( Spathyphyllum ) and the genus 

Calathea.  These are some of the indoor 

tougher characters not too difficult to care 

for and once you have mastered their care 

you can move on to more specialised plants 

like Cactus, Orchids or terrariums. 

One great idea is making sure you mix your 

planting, plants thrive better in 

communities, a Fiscus can be underplanted with Calatheas or Spathyphyllum. In short, I call these rainforest 

pots, with a larger canopy plant underplanted with groundcover. Or create mini gardens with a mixture of 

three or four plants of differing heights and habits.  

Where to site  Houseplants – Once you've picked your plants it’s important to give some consideration to 

where you want to site them, the vast majority of houseplants like a well-lit spot but will be uncomfortable 

with long periods in direct bright sunshine. A well-lit corner of a room is ideal for bigger plants like Rubber 

plants or Cheese plants. the most important rule is to stand them away from heat sources, that means away 

from radiators or gas fires. Houseplants hate sudden changes in temperature and will express their displeasure 

by suddenly dropping leaves or another indicator is the browning of leaf edges, this occurs because the plant 

is transpiring to much water and cell death occurs in the leaf margins. 

Many of my houseplants are purchased, received or propagated as small plants as I love to see them put on 

growth, but they soon need bigger pots, and it is important to think about houseplant composts. Most will 

like an open, free-draining soil, so avoid the heavy green waste composts, I know they are tempting because 

they are cheap, but houseplants won’t appreciate soggy roots and wet compost which encourage Scarid fly. 

During my time working with tropical collections at Botanic gardens, we used to mix our own composts, 

something I still like to do. I will use peat-free potting compost and mix it with 20% fine chipped bark and then 

10% loamy soil. The bark allows for decent drainage and oxygen supply to the roots and the loam aids nutrient 



retention. A handful of Comfrey pellets mixed in will not harm either. A good rule to remember when choosing 

pots is the bigger the pot the bigger the plant, so if you want one of those large majestic Cheese plants in the 

corner of the front room then keep potting on once the roots fill out its current container. 

For arid loving houseplants like Cactus, mix some decent compost with 30% silver sand or horticultural grit. 

When to water, this is the most asked question and easily the most common reason for managing to kill them. 

I will put this in the simplest terms, water feely in the spring and summer and ease right up in the winter. I will 

check my houseplants for water every few days in the growing season, using my fingers I check the moisture 

content of the soil. The plants will be active and thirsty during the growing season. In winter, however, 

watering is reduced to once a month. I like my plants to sit mostly dry during the dark months but as always, 

I never ignore them they are living creatures so get into the habit of checking their welfare. Another good tip 

is to spray them down from time to time with a hand sprayer of water, obviously make sure nothing electrical 

is nearby. This would be known as damping down in a professional setting and it increases the humidity around 

the plant, something it will enjoy. It will also help inhibit potential pests like the dreaded Red Spider Mite, a 

major nemesis of the houseplant. 

On the whole, Houseplants are not particularly greedy plants, most of the common ones originate from 

Rainforests and are excellent at surviving on minimal nutrients. However, they do seem, to enjoy the watering 

or foliar spraying of Seaweed extract, this I do once a month, it also helps prevent your houseplant leaves 

going yellow or chlorotic as it has Magnesium content. A sprinkle of organic Comfrey pellets and a thin top-

dress of fine bark in early spring  is also good to practise but on the whole its fairly simple  

Like all household items, a good clean of the leaves is required from time to time, as they will collect the dust 

which will, in turn, reduce the leaves ability to photosynthesise. Only use water, there are sprays for shining 

leaves on the market, but water is more than sufficient. This is also a good time to check for sap-sucking pests 

like Mealybug or scale, remove these by rubbing them off or if it is a really bad infestation, prune it out. 

Once you start growing houseplants, I guarantee you’ll soon become addicted and more and more will pop 

up around the home. They create a relaxing atmosphere in the home and prove to benefit our mental well-

being.  They are mostly easy to propagate, and many will root in water or will divide, its good fun to swap 

material with fellow gardeners and houseplant enthusiasts so go on get foliating your home today. 

 

 

 

   

What you said about Bloom 2020 
“Thank you for sending the report and I know everyone will be delighted with the result. It’s been an incredible amount 
of work for you and Kate made much more difficult because of Covid. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for us 

and all the help you’ve given me in making sure the entry went in in time. 

Thank you very much. 

“Thank you all for keeping the flame burning in such a difficult time” 

“What you have achieved during this period of so many restrictions is brilliant- I don’t underestimate it”. 

 



GARDENING TIPS & TASKS FOR October  

Reg Leach, SSEiB Judge and former Parks Manager, London Borough of Richmond upon Thames 
 

Hope you are all keeping safe and well as we enter autumn, 

which is fast approaching. As always there is plenty to do in 

the garden as the nights begin to draw in. Frost will soon 

become more likely and look out for intricate cobwebs that 

become more visible in the garden at this time of year, 

particularly after heavy dew. 

Bedding: 

If you have not got around to doing this yet, dig out the 

remains of your summer bedding and empty out hanging 

baskets, troughs and containers. It’s a good idea to wash out 

and sterilise containers before storing or re-using before 

replanting with winter/spring bedding. If your summer 

displays included bedding geraniums and ivy leaf geraniums 

consider taking cuttings or pot up and over-winter them, 

keeping them relatively dry, and frost-free and in a light and 

airy position, preferably a glasshouse or conservatory, or 

even a window ledge throughout the winter, ready to start 

them up again next spring. 

Prior to planting winter/spring bedding try to incorporate some organic matter – from your compost bin - or 

buy a few bags of well-rotted horse manure and dig into the beds. When planting, if you are including bulbs, 

such as Tulips into you scheme, put the bulbs in after planting the bedding. If you plant them first, you may 

accidently cut through them with the trowel! As a guide, plant bulbs to depth of around 2 ½ times their 

diameter. Taller Tulip varieties should be planted a little deeper to give them better wind resistance when 

they are flowering next spring. 

Although many people only plant hanging baskets for the summer months, they can be planted up for the 

winter/spring and will give a good splash of welcome colour. Plant up with winter pansies and include some 

variegated ivy so there are some trailing plants and include some small flowering daffodils. You can also 

plant up baskets with cyclamen or even winter flowering heather to give a bright display during the winter 

through to the spring. 

Herbaceous and shrub borders: 

Don’t be tempted to cut off dead flower heads of 

sunflowers or other seed-bearing flower heads, leave 

then for the birds. If your roses are covered in rose hips, 

the birds love them too. Leave on the old flower heads 

of Hydrangea and Sedum to give some colour and 

interest to the winter garden. It’s also a good way to 

protect the new buds that are dormant at ground level, 

from frost.    

Cut back perennials, that have finished flowering, but 

leave grasses with their flower spikes, as they will give 

winter interest to the garden. 



As mentioned last month, now is a good time to lift and divide herbaceous plants and to reorganize your 

border to get plants in their best places. For example, shade-loving plants may be struggling in the sunnier 

border and taller plants may screen smaller plants behind, so lift and replant for a better border next year. 

Now is also a good time to introduce new herbaceous plants. 

If you want to plant containerised plants into the ground, 

do this while there is some warmth in the soil. Leave bare 

root plants until a little later. Bare root deciduous trees 

should only be planted after they have dropped their 

leaves and best planted between November and March. 

If you haven’t done so yet, trim back Lavender and 

Rosemary to keep them within their allocated space in the 

garden, but don’t trim them too hard or into the old 

wood, as they will not regenerate. 

 

 

 

Climbers: 

Vigorous climbers such as Wisteria will have become unruly. Cut back this year’s growth to two or three 

buds of the old wood to keep them in check and to retain the old framework. If you want to increase the 

framework, select appropriate shoots and tie them in to the area you want to cover. Tie in climbing roses 

the same way if you wish to extend the cover against a wall. 

Less hardy plants: 

If you have plants in pots such as Agapanthus, 

Canna and Dahlia that are not frost hardy, once 

the leaves have turned yellow, cut them off and 

put the pots into the shed or garage and allow 

them to dry out. That way they are protected 

from frost and can be brought out next spring 

to start all over again. If such plants have 

become too cramped in their containers, lift, 

divide and replant, keeping dry until next 

spring.  

 

Hardy Annuals: 

Why not try something different next year such as hardy annuals for next summer. 

There is a wealth of hardy annuals to choose from including Poppy, Corn Marigolds, Clarkia, Godetia and 

Cornflower. Consider replacing traditional bedding plants for the more sustainable and bee friendly hardy 

annuals next year. It’s a good idea to fill gaps in your border with hardy annuals. They can be sown direct 

and will give a welcome splash of colour in the summer. 

  



Autumn Leaves: 

As the autumn leaves are now starting to fall, collect them off beds, borders, containers and the lawn and if 

you’re able to, compost them. Make sure you regularly collect the leaves, particularly the morning after a 

hard frost, as they will drop much more readily.  

If you only have a light leaf fall in your garden, put any leaves that do fall onto your borders, so the worms 

can work them into the soil over the winter period, although tough leaves such as the London Plane take 

some time to break down so it’s best to compost them with a mix of other vegetation. If you have a pond it’s 

a good idea to net it during leaf fall. 

Forward Planning: 

As the longer evenings are fast approaching, order a few seed catalogues so you can plan and develop your 

garden for next year. 

Don’t forget: 

• Keep collecting those leaves off the lawn and borders and compost them. 

• Pack away the hosepipe and lag the outside tap to protect from frost. 

• If the weather is mild keep hoeing to remove annual weeds such as chickweed that seems to grow all 
year round in the milder parts of the UK.  

• Consider water butts for the house and outbuildings and capture the winter rains, ready for watering 
the garden next year! 

 

 

What you said about Bloom 2020 
 

“Thank you both so much for organising this year’s LiB It’s meant a lot to the people involved in our community garden 

to have that continuity. They feel very encouraged and it keeps up the momentum for improving our green spaces” 

 

“Thank you for our results and updates for 2020- so good to see the virtual judging has gone so well and we are all very 

pleased with our results” 

 

“I just wanted to say thank you for all your efforts for this year's competition” 

. 

 

  



What's occurring on Ham Lands? 
After the long 
period of hot dry 
August weather, 
the grasslands 
were looking 
brown and 
withered with 
only a few 
flowering plants 
still looking good, 
but the heavy rain 
has transformed some of the brown to green bringing an 

Autumn flush of new growth. Rosebay Willowherb, Tansy, Everlasting Pea, Yarrow and Wild Carrot are still 
evident but are in decline. The flowers that remain are invaluable for insects seeking nectar and protein-rich 
pollen. The plants are busy too, putting their energy into setting seed to create new plants next year. The 
pictures below are of Rosebay Willowherb, Tansy, Everlasting Pea and Yarrow 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Plants still at their best include Wild Clematis, Clematis 
vitalba, also known by the delightful old English names 
of Old Man’s Beard and Traveller’s Joy, which forms 
wonderful cascades over trees and shrubs, and enjoys 
the calcareous soil. We also have a good colony of 
Soapwort, Saponaria officinalis, which is thriving in an 
area that we cleared of bramble over the past 2 years. 
This is an ancient introduction from Europe and Asia and 
was once used to make a mild soap by soaking its leaves.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Downriver. a vigorous climber, once popular as a garden plant, 
but here possibly a garden reject, is Russian Vine, Fallopia 
baldschuanica. It is in full of white flower now and comes 
originally from Central Asia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Another climber, 
but a native one, is 
the Hop, Humulus 
lupulus, well known for giving a pleasantly bitter flavour to our 
beers. The lovely green cones are the female flowers, while the 
male parts are inconspicuous and must be searched for. 
 
 
Our small colony of 
Hoary Cinquefoil 
Potentilla argentea, 
which has looked 
miserable in the 
drought of mid-
summer, has found a 
new lease of life with 
the recent rains, and 

is now in full flower and thriving. This is wonderful because this 
plant is classified as scarce. It has small yellow flowers, but its 
special glory is the underside of the leaves which are a strikingly 
bright silver colour, hence its specific name of ‘argentea’. 
 

 
An attractive blue-flowered plant some 2ft tall with well-
divided lower leaves is Chicory, Cichorium intybus. The Chicory 
flower only lasts for part of a day. It opens as the sun comes 
up, but on a hot day will close by the middle of the day. When 
the weather is cooler, the flower stays open for longer. New 
flower buds are opening constantly through the flowering 
season 
 

 

 

  



Find inspiration for 2021 with Amberol’s free plant-ups guide 
 

Spring and summer 2020 have been difficult seasons for 

horticulturalists and community gardening groups, and 

many of us have missed the stunning floral displays that 

they create in our region’s town centres and public spaces. 

However, even with the annual Britain in Bloom 

competition postponed until 2021 and the demands of 

social distancing, many groups have continued planting 

and tending to their displays within the new guidelines.  

Now, as autumn approaches, many In Bloom groups will 

already be planning for 2021 – and here’s some inspiration 

just for them. 

Amberol, who manufacture self-watering planters and 

litters bins from recyclable and recycled plastic, work with 

many community groups across the UK to help create the 

beautiful displays that brighten our village, town and city 

centres.  

To celebrate 50 years in business, and as a way of thanking their loyal customers, Amberol has produced the 

‘Inspired Plant-Ups’ guide. The downloadable booklet contains a range of colourful examples of different 

planting schemes sent in by Amberol customers, as well as offering advice and handy tips for planting, 

design and displays. It can be downloaded for free here.  

Examples of displays include: 

• A bank of six planters that were located on a flood wall by a river to enhance the surroundings. 

Thanks to the containers’ large water reservoirs, even during hot spells they only needed watering 

every five days or so.  

 

• A display of self-watering hanging baskets hung from an old bike rack planted up in mid-March with 

Begonias, Surfinias, Bacopas and Lysemachia, complemented by a range of ‘floral bicycles’. 

 

• A collection of tiered beehive planters filled with a substrate composed of at least 20% wood fibre 

specifically designed for urban flowering, with slow-release fertilisers. Plants are selected with 

biodiversity in mind and to attract pollinators.  

 

• A display using self-watering planters from Amberol’s heritage range around a war memorial using 

stone effect troughs which were planted up in the spring and autumn with winter pansies and a 

range of winter plants.  

 

https://amberol.co.uk/downloads/inspired-plantups
https://amberol.co.uk/downloads/inspired-plantups


Creating optimal conditions for plants to thrive 
The self-watering planters have been designed to 

help ensure perfect growing conditions with 

ample capacity for healthy root growth, also 

incorporating the unique Aquafeed™ matting 

which enables the even dispersal of water to 

plants and foliage as required. Each planter also 

has a generous under compost water reservoir, 

which means that most types of planters need 

watering once a week maximum. 

Although social distancing has made the planting 

and maintenance of displays difficult, Amberol 

hopes that this booklet will help inspire and motivate people to get out and about, planting for the autumn, 

winter and into 2021. In addition, using self-watering planters can make it easier to comply with social 

distancing restrictions at the same time as keeping displays looking fresh by reducing the number of trips 

made for watering.  

Amberol has also produced free tips booklets around the themes of container gardening, succeeding in 

Britain in Bloom and advice on obtaining sponsorship for planters and litter bins. To request a free copy of 

any of these tips booklets, email sales@amberol.co.uk or call 01773 830 930. 

 

 

Photo Competition Winners 
 

Thank you to all for the photo entries this year. We saw some exceptionally good entries, but there must be winners 

and they are: 

 

London in Bloom 

Friederike Huber, the Secret Garden Group 

 

South & South East in Bloom 

Sevenoaks Living Landscape Project 

 

  

mailto:sales@amberol.co.uk


Showtime: 70 years of Royal Park's floral magic 

Mike Fitt Chairman Royal, Parks Guild, LIB Trustee & Judge, SSEIB Ambassador & Judge  
 May is the month for the staging of the Chelsea Flower Show, visited by thousands of people and seen by 

millions on television. Sadly, this year the show was cancelled, scuppered by the coronavirus pandemic. This 

is the first time since the Second World War that the show hasn’t taken place. 

The Royal Parks has been exhibiting at RHS shows since the late 1950s when Simpson Millar Gault became 

park superintendent at The Regent’s Park and began exhibiting at the RHS Westminster shows. In the late 

1960s onwards, the Royal Parks went on to 

stage various floral displays at the Chelsea 

Flower Show until 1991.  Pictured (left) is 

former park superintendent, Jim Buttress 

VMH, working on the 1989 exhibit which 

was awarded a gold medal by the RHS. 

Since then the Royal Parks has created 

garden features at several Hampton Court 

Flower Shows, a notable first being a 

Garden in a Skip, exhibited in 2007.  

In 1984 the first UK garden festival took 

place in Liverpool, a regeneration scheme 

led by the then Secretary of State, Michael 

Heseltine. Here the Royal Parks, which at 

that time included the Hampton Court 

Palace estate, created a garden full of plants, featuring original 17th and 18th-century statues.  

Various garden festivals followed, and the Royal Parks took part in them all bar the last one held at Ebbw 

Vale in 1992. Some flower shows and garden festivals featured a contribution from the Royal Parks 

apprentices, supported and mentored by parks staff. 

In 1999 the Royal Parks held its very own flower show, 

staged in The Regent’s Park, a smaller version of the 

Chelsea flower show.  

As part of this, all the 

individual Royal Parks got 

together with the London 

Wildlife Trust to create a 

wildlife feature garden 

called ‘The Wild Side of 

Town’. As well as taking 

part in flower shows and 

garden festivals, the Royal Parks team was well known for its staging of 

floral displays at public events and exhibitions such as the mini-park which 

was built for the 1992 Food and Farming exhibition held in Hyde Park. 

The creative talents of the Royal Parks horticulturists remain undiminished 

and, although there have been no major Chelsea show gardens created in 

recent years, their green-fingered skills have fashioned floral displays for a 

variety of events held in the parks. The small wildlife garden made for the visit of her Majesty the Queen to 



the 2012 Diamond Jubilee celebrations held in Richmond Park, for example, was a joint project between the 

Guild, parks staff and parks contractors, involving the Royal Parks apprentices.  

A garden was also created by apprentices for the 2016 Royal Parks/Royal Parks Guild horticultural show held 

on the British Summer Time concert site in Hyde Park.  

Latterly there have been some amazing, three-

dimensional, floral sculptures produced in several of 

the Royal Parks. These included the giant floral crown, 

which was formed in St James’s Park during 2012, 

another Queen's Diamond Jubilee tribute.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This was followed by the topiary cyclists racing through 

massed carpet bedding, again in St James’s Park, celebrating 

the 2014 Tour de France, part of which took place in the UK. 

 

 

What you said about Bloom 2020 
 

“We have been continuing our garden projects once lock down was relaxed much to the delight of the 
visitors. It has also helped the volunteers to keep a balance in their lives”. 

 
“So THANK YOU SO MUCH, Anne, Peter and Kate and the trustees, judges and sponsors, for keeping it all 

going this year and giving us all the "pat on the back" and something lovely to take us through to 2021 when, 
fingers crossed, we'll all be able to meet up again”  

 

  



A little Fairy dust and Bloom works it magic  
Over the past three years strange, unexplained floral happenings have been noticed around Ventnor, a small 

resort on the southern tip of the Isle of Wight. Once renowned for its beneficial climate this Victorian gem is 

built on a series of rising terraces cut into the side of the 600-foot-high, chalk Downs rising from the lower 

coastal margins, a touch of Madeira in the UK. Here gardens are often small and tiered on several levels. 

Growing spaces are at a premium. 

The town centre has traditional planters with more regimented floral displays to be found at the Winter 

Gardens and the Cascades where fresh spring water tumbles down to the sea below. There is also a recently 

revamped small public garden with seating at the side of the central car park. 

But all was not well in Ventnor land. Numerous pockets of land were neglected and uncared for, attracting 

litter and weeds that nobody seemed to want to clear. Some of the plantings were struggling in times of 

reduced rain and were expensive to maintain. The folk of Ventnor and its visitors deserved far better. Not to 

mention the wildlife. 

But wait………. 

Surely magic dust and seeds must have been sprinkled. Some of the 

uncared patches lost their accumulated clutter, then small plants and 

green shoots emerged from the barren ground. The areas of neglect 

were slowly being transformed into oases of life and vibrant colours 

changing by succession throughout the growing season. 

But how? ………. 

Step forward Lesley Brown the industrious Ventnor Flower Fairy (VfF) 

who can make most things horticultural simply happen. 

Although not formally trained, Lesley has had a passion for growing 

flowers since the age of twelve when a packet of seeds transformed her 

back garden and instilled a sense of wonder for the transformational 

power of plants. At the same time, there developed a dislike of 

impoverished and littered landscapes and a gradual appreciation for the 

green principals of using cuttings and collected seeds. The use of self-

sufficient and appropriate low maintenance coastal friendly plantings with character and colour informs and 

defines the flower fairy’s approach. All projects have been self-funding, a hidden casual labour force have 

stepped forward when needed to move the heavy stuff and the VfF has devised ways to generate extra cash 

- a quiz night and auction at the local Crab and Lobster pub in February 2020 netted over a thousand pounds. 

 

Sites that have been transformed - The Winter Gardens (2017) 

A direct offer was made to the owners, would you like your garden area to be rescued and filled with plants 

at no cost?  

Unsurprisingly they accepted the flower fairy’s offer who then set to work immediately by clearing the large 

15 x 35-foot bed, refreshing the soil and finally planting using only plants grown at home from seeds and 

cuttings. The garden which borders the car park and the customers now benefit from a well-established array 

of spring and summer plants. 

The plants chosen are pollinator-friendly and also attract butterflies as well as bees and hoverflies. 

Shown below the transformed bed with a luxuriant cover of mature, self-sustaining plants - summer 2020 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

The BT Building (2018) 

Noticing the amount of litter on a strip of land adjacent to the 

pavement on the way to the High Street galvanised the flower fairy 

into action. The entrance was gained to the building and on 

enquiry, it was found that the maintenance personnel had no 

interest in maintaining their frontage if it involved “gardening” but 

were persuaded by the offer of free help. After removing a 

significant amount of litter, the soil was sifted, and the tidied area 

populated with 

young plants. These 

are now well 

established and can 

be divided with 

some now ready for 

an October move to 

other sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



North Street children’s playground (2019) 

After approaching and receiving agreement from Ventnor Town Council a sizeable 38 square metre strip of 

turf bordering a pavement was removed by hand and transported by volunteers to compost at the nearby 

allotment site….nothing useful is ever wasted! 

The soil added was sown with an annual wildflower seed mix, Pictorial Meadows “Classic” 

Work is now in hand with splitting and transplanting perennials taken from the BT site. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site required an intensive deep dig to remove a 

considerable quantity of stones and rocks left from previous 

work on replacing a border wall. The spoil was used to create 

a wave effect providing a structure within the planting areas 

which were covered with wood chip mulch over good topsoil 

delivered by neighbours. The planting scheme utilised a 

variety of home propagated young plants which are now 

established and provided colour through spring and summer. 

 

        

 

         

 

 

 

  



Graham Dillamore, gardens and estates operations manager at the Historic Royal Palaces 

charity, describes the impact of the coronavirus pandemic at Hampton Court Palace 
 

Just as spring was starting to show itself, we found ourselves in the middle of the most dramatic and 

catastrophic moments we are ever likely to 

experience. Hampton Court Palace and its glorious 

gardens have been tended by teams of gardeners 

for over 500 years. Monarchs have come and gone, 

styles have changed, and the palace has faced 

some uncertainty over its governance but 

throughout those changing times its gardeners 

have remained steadfast and up to any challenge. 

It all seemed to happen so quickly, didn’t it?  One 

moment our 50-strong team, including our nursery 

and Home Park teams, were busy preparing for our 

Tudor festival and indoor florimania, the next we 

were considering how we could all work two 

metres apart. I busily prepared a roster that only 

allowed approximately a third of our workforce on-

site at any one time and we ran with it for two 

days. No sooner had we done that than a new 

word came into our vocabulary: furlough. I had to 

Google it at first, as did others I suspect. The word 

was used in every sentence for the last few days of March.  

Historic Royal Palaces is an independent charity that looks after the Tower of London, Hampton Court 

Palace, the Banqueting House, Kensington Palace, Kew Palace and Hillsborough Castle. The keyword here is 

independent, meaning financially independent and not having any financial support from any government 

body. Our only source of income is from our paying customers or our other business activities. On 21 March 

that business came to a shuddering halt and all of our properties were closed. This decision to close was 

closely followed by a decision to furlough 80% of our staff including gardeners.  

We had to preserve our historic plant collections, including the famous grapevine. That’s been here since 

1768 and I wasn’t going to give up on that or walk away from the other 60 acres of formal gardens. We had 

to keep going to try and stay on top of our lawns and borders or they would be beyond salvage when we got 

back. I managed to keep a team of eight gardeners left, including me, on the payroll. We worked as one 

team, not in regional gangs but just one collective group that’s flexible, mobile, agile and multi-tasking.  

No customers meant no money so we had to cancel 90% of our bedding not only because of our difficult 

financial situation but without the majority of our staff here on site we would not be able to plant out for 

the summer. We needed to be inventive and creative with what we could do for summer. I was determined 

that we should have a summer display this year. We moved some exotics around into the Pond Gardens, 



quickly planted out some 

perennials into flower beds 

and managed to rustle up 

some annual flower seed 

mix (right) which we sowed 

into our big flower beds on 

the east front.  

Some days it all seemed too 

much for us, just cutting the 

vast lawns was a challenge, 

but then we got our noses 

in front, kept focused on 

our plan and turned the 

corner in the middle of 

May. 

I am not sure if you can ever lose control of a garden, but we came close.  Now we’ve bounced back, still 

only got 10 staff, but by the end of June, this famous and extraordinary garden was ready to greet its visitors 

once more.   

  

 

 

 

 

The Trustees and Campaign Managers of South & South East in Bloom & London in Bloom thank you for 

your support in 2020 and we look forward to you joining us again next year. 

 

Mark Wasilewski, Peter Holman, Jean Griffin, Miles Watson-Smyth, Ruth Growney, Mike Fitt, Geoff Hyde, 

Kevin Taitt, Ian Hyde. Anne Holman & Kate Harris 

 


