
BUNNY GUINNESS My month in the garden
The old permaculture approach to growing created a buzz at Hampton Court and gave everyone  

a lot to think about. Plus: the best tonic for your roses and seeds to collect now

To dig or not to dig? 
Now that’s a good question

In this warm, wet weather 
downy mildew and blackspot 
are rife on roses but luckily 
there is an excellent remedy 
for this which I have only just 
started using – and it also 
helps roses flower better. 

Many commercial rose 
growers have been singing 
the praises of Uncle Tom’s 
Rose Tonic, produced by 
Tom Nellist (commercially 
available as Farm-fos). It is 
also used extensively on 
commercial crops of soft 
fruit, asparagus, hops, all 
salad leaf crops, Christmas 
trees and vines. Gardeners 
are finding success using it 
against box blight, too. 

The active ingredient is 
refined potassium phosphite;  
trials conducted by the 
National Institute of Agricul-
tural Botany (NIAB) and a 
rose society about 15 years 
ago found this gave good 
healthy growth enhance-
ment. The product came into 
being because of a chance 
meeting about 20 years ago 
between Nellist and the 
w o r l d  r e n o w n e d  r o s e 
breeder Chris Warner. They 
were both at a conference on 

SOWINGS FOR NEXT SPRING

 Collect perennial stock seeds and pot on sweet william now for flowers next spring

I am collecting the seeds of 
my favourite short-lived per-
ennial – perennial stock Mat-
thiola incana ‘Alba’. It is 
difficult to find, but Bob 
Brown’s Cotswold Garden 
Flowers has it (cotswoldgar-
denflowers.co.uk).

The fragrance from the 
white flowers is fabulous and 
the felted foliage is ever-grey. 
It grows around 24in high 
and wide, but gets straggly 
over the years so I like to 
refresh with a new crop. 

I am also potting on my 
sweet william, Dianthus bar-
batus ‘Sooty’, from a July sow-
ing. I will pop them in the 
border in autumn when there 
is room and they will flower 
next May or June, with their 
stunning dark purple flowers. 

A TONIC FOR THE ROSES
plant diseases when Chris 
asked if there were any prod-
ucts for downy mildew on 
roses. Tom, who was an agri-
culture merchant, had been 
interested in the great results 
of potassium phosphite on 
downy mildew on vines and 
so gave some to Chris. 

After two years of trialling, 
Chris found the results 
remarkable. He tells me that 
d ow ny  m i l d e w  s t a r t e d 
attacking roses relatively 
recently, in the early 1990s. 
This disease looks like 
blackspot but has a browner 
blotch. It attacks in mild  
temp eratures and high 
humidity and can cause total 
defoliation in three days. 

Chris finds using Uncle 
Tom’s Rose Tonic every 
three weeks stops the disease 
almost totally. A spray in 
April is also very important. 
If you don’t like spraying, 
you can apply the tonic using 
a  watering can once a 
month  to the roots which 
keeps roses healthy. Addi-
tionally, it will dramatically 
enhance growth and flower-
ing.  Visit naturalgardensolu-
tions.com.

 Uncle Tom’s 
Rose Tonic is an 
excellent remedy for 
downy mildew on 
roses – and it will 
enhance growth 
and flowering, too

CUT FLOWER 

WEEKENDER

I don’t pick enough 
flowers to justify a cutting 
garden, but I love growing 
flowers in with my veg, an 

amalgam I call my 
“truggerie”. The cut 

flowers collective Flowers 
from the Farm is running 

a Big Weekend until 
tomorrow. You can visit 

flower farms all round the 
country, try mini-work-
shops, PYO flowers and 
have tea. Visit flowers-
fromthefarm.co.uk and 

pick up some inspiration.



One of the gardens that gen-
erated the most interest at 
the RHS Hampton Court Pal-
ace Garden Festival was 
Charles Dowding’s “No Dig 
Garden”; Charles has become 
an unlikely gardening rock-
star at the age of 62. To be 
endorsed by the RHS brings 
the advantages of no-dig gar-
dening to a wide audience. 

Of his show experience, 
Charles says there was: “an 
extraordinary level of inter-
est, with enthusiasm from 
visitors such as Rebecca 
Pow, minister for the envi-
ronment, Hugh Fearnley-
Whittingstall  and Mary 
Berry. And when we picked 
up the microphone to give 
talks, a hundred people were 
suddenly there and waiting 
to listen.” 

Perhaps one of the secrets 
of his success is that he is so 
unflashy; on his hugely pop-
ular YouTube channel you 
get straight nuggets of con-

 Bunny’s box 
hedge cut back to 
two different 
heights

My methods of growing veg 
differ from Charles Dowd-
ing’s in certain ways. I love 
raised beds, but Charles has 
fixed beds on the ground. 
Undoubtedly his approach 
achieves a more even water 
supply – raised beds are 
dryer as water cannot pero-
late sideways as much as it 
does in the ground proper. 
Charles’s version is cheaper 
to set up too, but I love the 
ease of tending raised beds 
as well as the look. 

The other big difference is 

that Charles does walk on 
his beds even when it is wet, 
whereas I  have always 
thought that this led to com-
paction of the soil, which in 
turn reduces aeration. 

I got top soil scientist Tim 
O’Hare to clarify this for me. 
He explains that aeration is 
key to healthy plants and this 
comes about by having great 
soil structure. The porosity of 
a soil can be measured – and a 
normal loam might have a 
porosity of 20-30 per cent. 
You can judge the porosity of 
soil by handling it and look-
ing at it. You want a good 
crumb structure with a gran-
ular look. 

Soil needs to be consoli-
dated (but not compacted) 
which is achieved by its own 
weight plus mulching; rain-
fall also contributes. And, as 
Charles points out, for roots 
to access firm soil, there 
needs to be a matrix of soil 
aggregates, whose sticky 
shapes nestle into a pattern 
which holds air, and also 
allows passage of water. 

It is soil organisms (and 
humus) which provide this 
matrix of structure, mainly 
through their sticky excre-
tions. The no dig approach 
allows the microorganisms 
to  proliferate, far more so 
than in a regularly disturbed 
soil. And because a well fed, 
no dig soil has firm structure, 
you can walk on the beds. 
They are soft and yet they 
bear weight. I will still keep 
off my soil as the beds are 
designed so that I don’t 
have to stand on them, but 
maybe I have been too pre-
cious about this and can walk 
on my other borders more in 
the future. 

Charles is currently carry-
ing out research work with a 
university and results indi-
cate the higher rate of carbon 
in the no-dig bed, compared 
with the dig bed, is  “highly 
statistically significant”. 

No Dig really works on 
many levels.

RAISING A QUESTION
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cise information that he has 
gained over 40 years of grow-
ing, trialling and testing. 
Charles was initially inspired 
by Ruth Stout who started 
“no till” gardening in the 
1930s and became famous in 
the States for her “lazy, no 
work” style of gardening. 

Now Charles is so heavily 
involved in teaching, writing 
and filming that he has to 
employ a full-time gardener 

to run his plot in Somerset, 
which generates around 
£20,000 a year from pro-
duce grown in a quarter of an 
acre of no dig beds. This 
involves 70 hours’ work April 
to November and about half 
that for the rest of the year. 

His son films his videos 
but Charles does the social 
media. His raison d’etre 
comes across loud and clear – 
he wants to help people grow 
and to make it as easy for 
them as possible. 

We had a long chat at 
Hampton Court – Charles is 
my YouTube mentor, for 
which I am hugely grateful. I 
have been practicing no dig 
since the 1970s, as I was just 
married to a farmer who had 
bought one of the first direct 
drills which sowed corn into 
old stubble rather than culti-
vating the land first. Charles 
Dowding’s  approach then 
influenced my gardening 
(see below).

CHARLES DOWDING  
AT HAMPTON COURT

I cut back my box hedge 
heavily in late May as it had 
reached thigh-height and 
was too wide. So I cut it right 
back – top and sides, one sec-
tion to a height of 40cm, the 
other to 30cm. 

By late July the higher sec-
tion had almost entirely 
grown back, the lower sec-
tion was not quite so full. 

Next May, I will give the 
box hedging around my peo-
nies the same treatment – it 
too has been allowed to grow 
too high. The extra air to the 
hedge helps alleviate box 
blight, too. 

BOX RECOVERY 

Serves 6

INGREDIENTS 

6 peaches, halved and stoned 
1 litre good quality vanilla  

ice cream to serve

For the poaching syrup 
A bottle of dry white wine (75cl) 

750ml water 
500g caster sugar 

1 vanilla pod (or a couple of 
drops of essence) 

Peel from 1 unwaxed lemon  (I 
use a potato peeler. Save lemon 

flesh for something else) 
1 bay leaf 

METHOD

 Put all the ingredients for 
the poaching syrup into a 

medium sized pot and bring 
up to a gentle simmer.
 Gently, drop in your 
peaches, put a round of 

greaseproof paper on top, 
as well as a lid, and cook for 

about four minutes on a 
very low simmer. 

 Peaches should be soft to 
the touch of a paring knife’s 
tip, still holding their shape 
(if not, cook a little longer 

but keep testing). 
 Take off the heat and let 
peaches cool in the liquor. 

F O R  T H E 
R A S P B E R R Y 

P U R É E 

INGREDIENTS

2 punnets of raspberries 
(approx. 250g) 
75g icing sugar 

METHOD

 Blend puree ingredients 
together and sieve. 

 Once the peaches are 
cool, gently peel the skin 
away from the each one, 

and halve, removing stone. 
 Depending on how 

hungry you are, use a half 
or a whole peach in each 

bowl. Add a scoop of vanilla 
ice cream, spoon a little 

raspberry purée over the 
top and serve. 

 You can use the syrup for 
future poached peaches 

or for cocktails, with 
sparkling wine or as a 

cordial. It’ll keep for at least 
three weeks in a sealed 

bottle in the fridge (discard 
the vanilla pod 
and bay leaf). 

Any extra peaches are 
delicious for breakfast!

By Charlie Hibbert, head 
chef at Thyme (thyme.co.uk)

P E A C H  M E L B A

 The ‘No Dig Garden’ designed 
by Charles Dowding, inset, for 

Hampton Court Garden Festival

 Bunny is 
wedded to the looks 
and the ease of 
tending raised beds

WATCH 
BUNNY’S 
VIDEOS ON 
YOUTUBE 
Visit Bunny 
Guinness on 
YouTube for her 
latest videos: 
Charles Dowding 
at Hampton Court 
and “A Beautiful 
Cutting Garden & 
How To Make Cut 
Flowers Last”.  
Also find her on 
Instagram @
bunny.guinness


