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Island residents and 
visitors don’t have to 
travel as far south as they 
think to experience the 
charm of a grove of citrus 
plants, something many 
associate with holidays in 
the Mediterranean or other 
sunny destination.

Ventnor Botanic Garden 
has made history by 
planting the UK’s first 
permanently outdoor citrus 
grove, a feat made possible 
by the Island’s unique 
microclimate.

The grove which features 
around 30 citrus plants 
including oranges, lemons, 
grapefruits, calamondins, 
mandarins, and the striking 
Buddha’s hand citrus, was 
established a few weeks 
ago under the supervision 
of Wayne Williams, the 
garden’s head gardener. 
While citrus plants have 

been cultivated at Ventnor 
for more than 15 years, 
this marks the first formal 
planting of an outside 
grove.

Wayne explained that 
Ventnor’s almost frost-
free weather gives it a 
rare advantage over other 
parts of the UK. “Unlike 
the Eden Project’s citrus 
grove, which is indoors, 
we’re able to grow ours 
outside. It’s a testament to 
the local climate that we 
can successfully cultivate 
citrus plants right here in 
the open air,” he said.

The project isn’t just about 
gardening innovation; 
it carries a worrying 
environmental message. 
Wayne hopes the grove 
will inspire visitors but 
also draw attention to the 
impact of climate change. 
“Crops like apples, which 
require cold weather, may 
become harder to grow in 
the future. At the same 

time, warmer temperatures 
are opening the door for 
crops like citrus to thrive in 
the UK,” he added.

The initiative is a part of 
Ventnor Botanic Garden’s 
mission to showcase 
biodiversity and climate-

resilient planting. With 
vibrant flowers and eye-
catching fruit the grove 
is expected to become 
a firm favourite with 
garden visitors as well as a 
horticultural first.
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A chat with...
Jurgita LeistrumaiteJurgita Leistrumaite
Jurgita is a leading light in the classical 
choirs on the Isle of Wight. She was 
responsible for creating the Salutaris 
and Ave Vita choirs, and in more 
recent years for developing the Ryde 
Chorus, all amateur choirs. Under her 
direction the choirs are developing 
quickly and reaching wider audiences.

Jurgita was brought up under the 
Soviet regime in Lithuania and, having 
musically inclined parents, attended 
music school from quite an early age 
before graduating from the Music 
Academy of Lithuania.

She has a modest and reserved 
manner which makes for some 
difficulty in extracting information. 
“It’s not about me that I want to talk,” 
she emphasises. “The choirs and the 
audiences are what matters.”

After moving to London in 2000, 
shortly afterwards she came to the 
Island for family reasons, and here 
she has stayed. In 2010 she formed 
the Camerata Choir, which post-Covid 
she was instrumental in reforming 
to establish two new choirs, Salutatis 
and Ave Vita, and she became musical 
director for Ryde Chorus in 2023. 

While she enjoys playing the piano 
and is improving her grasp of organ 
techniques, her real passion is that of 
musical direction, particularly in the 
field of choral music. “It’s a challenge 
that is tremendously exciting and 
motivating,” she explains. “My hobby 
is my job and music is my passion. 

“I want audiences to feel the emotion 

and complex depth of what I feel 
and experience the joy of the choir’s 
singing which reaches out to them.”

Choral music is very popular and 
deeply ingrained in Lithuanian culture, 
with its roots in folk music and 
religious traditions. Choirs abound, 
from amateur groups to professional 
ensembles and large choral music 
festivals are popular across the 
country. It is that instinctive love of 
choral performance that Jurgita brings 
to the Island.

Listening to her talk, it is clear 
that she is an exacting taskmaster 
always seeking improvement. She 
sees herself as having an important 
teaching role in encouraging choir 
members to become more confident 

in their use of techniques to enhance 
their performance. Her excitement 
in palpable, when talking about the 
forthcoming concert in Newport 
Minster, when the three choirs will 
perform together for the first time in a 
major performance of Vivaldi’s Gloria 
and Puccini‘s Messa di Gloria. 

“I am so pleased that we have 
professional musicians joining us to 
add to the excitement of the concert,” 
she adds.

Behind Jurgita’s quiet and self-
effacing exterior lies somebody who 
still has much more to bring to the 
Island’s choral scene. Those with a 
love of classical music will doubtless 
follow her musical development and 
her career with great interest.
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Ashey Station bought
by IW Steam Railway

The Isle of Wight Steam 
Railway has reacquired 
historic Ashey Station, 
57 years after its sale by 
British Railways. Originally 
opened in 1875 for the 
Ryde and Newport Railway, 
the station was reduced 
to an unmanned halt in 
1953 before being sold into 
private ownership in 1968. 

Following years of interest, 
the current owners, the 
Holbrook family, agreed 
to sell directly to the 
Railway, just in time for 
its 150th anniversary. Chief 
executive, Marc Morgan 
Huws, thanked the family 
and shared ambitious plans 
to restore the station to 
its 1926 Southern Railway 
appearance. This includes 
renovating the platform, 

restoring public rooms, and 
converting parts for holiday 
lettings, which could take 
up to two years and cost an 
estimated £550,000. 

The IW Steam Railway 
aims to preserve the station 
for future generations while 
enhancing its community 
and heritage value. Fund-
raising efforts are now 
underway to support the 
project.




