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all hostas 
great and small

Gardeners love hostas for their impressive foliage 
and ability to fill a tricky shady spot, so we asked  

the experts for advice on defending them  
from slugs and top varieties to grow
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T
ucked into a bend in the road 
in the Devonshire village of 
Sticklepath nestles the site of 
Bowdens nursery. About as 
far from a ‘sleepy hollow’ as 

you can get, this horticultural hive of 
activity hides behind a massive mask of 
burgeoning hostas.

Adjoining the foliage-filled polytunnels 
unfurls a quarter-acre billowing hosta 
garden with a National Plant Collection of 
Modern Hybrid Hostas, gathered by Roger 
Bowden. Together, nursery and garden 
boast some 2,500 hosta varieties, nearly  
a quarter of the world’s catalogue. 

Bowden Hostas, as it was originally 
called, is a family run business, founded  
by Roger Bowden, who began collecting 
hostas in the late 1970s. He 
launched his first catalogue 
in 1986, and business 
boomed as he soared from 
local to county to national 
shows, with his first RHS 
Che l s ea  Go ld  Meda l 
awarded in 1999. Roger, 
now in his seventies, retains 
an ‘advisory role’ in the 
business, which was bought 

by his daughter Ruth and son-in-law  
Tim Penrose (above) in 2004.

They have recently diversified into other 
‘leafy greens’, acquiring a fine collection 
of ferns and managing a significant 
catalogue of grasses and bamboo, with 
herbs on the ‘coming soon’ list. Hostas 
remain at the heart of the business, which 
is famed for the quality the plants and  
its breadth of scope. 

Lush and exciting hosta exhibits have 
won orders and medals, with seven Gold 
Medals from the past seven RHS Chelsea 
Flower Shows. In 2011, the nursery 
achieved a unique double: winning gold for 
both the hosta display and its inaugural fern 
exhibit. But the team’s greatest accolade is 
a Royal Warrant awarded by HRH The 
Prince of Wales in 2007, appointing them 
to supply hostas to Highgrove, where Prince 
Charles himself is a National Collection 
holder of large and giant-leaved hostas.  
Tim takes the opportunity to personally 

deliver consignments of dormant hosta 
roots to Highgrove, wrapped and packed  
in the panniers of his motorbike. 

By POPulAR DemAnD
Hostas are shade-tolerant woodland 
perennials, with masses of fascinating 
decorative foliage. Overlooked, though, are 
their white or lilac bell-like summer blooms. 
Nevertheless, the white flowers of gigantic 
H. ‘Big Daddy’ and the bright lilac bells of 
tiny H. ‘Cracker Crumbs’ serve to enhance 
the fabulous foliage. Some of the flowers 
also have wonderful scent, such as  
H. ‘Fragrant Dream’ and H. ‘Aphrodite’, 
another attribute that is often overlooked.

‘There are so many variations and 
combinations of foliage,’ explains Tim. 

His catalogue displays 
plants that are visibly 
differentiated by leaf 
colour, texture, size, shape 
and pattern. Colour is the 
primary distinguishing 
factor, with single-colour 
foliage on offer in blue  
(H. ‘Big Daddy’), green  
(H. ‘Green Piecrust’, ‘Beauty 
Substance’, ‘Niagara Falls’) 

and also gold (H. ‘Marilyn Monroe’).
Variegated specimens add another 

dimension: H. ‘Golden Tiara’ wears a ring 
of gold on green; H. ‘Patriot’ is green with 
deep white margin; and H. ‘El Niño’ is blue 
with a decorative silver rim. Some leaf 
colours are almost ousted by the secondary 
colour, as with the central golden splash 
with a rim of green on the leaves of  
H. ‘Orange Marmalade’. This is similar  
but to a lesser degree on H. ‘Gypsy Rose’. 
Margins and colours alter with the season, 
site, sun and shade.

Lush and exciting hosta exhibits have won orders and medals 
including seven Gold Medals from RHS Chelsea

ClOCKWISe FROm ABOVe leFT Tim Penrose 
has taken over the running of Bowdens with  
his wife Ruth; Hosta ‘Fragrant Dream’ offers 
fragrant flowers; H. ‘Lakeside Cha Cha’ prefers 
light shade; in contrast ‘Lakeside Ripples’ has  
no variegation; H. ‘Beauty Substance’ with its 
generous leaves.

Bowdens nursery’s quarter-acre garden  
is home to a National Plant Collection  
of Modern Hybrid Hostas.  

plants: hostas

shady solutions

s



94   the english garden  February 2013

Shade generally strengthens and helps 
retain leaf colour, but may also inhibit 
growth and discourage flowering. Some 
blue and variegated plants are fortified by 
early season sun, and some gold-leafed 
varieties fail to colour up without it,  
like H. ‘Fire Island’. ‘Do not dismiss  
hostas automatically to a shady nook.  
Check out their individual requirements,’ 
suggests Tim.

The size of both plant and leaf vary 
massively, from the huge tray-like leaves of 
H. ‘Prince of Wales’ and ‘Earth Angel’ to 
the charming lobes of H. ‘Frosted Mouse 
Ears’ and ‘Teeny-weeny Bikini’. 

‘Less dominating, the smaller hostas have  
wide appeal, facilitating plantings in pots, 
window boxes or small patios,’ explains 
Tim, who is enjoying a boom in miniatures. 
Choice is extended into leaf shape: long  
and pointed like H. ‘Praying Hands’; 
puckered like H. ‘Green Piecrust’; rippled 
like H. ‘Lakeside Ripples’; or soft, rounded 
heart-shapes like H. ‘Niagara Falls’. 

There are many natural garden sports 
and mutations, which serve to extend the 
ever-growing hosta catalogue. In Bowdens’ 
garden, a whole new range of blue-hued 
hostas were discovered. These include the 
Devon Series, as well as H. ‘Iced Lemon’,  
a sport of H. ‘Lemon Lime’. Customers 
donated their own finds too, such as  
H. ‘Purbeck Mist’ and H. ‘Vicar’s Mead’. 

With hostas not coming true from seed, 
vegetative propagation is the only option to 
increase the stock of new plants. However, 
modern technology now enhances both 

TOP TIPS TO 
COmBAT SluGS
Slugs adore hostas as much as we 
do, but they can be deterred to 
keep your plants looking their best.

l Buy slug-resistant varieties or the 
Bowden ‘Slug Resistant Collection’, 
which features robust specimens 
such as H. ‘Francis Williams’, H. ’June’ 
(one of the best garden hostas 
according to Tim), H. ‘Sea Lotus Leaf’, 
H. ‘Devon Hills’ (one of Bowden’s 
‘home grown’), H. ‘Halcyon’ - another 
great classic - and H. ’Yellow River’.

l encourage wildlife into the  
garden to do the work for you: 
hedgehogs, thrushes and frogs  
are great slug foragers.

l Hand-pick the offenders from 
foliage - night time is best.

l Protect hostas in pots with  
a copper slug band or simply  
grease with Vaseline or WD40  
to prevent ascent.

l use a traditional garlic wash  
to fend off slugs and snails.

l If all else fails, resort to slug 
pellets, ensuring you put them out 
early February to quash new colonies 
before they take hold. 

l Purchase and read the book 
Slugbusters - a big seller at 
the nursery, and just £2.

breeding and mass propagation. Tissue 
culture speeds up availabil ity and 
distribution of new cultivars. Tim and Ruth 
quickly snap up new exciting introductions, 
selecting 20 candidates from more than 100 
new ones launched annually by American 
breeders, who offer an irresistible selection 
of painted, crimped, twisted and tricolour 
hostas, sometimes all in one plant. Bought 
as tiny plug plants and grown on by Tim 
and Ruth in the nursery, these are ready for 
customers the following year. 

BReeDInG BeSTSelleRS
Tim’s personal favourite and bestseller is  
H. ‘War Paint’. ‘It is big with a splash of 
colour right across its broad, cratered leaf, 
which ripples at the edges,’ he says. ‘It 
clumps up within a couple of years and is  
a really good doer.’

While breeding continues to accentuate 
the many variations of the hosta, it also 
attempts to improve quality, with better 
colour retention, broader light tolerance 
and maximum slug resistance - a familiar 
battle, but well worth the fight.

Bowdens, Sticklepath, Okehampton, Devon 
eX20 2nl. The nursery and garden are open 
from monday to Friday;  10am to 4pm  
Tel: +44 (0)1837 840989. look out for Tim  
at RHS shows this year, or alternatively  
you can buy direct from the online shop at   
www.bowdenhostas.com  

Hosta ‘Frosted Mouse Ears’.

Roger Bowden started his collection in the 1970s.
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