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This delphinium nursery is the undisputed veteran of the RHS Chelsea Flower
Show, having exhibited at every one in the show’s 98-year history
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Blackmore and Langdon is the only remaining
exhibitor to have shown at every single RHS
Chelsea Flower Show, from 1913 to 2011 (it ran

every year with the exception of the 1917 wartime
suspension). Each year
in the Great Pavilion,
the display from the
company, which is the
world’s largest grower
of exhibition delphiniums and begonias, cuts a dashing
floral landmark. It has won more than 70 Gold medals
(which were originally real gold) as well as silver-gilt.
A unique and remarkable achievement.

The nursery was established in 1901 by James
Blackmore and Charles Langdon, who bred, grew and
showed champion delphiniums and begonias. They
exhibited at local flower shows in Bath, arriving by
Shire horse-drawn vehicles. London shows, however,
including the ‘London at the Temple RHS Show’ in
1903 - the forerunner to the RHS Chelsea Flower
Show - necessitated journeying by steam train.

Nowadays, preparations for showing at RHS Chelsea
begin 18 months beforehand, with the three Langdon
brothers alone working on the growing and logisitics of
showing. Nick and Steve are responsible for the begonias
and delphiniums, while Simon deals solely with the
administrative side of things.

The nursery field in summertime is resplendent with
hundreds of stunning delphinium stock plants, one
startling blue fusing into the next, before finally fluxing
to mauve, pink and cream. Each is meticulously
labelled. In winter, they are lifted, and basal cuttings
are taken - about 15 each of more than 60 different
delphinium varieties (90% of which have been bred
on site). And that’s just for the show stock. ‘It is

important to generate
new show plants for
RHS Chelsea,’ explains
Nick, ‘as they will be
better, more vigorous

than their parents, with an optimum three flower spikes’.
The cuttings are rooted in sand trays, under glass,

and transplanted into individual pots three months
later. After winter dormancy, they are cajoled, with
regular liquid feed, to emerge tall, beautiful and
unspoiled, budding with the promise of medal-
winning show flowers. ‘They need to be brought on,’
says Nick. ‘They flower naturally in June and July, but
we need them in prime condition by the end of May.
Heating and overhead lights can be used, but these
can make the plants soft, so are used only as a last
resort.’ The begonias are similarly cosseted, primed
to produce outstanding blooms simultaneously.

‘The week before the show, we hand pick each plant,
still in bud, and pray that they’ll be in flower for
judging. Timing is crucial,’ says Nick. Each flower
spike is individually staked and tied to prevent damage
on the van journey to London, arriving the Thursday
before the show opens.

Build-up Friday dawns and the fragile, leggy cargo
is unloaded onto its familiar pitch in the Pavilion.
Amid general scenes of chaos and frenetic activity,
Nick, Simon and Steve stop to take tea. ‘It’s a bit of a
tradition,’ laughs Nick, referring to a wonderful vintage
black-and-white Chelsea tea-time photo, complete
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The Langdon brothers, the

fourth-generation owners

of Blackmore and Langdon.

From left to right: Simon,

Stephen and Nicholas.

HISTORY INTHE MAKING
During the SecondWorldWar, Queen

Mary was a familiar figure in Bath,

spending time away from the horrors

of the London Blitz. She often visited

Blackmore & Langdon Nurseries in

Twerton, Bath, and is seen in this

old photograph (left) viewing the

delphiniums with Charles Langdon.

The nursery relocated to Pensford,

within sight of the Mendip Hills, in 1972.

Blackmore & Langdon was awarded

its first prestigious gold medal in 1903.

This one from 1928 (left) is for a display

of begonias. More followed, and to date

the nursery has notched up more than

70 Gold medals over its RHS Chelsea

Flower Show career.

They exhibited at local flower shows,
arriving by Shire horse-drawn vehicles
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT ‘Blue Dawn’,

accurately described as ‘sky-blue touched

with pink’; ‘White Ruffles’, one of the shorter

varieties at around 1.5m; ‘Vespers’, can

reach almost 2m in height; ‘Cassius’ is

an almost iridescent bright blue/mauve

delphinium, with a dusty brown eye, and also

reaches almost 2m in height; ‘Mystique’,

a lovely, almost faded, silvery blue/mauve one

with double flowers; ‘Molly Buchanan’ is intense

gentian, almost deep turquoise, blue with

a deep black eye, stretching to 1.5m tall.
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including ‘Faust’, an intense, black-eyed ultramarine to
indigo flower; ‘Blue Nile’, brilliant, white-eyed and mid-
blue; ‘Pandora’, a soft blue with blue/black-striped eyes;
‘Molly Buchanan,’ an intense gentian blue with a black
eye; and ‘Amadeus’, the newest delphinium, a deep
blue/purple with large dark-brown eyes.

The RHS Chelsea Flower Show has seen many changes
over the years, with so many nurseries and plantsmen,
landscapers and garden designers, retailers, reporters
and television presenters, plants, flowers, trees, vegetables
and seeds all coming and going.

Blackmore and Langdon, together with the RHS, has
lived through nearly 100 RHS Chelsea Flower Shows,
with almost as many medals to show for it and, we
predict, many more to come.

Blackmore &Langdon, Stanton Nursery, Pensford, Bristol
BS39 4JL. Tel: +44 (0)1275 332300. See the brothers at
the RHS Chelsea Flower Show’s Great Pavilion on stand
number GPF/1. www.blackmore-langdon.com

BELOW Named stock

plants are neatly laid out

in rows. Once in flower, the

Langdons check each plant

is as labelled so cuttings

can be accurately taken. On

the left is double-flowered,

bright-blue delphinium

‘Skyline’, and on the right,

the lovely double-flowered,

rose-coloured ‘Pink Ruffles’.

with kettle. ‘Kettles aren’t allowed nowadays, but we
all bring a flask and sandwiches, and eat them before
we start on the display. It’s also the time for a bit of
ribbing from our old rivals, Notcutts,’ laughs Nick.

First up goes the rear staging, holding the backdrop
acers, which are the same trees they have used for 50
years. The delphiniums are meticulously placed in colour
order, heights levelled with crocks and pots, concealed
by foliage and maiden-hair ferns, until perfection is
achieved. To minimise damage, the begonias arrive once
the delphiniums are in place, and are just as carefully
positioned. They are soon ready for visitors: first, the
judges; then, The Queen; and then the public. The family
are no strangers to royalty. In the early days, Queen Mary
visited the nursery, and last year Prince Charles ordered
delphiniums for Highgrove. ‘I made sure I delivered those
myself,’ says Nick, who was rewarded with a personal
garden tour by the head gardener.

Despite the surprisingly broad colour on offer, the
most popular and best-selling delphiniums are all blue,


