
BRANKLYN GARDEN  -  A TALK BY JIM JERMYN 

Fran Scott 

im Jermyn started out at agricultural 
college and went on to study at Munich 
Botanical Garden.  While in Munich he 
had the chance to explore the Alps and the 

Dolomites.  He was asked to set up a nursery on 
the shores of Lake Garda, which gave him the 
opportunity to botanise in the Dolomites, where 
he developed his passion for alpines.  A 
horticultural apprenticeship at Jack Drake’s 
famous Inschriach nursery at Aviemore followed, 
and it was then that he first encountered Branklyn 
Garden.  

Following his apprenticeship, he ran Edrom 
Nursery in East Lothian for twenty years, 
specialising in alpine plants. He sold the business, 
and for a few years was Show Manager for 
Gardening Scotland.  

The original owners of Branklyn Garden, Dorothy 
and John Renton, died in the 1960s.  In 1968 the 
garden was purchased for the National Trust for Scotland and opened to the public.  When Steve 
Macnamara, the previous head gardener at Branklyn, decided to retire, he suggested (persistently) 
that Jim should take over from him.  In the end, Jim succumbed to the suggestion, applied for the 
job and was duly appointed.  

Branklyn Garden began in the 1920s, when the Rentons built an Arts and Crafts house and set up 
their garden on a south-west facing slope in Perth.  The garden, which was originally an orchard, is 
quite narrow to the south, but wide east to west – and is now astoundingly well-planted, with an 
amazing diversity of plants concentrated into a relatively small space.  

Jim preserves the legacy of the Rentons, in particular Dorothy, who was the one who really created 
the garden.  She grew seeds collected by plant-hunters such as George Forrest, Frank Ludlow and 
George Sherriff, and specialised in plants from Tibet, Bhutan and China.  There are still many 

plants remaining in the garden which she 
herself planted, including a venerable 
Hydrangea paniculata.  Jim ensures that he 
always has a supply of cuttings of these plants.  
Dorothy also pioneered the use of peat blocks, 
which are still used in the garden.  

One of the bonniest daffodils in the garden is 
Narcissus minor.  This colourful charmer is only 
six inches tall but provides wonderful splashes 
of bright yellow.  In late spring, the garden is 
carpeted with sheets of delicious pink or 
yellow erythroniums.  

There are many fine rhododendrons at 
Branklyn.  One of the earliest is R. sutchuenense; 
pink flowers with a beautiful deep purple 
blotch in the centre.  R. cinnabarinum was 
planted in 1920 and is now like a low-growing 
tree, with beautiful waxy, coral pink bells.  R. 
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Rhododendron cinnabarinum



edgeworthii has fragrant, pale pink flowers 
with deep pink blotches.  One of the more 
unusual plants is R. forrestii subsp. forrestii 
repens: an alpine rhododendron that likes to 
grow over a rock, which provides it with 
heat.  

Dorothy raised blue meconopsis from seed 
that Frank Kingdon Ward had recently 
introduced to the UK.  Later, Ludlow and 
Sherriff introduced seed from a different 
meconopsis from Bhutan.  Jack Drake 
started growing this seed at his Inschriach 
nursery, but when he was called up for the 
army in 1939, his plants perished.  
However, at the end of the war, he 
obtained more seed from Dorothy Renton 
and started growing it again.  By this time 
the names had become very confused – and 
folk have been trying to sort them out ever 
since!  

Meconopsis ‘Slieve Donard’ was first raised near Edinburgh, but then was taken over to Ireland, 
where it was grown at the Slieve Donard nursery.  There are a variety of colours of meconopsis – 
one beautiful yellow species is M. integrifolia, which is an annual and must be raised from seed 
each year.  

Dorothy planted meconopsis on both sides of one of the paths, which became known as 
Meconopsis Alley. The garden now holds a National Collection of Meconopsis, housing a 
significant array of both species and cultivars, some of which can only be seen at Branklyn.  

Among the many acers that Dorothy planted 
was an Acer shirasawanum ‘Aureum’.  The first 
time I saw this, I was so bowled over by how 
stunningly beautiful it was that I just had to 
have one.  It was our pride and joy in our last 
garden, but we didn’t really think we ought 
remove it when we moved house (which was 
a pity, as the new owners dug up most of the 
garden to make a giant patio). 

Jim showed a picture of a beautiful Lilium 
macklinae.  He recalled that many years ago, 
when he was much younger, a garden he 
worked in had a woodland floor planted with 
pink L. macklinae.  Bob Case, who had been in 
charge at Kew, visited with a lady in tow.  He 
instructed Jim to take her up to see the lilies 
in the wood.  As they walked, Jim, making 
small talk, asked if she had any particular 
association with the flower.  It turned out that 
she was Jean Macklin, Frank Kingdon Ward’s 
third wife.  She had been off on a plant-

hunting expedition with him and had wandered off into some woodland while the men botanised 
further down the hill.  She came back and said, “I think I have found something interesting!”. This 
was the only introduction of L. macklinae.  She was apparently delighted to see this woodland 
carpeted with her beautiful pink lilies.  

Blue meconopsis alongside candelabra primulas 
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Another of J im’s stories concerned a 
meconopsis with the splendid name ‘Susan’s 
Reward’ .  Apparent ly th i s p lant i s 
indestructible.  For many years Susan had 
worked as a cook for George Sherriff’s wife, 
Betty.  When she retired, Betty gave her a 
specimen of their best meconopsis; not for all 
the work she had done for them over the years, 
but in recognition of all the wonderful 
shortbread that she had made!  

Ian McNaughton from MacPlants has bred 
some wonderful gentians. One of them he 
named ‘Balmoral’.  He and his wife, Beryl, 
thought that the Queen might appreciate a 
specimen.  So one early summer, off they set for 
Balmoral, clutching one of the new plants.  
They got to the gate at Balmoral and, as you 
do, rang the bell.  A footman appeared and 
they explained to him the reason for their visit.  
He went back into the castle, reappeared some 
minutes later and conducted them to see the Queen.  She seemed really delighted with her plant, 
and then said, “Now, my son would never forgive me if I didn’t take you to see this…”.  So, 
accompanied by a string of corgis, the three of them set off into the garden – to admire Charles’ 
compost bins!  

Lilium macklinae
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A wide range of cool climate plants grow in the rock gardens



Jim is continuing to develop the three original rock gardens set up by the Rentons.  The first ones 
were constructed from huge blocks of local stone brought down from Kinnoul Hill, near Perth.  
Quite how they manoeuvred them down from the hill, Jim cannot comprehend; he and his crew 
recently had great difficulty in bringing down much smaller blocks to replace stones which had 
eroded over time.   

The third rock garden made by the Rentons used blocks of limestone which were transported all 
the way from Reggie Kayes’ nursery in Westmoreland, west of the Lake District.  The fresh site 
gave new opportunities to experiment with a range of different alpines.  Dorothy was forever on 
the lookout for new and exciting plants.  We all owe a great debt to such innovative gardeners.  
And, fortunately for us, Jim fully intends to follow in her footsteps. 

www.nts.org.uk/visit/places/branklyn-garden 
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