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EARLY STARTER One of the first 
to open each year for the NGS, 

the sloping, plant-packed garden 
at Yew Cottage is studded with 

snowdrops, yellow winter 
aconites and purple Crocus 

tommasinianus

“There's hardly ever   
any bare soil”

This picture-postcard cottage garden  
is a site for sore eyes in winter.  

Owner Pam Tuppen shares its secrets
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 and 
IN THE 
GARDEN 
WITH…

Pam Tuppen

AT Yew Tree Cottage, Penshurst, 
Tonbridge TN11 8AD
GARDEN SIZE Quarter acre 
SITE East facing, with steep slope
SOIL Improved clay
FEATURES Small, romantic, 
plant-filled cottage garden with steep 
hillside entrance transformed with 
terracing; seating; secret corners; 
many unusual plants – hellebores, 
spring bulbs, old roses, special 
perennials; small pond; something to 
see in all seasons 
VISIT Wednesday 7, Sunday 18 and 
Wednesday 28 February (12noon-
5pm) 2018 for National Garden 
Scheme (www.ngs.org.uk). Entry £3 
CONTACT Pam  on 01892 870689
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This picturesque garden in Kent  
is full of colourful corners. “It’s 
packed with flowers even in the 
depths of winter,” says owner  

Pam Tuppen. “In December we have  
drifts of Cyclamen coum, winter aconites, 
hellebores and Iris unguicularis. Fragrant 
winter-flowering shrubs, such as witch 
hazel, mahonia and wintersweet 
(Chimonanthus praecox) are just starting 
into flower. The garden is packed with 
plants all year round, so there’s a strong 
sense of natural abundance. It’s not a tidy 
garden, though. For most of the year you 
can’t see any bare soil.”

The new year unfolds with carpets of 
snowdrops, Crocus tommasinianus and 
Iris reticulata growing in the dappled 
shade of a walnut tree. They’re joined in 
February by Hacquetia epipactis, a clump-
forming perennial with luminescent 
yellow-green flowers that last into April. 

“I like to organise the plants according 
to certain colour schemes,” says Pam.  
“I particularly like red and burgundy or 
purple with lime green. And I love blue 
with yellow, and pink with grey, which all 
work very well together. It’s good to keep 
certain colours in certain areas and not 
let them mingle too much as you lose their 
effect. I don’t collect particular cultivars 
though: I’m too greedy! I like the look of 
everything. I love plants so much.”

At a sprightly 86, Pam still gardens with 
impressive zeal. “I do all the gardening 
apart from the hedges,” she says. “I sow 
seeds, take cuttings, lift and divide plants 
and mulch the borders with compost and 
leafmould every year, but I don’t do any 

“I don’t collect particular 
cultivars: I’m too greedy! I 
like the look of everything”

COLOURFUL CORNERS (clockwise from 
above) This attractive seating area teams 
a turquoise Lutyens bench with matching 
pots; richly coloured Helleborus hybridus 
seed around; Iris reticulata ‘Harmony’; the 
golden chalices of Eranthis hyemalis; 
winter-flowering daphne unfurls its 
fragrant blooms INSET Robin approves 
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digging – I let the worms do all the work.
“The soil here is a thick yellow clay 

called Hastings Beds,” says Pam. “I’ve 
spent the last 30 years improving it by 
mulching annually, so now it’s not as 
heavy as it was. Because we have a lot  
of oak trees I tend to rake up the leaves 
and put them in plastic bags with 
drainage holes pierced in them. Within  
a year I have lovely leafmould to spread  
on the borders, together with homemade 
compost and a layer of blood, fish and 
bone. I mulch every year in spring and  
add more organic matter to any planting 
holes I make.” 

Pam has lived here 30 years, formerly 
with her late husband, xxxxx. “Before we 
moved here we lived in the cottage next 

door for 10 years,” she says. “The cottages 
are built into a steep bank and when we 
first moved in there was nothing here – 
just a steep slope down to the house from 
the road. You got down the slope however 
best you could.” 

Pam’s husband and son xxxxxx used to 
drive round the local architectural 
salvage yards looking for large stones that 
would help retain the slope, and together 
they built a large rockery at the top of the 
garden. “We divided the rest of the slope 
into a series of terraced areas linked by 
steps,” explains Pam. 

“Below the rockery is a small terraced 
courtyard made from reclaimed local 
bricks. My husband used to buy them 
secondhand in batches of 50 or so, 

whenever people advertised them in our 
local newspaper,” says Pam. “He also laid 
paths made from cobblestones that were 
salvaged from Covent Garden, some of 
which are around 100 years old.” 

From the terraced courtyard, steps  
lead down to a long herbaceous border 
that reaches its peak in early summer. 
From here steps lead down to a small lawn  
and down again to a border of camellias. 
“By creating all these different layers of 
interest it’s as though the garden pulls you 
on all the time, encouraging  
visitors to explore,” Pam says.

Having laid out the foundations of the 
garden, the couple added to the planting 
as they went along. Today it’s a haven of 
colour and interest that draws visitors 

from far and wide. “This will be the 15th 
year that I’ve opened the garden for the 
National Garden Scheme. It’s one of the 
earliest gardens to open, with about 14 
dates a year. I love it! It’s such a good way 
to meet other gardeners and raise money 
for good causes at the same time.” ✿

“By creating different layers 
of interest, it’s as though  
the garden pulls you on  
all the time, encouraging 
visitors to explore” 

RECLAIMED SALVAGE (clockwise from 
top left) Pulmonaria ‘Trevi Fountain’;  
the steep bank is reinforced with stones 
from salvage yards; drifts of crocuses and 
snowdrops beside cobblestone paths that 
came from Covent Garden; luminsescent 
Hacquetia epipactis; Cyclamen coum; a 
sultry black-flowered hellebore; hyacinth 
foliage among the snowdrops and crocus
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