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Nodding demurely among the forget-me-nots, Geum Herterton Primrose is an alluring cultivar raised at Herterton House, Northumberland
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Some like 1t hot

National Collection of Geum, Frittenden, Kent
Mark Griffiths explores a collection of boldly coloured rose-relations with
‘something of the herbal, the meadow and the hedgerow’ in their bearing

ITH commendable calm, Sue
Martin tells me that Geum
Dawn is ‘a good plant’ and
‘very vigorous’. I think it's
nothing less than sensational. From a tuft
of handsomely lobed leaves, it sends up slim
maroon stalks from April until September.
These bear semi-double flowers, which nod
demurely before lifting their heads to show
radiant faces. Broad and frilled, the petals
are soft yellow, tricked with peach.
It is indeed vigorous, and easy to grow.
But I know at once that Gewm Dawn
belongs to that select group of perennials
that sometimes suffer with me—so bewitch-
ing that I keep them hanging around
indoors, loath to commit them to the earth.
Dawn will sit on my desk in potted perfection,
hating each minute of my loving attention.
Dawn’s raiser, Sue Martin, began garden-
ing in childhood, learning from her mother
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and grandmother. In the 1980s, she became
fascinated by perennials, joining the Kent
Group of the Hardy Plant Society. Her
present garden, at Frittenden in Kent, was
‘all vegetables’ when she moved there
in 1988. ‘I decided to make a yellow border,
and then I added something orange. That
was my first Geum, and it liked my soil.
I found others at nurseries and plant
sales, and I was given a few. After a while,
I was having problems naming them all,
so I visited the National Collection of Geum
in Devon.” That collection passed to Mrs
Martin, who now tends some 75 Geum
species and varieties, and hundreds of plants,
on her quarter-acre of Wealden clay.
Gewm is an excellent example of what
a National Collection can achieve. Two
species of these herbaceous members
of the rose family have long been familiar
to us: our native Geum rivale (Water

Avens) and G. urbanwm (Herb Bennet).
In the 19th century, two scarlet-flowered
species were introduced, G. coccineum
from the Balkans, and G. chiloense from
Chile. These were used in hybridisation,
producing many orange- and red-flowered
cultivars that went in and out of fashion,
becoming more muddled (and sometimes
lost altogether) as time wore on. Meanwhile,
botanists were discovering new species.
Currently, about 60 are recognised,
scattered worldwide from the mountains
of New Zealand to the tundra of Alaska.
There’s an intrinsic scientific value in
knowing and growing these plants. But,
recently, our tastes have put Gewm back

on the gardening menu. There’s a yearning >

Facing page Part of Mrs Martin’s Geum
collection grows in raised rectangular beds
among euphorbias and forget-me-nots
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