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CHAPTER 18 – RETIREMENT, IF THAT’S WHAT ITS CALLED! 
 

 By 1996 Mella began to find looking after Wivelsfield Hall a considerable 
burden and I was having great difficulty keeping the garden in order, so we decided to 
sell and move to something more manageable for our retirement years. However the 
best laid plans of mice and men don’t always pan out as you would like them to and it 
was October 1998 before a sale was arranged and we then had to find something to 
move into. Here good fortune was on our side for once and within a week we found 
our current house and like Wivelsfield Hall in 1976, it had been on the market for a 
considerable time, which was surprising as it was one of few available houses with a 
large double garage capable of housing both the Rolls and Audi. In fact it has the 
biggest double garage I’ve ever seen on a modern house. Once again I made what I 
considered a cheeky offer, some £5,000 less than the asking price and to our 
amazement (and relief) this was accepted, leaving us wondering what the snag was! 
 The snags were, in the main, twofold. Firstly the décor was to say the least, 
‘tired’, and secondly all three doors and seventeen windows were in need of a lot of 
work to make them all function properly. 
 As this was to be our retirement home our policy was to make the place as 
maintenance-free as possible. To this end we had all the doors, windows, bargeboards 
and soffits replaced with modern upvc ones that will require no maintenance and are 
guaranteed for 10 years. We also had the walls filled with rockwool to reduce heating 
costs, part of the front garden made into a parking area and the garage door fitted with 
an electric opening device to make it easier for Mella to open. 
 The downstairs décor I re-did myself, together with the stairs and landing. 
Looking ahead to the time when one of us may find getting into a normal bath less 
than easy, we had the shower unit replaced with a ‘walk-in’ bath. (I kept the shower 
pan to convert into a ‘sink-garden’). The upstairs décor I left until I had fitted out the 
garage and completely redesigned the garden. Fortunately my second heart attack (see 
Chap. 19) occurred after I had done the garage and garden, but before I had time to 
redecorate upstairs. This should be done as my next retirement project! 
 Many of my retired friends have told me how busy they are and that they 
never seem to have enough hours in the day to do all that they want. How true! And it 
reminds me of the story of two friends, both retired, who met each other for the first 
time for a year or two. One asked the other how he was enjoying his retirement, to 
which he replied that he was extremely busy – “I play golf, bowls and bridge. I do lots 
of gardening and crosswords. I’m busy all the time! How about you?” To which 
enquiry his friend said he too was busy, doing research. “Research?” says the first 
man. “Well, its not so much research as investigation,” says his friend, “I investigate 
where I’ve left my spectacles, I investigate where I put my slippers……..!” Nuff said! 
 However to get back to my story – once the garage was fitted out so that I 
could find the tools or equipment I needed without having to search through dozens of 
containers in which everything had been stored during the move, I turned my attention 
to the garden. 
 The only ‘plan’ I had was to make the gardens into easy maintenance areas. I 
say ‘easy’ as opposed to ‘low’ maintenance as I like gardening and ‘low’ implies that 
there will not be a lot to do once the initial redesign has been done. No, my intention 
was to have a nice interesting garden with seats to relax in, but something to keep my 
enthusiasm alive over the coming years, without too much hard work. Rather than 
detail the renovation of the gardens (front and rear) as it was carried out I thought it 
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might be more interesting to take the reader on a pictorial tour of the garden with 
explanations of the plants, plantings and work carried out. 

Starting at the front of the house, 
which faces more or less North (345o if 
you want to be precise) we have a 
Hydrangea Petiolaris that had been 
neglected for many years so that it had 
much dead wood to be cut out and 
practically no flowers because the poor 
thing had been starved. 

After removal of the dead wood 
and two seasons growth with suitable food 
it has now (2001) rewarded us with a 
magnificent display. The creamy-white 
corymbs come out in June and the little 
white male flower petals can easily be 
seen in the picture, in the right of which 
can be seen the Clematis, as yet 
unidentified, that grows to a superb ten 
feet each season after being cut down to 
ground level every Autumn. How it 
looked last year can be seen in the next 
picture. 
 To the right of the Clematis is the 
front door flanked by two bushes of 
Hydrangea Macrophylla. I am uncertain of 
the variety, but it could well be 
‘Deutschland’. These two bushes had also 
been neglected for a number of years, so 
much so, that when we first went to see the 
house after a shower of rain both Mella 
and myself got significantly wet squeezing 
through the ten inch gap to get to the front 
door. It is a very vigorous grower and even 
after severe pruning each spring it grows, 
as you can see, to a considerable height 
and spread. 
 Also visible in the picture are the 
gravel paths either side of the brick paved 
path to the front door. I found the latter 
surprisingly easy to do with the aid of a 
hired plate vibrator, although I must have 
picked the hottest few days of the year to 

do it with the result that Mella had to keep me well supplied with large quantities of 
cold drinks! 
  When ‘Window Wise’ were installing our new doors and windows they asked 
if they could display their trade board in the front garden. I was most willing for them 
to do this, but when they tried to sink a stake in the ground it would not go in more 
than about three inches. Bearing this in mind it did not come as a complete surprise to 
find what I did when I came to prepare the ground for what is now the Rose garden. 
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 Everywhere I tried to dig I hit something extremely solid and the picture 
shows what I eventually uncovered, an area about 14 x 6 feet of very thick concrete. 
After unsuccessfully hitting it with a sledge hammer I had enlist the help of a local 

contractor to break it up with a pneumatic 
drill. All in all I was left with an 18 inch 
deep hole to fill after the concrete and 
underlying hardcore had been removed. I 
will probably never know what its original 
purpose was, but I reckon it would have 
been strong enough to land a Boeing 707 
on! 

The picture, right shows the Rose 
Garden early in 2001 and the next two 
some of the roses in June 2001. All the 
plants are David Austin ‘English Roses’, 
the orange ones being ‘Pat Austin’ and 
the pink ones ‘Gertrude Jekyll’ just as 
they were coming into bloom. 

The nice thing 
about these roses is 
that they have a 
repeat flowering 
capability so that 
one gets blooms 
from June onwards 
until October and 
the frosts. 

 Coming through the gate into the back garden the first thing you see is the sink 
garden made from the old shower pan. The two pictures show it as it was when first 
completed and now in July 2001. A certain amount of replanting has taken place as  

  
some of the plants I put in originally turned out to be unsuitable. It now has something 
in flower most of the year. How the shower pan was converted may be of interest. 
First it was covered with a coating of Evostick, followed by a layer of sand/cement in 
the ratio of 3/1. Then I made up a mixture of sand, peat and cement (4/2/1) and 
plastered this on by hand rather than a trowel to get the ‘antique’ look. In the right 
hand picture you can perhaps see that it is now looking more ‘natural’. 
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 To the left of the sink garden is the decking shown under construction and 
with my original water feature. The latter was not well designed because the water 
remained in the top bowl, which promptly cracked with the first severe frost. In the 
third picture is my second effort, the water being pumped from a sump below by a 
solar powered pump. 

                                              
 Walking up the right hand side of the decking you can see a number of plants 
including Kerria Japonica Pleniflora (Bachelor’s Buttons), through which is growing 
Lonicera Japonica Henryii; Hebe Franciscana Variegata; Dierama Pendulum (Angel’s 
Fishing Rod); Cytisus Burkwoodii (Broom); Enkianthus Campanulatus (Pagoda 
Bush); Bergenia Cordifolia (Elephant’s Ears); Pulmonaria Saccharata (Lungwort) and 
Trachelospermum Jasminoides with its Jasmine type scented flowers from July to 
October. 

                                                            
 On the right of the left hand picture is the Hebe, to the left of which is a Phlox 
kindly donated by a neighbour and in front of the now flowerless Broom is the 
Dierama. In the right hand picture the Cytisus is at its best in late spring. 

                                                                       
 The Pagoda bush is just to the left of the pole that it is hoped it will hide when 
it grows to its full size. The Pulmonaria and Bergenia are just visible at the bottom 
centre and middle centre is the Jasminoides with its scented white flowers. Behind the 
hardy Fuchsia is Mahonia ‘Charity’. The wall to the left is, like the long wall in the 
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right hand photograph (showing the same border in the spring), built entirely of bricks 
dug up during the renovations. I dug up over 400 of the red bricks on the right and 
they came in very handy for the beds in the gravel garden, although I must admit to a 
bit of cursing while I was digging them up! 

  
In this montage, top right is the patio under construction, while bottom right 

shows it finished plus the gravel garden replacing what was a so-called lawn. In the 
small beds are dwarf conifers of various shapes and colours, some of which change 
between summer and winter. On the left is the pergola garden which divides the 
decking ‘room’ from the patio etc. There are two Wisteria Chinensis growing up two 
of the five poles and by training that is now taking place I hope to have a ‘curtain’ of 
sweet smelling blue flowers next spring. The Clematis on the pole in the foreground is 
‘Blue Angel’, given to us by our neighbour on the occasion of our Sapphire Wedding 
last October. In the centre of the bed is a Yucca Gloriosa ‘Variegata’, which has yet to 
flower, but I live in hope! 
 On the left of the right hand shot, between the sunshade and bird table the 
solar panel that powers the water feature can be seen attached to the wall of the house, 
and another view from the same spot shows the fruit cage containing two varieties of 
raspberries and the remains of some spring cabbage. 

 At the far end of the path, to the 
right of the back door is a ‘cupboard’ used 
to hide the dustbin from view. Some of the 
spring bulbs that surround the conifers are 
also visible on the left. Around each 
conifer is a selection of bulbs including; 
Eranthis Hyemalis (Winter Aconite); 
Galanthus Nivalis (Snowdrop); Crocus; 
Fritillaria Meleagris (Snake’s Head); 
Muscari (Grape Hyacinth) and some 
miniature daffodils. I must admit to having 

second thoughts as to the planting of bulbs around the conifers because the dying 
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foliage tends to look a bit of a mess after the flowers have gone. On balance I think 
the lovely flowers early in the year outweigh the disadvantages! 

 
 Walking down the path and turning round you see the above view of the 
summerhouse/garden shed, on the left as it is now with the cold frame I built last year 
and on the right as it was during construction of the garden, with ‘Bear’ our present 
dog wondering what I’m doing. 
 Behind the wall on the right is where the big beech tree stood that we had to 
have removed for there to any light in the garden. Fortunately it was not ‘preserved’ 
nor are we in a conservation area, but its removal left behind a large stump that was 
more or less impossible to remove. To cover this I planted a Buddleia Alternifolia, 
seen in the next picture as it was this spring/summer. 

 Behind this beautiful bush is a 
Fothergilla Major (Bottle Brush) planted 
not for its flowers, though these are 
sweetly scented, but for its autumn foliage 
that has orange/yellow/red tints. At the 
moment it is too small to see having been 
planted only last spring. In front of this is 
a Weigela ‘Briant Rubidor’ that has 
yellowish foliage and dark red flowers,  
also too small to see. 

 Turning to the right you get the view back towards the garden gate where we 
started the tour, the two views showing it in the spring and summer. 
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 Half way down the path on the right is a perennial sweet pea Lathyrus 
Latifolius that came with the house so to speak, although it didn’t flower much until I 
gave it some TLC (tender loving care) for which I have been well rewarded. See for 
yourself in the next picture. 

                                                                
 In the picture on the right you can see our bargain Ceanothus we bought at a 
market in East Anglia during a holiday a couple of years ago. I don’t know the 
variety, just that it is ‘Dark Blue’! 
 That’s just about the end of the tour apart from showing you the Cistus 
Purpurius ‘Sun Rose’, the greenhouse and the tiny herb garden. 
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 The greenhouse is made from the secondary glazing taken out when the 
windows were replaced. I found out the hard way that you cannot cut old glass with 
any degree of success, so the structure is designed around the sizes of glass that I had. 
In the picture on page 6 you can see what these panels looked like before I took off 
the aluminium surround. Of course ‘Sods Law’ meant that no two panels were the 
same size so construction was rather like a Chinese Puzzle! However, it provides me 
with enough space to store my tender Fuchsias during the winter and to start various 
seeds into growth in the spring. It also collects rainwater – what more could you ask 
when the cost was virtually nothing? 
 If you are a gardener you will know that a garden is never finished, and mine 
is no exception. I already have plans for a few changes – in particular where I made 
the mistake of planting some Rhododendrons in the front where it is far too dry for 
them to do any good at all. I said the garden was ‘easy’ maintenance, but that doesn’t 
mean there is nothing to do!  
 Another thing my Rolls-Royce is waiting for me to put on a new set of gaiters 
on the steering rack and I must get busy with the underseal to stop the rust going any 
further. 
 How else am I going to keep busy, when I already know where my slippers 
and spectacles are? 
 
 


