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Vita’s Lost Garden – A research trip to the Mediterranean islands of Crete and Delos 

The idea for this trip was inspired by archive photos dating to the 1940s and learning of the 

very first incarnation of the garden room called Delos at Sissinghurst. Vita Sackville-West, the 

creator of Sissinghurst, loved the Mediterranean, she loved it for its atmosphere and history, its 

landscape and for its plants. She had a special love for Greece for its associations with 

mythology and romantic stories of gods and goddesses and travelled there in the 1930s. A visit 

to the ancient ruined island of Delos was the inspiration behind the creation of her own 

mediterranean garden, named after the island itself back at home in Kent.  

In the early 1935 work began to create Delos at Sissinghurst - broken columns featured, false 

ruins were built and a dry, rocky landscape emerged. Vita grew plants suited to this baked, rock 

garden environment. In 1942 Vita wrote ‘the plan was inspired by the island of Delos, where the 

ruins of houses have left precisely this kind of little terrace, smothered there by mats of the wild 

flowers of Greece.’ 

National Trust 

archive 

photographs 

from 1935 

show the 

foundations of 

Delos being 

built 

      The original Delos at Sissinghurst in early to mid 1940s created by Vita Sackville-West 
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However, in the years since then Delos has changed from its first design and is now an informal 

garden room planted with magnolias, rhododendrons and shady woodland perennials and no 

longer captures the same Mediterranean atmosphere Vita so loved. Therefore the purpose of 

this trip is to assist in the research and contribute to the development of the renovation of Delos 

at Sissinghurst Castle. This will be part of a seven year project to bring about a more authentic 

Vita Sackville-West garden. 

In Vita’s 1937 book ‘Some Flowers’ when writing about Tulipa clusiana we get an idea of Vita’s 

vision of a Mediterranean garden. “Personally I like to see her (Tulipa clusiana) springing up 

amongst grey stones, with a few rather stunted shrubs of Mediterranean character to keep her 

company: some dwarf lavender, and the grey-green cistus making a kind of amphitheatre 

behind her while some creeping rosemary spreads a green mat at her feet. A few neighbouring 

clumps of the blue Anemone apennina would associate perfectly both as to colour and to quality 

with the small pale bluish-lilac flowers of the rosemary. A grouping of this kind has the practical 

advantage that all its members enjoy the same treatment as to soil and aspect, and being 

regional compatriots, have the air of understanding one another and speaking the same 

language. Nothing has forced them into an ill-assorted companionship. In this way one may steal 

sections out of one’s own garden and make self contained satisfactory small enclosures, such as 

the scrap of Mediterranean hillside, in which to grow the scrubby lavender, the bushy cistus, the 

creeping rosemary, the blue anemone and the slim little Lady Tulip...” 

Inspired by this we wanted to visit Crete to experience first hand a range of landscapes and 

plants which inspired Vita to create her garden. In particular we documented how spring plants 

grew in the wild when we visited Omalos, we noted their habitat and growing requirements so 

that we could help to create an interpretation of this at Sissinghurst. We observed how plants 

have colonised in their natural environment to help inform the design and plant choices. We 

saw ‘phrygana’ throughout Crete, this is the name for the low growing, spiny, rounded shrubs 

Delos April 2015 Astrantias and ferns 

growing in Delos in  July 
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typical of the Mediterranean such as Cistus creticus, Euphorbia acanthothamnos and Salvia 

triloba. 

 

This trip was also an opportunity for us to develop as gardeners, to learn about Mediterranean 

plants and environments. Crete is a special island for plants. The flora of the island is quite 

unique due to its position between three continents - Africa, Asia and Europe - sharing 

characteristics of all. Being sea locked means Crete is relatively protected from change and is in 

many areas largely undeveloped by man meaning thousands of rare plant species are still found 

growing throughout the island. 

ITINERARY 

Friday 8th April Flew from Stansted airport (07:15am) to Chania arriving 14:00pm 
Picked up our car from the airport and drove to Omalos 

Saturday 9th April Explored the Omalos Plateau walking the entire circular road 

Sunday 10th April In the morning we walked the Irini Pass in the north of the gorge of 
Agia Irini, then walked the south side of the Agia Irini Gorge in the 
afternoon 

Monday 11th April Drove to Souda on the south coast and walked to the ancient ruined 
city of Lissos 

Tuesday 12th April Checked out from Hotel Neos Omalos and travelled to Rodakino 
seeing wonderful meadows on the way. We visited the Botanical Park 
and Gardens of Crete en route. 

Wednesday 13th April Drove to see the flora around the village of Anopolis in the Sfakion 
region, then the Imbros Gorge and the Frangokastello Castle 

Thursday 14th April Drove to the village of Alones to find Paeonia clusii 
Spotted many fantastic plants along the roadsides 

Friday 15th April Checked out from accommodation in Rodakino and drove to Spili.  
Visited the Papa Michalis Georgoulakis Museum in Asomatos en route 

Saturday 16th April Met with Valeria and Clive Whittington to visit the Gious Kambos 
plateau, or ‘Spili Bumps’. We then went to see Valerie and Clive’s 
garden at their home near Rethymno 

Sunday 17th April Explored the area east of Spili by driving the roads on the Kedros 
mountains and finding lots of beautiful plants along the way 

Monday 18th April Returned to Gious Kambos to see it in more depth, we spent the 
whole day exploring here 
Our hosts Gina and Richard took us to the beautiful city of Rethymno 
in the evening 

Tuesday 19th April Early morning drive to Heraklion for a 9:00am ferry to Mykonos 
Dropped our car off 
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Wednesday 20th April Ferry to Delos to explore the island 

Thursday 21st April  11:50am flight from Mykonos to Heathrow arriving 16:00pm 
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Day 1: Arriving in Crete and the wildflowers of Chania 

After landing in Chania we picked up our car and started the journey to the Omalos plateau. The 

route took us through the capital city of Chania and after hearing much about the history of the 

city we decided to investigate. We visited the old town which was filled with beautiful buildings 

and avenues dating back to the 16th century from the Venetian occupation. Then the town was 

a fortified harbour built to defend the Venetians from the invading Ottomans, so there are huge 

walls and defences around the city.  

                                                                                                             The town of Chania 

The streets had numerous plants growing through the cracks, a Malva species was very 

common. While exploring we found ourselves squeezing through narrow streets filled with 

market stalls selling goods from leather handbags to olive oil. The houses were tall slim 

buildings and had painted wooden shutters and balconies. Doors were painted a strong sky blue 

and had plant pots made from old tins hanging from the front doors. We walked up an old and 

crumbled Venetian watch tower and observed the town below. Below us we could see huge 

swathes of blue and white sitting within a large complex surround by huge ancient walls. We 

found it to be an incredibly beautiful floral grassland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The wild grassland in Chania 
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This was the first true mass of wildflowers on our trip and we were captured by a feeling of 

amazement as we took in its sheer size and the impact it created. The two prominent species 

were Echium plantagineum and Chrysanthemum coronarium. Other species that could be found 

at lesser density were Malva sylvestris, Papaver rhoeas and Daucus carrota.  This area began to 

show us how species grew and colonised in Crete. Back in England many urban areas have 

fallen under the fashion for Pictorial planting, were annual plants are mixed and sown to create 

a floral display in summer. The pictorial meadows in England always come across a little false 

when used in gardens surrounded by countryside. The annuals are all mixed, so you end up 

with a very sporadic and even colour scheme and this is the same for the plant forms too. This 

area in Chania however, because the plants where native and had naturally colonised, suited the 

area perfectly and appeared so much more wholesome and genuine. The reason for this was its 

simplicity - only two prominent species with a few mingled in between. Most importantly 

though was the way they had grown. Nothing was really mixed instead it was very strong blocks 

of colour. There were vast areas of white from Chrysanthemum coronarium with streaks of blue 

Echium plantagineum cutting across. The combination of white and blue contrasted with each 

other perfectly and to break it up red poppies ran through with large white umbel flowers of 

Daucus carrota that added a contrast in height as they towered overhead. 

Chrysanthemum coronarium, Echium plantagineum and Malva sylvestris 

Daucus carrota 

 

A sweet stray dog in the wild flowers 



Joshua Sparkes and Bridget Wheeler April 2016                                                                                          Vita’s Lost Garden 

7 

 

This introduced us to some possible species for the Delos project, though we felt there wouldn’t 

be enough sun to support these plants (in Chania this area baked in sun all day). The soil was 

nearly all grit and sand being very dry and free draining with very little soil. If this type of 

grassland planting was implemented into the design of Delos great effort would have to go into 

creating a matching atmosphere otherwise the grassland would be lost to the neighbouring 

countryside and buildings. The grassland had such a strong impact and feeling because it felt 

liked it belonged there. The way plants had colonised in blocks of colour would be a good 

planting method to replicate with other species mixed in. 

 

 

We left Chania and began the three hours’ drive to Omalos. On the way vast orange groves 

surrounded us and the air was filled with their sweet scent. We decided to take the mountain 

road so that we could possibly find some interesting alpine plants along the way. We left the hot 

and dry area around Chania and ascended into lush olive groves and with them a much cooler, 

more comfortable temperature. We no longer had a horizon to follow because thousands of 

silver topped olive trees grew either side of the mountain road. While driving something caught  

Chrysanthemum 

coronarium, Echium 

plantagineum 

Driving past orange orchards outside Chania and looking back towards Chania as we travelled up the mountains to Omalos 
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our eye - a huge mass of yellow above a rock face and we decided to investigate. The sun had 

begun to set and the sounds of crickets and beetles bellowed across the valley. In the distance 

church bells rang and down in the valley a priest was praying and was our only human 

companion on the mountain. 

 

 

We climbed up the rock face and came upon a floral haven. The space opened up into an ancient 

Olive grove. The olive trees were large with intricate patterns on the trunks and created a 

beautiful contrast from the dark, almost black wood to the silver foliage. Below the olives vast 

amounts of Phlomis fruiticosa grew. The combination of the silver olive leaves and Phlomis 

foliage made the yellow flowers of the Phlomis almost luminescent in the dying light. Dry stone 

walls surrounded the area with most of them crumbled from disuse, but from each crack new 

Phlomis emerged. This was true abandonment and the romance of nature reconquering echoed 

through, something which Vita loved and one of the reasons she made Sissinghurst. As we 

continued through the grove other species became apparent from Euphorbis characias, 

Asphodelus albus, Tetragonolobus purpureus, Alcea pallida, Psoralea bituminosa and Stachys 

spinulosa. 

 

Dracunculus vulgare Asphodelus albus 

Josh walking up to the old olive grove. Beautifully textured olive tree and the purple Cretan wall lettuce Petromarula pinnata 

growing beneath 
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The flower heads of Euphorbia characias added great contrast to the other forms growing. The 

area could have been considered a floral grassland due to the presence of a few large grass 

species that we couldn’t identify, which had a very interesting look. Large rocks protruded from 

the ground adding another dimension and interest and helped break up the planting in an 

exciting way. Huge drifts of white Stachys spinulosa worked incredibly well with the yellows 

from the Phlomis and Euphobia, with purple flowers of Psoralea bituminosa scrambling up the 

stems of these dominating plants. An interesting smell filled the air and after following it we 

found it to be Dranunculus vulagre, a very powerful plant. It created great interest with its huge 

deep red velvet flowers and lush green patterned stems and foliage. This actually gave us 

inspiration to use Dranunculus within a meadow setting because it was so eye catching and so 

fascinating to see in amongst the grasses. 

 

Apart from the plants it was the atmosphere that made this grove so beautiful. From the 

textured bark of the olive trees to the exuberant informal colonisation of the herbaceous plants, 

large shrubs and plants grew right up to the goat path that we followed and the plants were 

brushing against our ankles and hips. It felt very wild due the huge numbers of trees that grew 

in the area. Also we had a feeling of exploration and of discovering a place that had been lost in 

time, perhaps because the plants were so massed and there was a sense of abandonment and 

freedom to the way they were growing.   

Clockwise from top left: Phlomis fruticosa, Stachys spinulosa, Euphorbia characias growing alongside bitumen trefoil 

Psoralea bituminosa, beautiful olive trees Olea europaea 
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Night set so we continued on to Omalaos. Unfortunately we hit a rock and punctured our car 

tyre only to later discover that the spare wheel wasn’t for our car and was far too small. Luckily 

the hotel manager rescued us by attaching hose pipe washers to the wheel which allowed us to 

slowly roll down the mountain to the hotel. 

The memory of the olive grove lingered with us both. It had the feeling and the atmosphere we 

had hoped to find when thinking about the trip back home. It had that feeling and presence of 

Vita. If created at Sissinghurst planting interest could be present through most of the year as 

transitions would be simple, like flowering spring shrubs into late spring and early summer 

herbaceous plants. The planting would have to be loose and allowed to manage itself, maybe 

allowing many to set seed and naturally spread otherwise it may look too deliberate. Seedlings 

would have to be allowed to grow so weeding would have to be very selective and precise, 

perhaps even tender plants could be used as annuals and removed each year to create the 

correct feel. In the olive grove there were masses of plants such as Stachys and Phlomis, but 

single blocks of Euphorbia and Dracunculus that had moved in, removing that idea of deliberate 

planting. Many of the plants we saw can already be found in gardens back in England and even 

in Sissinghurst, so the aspect and soil of the garden wouldn’t be too much of a problem if 

recreated. The olive trees may suffer due to the clay and hard frosts in winter, but this may be 

controlled with changes in soil and additional winter protection. 

 

 

Left: The dappled canopy of the olive trees. Middle: The dramatic Dracunculus vulgare dotted throughout the space adding height and 

structure. Right: Psoralea bituminosa has a rambling habit giving a wild, ‘overtaken’ quality. 

White Stachys spinulosa with Viccia vernus Phlomis fruticose with Stachys spinulosa over hanged by the silver 
foliage of Olive trees 
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Day 2: The Omalos plateau 

 

After spending the morning waiting for our new spare wheel to arrive, we set off to explore the 

Omalos plateau. The plateau was enormous and flat as a golf course, surrounded by huge snow-

capped rocky mountains, devoid of any vegetation. The aim of the day was to find groups of 

plants that had naturally colonised, noting the conditions they were growing in. We especially 

wanted to find Tulipa bakeri and Tulipa saxatilis because Delos at Sissinghurst is already a  

 

                                                                           Sheep hiding from the sun under Crataegus monogyna 

beautiful spring garden and there is a desire to keep it that way. One idea we had was to create 

huge spring displays using Mediterranean bulbs and this is why we chose Omalos as a location.  

We set off following the road that hugged the surrounding mountains. First impressions were 

bleak with very little vegetation. However the area was peppered with white Crataegus 

monogyna, flowering like plumes of smoke. There was also the red foliage of Quercus coccifera 

that had been grazed to all different shapes and sizes. The landscape was filled with the sounds 

of hooves and the gentle ringing of bells from the marching goats. These had been the creators 

of the amazing wild ‘topiary’ shrubs. They searched for any scrap of shade they could find in the 

dry heat, from the spindly Crataegus to what appeared to be a prostrating Juniperus oxycedrus. 

All these naturally occurring day to day things where so beautiful and captivating as we began 

to experience the atmosphere of this new place. We came across some local people picking a 

plant from the ground, they had huge sacks filled to the brim and used a special tool to lift the 

plant. We later found out that this was called Horta and was harvested at this time of year to be 

used in salads and pies.  
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We came across rows of degraded buildings that could have been used by shepherds in previous 

years. It was interesting to find because we thought it could give us a chance to see what kind of 

plants colonise in ruins. The buildings were made of stones from the mountains, they were all 

different shapes and sizes stacked upon one another. The soil was red, like it contained some 

sort of iron deposit, and the grey stones sat beautifully against the orange backdrop. The 

planting around the buildings was the common grazed Quercus coccifera but these had been 

grazed into very small neat balls, really highlighting the amount of stress the plant could take. 

Behind the buildings grew tall Cratageus monogyna with the sun touched leaves showing a light 

soft green. Huge clumps of Asphodelus aestivus foliage could be found growing through the 

scree along with the silver foliage of Phlomis cretica. Neither was flowering but the difference in 

foliage forms made for a very interesting combination, along with these plants there were the 

usual grazed shrubs offering a very hard and coarse appearance which just helped highlight the 

elegant form of the Phlomis. All these elements highlighted the harsh, dry conditions of the 

Omalos landscape, especially the rocks and dusty red soil. 

 

 

Clockwise from top left: Dusty red soil and rocks, tufts of Verbascum macrurum foliage, Phlomis cretica beneath a dry stone wall, 

Asphodelus foliage growing on rocky scree. 
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Further down the road we found purple Vicia villosa growing en masse around large grey 

boulders. There was also a swathe of Eurica, a new plant to us but very beautiful with its cream 

rocket like flowers. In amongst the Vicia, as if a designer had created it, grew Orlaya grandiflora. 

It ran through the Vicia with its pure white umbels, and with the deep purple pea flowers of the 

Vicia it was a beautiful and striking colour combination along with two fantastic contrasting 

flower forms.  

 

 

We also found the red pea flower Tetragonolobus purpureus scrambling its way up the Orlaya, 

like the cherry on the top. This however was the not the finale. Rising from the Vicia and 

scattered throughout grew a favourite, Asphodeline lutea. They rose like tall towering light 

houses with a burning yellow flame on top. The foliage was hidden amongst the under planting 

so the flower spikes where even more prominent. Around the edges grew what we believed to 

be Artichokes, probably for food production as this entire area was fenced to stop the goats 

getting in. The artichokes actually helped to frame this planting with the giant silver foliage. 

                  Purple Vivia villosa, yellow Asphodeline lutea and white Eurica on the rocky Omalos screes. 
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Next to the fence grew a large Quercus coccifera that had escaped grazing. This was great to see 

because back at Sissinghurst a large Quercus still remains from Vitas original Mediterranean 

planting. The tree was surrounded by rocky scree and had Verbascum macrurum growing 

beneath its canopy, which would be a delightful display later on in the year.  

 

 

 

Further on we found a huge expanse of Asphodeline lutea that covered an entire mountain side. 

The almost blue foliage with the bright yellow flowers helped the plant stand out in the dry 

landscape. There was also a large collection of Cratagus monogyna and Quercus coccifera 

helping provide height and deepening the interest. 

By the afternoon we had reached the other side of the plateau and after passing some 

abandoned houses we finally found what we had come to Omalos for. Huge fields of tulips, 

Anemones and other spring flowers. The fields stretched for miles and all connected as one, it 

was actually like a huge oasis in this dusty landscape. The success of the plants was due to the 

fields being entirely fenced off stopping the intensive grazing of the goats. It’s amazing to think 

what this plateau would look like with less grazing. The ground was completely pink with the 

tulip Tulipa saxatilis which festooned the ground growing shoulder to shoulder. It was truly 

inspiring to see this many tulips growing in their natural habitat. We found that the tulips grew 

in strips across the fields with clear avenues between each strip that allowed opportunities for 

other plants, like daisies and the stunning Anemone coronaria.  

 

Asphodeline lutea and right, a mature Quercus coccifera 

Left: Spiny Euphorbia acanthoides. Middle: Crataegus monogyna Right: Quercus coccifera  grazed into striking forms 
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As we came to the end of the circuit we found a woodland grove of Quercus. These Quercus had 

avoided being grazed and become towering trees. On the ground you could see streaks of the 

Tulipa bakeri and also the whiter variant, T. saxitilis. These combined created a beautiful floral 

mosaic. Apart from the tulips, Anemone coronaria covered the ground and could either be dark 

purple, white or lilac. We saw a great combination of dark anemone growing with an unknown 

ranunculus species. One thought for Sissinghurst was that we could grow really showy plants 

like the Anemone and then include delicate varieties of plants growing amongst them, just like 

the buttercup. In fact it could make for a really interesting design using wild plants with garden 

varieties. We finished early in the evening and settled to our food looking through the hundreds 

of pictures we had taken. 

Anemone coronaria and a very pale Tulipa bakeri 

Tulipa bakeri in the Omalos plateau and growing with Bellis perennis between Quercus coccifera trees and grazed 

shrubs. There was a beautiful near white and pink streaked tulip which we thought must be a variation of Tulipa bakeri. 
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Day 3: The Irini way and Agia Irini gorge 

The day started off bleak with grey clouds and drizzle but we headed to our destination, the 

Irini way. The Irini way is a walk from Omalos that leads to the gorge of Agia Irini. During our 

time in Crete we especially wanted to explore the gorges that Crete is famous for because we 

hoped to find plants that grew in cold and shady environments. This is because Delos at 

Sissinghurst is quite shaded from a large brick wall built by Harold and Vita. The garden can 

also experience cold spells during winter along with a very cold wind in spring. We also wanted 

to observe structural elements of the gorges such as the positions of large rocks, scree falls and 

the appearance of the well trodden paths. We wanted to note the rock types, colours, soil 

mediums and the overall atmosphere created. The Sissinghurst archive photos of Delos in the 

1940’s show large rocks with plants growing from them. Vita also stated that it was her own 

take of a rock garden, so if the Delos project goes ahead we will have to create rock features that 

will reflect a Mediterranean landscape and suit the space. 

 

The Irini way isn’t far from Omalos and you can walk the pass easily which leads to the gorge. 

The walk starts at the top of a valley and slowly descends. The pass was so atmospheric and 

beautiful. The path was loose scree the colour of an iron rich mud, interestingly though the 

outside rocks where a grey colour. We both thought this would highlight the direction of the 

path for visitors without needing to have too much of a formal path. It would help create the 

desired atmosphere and would create the impression that it had naturally formed over 

hundreds of years from goats and shepherds. Due to the loose material plants could be found 

growing in amongst the loose stones, from Asphodeline lutea and Urginea maritime. Either side 

of the path every few meters huge grey rocks sat, adding interest to the route. We loved the idea 

that they created bottleneck points that made you have to shuffle and squeeze passed; this 

would make the journey in the garden room so much more exciting. Large rocks were 

Our first glimpse of the Irini way 



Joshua Sparkes and Bridget Wheeler April 2016                                                                                          Vita’s Lost Garden 

17 

sometimes in the centre of the path which forced us to change route. We thought that these 

rocks would help create the feeling of being in a natural landscape.  

 

 The walk started by passing through a woodland of Cupressus sempervirens. These trees 

looked so amazing; the bark had deep ridges and was a greyish colour like well-seasoned wood. 

The trees where fairly old and because of this had grown into incredible shapes that were 

fascinating to look at. Not much grew below the densely grouped Cupressus, but we did find 

large patches of Orchis quadripuncata. A feature that captured me straight away was the 

addition of dead or dying Cupressus trees - this could mainly be due to the Pine Processionary 

Moth which we found crawling in lines all over the tracks. Large branches that had fallen off 

became swamped by neighbouring plants, adding interest to the planting. Large stumps also 

remained and became great features to the area. 

 

 

Interesting tree stumps 
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As we left the woodland behind the mountain sides turned to yellow with Asphodeline lutea, 

Phlomis, Verbascum spinosum, Berberis cretica and Caclicotome villosa. The rounded forms of 

the shrubs with the slender spires of the Asphodeline worked with each other well. The fine 

foliage of Ashodeline could have been confused with that of a grass and made the area resemble 

a grassland in parts. We also noticed huge clumps of Quercus coccifera but growing as shrubs 

and not trees. They almost seemed deliberately pruned or toparised into a cloud effect. The 

Quercus shrubs growing amongst the predominant yellow plants really helped break the colour 

pallet and also guided your eye across the mountain side. We both came to realise that the 

shapes of the grazed shrubs created so much interest that it should definitely be recreated at 

Sissinghurst. This would give a real authenticity to the garden and could easily be achieved 

through seasonal pruning with each shrub taking on a different shape. 

 

 

 

The pass ended and we made our way to the gorge. On the way the climate changed and we 

entered what seemed to be a wetland area. We followed the sounds of running water and 

       Interesting forms of grazed shrubs such as Cratageus and Quercus 

Plants growing in between rocks and on the paths 
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discovered a stream. Growing around the stream was Asphodelus aestivus in full flower and the 

skeletons of last year’s Verbascum, most likely Verbascum macururm. Growing below the 

stream bank we found to a surprise Primula vulgaris a plant we didn’t expect. Later we found 

out that this was the only area in Crete that the primula grew. Climbing a fence we discovered a 

wetland meadow surrounded by old olive trees. This was awe inspiring - it was a mixture of tall 

and dominant Asphodelus aestivus surrounded by Euphorbia with acid green flowers. The 

display continued in a huge field of Orlaya grandiflora intermingled with Papaver rhoeas that 

ran through beneath the white umbels. As we were both lovers of meadows and naturalistic 

planting it was an inspiring sight and gave us planting ideas for back home.  

 

The gorge was just down from the meadow following a line of ancient olive trees. At the 

entrance to the gorge we were surrounded by very old and massive olive trees, with a carpet of 

Bellis perennis growing below in the grass like fallen snow. The olive trees where the most 

amazing ones we had seen so far in Crete. They were so old and had grown in remarkable ways. 

They had deep grooves and the grain of the bark whirled like a tornado. The reason is due to the 

method of pruning. Traditionally they are pruned by pollarding the productive growth back to 

the trunk of the tree. This allows the lush and healthy silver foliage on top but ages the trunks in 

remarkable ways. We entered the gorge and we were dwarfed by the colossal rock faces either 

An old olive  tree avenue 

in the Irini gorge. 

 Cyclamen creticus. 

Ballotta 

pseudodicatamnus with 

Asphodelus lutea 

The Irini gorge. 
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side of us.  

The first plant community we found was a scree fall covered in Ballota pseudodicatamnus with 

our favourite Asphodelus lutea protruding through the top. In amongst all this there grew the 

juvenile red leaves of the incredible grazed Quercus coccifera. A tall unknown grass also grew 

amongst this adding a much finer texture to the coarse plants. A few Dracunculus vulgare grew 

on the edges and it was interesting to see the variegation of the Dracunculus leaves against the 

silver foliage of the Ballota. In amongst the large anchoring plants little beautiful gems of 

Anthemis chia grew which held all the pieces together like glue. This collection of plants gave us 

an insight to what the planting of Delos could be. These are all species that grow well at 

Sissinghurst already, so this could easily be re-created. Together they would easily create the 

feel of a Mediterranean garden, especially if the soil medium was transformed to match that of 

Crete (sandy and loose rock scree).  

  

As we continued the gorge widened and Nerium oleander grew in the centre of the gorge but 

also right in the middle of the track. The track in the gorge was loose scree and large plants 

grew in the middle of the track. This once again highlighted the beautiful look of plants growing 

in the tracks and paths. A huge clearing appeared to us on the right which was a rubbly slope. 

The entire slope had a floral mosaic of Phlomis, Asphodelus lutea, Quescus coccifrea, and Ballota 

pseudodicatamnus. The red foliage from the grazed Quercus worked splendid with the silver 

from the Phlomis. In this location the Quercus had been grazed to different heights. It was either 

sprawling across the ground or growing up to 2m.  

The gorge narrowed again and became very shady. Because of this the plant communities began 

to change. At one point the track was only about 50cm wide and these huge grasses grew either 

side and forced you to brush past them. When it widened again huge areas of Euphorbia 

characias could be found with the Ballota pseudodicatamnus growing amongst it.  The Ballota 

pseudodicatamnus actually began to become the prominent plant in the gorge. We found one 

spot where is grew in small groups with the matrix planting of Anthemis chia again. It was 

beautiful sight and one which was very harmonious. At points we found Ballota 

pseudodicatamnus growing with Euphorbia characias and the Anthemis chia. On closer 

inspection we found Orchis sicula growing within the Anthemis and to finish it off there would 

be a well-placed and well weather branch from a Cupress tree. All in all it was so beautiful and 

Quercus coccifera 

tinged red growing 

flat over rocks and 

upright in grazed 

forms 
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magical it was hard to believe that this had occurred naturally, if only with the help of goat 

grazing. We had both seen some of the most amazing floral sights in our entire career and began 

to see and identify ways it could be incorporated at Sissinghurst and why it would suit the 

space. 

  

The Irini gorge gave great insight into what could be possibly be created back at Sissinghurst. 

The plants grew in shaded areas and most can already be found growing at Sissinghurst. Hot 

sun may be required but in most situations the plants we found either grew below a dense tree 

canopy or under shade from sides of the gorge. We felt that the issue with the north facing part 

of the garden could be combated with a similar planting to that of the gorge. Mainly Olive trees 

under planted with a mixture of shrubs, herbaceous perennials and annuals that could be 

allowed to self-seed. Single clumps of grass could be growing amongst the overall planting, a 

Carex species would share similarities to the one we found in the gorge.  

                            Paths: rocks and plants growing at the edges, Nerium oleander growing in the middle of the path 

Floral grasslands in the Irini gorge with beautiful stone and branch placement. Special notes to the colour silver and how its contrast with other plants. 
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The track that we followed through the gorge was definitely worth noting. With its large rocks 

either placed in the centre or to the edge. Large shrubs of Oleander and Euphorbia grew in the 

loose stone and helped soften the path. Planting in a track will give the impression that the path 

had been trodden over years into the surrounding flora by animals and people. This will remove 

the deliberate feel that a designed path creates. Instead people would feel as if the walking 

through a landscape and the feeling of exploration, this will be especially strong if surrounded 

by ruins. One of the most noticeable features from the gorge track was the change in width. It 

was either very wide which opened your horizon to view a space in greater detail or narrowed 

to a point that you had to brush up against huge rocks and squeeze through.. At Sissinghurst we 

could widen the path for a large and beautiful flowering display but shorten the width when 

leading up to a vista point. Vita also defiantly spoke about using large rocks in her garden.  

 

Day 4: Sougia and Lissos 

The fourth day at Omalos was going to involve a drive to the coastal town of Sougia. Sougia was 

about a two hour drive away from the plateau and the reason we wanted to visit was to see the 

ruins of Lissos. Lissos was the harbour of the ancient city of Dorian but was destroyed by 

Saracen Arbas from Spain. The harbour town is now a ruin and we were hoping that this would 

be our first contact with ancient Greek ruins and hopefully find types of wild flowers that had 

colonised for inspiration. 

 

The day started early and Josh decided to go for an early morning walk. It was about 6am and 

the morning was still dark. The clouds had set in and it began to rain until the area was soaking 

wet. The Crategus mongyna looked dull with its now browning blossom, but below them the 

unusual grazed Quercus was growing. Like the rest of Omalos the goats had grazed them into 

incredible shapes, creating a haunting look, like ghostly fingers trying to grab you. After the few 

days we had spent in Omalos we both agreed they would be great addition to the Delos garden 

room by achieved by an annual hard pruning each year. A notable plant found growing in the 

area was the compact pink flowering shrub, Daphne sericea. They were a welcome sight in this 

bleak area. The goats obviously didn’t enjoy them so they had been allowed to grow unbothered 

resulting in a few large shrubs. The fragrance was enjoyable and the pink flowers stood out 

growing next to the dark stems of the Quercus. The climate seemed different to the 

neighbouring dryer conditions of the plateau, so we both thought that the Daphne would thrive 

Daphne sericea 
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within the lusher olive grove planting that we had already seen. They could make for a nice 

addition in the garden with the late spring, pink flowers and added interest with the evergreen 

leaves once the flowers had finished. In fact Daphne tangutica already grows in the garden room 

but we don’t know if these were grown in Vita’s time or to reflect Mediterranean planting. 

We packed the car and began our drive to the coast. The way was a single small road for the 

entire trip and the only route to the town. The weather had cleared and the hot Cretan sun 

began to heat the day again. We turned a corner on the winding road and came upon the most 

exciting sight. The entire hill side was covered in Agave Americana and the Agave was 

enormous which both got us giddy. Even though a common plant around the world, the sheer 

size of these ones was astounding and we had never seen anything like this before. These plants 

are not native to Crete but come from Mexico and other parts of South America. Agave though 

can be found growing all around Crete along with other Species of Non-native Cactus like 

Opuntia ficus-indica. The flower stems  where over 10 feet high and would have been 20 years 

old as it takes this long for them to flower. They are monocarpic meaning they die after 

flowering and the ground was littered with the newly emerging Agave to take the giants mantle. 

The Agave were growing in a sea of green from Euphoribia characias, the green and silver off set 

each other perfectly. The tree populations were predominantly Olive trees and area was a 

productive olive grove. 

                                                                                    Huge Agave americana on the way to Lissos 

 

We also found some exciting grasslands on the drive. The communities were made up of 

Lupinus pilosus, Galactites tomentosa and Euphorbia characias. This was a very hot and dry 

area again so this combination would need the free draining soil and full sun like some of the 

parts on Omalos. These plants though would make for a very great display at Sissinghurst and 

we began to think that these grasslands could make the basis of combinations for Delos. It 

would be a very interesting to let them self-seed and form the own combinations but the cold 

nature of the Delos room would hinder some of the species like the Galactites. 
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                                                      Lupinus pilosus grasslands with Galictites tomentosa and Euphoriba characias 

We got to Sougia and began the walk to Lissos. To get to Lissos you have to walk through a 

gorge that had been walked for thousands of years. Once you reach the end of the gorge you 

have to climb to the top of one of the rock faces and across the peaks to Lissos. Once we climbed 

the rock face we felt that we had entered an entirely new world. We had climbed onto a flat cliff 

top that faced onto clear open blue seas. The area was filled with grey rocks that stretched for 

miles and even into the neighbouring hills. The vegetation rarely grew beyond the height of the 

rocks. They were predominantly low growing shrubs of Euphorbia acanthothamnos which had 

acid green flowers with greyish, woody spines. A very interesting plant because of the way it 

blanketed the rocks and smothered them. The brightest colour in the form of yellow came from 

Calicotome villosa which spread across the area like a rash. The shrub Lithordora hispidula 

proved stunning within the setting.  

                                                                                The stunning walk to Lissos over the mountain ridge  

The area was a colour combination of bright yellow, light grey, orange from the soil and 

different shades of green from either tree or shrub foliage. However we noticed an interesting 

trait with the Lithordora. When the plant becomes woody from last year’s stems it actually 

appeared silver. The silver appearance along with the form of the plant was captivating, it added 

layer of romance and beauty to this hard landscape. We began to think if we could allow 

Lithordora in Delos to become woody for the same effect. If not we could use either Ballotta or 

even Santolina but we felt it needed to be tall and elegant like lavender so we played with the 

idea of using Artemisia. In Delos the bright yellows could come from either the Calicotome or 

perhaps a similar UK equivalent which could be Gorse. Actually this combination of silver and 

yellow was common on Crete. It once again we thought it suited a dry and harsh landscape 

which could struggle at Sissinghurst. Other noted plants included Sarcopterium spiosum which 
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had insignificant red flowers but provided good foliage and form. Drimia maritime grew in 

pockets and was a good ground foliage plant but didn’t make an impact. Another beautiful 

noteworthy plant was Gynandaris monophylla, a very small Iris type plant which has a flower 

no bigger than a thumb nail. An attractive plant, it could work well by creating some sort of 

fascination in Delos, where people almost have to discover it. We were sure from our own 

reaction that if visitors found this they would be on the knees taking a closer look. 

 

 

Trees grew sporadically and sometimes grew against paths creating a perfect framework for 

making a vista. Two species that grew were Cupress sempervirens and a Tamarix spp. The 

Cupress had the beautiful bark and remarkable top canopy that looked like water flowing. The 

Tamarix with the cloud and frothing foliage actually really helped break the hard overall visual 

of this harsh landscape. After hours of walking we made it to the end of the cliff top. All of a 

sudden the landscape dropped and below us, in what looked like a crater, were the ruins of the 

ancient harbour city. It was a captivating sight because it was like a break in the cliffs and you 

could imagine the ancient ships docking and people flocking to see the return.  The climb down 

was incredibly steep and we were almost throwing ourselves against the rocks to slow us down! 

          The wooden stems of Lithordora hispidula that could be recreated using Lanvender  with the yellow Calicotome villosa 
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We made it to the bottom and started by passing through ancient olive trees until we found a 

clearing. A metal fence presented itself and we both began to wonder what could be behind it. 

Once we passed through the gate we were both enchanted. It was the temple for the town which 

was now a ruin. Low walls still remained and columns had been either moved and stacked 

against each other or left to lie where they had fallen. The true beauty though came from the 

abundance of wildflowers that engulfed them. The ground was like a Persian carpet with all the 

different shades of purple, red, yellow and white. This performance came from a simple mixture 

of flowers. Convovulus althaeoides, with the light purple trumpets containing a deep purple 

centre, and the sub-species to the previous, Convovulus elegantissimu, identified by the 

difference in foliage. Our favourite Psoralea bituminosa with its blue lavender and white flower 

grew amongst them. Lastly with little drops of yellow from what we believe to be Coronilla 

parviflora, which helped hold the combinations together through its bright colour.  

Gynandaris monophylla 

The ruins of Lissos, a perfect example of wildflowers growing amongst ruins in Greece 
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They helped soften the ruins by scrambling and sprawling over the ancient stones and columns. 

The walls in some places were over 80cm thick and gaps between the walls had wild gems 

growing from in it. Every crack, crevice and hole in the ruins had some sort of flower protruding 

from it. A stack of engraved rubble and columns had Ballota pseudodictamnus surrounding 

them. The size and habit of this had a strong presence in contrast to the mixture of smaller 

plants. This added greater attention to the space and helped build even more structure. The 

Ballota worked very well in the scheme because despite its size in comparison, it is still a very 

elegant and soft plant which matched the smaller plants surrounding it and helped strengthen 

the overall atmosphere.  

                   Columns surrounded by tall grasses and Ballota pseudodictamnus, Psoralea bituminosa and Echium plantagineum 

Inside the crumbled walls of the temple there was a mosaic from the original design and we felt 

privileged to stand upon it. It was actually very nice to enter a simple room where there were no 

plants. It was like a reprieve or an after dinner mint. You could relax and process all the 

exuberant splendour that we had seen outside and take a short rest.  

                                                                                          Mosaics within the temple of Lissos 
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As we left the temple with the stray cat that had been following us since we arrived we noticed 

an exciting feature. It was set of ancient steps that were once again covered in wildflowers. 

What made it so romantic was that these steps really highlighted human activity and seem like a 

window into the past. They had been built for a specific purpose to carry people to the temple. 

We were instantly transported back to Sissinghurst and began to think of Vita’s love for places 

that had lost their grandeur. This really helped us appreciate what Vita was saying, that slightly 

sad and eerie feeling of abandonment but also the fascinating and stunningly beautiful idea of 

nature reconquering. We felt that this could be a great insight into what Delos could be back at 

Sissinghurst. It had the factors of both dry and lush planting linked with areas we had already.  

 

            Good examples of wild flower communities and habit around the ruins also the stray cat we named Gingersnaps 

We explored the rest of the inlet and found the old house in which the people lived. They looked 

more like ancient Mayan ruins than Greek, as they were stacked on top of each other up the cliff 

face. Ballota filled the entrances to the houses and we sat on top on one of the roofs and 

watched as the sun begin to set, wondering if the people who had lived here before had done the 

same. 
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Day 5: Omalos to Rodakino 

Our time in Omalos was up and we started our journey to a hamlet called Koraka just south of 

the village Rodakino. After an hour of driving we had the left the cool temperature of Omalos 

and re-entered a hot Mediterranean climate. We didn’t want to waste the day so we decided that 

we would take the smaller roads and cover a greater distance to hopefully find anything of 

interest. The minuet we came off the motor way we found beautiful olive groves surrounded by 

lemon trees. The olive groves had the own floral mosaic beneath the canopy. It appeared to be 

annual grassland that probably geminates from cultivation each year. Once again the Crete 

landscape sang to us with beautiful flowering combinations. The grassland was made of huge 

masses of Chrysanthemum coronaria that reflected the light with the white petals and the 

yellow centres. Grouped within the Chrysanthemun grew Galactites tomentosa adding blocks of 

purple, it was always growing as a block never scattered. This was joined by the tall Anchusa 

azurea that ran through the planting, adding height and interest through a different flower form. 

All contained beneath the silver foliage of the towering olives. By our feet on the road verge we 

also found huge clumps of Cerinthe major and Salvia triloba growing together. Wild Cerinthe 

was incredibly and exciting to see and the Salvia was stunningly beautiful and had perfect form. 

 

 

Ruins of Lissos  
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The road began to meander with very tight turns as we descended a very green and picturesque 

valley. This valley was a complete contrast to Omalos. It was lush and you could easily identify 

the presence of farming and intensive human management. As we turned one corner we found 

ourselves surrounded by some of the most beautiful and amazing floral grasslands that we had 

ever seen, we immediately left the car and went out to explore.  

 

 

              Dry grasslands of Chrysanthemum coronaria under Olive tree. Anchusa azurea, Salvia triloba and Cerinthe major 

     The Oat field with mixtures of yellow Glebionis segetum and Oenanthe pimpinelloides. 



Joshua Sparkes and Bridget Wheeler April 2016                                                                                          Vita’s Lost Garden 

31 

One of the fields was a huge mass of Barley and grain that was dancing in the gentle breeze. The 

entire field moved and swayed resembling the motion of water in a stream. Three trees sat 

within the field but we were unable to identify as the field had a fence stopping us from 

entering. The trees seemed like a window back to England as they had the form and presence of 

the common English oak. The positioning of them framed the scene and added interest in the 

foreground and further beyond. Huge patches of Glebionis segetum grew under the grain and 

the combination of silver and yellow worked remarkably, just like what we had noted on the 

walk to Lissos. Lastly hugging the edges of the field and surviving the plough was what we 

believed to be Oenanthe pimpinelloides. This was a very stiff white umbel that added a lovely 

plant form and looked great with the yellow, silver and greens already in the field. The field was 

so beautiful in the way it looked and moved but we loved the idea of the deliberately planted 

grains mixed with the naturally occurring wild flowers. The barley added a sense of romance 

and inspired us for future designs or displays, why not use barley as a decorative plant? 

 

Directly opposite in a neighbouring field grew another grassland and would be known as the 

floral nirvana. This was probably the greatest meadow or floral grassland on Crete and at the 

time the world to us. It was a tremendous clash of colour, like ingredients in a mixing bowl. The 

way the plants had grown and colonised was so inspirational and fantastic that we found it hard 

to believe. You had small clumps of Glebionis segetum scattered over the area that drew the eye 

with the golden yellow flower. The ground was a blaze like fire from the red Rumex 

bucephalophorus. The plant had flowers spikes that when growing on mass made the area a red 

soft haze. The sunny blue sky looked so amazing with this mass of red on the ground. Echium 

plantagineum thunder bolted across through the other plants leaving huge strips of purple 

breaking up the hotter colours.  
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The most amazing combination of Oenanthe pimpinelloides, Rumex bucephalophorus, Echium plantagineum and Glebionis segetum 

Lastly, as if this area couldn’t be more beautiful and perfect, Oenanthe pimpinelloides matched 

the same pattern and density as the Echium and could be found growing right next to it. The 

colour combination of the pure white umbels and the deep purple flower of Echium 

plantagineum added a perfect contrast to the hotter colours. On the edges to the main display 

you had single plants growing from a mass of the red Rumex bucephalophorus, like the Echium 

plantagineum which seemed surrounded and under siege. For a special treat in a secluded 

corner we found a combination of Orchis laxiflora intertwined with Oenanthe pimpinelloides. 

We had both been playing with the idea of using species Orchids in Delos and which could be a 

really innovative scheme. Orchids instantly create a sense wild and curiosity that make you 

drop on your belly and have a closer look no matter your plant politics. However there could be 

problems with establishment and establishing the correct fungal content in the soil for them to 

flourish. 
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We felt this grassland had little to offer in the way of the Delos project. Mainly because it 

required a huge space to make an impact and was too meadow orientated for the idea of rocks 

and ruins. It did give us though a deeper insight into mass plant colonisations, this insight could 

be used for planting plans later on. However as two horticulturists this grassland gave us so 

much. The excitement from the colours and plants was almost too much to contain. The idea of 

block planting is naturalistic scheme was becoming more prominent in our minds from what we 

had seen so far on Crete. In fact we used this inspiration with all the meadow projects on the 

property. We sowed annuals to create a first year display but instead of mixing them as guided 

we planted a mass of Anthemis austriaca with blocks of yellow Glebionis segetum and streaks of 

red Papaver rhoeas, putting Crete inspiration into practise. 

 

    Oenanthe pimpinelloides with Orchis laxiflora 

Oenanthe pimpinelloides, , Echium plantagineum and the red Rumex 

bucephalophorus 
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Day 6: Anopolis and the Imbros Gorge 

We had been told about the wonderful flowers growing around a village called Anopolis and had 

also read that there was a ruined village there called Aradena which we though would be really 

useful to see. So we set out on a long drive to get to Anopolis, ascending steep roads which zig-

zagged up the parched mountainside to 600m above sea level.  

We drove over a very shaky metal bridge crossing the Aradena gorge to reach the village of 

Aradena to see the ruins we had heard about. After walking for some time we had to admit 

defeat and could not find them, however we did see lots of delphiniums (delphinium 

staphisagria) growing beneath the canopies of trees in an olive grove there. The delphiniums 

weren’t quite in flower yet but the buds were swelling on spires rising above the lush leaves. 

Dracungulus vulgaris was growing in amongst the delphiniums too. We could see that this 

would be a wonderful display once the flowers opened up. 

 

 

Delphiniums in an olive grove near Aradena and the Aradena gorge 

Grazed Euphorbias and Asphedolus  growing in amongst rocks near the gorge 
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We then stopped in Anopolis, a very sparsely populated village with a central roundabout from 

which a single taverna could be found. From the road we spotted a promising looking track 

which lead behind a house. There was a man welding in the front yard so we checked that it was 

ok to go and have a look and went through the gate. We discovered a field with the deepest 

crimson poppies growing in it sitting beneath the backdrop of the majestic White Mountains. 

The field was cultivated and a grain such as maize or barley was growing, but in amongst this 

were patches of blood red papaver rhoeas with pink gladiolus italicus and golden glebinosis 

segetum peppered throughout.  

 

 

Coming out of Anopolis we came across an unused field full to the brim with flowers. 

Chrysanthemum coronaria grew in wide clumps brushing up against each other whilst Knautia 

integrifolia, Gladiolus italica and Malva sylvestris grew in between. 

 

Gladiolus italicus, Papaver rhoeas, Glebinois segetum 
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Further down the road was an equally beautiful display - an expanse of hawkbits, Knautias and 

grasses created a carpet punctured with Salvia triloba - the Greek sage. In another area the 

balance changes and it is Euphorbia acanthothamnos which breaks up Salvia triloba and Ballota 

pseudodictamnus. The lime green of the euphorbia contrasts to the silver and purple hues of the 

Salvia and Ballota. 

Left: at the side of the road. Top: Echinops spinosissimus subsp. Bithynicus getting ready to flower.    Bottom: Tragopogon piffilous seedhead 

Left: Salvia triloba growing in a carpet of yellow hawkbit and pale purple knatuia    Right: Silver Ballota 

pseudodictamnus with Salvia triloba and acidic green Euphorbia acanthothamnos 
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We stopped in a village for lunch and followed signs to a church. Once there we found lots of 

Delphinium staphisagria growing in a patch of waste land, this time it was flowering! And what 

a beautiful flower. It was really exciting to see delphiniums growing in their native environment 

which we are so used to seeing in gardens in the UK. They looked very different to garden 

delphiniums though, they were simpler and more elegant for it. Small, evenly spaced, rich blue-

purple flowers with a rusty brown centre faded to pale lavender towards the top of the spire. A 

really beautiful plant and a pleasure to see in the wild. 

 

After lunch it was onto the Imbros gorge next. We parked up and started walking into the wide 

mouth of the gorge, it was very rough under foot and quite hard to walk on. As a habitat it was 

very dry, harsh and rocky and the soil looked poor. However there was plenty growing here. 

Shrubs including Ficus carica and Euphoriba dendroides clung onto the sides of the gorge, 

Orlaya grandiflora, Verbascum sinuatum, Phlomis, ballota, and Malva grew happily at the base. 

The further we walked the cooler and shadier it got. 

                                                                          Olive groves as you enter the Imbros gorge 
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After a short time we came to a lush patch of ground about the size of an acre. There were olive 

trees and it seemed as though it may be an olive grove which had been taken over by shrubs, 

grasses and wild flowers. It was truly beautiful and one of the most atmospheric places we 

visited on our trip. There were crumbling dry stone walls which appeared to be almost 

swamped by a river of Euphorbia characias subsp. wulfenii which was growing on top of the 

wall and cascading down it. The euphorbia was dotted throughout the ‘grove’ and performed 

the role of an anchor plant in a garden border - repeating a plant to create flow, rhythm and 

structure. Asphodeline lutea had a similar affect adding yellow accents throughout. The dry 

stone walls were really effective at dividing the space and giving a contrasting texture. In 

addition to their physical qualities they also give a sense of human history, of the passage of 

time, of stories and lives once lived in this land. 

 

Beneath the olive trees low dense shrubs grew in undulating mounds and a complex web of 

annuals grew in between. A mat of low plants and grasses - clovers, malva, the very pretty Pitch 

trefoil Bituminaria bituminosa, Kidney-vetch Anthyllis vulneraria subsp. praepropera, 

knapweed and Lotus edulis created the ‘base’ in which taller, more singular plants grew such as 

Papaver rhoeas, Ranunculus asiaticus, Muscari spreitzenhoferi, Quaking grass (Briza media), 

Love-in-a-Mist (Nigella damescena and N. Cretica).  

Below: In the wide mouth of the Imbros gorge. Left: Olive trees growing with wild flowers and Euphorbia characias 

subsp. wulfenii pouring over an old dry stone wall. Right: Sparse growth on the dusty slope. We liked the paths which 

had developed. 

         Wildflowers create the under canopy. Left: Bituminaria bituminosa. Middle: Nigella damascena. Right: Ranunculus asiaticus 

               Euphorbia characias tumbling down a dry stone walls  and example of path types and rock placement 
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Taller species including Orlaya grandiflora, Knautia integrifolia and the grass Avena sp. in 

particular had such an attractive, light quality. Their long stems rose high above the ground, 

flowers catching the sunlight creating interest at about 2-3ft which was really beautiful and 

added a sense of movement. Thinking back to Sissinghurst we both felt that this olive grove was 

really inspiring. It had an appropriate atmosphere and we agreed that a similar style of planting 

could be possible back in the UK in an authentic, naturalistic way and still be quite manageable. 

From a design point of view the space was quite minimal, it had a simple ‘structure’ from afar - 

low trees, stone walls, rounded ‘static’ shrubs creating a cushion, ‘dot plants’ such as 

Asphodeline lutea and Euphorbia charachias subsp. wulfenii ran throughout. And then the more 

intimate display of transient annuals flood the spaces in between. Planting like this could have a 

spring bulb display and a fantastic summer annuals display too. 

 

                      Above: Knautia integrifolia growing up around the base of this dry stone wall was beautiful 

               Left: Ficus carica. In the Imbros gorge. Right: Bellis perennis had established itself in amongst stones arranged like wide steps 
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Further in we went. It was cool now as we stood at the bottom of the narrow gorge, warm 

amber coloured stone walls rising high above us. Phlomis was the dominant plant here growing 

up the rocky sides, there was a lot of Salvia triloba too, the endemic Ebenus cretica and Ficus 

carica. There were many large dark green Cupressus sempervirens subsp. horizontalis trees 

growing in the bottom on the gorge and higher up. Verbascum arcturus is a fascinating plant, it 

grows on an out stretched woody arm from the sheer rock face, suspended in mid air as though 

it was falling away from the walls. 

Plants tended to grow singly tucked into rocky crevices - Campanula tuberosa, pink Silene 

colorata, Petromarula pinnata, yellow Anthemis rigida, Scutellaria sieberia, Briza media. It was a 

beautiful effect, a way for plants and rocks to interact, for the unyielding harshness of rocks to 

give way to softness and let living nature creep in.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

           We noted the way plants grew singularly in and around rocks was attractive and something we’d like to try and replicate. 
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We made it to the Frangokastello castle (usually filled with flowers) but unfortunately due to an 

event they had strimmed the entire castle of its floral beauty, even the outside didn’t survive. 

We felt a little disappointed as we wondered around the castles ruins and towers. We found 

only one survivor, a small poppy that had survived by hiding in the wall. Disappointment soon 

left us though as we thought back to one of the most exciting and amazing plant hunting days 

our lives as we made our way home just before the sun set.     

 A single Papaver rhoeas grew in the empty ruins of the Frangkastello Castle. 

A beautiful swathe of grass caught the evening sun in a field of compact, flowering thyme shrubs  
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Day 7: to Alones and finding Paeonia clusii 

The day started off with golden fields containing a single plant species which was either 

Hypochaeris radicata or Hypochoeris achyrophoru. They reflected the sun in full force 

shadowed by a grey and desolate mountain standing behind, trying to gloom the overall 

appearance but in no way prevailing. Just down the road past the Hawkbit fields we found rocky 

scree that probably occurred from a landslide. We were making our way to the village of Alones 

and spotted lots of floral beauties along the way. 

 

At another road side we saw Stachys cretica growing through steep rocks, its silver foliage and 

purple flowers worked nicely with the backdrop of the red mountain soil. We also found the 

common Euphorbia acanthothamnos growing over rocks. This time it was growing with Salvia 

triloba and made for a great duo. The yellow flowers of the Euphorbia and the soft purple spires 

of the salvia were a vibrant colour combination. Ferula communis grew just above our heads, its 

feathery leaves made for a very delicate, contrasting foliage form. We found some Galictites 

tomentosa flowers growing amongst the foliage and the two together worked really well. It 

highlighted that the plants aren’t static but grow in towards each other. 

 

Further along the journey we found Lavender growing with grasses on a road verge. We believe 

it was probably planted as we think it was Lavandula augustifolia, and the lavender native to 

Crete is Lavendula stoechas. Its purple flowers and silver stems looked great with the yellow 

and reds in the grassland. Bees could be heard all around as hundreds of them collected nectar 

from the flowers. Red Tetragonolobus purpureus pea flowers scrambled their way up the 

         Stachys cretica and Euphorbia acanthothamnos 

                                                                        Golden fields of possible Hypochaeris species 
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lavender creating an interesting scene. We had become familiar with species of the pea family, 

Fabaceae or Leguminosae, growing in and through other plants, especially shrubs. This was an 

interesting concept and could add a new dimension to the Delos planting scheme by providing 

colour later in the year. We could use spring flowering evergreen shrubs and grow a late 

summer legume for a later display, much like Vita did when using roses for a later flowering 

period growing on fruit trees. 

 

With us being keen plant lovers we desperately wanted to find a good example of giant fennel, 

Ferrula communis. We didn’t actually go deliberately looking for them on this day but when 

passing through a small village we saw a huge mass of soft yellow flowers, much like yellow 

clouds. We quickly pulled over and followed a narrow path down the hill. All of a sudden we 

could see masses of giant fennel covering the neighbouring hill side. One gentleman was white 

washing his house and we asked if we could go into his field so we could get a better look. He 

agreed but looked a little baffled why we were so excited. When we hopped over the fence the 

giant fennel was right in our faces. The field became a sea of fennel and we both understood that 

the gentleman probably considered this more a blight to his vegetable patch - but to us it was 

sensational and breath-taking. Walking through the towering fennel was like entering a 

woodland from another planet. It brushed against our cheeks and shoulders and every time it 

did so an explosion of flies flew up from them. The fennel wasn’t the only plant of interest.  

 

As we explored deeper we found rivers of purple and pink from Gladiolus italicus flowing 

throughout - the tall yellow and the low purple flowers looked stunning together. Also, the plant 

forms were in stark contrast - the giant and coarse fennel rising high above the pretty and 

elegant Gladiolus. The contrast of the colours and plant forms was very striking and both plants 

        Lavandula augustifiolia and, right, growing with Tetragonolobus purpureus 

               Ferrula communis and, right, with Galactites tomentosa 
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were impressive enough individually not to outshine the other. We also found Allium nigrum 

rushing through adding a deeper layer of interest with another totally different flower form. It 

was great to find wild Allium that resembled many of our garden varieties. This is because we 

use a lot of Allium displays at Sissinghurst and plant them in a slightly naturalistic arrangement 

which was Vita’s way.  

 

 

Across the hill we could see a huge block of white from an unknown umbel species. It grew 

beneath the yellow flowers of the fennel making for a striking appearance. Unfortunately due to 

nettles, thistles and barbed wire we couldn’t go to explore. We both knew that the giant fennel 

wouldn’t be right for Delos at Sissinghurst but as gardeners they were truly incredible to see. 

The idea of tall and coarse plants growing amongst smaller and finer ones was very interesting 

and would make a significant impact in any display. The alliums were actually the first ones we 

had ever seen growing wild, and seeing how they grew and at what density was really beneficial 

to us as gardeners. 

The second part of the day was to hunt the rare Paeonia clussii. We had been given directions by 

Crete expert John Fielding who had helped us plan most of the trip. We followed a rough road 

and to save damaging the car we decided to park up and walk the rest of the way. We passed 

rock faces and walked passed large open farmed fields, most of which were filled with wild 

flowers. The first was a carpet of buttercups which we thought could have been Ranunculus 

sprunerianus, common of fallow or cultivated ground. The yellow extended towards the horizon 

until it reached the distant mountains. Random hills surrounded the fields and were covered 

Top: Allium nigrum with gladiolus italicus and ferrula communis in the background. Top right: Allium nigrum. Bottom left: Fennel and 

gladiolus. Bottom right: Bridget with the Giant fennel. 
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with very course shrubs, mainly Caclicotome villosa. The fields were a complete contrast with 

these dry and rocky hills. Eurica vesicaria mixed at the edges with the buttercup and we a 

welcome addition to the overall display. We also found a few Galactites and Echium hugging the 

edges which did a great job of breaking up the dominant yellow. 

 

Following the track we climbed a hill and at the top we saw a whole hillside covered in a rich 

yellow, like golden honey. It looked so deliberate and resembled the chalk hillside pictures back 

in Kent. Trees had been cleared for farming and from cultivation this yellow plant had been 

given free reign to dominate. It was impossible to reach but we thought it must have been the 

Ranunculus sprunerianus again. It was awe inspiring and even if we didn’t find the Paeonia this 

would have completely made up for it. 

 

After a few hours we definitely felt lost, the hand drawn map didn’t measure up well to the area 

and we ended up following dead leads that led nowhere. We followed one path that led up a hill 

and after a couple of miles we found a blockade with a slightly intimidating sign. We couldn’t 

turn back though because this could be the hill that had the Paeonia! We reached the top and 

found nothing and decided to head back as we must have missed it. 

         We think this is Ranunculus sprunerianus in a field. 

            Stunning colour from flowers on this hillside field, we think it is Ranunculus sprunerianus 
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When we got back to the car we agreed to carry on driving. The drive was very rocky and steep 

and we kept remembering what the rental man said - not to leave the main roads and “STAY ON 

THE ASPHALT!”. After a few minutes the road returned to normal and with one chance look out 

the window we saw large white flowers growing in the rocks.  

We rushed up the rock face and to our amazement we found dozens of Paeonia clussii growing. 

Without doubt they were the most beautiful and exquisite wild flower we had ever seen. They 

had large pure white flowers with a yellow and red centre. The foliage was strong with a great 

dark green texture and the flowers had a scent like an early morning bakery. We found them 

either growing from cracks in rocks or in the grass surrounding. It was obvious they colonised 

by seed and the pattern could easily be identified. They were heavenly and we felt privileged to 

find them. They would definitely have a place in the garden room and could be used either in a 

rock display as a single eye catching specimen or with mass planting creating a strong block of 

white. Unlike garden verities we found they could also support themselves well, so maintenance 

through staking may not be needed. But this could change with a rich garden soil. 

             A farmer’s sign and Arum creticum on the hill. 

Paeonia clussii 
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The sun was intense and we had to drive over a tall mountain to re-enter the lowland area 

surrounding Plakias. The horizon was a deep blue from the sea in the distance. Through the 

glare we could make out the tall yellow tops of Verbascums and what we found was another 

astounding sight. It was a grassland filled with flowering Verbascum macrurum. Beneath the 

Verbascums grew a flowering carpet of purple, silver, yellow, white, red, pink and green. You 

could find Galactites tomentosa, Hypochaeris radicata, Stachys cretica, Echium plantagineum, 

Convovulus elegantissimus, Sarcopterium spiosum, and other smaller things. This all made for a 

floral spectacle that would be desired in any English garden. The Verbascums added height and 

dominance while the small gems below merged and mingled with each other forming a multi-

coloured spectrum on the ground. It was its sheer size and range of colour that made it so 

amazing. The yellow Verbsacum spires sat against the backdrop of the blue Libyan Sea. We only 

spent a few minutes on the hillside because the sun and heat was so intense, but we could have 

spent hours. 

 

 

 

 

 

A stunning sight. Verbascum macrurum with a wonderful array of smaller flowers 

growing in between. 
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Day 8: To Spili  

The next stage of our trip took us inland and north to the town of Spili in central Crete where we 

planned to explore the region and see the ‘Spili Bumps’, famous for its abundance of wild 

flowers. The drive from Plakias to Spili provided spectacular views and some wonderful road 

side beauties - we spotted a lovely combination of oats, daucus carota subsp. maxima, galactities 

tomentosa, and a bromus that burned amber in the sun. 

 

We visited a museum of Crete history in Asomatos, The Papa Michalis Georgoulakis Museum. 

This small establishment was crammed full with the relics of daily life - household wares, tools, 

personal items, clothing, photographs and many newspaper articles documenting turbulent 

periods in the history of Crete including the German rule from 1941 which meant genocide for 

thousands of civilians. The fightback to this was fought and won in part by highly skilled 

partisan soldiers who used the mountains and the landscape to their advantage, attacking the 

German rulers from vantage points that they did not know and could not reach. It was said that 

these soldiers were incredibly healthy because they survived in the wild on herbs, mountain tea, 

honey and wildflowers. We gained an appreciation for the strength and resilience of the Cretan 

people and their deep connection to the land. 

Upon arriving in Spili we drove through the town then found our way to the small village of 

Mourne and our host Gina where we would be staying for the next few days.  

 

            Combination of Daucus carrota and Galictites tomentosae, with an oat grass and and Bromus 

species 
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Day 9: Spili bumps  

On our first day in Spili we met up with Valerie Whittington, Head of the Crete branch of the 

Mediterranean Garden Society and her husband Clive, who had kindly agreed to take us to the 

plateau of Gious Kambos, known as the Spili Bumps. We had been in touch with Valeria prior to 

our trip and she had been really helpful in recommending places we might like to visit. We met 

in the centre of Spili on a baking hot morning before heading out of town and into the dramatic 

landscape towards the mountains surrounding us. 

 

Positioned in the foothills of the Kedros mountains, the ‘Spili Bumps’ is a botanically rich area of 

flat, lush plain dotted with rocky limestone hills, or ‘bumps’ around the edges, giving the area its 

nickname. It is home to a huge range of wild flowers including up to 30 species of orchid alone. 

The Cretan name for this area is the Eos plain, it is about 3 square miles. The central fields are 

used as arable land to grow grains such as maize and barley, they are ploughed annually giving 

rise to annual weeds such as poppies. Conversely the rocky ‘bumps’ are left untouched and 

undeveloped so are left to display wonderful native flora. We particularly wanted to see Tulipa 

doerfleri. 

 

We walked the dusty tracks which encircled the central plain and within minutes were spotting 

orchids in amongst shrubs. We found a large group of Orchis italica followed by many more 

varieties of orchid. The fields in the central plain were lush green with washes of yellow flowers 

                                  Walking the Spilli bumps with Valerie and Clive 

                                                          Tulipa doerfleri and Muscari comsum 

 And  
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running through them. On this walk spotted we Tragopogon porrifolius, echium italicum subsp. 

biebersteinii, lots of grazed euphorbia acanthothamnos, euphorbia characias subsp. wulfenii, 

the tassle hyacinth Muscari comsum, anchusa italica, Tulipa doerfleri. We stayed to the path and 

got our bearings of the fascinating Gious Kambos on this visit and returned a couple of days 

later to explore it in more depth. 

Afterwards we went with Valeria and Clive to their home on the north coast of Crete, along 

roads growing ever narrower about 10 miles west of Rethymno. As public and formal gardens 

are rarely seen in Crete, and even private home gardens were uncommon we were keen to see 

how Cretan plants and a Mediterranean style could be used in a more controlled, formal way in 

the context of a garden. Valerie is really passionate about plants and over many years has built a 

large garden in the grounds of the house she and Clive built. 

 

 

We took some useful lessons from what Valerie had done in her garden. She had used rubble to 

make a very dry, harsh rocky ‘landscape’ to grow plants which suit that environment. She left 

many plants to freely self seed which gave the garden a life of its own and a natural, wild feel.  

 

 

                                                   Valerie’s garden taking inspiration from the surrounding landscape 
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Day 10: The Kedros Mountains 

After a lot of busy days we thought we’d have a quieter day so decided to go for a drive to see 

the Kedros mountains. We did a circular route around the mountains starting in Spili and 

travelled on a large road until we turned off then went along some very narrow roads as we 

climbed higher. As it was Sunday and people were home from work there were a lot of cars 

parked outside the houses and on the roads in the villages so driving became quite a challenge! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The highlight from this day was seeing a wonderful roadside scrubland filled with sunshine 

yellow flowers. Giant Fennel, Ferula communis was one of the key plants which added height 

and colour from its yellow flowers at about 2m high and also from its burned caramel coloured 

foliage at the base. Younger fennel plants were growing too and they added frothy clouds of soft 

green. Dotted throughout the area, about an acre in size, were large round mounds of shrubby 

Phlomis lantana with its yellow flowers and matt grey green leaves, downy Stachys cretica, and 

Verbascum macrurum added upright spires to the display. 

Walking in closer, smaller plants became visible - the Tassel hyacinth Muscari commosum, rich 

burgundy Serapias lingua orchid, Gladiolus italicus, Ornithogalum narbonense, Echium italicum. 

Grasses grew throughout including Aegilops sp. and Avena sp. which added movement as they 

caught the breeze. The Yellow Hawkbit grew right through which linked the whole area as one. 

Pale pink Convolvulus alcaeoides creeped along the ground, over rocks and through the prickly  

foliage of Acanthus spinosus. There were domed shrubs such as Helichrysum stoechas subsp. 

Stoechas, the thorny burnet Sarcopoterium spinosum, Berberis cretica and Salvia 

pomiferawhich acted like anchor points for the more opportunistic plants to grow in between. 

                                  Ferula communis with Phlomis lantana 
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In a shaded area we saw Atistolochia cretica known as the Cretan Birthwort - a really unusual 

climber which grows only in Crete and neighbouring Karpathos. Rosa corymbifera growing 

beneath the shade of Quercus pubescens, the downy Oak. This oak is found across Europe and is 

characterised by short, fine hairs which grow over its leaves.  

 

 

Atistolochia cretica. Quercus pubescens leaves. A typical shrubby scrubland brought to life 

with blue Echium plantagineum and Rumex tuberosus. A pruned olive tree 

In order -  Stachys cretica with  Muscari commosum. Fading Ferula foliage looking nice with the Stachys. 

Verbascum macrurum and hawkbit grasslands. Stone type and placement with Convolvulus alcaeoides 
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Day 11: Gious Kambos 

                                 

                                  Phlomis fruticose, Euphobia acanthothamnos and Asphodelus aestivus creating a beautiful harmony 

We went back to explore the Spili bumps in greater detail. We left early so that we could take 

photos away from the glare of the harsh sun. We started by climbing over the first bump. It was 

rocky and was full of vegetation. One slope was full of flowering Phlomis fruticosa that was 

catching the morning sun and the spent flowers of Euphorbia characias still lingered but had 

become a dull green which worked nicely with the yellow. Behind the Phlomis grew a mass of 

tall white Asphodelus aestivus that worked in partnership with the Phlomis to create an 

astounding display. Patches of low growing Euphorbia acanthothamnos created interest 

amongst the taller species and broke up the masses of Phlomis. 

 

 

The Spili bumps are well known for the rich diversity in Orchids and we certainly found plenty. 

Just down the slope we found Ancamptis pyramidalis growing with Sanguisorba minor. Next to 

them grew an abundance of Orchis italica mixed within a display of dainty hawkbits. We also 

                                       Orchis italica grasslands with yellow Hawkbits 



54 

found Orchis italica growing with Orchis laxiflora, two different Orchid forms was really nice to 

see growing together. Other orchid species we found were Ophrys creberrima, Gymnadenia 

conopsea, Orchis lacteal, Ophrys heldreichii, Orchis pauciflora, Ophrys omegaifera, Ophyrs 

phyganae. Orchids could either be found as signal specimens or growing in huge numbers 

creating strong clumps of colour. If the idea we had to grow similar species of orchids for Delos 

then we knew this could help us plant them authentically. All the orchids were generally 

surrounded by smaller species like Tordylium apulum and this created a very interesting 

grassland filled with dainty Hawkbits, buttercups, poppy’s and plantains.  

 

 

The Spili bumps already felt like a source of inspiration to use if we wanted to have diverse rich 

and rocky grassland in Delos. As you explore the Spili bumps you really notice the presence of 

man. Crumbling dry stone walls can play host to hundreds of plants and ruined building can 

have wildflowers growing right up to the base of the buildings. All these features are much like 

the Greek ruins  and paint a romance by making you wonder who lived here and why did they 

leave. One building had a huge fig erupting from its centre with braches hanging over the grey 

walls. 

 

                                  Colonisation of plants in fallen dry stone walls creating a forgotten human presence 

Orchids growing in the grasslands of the Gious Kambos 
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The dry stone buildings in Spili could be used in Delos if we were going to create our own ruins. 

The rocks were dark grey and very slim, stacked upon each other like a giant game of Jenga. The 

flowers grew right up to entrance and spilled into the buildings. The only thing that played on 

our mind was that if we based them on the buildings of Spili would it come across too deliberate 

at Sissinghurst and not like a forgotten ruin. These building were large and once again the 

garden room isn’t that big. The building could detract from the overall display and the materials 

and building style would in no way fit with the surrounding area, especially the red brick wall 

built by Harold that separates Delos from the Top courtyard. We still felt strongly about the dry 

stone walls, as we had since seeing them of the first day. We believe that a dry stone wall adds a 

great human interaction to the area. The Olive groves at Omalos, Imbros and here in Spili have 

all highlighted this. They act as a dividing line between true wild and human intervention. They 

also act like a picture frame and help strengthen the overall appearance of the planting by 

adding a strong mass around it. 

 

 

 

As we left the area around the bumps we entered the cultivated fields that had been ploughed. 

This was an incredibly floral place. The fields are a combination of Glebionis segetum which 

filled entire areas. Anchusa azurea grew in large densities and created a blue haze, hugging the 

edges and escaping cultivation. Really interestingly the white no longer came from umbels it 

was contributed by the simple daisy, Bellis perennis. The daisies scattered the ground like 

freshly fallen snow and the yellow centres helped connect them to the Glebionis segetum. One 

plant that we had to enter the field to notice was Petrorhagia velutina. Its tall small pink flowers 

dangle above the prominent canopy of yellow glebionis, swaying in the wind. It adds little pink 

specks and worked fantastically with the bright yellow flowers of the Glebionis, as if someone 

had just dabbed flecks on pink with a paint brush.  

                           Ruined buildings being invaded by hawkbits and Orchids  
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The last mile around the Spili bumps lessened in floral diversity and became large fields of 

Glebionsis segetum again, evenly mixed with Eurica vesicari, just like when we hunted for the 

Paeonia. This didn’t make it less beautiful. The cream flowers of the Eurica and striking yellow 

of Glebionsis worked with each other like a well-rehearsed team. Around the edges we noticed 

red flowers exuberated by the yellow of the Glebionsis. they were in fact a Tulip, Tulipa 

doerfleri. We had wanted to find this Tulip and was one of the reasons for visiting the Spili 

bumps. We actually found it to be bit lacklustre though. It didn’t really have a nice shape and 

came across slightly too coarse compared to other Tulip species we had seen. On closer 

inspection the yellow was a garish colour clashing with the red petals, but if from a distance and 

growing in large number we were sure it would look great. Vita was a fan of Tulips like Tulipa 

orphanidea which she describes in her book “In Your Garden” and talks about it “As that lovely 

Greek Tulip”. It also has strong a resemblance to doerfleri. Vita also favoured other Tulips which 

could also be considered garish like Tulipa clusiana. Even though we didn’t favour doerfleri it 

may be a great choice for an authentic Vita planting. 

                                  Grasslands of Anchusa azurea, Bellis perennis, Glebionis segetum and Petrorhagia velutina 

                                Tulipa doerfleri 
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Just before the end of the bumps we saw Gynandriris sistrinchium growing on the edge of a 

field. The blue flowers were a nice reprieve from hotter colours we had seen all day. To finish 

the day we saw a hill side filled with Cistus creticus and Cistus salvifolius. The pink and white 

flowers were all linked by yellow Hawkbits that covered the ground. This made us both think of 

Sissinghurst and Vita’s love of Cistus and what she would have thought of this huge display if 

she had seen it herself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Arable grasslands filled with Glebionsis segetum,  Gladiolus italicas, Eurica vesicari and Gynandriris sistrinchium 

                                          Plants in order - Gynandriris sistrinchium, Cistus creticus and Cistus salvifolius 



58 

Day 12: Spili to Mykonos 

Tuesday brought with it the end of our time in Crete and we made our way north to Heraklion 

to get a ferry to the island of Mykonos. The six hour journey gave us chance to observe the 

Greek islands from afar, they took on a mythical quality as they appeared in the distance on the 

hazy horizon between blue sea and sky. This gave us a sense of what it must feel like to travel to 

unknown lands and the sense of discovery upon arriving on these islands which have such 

romantic and enchanting histories, as Vita did in the 1930s. 

 

 

 

Day 13: Delos 

The day finally arrived when we would visit Delos, a place we had read and heard so much 

about. Delos was made famous by being the birthplace of the Greek god Apollo and was 

considered sacred ground for this reason. The myth goes that “When Zeus’ affair with the Titan 

Leto left her pregnant, Zeus’ wife Hera’s jealousy turned into a merciless pursuit of her rival. 

Leto could not find a safe place to give birth to her child until she managed to find a piece of 

floating rock jutting from the sea. She remained there and promised that the child born there 

would bring the island glory and wealth. Leto gave birth to her baby and the land was bathed in 

radiant light and was carpeted with flowers. The island, known until then as A-delos meaning 

the ‘invisible’ because of its perpetual wandering, became known as Delos, meaning ‘clearly 

seen’.”  This myth lends the island about not being afraid, being proud and strong.  

 

                                              The journey from Heraklion to Mykonos 
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The island is now an archaeological site, but it was once one of the most important and 

successful islands in the Cyclades of ancient Greece. Delos had grand buildings, many temples, a 

central harbour and trading port, a commercial centre, a theatre, residential districts and 

sanctuaries dedicated to the many different gods. Economic success led to an increase in 

population, at its peak Delos had 25,000 inhabitants. However many years later Delos became 

overshadowed by other more prosperous ports, its grand houses became abandoned and 

turned into workshops and over time the island turned to ruins. However the legend and 

mystery lives on and still attracts many visitors to this day. 

Anxious not to miss out on a place on the ferry we got up early and made our way to the 

harbour, had breakfast and waited for the ticket office to open. We bought our tickets, boarded 

the ferry and after about 20 minutes out at sea, suddenly Delos came into view! As we 

approached we could make out stone ruins and white columns standing proud on the hills like 

soldiers keeping guard. The next one and a half hours were completely captivating. We saw as 

much of Delos as we could, but the allotted time really wasn’t long enough to see everything. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            A scan from the Delos leaflet showing a map of the original city. 

                                           Ferry ticket office with an eager local ready to sell tickets  
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The overall impression was that the island really had been over taken by wildflowers and they 

were swamping the stones and what remained of the city. We started in the Quarter of the 

Theatre, walking down long stone alleyways from which crumbled doorways opened into 

ruined rooms. Squared stones lay scattered everywhere, and in between the stones grew 

flowers. Papaver rhoeas, Verbascum, Echinops spinosissimus subsp. Bithynicus, Ballota, 

Lysimachia and Malva. 

 

 

 

                                      Delos from the sea 

                                   Inspiration for plant colonisation.  Self-seeding annuals and biennials in paths and wall faces 
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The plants had self seeded freely and were growing in cracks in the walls and ground. This 

photo shows a beautiful combination of red poppies, clumps of matt green Verbascum foliage 

and grasses growing in the gaps between stones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walking through the alleys views kept opening up through doorways and the walls framed the 

view. The long narrow walkways acted like focal points and lead you onwards to look out at the 

view/wander further for the next view to be revealed. Apparently one of the things that 

inspired Vita about Delos was the way that the island commands views out to the sea. 

 

                                                Different forms of plant communities at Delos 
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The great dogs that Vita and Harold had visited nearly 80 years ago were surrounded by a 

Mediterranean meadow of Chrysanthemum coronaria, Daucus carotta and Limonium sinuatum. 

The meadow touched the horizon of the ruin and connected the sky to the land. To walk in Vita 

and Harold steps was amazing and to see the stone statues and columns that Harold had 

photographed for their photo album, the very same albums that we had been looking at just a 

few months before. 

 

 

 

The Delos avenues that create great vistas to the ocean and the famous Delos Lions which Vita has photographs of in her 

archives at Sissinghurst. 

                   Vita’s archive photos of Delos 
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Conclusion 

This trip was such an amazing and career changing experience for us. We had heard lots about 

the floral diversity of Crete from other professionals but never imagined it would so beautiful. 

The combination of the colours and plant forms filled our note books for future ideas. It showed 

us the excitement of large and dominating plants but also smaller ones hidden away beneath the 

foliage like small gems. We learnt vast amounts about different species colonisation from bulbs, 

shrubs and herbaceous annuals and perennials. The landscape constantly changed depending 

on our location and taught us about the different moods and atmospheres. From the dry and 

dusty sun baked hill sides that had thousands of rocks spread across the ground to the lush and 

cool old orchards filled with a mixture of wildflowers and healthy green grass. 

We felt incredibly privileged to find inspiration and ideas for the garden room of Delos. We both 

admire Vita and Harold a lot so to be involved with such a project was an honour. We also loved 

the idea that we were hunting down the same sights and landscapes that had inspired them. We 

believe we found a lot of information that can make arguments on many different sides and will 

contribute hugely to the Delos project in future years. 

The conclusion is split into sections and highlights each area and the relation to the Delos 

project in bullet points. It doesn’t conclude what we learnt as gardeners because we learnt so 

much. The conclusion doesn’t mention much about plant combinations and the report has 

explained in detail what we thought about the plants we found. 

Omalos 

 Difference in landscapes – We found two prominent landscape types on Crete and these 

were most visible most in Omalos. You either had the dry, stony landscapes that contain 

plants of a similar nature that looked very coarse. The other was the lush planting of the 

olive groves. The olives groves were often shady and a lot cooler with the planting 

reflecting this and was slightly grassland orientated being similar to that of a meadow 

with a huge mixture of different species. 

 Grazed shrubs, the ‘phrygana’ – The grazed shrubs and specifically the Quercus coccifera 

produced great interest. The shapes they had been grazed into were really fascinating. 

They set a mood that can fit into either of the landscape types. The mood they create is 

one of authenticity and would help to reflect an area of the Mediterranean. 

 Tulip combinations – The main reason for the visit to Omalos was to see Tulips. We 

found masses of Tulips and noted the manner they grew in. We found that they created a 

carpet across the ground but had small clear avenues allowing other species to grow. 

 Paths – We followed many goat paths in Omalos, especially in places like the Irini way. 

We realised that the paths in Delos would be incredibly important. The paths in Omalos 

were made of uneven stones and were very sandy. They had plants growing right up to 
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the edges and even in the centre. We especially loved a few large plants growing in the 

middle of the paths. The paths also meandered and turned very subtly which made for a 

more enjoyable journey. 

 Irini gorge – This gorge was one of the better gorges we visited. The plants we found 

seemed to enjoy growing in the shade but we would understood that the area is still a 

lot hotter than in England. However the gorge wasn’t too hot and felt more like an 

English summer. Many of the plants we found were popular garden varieties that have 

been proven to grow well at Sissinghurst. 

 Lissos – Lissos was probably one the best example of ruins that had been recolonised by 

plants. It had a very lush appearance and didn’t reflect the dryer conditions on the 

neighbouring scenery. The ruins were a combination of crumbled walls and columns 

and really reflected the idea of a Greek ruin. They were to us the most aesthetically 

pleasing ruins we had seen, even better than Delos. This is because it had great plant 

diversity and was beautiful and romantic. We both believe that of the two ruin sites was 

saw, Lissos and Delos, Lissos would be the better example to base future designs on. It 

was more atmospheric and beautiful and the planting was very intricate, especially the 

way the plants tangled around the ruins. 

 

Rodakino 

 Plant combinations - The meadows we saw around the area of Rodakino really showed 

us how we could use plants to create an extremely beautiful design and also mimic 

Mediterranean planting in some way. The use of block planting with strong colours and 

using softer colours as on mass. 

 Paeonia clussii – The Paeonia was stunning to see and would make a great addition to 

the Delos garden room. It was far superior to most garden varieties and had one of the 

best Paeonia forms we had seen. 

 Imbros gorge – The Imbros gorge was much like previous gorges we had visited. The 

most inspirational part of the gorge we found was the olive grove before entering. It had 

the same look as the other olive groves we saw but was in a hotter and dryer landscape. 

So if the hotter landscape style was chosen for Sissinghurst this olive grove could be a 

good place to take inspiration as we both believe that the olive grove style planting 

would suit Delos the most. 

Spili 

 Ruined buildings – The ruined buildings around the Spili bumps showed us how we 

could build some of the ruins back at Sissinghurst. They were built by just stacking 

stones on top of each other like a dry stone wall. The plants would grow right up to the 
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base of the building and spill through the door ways. We both agree that a similar form 

of planting would work well at Sissinghurst. The ruins would also have to sit within a 

somewhat mimicked landscape to get the right Mediterranean feel. If the ruins are set 

within an ornamental garden they could come across more like a folly. 

 Orchids – We still believe that orchids would make for a very interesting addition to the 

garden, however they may create too much of a botanical garden feeling. The effect they 

create when found growing amongst other plants is something that would excite any 

visitor.  

 Landscape – The majority of Spilli was hot and dry and bleak in some places. The area 

around the Spili bumps was very intensely farmed resulting in lots of arable meadows. 

We both felt it would be hard to fit any of this in the Delos garden room apart. Spili gave 

use more inspiration for single types of plants like Orchids and Cistus and ways to 

combine them. 

 Paths – On path we found around the Spili bumps proved to be interesting. It was a 

narrow path that was dotted with round shrubs and rocks. The shrubs helped guide you 

while creating interest as you walked. We this would be a great feature for the paths in 

the Delos garden room. 

Delos 

 Buildings – The ruined buildings on the island of Delos were much like the ones we saw 

in Crete. The stone blocks were much larger though and inside the buildings we saw 

domestic items thousands of years old such as wells and stone tables. Around the walls 

of the buildings grew hundreds of poppies and other wildflowers like Daucus carrota 

which created a feeling of nature reconquering a once glorious place. We both felt from 

Vita’s writing and attitudes to Sissinghurst that this feeling would have to be strong in 

the garden room for it to work. This could be hard however because too much of this 

dramatization could make the garden room feel to deliberate. We think that simple 

would be the best choice and the ruins could simply be square structures with one 

domestic feature like a well.  

 Features of a ruin – We found plenty of fallen columns and statues in the long grass at 

Delos and this really helped create the atmosphere of a long lost Greek ruin. We both 

believe that just the creation of the ruined buildings like Vita created in the first place 

would be enough to create the right look for the romantic garden room. We would want 

it to be sympathetic to the area and not too much like a gimmick. 

 Overall atmosphere – Delos was once again very dry and hot and the area felt like a 

desert. The plants growing match that of a dry and rough area. Even after seeing this we 

felt it still wouldn’t match the area around Sissinghurst and wouldn’t be able to fuse 

with the rest of the garden rooms. We believe that Vita called this garden her Delos but 
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was really only by name. She would never have created an exact copy of Delos with dry 

plants and dusty soil. So we both strongly agree that a planting similar to that of Lissos 

and the olive groves of the Imbros gorge and Omalos would be the best choice. It would 

have a fighting chance to survive in this difficult part of the garden. Also it would be 

more representative of Vita’s original planting. There were incredibly beautiful and 

romantic areas of Delos that gave us inspiration. There was also exuberance in the 

planting and no space was empty - a key characteristic of Vita’s style. 

 Paths – The majority of Delos was paved with poppies growing from every crack. The 

paving we felt wouldn’t suit the garden room and the natural paths of goats and herders 

would still be the better choice. What we imagined for Delos at Sissinghurst was an area 

that you explored and while exploring you would discover these ruins surrounded by 

beautiful planting. The idea of paved areas would spoil this and make you feel as if you 

were on a pre-planned journey and lose that excitement and sense of exploration. 

 Views and vistas – Delos didn’t generally have open views when exploring the main 

town because the buildings were so built up. Although we often found ourselves looking 

down an avenue with tall walls either side. At the end of the avenue there would be a 

window with a view of the blue sea and other islands in the distance. It was actually 

quite beautiful and as mentioned in the report could be recreated using large shrubs, 

trees or boulders next to the paths that forced your view down a narrow space. 
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