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JAMES WONG
Wong is a Kew-trained botanist and 
tele vision presenter. His second 
 Chelsea garden, for Tourism  
Malaysia, showcases lush  tropical 
plants in a modern  Malaysian 
 courtyard, with carnivorous 
pitcher plants and orchids and hard 
 landscaping in white limestone.
What are the big trends to watch 
for this year?  
 Living walls are de rigueur, but 
we’re not having one to be in 
 fashion – we’re using it because 
in Malaysia, if you don’t regularly 
paint your fence, it will soon turn 
into a living wall.
How can visitors take home the 
Chelsea look? 
Show gardens have to look good 
for only a week a year, so rather 
than wholesale   copying, I would 
advise taking away ideas of colour 
 combinations, textures and how 
plants work together. 
Most desirable plant this year?
We have these amazing strangler 
figs – Ficus microcarpa var nitida 
(pictured far right). You often see 
it grown as a ginseng bonsai in the 
UK, and it will grow quite happily 
on your windowsill.
Can you garden without designing, 
or design without being a gardener?
You can’t garden without designing: 
the very act of putting plants in 

a plot makes you a designer. You can 
probably design gardens without 
 being a gardener, but gardening 
should be about a love of plants.
What’s your own garden like?
When I was growing up in Singapore 
and Malaysia, all I wanted to do was 
create an English cottage garden. 
Moving to the UK, I discovered 
how great tropical plants are. 
My garden is very Malaysian. 
Almost all the plants have uses, 
either  edible or medicinal. I love 
 Gardenia jasminoides ‘Kleim’s 
Hardy’ – it’s a hardy evergreen with 
single flowers. 
What should we be doing in our 
 gardens now?
Just get out there and  enjoy it. So 
many people get put off because 
they think it’s all about work.
Top Chelsea survival tip?
Wear comfortable shoes, 
take a  bottle of water and have 
 regular breaks. Go for the full day, 
if you can. 
Allotment or potager?
Potager. People draw a line between 
beautiful gardens and functional 
allotments. A potager allows you 
to feel there’s no rigid distinction 
 between ornamental and practical. 
Should the RHS lift its ban on 
gnomes at Chelsea?
I think there’s potentially a way to 
do gnomes in a cool, creative way, 
but no one’s done it yet.

‘ You can’t 
garden 
without 
designing: 
the act  
of putting 
plants in  
a plot 
makes you  
a designer’
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 Jane Perrone grills Chelsea’s top 
designers on their show gardens  
and the big trends emerging from  
the world’s most famous �ower show. 
Portraits by David Yeo



TOM STUART-SMITH

The multi-Chelsea gold medal-
winning  designer’s garden for 
Laurent-Perrier centres around 
a copper pavilion overlooking 
a pool. A grove of the coppery-
barked Betula nigra, hedges of 
cloud-pruned box and spring 
woodland plants complete the 
naturalistic look. 
What are the big trends to watch 
for this year? 
Long-term trends such as sustain-
ability and greater naturalism.
How can visitors take home the 
Chelsea look?
The point of the garden I’m  making 
is everything can be reused – 
the pavilion is going to another 
garden afterwards. 
Most desirable plant this year?
 Cenolophium denudatum (pictured, 
below right): it’s like a very 
sophisticated cow parsley, with 
beautiful, glossy leaves, and it’s 
truly perennial. 

Can you garden without designing, 
or design without being a gardener?
I think you can garden without 
designing, but I’ve never tried it. 
Some gardeners are collectors – for 
them it’s all about growing things, 
whether cabbages or prize auriculas. 
And you can design without being 
a gardener – Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe 
wasn’t a qualified gardener, and 
he was one of the greatest designers 
of the 20th century.  
What’s your own garden like?
It’s very different from those I make 
for other people. It’s a personal 
 expression about that  particular 
place, a pretty, green country garden. 
What should we be doing in our 
 gardens now?
Most of us will be weeding franti-
cally. I love weeding – it’s the most 
 pleasurable activity in the garden. 
And probably planting out some 
of the annuals and half-hardies – 
 dahlias, nicotiana and sweet peas. 
Top Chelsea survival tip?
Take a hip flask of whisky.

planted with masses of lupins; the 
plants did the designing. 
What’s your own garden like?
Rural, exposed, idyllic, too many 
plants, nice productive plot and in 
a constant state of redesign. 
What should we be doing in our 
 gardens now?
Plant out courgettes and  runner 
beans, drench the veg plot with 
diluted liquid seaweed, thin apple 
and pear blossom for a better yield. 
In borders, tall plants like Rudbeckia 
laciniata ‘Herbstsonne’ can benefit 
from the ‘Chelsea chop’ (see page 77). 
Top Chelsea survival tip?
Don’t wear rucksacks or carry large 
bags, bring water and snacks, have 
loose change for plant catalogues, 
and comfortable shoes are a must. 
Allotment or potager?
Potager. It’s prettier (although I’d 
love an allotment to grow carrots 
and root crops, because these don’t 
fare too well on my heavy clay soil). 
Should the RHS lift its ban on 
gnomes at Chelsea?
Remind me of their purpose again?

ROBERT MYERS

After winning the RHS People’s 
Choice Award for his Chelsea 
 garden in 2009, the four-time gold 
medal winner’s effort this year is 
a  contemporary roof garden for 
 Cancer Research UK. It features 
a timber cloister, a shady woodland 
grove and a winding granite path.  

‘ Gnomes? 
Remind  
me of their 
purpose 
again?’
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Allotment or potager?
Definitely allotment.
Should the RHS lift its ban on 
gnomes at Chelsea?
Yes. It’s pointless having bans on 
things as a matter of taste rather 
than morality or decency.

PHILIPPA PEARSON

For her first appearance at Chelsea, 
Philippa Pearson has created the 
Victorian Aviary Garden featuring 
jewel-like planting of perennials and 
grasses, a mosaic pebble path that 
carries a peacock  design and an 
ornate aviary that is both an outdoor 
room and centrepiece.
What are the big trends to watch 
for this year?
A move towards blending traditional 
English garden features and styles 
with contemporary details such as 
 colourful modern planting 
How can visitors take home the 
Chelsea look?
Look at planting combinations, jot 
down plant names and take photos, 
then try these in a border. 
Most desirable plant this year?
The voluptuous Paeonia lactiflora 
‘Sarah Bernhardt’ – it’s time for 
some glamour in borders. 
Can you garden without designing, 
or design without being a gardener?
Absolutely, although it helps to 
know a little bit about plants and 
their requirements. One of the 
cutest gardens I’ve seen was just G
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What are the big trends to watch 
for this year?
I sense a growing interest in combin-
ing strong architectural structure 
with naturalistic planting, blurring 
the distinctions between interior 
and exterior, wild and cultivated. 
How can visitors take home the 
Chelsea look?
By taking note of the details: new 
plants,  unusual or successful plant 
combinations, or ingenious ways 
of using materials and water.
Most desirable plant this year?
The orchid foxglove, Digitalis 
 ‘Saltwood Summer’, is a wonderful, 
tall plant with star-like flowers that 
would light up a woodland garden.
Can you garden without designing, 
or design without being a gardener?
All gardening involves an element of 
design. It is possible to design with-
out being a true gardener, and some-
times getting too involved too soon 
with the horticultural detail can make 
it harder to see the bigger picture.
What’s your own garden like?
We have about an acre in Hereford-
shire, but as an elderly relative 
once observed, it is not a good 

 advertisement for my profession. 
I am married to a landscape 
 designer, and we have many designs 
languishing in drawers, but have 
never found the time to implement 
them. We clutter it with lots of bits 
of past Chelsea gardens that I can’t 
quite bear to part with.
What should we be doing in our 
 gardens now?
Tradition says you should carry out 
the Chelsea chop, and cut back peren-
nials to encourage bushier plants. 
Top Chelsea survival tip?
Get to the showground as early 
as possible to avoid the crowds, 
or go later – the gardens can look 
magnificent in the evening light.
Allotment or potager? 
I like to think of myself as a potager 
sort of person, but the reality is 
somewhat different… 
Should the RHS lift its ban on 
gnomes at Chelsea?
It seems a little arbitrary to ban 
them. Why single out gnomes, and 
not ban elves, trolls and goblins, 
which would arguably be much 
more troublesome creatures to have 
running around a flower show? 

What are you up to in the garden this week? 
Share your photos and ask for expert advice 
at  guardian.co.uk/gardening-blog 

ANDY STURGEON

After a run of four golds, Andy 
 Sturgeon took a year off from  Chelsea 
in 2009, but returns this year 
with the Daily Telegraph garden. 
His  contemporary gravel garden 
 intersected with steel screens is 
inspired by the sparse environment 
of Mediterranean shrubland and the 
chaparral of California and Mexico.
What are the big trends to watch 
for this year?
Despite the abysmal winter, there 
will be a lot of exotic planting.
How can visitors take home the 
Chelsea look?
With small things – maybe plant 
combinations, materials, colours 
and finishes. The thing that  typically 
unites Chelsea gardens is repetition: 
the same plants repeated, the same 
colours picked up in leaves, flowers, 
stone, furniture, etc. This is what 
gives them such a  distinctive look 
and makes them appear “designed”.
Most desirable plant this year?
Bupleurum longifolium ‘Bronze’.
What’s your own garden like?
Quite lived in. It’s long and thin, 

divided into different areas linked in 
the centre by a jungly woodland with 
a curvaceous boardwalk. My young 
dog and I have rather different ideas 
about garden maintenance, though.
What should we be doing in our 
 gardens now?
A final sort out. Filling a few gaps, 
maybe even moving a final few 
plants around before enjoying the 
garden through the summer.
Top Chelsea survival tip?
Go late afternoon/early evening 
 because the crowds thin out then.
Allotment or potager?
Potager. How does anyone have 
time for an allotment?
Should the RHS lift its ban on 
gnomes at Chelsea?
No. One has to draw a line 

Follow all the latest news from the 
Chelsea flower show next week at 
guardian.co.uk/gardening-blog
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