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 T he Monaro region is a tough 
place to garden. In the 
foothills of the Snowy 
Mountains near Cooma, this 

naturally treeless, elevated plain 
endures cold winters with icy winds, 
frequent frosts and occasional 
snow. Long dry spells are common.

Yet there are beautiful gardens on 
the pastoral properties that spread 
across the plain. Hazeldean, owned 
by Jim and Libby Litchfield, is one 
of three such properties held in the 
same families for generations whose 
gardens are occasionally opened in a 
new enterprise by three friends. All 
were city girls who married country 
boys, embracing their husbands’ 
heritage and way of life with vigour.

The Litchfield family first settled 
at Hazeldean in 1865, where James 
is the fifth generation to run the family’s 
4860ha merino sheep and Angus 
cattle property. Daughter Bea, 25, has 
recently returned home, bringing the 
latest agricultural technology with her. 

For Libby Litchfield, moving from 
Melbourne to the Monaro in 1989 
meant a steep learning curve. She 
estimates the gardens surrounding 
the homestead, set in a natural bowl, 
cover about 2ha, and the greater park 

area, bordered by hedges and tree 
plantings, is about 8ha. The garden 
has undergone many changes over 
the decades but at its heart is a rare 
forest of elm trees, now more than 
150 years old. With most of the elms 
in Europe and the US wiped out by 
Dutch elm disease, such stands are 
of worldwide significance.

Both Libby and Jim are deeply 
involved with the garden. “Jim has 

more to do with overall design and 
major, hands-on projects. I’m the 
lawn mower, hedge trimmer and 
weeder,” says Libby. They’ve added 
two avenues of Manchurian pears, a 
walled garden and pergola, then in 
2013 decided to rework the front 
garden layout. Two lawn terraces with 
retaining wall and steps, made of basalt 
quarried on the property, help retain 
moisture in dry times and make the 
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dog droppings on the lawn – ugh! are they 
of any value in gardening?

H. Batturst, Bathurst, NSW

Dog droppings can contain parasitic worm eggs 
and bacteria, so are not recommended for 

adding to compost bins or burying near 
edible plants. Bokashi sell an in-ground 
pet waste composting unit that works on a 
similar fermenting principle to their indoor 

compost bucket. You can run a worm farm 
exclusively on dog poo; Tumbleweed make 

easy-to-use units for the purpose. Do not use the 
finished product near food-producing plants.

years ago we had some large palm trees 
removed and now it’s difficult to grow new 
plants there. any ideas to rectify this?

Jules Breen, Mermaid Waters, Qld

Palms have small but very dense fibrous root 
systems. It can be impossible to push a spade 
into the ground around mature specimens. When 
they’re removed it’s best to have the stumps 
and roots ground out so you can replant. 
Specialists have hand-held machines for 
hard-to-access spots. If not removed, the old 
roots will rot down eventually but this could take 
many years. Otherwise use pots or build planter 
boxes above the area.

i planted Hardenbergia along a sunny 
fence in late spring but the leaves are 
browning from the edges and dying. i may 
have used too much dynamic lifter when 
planting them. any advice?

Dave Johnson, Brisbane, Qld

Brown, burnt edges around leaves are a classic 
sign of fertiliser burn. Although Dynamic Lifter is 
generally gentle and slow release, a concentrated 
amount directly against roots can burn, especially 
if soil is dry. It will gradually break down and get 
washed out by rain and irrigation. Don’t try to lift 
and replant stressed plants in hot weather.

 Questions to: helenyoungtwig@
gmail.com or Helen Young, PO Box 
3098, Willoughby North, NSW 2068. 
March’s best question wins hand-
forged kitchen garden tools worth 
$190 from thessentialingredient.
com.au. February’s winner is 
Simone Garland of Sydney for her 
question about potting mix. 

 Tours of Hazeldean, Shirley and Curry Flat 
gardens are on March 15, April 6 and April 
27. Bookings at privategardensofmonaro.

com.au or 02 6453 5521. 

Q&A

Pastoral: Manchurian pear walk;  
left, ornamental grapes

area easier to manage. “Our plan is 
to make it an easy-care garden,” 
says Libby. “If you have good 
structure with trees, hedges and 
lawns, you don’t need much else.”

That doesn’t mean a lack of 
flowers. “I love peonies – they’re the 
queen of flowers. Luckily they grow 
like weeds here.” Bearded iris, 
daylilies and nerines are also loved 
for their colour and performance.

A favourite spot is the pebbled 
terrace they added near the house, 
centred around an existing elm tree. 
“We sit or eat out there nearly every 
day, even in winter,” Libby says. 


