
  Shade Monthly…. August 2016

Firstly another appeal for items. Please don’t be shy. Have you visited an 
interesting garden or nursery, seen a new-to-you plant  or do you have 
questions or advice about growing shade plants? Just write it down and send 
it to wasjsime@gmail.com , preferably with a couple of pictures.

(1) Plant of the Month  Arisaema tortuosum ‘Black Rod’

The Arisaema have done well this year. The cool, wet weather must remind 
them of home and although many were late to emerge they have grown a-
pace. A few of the species can be a bit difficult; for example I have never 
managed to maintain A. sikokianum for more than a year or two and have 
never had fruit. However, most are quite easy, asking only to be planted in 
light shade relatively deeply (i.e. below the level of the winter freeze) in good 
woodland soil that does not get wet in winter or dry out in summer. In my 
experience the bulbs do tend to move upwards in the soil from year to year, 
and so mulching established clumps, or re-burying them when they get too 
close to the surface is a good idea. 
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Many species are not self-fertile, and to get good fruit set you need several 
individuals. The best way to achieve this is to grow from seed to start with 
and we have several clumps where we have planted these seedlings close 
together. I am particularly pleased with our clump of A. jacquemontii, which I 
think look a bit like a colony of meerkats sunning themselves at the burrow 
entrance. Whilst seed is cheaper, and more effective in the long run, one is 
reduced to buying the rarer species or named varieties. There are not that 
many of the latter, but one I am particularly pleased with is A. tortuosum 
‘Black Rod’. I bought this in 2013 and it has been gradually growing up. It is 
now about 60cms tall. Tortuosum is a variable species, differing in height (up 
to 120cms), colour of spathe and pseudo-stem, and number and shape of 
leaflets, so I am not sure where it will end up. However it fits its variety name 
very effectively with its black pseudo-stem and black spadix appendage. It 
looks a bit as though someone has stuck a crank shaft in the soil and stuck 
leaves on it.



(2)  RODGERSIA 

Heather Booker, holder of the national collection of Rodgersia has sent us an 
introduction to the genus.

Do you have moisture retentive soil which never dries out in dappled shade & 
protected from strong winds?
If the answer is yes, you have an ideal habitat for Rodgersia.
At their floral best towards the end of June through July, their inflorescences 
up to 2m tall, range in colour from white through palest pink to deep claret....& 
in one species, yellow. They are worthwhile growing for their impressive 
leaves alone, which in many cases have beautiful copper colouring in both 
Spring & Autumn, some excelling themselves by retaining a metallic sheen 
throughout the growing season. In R. podophylla the leaves may be almost 
1m in diameter.

There are five species. R. podophylla grows wild in Japan & Korea & is the 
earliest in evolutionary terms, dating from the Cretaceous Period. It is easily 
recognisable by its 'duck-foot' leaflets with multiple lobing at their apex & all 
radiating from a central point. There is a thin leafed variety which stays apple 
green & the more usual thick leafed ones which exhibit reddish-brown 
colouration for at least part of the year.
Many podophyllas seem intent on taking over the maximum area available & 
forget they should be flowering! If space is at a premium, keep them confined.

However, one reliably clump-forming & relatively (for a Rodgersia) free-
flowering is one that I named R. podophylla 'Instow ' after its place of origin 
here in N.Devon. A friend brought me a small rhizome which had been pulled 
out of its large clump by passing machinery, from its pond-side home in a 
'stately home' garden. By the following year, all the clump & the pond 
disappeared....the garden was having a make-over. If any of our group would 
like some of 'Instow', I would be delighted to supply them.

R. aesculifolia embraces three groups of plants, all of which have palmate 
leaves with single acute tips.

Group one has the white flowered forms with small individual flowers, 2-8mm 
in diameter, on tall, narrow inflorescences whose terminal pedicels are tightly 
curled giving the appearance of frothy spheres as the individual flowers are 
well-spaced.



Group two, the pink-budded group, is similar in form but the sepals are tinged 
or tipped, palest pink fading to white. (Rodgersia are apetalous, sepals taking 
their place. Very occasionally, thin, whispy, petals occur.)
The young foliage is copper or bronze-red, while the adult leaves have a 
metallic sheen. 'Irish Bronze' selected by Alan Bloom & 'Kupferschein' are 
beautiful examples. It is known as the Purdomii Group, named after Willima 
Purdomii who collected for James Veitch & Sons.
The final group is R. aesculifolia var. henrici which I feel should revert to its 
previous status of a separate species because it is so different. The 
inflorescence has flat panicles of flowers which have large individual flowers 
up to 18mm in diameter with bright pink sepals & ovaries which become deep 
claret as they age. The foliage is strikingly different from the other two groups 
as the upper surface of the leaflets is quilted by all the sunken veins, the 
leaflets are narrow & do not overlap & their texture is firm so have no 
tendency to flop & "fall-away" from the mid-vein towards the apex as in the 
other groups.

The most puzzling species for me when I was starting the National Collection 
30 years ago, was R. pinnata. It took me some time to realise that it was no 
good expecting pinnate leaves…R. pinnata is not pinnate! It is pseudo-
pinnate, the rachis (stalks) between the leaflets are not equal (as in a pinnate 
ash leaf) but vary from 3-4cm in length to those so compressed that you have 
to look very carefully to see that they are not palmate. Very confusing!
The individual flowers are up to 20mm in diameter & range from white to deep 
pink & the flower stalks are often bright red.

R. pinnata 'Superba' with bright claret flowers is probably the most famous 
cultivar originating from Rowallane in Ireland. Probably most sold under this 
name  are not the correct plant. R. pinnata 'Crug Cardinal' is a similar colour 
& very floriferous (obtainable from Bleddyn & Sue Wynn-Jones). R. pinnata 
'Irish Bronze', named by Helen Dillon, has a beautiful metallic sheen to its 
leaflets.

When buying R. pinnata my advice would be see the plant in flower & buy it 
because you like it, don't worry about the name!

R. nepalensis can't be confused with any others....it has large greenly-yellow 
flowers & its leaves are truly pinnate & a dark glossy green.

R. sambucifolia is the other species with genuinely pinnate leaves. The dwarf 
forms come with white or pink flowers & are ideal for smaller gardens as they 
grow to about 50cm tall.



Those who hanker after the spectacular & dramatic leaves of Gunnera but 
whose gardens will not accommodate it, should maybe think Rodgersia… 
dramatic impact, no prickles, will not overwhelm neighbouring plants, have a 
magnificent floral display, stately seed heads & a lovely perfume .
What else can one want from a plant?

Heather Booker opens her garden most days from May to September under 
the National Gardens Scheme; please check that web-site for details.
Over 100 Rodgeria are dispersed throughout the stream-side & woodland 
areas plus the more shady herbaceous borders.
The Gate House garden is situated within 400m of a picturesque cove on the 
North Devon coast

R. aesculifolia....small flowers on tightly curled pedicels with floppy leaflets. 
Contrast with next photo of R. aesculifolia var: henriciR. aesculifolia var: 



henrici.....individual flowers up to 18mm diameter, rugose stiff leaves, no 
tendency to flop

Bronze colouration of a R.pinnata



R.pinnnata 'Ring of Rubies' ..........which is being micro-propagated

Inflorescence of R.aesculifolia var: henrici ‘Anat'



General view of some of the Collection

Bronze summer foliage of R.podophylla



(3)   Berry Beautiful    

Tim Longville describes some good berrying species.

Towards the end of summer and into autumn, shaded woodland 
areas can easily begin to look tired and lack interest. That’s the time 
when plants with good berries come into their own - and in a small 
garden such as mine, small plants with good berries are particularly 
desirable. Two genera which are not often seen but some members 
of which I find make a very effective low-level contribution then are 
the triosteums and the coriarias: the members of the former genus 
being sturdy, hardy and trouble-free, those of the latter being fussy 
and, in terms of hardiness, tantalisingly tiptoeing along the edge of 
feasibility . 

There are six species of triosteum. All are herbaceous, three 
species coming from North America, three from south-east Asia. I 
grow two of the three Asian species, T. pinnatifidum and T. 
himalayanum. The genus is sometimes described as ‘coarse’ or 
even ‘weedy’ but I think that description must apply to the three 
North American species, of which I have no experience. (Perhaps a 
North American member can confirm or deny - and at the same 
time explain why the North American species are apparently and 
mysteriously known there as horse-gentians?) 

Certainly, it would be a severe critic who could so describe these 
two Asian species, both of which make effective clumps of boldly 
cut foliage, here to no more than a couple of feet high. Admittedly 
the flowers are insignificant but the subsequent berries – strictly, 
drupes – of both species (white in T. pinnatifidum, red in T. 
himalayanum) are produced profusely, last for a long time (birds 
here show no interest in them) and if not precisely eye-catching are 
nevertheless ‘quietly attractive’. An added advantage is that they 
are anything but fussy plants in terms of soil or situation. Any 
generally ‘woodsy,’ semi-shady, reasonably moist situation seems to 



suit them, though the richer the soil the more vigorously they will 
perform.

        Triosteum pinnatifidum

The genus Coriaria is much bigger and much more varied, its 
fourteen species including shrubs, sub-shrubs, climbers and even 
small trees, from places as widely separated as the Mediterranean, 
South America, New Zealand and South-east Asia. Its members are 
also much more demanding in terms of the conditions required for 
success. Indeed, many are indisputably too tender for most and 
probably for all British gardens. Even the two Asian species I grow – 
C. japonica and C. terminalis – need a warm, moist, shady corner if 
they are to flourish. At least, that’s true here in the north-west, on 
the Cumbrian coast – though by way of encouragement that great 
Victorian gardener Canon Ellacombe apparently grew C. japonica 



with spectacular success in his garden at Bitton in South 
Gloucestershire. Both C. japonica and C. terminalis are arching 
sub-shrubs reaching  to no more than a foot or two high and both 
tend here to die back over winter to their rootstock (so it’s always 
something of a relief to see the new foliage appear each spring). 
And the foliage is not only attractive in itself (delicately dissected 
and almost fern-like in C. japonica, sturdily oval in C. terminalis), it 
also colours very effectively in the autumn. And, as with the 
triosteums, their nothing-special flowers are followed by quite-
special berries: those of C. japonica being coral-red-ageing-to-
almost-black, those of C. terminalis a strange shade of amber-
yellow. Bleddyn and Sue Wynne-Jones at Crug Farm will tempt you 
with these and several other Asian species and I have just tempted 
myself by noticing that Top Seeds NZ (http://www.topseeds.co.nz/) 
offers seeds of ferny-foliaged, black-berried C. plumosa, which can 
be found on both North and South Islands so might just about be 
feasible in the warmer corners of the U.K. 

     Coriaria species.. unfortunately not in berry

http://www.topseeds.co.nz/


A final note of caution: those berries, and the berries of many other 
species of coriaria, are extremely poisonous. On the other hand, 
those of C. terminalis are reputed to be not only non-poisonous but 
actually edible. Even so, I confess I’ve never had the courage to try 
them. ‘Tasting Notes’ would be appreciated from anyone who’s had 
more courage than me... As would ‘Growing Notes’ from anyone 
who’s tried more members of these two interesting genera than I 
have.

(4) North of London mini group meeting.

The ’North of London’ group met at Evenly Wood Gardens on the 29th 
of June. here are some pictures from the event.



(5) A Grand Day Out

Peter Williams describes a recent visit by the North East  Minigroup

Our much anticipated Grand Day Out in Ilkley attracted more than 20 ‘Shady 
gardeners’ who travelled from far and wide to attend.  Members came from 
the east and west coasts (Hull and Lancaster), North Yorkshire and the 
Midlands and all thoroughly enjoy the experience.

Our first visit was to Sue Gray’s wonderful garden.  The sun shone and we 
were treated to the warmest of welcomes and a feast of lovely plants and 
plant combinations.  Sue had played down both the quality of her garden and 
her state of preparedness and told me in advance that her garden was just 
‘ordinary’.  In truth it was totally extraordinary and overflowed with a diverse 
range of beautiful plants many at their peak flowering time. It was quite 
obvious that Sue has a wonderful eye for a good cultivar and knows exactly 
where it should go to enhance the appearance of its neighbours. If that were 
not enough, we were treated to the best cheese scones on the planet and a 
selection of wonderful cakes.

The group moved on to David Barnes superb garden with one of the best 
private collection of woodland plants I have ever seen.  Now, many of the 



group were expert ‘shady gardeners’ but the phrase most frequently over 
heard was ‘what is that lovely plant?’   David's modesty and gentle humour 
shone through as did his enormous vision and knowledge.  He identified all 
the plants and caused great amusement by producing what appeared to be a 
battered old book that had clearly been very well used, if not a little overused!  
The book was actually in perfect condition inside and was “The Explorer’s 
Garden” by Daniel J. Hinkley.  This is an absolute must for ‘shady gardeners’ 
because it is well written and superbly illustrated with photographs by Lynne 
Harrison. (I bought an excellent secondhand copy from Amazon for about £10 
a few years ago).  David’s garden contained many plants that I had only ever 
read about in the Hinkley book and had long wanted to see in real life.
The visit had been timed to coincide with David’s peonies being at their best 
and they certainly were magnificent.  When a couple of our group were 
admiring a particular clump of peonies, David insisted that they pick some to 
take home – truly extraordinary generosity!

The afternoon ended with yet more refreshments prepared and donated by 
Sue and her friends. The famous Bettys café could not have done better! 
Everyone had a tremendous time and all were thrilled with the occasion. I 
doubt that anyone will forget the afternoon and I cannot imagine that a more 
pleasant way to spend three hours.   All present would like to thank Sue and 
David for allowing us to see their gardens and share their passion and 
enthusiasm.

      
'Shady gardeners' enjoying Sue's garden



           David (centre) explaining how to grow one of his rarities in foreground 
(Rheum alexandre?)

     

General view of one of David's peony patches.



Lovely combination of ferns and higher plants in David's garden

(6) Available Seed:

If you are a paid up member of the Shade and Woodland Plant 
Group and would like any of the seeds listed below, please 
send a SAE to S.J.Sime, Park Cottage, Penley, Wrexham LL13 
0LS.
If you have woodland seed to donate, please send it to the 
same address.
Stylophorum diphyllum
Fothergilla major Monticola Group
Hydrangea paniculata ex ‘Tender Rose’
Phytolacca japonica
Disporopsis aspersa
Abies koreana
Vancouveria hexandra
Mitella breweri
Jeffersonia diphylla
Tiarella polyphylla
Beesia calthifolia
Pachyphragma macrophylla 
Cardamine kitabellii



(7) Name this Plant

J********* D*******

‘Leaves: petiole slender, erect, 9-25 cm at anthesis, maturing to 18-43 cm. 
Leaf blade 2-foliolate, often with minute apiculation between leaflets; leaflets 
1.2-4 × 0.6-2.5 cm at anthesis, maturing to 6-13 × 3-7 cm, lobes rounded to 
acute. Scapes 9-33 cm, frequently taller than petioles at anthesis. Flowers: 
sepals elliptic to obovate, 7-15 × 4-6 mm; petals white, elliptic to obovate, 
11-22 × 9-12 mm; stamens 6-12 mm; filaments 2-3 mm; anthers 4-9 × 1-1.5 
mm; ovaries 6-11 × 3-7 mm. Fruits 18-38 × 8-17 mm, leathery, opening 
transversely, apical quarter resembling lid, becoming reflexed. Seeds oblong, 
4-7 × 2 mm; aril laciniate, attached at adaxial side of hilum. 2 n = 12.
Flowering early spring; fruiting spring. Rich moist woods to semiopen rocky 
slopes and outcrops, usually over limestone or other calcareous rocks; 
100-800 m;
Plants were used medicinally by Native Americans for treatment of dropsy, 
gravel and urinary ailments, and for gall and diarrhea, and in poultices for 
sores and ulcers ‘

Last months plant was Lilium Martagon. A beautiful and easy lily for the shade 
garden. If you want a big show, then start from seed. It will take three or four 
years, but is worth the wait. If you are not so patient flowering sized bulbs are 
not too expensive and there are many new colour variants/hybrids available. 
The photo shows the martagon hybrid ‘Claude Shride’




