
Each year we ask members of the BGHG Committee to 
suggest a good book which our readers might like to give 
as a present, or indeed read themselves. Here are their 
suggestions for Christmas 2020:  

 Marianne North: The Kew Collection by RBG Kew 

 Of Cabbages and Kings: The History of   

      Allotments by Caroline Foley 

 On Landscape Design: In the words of Masters 
through the centuries by Charles Aldrington  

 The Well Gardened Mind: Rediscovering Nature in 
the Modern World by Sue Stuart-Smith  

 Wilding: the Return of Nature to a British farm by 

Isabella Tree 

 Beth Chatto: a life with plants by Catherine Horwood  

 The Tulip by Anna Pavord  

 20 Sussex Gardens by Lorraine Harrison  

 A Walk in the Park: The Life and Times of a Peo-
ple’s Institution by Travis Elborough  

 Witch’s Garden: Plants in folklore, magic and tra-
ditional medicine by Sandra Lawrence  

 

READ ON for further information and reviews……………………..  



20 Sussex Gardens by Lorraine Harrison (Snake River Press, 2007) 

This elegant little book, written by a long-standing BGHG member, is deceptively comprehensive 
considering its compact size and covers a wide variety of Sussex gardens which, in normal 

times, are regularly open to the public.  

These include a number which the group has visited over the past twenty years, including Den-
mans, Leonardslee and West Dean, as well as others such as Merriments, The Sylvia Standing 
Garden and Eastbourne seafront. Entries are arranged alphabetically and each features a 
charming illustration by Sarah Young. Information covers particulars of each site and the people 
associated with the history and development of the gardens, as well as layout and planting. Nice 
details include recommended spots in which to sit and contemplate in all weathers. There's also 
a glossary and a list of other gardens to visit. The style and presentation are engaging and the 
author's infectious enthusiasm shines through – it's a lovely book to enjoy during the winter 

months whilst we hope for more garden visiting next year .   

       Sue Coulbeck 

On Landscape Design: In the words of Masters through the centuries by 
Charles Aldrington (Intramuros Books, 2020)   

The charm of this thought-provoking book is on garden design, its originality and power to sur-
prise.  As the title suggests, it is strictly based on primary sources, the words of the ‘masters’, 
and consideration is given to how they apply today. They include many familiar names, Pliny, 
Palladio, Bacon and Pope – but not Lancelot Brown, for example, as he left no records. Howev-

er, there are also many less familiar names, to me at least, and unexpected juxtapositions.  

For example, The Designer’s Preliminaries opens with some quotes from Daniel Libeskind, archi-
tect for Ground Zero, talking about light and shade and the light-giving properties of water. On 
Ornament, there is Thomas Jefferson’s ‘cultural props’ for Monticello, while in Views, the Marquis 
de Girardin (1735–1808), French landowner and patron of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, expounds 

the finer points of framing.   

The book is aimed at ‘garden visitors and creators’, and is expressly not for horticulturists. It is 
meticulously referenced and the illustrations are widely sourced. There are surprises here too 
with a Vermeer and a Hockney as well as a Kent and Johannes Kip, amongst the many photo-
graphs and sketches. Although the text has a slightly jackdaw feeling, everything is well re-
searched and interesting. Charles Aldington is a banker which is perhaps why the question of 
who paid for the gardens arises.  Altogether, this is a book to keep you enjoyably on your toes 

should you be expecting to have a sleepy Christmas this year.  

Caroline Foley 

The Tulip by Anna Pavord, (Illustrated. Bloomsbury 1999) 

The story of a beautiful flower that made men mad. It produced great fortunes but also spectacu-
lar bankruptcies. The tulip is traced through Asia, India, Russia and the Ottoman empire. When it 

arrived from Turkey it took Europe by storm. 

Susan Jellis 



 

Marianne North: The Kew Collection, Introduction by Christopher Mills, 
(Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 2018) 

One of my favourite places to visit at Kew Gardens is the Marianne North Gallery. This was 
designed especially to house the unique collection of oil paintings she did as she travelled 
the world in the mid/late 19 th century.  Between 1871 and 1885, Marianne North (1830-
1890) journeyed to four continents, almost always alone, visiting thirteen countries (USA, 
Canada, Jamaica, Brazil, Tenerife, Japan, Singapore, Borneo, Java, Sri Lanka, India, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand), painting flora and sometimes fauna too set in the natural environ-

ment and landscape.  

Entering this Gallery can be overwhelming as so many pictures are gathered together in 
such a small space. Kew has now published a glossy book of the complete collection of 
paintings, all 848 of them, so that they can be perused at one’s own leisure.   Accompanying 

this is the useful Official Guide to the North Gallery, a catalogue with brief descriptions.  

Ruth Brownlow 

 
A Walk in the Park: The Life and Times of a People’s Institution by Travis El-
borough (Vintage, 2017) 
At the end of a year in which many of us have come to value our parks more than ever before 
this exploration of how our parks came to exist, when and how they were founded, or invented, is 
a fascinating read. Travis Elborough takes the reader back to feudal times when there was little 
public right of access to green space and traces the evolution of the public park from the opening 
decades of the nineteenth century to the present day. Full of anecdotes and social history as well 
historical fact it makes for an easy and interesting read. 

Barbara Deason 

 

Of Cabbages and Kings: The History of  Allotments, by Caroline Foley 
(Frances Lincoln 2014 ) 

This beautifully illustrated book tells the history of allotments from their roots in the common land 
from Norman times to the present day. It explores the influences on the growth and use of allot-
ments by monarchs, politicians, social pioneers, peasants and freemen.  The early chapters cov-
er the common man’s need for land on which to grow food, and how plagues and major social 
unrest influenced the use of private and common space.  It moves on to explore the allotment 
movement of the nineteenth century and impact of the two world wars, ending with the current 

Green Revolution.   

A well-researched book, it is full of interesting historical connections which give the reader a new 

appreciation of the struggles and triumphs of allotment holders across the centuries.   

Patricia Maitland 

 



Wilding - the Return of Nature to a British farm by Isabella Tree (Picador, 2018) 

tells the story of the Knepp Wildland Project – a rewilding project on the Knepp Estate. The book, 

ecologically of prime importance given the now fairly well known origins of COVID-19 and the 

danger of disturbing habitats, was shortlisted for the 2019 Wainwright Prize which celebrates the 

best books about nature. 

Carmela Bromhead Jones 

Beth Chatto: a life with plants by Catherine Horwood (Pimpernel Press Ltd, 
2019)    

Margie Hoffnung 

The Well-Gardened Mind: Rediscovering Nature in the Modern World. - by 
Sue Stuart-Smith (William Collins 2020) 

Pippa Temple  

Witch’s Garden: Plants in folklore, magic and traditional medicine by Sandra 
Lawrence (Welbeck RBG Kew, 2020) 

Readers need not fear that this new book from RBG Kew is a treatise on black magic. ‘Witch’ is 

interpreted broadly, and for the most part, benevolently; and the tone is cheerful rather than sin-

ister. The book celebrates, in lively style, the long history of the use of plants by apothecary and 

wise woman, alchemist and astrologer, herbalist and housewife. Numerous stories, grouped in 

chapters, are drawn from the traditions of many cultures, often dating back millennia and some-

times belonging to the present day. Wormwood (Artemesia absinthium) was used in ancient 

Egypt as a medicine for the voiding of intestinal worms and recommended for the same purpose 

by Gerard. But its mysterious reputation as a dangerous herb was famously justified in absinthe, 

the ‘Green Fairy’ of Belle Epoque France. Banned for a century on account of its notorious addic-

tive and hallucinogenic properties, absinthe is now restored to respectability, with the accolade of 

EU geographical protected status. Delicious and fragrant concoctions are found in Secrets of the 

Still Room ‘where the good stuff is kept’, while sorcery and poisons are given their due in The 

Dark Mirror: Plants of the Shadows. The finale, Plants of Hope is, sadly, a very slim chapter. 

This is a book of charming appearance, an ideal gift, with a wealth of illustrations from the Kew 

archives, chiefly plant images, but not exclusively. Readers eager to learn the technique of dou-

ble distillation will find a fully annotated diagram from a sixteenth century manual. They might be 

wise, though, to heed the publisher’s stern warning to those tempted to try the potions and spells 

so engagingly described! 

Margaret Scholes 

 


