
 1 

    FRIENDS OF BOTANIC  GARDENS FORUM 

NEWSLETTER 

EDITION 5 



 2 

Dear Friends, 

I embarked on this newsletter a couple of weeks ago, and in that time, the trees in 

my garden have gradually shed their leaves with only a few remaining on the Acer 

griseum outside my patio window.  Although its leaves were markedly delayed in 

appearing in April/May because of our lengthy cold spells, it has put on a        

wonderful show this autumn.  Down at my other garden, the RBGE, the garden still 

has much colour to enjoy! However, the entire north east corner of the Garden has 

become a building site – encircled by black hoarding – and this will remain for the 

next seven years as the Biome project progresses.  Any visitors to the garden 

should be aware that the glasshouses are not open, and the Alpine Yard and the 

Queen Mother’s Memorial Garden will only be accessible at the weekend when the 

contractors are not on site.  

On to Forum news – firstly, some sad news – I learnt from Peter Kohn (Sheffield 

Botanic Garden) last month, that Jill Thompson, their Chair, had past away. She will 

be missed very much by the Friends of the Sheffield garden, and indeed, her     

support over the short time she was involved with the Forum will also be greatly 

missed. You can read about her extensive contributions to the Sheffield Botanic 

Garden and also about her very full professional life both in the UK and overseas in 

the obituary in this newsletter.  One of the newer members of the Friends of Shef-

field Botanic Garden, Sharon    Watson, has volunteered to act as their representative on the Forum – and I extend a 

warm welcome to her. 

I also have to report that the Friends of Bedgebury Pinetum have regrettably had 

to fold with Forestry England      taking on the roles that the Friends provided in 

running the Pinetum/Arboretum.  I am hoping we can maintain our contact with 

Bedgebury in some form in the future. Anne and Mina’s involvement with the 

Forum has been much appreciated. I am also sorry to learn that Mike Coe, the 

CEO of the Friends of Westonbirt Arboretum has retired.  He has also been a 

supporter of the FBGF, and I look forward to meeting his replacement. 

I was very lucky in October to be able to undertake a two week ‘road trip’ down 

south visiting old and new haunts.  My intention was to visit a number of our  

member gardens/arboreta – so it was an enormous pleasure for John and I to 

meet Anne, Mina and Dan at Bedgebury Pinetum, Martin at Westonbirt, and   

Patti and Nick at Bristol.  We were privileged to be given superb tours at each 

site and I cannot thank them enough for giving up their time to share their 

knowledge of their gardens.  I came away feeling so excited by what I had seen 

and learnt.   

At our September meeting we agreed to try and set up a ‘face to face meeting in 

May. The Friends of Birmingham Botanic Garden have offered to host this meeting. More details will emerge at our 

next meeting.  Finally, I must thank everyone again for submitting such interesting articles for this issue.  I know you 

will enjoy reading about what has been happening in our Botanic Gardens and Arboreta across the UK and NI. 

Hope you all have a healthy and happy Christmas and very best wishes for 2022. 

Shiona Mackie  

Photos: Shiona and Patti, Bristol Botanic Garden 

    Mina, Dan, Anne, and a Huon Pine. Bedgebury 

    Martin and John, General Sherman Redwood,                  
    Westonbirt Arboretum 

Photos taken by John Bradshaw and Shiona Mackie 

 

 

 

Frontpiece: Fred Smith. University of Durham Botanic Garden. 
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Tribute to Jill Thompson, Chair of the Friends of Sheffield Botanic Garden 
 
 
Many of you will know by now that our amazing chairman lost her battle with cancer over the weekend of 
23rd / 24th October. We knew her as an extraordinary person and chairman, but it is also worth           
emphasising that she had a very significant professional life before being absorbed into the affairs of the 
Friends of the Botanical Gardens, Sheffield (FOBS).  

Jill’s first degree - in biochemistry - was from the University of Bristol, after which she gained her PhD at 
Imperial Cancer Research. She continued her post-doctoral research at the University of Leicester, where 
her work centred on ribosomes - minute particles in cells from which vaccines can apparently be made. 
When her husband’s job was moved to Sheffield she was unable to get an academic post here, and for 
several years undertook copy editing of research papers. That was FOBS’ first meeting with this clever, 
gregarious, humorous, hugely thoughtful and competent but unassuming person.  

When her husband retired they moved to the US, as Jill had been invited to conduct further research at 
Brown University, Rhode Island (one of the Ivy League universities), 
which she did for about 10 years,  rising to the position of assistant 
professor. Jill and her husband came back to Britain in about 
2010/11.  

Jill has always supported FOBS; her first input - in 1998 - was to get 
Gardens tours onto a sound footing, in time for the major Heritage 
Lottery funded restoration with its associated fund-raising. But we 
have always benefited from her knowledge, her clarity of thought 
and her many contacts. These assets became particularly important 
during her chairmanship which, as we all know, coincided with 
probably the most difficult time any of us have known - the ‘Covid 
Years’ .She refused to let the huge problems drown either herself 
or the Friends (and I have the impression that many societies    
cannot say the same). In fact, membership has increased over     
recent years, with more and younger people joining; crucially - 
people willing to commit to helping with the running of the society 
and maintaining the Gardens. To keep us in good heart, Jill        
promoted the very popular and successful Pop-up Plant Sales,    
organised meetings via Zoom, and instituted monthly newsletters - 
News Shoots - which keep people connected and informed; the 
newsletters are now run by a band of dedicated volunteers.  

Alongside keeping FOBS not just afloat but positively thriving, Jill 
was deeply involved in the work relating to the future use of the 
Dorothy Fox Education Centre and eventually, the successful bid to 
the HLF for an Education Officer. This all involved endless meetings 
with the interested parties, including Sheffield City Council and the Sheffield Botanical Gardens Trust, and 
it says a great deal about her diplomatic skills - says it all in fact - that relations between FOBS and the 
Trust are now excellent and productive.  

Jill had great IT expertise, which meant that systems could be made to work, that Zoom meetings worked 
and were well attended. Her contacts meant that she could, and did, organise special lectures on a world-
wide basis. The first one - the Prairie Symposium - was highly successful both in terms of attendance and 
financial gain, and effectively put us on the world stage. All this under lockdown conditions, and with 
enormous problems of her own.  

Jill simply did not complain about her illness. Her only complaint was that she could not complete her 
three years chairmanship, with all the things she wanted to do, particularly creating better conditions and 
recognition for the many volunteers - both members and non-members of FOBS - who help to keep the 
Gardens looking magnificent. But the health of the society and the success of the new features are legacy 
enough.  

Jill was a wonderful person and chairman. Shortly before she died, we were delighted to award her the 
Robert Marnock Medal, given to those few members who have provided outstanding service to both the 
Gardens and the Friends. We all owe Jill a huge debt, and will miss her badly.  
 

Sue Kohler, President of the Friends of the Botanical Gardens, Sheffield 
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Belfast Botanic Garden 

 

Global Medicine Garden October 2021 

 

The efforts put into creating our new Global Medicine Garden over the last two somewhat interrupted 
years were rewarded with thriving plants, and the bonus of borders with a riot of Calendula, Borago, 
Tropaeolum, Tagetes and many more. How fortunate that many of the plants with medicinal attributes 
also have kerb appeal! Angelica, Cynara, Artemisia and Eupatorium exceeded our expectations, reaching 
around two metres. The highlight was our Grand Opening on 9 September by Belfast’s Lord Mayor Kate 
Nicholl who performed the  opening ceremony. On the same day we made a recording for BBC Radio  
Ulster’s Gardeners’ Corner. Our social media sites have been buzzing and  visits to our website continue 
to increase. 

The enclosed nature of the garden has proved an asset allowing us control of the number of visitors, 
and it has also played host to open-air      
meetings, and pop-up plant and ceramic sales.  

The benefits of a themed garden have been 
brought home to us: the distinctive focus    
appears to encourage a greater engagement 
on the part of visitors than would otherwise be 
the case. Our experience in this first year     
encourage us to widen the number and scope 
of activities generated by this eclectic group of 
plants. 

 

Barbara Pilcher 

Friends of Belfast Botanic Garden 

 

 

Photo 2(right):  View across 'Europe' towards 
'South America', the Ulster Museum (left) and the 
restored Tropical Ravine (right). 

Photo 1 (above):  A view from 'Africa' and 'South America' 
to the planting in 'Europe'. 

Photos: Adrian Walsh and Barbara Pilcher 
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Benmore Botanic Garden 

The Redwood Avenue at Benmore Under Stress 

In the summer issue of the Forum newsletter, Marion Kinns, our representative from the Benmore 

Friend’s Committee,  provided an overview of the Benmore Botanic Garden.  This issue, she is focussing 

on the Giant Redwood Avenue which has been giving the Curator and his team significant worries as to 

the health of these trees.  

‘For a few years our Curator was aware that the iconic Redwood Avenue at Benmore had been showing 

signs of distress and he, together with senior management at RBGE, decided that major steps should be 

taken to save these important trees. This was obviously going to be an expensive undertaking and    

funding was obtained from various sources including an appeal to the membership of RBGE. Further 

fundraising is still ongoing.  

Initially, consultants were brought in to determine the problem and to propose solutions. Soil samples 

were collected along the length of the Avenue for analysis and comparison with the native habitats of 

California. Soil bulk density results showed that the soils were compacted leading to limited nutrient 

availability and increasing resistance to root growth. This is a likely contributing    factor in the observed 

physiological distress. Soil moisture was found to be at field capacity which creates adverse anaerobic 

conditions for the tree roots. pH conditions, though lower than in California are not seen to be an issue 

as the trees have grown since 1863 in this pH. Organic matter is in the ideal range at 4.4%. Elements in 

the soil vary across the site but generally show high iron, optimal phosphorous and are moderate or   

deficient in potassium, magnesium, calcium, manganese, copper, zinc and boron. 

The technique of Geoinjection was chosen to remedy the problems discovered. It was demonstrated by 

the consultants on an area of the Avenue and discussions took place with other Botanic Gardens which 

had successfully used the technique. The most cost effective solution given the size of the Avenue and 

the potential for use in different areas of the garden, as necessary, was to buy the expensive equipment 

and train members of the Benmore team in its use rather than to hire a specialist contractor to do the 

work. The work began while the      

garden was in covid lockdown and has 

continued since. 

Geoinjection has been carried out at 

one metre centres over an area of 

7,250 square metres.                                 

The entire length of the Avenue is   

covered plus outside each side of the 

Avenue to 2 metres beyond the drip 

line. Two blasts of compressed air at 

100psi are injected followed by two 

injections of perlite which keeps the 

void open, allowing free drainage.   

Perlite also does not absorb water 

which improves the free drainage    

situation. Once the probe is removed 

the hole is back filled with rootzone dry sand.  

 

 Photo 1: Geoinjection 
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Following this, air lancing is carried out. The air lance fires a continuous blast of compressed air at 100psi 

to the top 200mm of soil or turf. This decompacts the surface layers and helps to create an open tilth. The 

area is then covered with a mulch to a depth of 100mm. followed by a light air lancing to mix some mulch 

into the upper layer of the tilth. 

Finally an organic biostimulant is added to the mulched areas and lightly raked in. This will aid microbial 

activity which in turn will help to release existing micronutrients for uptake by the tree roots.  

Our Curator is optimistic that we may see positive results from this work in the improved health of the 

trees within quite a short time.’ 

 

Marion Kinns. Friends of Benmore Botanic Garden 

Photo 2: Air Lance in Use 

Photos: Peter Baxter, Curator. Benmore BG 
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The Gardens have had a good summer. Our visitor numbers in September are the highest on record with 
almost 21k visitors. This was in part due to a very successful free entry Heritage Day. YTD our   admission 
numbers are 29% up on a ’normal’ year with membership at just over 5600 which almost reaches our 
highest numbers recorded in September 2012. School visits are returning to normal after a very difficult 
year.  

Following our work with the National Trust we 
have undergone a major governance  revue and 
as a result have recruited a    number of new 
trustees whilst saying     farewell to some of our 
longstanding ones. The Urban Garden opened in 
July and is very topical with so may people being     
introduced to gardening during the                         
pandemic.  Bands have once again returned to 
our newly refurbished Peter Sowerby Bandstand 
and visitors enjoyed a selection of films in our 
'outdoor cinema' during the summer. 

Birmingham hosts the Commonwealth Games in 
July 2022 and the gardeners are working to-
wards providing a colourful display in support of 
the event. 

 

Caroline Clutton-Brock. Friends of Birmingham Botanic Garden 

 

Photos: Courtesy of Birmingham Botanic Garden 

 

 

 

MAKE A NOTE FOR YOUR DIARIES! 

 

SATURDAY, 14TH MAY, 2022  

FBGF MEETING—HOSTED BY       
BIRMINGHAM BOTANIC GARDEN 

MORE DETAILS TO FOLLOW EARLY 
IN THE NEW YEAR 

Birmingham Botanic Garden 
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Friends of Glasgow Botanic Gardens 

 

I never cease to be amazed by the diversity of work that Botanic Gardens are engaged in and yes, I should 
not be surprised having been involved with the Gardens in Glasgow for more than 40 years.  

My professional involvement highlighted the dedicated commitment by every single person there, from 
those who have worked for many years through to the newly enrolled apprentices. 

My current involvement of course is through the Friends, offering a new view on the value of the Botanic 
Gardens.  

I say “new view” because I have to shamefully admit that community groups were often, but not always, 
viewed as having to be “suffered” rather than valued. Fortunately, most managers/curators are not so 
blinkered in the current environment, recognising the valuable contribution that is available, often by 
skilled and enthusiastic supporters. This is often seen in the valuable fundraising, so often necessary to fur-
ther develop the important work of Botanic Gardens. 

The involvement of external groups in the Gardens is not new and indeed The University of Glasgow was 
part of the establishment of the Gardens 200+ years ago. However, the University’s outreach Science pro-
gramme to schoolchildren is inspirational and the Friends were delighted to again support the work in 
2021, both financially and practically. 

The assistance was required to fund the hiring of small marquees to house the science demonstrators with 
carefully managed distancing arrangements in place for the mainly primary school pupils who came with 
their teachers during school time.  

The Friends roll was to demonstrate how we supported the conservation and research work of the Gardens 
and the response from the pupils was inspiration for the adults who attended. 

The understanding demonstrated by many of the pupils was far beyond my expectations, shame on me! 

On one occasion I was trying to illustrate the value of the trees around us - “they absorb the carbon diox-
ide and provide us with oxygen and a pupil thought carefully and I quote “so if we help them, they help 
us”. We all know the science behind the tree but for a 9 year old child to make a simple statement while 
standing in the Botanics Gardens gave me much hope for the future! 

Which leads me unaided to the COP26 conference in Glasgow, getting underway as I pen this contribution. 

Of course, the impact by man and the changing environment is nothing new to Botanic Gardens and in-
deed has represented the core of our work through the encouragement of biodiversity, habit and specie 
conservation and much more. 

So, we must continue to promote the use our resources, skills and expertise within Botanic Gardens to be 
the continuing engine of information and challenge to ensure that the next 9 years old voices are not only 
heard but allowed to flourish. 

The outcome of the COP26 deliberations are yet to materialise as I finish this, but the sincere hope of all 
on this precious globe is that commitments made are fulfilled. 

Brian Atkinson 

Chair, Friends of Glasgow Botanic Gardens 

 

 

 

Photo: Brian Atkinson.  Part of the“Moths to a 

Flame”, an art installation in Glasgow Botanic Gar-

dens, as a contribution to the Climate Change 

Conference (COP26)  
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Ness Botanic Garden 

In the Garden  

The Garden Team have been busy in and around the Gardens tackling the weeds and equally things have 

been busy at home, with the arrival of my youngest son too.  

The Gardens themselves are looking in good order. The volunteers have just about settled in and are help-

ing us on the ground which I and the team are very grateful for.  

This is the time of year when we look at the plans and priorities with the team for the year ahead. At last 

we are making some changes on the herbaceous border. It has been long time coming as we have been 

leaving it fallow to allow the membrane to smother the bindweed. The development will be a phased ap-

proach, with a view to planting out the first section of the border this autumn. We have themed the bed 

into different continents starting with America. Then we will move on to Europe, then Asia and finishing 

with South Africa. I am really excited to see this taking shape.  

I have almost finished the first year’s reporting for our Agapanthus Trial. As explained in a previous article 

(The Gentian Spring 2021 no.255), this study runs over three years. It becomes more crucial in the next two 

years as the plants develop. The reporting starts with basic markings of growth rate up to the flowering 

stage. The peak assessment comes once the plants reach full flowering. Then we look in more detail at the 

flower form, assessing the colour, density and whether it attract 

insects etc. I will go through and measure the size of the plant and 

assess what it has to offer. We have had some losses as the trial 

has developed. During the trial we leave the plants to their own 

devices as part of the overall reporting to see how they grow in 

normal garden environments. 

As mentioned in the previous article, this year we are embarking 

upon a second trial studying Sedums. The plants should be in the 

ground before winter all being well. This study will be recorded in a 

similar way. We are currently looking to completely decommission 

the Aquaponics facility due to concerns of   safety in the conserva-

tory.  More fish will be moved to our ponds and we will be contact-

ing various places such as Waterworld to rehome the remaining 

fish. 

Every year we embark upon our tree inspection, although we have 

been monitoring throughout the season. We have already identi-

fied two of our larger specimens that unfortunately have come to the end of their life. One is our large 

Prunus pandora which is located at the top of the water gardens heading onto our picnic lawn. The second 

is our Cedrus atlantica ‘Glauca’ this has been over-run with needle blight. This is also located at the top of 

the water gardens nearest the spinney. Both of these trees are due to be removed before the end of the 

year. We have ear-marked to replace the Cedar with a seedling grown from a seed from one of our largest 

Giant Redwoods, Sequoiadendron giganteum. 

 

Original article by Phil Kay, Head Gardener in the Ness Botanic Garden Newsletter ‘The Gentian’ 

Photo: Agapanthus. Phil Kay 

 

Zoe Chapman. Ness Botanic Garden 
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Oxford Botanic Garden 

30 Years of the Friends of Oxford Botanic Garden and Arboretum 

The Friends of Oxford Botanic Garden were officially launched on a freezing evening in April 1991. They 

had been formed in reaction to one of those recurring crises in universities’ funding which at the time was 

leading to some University Botanic Gardens being closed. The Curators (governing body) of the Garden, 

chaired by Dr Josephine Peach and advised by the new Superintendent, Timothy Walker, decided to do 

three things: form an independent Friends’ organisation (to be kept at arms’ length lest they try and take 

over the running of the Garden!), introduce charging for entry, and exhibit at the Chelsea Flower Show: a 

three-pronged approach to raising funds and the profile of the Garden. All three ventures proved to be 

resounding successes, with four gold medals at Chelsea (all enabled by the Friends), and the finances of 

the Garden immeasurably improved over the years. 

An extraordinarily high powered and well-connected group of people got involved. The original steering 

committee consisted amongst others of Anthony Smith, President of Magdalen as Chairman, Timothy 

Walker as Secretary and driving force behind it all, Baruch Blumberg, Master of Balliol and the founder of 

the Friends of the Ashmolean, Oliver Impey. By the time of the first meeting of the Friends in 1991, HRH, 

Prince of Wales had agreed to be Patron and Dr David Horrobin and Sir Crispin Tickell were Vice        

Presidents. University feathers were ruffled by such high-level support for what they saw as an              

unimportant department and the Superintendent and Chairman of the Curators were summoned by the 

Vice Chancellor to explain themselves, which they did satisfactorily on the basis that all those involved 

were connected by a common interest in gardening. The Chancellor agreed to be our President. 

By November 1991, there were already 600 Friends. In shades of things to come, two early contributions 

by the Friends to the Garden were for a greenhouse and a hard path at the Arboretum. However, the 

main drive was to raise an endowment for an education officer for the garden, something Timothy Walker 

was passionate about. The appeal was launched in July 1992. It took 12 years to raise the money and in 

2004, £358,533 was handed over to the University: a stupendous achievement. The membership by then 

stood at over 2300 (now 3450). The Bobarts Patrons group was launched in 2004, another milestone.  

From the start, Friends benefitted from a beautifully presented and informative newsletter, initially      

quarterly and latterly three times a year and from access 

to an extraordinary array of private gardens to visit. The 

time and effort put in by a legion of   volunteers, of an 

extraordinarily high calibre, over the last 30 years has 

been immeasurable and the mutual help provided to and 

by garden staff has  also contributed hugely. However, 

once the number of Friends rose well over 2000 it       

became clear that we could not wholly rely on volunteers 

for the day to day running and from 2008 it became   

necessary to pay for a part time administrator. There 

have been just five Chairmen of the Friends since its inception. Sarah Taylor has been Chairman since 

2017. They have overseen the growth of an extremely successful group that has provided immense     

support for the Garden, through good times and bad. The ultimate measure of the success of the Friends 

is revealed by a trawl through the archives which reveals that we have given the Garden nearly £3m over 

the last 30 years. In addition, we are holding an Appeal for paths at the Arboretum which has raised 

£315,000 of a target of over £700,000.  

This is a photo of the last party for the Friends, held on 14 September. It is rather dim because the   
weather was cloudy and the party was held at 6 pm. The Chairman, Sarah Taylor, is making a speech. 

Based on an article written by Sarah Taylor and published in the Friends’ Newsletter Summer/Autumn 
2021 

Harriet Bretherton. Friends of Oxford Botanic Garden 
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Introducing Sharon Watson—the new member of Friends of Sheffield Botanic Garden 

Committee/FBGF representive  

 

Sheffield was recently named as the UK’s most sustainable city, beating Edinburgh, Cardiff and Brighton. 

The findings were based on analysis of six different environmental datasets by the University of        

Southampton. As a Sheffield resident with a commitment to sustainability issues, and a Friend of the    

Botanical Gardens (FOBS) I find myself  contemplating how botanical gardens can make positive          

contributions to sustainability and mitigating the effects of climate change – whether through research, 

education or the demonstration of best practice. 

I became a FOBS member as part of a long-contemplated 

change in priorities, and a desire to learn as much as I 

could about the cultivation of plants. When my kids were 

small, I worked in a large commercial nursery and plant 

centre; the kind that grows thousands of seasonal bedding 

plants and imports bare-root shrubs and trees from       

Holland.  Peat-free wasn’t heard of, and we didn’t think 

much about organic growing or waste plastic. Despite this, 

it was a great place to learn about everything from            

cultivating busy lizzies to growing shrubs on acid soil. It’s 

fair to say I was hooked. If it was green, and a plant that I    

wasn’t familiar with, I wanted to grow it. I ended up     

working in adult education and now find myself happily 

combining the two passions as a volunteer.  

I give some of my time every week to growing and      

propagating plants that we sell on to raise funds, or use to 

support new planting schemes in the gardens. I also serve 

on the Friends’ Executive Committee and try to contribute 

towards bringing the spotlight on sustainability issues. Recently this has included reaching out to local 

community gardens and donating surplus and ‘rescued’ plants that might otherwise be destined for    

compost (such as primulas that are used in spring bedding in our Victorian Garden). You learn so much by 

talking to other gardeners, so I’m a great believer in collaborating.  I’m also a community grower with a 

sustainable food growing project and a proud allotmenteer.  I wonder what we could learn from organic 

veg growers, and all the amazing work that’s being done on reducing food miles in cities like Sheffield 

and Bristol?  

I’m really looking forward to learning from other botanical gardens around the country, and am very    

excited about how we might collaborate or even secure some funds to look at sustainability issues facing 

the average back gardener now and in years to come.  

Sharon Watson.  Friends of Sheffield Botanic Garden 

Photo: Sharon Watson 

Sheffield Botanic Garden 
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Treborth Botanic Garden 

MEADOW PLOTS AT TREBORTH BOTANIC GARDEN 

There are two hectares of grassland at Treborth, which have had no agricultural improvement (fertilisers, herbicides 
or ploughing) for at least 70 years. When Bangor University bought the Treborth site in 1960, a decision was made 
early on to manage much of this field area as wildflower meadow plots, cut just once or twice a year. We now have 
over 150 native plant species as well as hundreds more taxa of fungi and invertebrates; as such, the plots have 
proved to be one of the most diverse parts of the botanic garden. The plots are surveyed in May and again in June 
by a member of the Friends of Treborth Botanic Garden (FTBG), helped by students and garden staff. The species 
appearing in each of the 11 meadow plots are carefully recorded and compared year by year.  

Most of the plots are mowed once a year, at the end of 
the summer, when the plants have flowered and set 
seed. By this time the vegetation is too long for the ride 
on mower, so one of the FTBG mowing team uses a 
manual mower or a strimmer. Last year the Friends 
bought a new self-propelled pedestrian mower, which 
has made the job easier. The vegetation then needs to 
be taken off the plots, as if it was left as a mulch it 
would enrich the soil too much; the more delicate 
meadow flowers cannot compete with more vigorous 
grasses so the soil needs to be impoverished. In the 
early years we let the grass dry so that a local farmer 
could take it away as a hay crop, but more recently we 
have used it ourselves to create a new meadow around 
the orchard and were delighted to see wild flowers such 
as orchids, self heal and yellow rattle  appearing the 
following year. The larger plots are cut by a contractor 
who takes away the grass, with its rich mix of native wild 
flower seeds, to spread on other sites; for a more       
natural meadow it is better to use seed that is local to 
the area for new meadows, rather than buying a wildflower mix which may contain lots of non native seeds. This last 
summer, because so many gardeners are letting part of their lawns grow long to improve the biodiversity, we invited 

members of the Friends to come and collect the green hay to spread 
on their meadows, and this proved to be a popular initiative.  

Though we are pleased with the level of biodiversity in our meadows, 
we are always looking at ways to improve this. For example, in 2021, 
on the advice of Dr Trevor Dines of PlantLife, we experimented with a 
variety of mowing regimes for some of the smaller plots, mowing  
every two weeks, or four weeks, or eight weeks, or only at the end of 
the season.  This is to find out if slightly more regular mowing might 
allow different species to emerge. We are also exploring the          
possibility of using grazing by sheep to “mow” the plots. The       
trampling by their feet will help to reduce the build up of thatch in 
the sward; the thatch reduces the successful germination of some 
wildflower seeds. 

Last May we were delighted that our meadows featured on the BBC 
Breakfast programme, when Trevor Dines was interviewed in one of 
the plots, talking about Plantlife’s No Mow May campaign. He was 
encouraging viewers to leave their lawns unmowed over the month of 
May; then at the end of May they should identify and count the   
number of wildflowers in a one metre square, and send the results 
into PlantLife. 

This focus on meadows reflects conservation concern for natural 
grasslands throughout Wales, and indeed the British Isles. The decline 
of the traditional hay meadow has been widely highlighted and here 
in Wales has resulted in significant losses of diversity in plants, fungi, 
birds and insects. We hope that the work we are doing on our   
meadow plots at Treborth will help to encourage more meadows to 

be created. 

Sarah Edgar. Friends of Treborth Botanic Gardens 

Photos: Natasha Chivers 

 



 13 

University of Bristol Botanic Garden 
 
The most exciting piece of news from Bristol this autumn is that the Botanic Garden is going to benefit 
from an unexpected gift which, after two seasons of restrictions and visitor numbers this year only half of 
the previous year, will hopefully help to increase our visitor numbers in 2022 to something like the level 
they were at in 2019 (30,000). 
 
In September the Guangzhou China Garden, which was crowned best show garden and awarded a gold 
medal at this year’s Royal Horticultural Society’s Chelsea Flower Show, was gifted by Guangzhou to its twin 
city of the City of Bristol. The relationship between Bristol and Guangzhou was cemented in 2001 when a 
sister city agreement was signed and was further strength-
ened in 2013 by the signing of a new Bilateral Agreement 
between the two cities through the Bristol and West of 
England China Bureau. The sister city relationship brings 
together governments, universities, businesses and citizens 
to partner on policy, trade, research and education with an 
emphasis on sustainable urbanisation and environmental 
issues. 
 
 
 

 
  
                                    
 
 
 
In 2016, a beautiful Kapok flower 
sculpture was unveiled in the traditional Chinese Medicinal Herb    
Garden at the Botanic Garden to mark the 15th anniversary of the    
sister city relationship. The Kapok flower has been the official flower of 
Guangzhou since 1982.The two metre high steel flower sculpture, a 
gift from the Mayor of Guangzhou, was designed by Chinese artists Li 
Ming, Li Xiongfei and Zhang Haipeng.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Later that year, a Shaun the Sheep sculpture, sponsored by the University and exhibited in the Botanic  
Garden during the summer, was gifted to 
Guangzhou from Bristol.  
Later that year, a Shaun the Sheep sculpture, 
sponsored by the University and exhibited in the 
Botanic Garden during the summer, was gifted 
to Guangzhou from Bristol.  
 
 
 
 
Shaun the Sheep with artist Martina Zoltaszek 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Guangzhou Garden at Chelsea 

The Kapok flower sculpture donated by Guangzhou 
in the Bristol Chinese Medicinal Herb Garden  
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The Guangzhou China Garden was designed by Peter Chmiel and Chin-Jung Chen of Bath-based          
landscape architects Grant Associates. The design was inspired by a philosophy of reconnecting people 
and nature while highlighting the benefits of responsible city planning. Inspired by the holistic landscape 
stewardship programme of environmental planners in Guangzhou, the garden features a pool of water, 
trees, shrubs, shelters, green foliage and white, blue and 
yellow-flowered perennials. The garden highlights the 
benefits of responsible city planning and how planners 
must work in harmony with nature to better connect   
people with the natural world. With a focus on climate 
change, it is an eco- garden with an aim to make a       
difference. 
 
Peter Chmiel, Landscape Architect at Grant Associates, 
said: “It is great news to hear the garden will be returning 
to the West Country and will continue to support the    
botanical links with Guangzhou.  
It was amazing that the garden was so well-received at 
the Chelsea Flower Show. I believe that the planting    
concepts were appreciated beyond just the visual beauty 
and serenity but, also for its sustainability credentials, 
wildlife value and other benefits to people and nature. I would like to think of our garden as a landscape 
or blueprint to inspire the green infrastructure for our much-needed future ‘landscape cities’.” 
 
The components of the Chelsea Garden were transported to Bristol in late September. The size and volume 
of the materials presented many challenges for the Garden team . Three large lorries, including one 44 ton 
articulated lorry, were involved in the delivery. All of them had powerful cranes on board so could easily 
unload, but due to their size and the awkwardness of the loads, two of them had to be unloaded on the 
Downs and the loads transported down into the Garden by telehandler.  
 
Colleagues from Gardens and Grounds and the University farm helped unload and make the process as 
safe and efficient as possible.  
 

All of the component pieces are now stored in the Holmes Cottage Garden area of the Botanic Garden 
waiting to be reassembled. The Guangzhou Garden will be rebuilt over the coming months and will be 
unveiled in summer 2022, in the 21st anniversary year of the sister city relationship between Bristol and 
Guangzhou. 
 
Pat Davie. University of Bristol Botanic Garden 
 
Photo credits: Grant Associates (Guangzhou at Chelsea). All other images: Nick Wray.  

Leaving Chelsea Arriving Bristol! 

https://grant-associates.uk.com/practice/our-people/peter-chmiel
https://grant-associates.uk.com/
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University of  Durham Botanic Garden 

 

Durham University Botanic Garden has finally fully reopened, Cafe and all, and the gardeners are busy 
working to catch up on lost time as several of them were furloughed during the various lockdowns. The 
volunteers are working hard alongside them, weeding, clearing patios and maintaining the seemingly 
endless struggle against Himalayan Balsam. There was also the big tulip planting day on 27 October… 
open to all… which followed one of our Head Gardener guided tours around the garden. 

A few new friends have signed up recently, 
which is very good news, and now that the    
students are settled in, we are hoping to get 
some of them involved with the Friends too. 
Since I’m a musician, I’m especially interested in 
getting the music department involved in    
putting on recitals and concerts in the grounds, 
tho ‘ perhaps not during the winter! 

As the University began to open up its indoor 
spaces, the Friends’ committee have returned 
to booking live speakers, having met on Zoom 
and arranged a couple of online talks           
previously. The first live talk this year was very 
entertaining, and was held outside on the patio 
area…..the weather was still quite mild 
then.  We all sat in a circle, breathing in the 
smell of incense as Julia Quinonez told us all 
about the use of flowers in Mayan worship and the importance of maize in Mayan society. It was both 
fascinating and entertaining.  

Despite the lockdowns and other COVID related stumbling blocks, the friends have not been idle and 
have been busy refreshing and rethinking their website. During lockdown, we added a Friends’ gallery 
where people could post pictures of plants and gardens……their own or ones they had visited. And,         

following on from the success of this, we have now added a 
permanent photo gallery to our website where people can post 
their favourite photos throughout the seasons. We are hoping 
to gather together the best photos of the Garden throughout 
the seasons so that we can create a Friends’ calendar for 2023. 
We also commissioned a map last year from a very talented 
local artist, Juliet Percival, which we are now selling to raise 
funds for future projects. Another local artist, Graeme Hopper, 
who works in metal and designed and created Fungate (which 
some of you will have seen) is currently putting finishing   
touches to the rather lovely handrail around the pond. This was 
also commissioned by the Friends.  

We, very sadly, lost our Monkey Puzzle tree this year… It has 
been shorn of all its branches but still stands proud, like a     
totem pole, whilst we decide what to do with the wood! We are 
hoping that it is not all rotten and that we might make     
something out of it… We are not sure what yet…. We do wish 
to create a friends bench and performance area elsewhere in 
the garden tho’ so it’s possible we may use some of the wood 
for that. 

Finally, we are currently working on applying for charitable   
status and will present the information at the AGM in           

November and put it to the vote……..  

And……our Garden was joint winner with Alnwick gardens in this year’s Northumbria in Bloom           
competition….! 

Lynne McAdam. Chair, Friends of Durham University Botanic Garden 

Photos: Fred Smith and Lynne McAdam 
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Friends of St. Andrews Botanic Garden 

The Tangled Bank – Conservation in Action 

The following paragraphs are an extract from an article Harry Watkins, Executive Director of St. Andrews 

Botanic Garden, written for Friends September Newsletter. 

“The Botanic Garden is one of the most biodiverse places in all of Fife with a unique collection of plants 

that has been curated over a long period of time.  Over the years, we have studied the different         

characteristics of these plants but the next challenge is to study how climate change is affecting these 

plants and the ways they compete, tolerate stress and reproduce, and then share these plants so that 

Communities across Fife can carry out future-proofed planting, whether it is woodlands, meadows or 

somewhere in between. 

Creating the Tangled Bank will take some time and will need to be carried out in phases.  The meadows 

and the sand dunes are well underway but the third phase will take longest and require funding support 

and collaborations.  When completed the current stage will be a celebration of Fife’s urban flora,     

showcasing best practice for making our towns resilient to biosecurity threats and climate change.  This 

will allow us to carry out much needed research that can be shared with people around the world with 

similar climates, as well as being a beautiful and inspiring place to imagine futures and learn about the 

plants and skills that we will need to future-proof our landscapes.” 

In addition to our exciting work on the Tangled Bank St. Andrews Botanic Garden will once again have 

Christmas trees and Wreaths for sale and this year hope to have a Santa’s Grotto for younger visitors to 

our Garden.  For those with nimble fingers there will be wreath making classes held on Saturday, 27th    

November and Saturday, 4th December, 2021. 

Dorothea Morrison, Convener,  Friends of St. Andrews Botanic Garden 

 

Ventnor Botanic Garden 
 
 
Before lockdown, the Friends of Ventnor Botanic Garden had arranged an exhibition of some of the 
unique and wonderful botanical paintings of Emma Tennant.   She was coming down from Scotland to 
attend this special event and to be on hand to talk to invited visitors whilst they walked around.  Of 
course, it had to be cancelled but was rearranged for the beginning of October.  We had not been       
allowed to hold it at the Garden but found a perfect venue in the Ventnor Arts Club in the town. 
 
In addition, the previous week we could watch a special film about Emma taken by her good friend,      
Islander Ben Wood, who had filmed her at work and in her gardens over a year.   It was so good to hear 
her talk about her early life, her technique and choice of subjects which helped us to appreciated the real 
paintings when they were displayed.   
 
Sadly, just before she was coming she was taken ill so all the best 
laid plans ….. but the pictures were already here so the exhibition 
went ahead.   With entrance fees and a percentage of sales we were 
delighted to have made about £1000 for our funds.   
 
Rosemary Stewart. Friends of Ventnor Botanic Garden 

 

 

 

 

 

Backpage: Sternbergia lutea. University of Bristol Botanic Garden. Shiona Mackie 
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