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On the grand scale

Tom Stuart-Smith admits to a weakness for the giants of the plant world

have had a thing about big plants cver since 1 can

remember. When § was small (although | never

seemm 1o fave been that small), my broshers, sisters
anit T'were reguiry sent down to pick it or vegetables
in the market garden run by my mother. 1 liked picking
the: tomaroes, because of their heady smell, viscid foliage
and the sensation of being enveloped in a jungle where
large red fraits bung down waiting to explode acmoss
T-shirts. If somermes we are searching to create some
kst Bdden inowr grown up gardens, then perhaps | have
been trying 1o recreate the spatial memory of those
fommato houses using gant herbaceows planes,

Deseriptions of large plants are often followed by
the dreary sullix “an excellent subjoct for the back of
the border’. Bur many of these plants are so dramatic
and beauriful thar they should b at the front, or in the
middle, or all over the place, not staged up like some
vast chair in the Roval Alberr Hall with the grunting
bygsses pinneed o the back wall.

There is something thrilling about the irrepressible
eruption of prowth exhibited by these giants, that cannot
be marched by woody plants, Tt really is 2 case of 060 in
four seconds, Here is a list of ten Ewourizes, | have lefi
out anvthing we delicate - swech as the thalicirums -
beecause vou don't get the very visible burst of biomass
which 15 so dramatic.

50 perhaps we should start with two of the bigges,
Fastest and greyest: Verbascm bombyciferum and
Chreoforediatin ooz, Both of these reach wen feet
o my sandy, gravelly soil and, in June, their grey felted
foliage, one smooth and the other spiky add intense
drama o the garden. They have the additional quality
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ABOYE Proving big

it beautiful, giant
anopordums tower
over Californian poppies
in Sarah Raven's garden
at Perch Hill. LEFT
Verbaseum phlsmoldes
*Spica’ is hard to find
but worth the search
for its creamy flowers;
Miscanthus sinensis
‘Silberfeder” finiches off
the season in style.

DESIGM EYE

of being biennial, so seedlings can pop up anywhere,
Each wvear 1 otransplant some o carefully chosen

prositions. Bur they never grose s tall as the selfser ones,

The verbascum has vellow Bowers, which T like, b
I know some don't, so there is a good creamy varety
with less felred leaved, called Verbascum pivomaides
“spaca’, It is opaine hard wo fined, bur ifie likes vou i s there
forever, very beautiful indecd, as long as the mullein
ot - that also likes it - docsn't get thene first

The disadvantage of these rao is thar onee they have
done their stuff, they produce huge amounts of seed
and die - so by the middle of August vou may find
yourself in a gloomy, spiky rustling gravevard,

All the orhers inomy list are true perennials, sodon't
adopt quite such a live-fast-die-voung strategy The
estrliest o flower is Cramibe cordiffia, often desribed
as having a Nlower like a giant pypsophila - but this
makes vou think of somerhing premy and diminurive,
which crambe is not. In goed free draining soil and sun
a Aoweer spikie can be cight foot high and six foor across,
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ABOVE, FROM LEFT
Hedianthus salicifolius has
magnificent foliage; well
behaved Veronicastrum
virginium ‘Lavendelturm’;
stylish Verbeno hastota
‘Rosea’. BELOW, FROM
LEFT Joe Pye weed,
Eupatarium purpureusm
‘Atropurpuresm’; the
great frothy flowerheads
of Crambe cordifolia;
sometimes invasive
Macieaya cardmta;
Sifphium perfoliatum

is another either loved
or hated; Onopordum
acanthivm regularly
reaches ten foot.
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on which there are thousands of fowers. The smell is
now subte, but at the height of the moses season when
all is 5o potite and charmiing [ don't mind a bit of rough,

Megmet, 31 lirther clutch of planes that have grear presence
fronn breginning w end. Macleaya, veronicastrum and
silphivm, Of these, the veronicastrums are perhaps the
best behaved, In spring the foliage is satisfyingly solid
and cannabisdike; in the case of ¥ *Fascination’, slightly
fiushedl purple. As they come Into Aower the dumps
apen oul and become airy and dedicare. The
rallest {ar seven foot) for me are Fascination’
inamed for its cocasionally Fasciated stems) and
‘Lavendelarm’ - palest Hac. “Ternpeation’ and
*Spring Dew’ are shightly smaller and out of the gian
vategary. They all look goed through the winter, with
thedr spiky seedheads standing up wedl,

The macleayas are a wondrows emgma, members of
the poppy Gmily which couldn't beok bess like poppics
with rheir fawny plumes of fower, bleeding kipper
yellow when the stems are cut, and leaves so beauriful
i cwatfiree thar you feel the medieval artise Ditrer would
have drawn them had he known them; consistently
one of the most beauttful things in the garden from
May 1o Seprember. Some people think they are a
menace, but theyve nover menaced me.

With silphiums 'm on more dangerows ground. The
great Graham Stuart Thomas in his book Perenmial
Grardesr Plants clsmisses one of my favourites thus:
il perfoliarum is ocoasionlly seen and reaches
LB [6fty in height, but | should not want it in my
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garden’, 1 lowe the way he makes it sound like a Millwall
Fan with eight pints of Special Brew inside him,
Actually its worse than that; Siphium perfoliatum
gets 1o esght foo, at least in oy garden, and does rend
to expand a litthe {not on account af the Special Brew),
but it’s an admirable thing. In New England I've seen
it grown in sernd-shade and a resplencent ten foor tall,
The leaves arranged around the stem, like weasel,
collect little pots of water after rain, and the flowers
pop out of the leaf axils like linle gobstoppers before
the tight green calyx peels back o reveal 4 succession
af chirpy vellow daisies for six weeks in late summer,
The prairie deck, 5 rerebimbinacenm, is even taller;
its flowers reach up raelve foon on wiry, wavy stems
way ahove the three Bt horseradish leaves. 've only
gt babies in my garden and am waiting impaticntly,
Floswering after these sougher sorts am: teo aristocrats
af the giant garden: the willow leaved sunflower,
Hetigntbs saliciiolins, and Eupeiorfam papurenn
Arropurpureum . The sunflower is 2 magnificent foliage
plant - gerring up o ten feer and the onby ore on oy
list which repularly needs staking. [ts fligge seems 10

There is something thrilling
about the eruption of growth

combine the exotic and familiar in perfect measure. 1
planted large groups of it against the castle for the
Queen's Jubilee Garden at Windsor.

In thee frst season it excesded my expectations, prew
ter twelve feet and blocked the views from first
floor windows. It lnoks wonderfal planted with the
eupatorium, which is o very upmarket Joe Pye weed,
infusel with purpie all over and topped with handsome
broad panicles of soft rosy purple from August
armwirtls. In photos it rends o look g deep rch purple,
which is a lie. The real thing is quite nice enough
anyway, These tes are 2 wonderful way to finish off
the season in sivle and are a great sight when grown
with a karge miscanthos, and perhaps bit of Verbena
Bestata ‘Rosea’ thrown in for good measure. s
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