
 

 

 

 

 

Plant of the Month:  Scoliopus bigelovii 
Joe Sime 
 

Known in its native northern California as the ‘fetid adder’s tongue’ this little plant is 
not well served by its name. I have lost my sense of smell, but even those with a 
nose say you have to get really close to it to catch the scent. In its homeland it is 
fertilised by gnats and flies that feed on rotting fungi… hence the smell. 
 
It is in fact a charming 
little thing, at home in 
moist soil in a shady 
site. The flowers 
come in late winter or 
early spring. The 
seed pods are formed 
close to the ground 
and are pushed under 
the soil by the plant 
as they grow. 
Unfortunately they are 
slug caviar, and I 
have never found 
seedlings from my 
plant. Most websites 
describe the flowers 
as ‘interesting’. I think 
this is faint praise. 
They are quite 
exquisite and 
certainly hold their 
own against the 
reticulate irises that 
are in flower at the 
same time. In contrast 
to many of these, 
scoliopus is long lived. My plant has been in the ground for ten years, slowly 
clumping up.  There is another species, S. hallii, which looks identical to bigelovii  
apart from being considerably smaller. I have never tried it as I fear such a small 
thing would get lost in our garden. 
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An aside on reticulate irises, I 
had grown these for many years 
in well-drained soils in full sun 
as recommended by most 
experts. They flowered well for a 
year or two and then split into 
clumps of flowerless ‘grass’. 
Then, in a talk to our local 
group, Bob Brown 
recommended growing them in 
shade, which he said made 
them last much longer. I tried it 
and he is right. They don’t last 
for ever, but you will get a good 
five years out of them. The one 
in the photo, which is on the 
other side of the path near the 
scoliopus, is a clump planted 
about six years ago. 

 

 

 

Irregular Saxifrages   
Marian Goody 
 

When we bought this house six years ago we inherited a shade garden of beautiful 

structure with lots of planting opportunities. In the darkest, driest part of the garden 

underneath a laurel hedge was a plant I didn't recognise. It had evergreen, round, 

nicely patterned leaves, which hug the ground and it crept around. In the darkest 

shade it doesn’t flower, but in part shade it produces generous inflorescences of 

small white flowers in July and August. It turned out to be Saxifraga ‘Cuscutiformis’. 

The Irregulares  section of Saxifragaceae is composed of 12 species, of which S. 

stolonifera, S. fortunei and S. cortusifolia are amongst the most common in 

cultivation. The section is so named because the flowers which are composed of 5 

petals have 1, or more usually 2, petals which are much longer than the others. In 

the last 10 years many new varieties of S. fortunei have been introduced, some that 

have been bred in the UK and many from their native country Japan. 

 

 

 

 



I grow S. 'Cuscutiformis', S. stolonifera ‘Maroon Beauty’ and S. cortusifolia ‘Silver 

Velvet’ and several S. fortunei varieties. They all have ornamental leaves. 

 

 

 

 

 

The leaves of the S. fortunei varieties die back in the autumn. S. rubrifolia lives up to 

its name and provides bright red autumn tints. All of them are shiny with few or many 

glandular trichomes. S. fortunei 'Black Ruby' and S. fortunei 'Beni-tsukasa' are 

particularly glassy and reflective. 

S. cuscutiformis has flowered here in June, the S. fortunei varieties start in 

September with S. fortunei 'Rubrifolia', others finish in November. Unfortunately the 

flowers are killed by frost, so it depends on the season how good the show will be. 

The white or pink or red inflorescences float about 10-15 cm above the low cushions 

of leaves and can last for a few weeks.  



 

The shaft of light shows S. 

fortunei 'Rubrifolia' in its full 

autumn glory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S. cortusifolia 'Silver Velvet' 

has yellow spots on 2 petals, 

yellow ovaries and red 

anthers. The dark leaves 

have a silvery wash over the 

veins. 

 



 

 

 

In 2015 the results of an 

RHS trial were published 

and S. fortunei 'Mount 

Nachi' and S. fortunei 

'Rubrifolia' were two of the 

twelve varieties awarded 

AGM. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S. fortunei 

'Black Ruby' 

has 

particularly 

dark glossy 

leaves 

contrasting 

with deep 

pink flowers. 

 

 

 



 

It's unusual to 

find filaments 

enhancing 

flowers; this 

contrast is 

marked in the 

dark pink and 

red varieties. S. 

fortunei 'Beni-

tsukasa' has 

large, dark red 

flowers, the 

white filaments 

superimpose a 

starry effect. 

 

 

I enjoy the leaf forms and flowers of these Irregulares from early spring to late 

autumn. They do well in the dry shady garden. Most of the varieties I grow came 

from Edrom Nurseries. They've increased their range this year with more of the new 

Japanese forms. If you are interested in learning more, a report on the RHS trial is 

given in 'The Plantsman' Dec 2015. And the whole of the Journal of the Saxifrage 

Society No.23 (2015) is given over to more background and further details of the 

RHS trial. 

 

 



Another Green World 

Tim Longeville  

The Rosneath peninsula on the west coast of Scotland isn’t a place you stumble 

across by accident. Even if you deliberately aim to reach it, whether by sea or land, it 

isn’t reached easily or quickly. Yet for anyone interested in gardens – and particularly 

in woodland gardens - it is well worth the effort. In the late nineteenth century this 

narrow wriggle of land in southern Argyll became a fashionable weekend retreat for 

wealthy Glaswegian businessmen and their elaborate villas and sometimes equally 

elaborate gardens are still prominent features of its landscape. What’s more, with the 

Gare Loch on its eastern side, Loch Long on its western side, and the Firth of Clyde 

running along its foot, Rosneath has a remarkably mild climate. Add high rainfall, 

modest summer temperatures, a generally acid soil and frequent hills – ideal for 

drainage - and, apart from the odd damaging storm, you have something close to an 

ideal recipe for woodland gardening. So it’s not surprising that the peninsula boasts 

several distinguished examples, both old (that is, begun in the nineteenth century) 

and new. Glenarn at Rhu (open every day from late March to late September) might 

represent those developed over many decades by successive owners but I want to 

draw your attention to a much more recent creation: Linn Botanic Gardens at Cove, 

created over the past 45 years by Dr Jim Taggart and his son Jamie. 

Linn has its own Victorian villa, perched high on its own hill, and the fairytale ‘Miss 

Haversham’ quality of its current gentle romantic decay – engulfing ivy, collapsed 

balcony, missing window-panes (neither Taggart has had much interest in 

conventional domesticity) – is echoed in the style of its garden. Linn’s three 

precipitous, rocky, burn-and-waterfall-and-bog-filled acres have somehow been 

persuaded to accommodate multiple specimens of several thousand different taxa, 

many of them either rare or tender or both. And in its mild moist climate all of those 

plants seem to flourish with quite indecent vigour, including rhododendrons collected 

by Jamie Taggart in the Far East (his own collections form a sizeable proportion of 

the garden’s more than three hundred rhododendron species), marginally hardy 

trunk-forming ferns from the Southern Hemisphere (for example, Blechnum 

palmiforme from Gough Island in the South Atlantic) and seldom-seen species of 

cobra lily such as Arisaema wilsonii from Bhutan and of monkey puzzle such as 

Araucaria columnaris from New Caledonia. Add in (to select at random from its 

riches) a dozen or more berberis species, ditto of celmisia species, ditto of coprosma 

species, ditto of epimedium species, ditto (slightly surprisingly) of eucalyptus 

species, ditto of olearia species, several dozen dryopteris and magnolia species, and 

you get some idea of the garden’s quart-in-a-pint-pot range. However, a visitor’s 

immediate impression is likely to be, not of individual plants, but of a moist green 

jungle almost claustrophobic in the density of its rampant growth, through which 

narrow, slippery paths barely contrive to make their way alongside burns or over 

bridges across waterfalls.  



That is not quite how the Taggarts see it, of course. Jim, octogenarian theologian 

and botanist, habitually dressed in drainpipe jeans, trainers and t-shirt, haloed in 

white hair and chest-length white beard, as physically tough and agile as a mountain 

goat and intellectually a natural contrarian, flamboyantly arguing in support of, for 

example, CND, Castro and Japanese knotweed, includes among his many other 

provocations (their seriousness not always easy to estimate) the claim that the 

garden’s design is based on the Fibonacci Sequence and that its many terraces 

have allowed its plants to be arranged as formally as those in any other botanic 

garden. Jim’s son Jamie, on the other hand - fireman, marathon runner, botanist and 

plant-hunter – was much more quiet, reserved and neat, almost obsessively 

concerned with accuracy of naming and orderliness of organisation, whether in terms 

of his serried ranks of scrupulously labelled pots of slowly-germinating wild-collected 

seeds or the rows of recycled coffee jars on his workshop shelves, each holding a 

particular size of nail, screw, rawlplug or hinge. I have to use the past tense – was 

not is - because the sad irony is that someone so concerned to make his life and 

work orderly should in the end fall victim to life’s inherent disorderliness. Plant-

hunting in Vietnam in 2013 he fell to his death. His body was only found at the end of 

2015. 

Luckily the garden as it was just before he left for his last expedition has been 

memorialised in a beautiful if odd book – as beautiful and odd as the unique garden 

it celebrates. (It was justifiably a finalist in the 2016 Book Design Awards.) The book 

is Alison Turnbull and Philip Hoare’s Another Green World: Encounters with a 

Scottish Arcadia (176pp, 107 colour and 8 black and white illustrations, Art/Books, 

www.artbookpublishing.co.uk, 2015, £18.99). I should emphasise that its authors 

aren’t horticulturalists. She is an artist and photographer, he is a writer (of non-fiction 

books, often biographically based), and they first encountered Linn during 

residences in 2011 and 2012 at Cove Park, the newish nearby Arts Centre. So their 

focus is predominantly on the place’s atmosphere and on the personalities of its 

creators. That’s entirely understandable, given how remarkable both atmosphere 

and personalities are: and both are vividly captured in her photographs (and those of 

local photographer Ruth Clark) and in his words. Appropriately, though, the book 

does end with one passionately detailed horticultural item. Tucked into an elegantly 

designed slit in its endpaper is Jamie Taggart’s intensely characteristic ‘work in 

progress’ at the time of his departure, an exhaustive though still ongoing index of all 

of Linn’s plants, including details of their places of origin. (Anorak’s aside:  I have an 

interest in chain ferns. One of the rare species listed by Jamie was the Mexican 

Woodwardia martinezii. However, Tim Pyner, the British expert on the genus, 

believes that all supposed Woodwardia martinezii in cultivation are in fact 

Woodwardia semicordata. If anyone reading this [a] grows what they think is 

Woodwardia martinezii or [b] has any more information about the 

martinezii/semicordata confusion, I’d be delighted to hear from them.) 

http://www.artbookpublishing.co.uk/


Finally: Linn’s ‘staff’ was always just Jim and Jamie, plus the occasional friend and 

helper. Now that ‘the staff’ is just Jim, its survival is obviously doubtful. So, if you 

don’t already know this unique place, visit it. Soon. And if you can’t visit it, then the 

best alternative is to buy a copy of this entirely fitting book in praise of it and its 

dedicated creators. 

Note 

In the past Linn Botanic Garden has been open all day every day throughout the 

year. I am not sure that that is still the case. If travelling from a distance it would 

clearly be as well to check in advance. The telephone number is 01436 842428 and 

the most recent email address I have for Jim Taggart is 

Jimtaggart@mypostoffice.co.uk. 

Linn and Glenarn would make a wonderful day of garden-visiting – or, indeed, two 

days! In case that’s an idea of interest, but sensibly you want to check Glenarn’s 

opening times too, the number for present owners Mike and Sue Thornley is 01436 

820 436. And I think –without being entirely certain! – that their current email address 

is masthome@btinternet.com. 

 

Available Seed: 

 If you are a paid up member of the Shade and Woodland Plants Group and would 
like some of the seed offered below, please send a SAE to S.J.Sime, Park Cottage, 
Penley, Wrexham LL13 0LS. 
 
If you have seed to donate, please send it to the same address. 
 
Paeonia wittmanniana                                          
Abies koreana 
Anemonopsis macrophylla double flowered  (from plant shown in Oct Edition)        
Kirengeshoma palmata 
Arisaema ciliatum                                               
Kirengeshoma palmata ex Koreana Group 
Arisaema consanguineum                                  
Clerodendrum trichotonum  
Hydrangea paniculata ex ‘Tardiva’ 
Hydrangea heteromalla Bretschneideri Group 
Hydrangea serrata subsp. yezoensis 
Hydrangea scandens f. angustifolia ex ‘Golden Crane’ 
Sarcoccoca ruscifolia 
Buddleja colvilei (not a shade plant… but a star turn) 
Clethra monostachya 
Clethra barbinervis ex BSWJ11562 
Clethra delavayi 
Camelia japonica ex ‘Akashigata’ 

mailto:Jimtaggart@mypostoffice.co.uk
mailto:masthome@btinternet.com


Name this plant  

Joe Sime 
 
S********** c********* 
 
“Plants to 4(-6) dm, glabrous; rhizomes branching. Leaves: petiole to 15 cm; blade 
orbiculate-reniform to cordate-sagittate, mostly palmately 5-7-lobed, to 25 cm wide; 
margins scalloped; adaxial surface glaucous. Inflorescences: scape to 15 cm. 
Flowers: sepals ca. 1 cm; petals white or pinkish, oblong to oblanceolate, 15-30 mm; 
style to 3 mm. Capsules fusiform, 35-60 mm, glabrous. Seeds black to red-orange, 
obscurely reticulate. 2 n = 18 (cult.). 
Flowering earliest spring. Moist to dry woods and thickets, often on flood plains and 
shores or near streams on slopes, less frequently in clearings and meadows or on 
dunes, rarely in disturbed sites; 0-1300 m.” 
 
Last month’s plant 
was Asarum 
splendens. There 
seems to be an 
unspoken rule for 
arums. ‘The more 
attractive the leaf to 
humans, the more 
delicious the leaf to 
molluscs’. Thus I can 
grow the plain-green-
leaves-species 
(A.caudatum, 
canadense, 
europaeum) with 
reasonable ease, but 
I struggle with the 
rest. I have however 
managed to keep A. 
splendens safe for over two years now. Unfortunately I do not have a picture of at its 
best. The one pictured shows it a few weeks ago emerging from winter. It is however 
an excellent foliage plant for a shady site, but a protective circle of dried, crushed 
egg shells may help. 
 

 

From the editor… 

Joe Sime 

As usual I really need more articles.  Tell us about what is looking good in your 
garden this Spring. Send articles to wasjsime@gmail.com. 
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