
T H E 
S A L U TAT I O N

Borders brim with 
dark-leaved dahlias at 
The Salutation, where 
gardener Steve Edney 
has a National Collection. 

It’s third time lucky for the bold and beautiful garden at The Salutation in Kent.  
A Lutyens design was rehabilitated after years of neglect, only for a tidal surge to 
wipe out four years of toil. Head gardener Steve Edney explains its reincarnation
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After the  
FLOOD
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 I magine that the garden on which you 
had lavished a decade of love and care was 
suddenly struck by a devastating flood, 
which, in a matter of hours, left your 
immaculate borders under four feet of salt 

water and destroyed thousands of plants. Most of 
us would surely react with a mixture of rage and 
despair, but Steve Edney, irrepressible head gardener 
at The Salutation in Kent, was rather excited by it 
all. “I thought, nothing similar has ever happened 
to a historic collection like this. It will be really 
interesting to see what happens,” he says cheerily.

Like Steve, the garden at The 
Salutation is fun and flamboyant. It’s 
so full of unusual and intriguing plants 
that you find yourself proceeding along 
its paths at a snail’s pace, constantly 
distracted by some highly desirable and 
previously unknown plant or shrub. 
Underlying the showmanship, though,  
is a classically beautiful layout and a 
very high standard of horticulture. It’s 
hard to believe that any gardener could 
visit The Salutation without coming 
away excited and inspired.

Designed by Edwin Lutyens,  
The Salutation was built in 1911 for the 

bachelor Farrer brothers, whose law firm acted for 
the Royal Family; Farrer & Co are still the Queen’s 
solicitors. The house was the first 20th-century 
building in England to be given a Grade I listing, 
but over the decades the property, and its garden, 
gradually fell into disrepair and was eventually 
repossessed. In 2003 it was bought by Steph and 
Dom Parker, who later found fame on television as 
the permanently well-refreshed stars of Gogglebox. 
Their new garden was totally overgrown and littered 
with 140 tons of household rubbish, so the Parkers 
set about looking for a head gardener to restore it.

Steve, then just 27, had already done 
some tree work at The Salutation, but 
when he applied for the job he didn’t 
think he stood much of a chance. 
“Some of the other people who were 
interviewed had already worked on 
serious garden restorations, but despite 
my inexperience I got the job because 
Dom and Steph liked me and felt they 
could work with me.”

The 3.7-acre garden Steve took over 
was “oppressive and dingy”. The holm 
oaks had reached 50ft and the yew 
hedges were so unchecked that they 
were mushroom-shaped. “Every bed 

Above Bamboo edges  
a path that leads past 
large beds of exotics 
with towering stands  
of Dahlia imperialis. 
Below Head gardener 
Steve Edney has worked 
here since 2003.

Above Dahlias in every 
shape and colour run riot 
across the gardens here. 
Right Stately orange 
ginger flower, Hedychium 
coccineum, planted with 
Solanum laxum ‘Album’. 
Below right Bright-pink 
asters set off paler Dahlia 
‘Weddington Pink’. 
Below left Beneath a 
corridor of holm oaks, 
Fatsia japonica thrives. 
Left Courgettes ripen  
in the kitchen garden.
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and border was empty and there were 
no planting plans to go on,” Steve says. 
“After 18 months it finally hit me just 
how much work it was going to be, and 
that I would be tested as never before. 
It really was a hugely experimental 
garden and I had the opportunity to try 
loads of plants I’d never grown before. 
I was – still am – so lucky. I had the 
opportunity, the space and the budget  
to create something really special.”

While Steve was given free reign with 
the planting, he was determined not to 
interfere too much with the fabric of the 
garden and to stay true to the bones of 
Lutyens’ design. For many years it was believed that 
the garden might have been designed by Lutyens’ 
long-time collaborator, Gertrude Jekyll, but, five 
years ago, Steve located the property sale details 
from 1945. They make no mention of Jekyll, which 
has convinced him, once and for all, that this isn’t 
a Jekyll garden. “It’s actually a relief,” he admits, 
“because it means I no longer have to curtail my 
imagination. Before, I always felt I had Jekyll 
looking over my shoulder.”

The garden at The Salutation was officially 
re-opened by Monty Don in 2007. Then, in 
December 2013, disaster struck: there was a tidal 
surge on the River Stour and the garden was 
completely flooded. “It was very dramatic but we 
were so busy trying to protect the house, and helping 
our neighbours by laying down sandbags around 
their homes, that there wasn’t much time to do 
anything to save the garden,” Steve says. His big 
regret isn’t the 15,000 plants that died, but the loss 
of the diaries that charted his years of work on the 
garden. “It would have taken ten minutes to move 
them to safety, but I just didn’t think of it,” he sighs.

Steve’s insouciance about the effects of the flood 
proved justified. Today, the garden – which he cares 
for along with two other professional gardeners 
and a horticulture student – looks as if it has always 
been there. It attracts 15,000 visitors a year, many of 
them locals who come regularly to see it throughout 
the seasons. The Salutation is now a 17-bedroom 
luxury boutique hotel, but somehow it still feels like 
a private garden. “I love it all year round – it really 
is beautiful even in the depths of winter,” says Steve. 
But given that he was recently awarded the National 
Collection of dark-leaved dahlias, as well as the 
National Collection of plectranthus, late summer  
is one of the peak times to visit The Salutation.

You enter through an exotic garden before 
walking along the Long Border, which runs down 
one side of the garden. “It’s got a lot of annual 
planting, which is quite eye-catching, and people 
tend to congregate there. They might not like all of 
it, but that’s fine – I really want the garden to cause  

a conversation,” Steve explains.  
One of his gardening heroes is the late 
Christopher Lloyd of Great Dixter,  
and Steve shares his love of bold,  
show-stopping planting and a 
mischievous delight in surprising people.

In late summer the cannas are the 
stars of the show – as valuable for their 
lush leaves as for their flowers: Steve 
particularly recommends ‘Red Velvet’, 
orange ‘Wyoming’, and the lower-
growing pink ‘Centenaire’. He uses the 
yellow Cosmos ‘Lemonade’ and the 
towering, daisy-like Bidens integrifolia 

to give airy height to the borders, and is 
particularly fond of the shoo-fly plant, Nicandra 
physalodes; this year he is experimenting with  
the variegated-leaf version, ‘Splash of Cream’.

Salvias such as red ‘Royal Bumble’ and purple 
‘Nachtvlinder’ are woven through the borders, 
but for crowd appeal you can’t beat Ecballium 

Above Aster umbellatus 
makes a frothy foil for 
elegant cream Dahlia 
‘Classic Swanlake’. 
Below Fused flowers of 
Cosmos Cupcakes Series 
with mauve asters.

The Salutation’s DAHLIAS
A selection of the garden’s vibrant dahlia cultivars, perfect for late summer colour

‘BLUE BOY’
This decorative dahlia, with flowers in 
a bluish shade of mauve, produces its 
blooms on sturdy 80cm stems.

‘HADRIAN’S SUNLIGHT’
A chance seedling from dahlia specialist 
Halls of Heddon, with golden single 
blooms on rich, purple-brown leaves.

‘SHOW ’N’ TELL’
The coral-red petals of this flamboyant 
fimbriated dahlia are tipped with flashes 
of yellow for eye-catching flowers.

‘APRIL HEATHER’
A collerette dahlia with a central ruff 
of yellow petals surrounded by outer 
petals suffused with an apricot blush.

‘MAGENTA STAR’
This single dahlia has blooms in an 
iridescent shade of purple, standing out 
well against the purple-tinted foliage.

‘MARIE SCHNUGG’
Rolled scarlet petals and a central boss 
of golden orange make up the unusual 
flowers of this orchid-flowered dahlia.

‘GARDEN FESTIVAL’
Orange-red petals are touched  
with yellow at the tips on this classic 
decorative variety.

‘TAMBURO’
Velvety dark maroon flowers with the 
spiky formation typical of cactus dahlia 
varieties, on compact, metre-tall plants.

‘WOODBRIDGE’
Another single dahlia with clear violet-
mauve flowers, in addition to elegant, 
finely divided, ferny leaves.
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elaterium, also known as ‘the 
squirting cucumber’. This round 
hairy fruit reaches maturity in 
August or September and explodes 
when touched, ejecting its brown 
seeds up to 20 feet from the parent 
plant. “If I hear people laughing, I know they’ve 
found the squirting cucumber!” Steve says.

Beyond the Long Border is the Kitchen Garden. 
“When Steph and Dom lived here, this played 
second fiddle to the ornamental garden, but now 
that The Salutation has such a good restaurant, it 
has becoming increasingly important,” says Steve. 
“We have cabbages, kale, French beans, runner 
beans, edible flowers like calendulas, which are 
great as salad garnishes, and lots of courgette 
flowers. When I found out how much our kitchen 
was paying for courgette flowers (which are 
stuffed and then deep fried) I was horrified, and 
vowed to grow as many courgette flowers as the 
kitchen could use.”

Another one of his favourite crops is the 
cucamelon. “They’re like mini cucumbers – great 
in cocktails.” And then there are Steve’s beloved 
tomatoes. “I have lots of conversations with our 
head chef, Shane, challenging him with new 
varieties. Last year I grew 17 different tomatoes 
and from those he selected four that he liked.  
I have some new ones up my sleeve this year.”

Beyond the Kitchen Garden are the main 
perennial borders, where most of the dahlias 

are planted, but because there 
are so many different varieties to 
accommodate, they crop up almost 
everywhere. “There are dahlias 
all over the garden, not just in 
the borders but in areas like the 

Bowling Lawn and by the lake,” says Steve. There 
are 84 dark-leaved dahlias and 284 dahlias in 
total, and, after some thought – “it’s like asking 
me which of my children I like best!” – Steve lists 
his favourites as the red ‘Weston Pirate’; ‘Mel’s 
Orange Marmalade’; D. merckii, which he loves 
for its elegant pink flower and gorgeous foliage; 
the enormous, dark-red ‘Black Jack’, and the 
beautifully proportioned ‘Classic Rosamunde’.

When he’s not at work, Steve looks after his 
own garden (which was featured in the Spring 
2018 issue of The English Garden) and spends one 
evening a week tending his parents’ garden. “I live 
for gardening,” he says simply. “In winter, when 
it’s too cold or wet to be outside, I’ll be looking 
through photographs and thinking, ‘How can  
I make the garden better? What can I improve?’ 
It’s a never-ending process.” n

The Salutation’s Dahlia Festival, with discussions 
and demonstrations, takes place on 15-16 
September. The garden is open all year round, 
10am-5pm; entry £8, or £15 for a year’s unlimited 
entry. For more details about the garden and 
hotel, visit the-salutation.com

Above Ricinus, salvias, 
cosmos and cannas 
entice visitors along the 
path, while a red-fruited 
crab apple tree adds 
colour and height.

CARING 
FOR YOUR 
DAHLIAS
By Steve Edney

l The secret to 
success with dahlias is 
preparing the soil really 
well before you plant 
them. We dig in lots of 
manure in late spring 
before the dahlias go 
in, and because we do 
that we don’t need to 
feed them as much 
during the summer 
and autumn – we’ll give 
them an occasional 
foliar feed with liquid 
seaweed, but that’s it. 
If you didn’t prepare 
the soil well, you can 
give them tomato feed 
regularly to give them 
a boost.

l By August, you 
should already have 
staked your dahlias – if 
you haven’t, do it as 
soon as possible or 
they will be collapsing 
all over the place. One 
lesson we learned from 
bitter experience is 
to put a stake next to 
each newly-planted 
dahlia. Before we 
did that, a vixen and 
her cubs had a lovely 
time rolling around 
the flower beds and 
destroyed 150 dahlias 
in one night.

l Your main priority at 
this time of year should 
be deadheading and 
watering. Above all, 
watering. Dahlias 
need a lot of water 
to produce lots of 
flowers. Keep them 
happy, and they will 
produce an amazing 
number of flowers. 


