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Linden Hawthorne's book, Gardening with Shape, 
Line, and Texture: A Plant Design Sourcebook, is 
the best contemporary book on planting and planting 
design that I have read. Equally good for amateur 
gardeners and professional designers, I would 
recommend this book to all of the garden design 
students I talk to as the best grounding for thinking  and 
knowing about plants. 
 
I decided that this was one gardener I very much 
wanted to talk to, and she agreed to be interviewed for 

gardensandpeople.... 

 
Bella D'Arcy Reed 

 
Published by Timber Press RRP £25  
(Amazon £15.42(@March 6th 2011) 

 

Q:  Lin - you are now Head Gardener on a private estate in Yorkshire, but from 1989-1992 you 

were involved in the production of the New RHS Dictionary of Gardening; how did this come 

about? 

A:  One of lifeôs little accidents really - of the right time/right place variety. In 1986, I had returned 

to college to study for a diploma in horticulture after several years as a working gardener in 

Northumberland. I had become frustrated by my lack of knowledge of the technical stuff, which 

you do pick up the hard way as a hands-on gardener, but more slowly and incompletely than when 

youôre properly trained. I needed to know more about all sorts of things; the management of the 

garden/pests and diseases/machinery, the selection and sourcing of plants, the design process 

and more. I am pretty strongly motivated by curiosity - the óneed-to-knowô how, when and why. I 

loved the course, HND Horticulture at Askam Bryan College, and was manically committed, and 



got it when I was 36. I wrote my dissertation on Studley Royal, a green garden, and won a prize 

for it. I trained at Harlow Carr, working with a wonderful Ukrainian gardener throughout the 

gardens - that's where I learned many practical skills. At that point, Macmillan was seeking help in 

putting the dictionary together. They needed someone with a horticultural background who could 

write and I was recommended to them by my college tutor. They wanted a more detailed approach 

than the old dictionary. The late Anthony Huxley and Mark Griffiths liked my discursive style, my 

horticultural and scientific background 

(degree in biology) and my practical 

experience and that was it!   

 

Q:  There are thousands of entries! - 

how does it all work?  

 

A:  There are some 4,000 genera of 

plants, and around 50,000 plants 

described in the 4 volumes of the 

dictionary. My part in it was to collate, 

write and edit the cultivation details. 

The plant entries are arranged 

alphabetically by genus ï but they 

were compiled and written family by 

family. You might say that Linnaeus 

was the organising principle on that! 

From a gardenerôs point of view, 

however, the really interesting thing is 

that I came to appreciate familial and 

generic relationships that go beyond 

the botanical classification based on 

physical structure. Itôs often the case that plants within the same genus share similar needs in 

cultivation, but thatôs frequently also true at the family level. The cultivation notes were written on a 

need-to-know basis. The things you must know when growing any plant are basically what it 

needs in the way of temperature, water, light and soil, how to propagate it, how to prune it, what 

are its susceptibilities in terms of hardiness, pests and diseases. I also believe that the habitat of a 

plant is probably one of the most useful things to know too, since it gives such fundamental clues 

as to what a plant may need and or tolerate in cultivation. Itôs a fair bet that something that lives in 

the wild in sunny, rocky, exposed places where drainage is naturally excellent ï Lavandula for 

example - wonôt thrive in damp, cold and heavy soils in shade. I also think that habitat provides 

ideas as to plants that will associate well together. Thatôs one of the bases of success of great 

gardeners like Beth Chatto in her woodland and gravel gardens, she applies that ecological 

perspective but with a phenomenal plant knowledge.  Itôs actually a very sustainable way of 

growing and looking at things.       



 

Q:  How long were you engaged on this? 

 

A: For me, there were three years of complete 

madness! I started at 8.00a.m. and worked until 

I couldn't see anymore! Overall the dictionary 

took about 10 years to compile. 

 

I wanted to ensure consistency across the 

range of information presented, most of all that 

gardeners became concerned with the natural 

habitat of a plant. The wiring was based on my 

own experience, knowledge, and my own need 

to know.  

 

Q:  Tell me how you got into gardening? and 

how you relate to plants?  

 

A:  Well, most of us start as children donôt we? 

With my grandfather in my case, who gardened 

well into his eighties. But itôs probably more 

relevant that I married a nurseryman who 

worked in an arboretum: Thorp Perrow in 

Bedale North Yorkshire. 

 

When my daughter was tiny, our afternoon walks were taken in one of the best collections of 

woody plants in the north of England. That was inspirational. In a mature collection with many 

rarities there are such opportunities to observe the changes through the season - the flowers, the 

fruits, the foliage in both spring and autumn colour, the eventual form and line a plant takes on at 

maturity ....I really relate to seasonality - the way plants reflect the turn of the seasons ï the way a 

herbaceous border is absent in the winter isnôt at all joyless for me. I watch buds forming, now 

green, now gone - then seedheads dying back. And tiny detail as well as the whole show - the 

bloom on malus fruits, the way they glow in sunlight, for example. And anticipation is such a huge 

part of any plantôs virtues.  

Q:  What motivated you to write the book? 

 A:  Years of struggling with the idea that you learn about hundreds of plants but on the ground the 

thing that counts most is how you put them all together. So many gardeners will say óI have all my 

favourite plants in this border but it just doesnôt hang togetherô - what am I missing here?  I needed 

to formulate some criteria, not only concerning colour, line form and texture per se, but regarding 

how to balance and unify these attributes. And then I also wanted to apply criteria to the selection 

of ógoodô plants ï great colour, long season, some form of interest on either side of the peak. Most 

of all I needed to outline criteria for my readers so that by the end of the book they would have the 

tools to make their own plant choices rather than slavishly following someone elseôs top 100. I 

wanted to enable them to create something that was expressive on their own style and taste: I 

wanted to show them how to balance, unify, give things rhythm. As I was learning and working, 

pennies dropped all over the place, and I wanted to put it all there on paper. 



Q:  I want to talk about you as a teacher , how you work with students and how this relates to 

communicating to an 'unknown' public.  

A:  As a teacher I really love to work with interested and curious students. The greatest thrill in 

teaching is to see the light go on. The reward happens often with very young children with curiosity 

undimmed. With adults I sometimes think itôs only likely to happen when their interest is already 

internalised, often when the curiosity is rekindled later in life. Then theyôre a joy to work with. My 

approach to teaching is rather similar to that of writing -  I want to give my students the tools to do 

the job and see them get a kick out of it when they begin to see relationships themselves.  It goes 

back to presenting information on a need-to-know basis, and allowing links to be made between 

separate areas of knowledge; asking the right questions and then knowing where to look to find 

the answers And I am pretty sure now that if 

I want/need to know, or find something 

especially interesting then so will they.     

 

Q:  Tell us a few plants you really love  

A:  The plants that I really love ï well like 

most gardeners my favourite is seasonally 

dependent ï I am most often in love with 

thing that I have been studying last! Roses 

ï the old roses, such intense scent and 

beauty that makes a relatively short season 

entirely forgivable. The little Iris reticulata, 

hepaticas, primroses that confirm that 

spring is truly underway ... But I have been 

thinking about my perennial favourites and 

theyôre very often things that have some 

secret or not readily apparent virtue. The 

violets, for example, of course itôs adorable 

that they emerge fairly early in spring ï a 

good reason to be cheerful - itôs great that 

they make such fine ground cover but their 

scent, which actually comes more 

powerfully from the foliage than the short 

lived blooms can be sensed through most 

of the year when conditions are right. The 

fabulous tulip Ballerina ï strong straight 

stems, excellent wind resistance, glowing, golden-flamed orange - has the most unexpectedly 

strong and pervasive perfume, same with Iris Jane Philips. The silvery leaved Elaeagnus 

umbellata, a fine backdrop with a good smattering of glistening red fruits in sprays ï the flowers 

are nothing to shout about unless you stand nearby on a fairly still day ï then the air is suffused 

with their extraordinary scent. Prunus Shirotae ï a beautiful mass of blossom with a far reaching 

scent of great subtlety       

Q:  and what will you be writing next? 

A:  The next book? A dictionary probably! Iôd quite like the tag horticultural lexicographer. 


