WINTER CHEER
Fran Scott
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e all garden differently
̶ and
thank goodness for that. How
immensely dull it would be if our
gardens were all clones of one
another. When I was a child, my father’s
rectangular garden was divided into a series
of more rectangles, with straight paths up,
down and across. There was a reasonable
amount of colour in the summer…and zilch
in the winter. What more miserable sight
can there be than a bed of bush roses in a
Scottish winter!

By contrast, our next-door neighbour’s
garden was full of sinuous little grass paths
with all sorts of plants, including interesting
evergreen shrubs.
In early spring, his
Hedera helix ‘Sulphur Heart’
garden was lit up with exotic bulbs that I
had never seen before, such as scilla and
chionodoxa. Our garden could only rise to yellow crocuses, which the sparrows cheerfully
destroyed anyway. But in Mr S’s garden, there always seemed to be something of interest.

Many gardens are awash with colour in high summer, but when I try to plan HPS visits to gardens
in August, the owners exclaim in horror, ‘Oh no, you must all come earlier, the garden is over by
the end of July!’. How can a garden possibly be ‘over’ by the end of July, with all the treasures of
autumn still to come? Even when the asters, acers, hydrangeas and little autumn cyclamen have
given way to a dreich Scottish winter, there are still lots of plants which can give us pleasure in the
long dark, dank days to come. For my money, that is when colour is even more valuable in the
garden, so that, even when the foul weather confines us to being in the house, we can at least look
out at something cheerful.
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Our golden variegated Hedera helix
‘Sulphur Heart’ did take its time to get
going, but now clambers with gay
abandon up the walls of our garage (and
in no time at all is happily waltzing along
the gutters as well).
But it does
camouflage the ugly breeze-block walls,
clothing them with cheerful vigour.
Having taken cuttings, I now have it
growing round most of the other
perimeters of the garden as well. And
even though it might root itself into the
borders when I’m not looking – well, I
just yank it up, stuff it in a pot and send it
off to a plant sale for a good cause.

The silky-sheened bark of Prunus serrula

The variegated hollies provide great
splashes of colour at the back of the
herbaceous border which, by winter, is
largely reduced to clumps of anonymous
sticks. Funny how, in autumn, you are
quite confident that you will remember

which plants are where, yet, so often, by
spring they have become nothing more than
clumps of anonymous sticks!
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The satiny, dark red, peeling bark of Prunus
serrula var. tibetica, which valiantly pushes
its way through Ilex ‘Golden King’, glows in
any sunlight that we might be fortunate
enough to see. At the near end of the border
is Skimmia japonica ‘Rubella’, looking very
handsome with its heads of deep pink buds.
It appears, fortunately, to be unconcerned
about being overwhelmed for the remainder
of the year by an exuberant, dark red leaved
Acer palmatum ‘Dissectum’.

A cheerful end-stop to the border is
provided by Leucothoe fontanesiana ‘Whitewater ’, which has attractive arching
branches and light green and cream leaves.
Skimmia jap. ‘Rubella’ buds
An all-green L. fontanesiana planted here
eventually outgrew its allotted space and
had to be removed; it is now flourishing in a huge pot near the front door, still providing us with
cheerful colour through the winter when its evergreen leaves turn a wonderful red.
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Malus ‘Red Sentinel’ is bedecked with wonderful red crab-apples by November, which last well
and look just like large red cherries. The thrushes, blackbirds and fieldfares reckon that they taste
just as good. A bonus is the beautiful blossom in late spring, which easily rivals that of appleblossom.
I recently planted a new, narrow border
in the driveway, mostly with evergreen
shrubs. There is very little sun there,
and poor soil. But this little border
does give me great pleasure - it looks
good all year and takes very little work.
Ozothamnus rosmarinifolius flourishes
there, with its pretty silver leaves and,
occasionally, a few tiny white daisy
flowers. We had an ozothamnus in our
previous garden, which we shared with
a family of foxes. The young ones just
loved this plant, which we ended up
christening ‘the trampoline bush’. A
path was situated above the bed the
plant grew in, and steps at the end of
the path led down to the bed. The baby
foxes would line up on the path, then
take turns to make a flying leap into the
Ozothamnus rosmarinifolius
bush, the branches of which are really
springy.
Then they would clamber
back up the steps to join the queue for
their next shot on the trampoline!
A great splash of golden colour is provided by Choisya ‘Sundance’, which can be a bit tender but
seems sheltered well enough here. Pernettya (or whatever they have decided to call it now)
[Gaultheria - Ed.] always looks good, as do the two evergreen Japanese azaleas, which flower
abundantly later on. Hebes with variously-coloured foliage thrive in this shady bed; flowers

would be a bonus, but really we grow these hebes for their beautiful foliage. In winter, Skimmia
jap. ssp. reevesiana sports cheerful red berries above its shiny green foliage.
We originally planted our Crinodendron hookerianum at the far end of the garden, but two really
cold winters nearly did for it. So, having cut it back hard, we moved it into the shelter of the
garage wall, despondently wondering if it would survive. It is now 10ft high and bears a myriad
of small red lantern-flowers in early summer.
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Crinodendron hookerianum in flower in early summer
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Our winter-flowering clematis are extremely temperamental, gracing us with their beautiful white
flowers only occasionally. But even when they are not so obliging, the handsome, shiny dark green
leaves of Clematis armandii and C. x cartmannii ‘Avalanche’ justify their place in the garden.

Clematis x cartmanii ‘Avalanche’

Pieris ‘Little Heath’

Tall, evergreen Cotoneaster ‘Autumn Fire’ has attractive white flowers in summer, but in winter is
covered in bright red berries which provide both colour for us and food for the birds…and
pleasure for us in watching them. Most pieris also end up as extremely tall shrubs, but there is a
more compact variety called Pieris japonica ‘Little Heath’ which genuinely does remain small and
looks handsome all year. Its variegated green and silver leaves cheer up the bed in front of our
dining-room window in winter.
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When we visited Linn Botanic Gardens
on an open day in 2013, botanist Jamie
Taggart, who ran the garden, was doing
his charming best to sell us a
diminutive rhododendron from the
plant stall. ‘Look!’ he said, pointing to a
nearby 20ft rhoddie with beautiful
yellow flowers, ‘It will look just like that
one!’. We pointed out that, however
tempting an offer it was, we simply
could not accommodate what would
end up as a 20ft bush in our small
garden. A compromise was reached by
us purchasing a tiny Embothrium
coccineum. Some months later, Jamie
tragically died while plant-collecting in
North Vietnam. He was only 41. The
Chilean fire-bush is now thriving – it
actually produced a flower last year and seems happy in the shelter of the
hedge at our front gate.
We have
named it ‘the Jamie tree’. When it gets
tall enough to poke its head above the
hedge…well, we’ll have to see!

Embothrium coccineum flowers from April to June

Epimedium x youngianum ‘Niveum’ has dainty white flowers which look a treat in early summer.
However, this variety has the added bonus of having reliably bronze-coloured leaves all winter.
As we have had such a lot of snow and bitter winds this winter (yes, even Helensburgh had snow),
the foliage of the yellow-flowered epimedium has also coloured up well this year. I find the trick
with epimedium is to chop off the old leaves in late January, before the unfurling flower stems
have developed, to avoid chopping them off as well.
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The dainty spring flowers of Epimedium x youngianum ‘Niveum’

Evergreen Euonymus fortunei comes in many versions, with variegated foliage of silver, gold, or
various shades of green. They provide very useful contrast in summer pots, but give reliable
colour in the winter too. The silver and green one at our front door now clambers happily up the
trellis beside the yellow winter-flowering jasmine and Clematis ‘Avalanche’. Nearby, the old
stalwart shrub Viburnum laurustinus provides reliable green foliage all winter, with heads of pretty
white flowers. V. ‘Eve Price’ has the bonus of having red buds and pink-flushed flowers.
The bright yellow flowers of Hamamelis x
intermedia ‘Arnold Promise’ really sing out in the
winter. The shrub, which was ordered without us
being able to see it, was genuinely twodimensional to start with and we did despair.
Happily, it has filled out beautifully at around 6ft
high, and is generously covered with delicate
wispy flowers in January.
Eucryphia lucida ‘Spring Cream’, which we fell for
in a nursery, is now, somewhat to our surprise, an
8ft high column of dainty green and cream leaves.
The flowers are inconspicuous, but the foliage and
shape are appealing. Although it is in the same
bed as our enormous yew tree, fortunately it still
has space to expand. But maybe another time we
should read the label a bit more carefully!

We brought a dainty Pinus nigra ‘Black Prince’
from our last garden. It has become a big fat King
with distinctly middle-aged spread; it is now 5ft
high and a great deal wider in all directions. It
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I always wanted a yew hedge, but was put off by
The Books all agreeing how slow-growing yew is.
We haven’t found that at all, having planted a yew
hedge on either side of the gate into the garden; it
is not extensive but is tall already. What a great
backdrop for plants; I wish we had planted more
of it when we planned the garden.

Hamamelis ‘Arnold Promise’
managed to engulf a poor dierama, which,
having lost all its sunlight, had to be relocated
at the far side of the pond. The dierama went
on to somewhat disprove the myth that they
resent disturbance by covering itself with a
multitude of pink fishing-rod flowers this
summer.
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Sun-loving Phlomis fruticosa has settled in well
and is thinking about expanding its territory.
Most seedheads simply rot in the winter wet
in Helensburgh, but these stand beautifully all
winter and look quite stunning when topped
with a couple of inches of snow.

Phlomis fruticosa seed-heads last
throughout winter

Two large shrubs which are also indispensable
in the winter are Viburnum bodnantense and
Daphne bholua ‘Jacqueline Postill’.
Our
viburnum starts flowering in August, and
continues to produce its scented, waxy flowers
throughout our dreich Scottish winter. The
daphne is beside our front door and is laden
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with blossom from January onwards, when its wonderful perfume permeates the garden.
Somewhat to my astonishment, it’s now about 10ft high, and it seems to be remarkably hardy. I
gave a cutting to my niece, who lives in a much colder part of Scotland. She planted it right next to
her front door, and in a hard winter the water from the roof gutter dripped all over the plant,
which ended up encased in ice! We never thought it would survive – but it did.

Pulmonaria ‘Blue Ensign’ in spring

Saxifraga x urbium ‘Clarence Elliott’: a
dark-flowered form of London pride

Happy in sun or shade, evergreen Saxifraga x urbium, or London Pride, is a very common plant –
and such a useful one too. It is one of the few ground-cover plants that is not invasive, and it
really does suppress weeds, which many alleged ground-cover plants do not. I would not be
without this plant in the garden.

There are a lot of plants that can
brighten up winter. But for a plant that
looks simply wonderful the entire
winter, completely untroubled by rain,
hail, frost, snow, gales, bugs, slugs or
diseases, and which never even gets too
tall, my choice would be Cornus
‘Midwinter Fire’. Even my daughter,
who can barely tell a daffodil from a
buttercup, is asking me for a cutting.

D

© Fran Scott

Many years ago, we were out walking
in winter and we passed a ruined
cottage away out in the country. In
amongst the snow that surrounded the
cottage were flashes of an intense deep
blue. I hurtled over to see what it could
possibly be, and managed to ‘liberate’ a
piece to bring home. It has narrow dark
green leaves (no spots, a bonus in our
book!) and striking, deep blue flowers
and, yes, it’s completely unfazed by
snow. We think it it may be Pulmonaria
longifolia ‘Blue Ensign’.

Cornus ‘Midwinter Fire’
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