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We need more articles.Please do write something for us and send it 
to wasjsime@gmail.com

(1) Plant of the Month   Vinca difformis.

This hard working little plant has been in flower for the last three 
months and is still going strong. It comes from southern and 
western Europe where it grows in a wide variety of habitats, but it is 
happiest in part-shade in a soil that is not too dry. In our area it can 
be cut back by harsh winters and is best scrambling at the base of 
small shrubs that will give it some protection from winds. It will 
spread, rooting where its arching branches touch the soil, but it is 
easy to pull out where you don’t want it. I think it is the best of the 
three species commonly grown. I find V. major too straggly and a 
little bit too aggressive in its territorial ambitions. V. minor is a good 
plant and has  been decorating the bottom of shady hedge rows in 
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our area for a month or so with its small blue flowers peeking 
through the leaf litter, but the flowers are much smaller than V. 
difformis. There are named varieties with stronger flower colour 
than the blue-ish white of the basic form, but in my experience they 
are not as free flowering. Perhaps they need a little more sun than I 
give them. Although it may not be the best pant for a tidy border, it 
is worth its space in a less formal setting.

(2) Notes from Seattle.
Notes from Walt, which I should have included last month but 
forgot! 

As I’m writing this just after Christmas, it was reported that this is 
our second wettest December on record with over 11 inches/280 
mm so far. Rain virtually every day, sometimes a short spell but 
other days it can mean non-stop. Luckily, the temperatures haven’t 
fallen below freezing although the mountain passes have been 

Viburnum x bodnantense “Dawn’



receiving tremendous amounts of snow. If it can stay and 
not melt off in warmer rains, then we can look ahead to a summer 
without water restrictions. 
Only a few stalwarts are in bloom now such as the old dependable 
‘Dawn’ Viburnum (V. x bodnantense ‘Dawn’), my only sasanqua 
camellia, C. sasanqua ‘Showa-No-Sakae) also a pink bloomer, 
Viburnum tinus ‘Spring Bouquet’ and two elements of yellow, namely 
Jasminum nudiflorum and Mahonia x media ‘Charity’. Some plants 
can’t resist pushing forth regardless of the season such as Crocosmia 
spears and Trillium chloropetalum. Blooming for the first time is 
Camellia saluenensis ‘Apple Blossom’ close by to the dangling catkins 
of our native hazelnut Corylus cornuta var. californica.  

       Camellia saluenensis ‘Apple Blossom’ 



Helping to ameliorate the fluctuating moisture and temperatures of 
this time of year are a number of canopy plants ranging from centuries 
old giant Western Red Cedars (Thuja plicata) to smaller, tree-like 
shrubs such as Viburnum cinnamomifolium. Evergreens such as these 
shed the rain so effectively that I have to add supplemental water in 
late winter to anything below their dripline. Under an old 
Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘Plumosa Aurea’, my Viburnum propinqum 
and Hypericum latisepalum ssp. bellum survive but grow slowly due 
to the drier conditions and competing surface tree roots.  

        Viburnum cinnamonifolium 

With our shallow soils overlying compacted glacial hardpan, our 
plants must spread their roots laterally much more than typical. Roots 
of large growers such as the Western Red Cedar and Big-leaf Maple 
end up invading the lawns and buckling paths and the driveway. Over 



the last ten years, I’ve had to remove 3 large maples due to their 
overly ambitious roots. Looking at the stump of one just cut down, I 
felt better at the deed seeing it had been compromised by two root 
fungi, Hypoxylon and Armillaria.  
 

        Viburnum tinus 

I planned for this maple to come down so that surrounding plants will 
have a chance to adapt to the increased light come spring. Some 
smaller deciduous trees will provide some shade for most of the day 
but I expect some direct sun for a couple of hours at the hottest period 
of the day. Hydrangeas, Rhododendrons and Camellias should adapt 
but extra water may be needed for the Trilliums, Sanguinaria, 
Podophyllum, Corydalis and other herbaceous plants.   



(3) Serendipity 
Wilma, our group treasure, describes a lucky seedling. 

This little gem is from a batch of seedlings that my sister gave 
to me several years ago. I have not had to grow all of them on 
because they have self selected to commit suicide. My sister 
lives in Tarbet in the west highlands and so gets more than her 
fair share of rain while I live in east Kent, one of the drier parts 
of the U.K.  Many of the seedlings couldn't cope with the 
change. Anyhow, most of the seedlings will turn out to be 
uninteresting (they have not yet all flowered) but when you get 



one like this it's just as good (or better) than having bought a 
£25 beauty from Ashwood.  

(4) From the open garden to raised beds – taking some shade 
plants to another level!   
by Nigel Parkes-Rolfe 
We purchased our current house in March 1999. It came as a 
bonus that it had a decent sized back garden roughly 100 feet long 
by 50 feet wide which was completely untouched. This area 
consisted of rough meadow grass which the estate agent seemed 
convinced was a lawn and was surrounded by very overgrown but 
original mixed hedgerows and a Leylandii hedge. None of the 
hedges were actually ours but we negotiated them down to a height 
of around 4 metres/13 feet…this gave good shelter but like it or not, 
shade was a factor in this garden for us from the beginning. 

I had read some books including ones by Margery Fish and Beth 
Chatto which were really useful in opening my eyes to the wider 
ranges of plants that could be grown in shade. We had also been to 
Chelsea on our one and only visit in about 1996 and that was the 
first time I can remember being completely ‘blown away’ by a plant. 
It was a Trillium grandiflorum on Carol Klein’s Glebe Cottage 
Nursery stand in her pre-TV fame days. Now was my chance to 
grow such a thing of beauty and hopefully a few more of similar ilk 
besides. 

We had never had to think seriously about gardening in shade 
before and I think if we are honest we didn’t really have much of a 
clue what to do. I initially cut out some round beds in the ‘lawn’ but 
soon realised this ‘blobby’ effect wasn’t doing much to enhance the 
look of the garden or the plants. I also discovered that the soil 
nearer to the house was a mixture of blue clay and hard-core 
courtesy of the original builders back in 1988. This area, which 
covered both shady and sunny areas, was going to have to be 
thought through a bit more and that was the time that I first 
considered that raised beds might be the answer. I had built a small 



raised bed for alpines at our previous house…if I tell you it was 
made of log roll reinforced with bits of 2 by 1 timbers you will no 
doubt guess it wasn’t very successful…or indeed stable for that 
matter! This was a plan for the future though and in the meantime I 
wanted to start shade gardening with what I had. 

Our original shade plantings were created by removing the top layer 
of turf from large areas of the ‘lawn’ and stacking it covered and 
grass side down for a year then digging it back into the beds. Any 
leaf mould, old compost and sand I could lay my hands on also 
went into the beds. We also purchased pulverised bark and top 
dressed the beds over several years…until the bark became difficult 
to find due to it being increasingly used as a constituent of peat free 
composts.  

Around that time we also had the opportunity to purchase some 
small but relatively cheap grafted Acer cultivars from a local nursery 
and these were planted with the longer term aim of providing a 



more dappled garden shade away from the ‘Leylandii’ hedge. Some 
years later on now the lower branches have been pruned away to 
allow for underplanting. 

None of my original garden soil was exactly brilliant. So the only 
ritual I have observed from the beginning was that I planted each 
tree or shade plant both individually and well… by that I mean in a 
good sized hole along with my own woodland planting mixture of 1 
part each of JIP2, grit/sand, leaf mould/potting bark. Whether my 
special mix made the difference or not, I have to say that the beds 
flourished and the response of Hellebores, Trilliums and various 
Erythroniums was excellent.   



I had always been interested in growing alpines, and had developed 
the sunnier parts of my garden with raised beds and troughs 
amongst other things. In my ignorance I had failed to understand 
that many shade loving plants could also be classed as alpines. I 
found a book published by the Alpine Garden Society, AGS, called 
The Woodland Garden by Jack Elliott and reading it was a 
revelation… so many genera of plants I had never even heard of 
and when I knew the genera there were lots of species I still had no 
clue about. 

Suddenly plants like Podophyllum, Diphylleia, Cypripedium and 
Hepatica became desirable things that I wanted to grow just 
because I had read about them and their descriptions sounded 
wonderful. I started to track down the nurseries selling such plants 
and commenced buying from them, mainly at RHS and AGS shows. 



Although I also have to admit to furtively organising some family 
holidays near to nurseries I fancied visiting in the flesh so to speak. 

Now something I realised early was that many so-called ‘woodland 
gems’ come at quite a price and therefore perhaps needed to be 
displayed and cosseted better than some of my more rugged shade 
plants that were in the open garden. As a result I decided they 
would be heading for my railway sleeper raised beds. These beds 
were between 30 – 60 cm/1 - 2 feet deep, and suitably filled I hoped 
they would create that precious combination of consistently damp 
but well-drained soil. 

For anyone wanting to construct something similar I just arranged 
the sleepers to the desired bed dimensions, made long pilot holes 
with a suitably long and expensive drill, then pinned them together 
using steel reinforcing rods. The rods had to be hammered home 
and any bits left sticking out were duly and laboriously hacksawed 
off. Nothing much wider than a metre is a good guideline for any 
raised bed which can only be accessed from one side I think. I 
wanted to back the beds with posts and trellis so that I could also 
grow some woodland climbers I had read about. A couple of other 
‘tips’ here just to underline the dismal handyman that I am: a budget 
cordless drill doesn’t even look at timber like this and neither does a 
handsaw unless you have very strong arms and a lot of time to 
spare!  

The soil to go into these raised shade beds was another important 
matter for consideration. I wish I could regale you with tales about 
locating, transporting, then hand sieving loam gathered from 
molehills out in the countryside and sacks of leafmould collected 
from local woodlands after due permission had been sought. Alas, 
the truth is I opted mainly for bagged commercial products; an 
expensive option I know, but I felt the quality, consistency and 
convenience of the materials was worth it. However two very kind 
neighbours did donate a lot of home processed leafmould to me as 
well.  



My mix for these ‘special’ beds ended up as roughly 2 parts 
leafmould mixed with potting bark, 1 part JIP Ericaceous compost 
and 1 part coarse grit/sand.  These ingredients were all hand-
mixed, mainly by my wife Sharon, in what seemed like endless 
wheelbarrow loads...a test of marital devotion if ever there was one. 

The next stage, after all this work, needed to address what was I 
going to plant in these new raised beds and how they would take to 
my hopefully ‘5 star’ growing environment. Well the results were 
interesting and at times unexpected, but perhaps I’ll save that story 
for another time. 

(5) A ‘Shade House’ 

Removal of some old leylandii hedges has created a part shaded 
site close to the house on which we are planning to build a ‘Shade 
House’. Our concept is the woodland equivalent of an alpine house, 
that is to say a place to grow and display some of the more difficult 
woodland plants that require pot cultivation and winter protection, 



(woodland orchids, Japanese hepaticas, some of the more ‘fussy’ 
arisaeama etc.) The point of this note is to ask for advice from 
anyone else who has tried such an exercise. Please send any 
insights to wasjsime@gmail.com. 

(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 late ripening woodland seed to donate, please send it to 
the same address.

Akebia quinata
Arisaema cadidissimum
Arisaema cilliatum
Arisaema consanguineum
Gentian asclepiadea
Geranium psilostemon
Kirengeshoma palmata

Actaea cordifolia ex ‘Blickfang’
Adenophora takadae var. howazana
Astilbe rivularis CC6857
Cardiocrinum giganteum var yunannense
Cornus capitata
Fothergilla major Monticola Group
Hydrangea paniculata ex ‘Tender Rose’
Iochroma australis (both blue and white forms)
Phytolacca japonica

(7) Shade Charade

Guess the species. Two words.
First word: four syllables
1st syllable … a motorised vehicle
2nd syllable  … the river in Chester
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3rd syllable … inclusive conjunction
4th syllable  …  Egyptian  sun god

Second word: six syllables
1st two syllables … change
3rd syllable …  joint in the leg
4th syllable … a baby horse
5th and 6th syllables … keeps up half a spectacle

The solution to last Month's Charade was Roscoea purpurea ‘Red 
Ghurka’ 

Although we are supposed to call it R.p. f. rubra these days I prefer 
the old variety name. It is easy to grow in a good woodland soil in part 
shade. It bulks up well, but so far I have no seed from my one. 

          Roscoea purpurea ‘Red Ghurka’


