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E A Bowles’ former home, Myddelton House in Enfield, is full of this 
great plantsman’s curiosities and well worth a visit in early spring
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TREASURE

Resplendent in the 
centre of a clipped  
box parterre, the 
Enfield Market Cross, 
rescued by Bowles 
from a builder’s yard.
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M Y D D E LT O N 
H O U S E

 T here can be few gardeners who are 
unaware of the name of E A Bowles, 
largely thanks to two superb plants 
that bear his name: Bowles’ golden 
grass (Milium effusum ‘Aureum’) 

and the perennial wallflower ‘Bowles’s Mauve’. You 
would be forgiven for thinking that both plants were 
carefully selected by this, the greatest of Edwardian 
amateur gardeners, from among the thousands 
of plants in his world-famous garden, Myddelton 
House, at Bulls Cross, Enfield. But, like the man 
himself, the stories of these plants are not as simple 
as they might at first appear.

Edward Augustus Bowles was the youngest of three 
sons and was born in 1865 at Myddelton House, 
where he lived his entire life. Never enjoying the best 
of health, he was destined for the Church and studied 
theology at Cambridge, where his latent interest in 
entomology was encouraged. He spent much time  
at Wicken Fen and it was here that he discovered the 
less well-known but equally garden-worthy Bowles’s 
Golden Sedge (Carex elata ‘Aurea’). Abandoning  
his degree in 1887, he returned home because his 
brother and sister were suffering from, and later  
died of, consumption. The Church lost a recruit,  
but horticulture gained a great plantsman.

One of the most famous plants associated with 
Bowles is the twisted hazel (Corylus avellana 
‘Contorta’). It was first discovered in a hedgerow 
in Gloucestershire by Canon Henry Ellacombe, a 
famous Victorian botanist and gardener. A good 
friend of Bowles, the vicar gave him one of the first 
cultivated plants and Bowles planted it in what 
would become the unfortunately named ‘Lunatic 
Asylum’, his home for horticultural oddities such 
as the bizarre, ring-leaved, but hardly beautiful 
Prunus laurocerasus ‘Camelliifolia’. The laurel has 
remained a rather uncommon curiosity but the hazel 
has become a garden staple, perhaps popularised 
by its common name, when introduced, of Harry 
Lauder’s walking stick, after the popular Scottish 
Victorian music hall performer.

A collector of artefacts as well as plants, the 
garden was full of unusual features. A branch of  
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The New River, built in 1613 to take fresh drinking 
water to east London, ran through the garden.  
It may have been the source of water for the pond. 
Bowles complained that the water in the pond was 
always cold and alkaline, and the finest waterlilies 
failed, suggesting that water was decanted from the 
river, in turn fed by a chalk spring in Hertfordshire.

The old market cross from Enfield was found in 
a builder’s yard and made the centrepiece for the 
rose garden, while life-size lead ostriches and other 
ornaments were acquired locally. The ‘Irishman’s 
Shirt’ was an area named when he purchased a 
Tudor pillar and asked his father if he could build  
a wall onto it. It reminded him of the story of the 
Irish tinker who appeared at a kindly lady’s back 

door with a button and asked if she 
would sew a shirt onto it.

Bowles was a lover of the unusual 
and admired plants for themselves 
and their idiosyncrasies. He disliked 
the Victorian fashion for bedding, 
although he didn’t have anything 
against the plants themselves. 
Bright scarlet pelargoniums and 
yellow calceolarias were welcome 
in pots on the terrace. His thirst for 
knowledge was such that he joined 
the Royal Horticultural Society in 
1897, purchasing life membership for 
£26 – an astute investment since he 
remained a member until his death in 

1954. He was an active member, 
serving on seven committees and, 
having been given its highest 
accolade, the Victoria Medal 
of Honour in 1916, was vice 
president from 1926 until 1954.

His encyclopedic knowledge 
and love of plants ensured 
friendship with other famous 
gardeners. He never married but 
perhaps the closest he got was his 
friendship with Ellen Willmott –  
a similarly keen amateur gardener 

who spent her fortune on her sumptuous garden 
at Warley Place in Essex. Lavish in the extreme, 
she employed more than 100 gardeners, while 
Bowles probably had fewer than 10. She was the 
only woman to seem to feature in Bowles’ life and 
was a frequent visitor 
until the publication 
of his My Garden in 
Spring in 1914. In his 
foreword to the book, 
another close friend 
of Bowles, the alpine 
plant specialist Reginald 
Farrer criticised Sir 

From top The view 
across the pond, stone 
steps and bench; 
Pseudocydonia sinensis, 
a rare small tree with 
patterned bark; Scilla 
bithynica and Anemone 
nemorosa; tender plants 
spend spring and winter 
in the greenhouse. 

Bowles was a  
lover of the unusual 
and admired plants 

for themselves  
and their 

idiosyncrasies
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Clockwise from top left  
Twisted Wisteria stems 
emerge from spring 
daffodils; the restored 
glasshouse range in  
the kitchen garden;  
a path winds through  
beds of Scilla bithynica 
and Symphytum 
officinale; daffodils and 
Scilla carpet the slope  
to Myddelton’s beehives.

Frank Crisp, a close friend of Ellen Willmott, 
for using alpines in lavish amounts on miniature 
mountains. She took umbrage and, rather unfairly, 
blamed Bowles for the attack, picketing Chelsea 
Flower Show with leaflets entitled ‘Mr E A Bowles 
and his garden, a New Parable of the Pharisee and 
the Publican’. Today, such publicity for a new book 
would be worth a fortune, but I suspect that, to 
Bowles, it was a horrible embarrassment.

Perhaps it is no surprise that women were not 
frequent visitors to Myddelton after that, but a 
notable exception was Frances Perry (née Everett) 
who, in 1927, was recommended to the nurseryman 
Amos Perry, of Perry’s Hardy Plant Farm nearby.  
She was soon in charge of the water-plant area and 



What do you love about  
working in the garden?
There is something rather 
special about the gardens here 
at Myddelton. I hear it time and 
time again from staff, volunteers 
and visitors – when you walk 
through the gates you breathe 
a sigh of relief from the hustle 
and bustle of the world outside, 
and you leave feeling calm and 
revitalised. It’s a real honour to 
work in a garden that so many 
people hold so dear and a daily 
delight to work somewhere  
with such a wealth of history.

What is the biggest challenge?
The biggest is getting people 
into the garden for the first time. 
Most people are familiar with 
our neighbours at Forty Hall 
or Capel Manor and, although 
we like being called Enfield’s 
best-kept secret, we also want 
to share the magic of Myddelton. 
Once people discover us, they 
are usually hooked for life.

Tell us about the snowdrops  
at Myddelton
The collection here is a melting 
pot of genetic diversity that 
has evolved from a variety 
of sources, including bulbs 
collected by Bowles. They 
continually throw up new and 
interesting varieties. Galanthus 
‘Market Cross’ was launched 
at our Ultimate Snowdrop Sale 
last year, having first been 
discovered in the garden in 
2008. What we have been 
lacking until recently is a 
collection of named cultivars. 
Last year, Margaret and David 
MacLennan, who hold the 
National Collection of Galanthus 

(Scientific), kindly offered  
to send us a few bulbs in the 
post. When I opened the parcel,  
I was overjoyed to see more  
than 30 different cultivars  
and numerous bulbs of each, 
many of which had a specific 
Bowles connection.

What are the latest 
developments?
Our new dry bed (named the 
‘Honesty Bed’ by Bowles) 
showcasing our collection of 
specimen succulents and exotics 
has proved very popular. We’re 
going to develop this area and 
expand it over the next couple 
of years, really pushing plants 
to the limits of their hardiness, 
much as Bowles did in his day. 
We’ve also started preparing  
a bed outside Bowles’ morning 
room – a favourite spot of his –  
to create a collection of plants 
that were raised or named by 
Bowles or named after him.

Why should visitors come?
Not many gardens can boast 
beds that were dedicated 
entirely to variegated plants or 
confined to a ‘Lunatic Asylum’. 
With a treasure trove of rare 
and unusual plants, many dating 
back to Bowles time, there’s 
always some new plant erupting 
from the soil or a flower opening 
up for your attention. We have 
many exciting plans for 2018 
too, because it’s the 200th 
anniversary of the construction 
of Myddelton House and the 
100th anniversary of Bowles 
inheriting the property from  
his father. We’ll be bringing  
back the Plant Sale and Tulip  
Tea Party this spring.

married his son Gerald. By 1968, she was the first 
woman council member of the RHS. She wrote more 
than a dozen books and countless articles, becoming 
one of the first female TV garden personalities. 
Later, she married long-time colleague Roy Hay  
and it was at their home, next to Myddelton House, 
that I first met her, soon after becoming head 
gardener at Myddelton in the early 1980s.

Dozens of plants were named by Bowles or 
after him. Although many have disappeared from 
cultivation, and many have been superseded, you 
may still find his Santolina, Phlomis or diminutive 
but unashamedly promiscuous Viola ‘Bowles’s 
Black’. But if you search for a plant with his name on 
the internet, one plant will dominate the results: his 
mauve wallflower. Quite how this arose is something 
of a mystery because his close neighbour, Frances 
Perry, told me that he never grew it in the garden. 
Perhaps it arose as a seedling and was found after 
his death by someone ‘rescuing’ plants. It is curious 
that this ever-blooming, short-lived shrub should be 
such a huge commercial success and the most lasting 
memorial to the great man, yet he never even grew it.

A real collector, he established a unique garden, 
full of the strange and 
rare. He was 
particularly keen on 
bulbous plants, 

Below The brick pavilion 
is draped with a curtain 
of white-flowered 
Clematis armandii. 

Myddelton 
House today 
Head gardener James Hall on 
the garden’s latest developments
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especially Narcissus and Crocus. He bred 
Crocus chrysanthus and is often referred to 
as the ‘crocus king’. He raised ‘E.P. Bowles’, 
named after a relative, and ‘E.A. Bowles’, 
once common but rare nowadays, was 
named after him by the Van Tubergen bulb 
dynasty in The Netherlands. In contrast, 
you can still buy the Iris reticulata that he 
raised and named after his college days – the pale blue 
of ‘Cantab’ is still making our spring gardens bright.

He did not travel the world in search of plants 
but he did frequent the Italian and Swiss Alps in 
summer for health reasons. He suffered from hay 
fever and had a dislike of Philadelphus flowers for 
this reason. The variegated Philadelphus, commonly 
known as ‘Bowles’s Variety’, but more correctly 
just ‘Variegatus’, was apparently deprived of its 
buds before it bloomed. Not far from ‘The Lunatic 
Asylum’ grew a vast clump of Iris tuberosa, the 
sweet-smelling snakeshead iris with curious green 
and black, velvety flowers. It spread under an ancient 
yew that was almost overwhelmed by an ancient 
Wisteria. The locals, half recognising the mass  
of flowers in May, named it the ‘blueburnum’.

Unfortunately, although the garden was well 
known throughout the world through his books, 
after his death it fell into neglect. Deprived of 
sufficient labour – this was not an easy-maintenance 
garden – and expertise, plants were left to fend 
for themselves, until the 1980s, after the National 
Council for the Conservation of Plants and Gardens 
was formed and public opinion forced the Lea  
Valley Regional Parks Authority, which occupied  
the house as its headquarters, to attempt restoration.  
I was fortunate enough to be the first head gardener 

to start the restoration. There 
had been huge changes to the 
garden since Bowles’ death and 
many features, known from 
his books, had disappeared or 
become overgrown, but I began 
to clear and plant. Although a 
shadow of what it was, the rock 
garden, where Bowles’ ashes were 
scattered, and the alpine meadow 
were still filled with bulbs, 
especially snowdrops.

I was honoured to be asked 
to give a talk to the Friends 
of Myddelton House last 
year, 25 years after I left, and 
was delighted to see that the 
garden has thrived. Under the 
stewardship of subsequent 
gardeners and with the benefit  

of a Heritage Lottery Fund Grant of £487,000 in 
2009, enabling the restoration of the old kitchen 
garden and greenhouses, the garden is looking better 
than ever. Bowles himself always thought that May 
was the best time in the garden, but the profusion  
of bulbs makes early spring my favourite time.

Plants and features come and go but, with the 
garden on an even keel and more popular than ever, 
the special features that make this garden unique 
still shine through – a fitting memory to one of this 
country’s greatest gardeners. n

Myddelton House Gardens, Bulls Cross, Enfield 
EN2 9HG. Open daily, 10am to 5pm or dusk if 
earlier. Tel: 03000 030610; visitleevalley.org.uk

Clockwise from top left  
Myddelton’s Victorian 
conservatory, attached 
to the front of the house; 
masses of starry blue 
Scilla bithynica; pink 
outer petals give Tulipa 
turkestanica a striped 
appearance.

A real collector,  
he established a 

unique garden, full 
of the strange and 

the rare, particularly 
bulbous plants


