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On a glOriOus summer’s day in 
the early 1950s I joined my local Field 
Naturalists’ Club on its annual canal trip 
from Bolton in Lancashire to Lymm in 
Cheshire. We had on board a Yorkshire
man, a Mr Jackson, who was an excellent 
field botanist; my one lasting memory 
is of him casting into the canal a hook 
on the end of a line and hauling in long 
strands of glutinous green and brown 
pondweeds which he would identify 
and discuss before throwing them back. 
We looked at other aquatics, too, which 
is how the names arrowhead, frogbit, 
water soldier and flowering rush entered 
my vocabulary, complete with those 
images I have never forgotten.

One outcome of this is that I can never 
walk alongside a canal or river today 
without experiencing a sense of antici
pation, which is heightened should the 
waterway support a healthy marginal 
flora. It is the same when I am in a 
garden with a lake or pond, or even an 
aquaticplant nursery such as Waterside 
Nursery, which I visited in August last 
year. It occupies a small site close to the 
village of Sharnford in Leicestershire 
and, given its name, I expected to find a 

river or lake but, as the proprietor Linda 
Smith explained, the name refers to her 
home some miles away. It was there that 
the desire to plant a streamside in her 
garden eventually led to her propagating 
plants, especially aquatics and marginals, 
for her friends.

Some years later she decided to take 
the plunge and look for a more suitable 
place to start her first proper nursery. She 
eventually plumped for a small field, 
which she had levelled prior to erecting 
plastic tunnels and sinking troughs, and 
both plastic and fibreglass tanks. She 
has also built deeper tanks using railway 
sleepers lined with butyl or polythene.

Linda keenly brings a watery touch 
to many national flower shows – she 
exhibits regularly at the RHS Flower 
Show at Tatton Park and BBC Gardeners’ 
World Live, and won a gold medal at this 
year’s Malvern Spring Gardening Show.

aquatic favourites
Naturally, I began talking with Linda 
about my boyhood favourites, some of 
which she was growing – including a 
curious and attractive little arrowhead, 
Sagittaria graminea ‘Crushed Ice’, 
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whose narrow green leaves up to 30cm 
long had creamy and pale green mar
bling, while its threepetalled white, 
yelloweyed flowers were carried in 
clusters on an angular green stem. She 
also grows pinkflowered flowering 
rush (not a true rush) Butomus umbellatus 
and, more unusually, a German selection 
‘Schneeweisschen’, the flowers of which 
are snow white with pink stamens, 
borne on 1m stems. Both the last need 
20–25cm of water above their crowns.

Originally from the New World comes 
Anemopsis californica, a creeping (stolon
i ferous) perennial rooting at the nodes 
and producing tufts of erect, long
stalked leaves up to 25cm long with 
fleshy, rich green blades, often with red 
tints. The flowerheads, which are borne 
singly on erect stems, are coneshaped 
with a basal ruff of white bracts and are 
honey scented. This is an unusual, one
off species of the family Saururaceae, 
and, so long as it is planted in water to 
a depth of 2cm, should be hardy in all 
bar the coldest gardens. Native to wet 

places in southwest USA and Mexico, 
this plant was once used by native 
peoples for its medicinal properties 
including cough and cold remedies. 
Another member of this family is 
groundcovering Houttuynia cordata; the 
selection ‘Chameleon’ with brightly 
coloured leaves is most popular; it, too, 
likes moisture. 

making more
Linda demonstrated to me her technique 
of propagating another moisture lover, 
Lythrum salicaria ‘Blush’, a pink selec
tion of our native purple loosestrife. 
This involves lying a stem on a box of 
compost or in damp soil to encourage 
root production at the nodes. The rooted 
sections are then severed and potted on 
– this way of propagating keeps the 
plant true to type. The same method is 
used for giant Mediterranean grass 
(Arundo donax) and its selections: a 
60cm length of stem is capable of 
producing up to 10 new plants. This 
can also be accomplished by pinning P 
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down the stems in the mud or wet 
margin of a pond. Even so, Arundo donax 
is a large grass and therefore is not 
recommended for small gardens or in 
wild situations, where its rapid spread 
by means of strong rhizomes could 
prove a problem. 

In gardens this bold grass is usually 
represented by its broader, glaucous
leaved selection A. donax ‘Macrophylla’, 
or in warmer locations by the variety 
A. donax var. versicolor, which is out
standing in its bright creamywhite 
striped leaves with pinkflushed leaf 
sheaths. Linda also grows a selection 
with leaves that have a narrow creamy
white margin. She originally received 
this as ‘Variegata’ – a name which, 
according to the RHS Plant Finder 
2008–2009, is a synonym of A. donax 
var. versicolor. To me the two are clearly 
different, though var. versicolor is the 
more ornamental. 

striking variegation
Confusing nomenclature is not un
common in the world of variegated 
plants where the potential for variation 
is endless. Linda showed me Typha 

latifolia ‘Variegata’, a striking reed
mace with creamywhite striped leaves 
– except that it was not strictly latifolia, 
having narrower leaves; there was also 
something about the flower spikes that 
did not look right. Whatever its true 
origin (and it is listed under T. latifolia 
in Plant Finder), this is a distinctive 
marginal for the larger pond or lake, or 
for a watery container elsewhere.

Cotton grass – Eriophorum – always 
reminds me of rambles in the Pennines 
or in similar northern wilderness areas 
where these plants with their silky
white, fluffy, teardrop heads on fragile 
stems are common in peat bogs and 
squelchy acidic depressions. But this is 
the common species, the farcreeping 
E. angustifolium, whereas at Waterside 
Nursery that day it was a muchless
common, broadleaved cotton grass, 
E. latifolium, that caught my eye as much 
for its loose, tufted growth as for its 
multiple heads of nodding tassels on 
60–70cm stems. It needs to be grown 
in a container as a marginal in up to 
15cm of water. 

A similar depth will comfortably 
accommodate Thalia dealbata, a member 
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of the Maranta family from southern 
USA and Mexico which, though familiar 
enough under glass, is proving to be 
increasingly hardy, given protection in 
those pools where warmth and shelter 
can be guaranteed to prevent the roots 
from freezing through. When seen at 
its best Thalia dealbata is a dramatic, 
exoticlooking perennial producing 
tall, longstalked, paddleshaped, blue
green leaves; in late summer its 2–3m 
stems bear curious cockscomb heads 
of violet flowers and powdered, silvery
grey bracts. Interestingly, the flowers 
can trap insects as large as moths. It is 
certainly worth a try if you think you 
have the necessary conditions. 

I was also interested to see Schizostylis 
offered as a marginal, knowing that this 
South African native grows perfectly 
well in average garden soil, although it 
needs moisture to flower well. Linda 
told me that in her experience only the 
typical plant – S. coccinea – survives 
immersion, ideally in 7–8cm of water, 
while largeflowered S. coccinea ‘Major’ 
and pink S. coccinea ‘Mrs Hegarty’ seem 
not to. It had only been a few months 
earlier, in January, that I had seen 

S. coccinea in the Drakensberg mountains 
of southeast Africa flowering its head off 
in the shallows of a lowland stream.

little lilies
Of course, no aquatic nursery worth its 
salt would be without its quota of 
waterlilies and Waterside Nursery is  
no exception. Linda is proud of her 
cultivars, which she grows in fibreglass 
tanks and containers in water 30cm 
deep. The true miniature waterlilies, 
ideal for the smallest ponds, Nymphaea 
‘Pygmaea Helvola’, lemonyellow, and 
its whitepetalled counterpart N. tetragona 
(syn. ‘Pygmaea Alba’) are favourites (see 
box, p480). Larger is N. ‘Gonnère’ with 
double white blooms and yellow stamens 
and, new to me, N. ‘Walter Pagels’ 
whose double, creamywhite, scented 
blooms project above the water. 

I saw a variety of aquatics that day, 
and wondered what Mr Jackson, had 
he been alive, would have made of it, 
though Linda would not have approved 
of his hook, line and sinker. n 

Roy Lancaster vmh, is a member of the 
RHS Woody Plant Committee

MiniaTure 
Marvels

Linda Smith (left) 
of Waterside 
Nursery 
discusses the 
smallest of 
waterlilies

The ‘mini pond’ or ‘pool in a 
container’ allows water to be  
a feature even in small gardens. 
Given still water 25–30cm deep 
and bright sunshine, miniature 
waterlilies can make a fine focal 
point; indeed containers holding 
these plants can be raised off 
the ground to be seen close up. 

We began growing Nymphaea 
‘Pygmaea Helvola’ (above): this 
has lemon, star-shaped flowers 
2.5cm across. They float among 
mottled green pads and the 
spread of the plant is no larger 
than the size of a dinner plate.

The success of this lily led us to 
try others. Nymphaea tetragona 
(syn. N. ‘Pygmaea Alba’) is 
similar to ‘Pygmaea Helvola’ but 
has white petals and con trasting 
central yellow stamens.
Nymphaea ‘Pygmaea Rubra’ 

(top) has pink petals that redden 
with age and orange stamens. 
This plant is a little larger, 
spreading to around 45cm across.

plants from the nursery (above) are mostly 
sold via mail order or at flower shows

see Waterside nursery in the floral Marquee 
at the RHS Flower Show at Tatton Park 

23–27 July (23 July, rHs preview day). To order 
tickets by telephone, please call 0870 842 2223. 
for more information about the show or to buy 
tickets online, visit: www.rhs.org.uk/tatton. 
l linda smith is on the rHs register of speakers 
(Central region). visit: www.rhs.org.uk/
Learning/Publications/registers/index.htm
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