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It’s never too late to become less dictatorial and 

more open-minded about weeds, even in the 

well-ordered gardens of Oxford university

House    Home 

Warren suggests giving it a support 
to climb and containing its roots 
with a barrier as you would mint 
or bamboo. 

Since I no longer use glyphosate 
weedkiller, I had no hope of eradicating 
either alkanet or bindweed but I do 
want to maintain a balance. I am 
encouraging signature wild flowers in 
my Oxford garden — nettle-leaved 
bellflower, greater celandine, creeping 
comfrey and red campion. 

Rees-Warren commends me for an 
“open mind” when it comes to the 
garden. “Those species listed are 
stunning indigenous wild flowers that 
are routinely ‘weeded’ out at the 
juvenile stage with little thought to the 
beauty and pleasure they will bring — 
let alone the benefit to wildlife.” 

I feel heartened. My changing 
attitude towards our indigenous plant 
flora has coincided with a desire to 
create a more naturalistic feel. Rather 
than large blocks flowering in relay, I 
have been lifting whole clumps of over-

exuberant herbaceous plants such as 
goldenrod, asters and hardy 
geraniums, dividing them into pieces, 
replanting a proportion to form a 
haphazard tapestry and composting 
the rest. 

This is my take on matrix planting, 
which blurs the line between wild and 
cultivated. Relaxing my attitude to 
wild flowers will only enhance this 
effect. Rees-Warren agrees: “If you look 
at a hedgerow or meadow, you don’t 
see blocks or Jekyll drifts but random 
freckles of species.” 

Gareth Richards also offers useful 
advice in his book RHS Weeds: The 
Beauty and Uses of 50 Vagabond Plants. 
“Often the only crime a plant has 
committed is growing too well,” he 
remarks. “Weeds are much more a 
perception than a definition.” In the 
ongoing dialogue with my garden, I am 
becoming less dictatorial. I want it to 
be busy and full of surprises. There is 
ample room for a few vagabonds. 

Follow Jim on Instagram @hortijamie

Robin Lane Fox returns next week

My visit to the free-spirited Corpus 
gardens left me feeling that Leake, at 
75, and 42 years into his deployment, 
was ahead of his time. I begin to 
question whether the term “weed” is 
helpful and turned to a copy of a new 
book, The Ecological Gardener by Matt 
Rees-Warren. The author laments that 
weeding has “become a byword for 
neatness and order when it should be 
about selectiveness and restraint”. 

He goes on to argue that “all 
indigenous plants are wild flowers and 
all non-native invasive introductions 
are weeds”. He notes that traditionally 
the non-native lady’s mantle 
(Alchemilla mollis) has been readily 
planted and encouraged by gardeners 
whereas our indigenous daisy (Bellis 
perennis) has been viewed as an 
invasive weed and removed.

I reflect on what I have already 
removed from the sub-deanery garden. 
The cousin of forget-me-not, green 
alkanet has been in my sights since we 
moved in. It attempted to win me over 
with its beguiling blue flowers back in 
May but its frightening vigour and 
coarse hispid leaves failed to impress. 

I have removed wheelbarrows full of it 
with as much of the deep chunky roots 
as I could excavate. I also spent 
considerable time dismantling a 
rockery and digging out a huge tangle 
of hedge bindweed roots before making 
a new gravel garden. 

I confess to Rees-Warren via email. 
“Attacking green alkanet, as an 
introduced species, makes sense as it 
will outcompete native varieties,” he 
explains. “Bindweed is the hardest of 
all wild flowers for gardeners to love, 
but I like to give it a place away from 
perennial borders rather than 
eradicating it completely.” Rees-

Wild flower 
— or weed? 

A year into reshaping an 
established and rather 
overgrown garden, I have 
an important decision to 
make. How much do 

I want to control the flora within it?
Thanks to my partner being the 

subdean of Christ Church College, I live 
within the grounds of perhaps the 
grandest Oxford college, where the 
more public garden areas are expertly 
managed by head gardener John James. 
I regularly enjoy a stroll around the 
Masters’ Garden, a rectilinear space 
with a large monoculture of grass 
surrounded by four borders. 
The path between lawn 
and bed offers a crisp 
boundary and walking 
it is a masterclass in 
combining garden 
plants for different 
aspects with scarcely a 
weed to be found.

Nip up some steps and 
through a gateway atop 
the south-facing boundary 
wall and you find yourself in a 
different world. This is Corpus Christi 
College, where the gardens are 
managed by David Leake, who cuts 
Mother Nature considerably more 
slack. I had trouble tracking him down. 

“He doesn’t do email or have a 
mobile,” I am told several times. 
I finally find him sat on a bench, on a 
mild November day, about to tuck into  
a fine college lunch, and sporting his 
trademark long grey hair and beard. 
He is keen to show me around the 
largest space within this compact 
institution, the College Garden. 

The early 18th-century neoclassical 
Fellows’ Building overlooks the space 
and it is flanked by a long border that is 
a study in calculated neglect. Under 
wall-trained specimens of bottlebrush, 
strawberry tree, winter jasmine and a 
sprawling wisteria is a host of purple 
toadflax. They still display their slim 
spikes of little “snapdragons”. 

Alongside them are low rosettes of 
foxglove plants that will form a similar 

though chunkier silhouette next 
Trinity term. Wild marjoram jostles 
with ox-eye daisies. The border 
planting encroaches halfway across 
a hoggin path and the exuberance 
would no doubt be repeated on the 
southern side of the walkway if it were 
not mown and kept as a lawn for 
entertaining, tutorials and many a 
summer croquet match. 

The far side of the lawn is kept uncut 
for the first half of each year to allow 
the buttercups and cow parsley to 
flower in summer. It merges into a 

wild-flower border where, among 
poppies, evening primrose 

and feverfew, a clump of 
rosebay willow herb 

stands proud. Leake 
admits he perennially 
checks its vegetative 
spread by digging 
some of the rhizomes 

out. It proliferates by 
fluffy windblown seed 

too, around 80,000 per 
plant. The last few are 

parachuting down on to the 
ordered beds of Christ Church and 
I feel conflicted.

It is fairly customary for the 
peripheral areas of gardens to have a 
looser, wilder feel but I was expecting 
Leake’s laissez-faire attitude to have 
been reined in by college officials in the 
main quadrangle at Corpus. Not a bit! 
The Front Quad is a paved area with 
borders of exotics such as Salvia 
involucrata Bethellii and Euphorbia 
mellifera, cosy in the microclimate 
within the college buildings. 

At ground level, every crack and 
crevice has been inhabited. I spot 
teasel, feverfew, verbascums, common 
mallow, greater celandine and valerian. 
The footfall of students acts as a natural 
control, much as grazing animals would 
in a wild ecosystem. During last year’s 
lockdown, when life at the college had 
slowed to near standstill, the interstitial 
community of plants flourished giving 
the effect of a meadow from the 
overlooking library and hall.

(Above) The Corpus Christi College 
garden, Oxford, managed by 
David Leake (left), with its border 
that is ‘a study in calculated neglect’; 
(right) purple toadflax  Harry Lawlor
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‘Stunning indigenous wild 
flowers are ‘weeded’ out 
with little thought to the 
pleasure they will bring’


