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anted: dead or alive

Tom Stuart-Smith finds a strange beauty in fading plants

s winter's chilly embrace beck-
oms, the balince i the garden
and kndscape has chanped. We
now sce more bark and branch, more
underlyving structune and less froth, At
home, the hedges kom brge. They
become like the walls of rooms where the
party is over and the space is now popu-
lated with more or less graceful docay,
[ wander from one space to another
to see who s still up for a last dance -
or who, even If they are now well
and vruly dead - has died in sovle: Aun
Veronicastrum, who almost expired of
thirst after 2 memombly bot summer,
bt will seill be a2 erect in Febroary as
when she was in full Hower; and
Uncle Phlomis {russelizna) who is perhaps even more
seriking dead than alive
| become mone impressed by praire echingoeas every
year, £ peomere s the star of the garden from Augost
oy, anel evers in December the tangle of spiky seedheads
is handsome - if it hasn't been blown o hits by a gale,
Baowh Fohinaren pallida and E aongestifodia are plants in
a truly Wikdean mode - managing o ook elegantly
exhaustedd by life but, alas, when desth does come - no

TOP LEFT Teascls

stand like totem poles

in a Dan Pearson Chelsea
garden. TOP RIGHT
Phiamis russeliona flaunts
a slim elegant frame.
ABOVE With grasses
such as stipa it is the
maore the merrier.

clowbin a a welenme relief - they don't loak
half as distinguished in their moribund
state as their hastier cousin, who remains
impressively stout by comparizon.

The monardas are other Americans
who do an even better death dance,
but an my dry gravely soil they get so
covered in mildew in summer that not
even their insectivarous Jooking splen-
dour in winter can make up for it

The preat efghteenth century archizect
Willlam  Kent was alleged o hove
carefully reined dead trees in Kensing-
town Carrclens for picturesgue effect. T ean
imagine up o the minue garden design-
ers inserting dead monardas into plan
b just for their winter skedetons, This
wiontld bee silly: But | remember Dan Pearson's stylish rool
smarden for the Chelsea Florer Show in 190 where dead
teasels panted through 2 kow matris of hummocks and
tussocks stood like proud, sculptusal wobemms

The karger secums are unbeatable for winter offect. 5.
telepdivm ‘Matrona’ and 8 “Herbasfreude are the hest
for ma, as thew colowr gradoally changes over winter.
Thetr dying tones are warthy of Tintoretio, in darkest
rust and maroon. These are plants that 1 almose prefer
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DESIGHN EYE

ABOVE Handsome
American prairie
concflower, Echinacea
purpurea. RIGHT
Dramatically frosted
Sedum 'Herbstireude’
is unbeatable, BELOW
Skeleton seedheads of
Monarda 'Beauty of
Cobham'. BELOW
RIGHT A mingling of
veronicastrum and
monarda corpses may
stand stiff and fine all
through to February.
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dlead o alive - except when 1 come to remove them on 1 wet
March day and discover stems covered in putrid slime.

Almost all the grass family are worth having for
their compses alone, and stipas are probably the hest. St
gigantea fills the garden with alr and movernent from June
pnwards, T like it best when mixed with similarly airy plants
such as Eryrgivom x fripartitiem, Dignthus carthisicnorun,
Cephalaria dipsacoides and common fennel, All of these
hiang about inco winter elegantly

The saller stipas are as good in their own way;, Siba
cala-magrostis and SEpa arundinacea look fine mixed up
with sedums and the odd thistle and teasel rght into Beb-
Uy, Stipa brachytricha (now Calamagrostis brachytricha)
is alsoy poedd, having straw coleured leaves into December and
delicarely Auffy scexlheads that fail apart by January.

Moving up @ peg or two, we come o miscanthus, the
smart stalwart of jumbo sized grasses. [ have now designed
several areas - some around swimming pools - where the
only planting has been of this wonderful grass. From June
unil March, nine months later, when they are cut down with
a hedge cutter, they look magnificent,

The more the better. In one garden 1 used about four
thousand M. strensis ‘Maleparmus': one great space and then
4 series of narrow prass paths that the children could run
down with the grea leaves arching over their heads. In
summer, the swimming pool looks as though it is setin
sugar cane planeaton. 1t probably looks its hest in Sept-
ember when in full Bower, but is also pretty impressive in
Mewember and December when the whole thing looks ke
a giant, rustling wintry reed bed,

Most varieties of miscanthus really do stand up better than
other mainstream grasses, At one Nosfolk wheolesale nursery
Miscanthus saocbarifToras is used as a nine foo windbreak.

1F v do decide 1o have yourself a miscanthus plantation,
make sure you get all the plants from one source. On a
number of embarrassing occasions [ have been supplied
mixed Batches, and this only becomes apparent after mid-
surnmer, as they begin 1o behave in different ways. Thereare
now 73 cultivars of Miscantbus sinensis listed in the 8HS
Plant Finder and 50 lots of room for confusion. A grand
mono-culiural Mock of miscanthus makes a wonderful con-
trast to more complex herhaceous planting. It is elemental,
simple and yet full of endless varkery and movement. m




