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Introduction 

My name is Neville Evans and I am currently the Tropical Propagator at The Eden Project. My passion 

for horticulture started at around the age of 8 or 9 with the ability to grow bigger and better 

raspberries than my Grandmother so I thought 'I can do this' and just carried on. Over the years I 

have worked at Tresco Abbey Gardens, Oxford University Botanic Gardens, Bicton Park Botanical 

Gardens and now The Eden Project. As well as practical employment I have a studies horticulture 

gaining NVQ Level II in Amenity Horticulture, a Foundation Degree in Global Horticulture and a year’s 

traineeship at Oxford University Botanic Garden. Recently I have also been accepted on the Kew 

Diploma course which will start in September.  

Having worked predominately with glasshouse collections throughout my career I thought it was 

time for me to actually work in gardens in the tropics. Plants grown in glasshouse collections in the  

UK are physically limited to the size they can grow; along with far from perfect growing conditions 

with low light levels and even with the best heaters irregular temperatures still occur. This leads to 

leaf drop and stunted or elongated growth which often means plants will never reach maturity, 

flower or fruit. To see the plants I have spent years growing, in their native and perfect habitats is 

one of my dreams which this trip has allowed me to achieve. Having read about Belize Botanic 

Garden in the book ‘Botanic Gardens and living history’ and read reviews on the internet I started to 

formulate a plan. Discussing this with friends and work colleagues who were very enthusiastic and 

thought it would be great for me to do, knowing my passion for tropical plants and my desire to 

curate botanic gardens in the future. There was also the added bonus of Belize’s first language being 

English. This sounds very unenlightened but as I was only going to be there for a few months I 

wanted to make the most of the opportunity and not be restricted by language.  

Belize 

Belize is located on the north eastern coast of Central America. It is bordered on the north by 

Mexico, to the south and west by Guatemala and to the east by the Caribbean Sea (see maps insert 

on the next page). Belize is about the same size as Wales with an area of 22,800 square kilometres. 

With a population of only 334,297, Belize has the lowest population density in Central America. 

English is the official language (which was one of the main factors of choosing Belize Botanic 

Garden), although an English creole (Kriol) and Spanish are more commonly spoken. The country like 

its climate has two distinct forms. The geography by the coast is predominantly flat and has 

savannah which covers about 20% of the country.  Moving inland the Maya Mountains rise up and 

carry on to the border with Guatemala. As for the weather there are  distinct wet and dry seasons 

though the temperature stays roughly the same at around 27 degrees. However, this can change a 

little depending on altitude. Being a tropical country it rains most of the year and the dry season is 

from February to April. A shorter, less rainy period, known locally as the "little dry," usuall y occurs in 

late July or August as I experienced and to my surprise after the initial onset of the rainy season. 

Unemployment is high is Belize and relies on a relatively  small, mostly privatized enterprise 

economy that is based primarily on export of petroleum and crude oil, agriculture, agro -based 

industry, and merchandising. Tourism and in particular ecotourisum has increased rapidly which has 

helped to protect the marine life and biodiversity and natural resources.  According to the 

Association of Protected Areas Management Organizations of Bel ize, 36% of Belize's land territory 
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 falls under some form of official protected status, giving Belize one of the most extensive systems of 

terrestrial protected areas in the Americas. 

 

Belize Botanic Garden 

In December of 1987, Ken duPlooy, his wife Judy and five daughters  (originally of Zimbabwe and 

Maryland) moved to the country of Belize and purchased land previously cleared for cattle farming 

near the banks of the Macal River. With an appreciation for the birds and wildlife of the area the  45 

acres of cattle pasture adjacent to their resort they began to plant with fruit trees, economic, 

ornamental plants for enjoyment purposes, and native species of orchids in need of rese arch and 

conservation attention and in 1997 the botanic garden was born. The garden now has a nati ve 

orchid house an extensive collection of native and non-native palms, ginger  walks, medicinal trails, 

student beds, savannah garden and much more. The main focus of BBG is now to maintain and 

develop conservation collections and engage in conservation education. BBG aim to inspire visitors 

to protect plants and their habitats by learning more about the world of plants.  

The living plant collection represents a diverse set of orchids, palms, cycads, tropical fruits, flowering 

trees, native plants and other horticultural delights. Many of the plants are grown strictly for their 

aesthetic qualities while others represent our efforts to help conserve local and global floral 

diversity.  Visit the website to find out more at http://belizebotanic.org/  

 

Initial Aims  

I aim to gain extensive knowledge of growing tropical plants in an outside environment in a 

ornamental as well as a naturalistic style. 

I aim to understand and experience the challenges faced by growing these plants outside in 

comparison to enclosed cultivation. 

One of my key aims is to build on my current skill set and to gain enough experience, confidence and 

the skills required to manage a tropical garden with focus on conservation of plants and education.  

My objectives are to successfully and sustainably incorporate the 37 acre of forest in to the garden 

and produce a development and monitoring plan for the future of the site.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://belizebotanic.org/
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What really happened? (Edited versions of my blog http://62daysatbelizebotanics.wordpress.com/ ) 

Week 1  

Imagine if you will the amazing possibilities if the stunning architecture of the tropical biome at the 

Eden Project was to be removed and that the temperature inside remained the same at around 35 

degrees centigrade and that the light levels were like 

summer all year round. Well yes I’m asking a lot of you 

but just humour me on this, the plants here are very 

similar to that of the tropical biome at Eden which is 

fortunate, as I stand a fighting chance of knowing some 

of the plants. The 45 acre gardens are beautiful and are 

home to a huge range of fruit, nut, timber, ornamental 

and classical tropical trees as well as a beautiful range of 

palms and other delights, it’s just stunning. The garden is 

set deep in the heart of the Maya mountains, 

surrounded by rain forest and a range of exotic 

creatures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After one week of talking to the staff here at Belize Botanic Garden (BBG) it seems the garden and 

country as a whole face many of the same challenges we face in the U.K and U.K gardens. Belize’s 

main industry is tourism and as this continues to develop people are losing touch with where there 

food comes from and with increasing pressures from western advertising locals are turning to 

convenience foods. Also more people want to be involved in tourism where money is relatively 

secure and instant and less and less people want to get their hands dirty which is leading to a skills 

shortage in straightforward agriculture and horticulture. At BBG there is a training program funded 

by the E.U for local people who are out of work. The course has 15 places and is for 3 months  full 

time, there are also 2 on-the-job trainees for the same duration. This means that 68 people are 

trained in propagation- cuttings, seed sowing and even grafting; planting, pruning and general 

 

 

Cannonball Tree Couroupita guianensis 

Maya Mountains surrounding the gardens 

http://62daysatbelizebotanics.wordpress.com/
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maintenance and with a 80% employment rate 

on completion of the course I would class it is 

as success. 

In my first week I have been working in the 

nursery with a young guy called Levi a 19 year 

old wannabe gangster so we have loads in 

common as at 19 I too used to have my baggy 

trousers and I am still totes down with the kids 

innit!  

 

Levi was one of the students from the course and has been working in the nursery for 7 months. In 

this first week apparently he has ever worked so hard! We have propagated over 400 flowering 

plants (we will be doing this for the next 2 months) to improve the image of the garden and also to 

increase the amount of wildlife and by Thursday he was the one telling me to get up and work so I 

think/hope he is enjoying my company. We have also been tidying the nursery and throwing away 

dead plants or selling unknown and unlabelled plants as there is no point in planting these in a 

botanic garden. I think the best part for me so far has been getting Levi to understand that the 

nursery is the heart of every garden and that every plant he grows will be planted so in theory ‘He’s 

the Man!’. I told you I’m down with the kids. 

So all is good thus far there is much to be done and with the very knowledgeable staff at the gardens 

great things can and will happen! 

 

Week 2 

Having survived week 2 things are going well, I’m still in 

the nursery and still churning out hundreds of cuttings of 

flowering plants in fact I would safely say that by the 

middle of next week a thousand cuttings will have been 

taken. This sounds all rather excessive for a 45 acre 

garden but it is only the start I am a man on a mission! 

Like I said in my last post, the gardens are beautiful, many 

amazing trees and palms but I would say that I love plants 

and I’d like to think I know a little bit about what I’m 

looking at. At the moment would have to say that it is 

truly a botanical collection of trees and palms, which was 

exactly the point of the gardens in its formative years to                                               

 

 

 

The Nursery home too many exotics 

 
A beautiful flower of Heliconia sp. 
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attract wildlife. Now it has become a public garden with a range 

of visitors from diverse backgrounds and a wide range of 

interests. The garden has to appeal to everyone and that means 

simply, colour. The garden has many species of beautiful 

Heliconia in clumps around the site and a few plants of Ixora, 

Acalypha, Hibiscus and shrub Allamanda which is great, so I am 

assuming that my cuttings take (of course they will, I know how 

good I am :-) ) then the garden will go from 6 dwarf Ixora to 150 

and from 20 Hibiscus to 200 Hibiscus etc. With these plants 

there will be scope to line paths with flowering hedges, have 

flowering beds around the base of palms and island beds of                   

 

mass colour throughout the garden. This all sounds very lurid and in your face but the garden has 

the quality plants already it just needs the jazz Its the tropics it’s supposed to be like an imprint of a 

Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts and make you go WOW and when and if you want to you can 

look closer you can see excellent fruit, timber and ornamental trees, palms and cycads.  

 

Week 3 

The day was Wednesday and the highlight of my week. First things first. The place I went to today 

was called Tea Kettle, oh the joys of being a forma British colony. It was a trip to dig up three 60 year 

old very beautiful but razor sharp stemmed Ceratozamia  robusta, a cycad native to Belize. After 

copious amounts of sweating, bleeding and cursing they were root balled and in the back of the 

groaning truck. Now it was time for the reward for the pure emotions I had just expelled over the 

past 2 hours. These cycads have not been looted from the wild but donated to BBG by a man called 

Lou Thomas who owns the 100 

acre site dedicated to growing 

exotics for seed for international 

trade. I have enjoyed many 

gardens around the world but 

nothing compares to the plant 

based childish excitement I 

experienced today. Let me add 

that Lou Thomas is planning to 

move back to America to retire 

and has been running down the 

site for a few years.  

 

So Imagine how people felt when they discovered the Lost Gardens of Heligan then multiply that by 

100 then you have my total joy as I wandered through jungle finding rows staggeringly diverse, 

mature and juvenile palms, cycads, fruit trees all invaded by tall grasses Heliconia, flowering vines 

 
The WOW flower of Brownea macrophylla 

 
The Garden of Heaven  
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and gingers. There were palms I knew and 

have tried to grow in the past and failed 

towering above 40 feet above me and slightly 

smaller ones in a row next to them. Cycads, 

Zamia, Cycas, Encephalartos, Dioon and these 

were the ones I could identify with trunks 

twice the size of me. The other two students 

with me were getting eaten alive by 

mosquitos but I was untouchable due to my 

speed turning this way and that in 

amazement at what I saw. All the plants I had 

drooled over in books (sad but true) were  

around every corner in a range of sizes I was like a child in a sweet shop and the gardens I created in 

my head in the truck on the way back to the garden would have been world famous as I handpicked 

the plants I had just seen. Anyway my mind was totally blown to pieces when in the middle of this 

tropical beauty and mayhem there just so happened to be a large overgrown orchid and bromel iad 

nursery. At that point the others left me, shaking their head a allowing me to have a ‘moment’. It 

was too much; it must have been how most guys feel when walking into a Ferrari showroom or into 

Hugh Heffner’s Playboy mansion. I had to leave before I, well I don’t know what but I had to get out 

of there. I spoke to the owner and told him that we/I am redoing the orchid house (oh yeah that’s 

something I’m going to be doing over the next few weeks) and how his orchids and bromeliads were 

stunning; he didn’t follow my English reserve and subtlety so I just told him I needed his beautiful 

orchids and low and behold he said yes! So I will be going back and will try to conduct myself in a 

slightly more dignified manner but I can’t promise anything.  

 

Week 4 

Well I have reached the halfway mark of my time here at Belize Botanic Garden and I have enjoyed 

and sweated every day. 

This week was the return trip to plant heaven. I had promised before I  went I was going to behave 

myself but I was going to get orchids so 

obviously it was going to be hard to do in fact 

everyone who has met me will know that there 

was no chance of this happening. 

Now when someone says, “you can have some 

orchids just thin them out”, to me that it is 

quite vague. I took it as meaning “leave some” 

and went ahead and ‘thinned’ the clumps like a 

man possessed. If these plants were for sale in 

a UK nursery then there would have been 

 

The outrageous Heliconia ‘Sexy Scarelt’ 

 

Me with my hoard of orchids 
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around six thousand pounds worth of Oncidiums, Epidendrums, Brassavola and Prosthechea. That 

was a good day and together with the orchids we already have in the garden already, I will create a 

great display.  

The rest of the week has been spent thinking and asking questions 

and making a  start on colour and flow. I started by building up 

mounds of soil around the base of palms as they don’t have as much 

shade as some of the other trees and also they have a naturally 

mounding root growth habit at the base so the soil won’t rot the 

trunk. The idea is that when the thousand cuttings are ready some 

can be planted in these small beds and create dots of colour as they 

wind throughout the gardens linking up some of the borders and 

they can be expanded with time if required. I think that by making a 

start it shows the other garden staff how straightforward and how 

effective this could be and easily continued on once I have left. 

 

There is also a long border of about 30 meters which backs onto the Ginger Alley so there are many 

stunning Heliconia and Costus species but also much bare soil and weeds throughout which has led 

to soil erosion and is rather unattractive. I was Inspired by a small section of lush, full foliage at the 

top of the border, with no weeds and looked maintained but ultimately low a maintenance area.  I 

plan to carry this movement throughout and using plants l ike                                

Monstera (cheese plants) for shady areas and then more flowering and ground covering plants to 

cover the area, reduce erosion and be low maintenance while the feature plants come up through.  

But my question is this, should I plant a low growing semi invasive form of Tradescantia that already 

exists in the garden? It is attractive, only grows 1ft high and only spreads by root growth and would 

be the answers to many of the problems. As an added bonus it also has various forms with different 

leaves. I think there is a discussion to be had with the garden managers and owner but I think it 

could answer a lot of problems. 

I hope to plant a wide range of flowering plants throughout the border but focus on foliage plants as 

they will be seen all year round and the tree stumps may have to have some lovely orchids attached 

to them.  

Week 5 

Plant hunting. We were four men on a quest, myself, Darius from the Garden of Heaven, Freddy a 

senior member of the BBG staff and Kieth (the main reason for expedition) a garden manager for a 

very wealthy private botanic garden in Florida. Permits in hand we headed to one of the tallest 

mountains in Cisco in search of plants that would be of ornamental and botanical interest for BBG 

and the Florida garden. The area was stunning and as we started to climb through the extremely  

steep and muddy path we looked over the citrus groves and could see lush Mayan mountains in 

every direction. Continuing upward we used flagging tape to highlight plants for coll ection on the 

way down and took GPS readings at the same time. Now I say path, this would be a huge 

 

Small beds around palms 
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exaggeration, according to the land owner no one had been 

up here in 10 years so it was a serious machete situation 

and hard going. It was beautiful. 

As the altitude changed so did the flora from lush Heliconia 

and Costus to tree ferns, bromeliads and orchids. For the 

first time in my life a bromeliad excited me more than an 

orchid (only for a day thank the lord) it was a Pitcairnia, they 

were everywhere. I had only ever read about them and even 

then I thought their distribution to be confined to West  

 

 

 

 

Having made it to the top over rotting bridges and crumbling 

cliff edges we were greeted by a fern clocked waterfall 

cascading back down to the valley below. It had taken nearly 4 

painstaking hours of muddy, sweaty, machete wielding, 

botanical nerdiness and as we started lunch of rice and beans 

the heavens opened big time. I was extraordinarily happy, this 

was it, the dream, my botanical jihad, I had arrived. 

The way down was treacherous as each of us slipped, fell and 

cursed we collected, filling our corn bags with the specimens 

we had selected.  

 

 

Maybe my selections were a little obvious, while the others   searched for individual small but 

beautiful specimens with the tiniest flowers, my mind was always set on what would enhance the 

gardens the most and it was about quantity as much as 

anything else. Maybe I was being short sighted but some of the 

plants  thousands would be needed to even be seen which 

would take decades to achieve, BBG needs plants and impact 

now. I do understand what the others were trying to do, if I 

were collecting alpines for a glasshouse or rockery I would 

happily spend days getting the right one specimen, visualizing 

it within the display and gently talking to it probably for the 

rest of my life. My bag was simple, as many smallish tree ferns; 

Pitcarnia and Begonias as I could carry which would make a 

great impact in the native orchid house. Now a note to all, 

 

 

The view from halfway 

Africa, how happily wrong I was and I knew what was coming 

with me on the way down. 

The amazing flower of Pitcairnia sp. 

 

The rewarding view from the top 
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even the smallest of tree ferns on en mass are heavy. Every step I took the string from the bag cut 

deeper into my shoulder the red coming through my shirt was slightly alarming but I gritted my 

teeth and continued. This was nothing compared to the struggles of Wilson, Banks, Mason and 

Hooker. 

The plants are all accessioned and planted and my shoulder is fine and a nice little reminder of my 

adventures and a taster of the excitement my plant hunting heroes must have experience many 

years ago. 

I know this is only the beginning. 

 

Week 6 

This week has been a week of meetings and I have been heavily involved in the future direction of 

the garden. In October next year BBG will be hosting a conference for Caribbean and Central 

American botanic gardens and the planning has started now. However, this is also a great 

opportunity to get some projects underway and tighten up some of the details in the gardens 

themselves. The meetings have mostly gone 

smoothly but I will say that when I came out to 

Belize, people management was something I 

wanted to get involved in, and I have, by the 

bucket load and I think things will turn out ok. 

One of the projects I brought up was the 

transformation of an area which had random 

shrubs planted in 

the grass near the conference centre where 

student take their 3 month Professional 

Gardeners Training Program. As a whole 

garden of staff and students (26 people in total) we set about removing the grass, rotavating and 

mulching the beds. Within 5 minutes of digging in the tropical sun I was regretting my decision but 

as it was my idea I carried on, leading by example. I am now broken but the beds are all dug and are 

to be finished and mulched at the start of next week. The signs have been ordered for the new 

student beds explaining that this is the area where they will learn how to plant, prune, weed and 

water as well as learning the skills of air layering 

and grafting. The beds will look great when 

finished and now have a purpose. When I haven’t 

been in meetings or digging I have been carrying 

on developing the orchid house where progress is 

coming along nicely. 

 It has been a long week but I feel I have learnt a 

lot and that’s what it’s all about! 

 

 

Students creating the beds 

 
The orchid house with the new orchids 

attached to branches 
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Week 7 

This week has been a horticultural and personal revelation confirming what I already knew but just 

didn’t like the saying “gardening is an art”. Sure its true and right now I don’t have a better way of 

putting it but its the sort of saying a pashmina wearing, Chelsea tractor driving, Waitrose shopping, 

second home owning, Champagne-sipping lady would say while she walks around her local garden 

centre having just watched Allen Titchmarsh on his daytime T.V show.(and breathe and use a full 

stop.) I know I sound like I have a massive chip on my shoulder and I probably do as its always 

sparkling white wine not Champagne! but you know the sort I’m talking about. Anyway moving on.  

I thought that everyone could see it but it turns out to be some hidden code which some people 

(Muggles) are totally unaware of. What am I talking about? Well I 

imagine it must be the same for sculptors, carpenters, painters and 

even poets to an extent but people who make things when on 

seeing the materials they almost instantly visualise the finished 

result. This may need fine tuning along the way but within seconds, 

under a minute of seeing the canvas or the clay a flash of inspiration 

comes to them just like that. I may be wrong but I will tell you how 

it makes me feel through horticultural eyes. This week I have 

created a 20 meter long Heliconia and Costus border. I had seen it 

the moment I saw the empty area of dry, weedy, stony ground. It 

was instant; the reds, yellows, oranges the green and white 

variegated leaf against the purple underside of Calathea leaves.  

 

 The graceful arching prickly leaves of 5 Dioon spinulosum cycads contrasting against the banana like 

leaves zig zagging evenly spaced up either side of the path drawing your eye every step of the way. I  

could see it at every stage of the next 10 years from planting to a colourful jungle with humming 

birds drinking the nectar. 

Of course I knew one place to get it all the Garden of Heaven. The day collecting the plants I wish I 

could tell you it was an enjoyable one, but it was and it wasn’t. Lovely plants but digging them out in 

the full tropical sun nearly killed me. I had drunk all my water within the first 10 minutes of digging 

up 7 Heliconia latispatha and very quickly became delirious and it’s fair to say I wasn’t looking or 

smelling my best. My Belizean colleague just carried on and 

laughed at me for being a pathetic gringo. (Note to self, take more 

water and more people next time). The truck was loaded with a 

disgrace of an Englishman and a range of Heliconia, Costus, 

cycads, Dracaenas and many other delights and we set off. The 

next two days I spend digging and planting trying to regain some 

pride and finally all the plants were in. I would show you pictures 

but they won’t look much as they have all been cut back but in my 

mind it’s beautiful. 

So, as I was saying earlier, that even when I see an area of bare 

soil or a plant at the side of the road, ideas and displays rush into 

 

One of the gingers for the new border 

 

The truck full of plants 
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my mind. Just one plant name can trigger a 3 acre garden. If I say Rhododendron I hope some of you 

will see what I see. From that first image my heart rate increases I see reds, yellows, whites, pink s, 

purples, conifers, a stream, Primula, blue poppies a path that leads to wild flowers from cool colours 

to hot, leading into Crocosmia, Agapanthus, Agave, Leptospermum, Protea, rocks, gravel, benches its 

just never ending. I hope from that one word ‘Rhododendron’ you created a garden, painting or 

poem. So yes horticulture is art but it doesn’t need to be said not like that anyway. I think the phrase 

“Plants are cool” would be far more productive and I’d love to see Lady Pretentious say that with her 

face screwed up like she’d eaten non organic caviar that morning for breakfast.  I find it sad that 

some people find plants boring and not everyone can see the beauty in the plants and nature.  

So that’s why I have to go to Kew! and that’s what it’s all about! Making as many people as possible 

open their eyes and see, see! 

 

Week 8 

This week has been my last full week of work. It has been a strange and difficult week but a good 

week none the less.  The problem with coming up with ideas is having to carry them through. This is 

a lesson I will take away with me for sure, be careful of what you wish for. Having completed the 

Heliconia border I moved on to my next task of planting up around the pond. There are a few 

reasons for doing this. The first is obviously is to make the pond area more attractive as it is one of 

the foremost things you can see when you come into the 

garden through the orchard of Mangosteen, Citrus, Lychee and 

many more exotic and delicious fruits. The pond a present is 

backed by trees and native scrub and has been left to                          

encourage wildlife. A couple more reasons for planting is to 

reduce soil erosion as,( tropical rains can quickly silt up the 

pond) and to further increase wildlife. As readers will now be 

aware we have access to the garden of heaven which again 

was visited. Im sure some people including myself are just 

wondering if this is just some excuse to see my hero one last 

time before departing but plants are far more important and 

far cooler than any person, fact. Having destroyed my body 

and soul on my last trip this time we were a team of 5 taking 5  

gallons of water I wasn’t taking any chances, I have my pride somewhere,  cowering in the depths of 

my being and it wasn’t wishing to repeat the performance of the week before. Obviously its was a 

cooler day, obviously we were working in the shade and obviously this time the plants were just 

jumping out of the ground, “I don’t know what you were complaining about Neville this is easy”. Say 

that again I dare you, I double dare you!!!!!!!! More Heliconia, Costus, Maranta and other beauties 

were collected and loaded, I was pleased but inside I was furious that it had been too easy, the 

water had hardly been drunk and people were still smiling. Even though it is rainy seas on at the 

moment there is often a spell of a few weeks of drought meaning I spent the next two days digging 

into dry hard soil until my arms and wrists were broken and I was relieved when all the plants were 

in. I would post a picture of the final result but they were all cut back and I’m sure you would find it 

very boring looking at stumps. 

 
Star fruit in the orchard 
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I do not think there will be a time again in my horticultural 

career where I will have access to source of such a wide 

range of plants form one place. I would estimate that this 

trip to the garden of Heaven would have easily cost ten 

thousand pounds and I have made many trips over my two 

months in Belize. Only if I were to work in Asia or the 

Middle East would there be the money to even consider 

plantings on this scale without worrying about cost. These 

plants are all free! It’s just simply staggering and I know 

BBG owes a lot to the garden of heaven. 

 

 

Final post 

Today is my last day and I feel naturally reflective. I have worked hard and I hope I have made a 

positive difference to Belize Botanic Garden. I have fulfilled childhood dreams of plant collecting and 

planted specimens that I have only ever drooled over in books. I have gained knowledge of people 

management, a deeper horticultural understanding and a real confidence boost in my all round 

abilities as an individual and a horticulturalist. It has been an eye opening and inspiring experience 

and I have been very lucky to work with such great people and I thank them for making my time at 

BBG so rewarding and enjoyable. I have become very proud and protective of the gardens and its 

staff. The gardens have huge potential to be truly outstanding and I know a gardeners work is never 

done but I can leave confident in the knowledge that they will be work hard to achieve the highest 

botanical standards. I consider myself very lucky to have had this opportunity.  

Almost one month to the day I will be embarking on my next adventure on the H.M.S Kew Diploma 

which is scary, hugely exciting, another dream coming true and a wonderful opportunity. I constantly 

have ideas and am often reduced to tears with moments of revelation and inspiration, however 

crazy they maybe and I hope I always will be. I hope my time at Kew will give me the chance to make 

more of my dreams into a reality in the future which aptly leads me on to my parting words from the 

legendry John Lennon. 

You may say I’m a dreamer,  But I’m not the only one,  I hope someday you’ll join us,  And the 

world will be as one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plants having a drink before planting 
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Conclusions 

My Aims were drawn up before leaving England and I had no real idea of what awaited ahead of me 

and what I found was a garden far more developed than I had expected, not in the same sense as a 

garden in the UK or America as the amount of money and resources don’t really make it possible.  I 

found the staff to be more knowledgeable and the training program much more vigorous  and 

comprehensive than I had ever imagined. All in all I had underestimated the garden. I have many 

thoughts about the place and some which I haven’t shared with the owner for reasons of diplomacy 

which I probably should. 

I aim to gain extensive knowledge of growing tropical plants in an outside environment in a 

ornamental as well as a naturalistic style. 

Having been tropical propagator at the Eden Project working at the  nursery I have probably been 

exposed to and grown the largest quantity of tropical plants in the UK. For example many gardens 

grow rice, Oryza sativa as parts of their educational displays maybe; but maybe only 20 plants 

maximum. I grew 2000 rice plants of 10 different commercial varieties. The exotic giant the Titan 

Arum, Amorphophalus titanium is a unusual in collections and even rarer to bloom, I had two 

flowering 12 months and cared for a collection of over 50 specimens which range in maturity. 

months and cared for a collection of over 50 specimens which ranged in maturity. This sounds 

conceited, but I have been lucky enough to have the opportunity to grow hundreds of tropical trees 

for glasshouse displays which no other garden in the world would ever possibly attempt. Sadly 

though, I have never seen the plants grow over 3 feet. At the nursery, once the plants reach a 

reasonable size they are sent up to the tropical biome, planted and lost to me forever in the dense 

jungle.   

I am often drafted into the tropical biome to create epiphyte displays of orchids, ferns and 

bromeliads as this is one of my specialist areas. At the same time I have only seen the layout of 

‘canopy gardens’ in books and on David Attenborough documentaries, yet I have been in the 

national newspapers as an expert. Examples like this show how important this trip was to me and 

my development.  

I have now seen mature specimens of mahogany and teak, palms that I have studied at collage and 

grown in the past flowering and I have collected orchids and bromeliads, noticing how they only 

grow on certain kinds of trees. I have witnessed symbiosis of plants and animals and experienced the 

results of trying to take orchids from ants, it hurts lots!  

I have had access to plants that I have always dreamed about; cycads like Zamia furfureca and seeing 

them growing like weeds in the savannah region of Belize was amazing but I now know that if I were 

to display these plants in a tropical glasshouse as I would have done in the past I would be wrong.  In 

fact they would be better displayed alongside more arid plants but there lies a problem which I have 

never faced before. In the UK do you grow a plant in glasshouse conditions which are best suited for 

it? or do you stick to its true geographical location? or do you just not grow the plant at all despite 

its conservation status? These are questions I look forward to answering in my future  career. 

I have created large ornamental heliconia borders which although don’t look much now will look 

great in a year’s time and be flowering soon and be very attractive but not very naturalistic. This 
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again raises more questions on compromise, importance and purpose of displays. In the case of 

Belize Botanic Garden it was lacking flower power so hopefully this planting will have helped to add 

a bit more colour. But all these questions I will be asking myself every time I now create a display in 

the future.  

  

I aim to understand and experience the challenges faced by growing these plants outside in 

comparison to enclosed cultivation. 

I mentioned early on about the challenges of growing in glasshouses in the UK and even cultivating 

plants in the largest glasshouse in the world one untimely faces the same hurdles as someone 

growing plants in their greenhouse in the back garden. Light levels in the UK are ok during summer 

for growing and plants put on spurts of growth only to almost stop in winter and drop many of their 

yellowing leaves which is not great when dealing with public displays. Temperature plays a huge part 

in plant development and health and although this can be controlled to an extent there are always 

cold patches in a greenhouse. With the price of fuel ever increasing, gardens are always trying to 

keep temperatures as low as possible which is understandable. My tropical nursery glasshouse cost 

around £30,000 a year to heat! With uneven temperatures and low light levels the plants are 

sometimes stressed which leads to disease. When conditions are perfect for plant growth the 

conditions are also perfect for pests and in an enclosed environment the build up can be quick and 

the results severe. Working in tropical glasshouses is tough for humans and even tougher for plants.  

In Belize from my 2 month experience plants had things a little easier. As I mentioned in my 

introduction to Belize it rains most of the year which is perfect for tropical plants and the 

temperature and humidity are high. Everything grows quickly though when the dry season arrives in 

February to April some of the non native plants suffer from leaf drop and scorching but recover 

when the rains start again. The plants that did struggle were soft leaved plants. Plants like Datura 

wilted in the heat even when not in direct sunlight which surprised me as I had always thought of 

them as being tropical but it just goes to show and it make me rethink the definition of tropical. 

Cool, damp cloud forests and hot and humid jungles at sea level and everything in between along 

the equator in many different countries and continents is tropical . Each plant from a different area 

and used to certain likes and dislikes of climate. I guess the one thing which I heard about though 

thankfully didn’t experience is hurricanes and storms which will blow over trees and have major 

implications in the garden. Luckily there hasn’t been one for a few years. Another challenge for 

plants in the Gardens were leaf cutter ants. I watched them destroy a mature plant in the nursery in 

15 minutes it was amazing but terrifying to see. The gardeners spray a concentrated citrus oil and 

juice to deter the ants but ultimately they just move on to another plant. The garden is attached to 

the lodge which has horses which are used for activities which often escape into the garden causing 

mayhem eating and trampling plants which is incredibly infuriating and counterproductive for 

garden staff and their morale. 
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One of my key aims is to build on my current skill set and to gain enough experience, confidence 

and the skills required to manage a tropical garden with focus on conservation of plants and 

education. 

I cannot say that that I completed this aim as it is written but I felt, without coming across with too 

much of an ego that after 2 weeks I had inadvertently become curator and I was in fact offered the 

job which I respectfully had to decline as I see my studies at Kew as being crucial in my further career 

development. I think the words I should have used in this aim is people management; it is an area 

which I didn’t have much experience  in but now I have. The staff are great people very friendly and 

good at their jobs but are reserved, lack confidence and are unsure of their roles as there was no 

clear management structure. At the top there is Judy, the owner and she oversees the lodge and the 

garden but her time is stretched and as the lodge provides a larger income naturally her attentions 

are concentrated on that. Then there are 2 senior gardeners who are very knowledgeable and are 

the teachers of the course. They only have one week a month in the gardens though they supervise 

the students on practical training. Then there are 3 gardeners and a propagator.  

There was no single person in charge and no direction for the garden or for the garden staff to 

follow. My first action was to arrange a meeting with Judy and the 2 senior gardeners and discuss 

the direction of the garden. I prepared handouts (find attached) to keep the meeting focused. We 

came to the conclusion that rather than making extravagant plans for the next 10 years , that the 

main focus and realistic goal should be working towards the conference the garden is hosting in 

October 2014. Plans for advertising and promoting the garden locally were discusses: the 

appointment of a garden supervisor, staff training, plant labels and record keeping and garden 

development were all discussed and deadlines set for each target to be achieved. Over the next few 

weeks excuses were made and very few of the targets were met. Instead of calling another formal 

meeting I spoke to each person individually and told them how important they were to the success 

of the garden and how important the targets were for this to happen. A week later many more 

things were ticked off as completed. As a temporary measure I asked one of the senior gardeners to 

deliver Monday morning meetings so that all staff knew their jobs for the week.  

I mentioned in the events of week 1 and week 2 that I worked with Levi the propagator, we achieved 

loads in that time and I taught him how to run the nursery productively. The moment I left him 

everything stopped no watering, propagating or potting on. I would speak to him and motivate him 

and a few things would be done but having asked him why he just said he was bored. The garden is 

in dire need of plants; at least 10,000 are needed and now to make a real impact and change in the 

gardens and with a propagator who can but will not propagate there was going to be a problem.  Levi 

no longer works at the garden. I spoke to Judy and the staff about making some changes in the 

staffing arrangements and she gave me the green light. Freddy one of the senior gardeners has 

become the garden supervisor. He has an excellent plant knowledge and a great vision for the 

garden I don’t know why this wasn’t done years ago. One of the best students will employed on the 

garden team when graduating for further training and all staff having checked their sections for 

fallen branches etc. at 7.00am and will then work in the nursery, propagating, weeding, potting on, 

mixing soil and labelling until 10.00. This makes sure that everyone knows what and where every 

plant is for and that the nursery runs smoothly and staff can discuss ideas. Nursery work is often a 

lonely job so everyone working together should lead to higher moral e.  
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The most testing point of my time at Belize Botanic Garden came when Judy’s partner was let loose 

on the garden. He admitted he knew nothing about plants but still tried to undermine my decisions 

and directed members of staff to cut down rare and valuable trees just because he didn’t like them 

where they were. The garden staff did what he said as he was the owners partner and they feared 

for their jobs. I tackled this problem by complimenting him on some of the work he had done, and 

trying to divert his attention to less sensitive areas of the garden and things calmed down for a 

while.  Sadly, few weeks later,I found out he had bullied some of the staff into cutting down a 

Dalbergia Rosewood which are protected by CITES. I went straight to Judy and explained in strong 

terms, as sensitively and politely as I could, the damage he was doing to the garden and that the 

garden was regressing very quickly. This lead to a confrontation between the couple which got 

quickly out of hand and was a great example of why not to mix business and pleasure. Things were 

peaceful and productive when I left the gardens and I hope they still are. 

My objectives are to successfully and sustainably incorporate the 37 acre of forest in to the garden 

and produce a development and monitoring plan for the future of the site. 

Unfortunately I didn’t have a chance to get involved in this project but just looking at it I knew it was 

an exciting lifetime of work.  

 

Honest Thoughts 

Belize Botanic Garden has possibly the most potential of any garden I have ever worked in or visited. 

It has the ability to be a great resource for education and conservation and a major attraction in its 

own right. However I fear it will never quite reach its full capabilities which has lead me to think how 

many other small botanic gardens are under resourced and lack the skill set needed for a garden to 

reach full potential for itself and its country. Millions of  people visit gardens in the UK but I wonder 

how many locals and tourists, especially in the Caribbean and Central America, visit their botanic 

gardens? Is the calibre of these gardens such that they can be sustainably  run and of economic 

benefit to the often small communities and islands where they are based.   

I was quite surprised by the type of jungle in Belize. Having travelled through South East Asia when I 

was 18 and seen large jungle I was almost disappointed with the shrub and scrub that was called 

rainforest but when I read about the terrible logging history of the British it's not that surprising. As a 

country develops its need of materials and agricultural land increases. Living as I do in a supposedly 

responsible, developed country, is it for me to shake my head and tut?  
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Unexpected Result  

I have been asked to be involved in organising the conference in 2014 which is a great opportunity. 

As a part of this I have created The Caribbean and Central American Botanic Garden Network which 

is growing every day and will last long after the conference has ended,.  

http://thecaribbeanandcentralamericanbotanicgardennetwork.wordpress.com/    

This site is for gardens to stay up-to-date with the latest developments from other botanical 

institutions from all over the Caribbean and Central America. Unlike other sites the network is solely 

dedicated to the sharing of ideas, knowledge and genetic material as well as promoting events and 

advertising staff exchanges, all for the benefit of botanical horticulture across the region. For 

networks between botanic gardens to exist it is essential for each and every garde n to be involved 

and to use this site to promote horticulture within their garden on an international platform. 

Ultimately, through cooperation and understanding throughout the botanical community, we will be 

enhancing  gardens, making friends and getting one step closer to achieving  botanical objectives. 

The joy of the site is that it is free and once signed up you can receive updates from other members 

direct to your email account.  

Botanical Bridges is a 6 monthly printable E.newsletter based on contributions from gardens which 

will be sent to all subscribers, sharing some of the botanical highlights (new projects, plant collecting 

trips etc.) challenges like propagation and opportunities for staff and seed exchanges. Botanical 

Bridges also has a Facebook page for more instant networking.  

 

Thank you  

I would firstly like to thank The Merlin Trust and RHS Bursaries for funding this brilliant opportunity, 

as without you none of this would have been possible. It has been a fantastic and an amazing 

learning experience, I have achieved some childhood dreams and met some amazing people. I will 

never forget the past 2 months they have been life changing.  

Thank you.  

Secondly my gratitude goes to Judy duPlooy and the staff at Belize Botanic Gardens for allowing me 

to visit and get involved in their great work. I hope I was of help and I know we will always be in 

touch. 

Thank you 

 

 

 

http://thecaribbeanandcentralamericanbotanicgardennetwork.wordpress.com/

