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INTRODUCTION

How often have you found yourself happily working away in your garden, enjoying the relaxing fresh air and that therapeutic way your mind can drift aimlessly as you dig or plant or weed? And then you realise there’s some garden job you need to do and can’t quite remember how. Should you put this on the compost or the bonfire pile? How many buds are you supposed to leave when you prune this climbing rose? Should you cut these raspberry canes down now?

Suddenly, your relaxing afternoon in the garden turns into a frustrating choice between leaving the job undone, risking getting it wrong, or going indoors to look up the answer (where you know you’ll get sidetracked).

Not any more. The idea for this book came from just such irritating moments. I’ve been gardening for several years, and I know a lot more about it than I once did. When I first started I used to phone my mother regularly and say, “I know you told me last year which clematis to cut right down to the ground, but I’ve forgotten again.” I’m lucky to have a mother who has spent every spare minute gardening for the last 45 years and there’s not much she doesn’t know. Even so, it was frustrating to have to put down the secateurs and trudge off to the phone.

“What I need,” I thought, “Is a quick reference guide I can take out into the garden with me to look up all those things on the spot.” So this book is intended as the ‘phone a friend’ for anyone who doesn’t have an expert gardener in the family, or who simply doesn’t want to traipse indoors and phone them in the hope they’re in.

Using this book

There are a few points I’d like to make about using this book. The information it contains is often specific, but in other cases I’ve given rules of thumb, as the subtitle indicates. The whole point about rules of thumb is that they almost always apply, but if you think you’re dealing with one of the rare exceptions I’d advise you to double-check with a specialist source. You’ll find that the experts frequently disagree on things like planting distances for vegetables, or whether it’s OK to prune roses with a hedge trimmer. So rules of thumb are often about the best you’ll get anyway.

Obviously the same answer doesn’t always fit gardens from Cornwall to Orkney, or apply in exceptionally mild springs as well as very cold ones. Where it’s possible I’ve pointed out variations. But gardeners are intelligent people with plenty of common sense, and I figure you can work out for yourself when you need to make allowances.

I find books which refer to every plant twice, once in Latin and once in English, very hard to read. So I haven’t done it. I’ve used whichever version seems to be in most common usage, and I’ve then included an appendix at the back which gives all the plant names I’ve used. I’ve given English/ Latin and Latin/English translations.

I’m confident that you’ll find this book immensely useful. It is a personal collection of rules and guidance, though the information is factual and as thorough as I could manage. As a result you may find a slightly idiosyncratic approach to the use of imperial/metric measurements and the like, and you’ll also find a bias in favour of organic and environmentally friendly gardening, without getting silly about it.

I hope this book gives you the opportunity to spend even more of your time outside. Happy gardening.


GARDENER’S GLOSSARY

Gardening is one of those occupations which is overgrown with jargon. If you’re serious as a gardener you won’t get away with using simple words like dig, plant and weed. Oh, no. Plant enthusiasts practise a whole vocabulary of strange activities, some of which you hardly like to ask about, from top dressing to pricking out, hardening off and bedding out.

So that you can translate the backs of seed packets and the pages of gardening guides, here’s a glossary of the most common gardening terms you’ll find in this book and elsewhere. (We have tried not to insult your intelligence by defining terms such as flower, or spade.)




	Acid soil

	Soil with pH content below 7 (good for eg heather, rhododendron, gentian)




	Activator

	In composting, an ingredient which stimulates and accelerates the composting process (unfortunately there isn’t yet an ingredient which stimulates and accelerates the gardener to get on with the less appealing garden jobs)




	Alkaline soil

	Soil with pH content above 7 (good for eg clematis, poppy, fuchsia)




	Alpine

	Plant which, in the wild, grows between the treeline and the snowline so hardy and usually small




	Annual

	A plant that lives for one year only




	Bedding plant

	A plant used for mass planting of the same type for instant display such as in parks, roundabouts etc (not one grown to stuff mattresses with)




	Biennial

	A plant that flowers only in its second year and dies after flowering. Some plants are not true biennials but are grown as such eg wallflower, forget-me-not, sweet William




	Brassica

	Member of the large cruciferae family of vegetables including cabbages, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, broccoli, kale




	Chit

	Encouraging tubers such as potatoes to sprout before planting by exposing them to maximum daylight somewhere cool but frost free




	Compost

	Has two meanings:
a) a mixture of different soils and nutrients
b) rotted vegetable matter or farmyard manure




	Cordon

	Way of pruning that restricts a plant to a single main stem




	Corm

	A swollen stem base below the ground which stores food reserves. Unlike a bulb it isn’t layered, but the whole is covered in papery scales




	Cuttings

	Sections of plants that are removed and used for propagation




	Deadhead

	Removing dead flower heads to prevent seeding and encourage further flowering




	Disbud

	Removing over-prolific buds to encourage fewer but larger flowers or fruit




	Divide

	A means of propagation in which you carefully separate the roots into two or more plants for replanting




	Earth up

	Piling up soil round plants to protect against frost (eg potatoes) or whiten the stem (eg celery)




	Espalier

	(From the French for ‘shoulder’) Training a tree to have a straight trunk and pairs of opposite branches running horizontally (often fruit trees against a wall)




	Fan train

	Pruning a tree or shrub so that the main branches fan out against a wall or a fence




	Graft

	Propagating by uniting the stem or bud of one plant with the root stock of another (or just good hard work, of course, which there’s plenty of in the garden)




	Half-hardy

	(no relation to half-Nelson) Refers to two types of plant:
a) frost-tender annuals planted out around the end of May for one summer only (eg lobelia, African marigold)
b) shrubs and herbaceous perennials that need protection in winter (except in sheltered positions in mild areas)




	Half ripe cuttings

	Cuttings which are mainly green but include some woody material




	Harden off

	Gradually acclimatising plants that have been grown inside to the outside before planting out




	Hardy

	Frost-resistant, so can be grown outside all year round




	Heel in

	Temporary planting of bare-rooted plants until time or space are available for final planting




	Herbaceous

	A plant that dies down in winter but will come up again in spring




	Humus

	Partially decomposed organic matter in the soil which improves fertility and water retention. Don’t be tempted to dip raw peeled vegetables in it and then eat them without first spelling it differently.




	Invasive

	Tough plants that will take over the whole garden if you don’t watch them, either by spreading or by seeding (often used euphemistically in plant descriptions – it really means ‘watch out’)




	Lateral

	A side shoot from the stem of a plant




	Layering

	Propagate by pegging stem down to soil while it’s still attached to parent plant, to root and create a new plant (eg clematis)




	Loam

	A reasonably fertile soil with a good balance of clay and sand particles and a high humus content. Loams are the most easily cultivated of all soil types and hold water and nutrients well.




	Mulch

	A layer of organic or inorganic matter spread on the surface around plants to protect roots from frost, conserve moisture, enrich soil and suppress weed growth (also a verb, ‘to mulch’ a plant)




	Naturalise

	To establish and grow as if in the wild




	Neutral soil

	Soil with a pH balance of 7, the point at which soil is neither acid nor alkaline




	Nursery bed

	Area of the garden for rearing young plants before planting them out, and other temporary uses such as heeling in




	Perennial

	A plant that lives for more than two years




	pH

	A scale for measuring the acid/alkaline balance of soil, which affects what will happily grow in it




	Pinch out

	Removing certain growing points of a plant to promote bushiness (so not as mean as it sounds)




	Pollination

	Transferring pollen from one flower to another for fertilisation




	Potting on

	Moving from a smaller container to a larger one




	Prick out

	First planting out of seedlings or cuttings




	Propagate

	Increase the number of plants by seeding, cuttings, grafting etc




	Prune

	Cut back plant to restrict size, improve shape, or increase flowering or fruiting




	Rhizome

	Underground creeping stem that acts as a storage unit, similar to a bulb, in plants such as iris or anemone nemorosa




	Rootstock

	A well rooted plant base on which a scion is grafted; or the stock on to which a shoot of another similar plant is grafted




	Runner

	Aerial shoot that roots when it touches the ground and forms a separate plant, eg strawberry




	Split

	See Divide




	Successional
planting

	Planting the same plants or seeds at time intervals (fortnight, 3 weeks or a month usually) to produce crops over a longer time period




	Succulent

	Having thick fleshy leaves (eg house leek) developed by plants in dry climates for water storage




	Sucker

	Shoot that comes direct from root or rootstock




	Taproot

	Main downgrowing and anchoring root eg parsnip




	Tender

	Liable to damage by frost




	Thin out

	Reducing the number of plants growing in a pot, tray, flower bed, vegetable garden etc by pulling some out to make more space available and reduce competition




	Top dressing

	Has two meanings:




	

	a) Removing top inch or two of soil and replacing with compost or fresh soil (almost always containers)




	

	b) Applying a layer of fertiliser to flower beds (eg roses) or lawns and vegetable gardens




	Tuber

	Thickened fleshy root (eg dahlia) or underground stem (eg potato) which acts as a storage organ




	Woody

	With a stem composed of woody fibres so the plant doesn’t die right back to the ground in winter (eg lavender)
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