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Sometimes, in summer, I imagine I could fill up pages without drawing breath, I have so much to say about the way a newly planted area is filling up, or what a fool I have been to have planted something in past years which now I have to battle to eradicate. My worry at the moment is where to begin. Perhaps I should introduce myself, if you have decided to start with the introduction. I usually read introductions years after I have become familiar with the contents of a book and sometimes realize that I would have understood more if I had known the writer a little better before I began.

I am an East Anglian, born and bred, so coping with a dry garden is no new phenomenon but a way of life. I have had two gardens in the last thirty or so years. My first was just west of Colchester, on the chalky boulder clay. In practice this was not an easy soil to handle. In winter, when thoroughly wet, you could slice it neatly with a spade, like lumps of liver. It was speckled white with the little nodules of chalk showing clearly. Short of humus, that is decayed vegetable matter, it set like concrete in periods of drought. To catch the soil just right was the problem, that brief spell when it is possible to pull up weeds without removing the precious layer of top soil. A few days of drying winds and the weeds would set firm, only to be eradicated with wrist-aching jabs of a sharp fork.

East Anglia has been called the Granary of England, for it can generally rely on good harvesting helped by long periods of bright sunshine, low rainfall and drying winds. We have well-known firms of seed growers, and their fields make a pretty sight with the vividly coloured blocks of marigolds, wallflowers, sweet peas and other garden favourites which set good seed, shelling out hard and clean. Cricketers and holidaymakers revel in the good weather. But for us gardeners in East Anglia, every year brings weeks and often months of concern for our plants, the ‘good’ weather for the sportsman and camper becoming the despair of the grower.

By the middle of June my Colchester garden was fading, the grass was indistinguishable from the gravel paths and would remain so until the hoped-for September rains. Many years little measurable rain fell from May to September. Of course, the roses had black spot, the leaves of the Michaelmas daisies turned brown and hung like limp rags, the flowers of the lovely border phlox withered as they tried to bloom. Misguided attempts to grow even such easy primulas as Primula denticulata, the Drum-stick Primula, were properly punished, while as for astilbes, I should have known better.

But some plants hung on – in fact they looked better as the sun burnt brighter and the air became drier. Quite early in my gardening career I began to realize that it was the plants which had and kept good foliage that made the most satisfying picture in the garden. Outstanding in the droughts were the grey and silver foliaged plants – these became whiter as the grass baked biscuit colour. Cistus bushes made handsome contrast with their dark evergreen leaves, filling the air with a strange aromatic scent when there was enough dew on a warm summer night.

Then came my first trip abroad, to the Alps, followed by others to the mountains of southern France and Corsica. My first impression on that long ago visit to the Valais in Switzerland was of incredulity. Here were so many of my garden plants beautifully grouped and arranged, the rocks smothered with Cobweb House Leeks and Sedum, while the hot stony slopes were gay with Dianthus, Helianthemum and Euphorbia. What marvellous landscaping and not made by man!

Like most amateur gardeners, I was not very well read, and had not fully realized that all of our garden plants, except of course the cultivars, grow wild somewhere; and here I was seeing for the first time how right plants look when they grow together, in association, in the conditions to which they have become adapted. I noticed too that the associations varied whether we went a thousand feet or so higher, or whether we were on the north side of the mountain where the conditions were cooler and shadier. I learnt that some plants, although they appeared to be growing in poor gritty soil in blistering bright sunlight, were in fact revelling in the cool trickle of melting snow water that ran not far beneath the surface. These are among the most difficult for us to grow.

The Mediterranean plants that grow well with me come from a very variable climatic zone, but basically the winters are mild with scattered rain storms, while the summers are long, hot and practically without rain. Because the range is so wide a few of my plants are susceptible to hard frost, a few dislike too much wet cold which causes rotting. But by far the majority can stand anything our winters can offer, coming as they do from mountain sides which experience moderately cold weather with some frost. (I am not referring to the high alpine plants which spend their winter under the protection of a heavy snow blanket.)

The feature they can all face up to is the famous Mediterranean sunshine. Long days of continuous scorching sun are hard to bear. Those plants that can survive are precious. It sounds so obvious, but is worth stating I think, that I find it best to plant plenty of something that looks good most of the time rather than struggle to keep alive plants which at best only accentuate the fact that what you have to offer them is not what they need.

With time, study and observation, I began to learn about the many groupings, or associations of plants that are still to be found growing in their natural habitat. I have already mentioned briefly how these change according to altitude, sun or shade, wet or dry conditions. Another factor that has altered plant communities is the scavenging hand of man, aided by the ever-hungry goat. Great tracts of land bordering the Mediterranean were once covered by evergreen forests consisting of evergreen oaks like the Holm oak, and pines, with a lower storey of small evergreen shrubs. Where there was enough light and air, usually because the terrain was steeper and poorer, there was room for plants and bulbs. Today the shrunken forests are limited to those few areas not yet considered worth exploiting by man.

When the trees were felled to make charcoal – needed for cooking the delicious dishes that can result from stewing kid with wine, garlic and the aromatic herbs from the stony hillsides – another type of plant community evolved, the maquis. It consists of many of the evergreen shrubs that had been part of the under-storey of the evergreen forest, including Cistus, rosemary, juniper, Genista, lavender, Spanish broom, tree heathers – all of these and many more, often making impenetrable thickets more than 10 ft/3 m high, were fine places for rogues and robbers to hide in olden days, and places of refuge to this day for those families in places like Corsica that still carry on inherited vendettas.

Garigue is the name given to the next and last stage of deterioration in the plant life of the Mediterranean area. Here, man’s activities – tree felling, grazing, and cultivation followed by neglect – have all contributed to the impoverishment of the land. Removal of trees causes loss of protection from drying winds, humus cannot form, and the soil is eroded, washed or blown away. Only the coarse rock fragments are left, and bare rock. Such an area can be seen in the limestone causses of southern France, high table-lands with soil now so thin it can scarcely be used. A few inches beneath the surface are calcareous rocks. In many places there is no soil at all, the fractured limestone looking like pavements. Driving across one sees little except here and there in a fold or hollow the dark forests of recently planted pine whose interiors are so dark and forbidding no other plant will keep them company.

But one very early morning, when the dew had not yet been lifted away by the hot glare of the sun just appearing over the horizon, I was drawn to go out and explore the apparently endless emptiness. I found that what had looked from a distance like a frozen mist carpeting the ground were the waving feathery fronds of Stipa pennata, each spangled with dew, wave after wave blowing across the stony desert. As I wandered I found brilliant lime-yellow patches of a Euphorbia, very like Euphorbia seguierana subsp. niciciana, thyme mats, lotus, silene and other little plants I could not identify. Then I noticed that the slope was faintly terraced, and felt sure that many, many years ago that area had been cultivated with vines, and probably olives too. I found scattered scrubby little gooseberry bushes, with tiny fruits the size of currants. Had they survived from the cultivations, or did they grow wild there originally?

Helleborus foetidus, which I have found wild all over France from north to south, in woods and in the open, was there too. Some splendid specimens were tucked for shelter against an outcrop of stone, with their roots well down a crack in the rock where the humus from plant remains is blown by the wind, making rich feeding deep down, and where some moisture will remain. Back home on my starved Essex gravel I must prepare the soil well for Helleborus foetidus or else find a place in the shade, for I have had them shrivel under the combination of drought and drying wind.

Garigue is always to be found on the hottest and driest slopes. There are few scattered shrubs, small, often spiny or prickly. Foliage is thick and leathery, or felted with hairs or white wool. Plants we all know such as sage, lavender, garlic and rue all come from the garigue, together with our favourite garden bulbs – tulips, iris, crocus and fritillaries. Brought to life by the warm wet winters, the sheets of flowering bulbs stand exposed among the mat plants and sparse grasses. Spreading out their leaves to the warm spring sunlight they quickly store up reserves to remake their deep-down bulbs. Many, such as the alliums, flower without leaves; only curling shrivelled ribbons are left at the base of their stems.

When I realized that many of these plants were the very ones that were among my favourites for endurance in my Colchester garden it was inevitable that when I came to make my present garden I should make a Mediterranean garden. Now, after thirty-eight years my dry gardens have grown, and I have added to those plants that come from the plant communities of the Mediterranean, plants from the Californian chaparral (which corresponds to the maquis) such as Zauchneria and Romneya, with Artemisia purshiana, and Seriphidium tridentatum (syn. Artemisia tridentata) from the semi-deserts of the Great Basin. In addition some of the alliums, eremurus and many vivid scarlet tulips come from the great mountains of Soviet Central Asia and Afghanistan, from places with romantic-sounding names like Bukhara and Samarkand.
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‘Invaluable to those who want to plant
a trouble-free, all-year-round garden
with minimum care — or watering’
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