


A prince among plantsmen

The garden at White House Farm, Kent
The home of Maurice Foster

The magnificent magnolias, many of them collected as seed in the wild,
are only one aspect of this enthralling garden, reports Charles Quest-Ritson

' Photographs by Mimi Connolly
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Preceding pages: Magnolia sargentiana robusta ‘Blood Moon’ is the earliest one to flower in the garden. Clockwise from above left: M. camp-
bellii, an early March flowerer; M. ‘Trewidden Belle’; M. Honey Tulip, favoured by Maurice Foster; M. ‘Genie’ forms a neat, compact tree
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F anyone deserves the title of the
plantsman’s plantsman it is Maurice
Foster.” That was the verdict of the
horticultural luminary Hugh Johnson
after a visit to White House Farm in 2017.
Mr Foster’s wisdom, experience, energy and
enthusiasm for plants are admired by everyone
who meets him. His memory is phenomenal,
too—he can tell you where every one of the
6,000 plants in his collection came from and
whether he thinks it is correctly named.

In 1971, Mr Foster and his late wife, Rose-
mary, bought White House Farm in Kent
specifically because they wanted to make
a large garden and grow trees and shrubs,
such as magnolias. It came with five acres
of land, to which they added a seven-acre
apple orchard that is now the site of their
arboretum and, later, three acres of wood-
land. The garden is 500ft above sea level,
at the top of aridge, so that winter frosts roll
down to the valleys below. It is also extremely
thickly planted, so that a great number of tender
plants that would not normally survive flour-
ishin the sheltered woodland areas. The soil
is variable, but is mostly a light loam with
a pH of 5.5 to 6.5. Parts are quite stony and
there are occasional veins of clay. Through-
out the holding are seams of Kentish rag-
stone, an impermeable limestone that was
once widely used as a damp course in local
buildings. Apart from a century-old Bramley
apple tree near the house, every single tree
and shrub in the garden at White House
Farm was planted by the Fosters in ground
that they had cleared by hand.

¢ He can tell you where

every one of the 6,000

plants in his collection
came from ?

Mr Foster took early retirement from his
job in publishing in 1992 to devote himself to
the garden and embark on a series of plant-
hunting trips to Western China. Further
expeditions took him to other parts of China,
Pakistan, Bhutan, Mongolia, Japan, Tasmania
and New Zealand. Naturally, magnolias were
among the many seeds he brought back from
Eastern Asia, including a large number of spe-
cies collected in the wild. Magnolia insignis
and M. campbellii subsp. mollicomata came
from China’s upper Salween valley—seed
of the latter is difficult to find because trees
are stripped for their medical uses. Many
other wild-collected species have arrived from
gardens and gardeners all over the world—
wild collections are of great scientific impor-
tance. Mr Foster noticed that M. campbellii -»
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Six of the best magnolias
Magnolia ‘David Clulow’ AGM,

a white Gresham hybrid

‘Jane Platt’ AGM, the best pink form

of M. stellata

Magnolia ‘Pink Petticoats’, Maurice
Foster’s summer-flowering hybrid

of M. globosa, not yet in commerce
Magnolia campbellii ‘Darjeeling’, the best
of the dark forms, although ‘Betty Jessel’
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Apart from a single Bramley apple, all the trees and shrubs at White House Farm were
planted by Maurice Foster and his late wife, Rosemary, in ground they cleared by hand

and late-flowering ‘Peter Borlase’ are
also good

Magnolia dawsoniana ‘Clarke’,
a selection from San José in
California, US, that is perhaps
a cross with M. sprengeri

The dark form of Magnolia sargentiana
var. robusta from Caerhays in Cornwall
that he bought as a grafted plant, 8in high,
at a Treseder’s sale in 1987. Mr Foster finds
that it stands up well to wind and rain
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in the wild is usually white flowered, but it was
originally described by Sir Joseph Hooker
from avery rare pink form that occurs around
Darjeeling. Pink forms are, therefore, the
‘type’ of the species—and always popular
—whereas the white form is less frequently
seen in gardens. Magnolia petals are really
sepals that botanists refer to as ‘tepals’.

Mr Foster had, however, been a committed
lover of magnolias for many years and the
bulk of his collection at White House Farm
consists of garden hybrids—more than 220
of them. Some are now national champions
for their height, girth or both. He is always
thrilled when the first trees flower early in
March—tall species such as Magnolia camp-
bellii and hybrids, including M. x veitchii
‘Peter Veitch’, which can grow to 75ft. In most
years, M. sargentiana var. robusta ‘Blood
Moon’ is the earliest to flower. It grows near
‘Claret Cup’, another March flowerer that
is a seedling of M. sprengeri var. diva and
Mr Foster raised two frost-resistant seedlings
that appear to be hybrids between the two.
He named them ‘Premier Cru’ (he calls its
colour ‘hot magenta’)
and ‘Grand Cru’. The ‘
colours of all these tree
magnolias are intensified
when seen against the
blue sky of early spring.
Naturally, one needs
space and patience
for the very tall early-
flowering magnolias,
but Mr Foster says that
garden owners should be more adventurous.

April brings Magnolia ‘Purple Globe’, bred
by Os Blumhardt in New Zealand. The outside
of its tepals are, indeed, dark purple, although
the insides open out pink. Another of Blum-
hardt’s cultivars, M. ‘Star Wars’, is now 40ft
at White House Farm. This is also the month
when forms of ever-popular M. stellata and
M. x soulangeana are in flower. Mr Foster
greatly admires the hybrids bred by Todd
Gresham at his Santa Cruz home in California,
US. ‘Manchu Fan’ at 30ft is still growing. Mr
Foster has noticed that when a magnolia
reaches its ultimate height, it stops growing
upwards and thickens up sideways instead.

Yellow magnolias come into flower in late
April and into May and they are one of Mr
Foster’s particular interests. He says that, over
the past 50 years, some 100 selections and
hybrids have been listed. ‘Too many have been
named, many of not obvious garden value,
not to say mediocre,’ he declares. ‘The search
continues for the perfect yellow magnolia.’

Frost-resistant seedling Magnolia ‘Grand

Cru’, possibly a hybrid of M. sprengeri ‘Claret
Cup’ and M. sargentiana robusta ‘Blood Moon’
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Expeditions took him
to China, Pakistan,
Bhutan, Mongolia,
Japan, Tasmania
and New Zealand ?

He thinks highly of Honey Tulip, ‘Yellow
Lantern’, ‘Butterbow!’ and ‘Elizabeth’, of which
he has a 40ft specimen at White House
Farm. Best of all is rain-resistant ‘Lois’: one
of his plants, planted in 1990, was nearly 35ft
high when it succumbed to verticillium or
phytophthora. ‘The quality of its primrose-
yellow flowers, vigour, hardiness and neat,
symmetrical habit all commend it as an out-
standing choice for any garden in the UK.

Mr Foster is a great fan of the summer-
flowering Oyama magnolias. The best-known
species are Magnolia sieboldii from Japan
and M. wilsonii from Sichuan. All have fragrant
nodding or pendulous white flowers from
late May onwards—and all are very beautiful.
M. wilsonii flowers all at once, whereas
M. sieboldii has fewer flowers in May, but then
produces along succession well into August.

Mr Foster has a systematic approach to
gardening and likes to draw conclusions
from his observations. Many of his magno-
lias come from dormant scions given to him
by fellow enthusiasts. He grafts them, using
seedlings of Magnolia kobus as rootstocks.
In due course, he raises
cuttings as an insur-
ance policy and plants
both out, side by side.
At first, the grafted
plants, with the benefit
of an established root
formation, grow faster,
but, later on, the own-
root plants outperform
them. Mr Foster con-
cludes that M. kobus has a dwarfing effect
that means it could be used to adapt tree-
like cultivars to small gardens.

The garden and arboretum at White House
Farm are now a registered charity, estab-
lished to conserve their plants for posterity.
They are open to groups by prior arrangement
and Mr Foster also hosts study days. The
gardens are entirely maintained by the plants-
man himself, with part-time paid help once
aweek and a growing number of volunteers.
Readers should not think that magnolias are
the only plants to be seen: there are extensive
collections of deutzias, philadelphus, sorbus,
hornbeams, maples, birches and roses. Two
hydrangea walks with seedlings of H. serrata
and H. aspera extend for some 400 yards.
There are large collections of cam-ellia and
rhododendron species, too, and a rich wood-
land undergrowth of bluebells, snowdrops,
daffodils, lilies, epimediums and anemones.

Wherever you walk at White House Farm,
your attention is caught by individual plants.
Mr Foster is indeed the plantsman’s plantsman
—aprince among plantsmen and a whirlwind
of charm and energy. And always smiling.
www.awhitehousefarmgardenandarboretum.com
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