A Green Garden Gem

Green, not surprisingly, is the predominant colour in the stylish garden of Liam and
Norah Greene in the suburbs of Derry City. Liam, who does all of the gardening, claims
he is no plantsman; that’s not quite accurate because there are plants in plenty and he is
knowledgeable about them but presumably what he means is that he doesn’t go in for
displays of flowers. The strange thing is that the garden is so well designed and so
beautifully maintained that you don’t realise this until Liam tell you. 1 first saw the
garden in early November, a testing time for any garden, but it looked almost as
spectacular then as it does in summer.

Ten fastigiated golden yews Taxus baccata “Aurea”, five on each side, form a guard of
honour up to the green front door. This is the only part of the garden where there is
grass.

The front garden is fairly typical of many older Irish gardens and looks most appropriate
as an approach to the large, elegant Georgian house that is called Hampstead Hall. Take
the driveway round the east side of the house and you cross over a Japanese bridge over
the top of a garden that wouldn’t look out of place in Kyoto. Authentic Japanese gardens
over the top concentrate on three elements — stone, water and a fairly narrow new palette
of plants — and the Greene’s have done likewise. The stone is there in the form of rocks
which have been placed to form different levels in what would otherwise be flat ground
and to make stepping stones along gravel pathways. There are areas of gravel not raked
in symbolic patterns as they would be in Japan but then that symbolism would be
meaningless to Western eyes. An essential for any garden claiming to be Japanese is a
large stone lantern and one is placed beside the water.

The water is in a curving pool dominated by an island. It is running water and is
enhanced by the sound of a low cascade underneath the Japanese bridge. [ was
convinced this was a natural feature but Liam said it was operated by a well concealed
circulating pump. The island has one tree, a laburnum with five stems that look like
dancers who have just stopped to rest for a few moments. It is surrounded by a ground-
covering carpet of Helxine soleirolii known commonly as “Mind-your-own-business”
because of its tendency to spread where it’s not wanted. Confining it to an island
surrounded by rocks and running water is the only way to ensure it will stay put.
Overlooking the island is a Japanese teahouse which Liam hopes to enlarge sometime in
the future.

The planting is mostly of evergreens with shrubs such as pines which are so prevalent in
Japanese gardens, and, of course, Japanese azaleas which flower in May and June. Liam
has recently acquired a specimen of Podocarpus salignus with narrow evergreen leaves
like those of a willow.










