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1. Introduction 
 

Last September I attended the Urban Growth international conference in Lund, Sweden. The 

conference focused on how to green urban environments using ecological horticulture, and the 

resulting connection made between humans and nature. Peter Korn and Julia Andersson organised 

the event, and Peter delivered a talk on his method of planting into pure sand.  

 

Peter outlined how he plants into 20cm of a particular grade of sand, and uses this method with all 

types of plants. He has developed this method through decades of experience, and explained how it 

has much lower maintenance requirements than planting into soil as weeds are less able to establish 

and pests are less common, making this wholly applicable to the urban environment where funding 

for green spaces is often limited. Peter also demonstrated a huge amount of knowledge on the 

climatic conditions that plants require, and argued that we need to be more sensitive to their 

requirements, rather than placing plants where we want them. 

 

With a background of traditional horticulture and soil microbiology, I was intrigued by this method 

and puzzled by how it aligned with what I had been studying for the past five years. I spoke to Peter 

at the conference and arranged to visit him the following spring so that I could better understand 

how this method works. 

 

2. Aims and Objectives 
 

1. Peter Korn is a pioneer of creating planted designs using a deep layer of sand. He advocates this as 

not only a way to reduce weed establishment, thus creating lower maintenance designs, but when 

plants are grown in sand, they tend to be longer lived and hardier. While at Peter’s garden, I will 

learn detailed knowledge of this technique and gain practical experience; what substrate to use in 

different areas; how to treat established plants versus seeds; what to expect from the plants when 

they are first planted into sand. I have read his book, but as ever, it is the practical experience with 

Peter himself that will give me the confidence and detail to try and develop this technique. After 

consulting with two individuals I met at Peter’s conference in Sweden in September, I can expect to 

be applying these techniques to both larger-scale landscaping tasks that Peter has while I am there, 

and on a smaller scale within his own garden and nursery at Klinta and Eskilsby. 

 

2. Peter has extensive knowledge of creating microclimates within his garden, which means that he 

has a great diversity of species growing there. Working with Peter would provide exposure to a great 

variety of plants in a short time, and working with them in a practical manner would undoubtedly 

deepen my knowledge of those species. Additionally, they would likely be species that I have not yet 

had the opportunity to work with, as Peter’s gardens have a very different soil environment to South 

Wales where I have been in horticultural training up until now.  

 

3. Along with the gardens at Eskilsby and Klinta, Peter also runs his own nursery at Klinta. This means 

I will have the opportunity to learn about nursery management for retail and design. Running my 

own nursery is something I am working towards, where I hope to grow my own plants for design 
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work. This is the set-up that Peter has at Klinta, so it will be extremely useful for me to learn how he 

manages and maintains his stock. 

 

4. At the heart of my horticultural interest is looking at ways of developing a lower maintenance 
style of horticulture, where plants are intermingled, and their ecology is taken into account. 
Although I have read extensively into the subject, reading books and academic papers from authors 
such as James Hitchmough, Thomas Rainer, Noel Kingsbury and Peter Korn himself, I have not yet 
had the opportunity to apply myself practically to the ethos.  Working with Peter would give me this 
experience as he exercises it within his garden and his landscaping projects. This would provide me 
with the confidence to apply it to my own projects back in the UK. 
 

3. Itinerary 
 

April 28th – Fly into Gothenburg, arriving at 17.45. Picked up by Peter and taken to his garden in 

Eskilsby. Introduced to his employee Jonathan and given a tour of the garden by Peter. Drive south 

to his garden at Klinta, arriving at 23.00. 

 

April 29th – Given an extensive tour of the Klinta garden and nursery beds by Peter and Julia. Began 

working with Peter in the garden. 

 

April 30th to May 5th – Worked in the garden and nursery beds with Peter. 

 

May 6th – Travelled with Peter to Eskilsby, en-route to public plantings in Stockholm.  

 

May 7th to May 9th – Travelled to Stockholm with Peter to install public plantings, stopping at various 

previous projects enroute. Arrived back at Eskilsby late on the 9th. 

 

May 10th – Worked in the garden at Eskilsby until the evening with Peter, then travelled back to 

Klinta. 

 

May 11th to May 12th – worked in the garden and nursery at Klinta with Peter. 

 

May 13th – Flew back to the UK from Copenhagen. 
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4. Locations Visited 
 

 

5. Details of Work Programme 
 

28th April 

I arrived into Gothenburg airport on a warm and sunny evening, where Peter kindly met me at the 

arrivals gate. From there we took the short drive to his garden at Eskilsby, a rural area dominated by 

Picea abies forests grown for timber production. The garden is situated at the top of the valley, 

where, due to Peter’s extensive landscaping works, it lies comfortably in the surrounding landscape. 

When I attended Peter’s talk in Lund the previous year, I had heard about the huge amount of work 

that he had put into creating various microclimates within the garden, even to the point of moving 

enormous rocks single-handedly. But when I walked around the garden, it looked as if it had always 

been there and this was the way nature had intended it. As we took a tour of the gardens Peter 

explained his use of microclimates; how he had dug down to the bedrock underneath to create areas 

of exposed rock, and used the soil removed to create beds in other parts of the garden. It is this 

knowledge of the plant’s microclimatic requirements that has enabled Peter to grow a huge 

spectrum of plants in sand, from Eupatorium to Pulsatilla. While we walked, he also began to teach 

me useful cultivation notes on various plants; he explained how it is better that cacti grow slow and 

strong in the summer so that their plant cells become tougher, whereas if they grow too fast then 

their cells are soft and can easily freeze in the winter, killing the plant. Related to this is how a hot 

summer is more important than the winter temperatures, as many plants can take a cold, wet winter 
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if they have had the baking heat of the summer. Peter explained that this was why there were not 

many tulips there this year, as the summer of 2017 had been exceptionally wet. 

 

Peter created Eskilsby 15 years ago, and revealed that he had barely had to weed the beds. This is 

due to weeds being unable to establish in the dry upper layer of sand. I noticed that moss seemed to 

be a problem because of the high humidity in the region, and he conceded that can indeed be a 

problem, but all it requires is to be hoed off. 

I met his employee Jonathan, and the three of us packed up the car and drove the three hours south 

to Klinta. 

 

29th April 

Julia and Peter had kindly provided accommodation within the heart of the garden. I awoke on my 

first morning at Klinta to a beautiful sunny day, not at all what I expected from Sweden! I spent the 

morning with Julia as she gave me a tour of the different areas of their garden and what plans they 

had for the space. They had divided the garden between them, with Julia gardening the cooler, 

shadier east side of the gardens with plants I was familiar with such as Ligularia and Mecanopsis in 

clay soil, whereas Peter had established sand beds on the drier west side of the garden. It was 

wonderful to see how these two parts of the garden fed into one another, and were in no way two 

separate entities. What I also enjoyed was how they had plans to make the garden more enjoyable 

for everyone who visits, with areas being kept for musical performances. 

 

After lunch, I spent a couple of hours planting in the garden with Peter. These were plants that he 

had dug up from Eskilsby so we cleaned away any dead material and weeds to ensure there was no 

plant material that would start to form soil in the sand beds. We divided them to smaller dimensions 

than I was used to, about the width of two fingers rather than fist-sized. It was novel for me to be 

working just out on the lawn like this, especially when Peter directed me to throw any waste onto 

the lawn! He does this with all his waste material, including perennial weeds, and then mows the 

lawn so the waste becomes shredded. From my previous experience, I thought this would result in 

the perennial weeds spreading throughout the lawn. However there was no evidence of this and the 

lawn was actually one of the healthiest lawns I have seen. 

As we worked, he gave me advice on the propagation of some of the plants, for example he 

explained how Sanguisorba hakusanensis ‘Lilac Squirrel’, a favourite plant of his with lots of small 

flowers, can be dug up without worrying too much about breaking the larger, structural roots. It is 

the growing points on these roots that require care to be taken, as each one of these is a new plant. 

As we came to planting, I realised how particular Peter was about this from years of experience, 

which ensures his success of growing in sand. The planting hole needs to be as deep as the plant 

roots are long, so that they are not at all bunched up, with the sand coming up over the nursery line. 

I found this very interesting as I had not considered how in soil, and especially in bedding plantings, 

the roots are not well spread out at planting and often remain root bound even when lifted at the 

end of the season. As I was planting, I noticed that although the sand was very dry on the surface, at 

about 2cm depth it became very cool and damp, the perfect environment for the roots. 
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Figure 1: Planting Iris chrysographes Black Form into the garden sand beds. Note how high up the sand comes on the 

leaves. 
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Figure 2: Paeonia obovata recently planted into the garden sand beds. 

While we worked, Peter spoke about his gardens and the microclimates he had created; how he 

would plant certain plants on the east slope of his sand beds but not the west, such as the Gentiana 

we were planting out. As his planting-placement reflects nature, so does his style. He placed plants 

out not only according to their climatic preferences, but also so that they looked like they had self-

seeded themselves there. Peter explained how he liked it when visitors thought plants were self-

seeding themselves, as it meant that he had done a good job of placing them naturally. This effect 

was helped by using a planting density of about 40 plants per square metre using clump forming 

plants, far more than I am used to using! This meant that there was so much to look at with each 

step around the garden, and he freely explained cultivation advice on many of the plants.  
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Figure 3: The high density planting that Peter favours. 

One of these was Corydalis calycosa which quickly became one of my favourite plants of the trip. 

This is a true blue Corydalis that actively grows in the autumn, so that is when it should be divided. 

He explained how a 25cm clump can be divided into very many plants, and each one of those will 

have bulked up again to that size in just two years.  
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Figure 4: Corydalis calycosa before flowering. 

As there were so many new plants that I worked with each day, I will include a table at the end of 

each day to list them.  

 

That evening, I was invited by Peter and Julia to a BBQ along with the rest of the family at a nature 

reserve nearby. While the food cooked, I had a walk around the river edge and the wet meadow to 

have a look at the naturally occurring plants in Sweden. There were hundreds of Latherea squamaria 

that had parasitized onto Alnus trees, which took me aback as this was the first time I had seen these 

odd looking plants. 
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Figure 5: Latherea squamaria parasitized onto Alus at the nature reserve. 

As I got ready for bed that evening, I was so excited by how much I had learnt already that I could 

barely sleep! 
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Allium pskemense Fleshy, tall leaves that do not flop in the sand 
 

Aruncus dioicus ‘Kneffii’ 
 

 

Carex fraseriana From California 
 

Dicentra nevadensis Likes the heat 
 

Echium russicum 
 

 

Fritillaria crassifolia 
 

 

Iris chrysographes black form 
 

 

Paeonia obovata From the Himalayas so does not like it as hot 
 

Phuopsis stylosa Ground cover plant that flowers late in the 
season – unusual for a ground cover plant 
 

Primula maximowiczii Fleshy leaves, pink flower with a yellow eye 
 

Tulipa acuminata A species tulip but very structural 
 

Tulipa vvedenskyi Wavy edged leaves in the sand beds but not in 
soil 
 

 

 

30th April 

My second day at Klinta began with Peter showing me around his greenhouse and nursery area. He 

explained his method for growing seeds; ¾ of the pot is filled with a mix of 1 part sand to 3 parts 

potting soil mix, then a layer of sand onto which the seeds are sown, then a layer of gravel. He 

presses some seeds into the sand, places some on top of the sand, and some he will place on the 

surface of the gravel, all depending on their size. This layer of sand prevents the seeds from rotting 

before they have germinated and provides a sterile surface. It was important that there were not 

any fibrous lumps in the potting soil mix, otherwise the seedling roots will grow around this to 

access the nutrients and it will be hard to wash off when it comes to using the plants in the sand 

beds. Peter adds a little nine month Osmocote to the potting soil as Peter plants the seedlings 

straight from this pot into the garden, so the seedlings will be in the same pot for a while. This is 

possible due to the sandy mix, making the roots very easy to separate even when they are well 

rooted. He allows them to get as dry as they will take so that the sand just falls off the roots when 

separating them which reduces root disturbance. I thought that this was a very efficient way of 

managing the seedlings as from experience I know that pricking out seedlings into pots before 

planting out is very time consuming.  

I noticed how the seedlings were sown very densely within the pots, but again the sand technique 

stopped this from being a problem. Fungal diseases are uncommon in Peter’s seedlings as the sand 

and gravel are so dry and inert that fungi does not grow well. As in traditional horticulture, watering 

the seedlings was specific in that the pressure from the lance needed to be even so that it did not 
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dislodge any of the smaller seeds within the gravel. However due to the free-draining nature of the 

sand and gravel, it was almost impossible to water too much as it drains out quite easily. Peter kept 

his seedlings on the floor of a greenhouse that was positioned inside the large greenhouse. He 

explained how this kept the seedling substrate cool, further discouraging fungal diseases and 

reducing the need for watering. Any excess water will also easily drain into the sand underneath. 

 

 
Figure 6: Peter's seed raising glasshouse inside the large glasshouse. 

The first task of the day was to level out the sand that had been deposited into the wooden frames 

that make up the nursery area at Klinta. Each wooden frame measured 0.2x2x5m, with a 50cm path 

between each one. I worked with Peter’s employee Jonathan on this and as we worked he explained 

some of the work he had been carrying out at Klinta since the spring. 
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Figure 7: The nursery sand beds. 

After lunch, Peter set me to work on cleaning up some plants that he had collected from Eskilsby and 

how to divide them. I worked outside on the grass under the shade of a tree, and Peter explained 

how important it was that the roots should be kept out of the sun to prevent any drying out and 

damage. Some of the plants had small amounts of soil on them, so this needed to be teased out, as 

well as any weeds to prevent their spread into the garden at Klinta. If the plants were being planted 

into the nursery sand beds, then they also needed to be washed to ensure they were completely 

free of soil, however most of the plants I was working with were going in the garden so this step was 

not needed. 

We began with a species of Delphinium. This was a rock garden plant that has a bulb-like storage 

organ at the base, indicating that it prefers the heat. 
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Figure 8: The storage organs of Delphinium sp. 

I then cleaned up some Thalictrum ‘Black Stockings’, which has a wonderful dark pigmentation in the 

stem, and a species of Persicaria. I quickly made my way through these, and began cleaning up a 

large pile of Polygonatum humile. This had long, fleshy white roots, and Peter demonstrated that 

they should be kept in long strands so that they will flower this year. He also explained how Iris 

ruthenica grows horizontally in a branching fashion, so they could be split along these branches thus 

forming a new plant. These we divided into sections about 5cm long, and he explained how they 

should have been divided in summer after flowering, but he hadn’t had the time to dig them up. 
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Figure 9: Iris ruthenica divisions. 

As we worked, he explained more scientific facts about some of the plants he kept. For example he 

explained how monocarpic perennials will persist over years, but the flowering part will die after 

flowering, such as some Saxifraga, Cardiocrinum and Crocus. Also how some plants will flower every 

year, but make a smaller plant if they are not in the ideal conditions, such as Thalicturm. However 

other plants such as Paeonia will only produce foliage and store energy in their storage organs, only 

flowering when the conditions are correct thereby always producing a large flowering plant. As we 

were working with the roots of plants, he explained how if he sees a plant that has growing points 

on it, he knows that he can propagate from that material, although it also indicates that it may be a 

rampant spreader which he does not commonly use in his garden, preferring clump-forming plants 

that are easier to control.  

 

I thoroughly enjoyed this time spent working with Peter on the divisions, as not only did I get to 

understand the anatomy of the plants in much more detail, but he explained in detail the reasons for 

using these plants, which was based upon his deep understanding of their biology and growing 

habits. 
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Artemisia Cuttings taken in August didn’t root as it was too 
late in the season 

Asperdilis Tall flowering bulb. Flowers late spring. Likes the 
dry. Foliage lasts until autumn so if it is too 
exposed then this may burn. 

Brunnera ‘Sea Heart’ Similar to ‘Jack Frost’, but can take full sun 

Cotula hispida Lovely silvery foliage 

Elaeagnus angustifolia Beautiful silver foliage 

Heuchera Commonly gets thick, exposed stems when 
grown in soil, this doesn’t happen in sand. They 
develop these because they are searching for 
less nutritious soil – they naturally grow on 
vertical north-facing walls. However the thick 
stems can be broken off and inserted into sand 
for propagation. 

 

 

1st May 

Peter and I worked for most of the day on the shaded borders at the back of the house. Plants in 

these beds included: 

Allium canadense - spiral stems 

Allium nigrum 

Allium sphaerocephalon 

Anemanthele  

Anemone blanda 

Asters - for autumn 

Astilbe 

Carex ‘Frosted Curls’ 

Cenolophium denudatum 

Colchicum 

Corydalis 

Dichelostemma ida-maia  

Epimedium 

Eranthus humilis 

Euonymus alatus 

Euphorbia 

Gladiolus italicus 

Hebe 

Heuchera 

Hydrangea paniculata 

Kniphofia 

Lamprocapnos 

5 types of Miscanthus 

Molinia  

Morea spathulata - evergreen Iris relation from South Africa 

Paeonia 

Papaver orientalis 
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Primula 

Pyracantha 

Rhododendron praecox 

Salix ‘Black Cat’ 

Salix argentea 

Sassafras 

Sedum 

 

 
Figure 10: One of the shady beds at the back of the house. Note the high density planting. 

We took out all the Aquilegias and one species of Geranium as they were outcompeting other plants 

and taking over too much of the design, while also weeding out the more common weed species 

such as Aegopodium and Ficaria verna. This created space for the Delphiniums that we had cleaned 

the previous day. Peter explained how he does not mind having some weeds in this bed, as long as 

the cultivated plants are vigorous enough to outcompete them. The shrubs that he had selected for 

this border gave structure to the design but did not cast too much shade, such as Euonymous alatus 

and Salix ‘Black Cat’. This meant that he could still use the space underneath the shrubs for 

herbaceous planting. 

 

After lunch I helped Julia to move a Prunus sargentii tree. We dug the new hole wide so that the 

roots can spread out without the tree being planted too deep. Being too deeply planted can be 

especially problematic for Prunus species as it can cause gummosis where the sap is pushed up 

through the branches and weakens the tree. 

 

In the afternoon I worked with Peter on more divisions, and became familiar with even more plant 

species, details in the following table. 
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Isopyrum thalictroides Short roots radiating out from a central point at intervals along the 
rhizome from the parent plant 

Jeffersonia dubia Will sulk after being divided 

Potentilla atrosanguinea Flowers very well but only for a short time 

Yucca filamentosa Eastern us so can take moist soil and cold, but still needs that summer 
baking. 

 

 
Figure 11: Top - Jeffersonia dubia; bottom left - Potentilla atrosanguinea; bottom right - Isopyrum thalictroides. 

 

2nd May 

I began first thing in the morning by taking some cuttings of Bruckenthalia spiculifolia, a creeping 

ericaceous plant from Eastern Europe.  

The preparation of the cuttings tray was explained to me by Margaret, a horticulturalist who was 

also studying with Peter. The sand mix is ⅓ sand and ⅔ pumice, Peter was using only sand but the 

quarry that he sourced it from has closed so he has been experimenting with adding pumice, and it 
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seemed to be working just as well. A little water is added to the mix, enough so that it is cohesive 

but that it doesn’t stick together. Some horticultural fleece is laid on the bottom of a seed tray so 

that the sand doesn’t fall out of the drainage holes, then the tray is filled up to almost the top, and 

the edges are condensed using the flat of the hand to remove any air spaces. The final layer is then 

added so that it is mounded, ensuring that the water runs off the surface when watered and doesn’t 

collect around the cuttings causing fungal diseases. The trays were quite large so several species 

were put into the same tray, and to avoid confusion dissimilar species were put next to one another 

and labels put at the beginning of a new species in the row. Peter treats all his plants the same when 

taking cuttings, from Daphne to conifers. 

 

 
Figure 12: Cuttings of Bruckenthalia spiculifolia, showing how I arranged the holes for them in the cuttings tray. 

I was instructed to ensure that there was no plant material on the part of the cutting going into the 

sand so that it doesn’t start to decompose in the sand and begin to make soil. I made holes in the 

tray using a dibber – about 16-18 holes per row for this species, but it could go down to about 10 

holes per row for species like Saxifraga. I was surprised by how tightly packed the cuttings were 

planted and wondered about the success rate of them due to possible fungal diseases. Peter 

explained that due to the free-draining nature of the sand/pumice mix and how the sand stays dry 

on top, that fungal diseases are not common. He also never uses a plastic covering over the trays, as 

this creates the perfect conditions for fungal diseases. I inserted the cuttings into the holes, but did 

not firm them in as this would be done by the movement of the water when we watered them 

afterwards and ensured the maximum amount of space was used for cuttings. Peter was very 

precise about how he watered the cuttings in; I needed to begin the stream of water outside the 

tray and then move onto the tray when the pressure was even, using a whole can (about eight litres) 

per tray. I soon came to realise that when using sand, much more watering is needed to penetrate 

down to the lower layers than I am used to with soil and peat substitute. Peter was also very 
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particular about where the watering cans were placed around the greenhouse because they were 

filled by dipping into a water bauzer. Any particles of soil picked up from putting the cans on the 

floor of the greenhouse would then transfer to the water, and in turn get watered onto the sand 

which would begin turning the sand into soil and needed to be avoided. I immensely appreciated 

how much thought Peter had put into the whole process of working with sand, down to details such 

as this. That he had considered the smallest details gave me a lot of confidence in the process. 

 

 
Figure 13: Inserting the cuttings one I had cleaned the plant material. 

 

Once we had finished the cuttings, Margaret and I spent the next few hours taking an inventory of 

the latest nursery sand beds that had been planted up a few months ago, so that Peter knew where 

plants were when it came to harvesting them for planting projects. As we worked, Margaret 

explained how they had planted the plants bare root into the nursery beds. They had had to ensure 

that all the soil was cleaned from the roots as they came in from Holland so that no soil was left on 

which would contaminate the sand in the beds. They were planted quite closely together, with two 

rows along the length of the bed so that they could be easily harvested later in the season without 

having to step on the beds. There were usually around eight or ten species per bed. 

I found the exercise of taking this inventory very useful as it introduced me to a lot of different 

species early on in the season, so that I began to be able to identify them at a distance, and just from 

their growing tips. Species included Paeonia, Crambe, Iris, Astilbe, Baptisia and Amsonia, amongst 

many, many others! At the beginning of the task, I got confused between the growing points of 

Amsonia and Baptisia, but by the end of it I could easily identify the pointed tip of Baptisia and the 

broccoli-like tip of Amsonia. Margaret and I also had fun trying to guess the species from the 

growing tips before looking at the label when it came to Helianthus, Phlox, Aster, Helenium and 

Veronicastrum! 
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As we walked back, we bumped into Peter planting some Euphorbia waldstenii ‘Betten’ into one of 

the new nursery beds I had helped to finish earlier in the week. He had noticed that the roots had 

white growing points on them, so he just pulled some of the roots off and planted them roughly into 

the sand. The actual plants he was going to use in his garden, although he expressed concern that he 

may be overrun by these plants in a few years because of these white growing points! 

 

Once we had finished the inventory, we cleaned up some Podophyllum roots that Peter had dug up 

from his Eskilsby garden. We had to be very careful about this as some of them were going to be 

planted in the nursery beds, and others were going to be used in a planting design in Stockholm the 

following week. 

 

 
Figure 14: A cleaned Podophyllum root. 

We finished the Podophyllum roots quite quickly, so Peter took us for a walk around the garden to 

have a look at what had come up in the last few days. We were experiencing unseasonsonably good 

weather, which meant that every day brought out new plants, especially in Peter’s garden where he 

plants at such a high density and has such a range of plant types. As we walked, he told us about a 

desert Rumex species that has huge seeds, as I had expressed how much I like the seed heads of 

Rumex and wished there was a more ornamental species to use in cultivation. He also gave us tips 

on how to use some of the plants we had been taking an inventory of, such as how Baptisia sprouts 

from a very tight base; the stems reach upwards and outwards, allowing for spring plants 

underneath before the Baptisia would shade these out. It flowers early in the summer and the 

foliage can persist well in to the early frosts of the winter, and being leguminous does very well in 

the sandy substrate. In fact, Baptisia prefers sandy conditions so he finds it easy to grow, unlike 

other horticulturalists that grow it in soil, giving it a reputation as difficult to grow. As we walked 

around, we saw how the spring bulbs were just starting to go over and the steppe plants were 
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beginning to sprout, providing a seamless display. He achieves this by using a range of plants from 

different ecoregions, and has good knowledge of them. For example, he explained how the steppe 

plants display in the spring and early summer, the prairie plants in the later summer and autumn, 

the desert plants in the winter and the alpine plants in the spring (although in their natural habitat 

this would be in the summer). It is information like this that made this trip so worthwhile; learning 

how to compose a planting using plants from different areas to make a long-lasting display. 

 

3rd May 

The morning began a little chilly, so we stayed in the warmth of the greenhouse and carried out 

some more cuttings. This morning I worked with Euonymus nanus, and scrambling evergreen shrub 

that has pink flowers on long pink stems. Peter wanted to grow lots of this as it is going to be used in 

a greenwall commission that he has coming up this summer. 

  

 
Figure 15: Euonymus nanus cuttings. 

As we worked, Peter talked about the pots of seedlings he was cleaning up from the greenhouse 

that were now big enough to be planted out in the garden, for example Anthemis sancti-johannis. It 

was sown this year and has rooted very well into the sand mix used for seedlings. It is quite a short 

lived perennial, almost to the point of being monocarpic.  
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Figure 16: Showing the density of the Anthemis sancti-johannis seedling roots, which were teased apart very easily. 

He described how if the climate is correct for a plant then it will thrive where ever you plant it, for 

example a plant from Morocco planted in Denver. However you have to be more precise when 

planting it in a climate that doesn't fit well, and this is why Peter plants things in certain 

microclimates around his garden for the perfect spot. He also takes into consideration that a wet 
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place in Denver actually isn't that wet, but a dry place in Sweden can still be wet at times due to local 

climates. As we continued with the cuttings, Peter was cleaning up some seed heads he had 

collected. He did this by crushing the seeds heads onto paper and then blowing gently across them; 

viable seeds are heavier, so the lighter, dead seeds will blow away. This prevents them from getting 

wet in the ‘sink or float’ viability test that I had been taught, so that they can be stored. 

 

After lunch we began digging up plants from the nursery beds for the projects we were going to 

carry out in Stockholm next week. Peter explained how he makes a list of what plants he would like 

in the design from the inventory list, and an approximate number of how many. Then in the nursery 

he will decide exactly how many to have depending on how well they have grown. As his designs are 

naturalistic, he likes that some of the plants are smaller than others within the same species, which 

helps his planting designs to be such a success. I realised that this is something that can’t be 

achieved when using plants in pots that have all been grown uniformly as this doesn’t reflect how 

they would look in nature. 

The procedure involved removing all organic matter from the surface of the bed before beginning to 

dig up the plant, this ensures that it does not become buried in the sand and begin to form soil. I 

used a border spade to loosen around the plants as I was not sure how deep the roots would be, and 

it was important that they kept as many roots as possible to help them establish in the public 

planting more quickly. For this reason, it was important to loosen the plants out of the sand bed 

rather than pull them in any way, then shake off the sand so that it remains in the bed. Harvesting 

the plants in this way was very quick and was not taxing work as the sand was so light and fell off the 

plants very easily. Some of the plants required dividing in the field as they were too big to plant in 

the design as they were, so I split some plants then and there in the field. I really enjoyed this side of 

the propagation I learnt – I am used to lifting the plants, taking them into the potting shed and 

dealing with them there. However this felt like a much more organic process.  



26 
 

 
Figure 17: Harvesting some Astilbe from the nursery sand beds. 
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Figure 18: Astilbe after I had taken about 15 plants. 

Once I dug up a plant, I put it straight into a clean plastic bag to prevent them from drying out, with 

the roots inside the bag and the leaves outside so that the plants wouldn’t rot and they could still 

photosynthesise. Peter explained how he can keep the plants like this for a week in the cool and 

dark of his garage. Some plants, such as Astilbe, will grow distorted if the leaves are left inside the 
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bag making them difficult to plant out. As I worked alongside Peter he talked about the plants we 

were working with, and it seems that a lot of the plants will perform better and have more 

aesthetically pleasing characteristics in both colour and form when grown in harsher conditions such 

as sand, rather than in rich soil. Most of these plants were bought as bare roots from Holland; Peter 

will keep some as stock plants so that he can propagate more of them by divisions and cuttings, and 

therefore not need to buy in more. This seems like a very economical way of ensuring he has enough 

plants for his designs and also helps to understand the biology of the plant in greater detail. 

 

Below is a table of some of the plants I harvested, with accompanying notes. 

 

Anemone ‘Ruffled Swan’ Really nice plant. Parents include A. rupicola and up to five 
other parents. 

Aster ‘Lady in Black’ Very nice plant, lovely dark foliage. 

Aster ‘Twilight’ One of Peter’s favourites. In tough conditions it has basal, 
rosette foliage and a clear stem, but in rich soil it has a lot of 
foliage. True of some other Asters. 

Astilbe ‘Granat’  

Astilbe ‘Straussenfeder’ A very tall growing form of Astilbe 

Dicentra ‘Burning Hearts’ This can be a bit troublesome to grow but it is the showiest. 
Likes a north wall with cold feet and hot head. ‘King of Hearts’ 
is much easier to grow. 

Euphorbia ‘Fireglow’ The roots run so it an end up being a large plant. When I dug it 
up the roots had penetrated the membrane underneath the 
sand bed. 

Geranium magnificum  

Kirengeshoma palmata Large leaved, yellow flowers. Prefers shade and covers a large 
area. 

Polygonatum multiflorum  

Rudbeckia ‘Goldstrum’ Divide down to a single rosette and each one of these will 
flower in the new design. 

Thalictrum sp. A huge amount of roots after growing in sand. A monocarpic 
perennial. 

Tradescantia ‘Zwanenburg Blue’ In sand, this makes compact clumps and has a lovely foliage 
colour. Purple grass like leaves, very nice. 

Trillium sp. The fleshy underground stems can be stabbed which will 
encourage the plant to produce new plants out of the lesions. 
Let them grow for two years and then harvest the small plants. 

Veronicastrum ‘Pink Glow’ While I was digging some up, Peter noticed that it had rooted 
from a broken root so now he knows that he can take root 
cuttings from them. He suggested cutting 6cm lengths and 
placing them vertically in the sand with 1cm showing so that a 
bud will form easier with the sun hitting it. 
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Once we had collected all the plants we required for the public plantings next week, we moved into 

the greenhouse where we began cleaning up the roots of Maianthemum dilatatum that Peter had 

brought back from Eskilsby. This is an American native that has long runner roots, with roots 

produced from each node along its length. It serves as good ground cover, with white flowers and 

red berries that persist through the winter. 

As we were working, I mentioned to Peter how I was hoping to travel to California in April 2019, and 

really hoped to see some Calochortus species while I was there. He surprised me then by showing 

me a whole sand bed full of pots of Calochortus plants and germinating seeds! I quickly came to 

realise that Peter had a lot of unusual plants that were on my wish list. The Calochortus seeds were 

planted in a mix of pumice with Osmocote, with a layer of gravel on top. He planted them about 5cm 

down as that is how deep the bulb would eventually want to be, therefore the plant does not 

expend energy pulling itself down to the correct depth and should then flower a season earlier. 

Usually they take about five years to flower from seed. I was also excited to hear that some species 

that are found in the mountains in California are hardy, so they may be of use to us here in the UK. 

 

 
Figure 19: Calychortus sp. 

After dinner, I wanted to make the most of my time at Klinta so I asked Peter if there was anything 

else I could get on with that evening. Margaret also joined me, and then Peter joined us with some 

wine! We had a very enjoyable evening dividing Sedum, Campanula and Geranium for a green wall 

project. 
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May 4th 

In the morning, Margaret and I were set to work taking some cuttings from Linnaea borealis, where 

we needed to have just one node beneath the sand to root and one node of leaves above, not 

needing to be specific about which was the proximal end and which was the distal end. This is a 

ground creeping plant for the north side of a slope. Peter wanted to take the main plant to plant in 

his garden and we took the tips for cuttings. This was another demonstration of how Peter processes 

his plants so economically; not only will he get a new plant for his garden, but he is propagating from 

it so that he can use it in some of his commissions. We then planted it out on some north slopes in 

the garden, watering the sand bed first as it was a little dry and burying the roots a few centimetres 

deep so that it will grow up through the sand. Peter explained how he waters the sand until just 

before it starts to move but so the planting marks disappear to make sure that it penetrates deeper 

down. This method took much more watering than I am used to with soil, but it also needed doing 

much less frequently. 

 

Margaret and I then planted out a variety of plants into the garden, including; Sanguisorba 

hakusanensis, Euphorbia ‘Bonfire’, Paeonia (purple foliage), Amsonia, Brunnera ‘Sea Heart’, and 

Sedum ‘Jose Aubergine’. Peter specified where he wanted the plants to go to begin with, but then as 

we got used to his style, he allowed us to place the plants where we thought they should go. By this 

point, I was becoming more familiar with the different microclimates around the garden, and how 

they would affect the plant’s growth. While I placed the plants, I was also considering how Peter 

liked a high density of plants, while also considering when the surrounding plants would come into 

foliage and how high they would become, along with their colour and flowering time. 

While we were working, I asked Peter what would happen to the garden if he went from ‘low-

maintenance’ to no maintenance. He described how the grasses would steadily outcompete the 

forbs, and eventually take over, a fate that most meadow plantings would have. This reflects nature 

where grasses often will outcompete and become the dominant element in the landscape. However, 

Peter explained how this process is usually quicker in good soil, where the grasses will begin to take 

over after just two years, whereas in sand it would take about five years to get to this stage. 

 

In the afternoon, Margaret and I moved some large rocks from the edge of the garden to the front 

drive to be used in the garden at a later date. 
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Bellevalia longistyla Looks like a large Muscari. Very nice seed heads. Should be about 
10cm when mature. 

Coreopsis 'Moonbeam’ Flowers for a long time - a favourite of Peter's. However it spreads 
well so can be invasive. 

Dianthus seguieri Forms a dark green cushion with purple flowers in autumn. Perfect 
for green walls as it spread through runners, is evergreen and likes 
dry conditions. 

Eriophyllum lanatum  

Helianthus salicifolius Herbaceous plant with a lot of character! Can be floppy in soil but 
stands upright to 2m in sand beds. 

Imperata cylindrica 'Red 
Baron’ 

Big plant in the wild but means that the roots stay at the surface 
so freeze easy and not hardy in Sweden. If grow in sand then roots 
run deep to the water below and makes them hardy. Same for 
south Africa bulb e.g. Crocosmia. 

Kalimeris incisa ‘Nana Blue’ Each node on the roots is potentially a new plant. Flowers in 
autumn, about 10 to 20cm tall. 

Phlomis s. In spring this has aggressive leaves, taking in energy to bulb. 
Leaves then die and it sends up tall narrow flower stalks. Need to 
know this so know how to use it in planting. Useful to know when 
the leaves disappear from a plant. 

Phlox 'Bill Baker’ A very nice bright pink. Evergreen foliage. 

Saxifraga pentadactylis This is a large Saxifraga, so it has silvery leaves. Small Saxifraga 
have green leaves. 

Triteleia laxa 'Queen Fabiola’ Similar to Gentiana 

Tulipa vvedenskyi Bright red with a yellow centre. Performed really well while I was 
there. 

Verbascum sp. Doesn’t tolerate shade 
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May 5th 

As it was Saturday, we had a more relaxed work day than usual. To keep ourselves busy, Margaret 

and I cleaned up some Lewisia columbiana subsp. wallowensis plants that were potted into soil and 

planted them in the top of a wall at the edge of the garden. There were numerous seedlings at the 

base of the plant so I placed these into a cuttings tray. 

 

 
Figure 20: planting the Lewisia columbiana subsp. wallowensis seedlings into a cuttings tray. 
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Figure 21: The Lewisia columbiana subsp. wallowensis planted into the garden wall. 

In the afternoon we joined Julia and Peter on a trip to Slottsträdgården in Malmö as Peter had a 

garden there which he was giving a talk on. Unfortunately Margaret and I did not speak Swedish, so 

we decided to explore the city while Peter had his engagement. While we at Slottsträdgården, I had 

a look around his garden and noticed Erodium guttatum that Peter had used in the design. This 

flowers from early May to November and has very attractive foliage. This is a plant I would like to get 

hold of in the UK as it seems very in a design due to its long flowering period and attractive foliage. 

 

May 6th 

Today Peter and I were setting off to Stockholm, with an overnight stay at Eskilsby to see how the 

garden was getting on. Before this, I helped to clean up a small Euphorbia sp. and planted these 

deeply into a tray of cutting mix, watering them very well.  

We had a quick last walk around the garden as it was looking so beautiful. While we were walking, 

Peter explained how self sowers like Myosotis will only be able to grow in an area for a few years 

until they become shaded out and disturbance lessens. It is when the herbaceous perennials around 
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it are divided and new bulbs are planted that their seeds will resurface and they will germinate 

again. 

While walking around, I noticed how the seedlings that Peter planted out on the 4th May were doing 

very well in the garden. The evening that they were planted, Peter had given them half the amount 

of a chicken fertiliser for the area and watered them very well with a sprinkler, which seems to have 

helped them establish. 

We loaded up the car with about 20 crates of barerooted plants and set off for the three hour drive 

to Eskilsby. When we arrived, we had a walk around the garden in the last of the light, and some of 

the plants we saw and spoke about are in the table below. 

 

 
Figure 22: Pulsatilla sp. highlighted by the sunset at Eskilsby 
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Anthemis sancti-johannis Flowers mid-summer until it becomes very cold. Can take -6°C 

Crocus ancyrensis Likes the dry. Low growing, very early, small leaves therefore does 
not need much nutrition. 

Crocus chrysanthus Nice markings on the outer petals 

Dichelostemma planted with 
Nepeta 

 

Gymnospermium albertii  

Iris setosa Can take wet and dry. Balloon like seed heads. Nice, fresh leaves, 
butter-yellow later on. Bright blue form as Eskilsby. 

Lewisia rediviva  

Pulsatilla multifida Pinnate leaves 

Rheum alexandrae Makes its own greenhouse for its flowers out of modified leaves. 
Many Himalayan plants do this.  

Semiaquilegia ecalcarata Long lived in sand, as is Aquilegia. Prefers cooler conditions like the 
north side of a rock garden. 

Veronica From Kyrgyzstan  

 

May 7th  

We set off for Stockholm from Eskilby first thing in the morning, stopping off at a planting that Peter 

had planted about a year ago. It consisted of a large area below a block of flats with a path running 

through the centre of it. Peter arranged for the council to prepare the beds, so that they are ready 

for him to plant directly into. Unfortunately, this can result in mistakes.  The sand was not mounded, 

so over the wet summer and winter water collected on one of the beds and caused the tulip bulbs to 

rot. This has meant that there are far fewer tulips on this side of the design. The council also planted 

some small trees throughout the design, but used soil to plant them in. The soil must have contained 

a weed seed bank as there were a lot of weeds directly around the trees, meaning that the weeds 

will now spread more quickly through the sand beds. Already, it was so interesting to hear from 

Peter the problems he had in public plantings and how specific he needs to be with the contractors. I 

was already beginning to understand the difficulties encountered in public plantings, which is an 

area I would like to move into.    
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Figure 23: Note the yellow Tulipa on the bed behind Peter which had a mounded bed, ompared to the bed in the centre 

which was not mounded and the Tulipa have not grown. 

We then drove onto an area of Stockholm called Bromma where we were staying in an apartment 

owned by a green wall company called Butong that Peter often works with. 

 

 

Oncolcyclus Irises In the wild they can be up to 10cm below the surface – because it is so hot 
they pull themselves down. But in our climate they need to be planted higher 
because of the wetter conditions. This means that they will then require 
protection from the summer heat as this might encourage them to go 
dormant. However they do require some heat on the bulb in the summer to 
remain viable. 
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May 8th 

We made an early start, packing the crates of bare-rooted plants into the back of the car that were 

needed for today’s planting and drove to an area of Stockholm called Aaningre. Peter had a 

commission here for an 80m2 area in the centre of a housed area. It was a long bed with a sloping 

aspect facing west below a paved area.  

 

 
Figure 24: The Aaningre planting area. 

Peter sprinkled on some fertilizer made from chicken excrement, using just 10% of the 

recommended amount for the area. It was a hot, sunny day so we had to make sure that the sun did 

not damage the roots of the bare-rooted plants. Peter would lay out the plants and two council 

employees and I would follow behind and plant. It followed the same principle as in the garden beds, 

with the hole as deep as the roots so that the plants were quicker to establish and could access the 

water immediately.  
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Figure 25: Demonstrating how deep I needed to make the hole to ensure the roots of the plant were as deep as they were 

long. 

I noticed how well the plants were doing, considering they had been bare root for about four days 

and the weather had been over 20°C every day, only an Aster and Astilbe had wilted slightly. I asked 

Peter about this and he said it was due to the plants being used to the harsher conditions of growing 

in sand. 

 

In terms of the design, Peter had used more purple foliage in this commission as he said the public 

find it more interesting than the glaucous foliage that he prefers in his home garden. The plant 

species used are listed below; 

Aster ‘Jenny’ 

Aster ‘Monch’ 

Anemone ‘Wild Swan’ 

Sedum (nice seed heads, good in shade, spreads easily) 

Sesleria autumnalis 

Geranium wlassovianum ‘Lakwijk Star’ 

Asclepias tuberosa 

Astilbe chinensis 

Euphorbia ‘Bonfire’ 

Pulmonaria ‘Blue Ensign’ 

Veronicastrum ‘Purpleicious’ 

Coreposis  

Polygonatum humile 
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Iris setosa ‘Nana’ 

Lamprocapnos ‘Valentine’ 

Aruncus aethusifolius 

Paeonia ‘Buckeye Belle’ 

Geranium sanguineum ‘Appleblossom’ 

Astible straussenfeder 

Astilbe ‘Purple Lightening’ 

Sanguisorba hakusanensis ‘Lilac Squirrel’ 

Rudbeckia deamii 

 

 
Figure 26: A section of the finished planting at Aaningre, showing the finish required, the spacing between plants, and the 

foliage colours. 



40 
 

The planting only took about an hour as the sand was so easy to ‘split-plant’ into and it wasn’t too 

taxing on the body. I also noticed how quickly it took to tidy up as there weren’t lots of pots to 

collect, just a few bags and crates to load into the car. 

 

We spent the rest of the day driving around Stockholm, looking at plantings that Peter had carried 

out the previous year. At Eskilsparken in Haninge, Peter had carried out a number of spring bulb 

plantings to add interest to the park when not much else was showing. He showed me a woodland 

planting that was absolutely stunning; it consisted of just a few species but they were very densely 

planted, and the very cold spring followed by hot weather had brought them all out at the same 

time. 

 

 
Figure 27: The woodland spring bulb planting with a mulch of sand. Species include; Narcissus 'WP Milner', Muscari 

latifolium, Corydalis solida, Fritillaria meleagris, Erythronium 'Pagoda' and Anemone blanda. 

It was interesting to see how the bed that had a mulch of 20cm of sand on top was flowering 

brilliantly, whereas the larger bed that had a compost mulch had hardly flowered. Peter later 

suggested that this was because the compost took longer to warm up than the sand due to the 

higher volume of water in soil, but it is also more liable to compaction than sand and so the bulbs 

may have struggled to push through. 

 

We also had a look at some tulip beds that Peter had planted in sunnier areas, as tulips require more 

heat to flower year-on-year. The process involved scraping off the turf, planting Alliums into the 

exposed ground, laying the tulips and smaller bulbs on top of the exposed ground (with the tulips in 

the deeper parts), then replacing the turf and covering it with a mulch of sand. This allowed the 
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grass to grow through the sand once the bulbs had gone over. He did not add any soil to the area as 

a source of nutrition as this would have made the grass more vigorous just in this area, and the 

planted area was only meant to be visible in the spring. He had also planted some Anemone blanda 

around the bulb beds, with paths through these that led to the bulbs, and some Crocus sp. planted in 

the lawn areas so that there is interest in the early spring but it can be mown later on so that people 

can sit on the grass. How Peter had considered the different uses of the park and how his planting 

could fit in this was inspiring to see, so rather than the planting becoming a huge focal point, it wove 

seamlessly into the pre-existing fabric of the park. 

 

We then met up with some of the council employees that maintained the areas that Peter had 

planted as well as the traditionally planted areas. I had a good look for weeds in one of the areas we 

visited that was a small planting at the edge of a children’s play area. Plants in here included; Tulipa 

‘Red Riding Hood’, Muscari latifolium, Euphorbia fens-rubi, Aster, Scilla, and Sanguisorba 

hakusanensis 'Lilac Squirrel’.  

 
Figure 28: This planting had received very little maintenance since it was planted and I could find only two weeds across 

the bed. The Tulipa is T. 'Red Riding Hood'. 

I found only two Taraxacum weeds in the whole area, which is incredible as this was planted two 

years ago. I thought that maybe it had just been weeded so I spoke to some of the staff, but they 

told me how they barely have to spend any time on Peter’s plantings because they tend to be so 

weed-free. I found this information very useful as greening urban areas is what I would like to 

specialise in, but they are often funding-deprived sectors so maintenance is often lacking. 
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We drove around looking at some other plantings with the staff, and Peter pointed out some Tulipa 

turkestanica and Fritillaria uva-vulpis that he’d planted and were flowering. Again, these fitted into 

the park environment very well as they were planted in wooded areas that people did not walk 

through and looked very delicate. As we drove around, Peter explained how he used over 500 bulbs 

per m2 to make a bulb meadow – 100 large bulbs and 400 small, or he uses 1000 small bulbs. A 

typical mix for him would be Narcissus, Allium and Crocus, with some Eranthus. He explained how 

plants like Eranthus and Anemone require many plants to make a carpet for it to be a good display. 

 

May 9th 

Peter and I rose early and loaded up the car for a planting in a suburb of Stockholm called Husby. 

This was an area measuring 120m2 that was sandwiched between two tall blocks of flats and was 

raised from the pavement. Peter fertilised the area before the planting as he did yesterday, and 

explained that he does not use synthetic fertiliser as it contains salts. Due to the dry surface 

conditions of sand, the salt collects on the surface and can harm the plants because it does not wash 

away like it usually does when used on soil. As it was another hot day, Peter laid out the plants, 

starting with the structural plants such as Paeonia, while a council employee and I planted. It took us 

about 3.5 hours to plant this area with about 1400 plants. As we planted, we noticed how the Sedum 

and Pulmonaria had actually made new roots while stored in the plastic bags.  

 

The plants used were similar to yesterday’s planting, however this area had a north facing slope so 

Peter used different plants in this area, and he placed certain plants around the edge, e.g. Geranium 

sp., due to their growth habit. Most of the taller plants were placed towards the outside of the area, 

with a few in the centre, and the smaller plants in the centre. This went against what I had been 

previously been taught, however Peter explained that this would create a better display for passers-

by along the pavement, and people looking down from the balcony would see the smaller plants in 

the centre. Again this demonstrated how Peter considers how the area will be used by those in the 

area. The maintenance for a planting like this would involve watering the planting very well 

immediately after installation and for a few days afterwards, cutting back in the spring, and about six 

to seven occasions over the year for maintaining presentation. 

While we were working in this area, the woman in charge of the housing area came to speak to us 

and she explained how this area was used to house immigrants and people with a low income. This 

made me think about how a planting like this might impact the living quality of the housing area, and 

subsequently the value of the properties. In the previous month, I had attended the landscape50 

conference in Sheffield, where Julian Agyeman had spoken about how greening urban areas can lead 

to gentrification of the area, subsequently resulting in the current tenants no longer being able to 

afford to live in the area. This is a subject that greatly interests me as I want to become involved in 

greening urban areas for the benefit of everyone, and not just those who can afford it. 
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Figure 29: After installation at Husby. 
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Figure 30: Demonstrating the spacing between plants and the foliage colours of the planting at Husby. 

After we packed up the site, we had lunch back at Butong HQ with some of the employees, before 

making the five hour journey back to Eskilsby. On the way back, we stopped off at a planting that 

Peter had installed three weeks ago at Trinntops Brygga. It was located on the coast and was a very 

sloping site. Peter had used Rhus ‘Dissecta’ and Nothofagus antartica as structural plants, with bulbs 

and herbaceous perennials dotted in between. As it was hard to establish the herbaceous perennials 

on the very sloping areas, Peter had brought along a bucket of seed mix to broadcast over the area. 

This was a collection of seeds he had collected from his own plants and mixed in with some sand to 

distribute the seeds in the mix. He hoped they would continue to self-seed across the area in the 

coming years. 

We also visited Jönköping hospital where Peter had installed a green roof three years ago as Peter 

wanted to see how it was doing. It measured 1500m2, and already had 80cm of concrete on the roof 

so the weight of the sand and the plants was not a problem. However the budget for the project was 

very low, 30 000SEK (approx. £3000), but the planting areas still looked attractive and full, even 

though it was about hard to see the area at about 10pm! 

 

Spending so much time in the car with Peter was great as he was very happy to answer any 

questions I had and we had some really interesting discussions about his planting method and 

experiences. He explained how he likes to know if an area has a lime base soil as some plants 

particularly don’t like these conditions, they tend to prefer acid to neutral. If it is a fertile soil, then it 

is possible to use just 10cm of sand over the top of it, which will produce leafier plants. However if 

this effect is not desired, then Peter advised to remove the nutritious soil and install 20cm of sand 
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instead. We spoke about the maintenance of weeds on his plantings, and he explained how some 

weeds can become invasive on a site, e.g. biennials and monocarps. However after a few years they 

should have begun to reduce in numbers, so instead of a high maintenance weeding regime, one 

could just wait for this time to elapse as they require disturbance to germinate and grow. 

We arrived back to Eskilsby at almost midnight, so we headed straight to bed, ready for a day of 

working in the garden in the morning. 

 

May 10th 

It was another beautiful day, and a lot of new plants had grown in the Eskilsby garden, so Peter and I 

spent a few hours walking around the garden taking photos. During the walk, Peter introduced me 

to a multitude of new plants, the details of which can be found in the table below. 

 

Acanthus hirsutus From Turkey, yellow flower, smaller than A. spinosa 

Adjuga hybrid A. pyramidalis is showy but monocarpic, A. reptans is perennial. This 
hybrid has the best features of both. 

Allium victorialis Broad leaf with delicate seed heads at 20cm 

Andromeda polifolia  

Aralia hispida  

Artemisia sp. Good spreader, perfect for roundabout plantings 

Asclepia speciosa Perfect rain garden plant. Grows in ditches in the American desert. 

Baptisia sp.   

Beta nana  

Carlina biebersteinii  

Clematis albicoma AKA Woolly Bells 

Clematis recta ‘Purpurea’ Purple foliage, hundreds of small white flowers. Grows upright in sand. 

Clintonia borealis White flowers and bright blue berries. Very nice in autumn 

Corydalis nobilis  

Erodium chrysanthemum  

Erythronium pagoda Can grow too tight together in good soil so it stops flowering. However 
it flowers for many more years in sand. 

Euphorbia dulcis Good plant but it goes dormant in the winter 

Euphorbia dulcis Looks nice planted in woodland settings. Red colour. 

Euphorbia epithymoides  

Euphorbia sp. Salicifolius leaves. From a wild collected seed 

Gentiana acaulis  

Gentiana asclepiadea Like a tall Gentian. In cultivation it is said to like moist, woodland 
areas, yet Peter is growing it here on an exposed sand bed. 

Hylomecon japonicum Woodland poppy 

Iris aphylla Deep purple metallic on the petals. Sold as I. pumila ‘Cyanea’ 

Iris imbricata  

Isatis tinctoria Biennial, useful for naturalistic designs – tall, black seed pods. 

Lamium orvala  

Lewisia tweedyi  

Lomatium nudicaule Elongates as the flowers develop 

Molina sp. This genus kills everything around it when planted so one it is 
established, there is no need to weed to maintain it. 

Myanthemum 
camchasticum 

Large, round, vibrant green leaves. Spreads as ground cover 
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Nepeta sp. From Georgia, much smaller than N. fraserii. 

Nothofagus antarctica Fragrant leaves 

Paeonia, all sp. Looks good in Steppe plantings, doesn’t like clay soil. 

Petasities sp. Silvery foliage. Doesn’t spread invasively like P. japonica. 

Phyllocladus alpinus An NZ conifer, grows very slowly 

Prangos pabularia  

Pulsatilla ‘Papageno’ Red specimen, but very dissected petals 

Pulsatilla alpina ssp. 
apiifolia 

Upright. Yellow. From alpine meadows so grow on the north facing 
side of a bed. 

Pulsatilla cernua Can be planted alongside large perennials when planted in good soil. 

Ranunculus illyricus From Turkey. Salicifolius leaves. Bright yellow flowers, silvery leaves, 
spreads with tubers 

Rhamnus pumila This specimen was about 20 years old and had grown around one of 
the feature rocks 

Rhododendron canadensis Does ok in bog conditions, likes peaty soil. 

Sanguisorba tenuifolia In sand, this stays upright and can reach 2m. 

Senecio doronicum  

Sesleria heufleriana Has larger leaves in good soil. Tall seed head 

Silene armeria Biennial, branching with a ball of bright pink flowers. Seeds easily. 
Monocarpic 

Thalictrum sibiricum Dark stems and leaves. Pure white flowers. Reaches 1.5m and has 
large leaves. 

Thermopsis rhombifolia  

Tragopogon porrifolius Seed heads like Taraxaum, can eat the black roots 

Tropeolum polyphyllum Golden flowers 

Veratrum formosanum  

Veratrum nigrum Large leaves 
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Figure 31: Adjuga hybrid. 
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Figure 32: Peter has built microclimate-rich environments like this across his garden at Eskilsby. 

 
Figure 33: A dissected form of Pulsatilla ‘Papageno’ 
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Figure 34: Lewisia tweedyi. 

 
Figure 35: Hylomecon japonicum 
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After a wonderful tour, we carried out some much needed maintenance as Peter does not spend 

much time here anymore. I pulled out the Taraxacum weeds from the sand beds, and I was amazed 

how easy it was to pull out the entire root from the sand. I had to be careful as Peter had a pink 

Taraxacum from Kyrgyzstan that is slow to spread, so I only pulled those with flowers. After I’d 

finished this, we cleared an overgrown bed at the edge of the garden. I thought this was a job that 

Peter couldn’t teach me anything new in but, of course, he did. He demonstrated how you can 

remove old herbaceous flower stems by holding a clump, and then pushing them in towards the 

crown and then pulling them off, making them come away easily. We used a leaf blower to remove 

the debris, and then gave the bed a last tidy. 

 

Once this was completed, we weeded some of the dryer beds in the centre of the garden. As Peter 

choses plants that tend to self-seed, he had to explain exactly which plants were really weeds. Since 

this, I have employed this method in my own designs at my training garden and have to be very 

careful when weeding. 

 

Just as a thunderstorm rolled in, we set off for the three hour drive back to Klinta. On the way, Peter 

and I spoke about what one should look for in a site for a nursery, and to choose a site with features 

one can’t change. He explained how it is better to have a south facing site as one can create shady 

areas, but one can’t create sunny areas on a north facing site. Also that it was better to have a dry 

site rather than a wet site as it is easier to water an area rather than drain soil, and to have a site 

with poor soil as it is difficult to make nutritious soil poor. 

We arrived back to Klinta at about 9pm, where I had a quick look around the garden to see how 

much it had come on since the beginning of the week, and promptly went to bed after the busy 

week. 

 

May 11th 

We woke up to another hot, sunny day at Klinta, and we began the day by cleaning up some of the 

plants we dug up in Eskilsby yesterday. This included Polomonium elegans, a Phlomis from 

Kyrgyzstan and a Schizachyrium which is a very drought tolerant and clump forming grass, so it won’t 

take over in a planting. Peter demonstrated how to divide the grasses at the growing point to 

protect the plant, and to divide them by splitting each clump in half, to avoid ending up with 

divisions that do not have enough roots. To demonstrate the difference in the bioregions that Peter 

explained to us a few days ago, he showed how the steppe grasses were already in full growth in 

spring (cold-season grasses), whereas the prairie grasses were only just beginning to grow (warm 

season grasses). We also cleaning up Origanum ‘Dingle Fairy’ which has nice hanging pink flower on 

tall stems, Scutellaria incana which has black edges to the leaves, and Ligustricum motuinidies a 

meadow plant. Peter was cleaning up Athamanta turbith ssp. hynaldii which had an enormous tap 

root so Peter took cuttings from this. He explained that most Apiaceae can be propagated with root 

cuttings, but to avoid using the very thick roots. He also explained that if a plant has thick roots then 

it will likely strike from root cuttings.  
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Figure 36: The thick tap root of Athamanta turbith ssp. hynaldii 
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Figure 37: Stem and root cuttings of Athamanta turbith ssp. hynaldii 

 

I took some semi-ripe cuttings from Plectranthus glycocalyx which had a bit of root on the stem. This 

is a method which can be used with all Lamiaceae, and I planted them deeply in the tray to avoid 

desiccation. I also cleaned up some Campanula ‘Karl Foerster’ seedlings that had been grown in peat 

for a cuttings tray, and some cuttings of Erodium guttatum. I noticed that these had growing points 

along the stem which is why they strike so easily from cuttings. 

 

As Peter and I had been away for a few days, we took a walk around the garden together to catch up 

on what had been growing.  

 

Eryngium, Echinacea, Stipia tenuissima Hardy in sand, likes windy and dry conditions – 
nice combination of plants. 

Euphorbia ‘Black Pearl’ Very attractive  

Iris sp. Divide June/July after flowering just as the new 
roots are starting to grow. Otherwise the plant 
will use energy from the rhizome and will not 
flower well the following year. 

Sedum ‘Jose Aubergine’ + Brunnera ‘Sea Heart’ Nice combination 
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Figure 38: Many more Tulipa had flowered since we had been away. 

 
Figure 39: Euphorbia 'Black Pearl' 
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Figure 40: The bright red of Tulipa vvedenskyi contrast with the glaucous foliage of Achillea, Pulsatilla, Atremisia, Iris and 

Allium. 
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Figure 41: Iris acutiloba 
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Figure 42: Dichelostemma capitatum 
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Figure 43: Planting in sand does not mean only Mediterranean plants can be used. This lush herbaceous planting was on a 

bed of 20cm of sand. 

After lunch, I carried out some field cuttings in the nursery sand beds. Peter showed me how to 

propagate Nepeta very easily and quickly using the following method. Using two hands, pull the 

stem at the base and it should come away with some roots. Plant this directly into the sand in a 

space near the parent plant and it should bulk up very quickly. I did this until there were just a few 

stems on each of the parent plants. I then moved onto a similar process with some Artemisia 

schmidtiana ‘Nana’. Peter showed me how he literally pulled a clump of stems from the parent plant 

in the garden by pulling from the base. I planted the stems as they were into the nursery beds, 

whether they had roots on or not, and as always making sure that they were planted very deep. This 

was one of the tasks that I enjoyed the most as it was such a simple process, but was underpinned 

by biological knowledge of the plant. I checked on these propagules a couple of days later just 

before I left and was happy to see how most of them were still turgid, despite the heat and wind. 

 

In the evening, Margaret and I joined Peter in the main house for some wine. We had some very 

interesting and inspiring conversations about plants. Peter explained how the stress pigment 

anthocyanin was usually only produced in drought tolerant plants, whereas stressed woodland 

plants usually just go brown. I found it very interesting how the environment that the plants have 

evolved in can affect their biochemistry. 

 I asked Peter about how the mycorrhizal association works in sand as I have previously carried out 

laboratory research in soil microbiology and had wanted to ask him about this since I saw his talk last 

September at a conference. Peter talked about some research that a friend of his, Håkan Wallander, 

had carried out into the topic. He explained how over 70% of the energy taken in by plants through 

photosynthesis is translocated into the roots and then into the mycorrhizae, which are present in 

sand. In fact, because of the harsher conditions, the plants and mycorrhizae are forced to work 
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together, where the mycorrhizae drill holes into the sand to gain access to the minerals which they 

then exchange with the plants in symbiosis. In a soil environment, the relationship is different, as 

there are so many nutrients that can result in the mycorrhizae and plants fighting for resources. If 

plants grown in sand are fed too much, then the symbiotic connection is broken and the plants will 

use the nutrients from the feed, and when the nutrients from the feed are depleted, the plants will 

suffer. Peter avoids this from happening by feeding his garden a little and early in the spring. Over 

feeding can also have permanent repercussions for the plants; if they are fed too much while they 

are still young, then the plants never make the symbiotic connection with the mycorrhizae and the 

plants will be unable to take up enough nutrients, requiring further feeding. We spoke about how 

the mycorrhizal association works in the situation where there is nutritious soil underneath the sand 

bed. Peter explained how for some reason, this situation impedes the correct mycorrhizae from 

being present in the sand, so the plants will grow well in the first year due to the nutrients present in 

the lower layer of soil, but they will begin to suffer after these nutrients have been depleted because 

they have been unable to make the symbiotic connection. Peter had experimented with mixing peat 

and sand to see if this would help, but he explained that this is a very poor medium for making 

mycorrhizal associations as mycorrhizae do not like peat.  

 

Iris ‘Superstition’ Dark, very nice 

Catananche caerulea  

Clematis albicoma  

Salvia cyanescens  

 

May 12th 

This was my last full day at Klinta with Peter and Julia, and Margaret left in the morning for her flight 

to Ireland. I spent most of the day taking lots of photos of the garden and nursery beds, and packed 

up ready for my flight in the morning.  

Later in the day I cleaned up some Sedum roots in water as they were going to be planted in the 

nursery beds. While I was doing this, I had time to reflect on this process and how it fits in with 

Peter’s method of using sand. I found that the ground preparation and planting into sand is much 

quicker than with soil, and it is much easier on the body. However, to ensure that the sand does not 

become contaminated with organic matter and soil, there are time consuming processes involved, 

such as thoroughly washing all the roots of every plant before it is planted into sand. However, there 

are benefits beyond time. Many of the plants that often ‘flop’ in soil will be much sturdier and self-

supporting when grown in sand, and often there are morphological advantages as well. 
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Figure 44: The harsher growing conditions can bring out morphological features not seen in soil, such as the wavy-edged 

leaves of this Tulipa. 

I have to admit that after just two weeks with Peter, I am converted to the ways of sand. My only 

remaining concern is the sustainability of sourcing the sand. Peter was fortunate in that he has a 

local quarry to Eskilsby that supplied the correct grade of sand, but sand is very heavy to transport if 

sourcing it from further afield. 

 

6. Summary 
 

I embarked on this trip because I was sceptical but intrigued about planting entirely with sand, after 

having trained in soil for almost three years. However during my time with Peter, not only did I 

receive informed answers to my concerns, but furthermore I was entirely converted to this method 

of horticulture. One of the most important lessons I learnt while at Klinta was to know the natural 

environment of the plants one is dealing with. Peter’s encyclopaedic knowledge of his plants was 

breath-taking at times, and he was clearly passionate about knowing their requirements. Another 

influential lesson was Peter’s enthusiasm about people trying things out for themselves. This was 

how he developed his methods, and I also strongly believe that experimentation is crucial to move 

horticulture forward into future climatic changes. In relation to this is how he encouraged me to 

question everything I am taught, and to find things out for myself. Again, this is something I believed 

in before, as I have found that traditions can be followed without questioning why we carry out 

certain tasks in a certain way. It was comforting to hear someone as eminent as Peter giving this 

advice.  
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I became intimate with an astounding range of new plants and their propagation requirements, I 

learnt about how to manage a nursery for commissions, and I learnt some very important lessons in 

how to carry out public planting. Therefore I believe my aims and objectives were met during the 

trip, both personal and horticultural. 

 

7. Future Plans and Recommendations 
 

I am spending the next year working abroad in gardens and botanising in horticulturally relevant 

environments, and Peter gave me recommendations on where to visit for an optimal experience. He 

also put me in touch with some experts in their field, such as Oron Peri as I had expressed an interest 

in Eastern Mediterranean bulbs. I also hope to work with Peter again at Klinta in the next year when 

my schedule allows. 

 

I thoroughly recommend that other horticulturalists spend time working with Peter, students and 

professionals alike. I came away with a vast amount of new horticultural knowledge, much of it 

relevant to both soils and sand cultivation. 

 

8. Budget 
 

I would not have been able to train with Peter Korn if I had not been fortunate to have the trip fully 

funded by the Merlin Trust and the RHS Roper Fund. The Merlin Trust provided £415 and the RHS 

Roper Fund provided £125. Below is a breakdown of the costs; 

 

 
 

Travel (£327)

Living costs (£161.63)

Unspent funding (£46.40)
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