GARDEN CONTENTS

GARDENS ‘ RETAIL

Geoft Stonebanks demon As the trusted barcode nears
" strates how ablend of art, retirement, it's time to plan for
- A sculpture, and carefully chosen AL and embrace the opportunities

‘ plants can bring unique p " that QR codes will deliver for

{ character to any garden space, ) 7 ~ retail businesses everywhere,

Y E A ensuring it remains eye . St Als writes Alice Rackley.
- ; catching vear after vear. . .9’ e

ey v ; g - et 4 68 TIMBER TRENDS

' ' AL foh 58 DIGGING FOR The forces shaping the timber
B i = GOLD ‘ and packaging industry during

Helga Slater highlights the
garden centre gems, trends
and innovators that captured

the past vear are continuing
to challenge businesses.
John Dye provides his latest

€ : ’ . consumer hearts in the Product market report.
; é’v - 7 : of the Year 2025 awards.
70 GALLERY
(i . : (£ Y Foop P : 76 INDUSTRY
\ : . Philip Lymbery reflects on his : B ¥ PROFILES
’ # § “oy ) . career advocating for animal " el B.C
: » i . J e ¥ alr welfare and highlights the food | TN, 84 DIRECTORY
| 0, 7 > ) - . retail businesses, including ;
1"\ 29, : { A . ‘ garden centres, that are tackling
/ S 5 1 = . the widespread damage caused
& : y ' ; by environmentally harmful
agricultural practices.
%
r 'y

12 | 2025 | GARDEN & HARDWARE YEARBOOK |




GEOFF STONEBANKS

21 years after a carcer in senior management and retiving carly at 51, Geoff Stonebanks completely changed divection. Today, he's now a
well-established garden media writer and owner of multi award winning garden, Driftwood, on the south coast that raises thousands of
pounds for charity annually. Driftwood appeared on BBC Gardeners” \World last year. His weekly and monthly gardening features,
meanohile, can be found both online and in print, local and national. He writes about his own plot and provides casy to follow constructive
advice and guidance for others. Geoff s also a long-time garden opener and colunteer for the National Garden Scheme in Sussex.

Here he discusses how to create that ‘woi factor” through the use of both sculpture and plants.

id vou make any gardening

related resolutions for

20257 As part of my desire
to case the burden of opening my
garden to the public, by both
simplifving the lavout and reducing
its complexity of planting, I still
need to create the ‘wow factor’,
Visitors have been used to seeing
many varied containers, packed to
the gunnels with summer annuals,
creating vast canopies of colour.
These are no longer a mainstay of
the garden.
As part of my overall plan to
simplify the design, I'have drastically
reduced the number of containers
while still maintaining an interesting
structure and layout. Now; the
continued challenge is being able to
create interest from the use of
sculpture or garden art and to create
mini vistas or vignettes that catch
visitors’ eyes as they wander around
and are drawniin.
Indeed, a comment in a feature
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WOW FACTOR’
GARDENS

BY GEOFF STONEBANKS

GARDEN MEDIA WRITER

published in The Sunday Times
recently said: “For Stonebanks, the
anti-ageing redesign has worked
because his workload has drastically
shrunk-watering down to 50
minutes and hazards have
disappeared. It has opened up the
garden so the lush and varied
plantings and theatrical vignettes
are casier to appreciate!”

A fairly new addition that creates a
real impact is a five feet tall
stainless-steel fish, which takes
sravel garden
along with the large rusty anchor
and lobster pot with Crambe
Maritima growing through it.

centre stage in the

From the very onset, back in 2004,
when I'began work on the garden, 1
started to utilise rusty metal,
beginning with the three metal
arches that cross over the central
path and steps. For me, rusty metal
and a scaside garden are
synonymous. It blends in well with
the specimen palms and shrubs too

and the bank of railways sleepers
close to the house. Smaller picces,
like the metal hare, stand out
beautifully and add character.

I'm often asked by returning visitors
how I'renew and refresh my
gardening enthusiasm and maintain
the ‘wow factor’ cach new
gardening vear. If I'm being honest,

I don't find it too much of anissue.
Once my garden closes in the late
summer, 'm always thinking about
what small changes can be made

to help create a slightly different fecl
and impact to the space for visitors
the following vear. Sometimes it’s
small, cosmetic changes and other
times bigger projects, depending on
how my imagination runs riot.

The same rule of thumb would

be true for me, whether [ opened
the garden to others or not, because
it'simportant to me to have the
garden looking the best it can
possibly be for friends and family,

Or paving visitors.

Can youmake a big difference to the
garden for a relatively small outlay?
This is something I've alwavs been
keen to do. My garden is made up of
many small components - sculptural
picces that can be moved around,
new ideas, or creative themes to
transform a corner or vista. Try out
at a few reeyeling ideas that can
make a real difference.

If you are taking out an old fireplace,
wooden or metal, consider erecting
itas a set picee outdoors, perhaps
placed against a fence, then plant up
the grate and decorate with
succulents. You can use old

Alstromeirs Ir

‘WOW FACTOR' GARDENS

downpipes sections too, used as
planter.
Likewi
room chair, take the cushion section

above the mantle.

-, if vou have an old dining

out and replace with a container
and plant up with summer annuals
spilling over the side, it will look
wonderful on a balcony. patio or as
acentrepicee ina larger garden
display. Or you can usc it as a stand
for pots of succulents, as | did last
summer. Check out your local
recveling site and see if you can pick
one up.

Look out for old enamel kitchen
colanders, I've seen many for sale
onmy recent travels. They make

Coronilla Glauca
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GEOFF STONEBANKS

great outdoor planters for
suceulents as a centrepicee on a
garden table. Think twice before
discarding any old junk. I've an old
vintage typewriter, rusting on a
table, with small pots of succulents
arranged around it, which is much
commented on by visitors. Over
the vears I've gathered a small
collection of old wooden handled
garden tools and stuck small metal
birds on the handles as a cheap
picce of unique garden sculpture.
Youd be surprised how many
visitors comment on them, wishing
they had kept their old tools for a
similar project.

rd leaky old metal

Never dis

watering cans cither: you can
repurpose them as a feature

in amongst vour planting to

great cffect.

Other high-impact ideas may
require a bit more investment, such
as my two carved wooden
sculptures - a semilla pod and a tall,
narrow cone. That said, they are
long-lasting picces that create a

Corten steel pond and fountain

b i B0y,
»

dramatic focal point. A real
showstopper if vou can splash out
on one, is the use of corten stecl.
Mine makes a real statement as vou
enter the back garden.

Inaddition to the more substantial
picces, vou can acquire many
smaller, less expensive garden
decorations to brighten up your plot
too. A few in my garden that really
draw the eve and create a smaller,
more localised ‘wow factor” are four
beautiful glass fish on stakes, a court

jester’s head on a stake oversecing

proceedings or a pair of rusty mice
and a block of rusty cheese. The
options are endless.

Moving on now to the ‘wow factor’
with planting. Ina garden that is
brimming with plants and colour,
here are a few that work well for
me and stand out for longevity,

and interest.

The acanthus is a majestic plant,
commonly known as ‘bear’s
breeches’ - though I've never quite
understood why. Itis a bright green,
Icafy perennial, fully hardy and
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cvergreen in mild arcas and grows
to just over a metre tall and across.
They will grow in sun or shade, the
one pictured is in full sun in my
beach garden but it grows in part
shade too in the garden at the back.
It flowers more in the sun but the
leaves will look bigger and darker
and shinier in the shade. The tall
spikes of purple-hooded white
flowers appear in high summer
and look truly magnificent over
several months.

I remove the old flowers and
damaged leaves as it can look a bit
sad for itself throughout winter but
it recovers wonderfully well as soon

as the temperature rises in spring.
In terms of colour, I did sct out to
create a sea of mauve and vellow in
the beach garden so this fitted in
well with that palette.

Alsoin the beach garden,
augmenting that mauve and vellow
colouring is a wonderful shrub,
Coronilla glauca. It will light upa
sheltered position with an

abundance of lemon-yellow, pea

like blooms. Supposedly flowering

from December through to mid
spring, the sweetly scented blooms
make this a useful shrub for
bringing colour to those dull winter
days. The small blue-green foliage is
evergreen, providing a fine
backdrop for its fragrant display.
\ine is prone to flowering in the
summer too. This versatile shrub is
perfectly hardy in most UK
locations, but performs particularly
wellin a sheltered, sunny spot, even
in difficult coastal arcas like minc.
Its compact, rounded habit makes
itideal for borders and patio
containers. Alternatively, train it

as a wall shrub for a spectacular
upright display.

s Annabelle

Hydrangea arborescer
is a stunning, large flowered white
hydrangea, often producing football
sized flower over 107 in diameter.
The enormous, densely packed
heads of creamy-white flowers
appear from July to September
above pointed, dark green leaves.
Mine started life in a container but
it has been placed in the ground for
the last three years.

Unlike the better-known blue and
pink hydrangeas, Annabelle blooms
reliably every vear even after severe
pruning or intensely cold winters.
The huge, white “drumstick”

blooms will appear in profusion
without fail. I've had mine for six
vears and it has not let me down.
No logic here in colour it was
bought because I wanted it and
white will go with anvthing!

Some people plant “Annabelle’as a
hedge, since it can be cut back
severely in the winter for a tidy
effect. Deciduous and with an
upright growth habit, hvdrangea
Annabelle makes a gorgeous feature
for a partly shady border with
moist, well-drained soil. It will also
be happy in a roomy patio planter,
provided it is kept well fed and
watered in the growing scason.
The large flower heads can also

be cut for use ina vase, and are
suitable for dried

particularly
flower arrangements too.
Alstroemeria Indian Summer”is a
simply breathtaking plant for any
garden. Forget trving to blend into
vour colour palette and just go for it.
Its vibrant flowers, set against its
unique rich bronze foliage guarantee
success wherever you place it in
vour plot. I have two large clumps

of them. These hardy Peruvian

Lilies are compact with an upright
habit, ensuring that stems are still a
good length for cutting in you want
afew for avase indoors. Hove them
so much in the garden, I rarely cut

‘WOW FACTOR' GARDENS
for the house. The perfect perennial
for borders and patio planters where
it will flower continuously from
June to November and beyond in
my garden.

A final suggestion is Aloc striatula
which is native to the mountains of
South Af
hot dry; and winters very cold. It's

2, where summers are

therefore an incredibly hardy aloe,
which can be grown outside all year
round in most parts of the UK. It
has a sprawling, scrambling habit
and may even climb if given
support. Its fleshy leaves are striped
different shades of green.

I have two very large clumps in my
gravel garden at the back of the
house. Tjust fell in love with them
when [ irst came across them cight
or nine vears ago. \ perfect fit in
the garden amongst other greenery
in the plot. The big bonus in the
summer though are the tall,
dramatic flower spikes, not
dissimilar to those of kniphofia, and
it eventually forms a branching,
woody trunk. It's perfect for
growing ina dry, gravel garden,
where yvoudon't have to worry
about getting it through winter. |
was very wary at first and fleeced
them but now they are left to their

own devices and are perfect
They should be grown in free
draining soil in full sun. I deadhcad
the spent blooms at the end of the
summer and have cut both plants
back recently as they had really
grown. Never be afraid to be harsh
in cutting back as it soon recovers
for the next vear: In very cold
winters the foliage may shrivel but
it quickly puts on new growthin
spring.

\Whatever you choose to create
your garden’s ‘wow factor,
challenge the normand always
follow vour instincts.

www.driftwoodbysca.co.uk
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