
The large pink-purple 
flowers of Magnolia 
‘Heaven Scent’ have  
a strong fragrance.
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Crowning Glory
Timothy Whiteley’s collection of magnolias at Evenley Wood  
in Northamptonshire is the perfect place to see a vast range of 
these beautiful spring-flowering trees at their peak



80   THE ENGLISH GARDEN  FEBRUARY 2018

T he French concept of ‘terroir’ 
succinctly articulates how climate, 
soil and environment interact to 
influence the provincial character 
of wine. The term could also be 

attributed to the success of a notable Magnolia 
collection in Evenley Wood, a serene 60-acre 
garden nestled among lush pasture in rural 
Northamptonshire.

Evenley is also a beautiful and elegant enigma. 
The reason being that almost all Magnolia species 
and varieties require neutral to slightly acid soil 
to flourish, yet the grassland enveloping the wood 
luxuriates in an alkaline loam, seemingly no 
good for magnolias and other plants of similar 
persuasion, as Evenley’s late owner and creator 

Above One of the first 
yellow magnolias to be 
bred, ‘Elizabeth’ forms a 
large tree over time.
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Timothy Whiteley knew only too well, having 
farmed the land for many years. But Timothy, a 
keen gardener who died in 2017, aged 85, had long 
noticed that the mixed woodland he purchased in 
1980 sustained sizeable thickets of Rhododendron 
ponticum. Previously planted for pheasant cover, 
this introduced exotic has an obligate need for acid 
conditions. To his delight, Timothy discovered that a 
large swathe of his woodland was rooted in slightly 
acid, well-drained loamy soil.

With great enthusiasm he started to develop 
his garden, clearing rhododendrons and thinning 
crowded poplar trees, errant sycamore and forestry 
conifers to create space and the dappled shade 
most woodland plants ideally prefer. The garden at 
Evenley spans 3,000 species and varieties of plant, 
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Far left The late Timothy 
Whiteley, in his garden at 
Evenley Wood. 
Left ‘Evenley Gift’, the 
vigorous Magnolia 
named after Timothy’s 
woodland garden. 
Below The deep purple 
flowers of ‘Black 
Tulip’ are cup-shaped, 
increasing their wind and 
weather tolerance.

with 95 different magnolias and substantial plantings 
of Rhododendron and Camellia. Elsewhere are 
collections of oak, pear, apple, maple and deciduous 
Euonymus, possibly one of the largest in Europe. 

Also passionate about bulbs, Timothy ensured 
that from winter, through spring and into summer 
the woodland is filled with a succession of colour, 
including snowdrops, Crocus, Narcissus and Scilla, 
the latter arranged in an 800m-long river of blue that 
wends its way among the trees, usually when the 
magnolias are fully resplendent, tempered by the soft, 
verdant tones of unfurling foliage.

Justin Litten, who has been head gardener at 
Evenley for four years, continues Timothy’s vision 
and horticultural legacy. “I miss his passion and 
enthusiasm,” says Justin. “We often talked about 
what to grow and where. He was always open to 
other points of view and he was a great experimenter. 
He constantly tried out new plants he picked up 
through his network of contacts around the world.” 
One favourite is Magnolia ‘Evenley Gift’, a vigorous, 
previously unnamed American hybrid between 
‘Simple Pleasures’ and ‘Big Dude’ with stout, upswept 
branches, which in just eight years has attained 
4.5m. “The huge pink flowers are astonishing and 
amaze our visitors,” says Justin. Another substantial 
specimen, a hybrid of M. cylindrica, was named ‘John 
Bond’ after the keeper of The Savill Gardens,  
in Berkshire, who was a friend and RHS colleague  
of Timothy’s. 
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Among the display of magnolias at Evenley are 
varieties suitable for gardens large and small. 
Familiar to many is Magnolia x soulangeana, 
ultimately a large spreading shrub or tree around 6m 
in extent. One of its most distinctive cultivars is the 
old Dutch variety ‘Rustica Rubra’, with rose-pink 
blossoms. If you have space, British-bred ‘Sundew’ 
won’t disappoint, with large, creamy-pink goblets 
and a darker basal flush produced from an early age. 
If you seek an iconic tree for a focal point, try  
M. x kewensis ‘Wada’s Memory’, a hybrid between 
M. kobus and willow-leaved M. salicifolia. Narrow 
and conical when young, becoming pyramidal with 
age, it is clouded with white, semi-double fragrant 
flowers in March and April, and always creates a 
spectacular show.

Recent breeding is also well-represented. Among 
the darkest flowered is M. ‘Black Tulip’, created in 
New Zealand by noted breeders Felix and Mark 
Jury with glowing purple-pink goblets 15cm or 
more across. Large-flowered, fragrant ‘Iolanthe’ 
is another of their breeding from 1984, which can 

be accommodated in most gardens, as can ‘Star 
Wars’, bred in the 1970s by New Zealander Oswald 
Blumhardt. Its large pink flowers are seriously 
impressive, as are its large waxy leaves, giving a 
somewhat subtropical effect.

Produced in the mid-1950s at the US National 
Arboretum, the ‘Little Girls’ series was a result of 
crosses between M. liliiflora ‘Nigra’ and M. stellata 
‘Rosea’. Compact, bushy ‘Pinkie’ at 3.7m tall and 
wide and ‘Ann’ are popular examples. Flowering 
a fortnight later than others, they often escape 
the sharp frosts that can blight early blooming 
Magnolia displays overnight. ‘Galaxy’, created in 
1963, is a tree of narrow, conical habit with light, 
purple-pink, tulip-shaped flowers. It is another star 
performer for gardeners. From California, Todd 
Gresham produced the Gresham hybrids in the 
1950s and 60s – they include the strongly fragrant 
‘Heaven Scent’. This vigorous tree has a rounded 
but upright growth habit that delivers voluptuous, 
lavender-pink blossoms that tend to be paler on the 
tips than the throats.

Top An exquisite bloom 
of Magnolia ‘Iolanthe’. 
Above right Magnolia 
liliiflora ‘Nigra’ bears 
dark pink flowers on a 
2.5m tall tree suitable for 
small spaces. 
Above left ‘Star Wars’ 
bears impressive star-
shaped flowers.

PLANT FOCUS



84   THE ENGLISH GARDEN  FEBRUARY 2018

PLANT FOCUS

The holy grail for breeders has been the development 
of yellow-flowered varieties. One of the first was 
M. x brooklynensis ‘Elizabeth’, bred in the USA in 
1978, with primrose yellow blossoms, that age cream 
on a pyramidal bush up to 7.6m tall. Equally tall 
with an eventual spread of over 3m is pale yellow, 
pink-tinged ‘Yellow Lantern’ with fragrant tulip-
shaped blossoms. Much smaller is sweetly scented 
butter-yellow M. denudata ‘Yellow River’. It slowly 
attains a height of 3m-4.5m and is as wide, making it 
ideal for modest-sized gardens.

Not all magnolias are deciduous: some are 
evergreen. The largest is majestic M. grandiflora, 
often seen clothing the masonry of a stately home, 
with tremendous lemon-scented flowers. Far more 
modest at 3.6m tall and 1.8m wide is Magnolia 
yunnanensis, which produces small, fragrant flowers 
among dark green leathery leaves in April and May. 
It needs shelter, which it gets at Evenley, but is hardy 
down to -10°C and can be grown in a pot to make 
winter protection more manageable.

Outside the acidic patch at Evenley, the typical 
alkaline loam prevails. In another experiment, 
Timothy decided to try 20 magnolias in these 
alkaline conditions to see what would happen. To 
date M. liliiflora ‘Nigra’, M. x loebneri ‘Powder 
Puff’ and M. obovata have flourished, while many 

Above Blue sky makes 
the perfect backdrop for 
‘Galaxy’, a star performer 
for smaller gardens. 
Left Timothy named 
‘John Bond’ after his 
friend and colleague.

of the others have perished. But all is not lost if you 
want to grow magnolias, but have alkaline soil of 
around pH 7. There are a few that will endure such 
conditions, provided the soil is moist, well drained 
and not too shallow. The best are varieties of 
Magnolia x loebneri such as white, double-flowered 
‘Powder Puff’ and pale-pink ‘Leonard Messel’.

Some smaller growing species and varieties thrive 
in pots and containers. Compact M. liliiflora ‘Nigra’ 
or M. stellata and its hybrids such as ‘Waterlily’ will 
do well in tubs. As magnolias produce a pan of fleshy 
roots they require containers wider than high, with a 
minimum 45cm diameter, such as a half-barrel. Use 
an organic ericaceous or Rhododendron compost to 
fill the container, rather than multipurpose compost, 
which often contains chalk.

Happily, the garden at Evenley Wood will continue 
to enthral. Under the family’s ownership, through 
Timothy’s wife Jane and Justin’s stewardship, 
the woodland garden continues to evolve. The 
pavilion and cafe used for talks and picnics is being 
refurbished and will sport new catering facilities 
when it re-opens for the first snowdrop event of the 
season. Another year at Evenley gets underway. n

Open daily from 3 February 2018, 9.30am-
4pm. Evenley Wood Garden, Evenley, Brackley, 
Northamptonshire NN13 5SH. Tel: 07788 207428; 
evenleywoodgarden.co.uk


