Brenchley & Matfield Horticultural Society Talk — 8" October 2025

Growing for Chelsea Flower Show - Simon Sutcliffe

RHS Chelsea is the epitome of flower shows, so we were thrilled to get the inside scoop
on just what it takes to produce those perfect plants for such an eminent event. Simon
Sutcliffe, of How Green Nursery in Hever, has been Growing for Chelsea for more than a
decade and this year produced plants for four show gardens. To kick-off our first talk of the
season, Simon gave us a very entertaining and enlightening account of this somewhat
stressful endeavor.

Garden designers start planning at least a year ahead and usually approach Simon with
initial plant requirements and concepts in September, sometimes in the form of scale
models made with pipe cleaners! The first challenge is that Chelsea takes place in May —
when the majority of required plants are not yet inclined to flower - so planting begins in
September, often germinating over three times what’s needed and selecting only the
strongest specimens. Growth is accelerated by heat under glass, followed by time outside
to harden off and relentless moving of plants in and out, in and out (that’s what it’s all
about) depending on progress and conditions. The crucial objective is to have plants at
their peak for judging day, however delivery to Chelsea is 7-10 days ahead, so Simon
needs to judge carefully that conditions and timings are right and anxiously performs daily
checks. While growth is relatively easy to force on, slowing down is trickier and leads to
some surprising experiments, for example tying iris buds shut with thread to prevent them
from opening too soon!

Safe delivery to Chelsea is fraught with stress, constrained by tight timelines and space on
site. Chelsea’s location in the city close to the river gives it a warm humidity so plants can
helpfully, or unhelpfully, put a bit of a spurt on. Plants should be in the ground at least
three days before show time to acclimatise. Show gardens may contain around 25 plants
per square metre and Simon shared pictures of glorious gardens packed with flowers at
different heights, highlighting how they are brought together by a feature plant or an accent
colour throughout. He also shared scenes from the first and only September Chelsea,



post pandemic in 2021, featuring very different displays of autumnal colours and later
season blooms such as dahlias.

We were pleased to learn that environmental impact has become more important in recent
years; where previously exhibits were skipped, now sustainability is part of judging criteria
and as a result some show gardens are relocated e.g. to hospices. This is also important
to How Green Nursery who avoid using plant refrigeration and are peat free. They are a
wholesale nursery supplying garden designers and historic gardens, so we were delighted
when Simon arrived at Matfield Village Hall with armfuls of top quality plants at trade prices
that we could take home, in the hope of bringing a little Chelsea magic to our own

gardens.

2021 - First and only Autumn Chelsea



