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BEETLEMANIA 

THOUGHTS FROM A MINI EXCAVATOR 

AND FINALLY… 

 

Robert Ludman – the Trust’s first Head Gardener at Standen 

Robert started as the Trust’s 

Gardener in Charge with his wife as 

the 'Vicar's Wife' the year after 

the National Trust took the 

property on in 1973. For its first 

year, the garden had been tended 

by Lucy and Peter Densham.  Lucy 

was sister to Arthur Grogan, the 

Trust’s first administrator at 

Standen, who, with his wife Helen, 

had helped facilitate the purchase 

of Standen by the Trust. 

According to Robert, Arthur was the main driving force in getting the Trust to 

restore the interior and exterior decoration of the house to Arts and Crafts taste 

- introducing his own and Trust donated or purchased paintings in that style. At 

NUTS ABOUT STANDEN! 



 

 

that time the Arts and Crafts movement was not fashionable and Standen became 

hugely influential in engendering a change in attitude.  Helen, an architect for the 

London Council, designed the wing of the house that was converted as flats to 

rent. 

 

In the garden Peter Densham grassed over the vegetable garden to reduce 

maintenance.  Two large Welingtonias on the sloping lawn and various larger firs 

throughout the garden were removed by contractors probably to enhance the 

scale/elevation of the house. 

 

At one time the Beales employed 12 gardeners (Robert thinks this would have been 

in the years before the First World War).  By the time the Trust took the garden 

on this had dwindled to three, including the original vegetable gardener Alvin 

Whyte whose attempts at defeating the incursion of badgers on his personal patch 

still provide fond memories for Robert. 

 

When Robert arrived the garden was in a 

poor state by National Trust standards. 

To cut a ten year 'journey' short, as he 

put it, under the auspices of Trust 

garden advisers; land agents; building 

advisors; historic building generals and 

Arthur Grogan, the garden was cleared 

of overgrown vegetation and totally 

replanted.  In due course the garden was 

re-established.  Paths and terraces that 

had been gravelled were raked. All the 

lawns in the garden were mown twice a week with traditional stripes, and their 

edges were neatly cut.  All yew, hornbeam and beech hedges were trimmed both in 

early summer and autumn, and ground-cover 

plants were established and spread well 

over the borders. This was 'in keeping' 

with the traditional garden methods of the 

1920s and 30s.  Robert was fortunate to 

have learned as an apprentice gardener at 

Trellissick Gardens under gardeners who 

worked in those heydays. Robert continued 

as Gardener in Charge with his wife for an 

impressive 27 years, and has kindly shared 

some of his memories from that time. 

 



 

 

The 1987 hurricane caused 

considerable damage at Standen as it 

did elsewhere, and it is says much 

about the calibre of the man that 

Robert came to see the clear-up as:  
 

an enjoyable challenge  
 

although he credits this to the 

response of staff and neighbours who 

helped with the clear-up.  Nevertheless, it must have been hard to keep positive in 

the face of such devastation. As he puts it: 
 

Thanks to some dry years the garden took a while to recover.  But as I’ve said  
thanks to the support of various members of the Trust’s staff, recover it did.  I 
should add that my personal dictum was always “to give a huge nod to nature” in 
the hope it will repay kindly, which gratefully I think it did...especially for the 
enjoyment of the visitors. 
 

He also put right my assumption that there had been some inappropriate planting 

after the hurricane, and assured me that there had been very little replanting 

needed – or done, as much regenerated naturally - although he does admit to 

having planted some Scots Pines, and secretly a Wellingtonia.  

 

He particularly loved the autumn colour of the Acer corallinum, and the Tulip Tree, 

but I am sure many volunteers would sympathise with his memories of having to 

remove every one of its leaves from the main lawn. 

 

Robert is full of interesting titbits of 

information about the garden. He is 

sure, for example that the old apple 

trees in the Kitchen Garden are 

Bismark and Annie Elizabeth, rather 

than the more mundane Bramley that 

Brogdale identified, and he has been 

connected with Standen long enough 

to have seen the original labels.  He 

also told me that the estate was still 

being fed from the reservoir for three years from after the Trust took it on.  The 

water was pumped up from the well in Jack and Tommy Field through a pipe that 

went up on the face of the rocks on the drive.  The wooden tower adjoining the 

recently rediscovered reservoir for the house had a tank in it that previously fed 

the cottages on the drive.  He took that out to make a fun wildlife viewing ‘house’ 



 

 

that was used mainly by the first Trust’s managers’ teenage daughter Ami Grundy 

as a bolt hole!  

 

According to Robert, the bamboo garden was already established when he arrived 

at Standen. The Beales had been responsible for filling in the pond – presumably 

having given up the unequal battle to keep it watertight.  Robert described the 

area as: 
 

a haven of peace and tranquility being surrounded by the bamboos which later 
became the home of a large colony of dormice. 
 

He did replace a section of bamboos which had flowered and died, but was at pains 

to keep them back as he was hopeful of opening the pond up again at some point. 

 

Although it was Robert who did the hard graft, 

it was the administrator, Arthur Grogan, whose 

word was law in the earlier years.  He didn’t like 

the Jekyll azalea planting so the white and 

yellow azaleas were moved from the Bamboo 

Garden to the Top Terrace so there were only 

two colours instead of the rainbow.  In fact, 

many of the decisions about planting which were 

taken by the Trust’s gardening consultant under 

the influence of Arthur Grogan must have been 

frustrating for the boots on the ground.  

Nevertheless, despite often having to fight to 

keep the garden the Beales had created intact, Robert clearly enjoyed his time at 

Standen, saying: 
 

I think the garden at Standen is the best one to work in of all the Trust’s gardens. 
 

I don’t think many of us would argue with that.  Thanks to Robert for sharing his 

insights and memories with us. 

 

Just when you thought it couldn’t get better… 

I had only just congratulated Roy for managing to swell FoSE numbers to 110, when 

another garden group member signed up, so membership now stands at 111.  This 

must be an all-time record.  Thanks to everyone who supports FoSE either through 

membership, by attending fund-raising events or by serving on the committee.  It’s 

good to feel that we can help James and the various estate teams to make an even 

bigger difference to the gardens and surrounding countryside at Standen. 

 



 

 

Winter Glories 

Elaine’s plant of the week just missed the 

November newsletter.  Liriope muscari 

from the Asparagaceae family, or to give it 

its delightful common name Big Blue Lily 

Turf has an RHS Award of Garden Merit.  

It is a hardy, evergreen, clump-forming 

perennial which produces dense spikes of 

purple/blue flowers in autumn; these are 

often followed by black berries. Flower 

spikes are 30cm tall. 

Liriope is happy in part to full shade and will also tolerate periods of drought and 

poor soil. Rabbits and deer ignore it, too. This plant, which originates from China, 

Taiwan and Japan, can also be grown in pots for winter interest. It can be left in 

position in the garden for many years and will make a large clump, although it can 

be divided in May.  At Standen there are large clumps in the Lower Terrace 

borders. 

 

 James chose a plant with a mouthful of a 

name: Callicarpa bodinieri var. giraldii 

‘Profusion’ part of the Lamiaceae or Mint 

family. Its common name of Beautyberry is 

much more user friendly, and very apt.   It is 

a deciduous shrub which grows to 10’ tall and 

is grown mostly for its clusters of bright 

purple berries which last from autumn 

through winter – the unusual colour meaning 

they are seldom eaten by birds except in the 

most harsh of winters. The leaves can have a lovely rose-madder autumn colour. As 

James says, it is a very striking plant. The species originates from China and was 

introduced to this country in the 19th century; it will grow pretty much anywhere 

as long as the soil is not waterlogged.  It is reliably hardy.  

 

At Standen in the cottage garden there is a plant which was rescued from a 

garden centre in Tunbridge Wells in 2002 where it was being thrown away – a small 

amount of TLC and it has flourished!  

 

Sweet Chestnut or Castanea Sativa - sometimes just called Chestnut, Spanish or 

Portuguese Chestnut, or even Marron (as in the French sweetmeat Marron glacé) 

belongs to the Fagaceae family and was the December choice of Ben.   



 

 

Although not technically native (it was introduced 

by the Romans), Sweet Chestnut is now considered 

a classic tree of UK semi-natural woodland, 

particularly on areas of sandy soils or light clays. 

At Standen, it is particularly prevalent at the top 

of Hollybush Wood and in the Western edges of 

Rockinghill Wood.  

 

Sweet Chestnut can be a very large tree growing to 

around 100ft and up to 7ft in diameter. However in the UK it is less than common 

to find trees of this size because they tend to be coppiced, i.e. wood is harvested 

periodically (around every 15 years for chestnut) and then allowed to regrow – 

usually with an increased number of trunks. 

 

The tree has a relatively smooth grey bark when young; 

however this becomes increasingly riven and rutted in a 

characteristic net shaped pattern as the tree gets 

older. The leaves of the chestnut are large and 

elongated with a serrated edge. In the Autumn the tree 

produces ‘Sweet Chestnuts’ – medium sized nuts/seeds 

in a very prickly shell – similar to that of a Horse 

Chestnut (Conker) although these trees are not closely 

related. These go very well with Brussels Sprouts! 

 

Sweet chestnut timber is particularly useful for fencing. 

The wood will even outlast oak in the ground and can rival modern tanalised fence 

posts for rot resistance - in the right conditions chestnut fencing can last for 15 

years. The wood, burns well, but is not favoured for indoor fires as it tends to 

spit.  

 

The sap can be a distinct dark purple in colour – particularly apparent when you 

strip the bark for fencing products – your hands quickly stain purple. 

 

Carolyn’s choice for Christmas is an absolute gem – 

though I anticipate a few howls of anguish from those 

who think this vegetable is the spawn of the devil.  It’s 

the humble Brussels Sprout, Brassica oleracea 

(Gemmifera Group) a vegetable traditionally used for 

Christmas dinner. It comes into season in October and 

lasts until March. A member of the cabbage 

(Brassicaceae) family, sprouts look like mini cabbages 

and grow up a central stalk. They have a sweet nutty 



 

 

flavour but some people can find them bitter. At the end of the season, the 

sprouts tops can be harvested and eaten like cabbage. 

 

Brussels Sprouts were first recorded as a 

spontaneous sport from a cabbage plant around 1750 

in the Brussels region.  In their raw state, they 

contain excellent levels of vitamin C and vitamin K, 

moderate amounts of B vitamins (such as folic acid and 

vitamin B6), and essential minerals and dietary fibre in 

smaller amounts.  Because of the vitamin K, a blood-

clotting factor, consuming sprouts in excess may not 

be suitable for heart patients taking anticoagulants.  

Apparently, doctors put down the reason for one heart patient's worsening 

condition to eating too many Brussels sprouts. They also contain sulforaphane, a 

phytochemical which is being researched for its potential anticancer properties. 

Brassica crops are also a source of indole-3-carbinol, a chemical being studied for 

how it affects DNA repair in cells and appears to block the growth of cancer cells. 

 

If you hate Sprouts then you probably have the TAS2R38 gene. It makes a protein 

that interlocks with a chemical called PTC (phenylthiocarbamide) and gives the 

taste sensation of bitterness.  Presumably, a Swedish man, Linus Urbanec - who 

holds the Guinness World Record set in 2008 for the most Brussels sprouts (31!) 

eaten in one minute - doesn’t have this gene. 

 

To cook: Twist off the stalk, remove  

loose, yellow or damaged leaves (and 

hats), then wash and trim the base.  

Cutting a cross into the base of the 

sprout may not be necessary for small 

sprouts. Large sprouts can be cut in 

half. They can be boiled or steamed 

for about 5 minutes or try stir frying 

with garlic, sage and pancetta. 

 

Cultivation: Sow seed in spring and plant out from mid-May to early June when 

plants are about 10-15cm high - 60cm between plants and 75cm between rows - in 

a sunny sheltered site. Mound up around the plants and stake well to support from 

strong winds. Brassicas like good fertile soil and need to be planted firmly. Net 

well against pests.  

 

 Clubroot, pigeons, cabbage white caterpillars, cabbage root fly, wind rock can all 

be problematical. 



 

 

The final plant of the week from 2014 is 

Fuchsia ‘Dark Eyes’, family Onagraceae, a 

small, semi-evergreen shrub (in a mild winter) 

which can flower from May right through until 

January. This new cultivar to Standen has 

beautiful red sepals and a very frilly corolla in 

deep purple. The fuchsia, which grows in a 

terracotta pot, has recently been moved from 

the House Terrace wall to the Conservatory steps and is one of only two cultivars 

that are still showing some good colour.  

 

Most of Standen’s Fuchsias are overwintered under the staging in the Greenhouse, 

and are kept fairly dry as this helps them to make it through the dark days better. 

In early spring they are tidied up, have their compost refreshed, are moved to a 

lighter position and brought back into growth.  

 

The 16 terracotta pots are replaced on the House Terrace wall during May and will 

be fed weekly. Cuttings are taken during the summer months to ensure new plants. 

As growth slows down in autumn the plants are returned to the Nursery and 

pruned back to about 5 inches, weeded and tidied. Then, it’s back into hibernation 

until the next spring. Fuchsias can be kept for many years using this method.  

 

Pennies from Heaven 

One of the projects James has had in mind for a while concerns Hilltop Shaw, the 

stretch of woodland which runs down beside the drive.  The Trust has been in 

negotiation with St. Anthony’s Trust, which currently owns the land, but is 

prepared to hand it over to Standen provided it is cleared and properly maintained.  

 

For a long time, it has been a magnet for fly 

tippers, and many of the original Beale 

trees along the path have become unhealthy 

or downright dangerous.  The outdoor team 

at Standen has agreed to create and 

maintain a new path, which will make a safe 

and pleasant walk from the bus stop at the 

end of the drive (which may also be moved 

to a safer spot) down towards the main 

gate.   

 

Before this can be achieved, a lot of rubbish will need to be cleared, and the 

contractors responsible paid.  It will cost around £1,500 to create the path, and, 



 

 

following an application by FoSE to the East Grinstead Common Good Trust, we 

have just been awarded that exact sum.  I would like to take this opportunity to 

publicly say a big thank you to Christopher Russell and his team of trustees for 

their sympathetic and very generous response to our application.  We are now just 

waiting for the lawyers to tie up the loose ends, and then hopefully, work can 

begin. 

 

New Year – New clothes? 

Elaine will be making an order for Fosewear in the New Year. Prices as follows: 

Short sleeved polo £10; Long sleeved polo £14; Fleece £19; Woollen hat £6; 

Waterproofs set £50; Men’s gilet with lots of pockets £16. Other items are also 

available to order. Please see website for the full list, and speak to Elaine if all the 

hard work of the last year has left your FoSEwear looking sad.  

 

Beetle Drive Bookings 

Don’t forget to book your space at a table for the Beetle Drive.  In case it has 

slipped your mind over Christmas, this will take place on Monday 26th January at 

4.30 and run till around 6.30.  Tea and cake are included in the £5 ticket, and 

mulled wine to keep the winter cold out will be available to buy.  FoSE really does 

need your support in its efforts to raise funds for the greenhouse, so please do 

come along and bring your friends.  It promises to be a lot of fun.  Email 

newsletter@fose.org.uk to reserve your place(s). 

 

More gardener’s insights 

James has clearly been in thoughtful mode recently, 

and has penned the following piece which beautifully 

expresses how he feels about Standen.  Enjoy! 

 

I was sitting in a mini excavator today - a sunny 
December day - digging out cherry laurel stumps and 
thinking how far things have come since I started at 
Standen in 2001. There isn't actually that much more 
to clear and then we will be all about the nurturing of 
our new plants, ensuring they grow well and provide 
joy and delight for generations to come.  
 
We had a visit yesterday from Emma McNamara, our new gardens advisor, and she 
was very impressed with the progress we have made over the last few years - I 
think she will be a big help and support for the work we are doing here. What I 
struggle with, is getting the thoughts and ideas and vision for Standen that are in 
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my head across to all our visitors.  Some times when I look at an area that is not at 
its best, I am thinking; 'How wonderful this will be in 30 years when the plants 
have all grown and filled their allotted spaces so perfectly,' but I forget that 
most people can't read my mind, and so maybe I need to do something about that.  
I visit many different gardens and areas of good horticulture, yet I cannot imagine 
ever working at or feeling as connected to a place as I do to Standen.  Sure there 
are times when things get too much or stupid problems take over, but to just 
spend a few minutes contemplating the details of an area or the views that change 
day by day and I realise how lucky we are to have a place such as this.  The 
responsibility of looking after Standen is, and I think must be, great, but we must 
also enjoy what has been given to us by those that came before. 
 

When I started here, one of the things that 
attracted me to the job was the fact that I would be 
mostly working alone, after years of struggling to 
cope in a work environment that didn't suit.  
However, the team, both staff and volunteers, that 
now works in the garden and woods here at Standen 
have persuaded me that my reasons were wrong, even 
if the outcome is not what I had expected.  I hope 
everyone enjoys and gets something rewarding from 
what they do here, but every single person brings a 
wealth of experiences and richness to the place 
which are far more than one can easily comprehend.  
I really hope that in a hundred years from now 

people will look back at us and be grateful for what we have done, but also amazed 
at something of a new golden age when Standen became great again through hard 
work, determination and love. 
 
This probably all sounds a bit sentimental, but I do not often get the chance to 
just think about things, as the constant bombardment of emails and other duties 
does not allow this, so at least I now have one reason to like cherry laurel; 
removing it has today given me the time to be grateful for what we do have. 

 

And finally…. 

…Standen welcomed its 100,000 visitor of the year on 5th January, 2 months ahead 

of the cut-off for our target of 95,000, and well ahead of last year’s 85,000 total.  

The lucky couple involved were treated to a cream tea.  What a way to start the 

New Year! 

 

Pam Griffiths         January ‘15 


