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tasmanian garden

Ahead of the curve
A garden tucked into a peaceful and sheltered valley on Tasmania’s 
magnificent Mount Wellington proved the perfect location for Sally 

Johannsohn to indulge her love of rare and unusual cool-climate plants 

WORDS  CHRISTINE REID  PHOTOGRAPHS CLAIRE TAKACS

Lichen-covered branches of Amelanchier 
canadensis frame a border full of owner Sally 
Johannsohn’s characteristically vibrant 
planting, dominated by bright-red poppies. 

Right The purple leaves of Fagus sylvatica 
Atropurpurea Group provide a lovely contrast  
to the silvery bark of a massive Eucalyptus 
regnans that dwarfs Andrew’s office.

In brief 
What Cool climate Australian garden. 

Where  Neika, a small township  
15km from Hobart, in Tasmania.

Size Two acres of cultivated  
garden, within an eight-acre garden.

Climate Positioned in sheltered forest  
valley with adequate rainfall, snow in  

winter but no severe frosts. 
Soil Basalt.

Hardiness rating USDA 9b.
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Main image

A remarkable tapestry of colour that shows the hand of a trained florist. In this border 
Sally has woven the pale blooms of the compact Spiraea ‘Arguta’ shrub, on the left, 
and the delicate purple mist of a thalictrum, to its right, between the rich purple 
foliage of Physocarpus opulifolius ‘Diabolo’ and the dazzling brilliance of the bright-
pink Phygelius aequalis ‘Sani Pass’, in the foreground.

Bottom row left to right

This curved stone seat is a punctuation point above a pond with a carefully 
controlled palette of orange flowers, including Geum ‘Mrs J Bradshaw’, that help light 
up this corner in summer. Come autumn, the apricot-pink leaves of a nearby 
Cercidiphyllum japonicum help to continue the orange theme.

A perfect example of Sally’s love of the curvaceous. This landform, created by  
Sally and Andrew, encloses a group of Tibetan cherry trees, Prunus serrulata, which  
are especially glorious in spring. 

Border planting by the pond includes plants that enjoy damp conditions, such as 
Ligularia ‘Britt Marie Crawford’ with Paeonia ‘Black Panther’ and Nothofagus gunnii, 
the only deciduous tree endemic to temperate Australia. The tall, bamboo-like plant, 
fanned out like a peacock’s tail in the background is Elegia capensis.  

“A garden is a moving piece  
of art; you have to grow plants  

to understand them” 

A           garden filled with wonderful, thriving cool-climate plants is a 

rarity in Australia. Even more rare is that this beautiful garden has  

a small nursery attached and understandably, it’s the cause of many 

gardeners’ envy. However, it’s the location of this garden that offers the 

clue as to why it flourishes. In 1988 garden maker Sally Johannsohn and 

her husband, the nature writer Andrew Darby, bought their dream 

house, which Sally had visited in childhood, and that came with eight 

acres of land. Tucked into a peaceful, sheltered valley on magnificent 

Mount Wellington, the backdrop to Tasmania’s state capital Hobart, the 

house and gardens sit within a natural amphitheatre. Embraced by tall, 

beautiful eucalypts, it offered Andrew an opportunity to indulge his 

passion for birds and nature, and Sally hers for plants. 

Over the course of the past 28 years Sally has transformed the two 

acres closest to the house into a glorious garden. Having trained as a 

florist in London, Sally spent several years running her own florist 

shop in Hobart, but when she and Andrew bought the house and 

began seeking out and propagating plants for the garden, the natural 

next step was to start a nursery and mail-order business (which they 

called Plant Hunters). Fuelled by her love of plants and training as a 

florist, Sally is particularly adept at combining colours and textures 

into enticing pictures. She has the marvellous ability to layer different 

plants so they form beautiful tableaux of colour and form. Her 

particular passion is for unusual and rare, cool-climate plants and she 

takes inspiration from gardeners and designers from around the world 

– and in 2014 she worked as a guest gardener at Chanticleer, the 

renowned garden estate near Philadelphia, in the USA. I talked to her 

about her influences, and the evolution of her remarkable garden.

How did your interest in gardening begin?

The natural world has been a lifelong interest, and my parents were 

gardeners. My London years and training as a florist stimulated my 

interest in unusual plants. When I returned to Tasmania, I became 

frustrated at the limited plant choice and began mail-ordering seeds 

from all over the world. Of course, you don’t get just one seed but a 

packet. I started potting up and that’s how the nursery began.  
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Main image

Sally loves creating curves in her garden, they help to connect the garden to the 
shapes in the mountains and bush beyond. The curves cut into the meadow grass 
reflect the natural bush behind, chiefly Eucalyptus regnans. “The mown strips look 
gorgeous all year round,” Sally says “and we created them just for fun.” The single 
specimen trees are part of a collection of South American Nothofagus centre.

Bottom row left to right

This view near the entrance to the drive showcases an area where shade-loving 
plants thrive. Yellow Papaver cambricum (right foreground), with Ferula communis 
behind, happy beneath mature trees, such as the birch (right) and Washington thorn 
(Crataegus phaenopyrum), in the centre.

As the mist closes in over Mount Wellington and the garden, a fine example of 
Elaeagnus ‘Quicksilver’ hovers over the mounds of Buxus microphylla with a stately 
bay tree in the background, left, as a punctuation point on the path around the house.

This spring-fed pond, or as Sally calls it the top pond, has water-loving plants 
nearby with Gunnera manicata and Primula prolifera in front. The water reflects plants 
of the Australian bush beyond, including the tall eucalyptus and the woolly tea tree 
(Leptospermum lanigerum) in front.   

Do the mature trees in the garden ever cause you problems? 

They were here when we arrived and we have learned to work around 

them. I think the previous owners just planted out their Christmas 

conifers each year. At first, we thought nothing would grow beneath 

them. It was a visit to Dan Hinkley, when he had Heronswood Nursery 

[in the USA], that made me realise the mature trees were not a problem, 

but a godsend. He showed me all the lovely woodland plants that thrive 

in these conditions; he told me how to make the paths over the tree 

roots and plant in between. Cyclamen, for example, will grow right up 

over the tree trunk. On a very hot day here, the cool shade is wonderful. 

Trials and errors in planting? 

Early on I planned and developed a double herbaceous border. I had the 

climate for it, I thought, but somehow I was never comfortable with it. I 

realised that kind of formal garden didn’t suit my personality. So I pulled 

it out and replaced it with beds with informal curves. I have always loved 

the work of Alexander Calder and Joan Miró – those friendly organic 

shapes – and these artists have informed my design ideas. 

How do you feel the garden has changed and evolved? 

A garden is a moving piece of art; you have to grow plants to understand 

them. You have to see how competitive a plant is, you watch how it 

flowers and how it seeds, even how it dies. That’s what is so fascinating 

about them. I have become more adventurous and it’s a thrill to track 

down some plant I might be able to grow in my garden. Each season 

there’s nothing like seeing a plant flower for the first time or discovering 

that a picky plant does exceptionally well. 

Do you have any advice to give on landscaping? 

Yes, I think everyone needs to focus on completing a project. Get one 

area under control that you are happy with. Do the edging and paths 

properly, put in the structural plants, then add the more ephemeral 

ones. It’s important get the balance right between design and plants  

– both of them are important to me. Our aim has been to make good 

connections within the garden. For example, the stone walls – the 

design and material – form a connecting line in the driveway, leading 

the eye across. In another area, we pruned the box balls to echo the 

shape of the rocks nearby. Everything here is curved; the stone walls 

and seats all reflect the amphitheatre shape of the hills around us. 

There’s even an area we call the Orchestra Pit: where the acoustics are 

really good. We cut the grass in the meadow in beautiful curves, too. 

“Everything here is curved;  
the stone walls and seats all reflect  

the amphitheatre shape of the  
hills around us”
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Sally’s kitchen window looks out over the giant 
leaves of a Gunnera manicata and dense bush 
to the waters of D’Entrecasteaux Channel. 

     of Sally’s key plants 

1 Nectaroscordum siculum

Known as the Sicilian honey 

garlic, this bulbous perennial 

is sometimes mistaken for 

fritillaries. Sally loves their 

subtle beauty with the 

drooping flowers. “Their soft 

colours look good with yellows 

and purples,” she says. 1.2m. 

RHS H5, USDA 5a-9b†.

2 Lobelia aberdarica

An evergreen plant that 

increases gradually. Although 

Sally loves this African lobelia 

for its foliage, her favourite of 

these lobelias is the dramatic  

L. keniensis, from the cool 

mountains of Kenya. 3m. 

3 Euphorbia griffithii 

‘Fireglow’

Sally is a huge fan of all 

euphorbias, particularly the 

deciduous ones, but this one 

with its brilliant orange-red 

floral bracts in early summer, 

is one of her favourites. It 

looks good all year round in 

informal plantings. 75cm.  

RHS H7, USDA 4a-9b.

4 Pachystegia insignis 

This pretty daisy-like plant 

comes from the Marlborough 

Sound area of New Zealand. It 

loves rocky crevices and Sally 

grows it in her stone walls. It is 

tough, yet has velvety soft 

leaves and the flowers are  

like grey bobbles before they 

open. 60cm. RHS H4,  

USDA 8b-10b.

5 Glaucium corniculatum

You could grow this poppy  

for its beautiful foliage alone 

but the unusual colour of  

the tangerine flowers are 

gorgeous, too. A fabulous 

combination. 10cm.  

USDA 5b-10b.

6 Lilium akkusianum

Sally has raised this rare and 

beautiful lily – found growing 

in beech groves and forest 

locations in Turkey – from 

seed. She has nurtured them 

in pots and now has them 

growing in the garden. 60cm.

7 Digitalis parviflora

The chocolate foxglove is a 

great plant for vertical accents 

and its biscuit-coloured 

flowers blend with everything. 

It self-seeds and always 

seems to find a spot that’s 

just perfect for it. 60cm.  

RHS H4, USDA 4a-9b.

8 Rhaponticum 

centaureoides 

Sally loves this plant – 

previously known as 

Centaurea ‘Pulchra Major’ –

most just before the flowers 

mature when its wonderful 

papery-looking silver buds 

look perfect with the pink just 

emerging. It takes time  

to establish. 1m.

9 Meconopsis Fertile  

Blue Group

This beautiful blue poppy is 

now in its fourth year of 

flowering in Sally’s garden and 

she has found the perfect 

place for it to flourish. It is the 

envy of all who visit. 75cm.
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As far as plants are concerned, I particularly like to combine 

endemic Tasmanian plants with the exotics. 

If you could offer fellow gardeners one tip, what would it be?

Find plants that do well for you and stick to them. It’s possible to grow a 

wide range of plants if you think of the zones in your garden – sunny, 

wet or shady. I have been much influenced by Beth Chatto whose ethos 

is right plant, right place. I am always trying to be more considered in 

my planting, trying to get the right effect with each layer. 

How do you manage running the nursery and the garden? 

We only open the garden and nursery twice a year – autumn and spring. 

Our mail-order customers have developed into a collectors’ clientele as 

many of our plants are site specific. I like to do everything myself, 

especially the packing of plants. And I have the marvellous Jonathan to 

weed for me once a fortnight. At peak times Andrew helps, too. 

Where are your favourite places for plant hunting?

I love seeing plants grow in the wild from Iran to the Canary Islands. 

Travelling has opened my eyes to the extraordinary flora in different 

parts of the world. For my next trip I hope to travel to Kyrgyzstan.  
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“I love seeing where plants grow in  
the wild… travelling has opened  

my eyes to the extraordinary flora in  
different parts of the world”

tasmanian garden


