Don’t Throw it Away! 


You know, Sir Roy Strong is 90! When I read this article, he was 77 and Marion and I had been living in Cornwall for two years where we had inherited a lovely garden which needed much thought to create something of our own. 

An evolving synergy of past, present and future. Trees which had grown tall created shade which was now too deep, paths had disappeared under years of leaf litter and the many shrubs which now sprawled over them and three apple trees planted in the middle of the lawn had to go. And of course there was much, much more. 

Before discarding a hoarded copy of The Garden, October 2012, I came across this article again, written by Sir Roy, which I remember reading 13 years ago.  
It may remind you not to throw everything away before taking a second look!! 

Roy wrote:

I’ve just reached 77 (not that that’s saying anything), but it has made me reflect on one aspect about gardening and old age. What is it that happens to gardens as we get older? We all know about the burdens of the work, and ailing and failing limbs, but people seem to get stuck. Somehow after 60, mummification sets in, along with an inability to look at their garden with a critical editorial eye. I often visit the gardens of friends who are more or less in the same age range as myself. I will look at a tree and say, ‘Why don’t you take that out, it’s awful?’ It may have had a purpose 30 years ago when it was little more than a metre high, but now it is more than 15m or more. It is sucking out nutrients from the soil. It dominates the garden and blocks the views. At least I say, try limbing it up.  

The recipients of this advice look stunned as though I’d uttered some appalling blasphemy. ’But we planted it,’ they protest as though that absolved them from the horror it has become. It doesn’t. Instead, it reveals them as failing to understand one of the basics of horticulture: that gardens are about change, about perpetually adjusting a picture which will never be finished. 

Such an appraisal is particularly true after a garden is more than 25 years old. It will be littered with planting mistakes of your own making and garden styles will have moved on, offering exciting new possibilities. Moreover, many of your garden’s most cherished features will have attained maturity, calling for reassessment and setting off to best advantage. But I notice that on the whole a blindness sets in. 

In my own garden I’m at the end of such a radical re-editing. If one quick growing conifer has gone so have 50 others. The light suddenly pours in, calling for new planting, and the topiary – lovingly sculpted for more than 20 years – stands revealed as never before in all its glory. Hedges are lowered and recut, providing new vistas. Ornament is resited to advantage. It is exciting. 
 
The Laskett Gardens are open to visiting groups who tend also to be of a certain age. Time and again I tell them that the current message from this garden is ‘Go home, chop something down, and start again’. 

And that’s what we’ve been endeavouring to do ever since……

*Article reproduced with the kind permission of the RHS The Garden magazine. 
 

