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CORNWALL GROUP NEWSLETTER

October 2021

Chair Chatter
Our big news is that our 6th October meeting guest speaker will be Fergus Garrett, VMH (Royal
Horticultural Society’s Victoria Medal of Honour) Curator at the world-famous gardens, Great Dixter
in Sussex. (This assumes the petrol lunacy currently happening has passed).

With an anticipated 40 members and 20 guests attending the need to be Covid aware is
paramount. We will be ventilating the Hall so warm clothing and layers are the order of the day.
Bring your prize specimens or arrangements for the Display Table. Join in the 3 Flower
Competition. Bring a prize for the Raffle. Bring your own refreshments if you wish.
The unusual year continues with the Chelsea Flower Show being held in September. Good
television coverage as usual and nice to see Tricia and Peter Howard managed to visit it live.
I was particularly impressed with the Plant of the Year, Cercis canadensis ‘Eternal Flame’.

Page 2 of 12

Update from our garden
The conditions have continued to be dry; we had no more rain for August and so ended up at
51% of the average for the month on 62mm (2.44 inches). September has been much the same
apart from a couple of wet days on the 8th and 9th when over an inch fell here until this week.
The rain on Sunday night was 27.5mm here so another precious inch! The average for September
is 2.84 in and we’re now at 2.74 inches, which is 96% and more rain is falling as we write, for
which we are heartily grateful; the ground is horribly dry.
Our openings season has come to an end so we can now start on some of our projects. We have
already cut and de-rooted a bramble patch to create more room for some of the bigger shrubs
waiting to go in but we’ll let it get a bit wetter before they are planted. There are a couple more
areas to be given over to new plantings and we need to sort out our rainbow and north-bynorthwest borders which are getting overgrown with bramble and nettles, so we’ve a busy few
months ahead
We will also be getting the meadow cut and baled and we plan to plant more trees when the
bare root season comes along. We especially want to add some more apples such as Ashmead
Kernel and Blenheim Orange.
We have this weekend had 2 beehives located in a quiet corner of the garden from a local
beekeeper. We have previously had a hive in the garden but they did not make it through the
winter of 19/20 and so we wish James better success with his 2 hives in the months (and years)
to come.

Dahlias – by Jim Stephens
It’s funny how as you get old you find yourself embracing stereotypes that as a youth you held in
contempt. Dahlias, old geezers and allotments. I’ve turned into my granddad.
It started with a visit to Roy and Pat Knight at Lanreath, quite a few years ago. They were growing
and selling Dahlias and I was taken along to see them in flower. Orders were taken and young
plants collected the following spring. I still have the receipt; I seem to have bought 15 varieties
for the princely sum of £22.50, or I may have bought 10, there are so many ticks and crossings
out it’s hard to tell. Many of the names mean nothing, perhaps I never got those or they didn’t
last long.
There are four that I still have, ‘Hayley Jane’, ‘Red Velvet’, ‘Cheyenne’ and ‘Penlea’. They were
grown, did OK, were enjoyed enough to be added to at various times but never embraced in
anything like an obsessional way. One of the early additions, I know not from where, was ‘Orange
Cushion’. This has medium sized marmalade orange (I want to say orange orange, with the first
one meaning the fruit and the second the colour) flowers and somewhere along the way my dead
heading failed such that seeds ripened in some of its heads.
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I have a weakness for seeds, they tug at some primal thread in my psyche, demanding to be
collected and sown. I mean, how else are you ever going to discover what might have been? I
sowed seed the following spring, faffed about with cell trays and they never really got going and
ended up passing their first winter never having gone beyond cells.
The next year I sowed more, pricked them off into cell trays then on into 9cm pots in a timely
fashion and planted out twenty or so vigorous and sturdy young plants on my allotment in May.
Some of the abused plants from
the year before had survived so
they also went onto the plot, via
a convalescent spell in 9cm pots.
The first picture I can find of
them is this, from mid October
2017, with another from
November 2017 when they
were still looking pretty good,
flanked on both sides by
spinach.
I didn’t know what to expect but
it wasn’t the range of colours
and forms that I got.

More seed was collected for sowing in 2018 and in pictures taken in late summer of 2018 I have
three rows of plants in full flower, around 60 plants in total. (below) The site is south sloping and
wide open, the soil quite poor. The plants were unsupported and grew around 3 feet tall. A
picture taken on 24/10/2018 shows them looking disheveled but still flowering quite well while
at the other end of the plot I had Camellia sasanqua ‘Tanya’ in full bloom.

Page 4 of 12

In 2019 I grew plants from
bought seed as well as more
home collected seed. A
picture(above)
from
17/6/2019 shows plants in
bud, just starting to show
colour. Typically they are
flowering from late June
until late October. It hasn’t
been my experience that
seed raised plants start
flowering any later than
tuber raised plants.
In the winter of 2019 I dug
most of them up, shredded
the tubers and spread it
back over the ground. I had selected a few of the best and wanted rid of the rest so that I could
get back to starting anew and not having any idea what I was going to get. This picture is peak
Dahlia, about 250 plants on 2/8/2019; 3 months later most were gone.
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I moved my poly-tunnel from the garden up to the allotment last year and dug several dahlias
from the garden which I planted in the tunnel for the winter. Along with some of the saved
seedlings they were replanted in the garden in late April this year, already a few inches high. I
had to protect them
from frost a few times
but they really didn’t
look back. In better
soil and without the
exposure
of
the
allotment, they are
twice as tall as they
ever were up there.
They have been much
admired by garden
visitors this year and
when I show people a
picture of the site in
mid April, just bare
ground, they are
astonished at the
amount of growth in
so short a time.
Everyone wants to buy plants in flower these days so that they know exactly what they are
getting. Growing Dahlias from home collected seed is the absolute opposite. You don’t have a
clue what you’re going to get until the flowers open. It’s a different, and oddly addictive sort of
pleasure. Sow seed from a double orange variety and you could get singles, semi-doubles and
doubles, in red, orange, yellow or perhaps something else. Most will have merit, the odd one will
stand out as very good or rather poor.
Sow seed in mid March, prick them off into cells, then 9cm pots, or sow in cells then pot them
into 9cm. It matters little, just keep them growing without a check. By May you will have sturdy
plants 6” tall that will have some resilience against serious slug damage. Plant them into
reasonable soil in full sun.
I generally leave Dahlias in the ground over winter; even when the tubers are quite near the
surface they seem almost always to survive. I have over-wintered plants in pots but it seems to
me that if the tubers are encased by water retentive compost in the ground, rather than
surrounded by free draining soil, they can be slow to get going in the spring, presumably because
it is slower to warm up.
The biggest problem is of course slugs. They will start browsing new shoots before you’ve even
noticed that there are any so you just think they haven’t started to grow yet. I have considered
lifting plants in March, getting them up a few inches, then planting them back in the ground.
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Considered but not yet done. Deploy your heaviest anti-slug armour, you will need it. I go out at
night with my howitzer to blow them away, then check every possible hiding place nearby by day
to flush out the sneaky slimy assassins. It helps a little, I do feel better afterwards. Occasionally it
helps the Dahlias too.
The plants on the allotment do a fantastic job of attracting bees and other pollinating insects.
Whether it benefits the crop plants on other plots, or draws the bees away from them, I have no
idea. Certainly there is an issue with poor pollination, the allotment site is surrounded by
farmland which is poor in wild flowers and insects are thin on the ground, especially early in the
year. I’d like to think the Dahlias help. A good proportion of the seedlings are singles and the
doubles almost always eventually open out to a central disk on which bees can and do feed. The
plants themselves make a prodigious amount of growth so there is plenty of biomass to go back
into the soil either just from the tops or with the tubers as well.
I don’t know what it is about Dahlias. They just seem to have a capacity to put a smile on people’s
faces that surpasses any other plant. I’m still growing named forms but add in the randomness
inherent in growing them from seed and you’re at risk of being swept back to a state of childlike
pleasure, heightened by the knowingness of age.
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September Meeting
We had a welcome return to talks and meetings in September and around 20 of us gathered at
Ladock Community Centre to listen to Ben Pope on the subject of Making the most of what you
have. Although our Chairman told us where Ben is a Head Gardener, apparently we were not
supposed to know this as the owners of the property want their privacy maintained!
He also runs a website called the
Working Garden and is a
member of the RHS Trials Panel.
Ben spent some time talking
about the garden, which is
around 8 acres with a further 16
acres of estate land, and the
changes he has introduced. The
garden includes a half acre
walled garden and is partly
bordered by a river which means
some areas are very damp.
He discussed the importance of
knowing your soil and of
improving it where needed with
compost. He advised us that
they buy in 40 tons of compost
for mulching every year. Their
own compost not being
sufficiently free of seed for the
job.
He talked about the importance
of knowing your plants and what
they need. He also stressed that
mistakes are, and should be
considered, an opportunity to
learn.
He stressed the
importance of keeping on top of
maintenance so that it does not
become a chore, regular
deadheading recommended! He also mentioned the importance of stopping and looking and
making a note.
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He is an enthusiastic kitchen
gardener and has a substantial
area given over to vegetables and
house flowers (for cutting). He
likes to mix up his beds and ‘grow
like an artist’.
Finally, he talked about the
importance of looking at other
gardens and drawing inspiration
from them.

Oh and just a warning if you are
attending meetings: the windows
are being kept open to maintain
air flow and reduce the risk of
COVID spread – as a result the
room does get chilly – bring some
layers just in case!
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Three Stems Competition (September)
This month sees a resumption of the competition proper because it is now open to all (as long as
they attend the meeting!) The judging was done by Ben our speaker and he opted for Jim
Stephens 1st, Jo Waterhouse 2nd and Sue Lake 3rd.

Tricia Howard

Jo Waterhouse

3 Rudbeckia of which I failed
to record the varieties!

Rosa Ruby Anniversary, Duchess of
Cornwall and Maid Marion

Pam Dormand
Rosa Eyes For You, Rosa
Proper Job, Rosa Ginger
Syllabub

Trish Wilson

Adrienne Lloyd

Sara Wilks

Helianthemum anuus
Lemon Queen, Helenium
Sombrero
Rudbeckia laciniata
Herbstronne

Dahlia Verone’s Obsidian
Dahlia Honka Red
Dahlia Mexican Star

Kniphofia Bressingham Lava
Flow, Rudbeckia laciniata
Juligold, Leucanthemum
superbum Aglaia

Jim Stephens

Peter Howard
3 Dahlia Collorette – Sean,
Yellow Bird and Lilian Alice

Sue Lake
Hydrangea paniculata,
Euchyphia and Myrtle

Indigofera pendula, Muhlenbagia
astonii, Astilbe Delft Lace
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Facebook contributions
Chris Sullivan has been visiting
the Cornwall Dahlia Society
show over the bank holiday
weekend and postd a number
of pictures of the fabulous
specimens on display there…
and then posted a series of
picutres to explain an incurable
addiction!

Charlie Pridham posted an early Nerine in his garden on the
1st September ….
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while Pan Dormans d gave
us pictures of a gladiolus
and Belladonna Lily

Tricia Howard gave us posts to show some of the
plants in her garden at the moment. Cleome
grown form seed, Rudbekia Prairie Glow (a
fabulous plant) growing with Miscanthus
nepalensis and and aster with seasonal
butterflies!
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In addition, it seems that she and Peter have
managed to get themselves up to Chelsea this
year and a couple of pictures from there were
posted last week.

This one with the comment that she wished she felt like
this in the morning!

Other Forthcoming events

Please let us have any items that may be of interest to the members so that they can be included in
the next newsletter. Please let us know if you spot any errors!
Adrienne Lloyd and Trish Wilson cornwallhps@gmail.com or lloydadj@btinternet.com

