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GARDENING

The resurgence of British flower farming is a cause for celebration, says Madeleine Howell

Bring on the tulips for  
a joyful jolt of colour
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Lincolnshire has long been famed for its flowers –
tulips, in particular – and has strong ties to Hol-
land’s world-famous flower trade. Dutch growers 
have historically settled on the flat, fertile coastal 
plains of eastern England. My grandmother, Stella 
Read (née Maud Sutterby), who we lost to Covid-19 
this time last year, was the only child of tulip farm-
ers and bulb growers from Spalding, who also 
grew potatoes, daffodils and tomatoes.

Instead of marrying her Dutch flower grower 
fiancé as her parents had hoped, my grandmother 
met my grandfather at the Victory Services Club in 
Marble Arch and moved to London. But this 
spring, in Stella’s memory, I’ve been seeking out 
seasonal British flowers — a more eco-friendly and 
conscious choice than buying imported flowers, 
with no shipping miles (or inconvenient import 
duties) attached.

Stella was a larger-than-life character who loved 

rally driving, and for me, Lincolnshire tulips spark 
a romantic vision of her in her youth at the wheel 
of one of her beloved vintage John Deere tractors, 
and attending the Spalding Flower Parade at the 
height of its popularity in the 1950s and 1960s. At 
that time, a 30-40 mile-long circular “tulip route” 
rewarded motorists with views of the tulip fields. 

Naturally marshy and originally consisting of 
fresh and saltwater wetlands, similar to areas in 
the Netherlands, the Fens boast rich ecology and 
biodiversity. Drained centuries ago by the Dutch-
born British engineer Sir Cornelius Vermuyden, 
it ’s a low-lying region around the coast of  
the Wash, spanning parts of Lincolnshire,  
Cambridgeshire and Norfolk.

Family-run flower farms still grow tulips in 
Spalding, a market town on the River Welland  
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Nothing beats 
tulips for radiant 
spring colour – and 
now you can get 
them in the post
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