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Open season
This year the National Gardens Scheme 

celebrates 90 years of opening private gardens 
for charity. Although there will be celebrations 

throughout the season it will be marked this 
month with a special anniversary weekend as 

Leigh CLapp reveals

THIS year we celebrate an impressive 90 
years of the National Gardens Scheme (NGS)
opening private gardens across England and 
Wales. The scheme began on 28 May 1927 
when Hatfield House in Hertfordshire opened 
to anyone willing to pay the one shilling 
admission (five pence in today’s currency). 
This was the first garden to open on behalf 
of what we now call the National Gardens 
Scheme, which was established by the Queen’s 
Nursing Institute as a way to contribute to 
a memorial fund they had set up in aid of 
their patron, Queen Alexandra, following 
her death in 1925. The fund would pay for 
training and also support retired nurses. 

Since 1927 more than £45m has been 
raised for nursing charities. The NGS is the 
largest charitable funder for Macmillan 
Cancer Support, donating more than £16m 
since 1984. All over the country there are 
many thousands of garden owners who open 
their gates to visitors through the National 
Gardens Scheme. In the 1970s entrance 
fees increased from one shilling to more 
realistic and useful levels, thus raising more 
significant donations. Most of the 4,000 
gardens are privately owned and more 
than half a million people visited them last 
year, raising more than £2m for nursing, 
gardening and other charitable causes. 

You don’t have to drive very far to find an 
open garden. There are more than 140 in 
Sussex, including two of the original 1927 
openers: Borde Hill and Herstmonceux Castle. 
Last year garden visiting in Sussex raised more 
than £270,000 for nursing charities, including 
Hospice UK, Perennial and Marie Curie. 
A visit to an NGS garden is great value for 
money – a chance to enjoy wonderful gardens, 
have a homemade tea, buy some plants all in 
the knowledge that the donation you have 
made through the entrance fee or purchases, 
goes to charity. So be part of the special 90th 
anniversary weekend over the spring bank 
holiday, Saturday 27 to Monday 29 May, by 
visiting a garden near you on one of the days.

Here is a selection of some of the gardens 
open on the 90th anniversary weekend.

BORDE HILL, 
Haywards Heath, RH16 1XP
Home to Andrewjohn Stephenson Clarke 
and his wife Eleni, this is a glorious garden 
to visit throughout the season, with parkland 
and cultivated areas, stocked with mature 
specimens from the plant-hunting traditions 
of the Victorian era. There are different areas 
to explore, including the formal Italian garden 
and the sub-tropical dell. Visitors admire the 
award-winning collections of rhododendrons, 
azaleas, magnolias and camellias and of 
course the renowned display of 500 David 
Austin roses, framed with lavender and box. 
“Borde Hill is one of the original gardens 
joining the NGS in 1927,” says Eleni. “Join us 
as we celebrate this special 90-year association 
on Saturday 27 May. You are even invited to 
come in 1920s dress and Little Ritz Vintage tea 
will be serving refreshments in the garden.” 
Opening times
Daily April to October
NGS 90th celebration on Saturday 27 May
Admission £9.02, children £6.05,  
under-threes free
www.bordehill.co.uk

HERSTMONCEUX CASTLE,
Herstmonceux, BN27 1RN
The atmospheric 15th century brick 
castle is encircled by a moat and set in 
parkland and Elizabethan gardens. 
Open to the public through the season it 
is opening for the NGS on the Saturday 
of the anniversary weekend. 
“As one of the original openers we are 
going to do some special garden tours, 
display some of the history of the garden 
since 1927 and have extra plant sales,” 
says Julie Ryan, enterprise director. 
Among the garden highlights are 
the rhododendron, rose and herb 
gardens as well as woodland trails.

Watery vistas at 
Sedgwick Park House

The 2017 NGS handbook covers 
gardens across the country that 

open for charity
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District Nursing was 
supported by Florence 
Nightingale and Queen 
Victoria and became a 
national voluntary 
organisation before 
becoming the Queen’s 
Nursing Institute in 1928

The idea of opening gardens 
to raise funds for nurses 
originated from Miss Elsie 
Wagg in 1926, and was 

considered quite radical for 
the times. Tradition has it that 
she said “we have all these 
beautiful gardens in this 
country and hardly anyone 
sees them except the owners 
and their friends – why don’t 
we ask some of them to open 
next year for our appeal?”

In 1980 The National Gardens 
Scheme Charitable Trust was 
established as an 

independent charity

The patron of the National 
Gardens Scheme is HRH The 
Prince of Wales and the 
president is Mary Berry

In 2015 The Yellow Book was 
renamed Gardens to Visit

2017 sees the launch of a new 
look to the Garden Visitor’s 
Handbook and signage

Opening times
Daily March to 29 October
For NGS: Saturday 27 May (10am-6pm)
Admission £6, children £3
www.ngs.org.uk
www.herstmonceux-castle.com

SEDGWICK PARK HOUSE, 
Horsham, RH13 6QQ
John and Clare Davison open their home 
and garden to a variety of community 
projects and charitable organisations, 
including the National Gardens Scheme, 
throughout the summer. The historically 
important Italianate garden was designed 
by Harold Peto and features 20 interlinking 
ponds that make up the impressive water 
garden known as The White Sea. There are 
herbaceous borders, a vegetable garden and 
large stone terraces look out to what has 
been described as one of the finest views of 
the South Downs and Chanctonbury Ring. 

On display will be some historical images of 
the garden. Clare’s cakes are delicious and 
there’s a plant stall with home-grown plants.
Opening times
For NGS: Sunday 28 May (1pm-5pm), 
Wednesday 31 May (2pm-6.30pm)
Admission £5, children free, homemade teas
Visits also by arrangement May to September
www.ngs.org.uk

STONEHEALED FARM, 
Streat, BN6 8SA
One-and-a-half acre garden around a 17th 
century house. Designed to be enjoyed for al 
fresco dining and relaxing, with wonderful 
informal and more structural planting 
displays. Creatively designed by Fiona and 
Lance Smith, there is much to see, including 
seasonal containers; a tree platform seating 
area; a serpentine wooden bridge over the 
pond; raised vegetable beds; hot and cool-
themed borders with dramatic late summer 
colour from grasses and perennials; and a 
hand-carved stepping stone ‘family path’.
Opening times
For NGS: Sundays 21 and 28 May (2pm-5.30pm)
Admission £5, children free, home-made teas
Visits also by arrangement April 
to September groups 10+
www.ngs.org.uk

GREAT LYWOOD FARMHOUSE,
Ardingly, RH17 6SW
Terraced levels stretch out from the attractive 
17th century Sussex farmhouse, with rolling 
lawns edged in flowing mixed borders and 
tranquil grass walks. White wisteria drapes 
over pergolas, while roses, peonies and groups 
of alliums draw the eye. A walled kitchen 
garden and orchard brim with produce and 
the whole garden has a lovely, welcoming vibe 
for strolling and relaxing in with seats dotted 
throughout from which to take in the vistas.
Opening times
For NGS: Monday 29 May, Friday 
2, Sunday 4 June (2pm-6pm)
Admission £5, children free
www.ngs.org.uk
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Plant of the month
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Action plan
for May

GARDENS
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Aquilegia, columbine

• Dainty and decorative 
• Charming, old-fashioned  
cottage favourite 
• Range of colours 
• Hardy perennial 
• Bee-attracting nectar 
• Self-seeding
 
Growing notes 
• Fertile, moist well-drained soil
• Sun or part shade 
• Plant in late summer for flowers 
the following spring 
• Propagate by seed sown in 
spring, late summer or autumn 
• Great companion plants with 
late tulips and alliums 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 DIVIDE AND CONQUER 

Divide herbaceous overgrown 
perennials or ones that you want to 
propagate. Many perennials may benefit 
from the Chelsea chop including 
rudbeckia, sedum and helenium, to 
make sturdier plants that will flower 
slightly later. Divide hostas as they come 
into growth. Lift spring bedding and 
plant summer containers and bedding, 
such as begonias, petunias, 
pelargoniums and antirrhinum. 

WATERWISE 

Wherever possible collect rainwater in 
containers such as a water butt or 
recycle grey water. Rainwater is better 
for your plants as it’s free from hard 
water elements and is the correct pH for 
the majority of plants. Don’t use stored 
rainwater with seeds or seedlings in case 
it carries disease. Check containers and 
hanging baskets regularly as they dry 
out more quickly. The RHS urges 
gardeners to make economical  
use of water.

HOME GROWN 

Even the tiniest space can include 
productive plants, either in dedicated 
raised beds, containers or amongst 
your flower beds. Planting 
decoratively in patterns, and 
companion planting with flowers can 
look very attractive. This may sound 
obvious, but grow what you love to 
eat! Make a list of your favourite 
edibles to eat raw or use in cooking, 
including herbs. Consider things that 
are more expensive to buy, such as 
leeks, lettuce and herbs. Plan to eat 
seasonally from your garden. Crops 
to plant out this month include 
French beans, cucumbers, endive, 
lettuce, pumpkins, summer 
cabbages and courgettes.

SOMETHING EXTRA 

Please allow a 
little self-
indulgence – I 
have a new book 
out. It combines 
fresh seasonal 
cookery and 
gardening, with 
delicious recipes 
and productive 
gardening tips from author Hattie Klotz 
who grew up at Pashley Manor in 
Ticehurst. From the Garden by Hattie 
Klotz, with photography by Leigh Clapp, 
is published by New Holland Publishers 
at £19.99, hardback, and available at 
Pashley Manor, all good bookshops or 
by calling 01206 255777 and quoting 
FTG2 to purchase a copy at the special 
price of £17.99 including free postage.  
www.newhollandpublishers.com


