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Private passion 
 

For m
ore than 50 years, M

aurice Foster has been am
assing  

a collection of woody plants in his garden at W
hite H

ouse Farm
, 

which has grown into a precious horticultural resource  
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T
o stroll around M

aurice Foster’s undulating 
hillside garden in Kent in springtim

e is to take 
a lesson not only in botany and horticulture 
but also in geography. Prize m

agnolias, 
rhododendrons and cam

ellias flower at every 
turn of the grassy paths and this m

aster 
plantsm

an can tell you a tale about any one of 
them

. In the 52 years that he has been assem
bling 

his unrivalled collection of woody plants, M
aurice has travelled 

widely on plant-hunting expeditions to rem
ote areas of western 

China, northern Pakistan, Bhutan, M
ongolia, Japan, Tasm

ania and 
Aotearoa New Zealand, and m

any details of these trips are fresh in  
his m

ind as he describes the provenance of particular specim
ens. 

W
hite H

ouse Farm
 lies east of Sevenoaks, on a broad ridge about 

150 m
etres above sea level. “W

ind is the enem
y of woody plants,” 

says M
aurice. “So one of the first things I did was to put in a shelter 

belt. I’m
 fond of saying that there is nothing between us and the Urals 

except for M
argate Pier and a few telegraph poles, and they’re not 

very good protection.” From
 its unassum

ing driveway, there is little 
indication of the horticultural treasures that lie beyond. 

M
aurice and his second wife Rosem

ary bought a house and 
five acres of land in 1972 and began transform

ing what was 
basically a derelict nut wood into a woodland garden. H

e started 
with a pick and shovel, plus a winch to pull out old tree stum

ps. 
“Th

ere was nothing here. Everything you see I have personally 
planted,” he says. Centuries ago there was ragstone quarrying 
here, hence the uneven ground, but M

aurice has turned this to 

his advantage by m
atching plants to places, seeking out particular 

niches where each new shrub, tree or perennial can flourish.  
“I hate to see a plant suffering so I will always strive to give it  
what it needs. W

e are lucky as our basic soil is a well-drained,  
nice, m

edium
 loam

 with pockets of clay and som
e seam

s of 
greensand. It’s already fertile but we also m

ulch constantly  
to feed the soil and contain m

oisture.”
D

espite the challenges, including honey fungus, perennial 
weeds, rabbits and deer, M

aurice has never let adversity dent  
his enthusiasm

 for long. “After the storm
 of 1987, when 32 trees 

cam
e down, I was in tears, but Rosem

ary said, ‘You m
ust treat it  

as an opportunity’, and of course, she was right.”
M

aurice retired in the early 1990s, aged 58, from
 a career in 

business publishing to devote him
self full tim

e to his garden and, 
having run out of space for his burgeoning collections, he then 
bought seven acres to create an arboretum

, and a further two-
and-a-half acres of wood in 2010. W

hite H
ouse Farm

 has becom
e 

a m
ost precious resource, sought out by students and academ

ics  
for study days, so his daughter Clare has recently set up the  
W

hite H
ouse Farm

 Arboretum
 Foundation to secure its future. 

“W
e are very fortunate to have wonderful trustees: Chris 

Sanders VM
H

, Jack Aldridge, Chris Lane VM
H

, Rod W
hite – all 

expert plantsm
en them

selves – who take a very active hands-on 
interest in it,” says M

aurice. “Clare is m
asterm

inding the whole 
thing and will take it forward. She’s fantastic. She organises 
enthusiastic parties of volunteers to tackle the weeds. I’m

 so 
To continue, turn to page 84

Lining the w
inding paths of the garden, 

vigorous, upright M
agnolia ‘A

pollo’ has 
large, star-shaped flow

ers that blend 
perfectly w

ith R
hododendron 

m
ultiflorum

 and a pink cam
ellia.

M
aurice Foster w

ith an as yet unnam
ed 

hydrangea cross –
 betw

een H
ydrangea 

aspera ‘R
osem

ary Foster’ (nam
ed for  

his late w
ife) and H

. aspera H
ot 

C
hocolate (=

 ‘H
aopr0

12’).
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M
aurice’s 8 key plants

1 R
hododendron sm

irnow
ii A

 good and extrem
ely hardy 

species that deserves to be m
ore w

idely grow
n. B

est in  

part shade, it has rose-purple flow
ers and handsom

e 

evergreen foliage. 1m
 x 1.5m

. U
S

D
A

 5a-8b
†.

2 M
agnolia H

oney Tulip (=
 ‘Jurm

ag5’) A
 new

 M
ark Jury 

introduction from
 N

ew
 Zealand, this form

s a sm
all tree w

ith 

am
ber-yellow

 flow
ers that form

 before the leaves. G
row

s best 

in a sheltered spot in full sun to part shade. 4m
 x 3m

. R
H

S
 H

5.

3 C
orylopsis sinensis A

 favourite from
 C

hina, w
ith dangling 

racem
es of pale-yellow

 flow
ers that sm

ell of cow
slips.  

Perfect for a sm
all garden. Incredibly floriferous and fragrant. 

3.5m
 x 4m

. AG
M

. R
H

S
 H

5, U
S

D
A

 6a-8b.

4
 V

iburnum
 sym

podiale A
 desirable shrub w

ith deeply veined, 

dark-purple leaves and pure-w
hite lacecap flow

ers that appear 

in early A
pril. A

 com
paratively new

 discovery from
 the late 

Edw
ard N

eedham
’s collection at Tregye, C

ornw
all. 3m

 x 3m
.

5 Illicium
 sim

onsii A
 rare, m

edium
-sized shrub or sm

all 

tree, w
ith long-lasting, fragrant, pale-yellow

 flow
ers and 

glossy evergreen leaves. 5m
 x 2m

. R
H

S
 H

4, U
S

D
A

 7a-10
b.

6
 C

am
ellia x w

illiam
sii ‘M

ary P
hoebe Taylor’ A

 vigorous 

shrub w
ith an open, upright habit. Its large, rose-pink 

flow
ers have a loose peony form

. C
an be trained against  

a w
all. 3m

 x 3m
. R

H
S

 H
5, U

S
D

A
 7a-9b.

7 M
agnolia x soulangeana ‘Lom

bardy R
ose’ T

his is 

com
m

only know
n as the tulip m

agnolia, because of its 

tulip- or goblet-shaped, rose-pink flow
ers. N

eeds shelter 

from
 strong w

inds. 6m
 x 6m

. R
H

S
 H

6, U
S

D
A

 4a-9b.

8
 M

elliodendron xylocarpum
 A

 lovely, m
uch talked about, 

C
hinese tree that does best in sem

i-shade. Its large, 

lantern-like flow
ers com

e early, just as the leaves em
erge, 

and vary from
 w

hite through to pink. 6m
 x 4.5m

. R
H

S
 H

4.

*H
olds an A

w
ard of G

arden M
erit from

 the  
R

oyal H
orticultural S

ociety. 
†H

ardiness ratings given w
here available.
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grateful to her – and them
. I learn a lot m

yself from
 having 

groups here to visit. It’s stim
ulating.”

Am
ong the 7,000 woody plants M

aurice has on his database, 
he has 71 Cham

pion trees (which are the largest of their kind in 
Britain and Ireland), a staggering 250 different m

agnolias, 150 
cam

ellias and over 250 rhododendrons. Japanese acers, sorbus, 
carpinus species and hydrangeas are favourites too, then there are 
philadelphus, deutzias, roses…

 the list goes on. 
M

aurice favours what he describes as “the close boskage 
system

” where plants are near enough together to support each 
other but not so close as to suppress their individual personalities. 
W

hen choosing woody plants for a garden, he recom
m

ends the 
‘Five Fs’ rule. “You’re looking to score on flower, foliage, fruit, 
form

 and fragrance and if som
ething doesn’t m

easure up on at 
least two of those, then grow a rose up it.” 

W
hile the garden itself has been planted for colour and effect, the 

arboretum
 and wood feature rare and exotic specim

ens, 95 per cent 
of which are wild-collected specim

ens – either by M
aurice him

self 
or by other plant hunters and institutions – and via seed and plant 
exchange schem

es. M
aurice is a past m

aster at propagation (“I could 
not have run this place without learning to propagate,” he says), and is 
very well connected. H

e is an honorary m
em

ber of the RH
S W

oody 
Plant Com

m
ittee, a trustee of the Tree Register of the U

K and Ireland, 
form

er chairm
an of the Rhododendron, Cam

ellia and M
agnolia 

Group and a life m
em

ber of the M
agnolia Society and International 

D
endrology Society. H

e was awarded the RH
S Victoria M

edal of 
H

onour in 2011 for services to British horticulture.
O

ne of the great advantages of this living database is that it 
has becom

e an incredible resource for anyone who is studying 
horticulture, as a wealth of unusual wild species can be exam

ined 
together in one location and then com

pared with the m
any 

cultivars that M
aurice and others have bred from

 them
. M

aurice’s 
appetite for plant breeding and propagating has never waned. In 
particular he has been breeding hydrangeas for the past 20 years 
and has recently published a book Th

e Hydrangea: A Reappraisal 
(Th

e Crowood Press, £30). H
e always strives to have offspring from

 
his plants to share with interested parties who visit and recognises 
how im

portant it is to dissem
inate the inform

ation he has gathered. 
“W

hen I started out with all this, m
y children thought I was quite 

m
ad,” he says, sm

iling. “Th
en I graduated to ‘m

ildly eccentric’, and 
now, they can see that m

y collection does have m
erit and, indeed, 

that it gives a great deal of pleasure to other people.” ■
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A

ddress W
hite H

ouse Farm
 A

rboretum
 Foundation, Ivy H

atch,  
Kent TN

15 0
N

N
. W

eb w
hitehousefarm

gardenandarboretum
.com

O
pen B

y prior arrangem
ent, for guided group tours of ten to 30

 people, 
W

ednesday –
 Saturday. See w

ebsite for details. 
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A
longside a w

inding path, the planting 
is dom

inated by w
hite M

agnolia x 
loebneri ‘M

errill’ and pink M
. ‘A

pollo’. 
B

oth have fragrant flow
ers.

M
aurice’s birch grove in the garden is 

planted w
ith w

ild-collected species of B
etula 

utilis subsp. albosinensis and B
etula utilis, 

including a C
ham

pion B
. utilis ‘B

uddha’.

This m
ature, pink M

agnolia x soulangeana 
‘P

icture’ is now
 4

0
 years old. In front is 

C
am

ellia japonica ‘Lady Vansittart’, w
hich 

has flow
ers often speckled w

ith pink or red.
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W
hen I started, m

y children thought I was quite m
ad. I graduated to 

‘m
ildly eccentric’, and now they see m

y collection has m
erit 


