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November finds the garden in an 
unbelievable mess, as fast as you 
rake up the leaves the more they 
flutter down and form crumpled 
little heaps sheltering in every 
corner, until one magical day, just 
before Christmas, suddenly all is 
tidy. 

But never forget that this is a most 
important time for rethinking the 
garden: not only to acknowledge 
mistakes but also to do something 
about them. For example: plants 
so overshadowed by large plants 
they need rescuing, or plants 
occupying important positions that 
would be perfectly happy in any 
old corner. Years ago I used to give 
a talk entitled ‘Dig it up and throw 
it away’. The longer I garden, the 
more I think it is very important to 
edit your garden. If you only quite 
like a plant, and never bother to 
look at it, why grow it? Of course 
there will be plants which would 

Nurturing 
November
We welcome back Helen Dillon 
to our pages. She encourages 
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love to be transplanted to positions 
with more sun, good shade or a 
more open position. Plants such 
as Angel’s Fishing Rods (Dierama 
pulcherrimum) which in the wild in 
high altitude South Africa grow so 
high up they are within sight of the 
ski-lifts, here will only flourish in a 
minimum of six hours sun a day. 
(If they never flower for you, move 
them to the sun and then wait 2–3 
years for them to recover. Such 
beautiful plants are well worth the 
wait.)

It doesn’t matter if you haven’t 
planted your tulips yet. It’s worth 
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buying them early, to get a good 
choice, and keep them in a cool 
place. I used to grow tulips in 
dustbins, but now we like the soft 
grey metal bins you get in Ikea 
(fifteen euro when I last enquired). 
Most tulips don’t flower well the 
following year, and are not worth 
keeping (except perhaps Tulip 
‘Ballerina’). Plants are wonderfully 
easy to manage in movable bins 
– we then use the bins again for 
growing summer plants such as 
delphiniums and white cosmos. 

You don’t often see one of my 
favourite winter plants, which 

I’ve grown for more than forty 
years, Rubus thibetanus, which 
has beautiful, very prickly white 
stems, and is known as the silver 
bramble. (Cut the tall heads back 
in early August to make room for 
the slender new branches). Another 
good plant – which some describe 
as a large weed – is the teasel, 
where the brown prickly heads 
with wonderful silhouettes are an 
important food for birds, especially 
goldfinches. It is a plant with great 
presence, even when dead, which 
seems especially designed to look 
beautiful in winter. 

There are two different opinions 
about how to overwinter dahlias – 
either dig them up and store them 
in a shed or greenhouse or leave 
them in the ground all winter. When 
I first came to Ireland from Scotland 
nearly fifty years ago I was delighted 
that as the climate is a little warmer 
here it isn’t vital to dig up dahlias. 
However I’ve now changed my 
mind because (a) the tubers get 
too big left underground and you 
cannot easily deal with them and 
(b) because the moment they start 
to grow in spring slugs invariably 
seem to know and attack them with 
relish. So we dig up the tubers and 
leave them to dry a little on the 
floor of the shed, then wrap them 
heavily with thick newspaper and 
store them in crates, one on top of 
the other. You should open them 
up once or twice during winter to 
make sure they haven’t dried up too 
much, give them a quick sprinkle of 
water and tuck them up again. 

51

Rubus thibetanus


