AGS Young Horticulturalists weekend 16"-19*" April 2026

By Christopher Piner

Firstly, | must start by saying a huge thank you to the Merlin Trust for awarding me this grant to
support my study trip. Special thanks also go to Sizergh Castle National Trust Head Gardener Bertie
Swainston and Gardens Consultant Heather Birkett for recommending me for this award.

Award details and trip itinery:

| used £170 to purchase my ticket to the Alpine Garden Society Young Horticulturalists Weekend. The
ticket comprised 3 nights stay at Kettlewell Youth Hostel and 3 evening meals, entrance to RHS
Harlow Carr, talks by Anne Wright on Bulb propagation, Amy Smethurst on Alpine and Rock Gardens,
talk by Ben Preston at Cliff Bank Nursery, entrance to Reginald Farrer’s garden at the Ingleborough
Estate and a talk by the Head Gardener of Harewood House on Farrer’s collection and plant hunting
expeditions, guided botany walk by Oliver Cheney of the AGS, a trip to Aysgarth community Rock
Garden & Aysgarth Falls and the final stop at Malham Cove to botanise on the limestone pavement. |
used the remaining £30 to pay for petrol to get to the hostel and travel between sites.

Key Aims of the Trip

e Knowledge sharing

e Learning more about alpines and how to grow them
e Networking/meeting likeminded young professionals
e Apply knowledge gained back at the workplace

Thursday 16™:

Evening arrival in a beautiful sunlit Kettlewell. Greeted at the Youth Hostel by Bethan, Head Gardener
at Birmingham Botanical Gardens and Tony from the AGS and introduced to Joe from Edinburgh
Botanical Gardens. Any apprehension of meeting new people was quickly squashed by the
welcoming, friendly nature of the organisers and staff at the Youth Hostel. As we got closer to
evening mealtime, more people started to arrive, some from as far south as Sussex.

Friday 17%:

We split into groups to car share for each visit. This was a good opportunity to get to know other
participants. Friday started with a talk by Anne Wright on bulb propagation. It was fascinating to see
all the different hybrid Snowdrops she’d produced over the years by means of splitting, cross



pollination, chipping and twin-scaling. Anne described how a first year seedling can take up to six
years to produce a flower, exhibiting serious commitment to producing desired end result. A key
learning was to avoid splitting in the green and instead much better for the plant if left until the
foliage has died back. Make sure to mark your plants whilst they are still visible though!

Next, we moved onto the Alpine Houses where Amy and Lauren gave us a tour of the glasshouse and
behind the scenes propagation houses. | couldn’t help but marvel at all the different colours and vast
range of plants on show. The Hepaticas and Primula (marginata, auricula and allionii) naturally drew
my eyes though having a soft spot for both Genuses.

Amy showed us the work of her colleague Aimee-Beth during the lunch break; this section was
Woodland and Streamside; the planting and connectivity blew me away. | certainly mentally
recorded a few ideas for back at Sizergh including some special plants e.g. Erythronium albidum
pictured below.



After lunch Amy Smethurst gave us a talk on the construction of the Limestone Rock Garden and how
it was planted. Key learnings being how to lay out the rock on 90° angles with the nicest face looking
forwards and choosing flat topped rocks. Essentially the rock should look natural and like it has
always been there. This special washed Limestone Rock was donated to the RHS by Jeffrey Smith in
the 70s who cleared his land for arable. The Rock was lowered down with a crane and then anchored
into position using crowbars. The rock was positioned with a slight back tilt to allow rainwater to run
off. Clay was then knocked underneath using mallets. The bottom chunky layer consisted of one part
loam, sand and pine needles. The top layer consisted of Petersfield alpine mix containing composted
bark rather than coir. Finally there was top dress of 20mm Limestone gravel. The planting was
relaxed and with a free flowing feel containing a balanced combination of cushions, herbaceous
alpines, dwarf conifers, shrubs and bulbs. The use of Gentiana acaulis randomly distributed across
the rock added nice continuity. The upper right section contained native alpine planting with a
special link to the AGS funded native alpine project at RSPB Haweswater in the Lake District with key
specimens of Parnassia palustris, Saxifraga azoides and Juniperus.




Moving onto Cliff Bank Nursery; an inspiring story behind this recently acquired nursery by Ben
Preston and his partner Laura Kennedy. They’d bravely sacrificed the steady income of Full time
employment to starting out from scratch on a derelict site and transforming it into a fully functioning
profitable plant nursery in the space of four years. It was infectious to listen to Ben’s passion for
plants and encyclopaedic memory of botanical names. He produces lots of grasses, a collection of
cistus and many herbaceous plants for example anemone, astilbe, euphorbia and eryngiums. Bens
refreshing philosophy is to grow plants he loves and has a passion for sourcing material from
specialist nurseries and growers both nationally and internationally for example Geranium libani
sourced from Lebanon.

The key learning here was growing in sand, the same technique applied by Peter Korn from Sweden.
In a world where we need to be more sustainable in our approach to climate change, this method
reduces our reliance on peat free alternative growing medias, reduced watering and reduced
maintenance. Despite a dry surface, moisture retention is held below this surface layer. It was
impressive to see the strong fibrous roots many of his perennials could produce in this growing
media. For Ben, growing in beds instead of pots and the above factors keep his labour overheads to a
minimum.



| was also impressed by Ben’s use of aqua prop which increases greater success in survival rates of
cuttings because any bacteria that may cause them to rot off isn’t present because they are in a
sterile environment without the use of soil or compost. The long-term vision is to become more self
sufficient, buying in less plug plants and taking more cuttings.
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Saturday 18™:

Fifty minute drive to Clapham. Coffee and cake in the cafe at Ingleborough estate before a
comprehensive talk by Trevor Nicholson (Head Gardener at Harewood House) on The Wild Gardens
of Ingleborough; rediscovering Reginald Farrer’s Living Legacy. Born in 1880, Farrer was an author,
flower painter, gardener and a grower. He opened the Craven Nursery in Clapham at his home on the
Ingleborough Estate specialising in alpine plants collected from his plant hunting expeditions in the
Himalayas and Alps. Trevor talked of how he is working on measuring the diameters of
Rhododendrons with a view to registering the original collections Farrer planted including some very
rare hybrid ponticum forms. Farrer was very much into wild gardens and didn’t conform to normal
practices; he controversially rowed out into the lake of his estate, where he fired a loaded gun with a
seed mix he’d collected from his many expeditions, into the rock face creating an alpine rock garden
where the seeds would germinate in the crevices and fissures. Saxifraga lingulata can still be found
in the rock fissures today. He also planted single stem bamboos from Japan along the Ghyll. Sadly
Farrer died whilst on expedition in the Minshan Mountains in Upper Burma in 1920 but with Trevor
and other volunteers’ efforts, his work continues to receive recognition.



The remainder of the day was spent exploring the Ingleborough Estate including viewing Farrer’s
restored Rhododendron collection and lead by Oliver Cheney, a botanising walk up to Little
Ingleborough and back. The aim was to find and identify Primula farinosa, unfortunately it seems we
were too early in the season and drew a blank however we did see a couple of specimens of the
native Saxifraga tridatylites (Rue-leaved Saxifrage). It is a winter annual herb with distinctive trilobed
fleshy leaves which can sometimes be reddish.

Sunday 19™:

After settling up and checking out of the youth hostel, we headed north to Aysgarth Rock Garden.
This was a bit of a hidden treasure and despite its small size, it encompassed many key features of a
Rock Garden including crevice, marginal and border planting alongside spring flowering shrubs.



The final visit of the trip was a visit to Malham Cove, an area | have visited once previously. We
botanised around the base of the cliffs and then up on the impressive Limestone Pavement. We

found more examples of Saxifraga tridactylites. The lack of exciting plant finds where made up for
here by the outstanding views and scenery this place offers.



It was great to finish off the trip with an ice cream in Malham with the RHS Harlow Carr team.

It was a thoroughly enjoyable and educational trip with like minded individuals who love plants. |
would thoroughly recommend this trip to any future students or Alpine plant enthusiasts. | hope to
be available for next year’s trip. Thank you again to the Merlin Trust for the funding to support my
experience.

Future Training and Prospects:

Through networking with trip members, | have enquired about potentially working at RHS Harlow
Carr for a week with Amy Smethurst and her team to gain more in-depth experience on alpine
propagation. | look forward to discussing this further with my line manager and confirming dates in
due course with Amy. | would also be very keen to attend this weekend again in the future and
explore other areas of the British Isles for alpine flora.



