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with ALAN DOWN
Cleeve Nursery Tips

Outdoors/gardening With Cleeve Nursery3s Alan Down Contact Alan at Cleeve Nursery, near Bristol, on
01934 832134. If you would like to ask Alan Down a gardening question, visit
www.cleeve nursery.co.uk and click on the Ask Us A Question tab. Alan can answer
only emailed questions with FIONA

SANDERSON

Plot
Lines

As most plants shed their leaves, stop
flowering or just batten down the
hatches in preparation for winter,
Mahonias get into overdrive.

Everywhere you look at the
moment there are Mahonias in full
flower. Now not all of them choose
early winter to open their pretty little
yellow bell-shaped flowers but most
of those that originate in central Asia
and China do.

In fact, many of these are hybrids
and the result of crosses made
between Mahonia japonica and the
rather tender lomariifolia. I recall the
excitement of finding this frost
tender parent, Mahonia lomariifolia,
growing on the sunny slopes of the
Himalayan mountains. Now any
mention of those magnificent moun-
tains conjures up images of snow
capped craggy peaks and seriously
low temperatures but lower down,
closer to the valleys, the temperat-
ures are warm enough for even
banana to grow wild. What this
tender species imparts on the hybrids
in flower here now is early winter
flowering and beautiful glossy sub-
divided leaves.

The most likely hybrid to find
offered . and the one that you will see
in most other3s gardens now . is the
variety 6Charity7. This is an out-
standing plant and all other hybrids
are measured against it but they gen-
erally come up wanting.

6Lionel Fortescue7, a hybrid that
we also grow, is a close second and
was bred by a lovely gentleman by
that name when he lived in The
Garden House, Buckland Mon-
achorum, not far from Plymouth.
This is a garden well worth visiting
when you are in that area, although
sadly, Mr Fortescue is no longer with
u s.

Mahonia japonica takes over from
the early flowering hybrids with a
lower, more spreading, growth habit.
Its flowers are no less showy but tend
to be gracefully lax. You will not fail
to notice the deliciously strong, sweet
scent that they produce. The tiny bell-
shaped flowers and their scent will
remind you of the heavy scent of lily
of the valley but their lemon yellow
colour will tell you that they are not.

Come spring, the North American
Mahonias take over. The Oregon
Grape [Mahonia aquifolium] lacks
the magnificent foliage of their
earlier flowering Asian cousins and
the flowers are in fist-sized congested
cl u s t e r s.

But, after the spring flowers have
faded, they are replaced by grape-like
blue-black showy berries. These are

gobbled up by blackbirds and
thrushes, so are well worth planting
for that alone. Two varieties of Ma-
honia aquifolium to look out for are
the improved variety 6Ap o l l o 7, which
I have in my own garden, and the
selection that changes its leaf colour
in winter to a glorious rich, reddish-
purple colour. The latter, called Ma-
honia aquifolium atropurpureum, is
another good Mahonia that we grow
in our own nurseries.

Whilst birds eat the berries of Ma-
honia, bees just love their flowers .
and pollen and nectar availability
during the winter and early spring
months of the year can be hard to
come by.

There are several other species and
varieties of Mahonias available and
all are of modest vigour and remark-
ably shade tolerant. Some will even
tolerate that most difficult of all
places in the garden; dry shade cre-
ated by evergreen trees or over-
hanging buildings.

If you wish to see Mahonias flour-
ishing in the garden, one of the most
extensive collections can be seen at
Knightshayes Court Gardens, near
Tiver ton.

You should have little difficulty
sourcing these useful and attractive
plants this month since it is not only
my plant of the week but the garden
trade3s plant of the month.

Alan3s gardening tips for
the weekend
■ Pot up Amaryllis (Hippeastrum)
bulbs. Use a good quality multipur-
pose compost and leave the top third
of the bulb standing proud of the
compost. Water very little until
leaves appear. Re-pot older plants into
fresh compost now too.
■ Try propagating plants by taking
root cuttings now. It is surprisingly
easy to do but not all plants can be
multiplied this way. Oriental poppies,
border phlox, some Primula, mullein,
sea holly, bear3s breeches and
Dicentra are well worth trying. Dig
up a healthy plant, cut thicker roots
into 5-7cm lengths and 2s ow 3 them in
pots filled with cutting compost.
They should be rooted by late
spring.
■ Check fruit trees for signs of
canker. Cut off infected shoots if
small but for larger important
branches it will be necessary to brush
away the dead loose cankered tissue,
tidy it up with a sharp knife and then
paint the wound with Growing Suc-
cess Prune and Seal. Unfortunately

canker is more common in the West
Country. Now is a good time to plant
varieties that have canker resistance
such as 6Sunset7, 6Fiesta7 and
6Bramley7.
■ Pinch immature figs off outdoor
plants. These will not grow on if left
but will rot on the tree so are best
taken off now. Anything smaller than
the size of a pea can be left to grow on
and should survive the winter to
ripen next summer. Where the fig is
growing in a pot protect the tender
roots from frost by wrapping the
pot.
■ Plant new hedges this month. They
d o n3t have to be all Leylandii. We
have masses of choices and lots are
native which is good for wildlife.
■ If you can3t put your garden fur-
niture inside then it is probably
worth investing in a cover. That way
you can whip the cover off and sit in
the garden whenever the sun shines!
Wooden furniture should be cleaned
down and treated with good oil when
dry. I find a pressure hose, which can
easily be rented, is remarkably good
at getting algae off outdoor fur-
n i t u re.

Ask Alan
QUESTION Can I plant out strawberry
plants, which I brought on recently,
for fruiting next year? If so do they
withstand hard winter frosts? If not
when should I plant out?
Mr C Taylor
ANSWER You certainly should plant
your strawberry runners out now. It
is perfect timing. They are very
hardy and will withstand very low
winter temperatures and need cold to
make them fruit but by planting now
you will get good root growth since
the soil is still warm and moist. As
with all other hardy plants, planting
now will encourage good establish-
ment, with the tops slowing down
before eventually becoming dormant
in winter but the roots still remark-
ably active.

You can, of course, also plant them
up in containers now. Whether in the
soil or pots, this is a plant where it
pays to buy fresh plants, since plants
from old plants often carry diseases.

Felicity3s Christmas Talk
Every year Felicity Down, Alan3s
wife, demonstrates how to use mostly

natural materials to decorate a home
for Christmas. This very popular
demonstration is always a sell out, so
tickets are available from the nursery
in advance. Using natural and artifi-
cial materials Felicity will create
table centres, door wreaths, give
useful advice on the care of seasonal
house plants and much more. Turn
your back on tinsel and baubles and
get inspired with the greener side of
C h r i s t m a s.

Monday November 28, 7.30pm at Cleeve Nursery. Tickets
�5 including glass of wine, 01934 832134

Discount Tuesday
With planting conditions still abso-
lutely perfect for good establishment
of all hardy plants, we have decided to
bring back Discount Tuesday at
Cleeve again this month. There are a
few exceptions where we have plants
already offered at a bigger discount,
but we want to keep you planting
when nature is on your side to have
s u c c e s s.

So that3s trees, shrubs, climbers,
conifers, fruit and even indoor plants
at all 20 per cent off every Tuesday in
November. Don3t hang up your spade
or trowel yet.

It may be winter
but these beauties
are warming up

Above, M. aquifolium in fruit. Right, from
top, M. aquiflora Apollo, M. japonica and
M. charity.

Now is a good time to get
apple trees planted, making
the most of the warm soil
before the frost arrives.
Given the prevalence of
canker in the West
Country, canker-resistant
varieties are best. Left,
planting strawberries now
will also make the most of
the warm soil

One of the best gardening books I3ve
read all year is Charles Dowding3s
new How to Grow Winter Vegetables.

He3s a gardener I3d really like to
meet, because each of his books, on
subjects such as organic growing,
and no-dig gardening has been well
worth the read; this latest one, on how
to make the most of growing all year
round, has already been put to good
use on our allotment.

What I like about his books are that
they are written by someone who
earns a living by growing vegetables,
and who understands the way things
grow well because he has tried lots of
different methods and hasn3t been
afraid to experiment.

Many new gardening books are
simply a repackaging of received
wisdom, often making what I think
are unrealistic claims about the
amount of time it takes to grow your
own food. Like most other things in
life, you3ll get out what you put in,
and the more time you can spend
doing the job properly, the better the
rewards will be.

I3m always a bit wary of gardening
books that are filled with gorgeous
photos; they can make your own ef-
forts feel a bit second rate and easily
mislead beginners into thinking that
growing your own perfect fruit and
veg is easy from the start.

You don3t get that in this book.
What you find is a reasoned explana-
tion of when and how to do each task
of the year, and why he believes that3s
the right way to do it. Often that runs
quite counter to what you might read
in traditional gardening books. And
wh at 3s very good about his new book
is the methodical way he explains
how to extend the growing season for
vegetables, so that you get more from
your land and keep it better protected
through the harder months by having
plant cover, rather than empty soil.

There are also suggestions for un-
usual plants to grow, so if you like to
experiment, or want to extend the
range of things you grow, then there3s
plenty here. As well as crops that you
may not come across very often, there
are recommendations for the best
varieties, in terms of flavour and
winter hardiness, to add to your seed
collection.

T here3s also an invaluable week-by-
week growing guide. It acts as a bril-
liant reminder of when to sow seeds,
when to plant them out, and how best
to do it, in order to keep growing
successionally right up until Novem-
ber. This is the part that will remain
useful to growers, long after the in-
formation on growing techniques
and crop varieties has been ab-
sorbed.

If you are interested in extending
what you grow and keeping the soil as
full as possible for as much of the year
as possible, then you3ll appreciate
this book. Even better, the explana-
tions of how to run a more or less no-
dig method of cultivation, make the
job of gardening much easier.

ForGoodAdvice
&Excellent Home
Grown Plants

visit your local nursery!

Cleeve Nursery
138 Main Road, Cleeve, BS49 4PW

01934 832134
www.cleevenursery.co.uk
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