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Martin Stimson  is currently Head of School of Horticulture at Writtle College, one of the largest 
and most respected Schools of Horticulture in the UK.  This follows a post as Head of Landscape 
Management with responsibility for the college’s educational landscaped gardens and plant 
collection. Martin gained his horticultural experience in the private gardens of Lord Fitzwilliam in 
Milton near Peterborough, and then in the public Parks of Derby City Council.  He remains 
interested in the social and health benefits of gardens, plants and landscapes to society. He has a 
Master of Horticulture award from the Royal Horticultural Society.   
 
As I drove towards the small Essex town of Kelvedon, I was reminded of a walled 
vegetable garden tended by my grandfather. He was a well respected Head Gardener for 
the Marquis and Marchioness of Huntley and he often grew varieties with the name 
Kelvedon in the title. Kelvedon Marvel and Kelvedon Wonder are two that came to mind 
as I entered the town looking for my destination. These well known legumes of longevity 
were, I learnt early in my career, named in honour of the town near where the seed 
company was based.  As I entered Kelvedon, the high street emerged, and the butter 
yellow Maple strewn hedgerows of Essex were left behind.  October was literally dieing 
out, albeit two weeks later than the thirty year average would suggest it should. 
 
 
Having turned right at the Magnolia grandflora, (horticultralists always provide directions 
with plants) I arrived, not to see the seeds, but to meet a horticultural friend.  Like all good 
horticulturalists, after inspecting her garden, she noted our mutual and respectable 
interest in hops which meant adjourning to The Crown for lunch. The pub is old and 
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beamed and sits tightly on the pavement where a mature grapevine hangs over the 
welcoming entrance. A sign of horticultural activity perhaps? The vine was festooned in 
late October with almost perfectly formed grapes and thankfully no wasps. Mature 
hanging baskets were still in bloom and the midday sun was strong enough to encourage 
us to sit in the garden.  A short term, if not selfish, advantage of climate change. 
 
The ‘garden’ did come as a surprise, filled as it was at one end with a collection of mature 
trees. They were all rather crowded and cluttered, and all of different species., but never 
the less to the keen eye worthy of further scrutiny.  Someone, 40 years ago and more, 
had taken a liking to amongst others a Tulip Tree (Liriodendron tulipifera), a Blue Atlas 
Cedar (Cedrus atlantica glauca) and a Himalayan Birch (Betula utilis var jacquemontii).  
Maybe when they were young they all looked fine, but now they each obscured the best 
of each other. 
 
It was the Himalayan Birch that first caught my eye, but not in the normal way by flashing 
its pure white trunk at me - the trunk was, if anything, disappointing by conventional 
stereotypical standards. We found it gnarled and twisted and not immediately 
conspicuous, being hidden slightly behind a more mature but rather insignificant shrub.  It 
was the white secondary branches high up in the canopy that first gave its name away. 
 
Betula utilis jacquemontii has always appealed to me because unlike many Birch species 
the white primary branches subdivide, and remain coloured white almost right up to the 
top.  The annual growth of the current year isn’t white, but the rest is.  What always 
captivates me about this tree and makes me look skyward, is the abundance of white 
stem which in summer flickers at you through the large leafy twigs, which down turn 
towards their tips. This creates a form which is upright through the secondary branches 
but semi pendulous at the margins.  A solid central form, with a graceful edge, and 
relatively chunky leaves.  Looking into the crown the white secondaries are especially 
prominent against a rich blue cloudless sky in December.  
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This feature clearly distinguishes the Himalayan Birch from most other Birch in cultivation. 
Its this total whiteness when viewed from a distance, that supports the often brilliant white 
trunk, making them sought after specimens in private gardens.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whenever I encounter this tree as a 
mature specimen, my non horticultural 
friends are aghast at the trunk, taken in by 
the obvious. Sometimes if its near the 
path, as at The Vicarage Gardens in East 
Rushton Norfolk, the bark is smoothed and 
shiny, where humans have polished it with 
their hands. Many specimens near paths 
and in public spaces have the papery bark 
removed, by over eager spectators, who 
can’t resist the temptation to fondle, caress 
and tease the trunk. This is a shame on 
one level, but on another shows the 
necessity with which humans need to stay 
in touch, literally, with plants. 
 

 

 
 
 
The following weekend I journeyed back to my grandfathers home in Peterborough.  
About 20 years ago my mother (a keen amateur gardener in a short line of 3) was so 
impressed by a specimen of Betula jacquemontii that she bought her own.  After roof 
racking it 98 miles from Essex to Peterborough it was asked to take centre stage as 
leading player in a less than fashionable island bed. I’ve watched it develop in parallel to 
my own life (a youthful willowy teenager, slowly maturing and spreading its girth!). 
 
 
Underneath the trunk, a collection of Cyclamen coum and C. neopolitanum have 
naturalised and are seeding in the surrounding lawn.  In what we used to call autumn, but 
is now really late summer, the pastel pinks and purples sit comfortably with the birch bark 
and emerge through the common ivy that has established itself as under story planting 
just like a wild woodland.  A couple of native birch (B. pendula) nearby look at home, but 
they don’t have the ‘X factor’ that the Himalayan Birch so obviously displays.  In spring 
native Primroses take the place of the Cyclamen.  East meets west in horticultural 
harmony 
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As a young and enthusiastic horticulturalist 
some 30 years ago I remember being 
introduced to the Himalayan Birch by a 
keen plants man who had trained at the 
Edinburgh Botanic Gardens. Meeting trees 
with an enthusiastic expert is a real bonus.  
In the very beginning my Scottish botanical 
and horticultural mentor threw down the 
challenge.  “What other plants would you 
put around the base of this tree” he asked 
“in order for it to be shown off to its best?”  
One correct answer was ‘Nothing’, as this 
tree can be a crowd stopper on its own, in 
the right location.  Many gardeners through 
ignorance or negligence leave  
B jacquemonti surrounded by grass.  
Usually its left with a single stem, 
sometimes as a multi stemmed plant to 
ground level, and rarely as three single 
stems in one hole.  I also like longer 
meadow length grass surrounding the trunk 
with a dripping of white fritillaries (Frittilaria 
meleagris).  A dark coniferous evergreen 
backdrop can also enhance this piece of 
garden theatre. 
 

 
Many thousands of people have seen this tree as a specimen, but a few use it in an 
avenue or double row.  Currently the grove of Himalayan Birch at Anglesey Abbey in 
Cambridgeshire (National Trust) is among the most spectacular in the UK.  You can 
almost hear the crowds shout ‘Wow!‘ as they arrive and marvel at the stems for the first 
time. 
 
Driving back to Essex I spotted some Himalayan Birch as lost souls, nay vagrants, in a 
late 1980 housing estate.  It gave the estate a pseudo TV soap opera look, where the 
cleanliness of the bark, the starkness of the black timber fence escaped any sense of 
natural realism.  Why not paint any tree trunk white if that’s all that’s required of the plants?  
As small specimens they look so out of place in urban open spaces and one wonders if 
they were sent in error or just liked by the landscape architect. 
 
Betula jacquemontii has become a favourite of mine, not essentially because of the 
variable “pureness” of the white bark, but due to a combination of facets such as the large 
and obvious brown lenticels slashing horizontally across the circumference of the trunk.   
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As the trunks girth increases, strips of 
exfoliating bark peel and wrinkle like the 
skin on custard, and then flutter in the 
autumn breeze.  In spring strong yellow 
catkins compliment the white twigs.  In 
winter the low, lazy January sun 
illuminates then shines through the 
papery skin like bark. With a delicate 
winter light hints of copper and coffee 
coloured stem emerge under the bark, 
and the whiteness is broken  
 
 
These features make an encounter with 
the Himalayan Marvel, even in the depths 
of Kelvedon, an encounter never to 
forget. 
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