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A nyone who owns a magnolia 
knows how it dominates their 
garden in springtime. Its flowers 
are so improbably large, its  

petals so fat and thick and its colour any 
shade from purple through to pink and  
glistening white—such a contrast to the 
prevailing yellows of daffodils, azaleas and 
forsythia. Imagine, then, having a garden 
with 20, 40 or 60 large magnolias, so many 
that they become the mainstay of the gar-
den’s structure and their scent and colour 
envelop you wherever you walk. 

That is the treat that awaits the visitor  
to the Kent garden of Great Comp in April. 
It’s not a huge garden—seven acres—and 
nor does it have the largest collection of mag-
nolias in the country (that prize belongs to 
Caerhays in Cornwall), but its magnolias 
are wonderfully mature and impressive. 
And, because they seem to grow so well, 
more are added every year.

Magnolias were only one of the concerns 
when Roderick and Joy Cameron bought 
Great Comp in 1957—their main consider-
ation was to make a large garden that could 
be maintained without the need for outside 
help. The house, dating back to the 17th cen-
tury, lies on the Lower Greensand, between 
Sevenoaks and Maidstone, in a part of the 
county some 350ft above sea level that’s 
still known for its fruit farms.

The garden the Camerons inherited was 
open to the wind and required intensive 
shelter planting. They introduced Scots pine, 
larch, birch and spruce around much of the 
perimeter and, as they’ve grown up, these 
pioneer plantings have been thinned out with-
out any loss of protection. In fact, the sur- 
vivors are now an integral part of the orna-
mental plantings and the magnolias benefit 
from the dark, thick, evergreen background 
—the perfect foil for their exotic beauty.

Cameron was the driving force behind the 
garden’s creation, a man of strong opinions 
and boundless energy. He wasn’t a plants-
man or, at least, not what might be called 
a ‘super-plantsman’. He liked plants and 
wanted to grow many different trees and 

Cameron insisted 
the garden’s layout was 
casual and intuitive. 

He sought “profusion, 
not perfection” 

Great Comp Garden, Kent

Charles Quest-Ritson is overwhelmed  
by the scent of massed magnolias at one of the most 

impressive collections in the country
Photographs by Marianne Majerus

Magnificent magnolias

Magnolia Star Wars was bred in New 
Zealand from a cross between M. camp- 
bellii and M. liliiflora. It has won two AGMs 
for its displays of large goblet flowers
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shrubs, choosing them not for their rarity, 
but for their aesthetic effect. He sourced them 
from local nurseries, including Starborough 
nursery and G. Reuthe in edenbridge, and 
he was happy with what he bought. It was 
he who planted the first magnolias, now 
magnificently mature. 

Great Comp is a splendid example of a suc-
cessful 1950s garden: trees and shrubs give 
it structure, the planting creates contrasts 
of form and colour and extensive ground 
cover makes possible the maintenance  
of a large acreage with minimal labour.  
The curving edges of borders and paths are 
designed to allow easy mowing.

Some people say that the garden shows 
the influence of Gertrude Jekyll and William 
Robinson, both of whom advocated a natural 
style of woodland gardening, but Cameron 
insisted that its layout was fairly casual and 
intuitive. ‘The design has developed over the 
years with few plans on paper,’ he explained. 
‘The plan… grew from the existing walls, 

paths, hedges and mature trees.’ He sought 
‘profusion, rather than perfection’.

Conifers were essential to give the garden 
its internal structure—Cameron loved them 
—and ground cover was a vital aid to mini-
mising labour. Large areas were planted up 
with varieties such as the winter-flowering 
heather Erica carnea and Geranium x 
oxonianum, which could be relied upon to 
create a dense, weed-suppressing blanket. 

The tradition continues: even before the 
deciduous trees and shrubs burst into leaf, 
the garden feels full and luxuriant. The 
beauty of magnolias contributes much to 
this magical spring freshness.

Cameron was a civil engineer and liked 
to work with his own hands. He used the iron-
stone and sandstone rocks that lay beneath 
the surface of the soil to create a series  
of follies that resemble the ruins of long-
lost houses. They fit very well now into the 
horticultural profusion and suggest that  
the garden was made on the site of an 
ancient settlement rendered all the more 
beautiful by the encroaching magnolias. 

Conifers, bogus ruins and acres of heathers: 
horticultural snobs sniggered at Cameron’s 
creation and disparaged his ideas. He was, 
however, convinced that he had the answer 
to how large gardens should be planted and 
managed and he never ceased to impress 
his views upon the RHS.

It should also be said that, 60 years on, Great 
Comp has come together very well. Thick 
plantings at every level have created a garden 
of remarkable lushness, full of microclimates 
where plants flourish that would never be 
considered hardy in a more exposed site. 

It’s a good garden at every season and there 
is much to engage and please the visitor.

Cameron’s creation was essentially a spring 
garden, with rhododendrons, azaleas and 
camellias mixed with such shrubs as Sta-
chyurus praecox and Corylopsis species, 
each with pale-yellow flowers. He didn’t 
disdain popular plants such as Ribes san-
guineum and Osmanthus x burkwoodii and 
he used the red new leaves of Pieris japonica 
effectively. There are fine plantings of white-
flowered shrubs in April and May, including 
Viburnum plicatum Lanarth, Amelanchier 
asiatica and Staphylea colchica. 

He also planted a few magnolias. There 
were fewer varieties 50 years ago and it could 
be said that his choices now seem rather 
run of the mill: forms of M. soulangeana 
and M. stellata were the main ones avail-
able at the time. However, he planted them 
in conspicuous positions, often at the front 
of a border, to draw attention to their beauty 
in flower and to frame some of the views 

Left: M. x loebneri Leonard Messel and other magnolias have come into their own, pro-
tected by shelter plantings. Above left: M. George Henry Kern. Above right: M. Heaven Scent

Above: Pure white M. x loebneri Merrill. Below left: M. x soulangeana Pickard’s Sundew. 
Below right: M. Susan has vivid reddish-purple cupped flowers, which are pink withinThick plantings  

at every level have 
created a garden of 

remarkable lushness  
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within the garden. They flourished, so he 
planted more of them—there are now no fewer 
than 20 plants of M. soulangeana and about 
15 of M. stellata and its hybrids. Some have 
grown to a rare size—giants of the genus. 

There are now about 80 magnolias through-
out the garden. Their fat petals, their furry 
buds, their size and their exoticism are all 
uplifting and exciting in early spring. Frost 
and wind are their great enemies, but such 
is the shelter at Great Comp that often they 
escape damage when the fields outside the 
garden are white with frost and snow.

Magnolias need shelter, but like to grow 
in full sun; Great Comp achieves this because 
conifers and evergreen shrubs surround the 
garden and provide bulk within it, too. The 
upshot is one of the most effective plantings 
of magnolias in Britain.

The boldness of magnolia flowers in early 
spring—the sheer size of their petals— 
is all the more surprising if you remember that 
their flowers are fertilised by beetles; bees 
did not yet exist when magnolias first evolved. 
Actually, their petals are really sepals—
botanists call them tepals—and their flowers 
usually open before the leaves unfold.

Magnolia advice
• Most magnolias require a well-
drained acid soil

• M. stellata, M. kobus, M. wilsonii and 
M. grandiflora are among the species 
that will grow in alkaline soils and even 
in chalk if they’re treated with trace 
minerals to combat chlorosis

• Choose plants that are in scale with 
the space available in your garden

• Magnolias don’t require pruning, 
unless they’ve become too large, in 
which case, light pruning is best after 
they’ve flowered in the case of deciduous 
cultivars or in spring for evergreen 
species, such as M. grandiflora

• Severe pruning to regenerate  
a magnolia is best done in late 
winter and is usually effective

• Magnolias are generally unaffected 
by pests and diseases

The earliest to flower are forms of  
M. campbellii (including the rare John Galla- 
gher) and M. x veitchii in March and they 
are also among the tallest and most spec-
tacular. no less impressive are M. denudata 
and its hybrids—the incomparable Star 
Wars is perhaps the best. next, in April, come 
the ever-popular M. x soulangeana hybrids 
in many different forms, including Brozzonii, 
Lennei and Alba Superba.

More modern hybrids are the showy 
Greshams, such as Porcelain Dove and three 
plants of Heaven Scent, plus M. liliiflora and 
its offspring, deep-pink Galaxy and Apollo. 

Sweet-scented M. stellata has smaller 
flowers than most species, but selected 
forms have extra petals, curling and twisting 
elegantly in shades of pink and white. Their 
delicacy belies their toughness.

Great Comp also has many forms of the 
closely related M. kobus, including the rare, 
tall-growing form Borealis from Hokkaido 
and such hybrids as Leonard Messel and 
Merrill. All add immensely to the beauty  
of the garden in spring, when their flowering 
overlaps with pulmonarias, bluebells, nar-
cissus, tulips and hellebores in profusion. 

The Camerons had no children, so they 
transferred Great Comp to a charitable trust. 
William Dyson was appointed the garden’s 
curator in 1993 and assumed an ever-greater 
role before Cameron’s death in 2009. Mr Dyson 
can take much credit for the renaissance  
of Great Comp, now an RHS Partner Garden.

Later in the year, the garden is renowned 
for the enormous range of salvias, mainly 

Mexican in origin, that have been planted 
and bred by Mr Dyson to make the garden 
as interesting to visit in late summer and 
autumn as in spring. The highly professional 
permanent members of staff maintain it to 
a high standard with the help of 10–12 volun-
teers, at least six of whom come every week 
for a day’s work in the garden.
Great Comp Garden, Sevenoaks, Kent 
(01732 885094; www.greatcompgarden.
co.uk). Open daily, 11 am–5pm (last entry 
4pm), March 25–October 31

A magnificent, mature M. soulangeana beside the Moon Gate, planted decades ago by Roderick Cameron. He provoked controversy 
by caring more for positioning and profusion than for acquiring the rarest species, which was a more typical concern of plantsmen

They are fertilised 
by beetles; bees did 
not yet exist when 

magnolias evolved  


