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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the journey of selecting the correct boundary choice for your client and their neighbour, or for yourself and your neighbour. Whatever you decide to plant as a living divide will affect at least one person who lives on the other side of that planting. Of course, creating an internal divide within your own grounds will not have an impact on anyone else, but it will affect the surrounding plants and therefore wise choices are still required. When the right plants and structure are chosen, the result will be a joy to look at as well as to look after – and the neighbour will agree. When the incorrect choice has been implemented, this is when neighbours can fall out.

With this in mind, it is sensible to begin any project by talking to your neighbour or your client’s neighbour about the sort of planting you are looking to use. As with everything, a little communication can go a long way. The other major consideration when selecting plants is the amount of time that will be available for maintenance. Time inevitably moves on alarmingly quickly when you have a busy life and a living divide that requires lots of tying in or pruning regularly can soon be abandoned. Some plants can recover from irregular care, but others will never be the same again if neglect has gone too far.

The aim of this book is to impart some of my knowledge, gained through 35 years’ experience in the industry, to reduce the number of mistakes that can happen when creating a living divide. Choosing the wrong plants can prove to be costly in the long run, both in terms of money and time, and few people can afford to be wasteful in this way. However, as far as is possible, concerns over expenditure should not be allowed to get in the way of purchasing the right plant, which may well outlive both garden designer and owner. Many mature gardens have been planted over time, sometimes over several generations. With careful consideration, you should be able to make an informed choice and achieve a good result that will stand the test of time.

Another important consideration is the provision of a habitat for wildlife. This is a subject close to my heart – I believe we have a duty to look after what we have been given. Back in the 1990s it was suggested that everyone with a garden should devote a quarter of it to measures to encourage wildlife. Ever-increasing infrastructure, especially in urban areas, has led to the destruction of habitats. Water displacement, caused by hard surfaces being cambered towards main drain systems, has had a direct negative influence on the diversity of flora and fauna, as water that should be allocated to green areas is directed away to somewhere else. A living divide can create a wonderful natural corridor that can harbour a huge and diverse range of insects, birds and small mammals. Looking after the base of the food chain will directly contribute to the survival of wildlife in urban spaces.

A few years ago, I was commissioned to landscape part of the rear garden to a fairly new house. It incorporated a mixed hedge that was more than fifty years old, with big rocks along its base. As I trudged back and forth with tons of mulch and soil in my wheelbarrow, a tiny dormouse came and sat on one of these rocks and watched me. Apparently, when the new houses in that area had been built, the local authority had insisted that the old hedgerow be kept. Their approach is to be applauded, allowing wildlife to be preserved within urban spaces.

When you first plant a new living divide, it will take time for the wildlife to move in. However, as it matures, it will start to create a decent habitat. All living creatures need to be able to feed and to find shelter. In the ideal scenario, there would be small holes, roughly six inches square, at the base of a few random fences or solid boundaries in everyone’s garden, and a living boundary in front of these inert divides. This would create a labyrinth of corridors, connecting to one another, which could be used by birds and hedgehogs and other small mammals. The base of the living divide will change each year, with the seasons, and if that part of the system is left alone, then the insects and creepy crawlies will have a home, giving the small birds and small mammals something to live off.

A mixed hedge can be planted either primarily for humans to enjoy, or specifically to increase the diversity of insect and creature within the garden – or as a combination of both. The first version will produce fruit that can be made into edible products. If you go down this route, do some research into recipes in advance of planting, to determine which ingredients will be the most useful, and then plant more of them to maximize pollination and therefore get more fruit. Prioritizing the support of wildlife is the responsible option. It will be extremely rewarding, and is especially important in urban areas, where living things have been increasingly replaced with inert features. It is possible to compensate somewhat for the imbalance by planting up walls and fences with the correct plants, but the best way is to create an entire living boundary. My hope is that this book will help you to do this, and that the result will be the survival and preservation of lots of wild creatures. With the right selection from the thousands of plants that are available, a carefully thought out mixed boundary can provide a huge amount of interest for the human, as well as sustaining a diverse range of creatures, which are vital to the food chain and to the pollination of all the plants in the garden.

Below ground, the root systems also play a vital role in the soil structure, both in absorbing and aerating the earth, which is essential for all living things. The leafier a garden is, the better it is for its owner.

If it is chosen carefully, a living boundary can provide a mass of interest, in terms of both colour and fragrance, with flowers and fruits, stems and leaves all contributing to the well-being of humans and wildlife. It can also provide amazing contrast in terms of foliage shapes and structure. Spiky plants can also be useful, to create a deterrent to intruders – a sort of natural barbed wire – and to offer really small garden birds a safe place to nest, eat and live.

An internal boundary or divide is a really good way of segregating a garden, perhaps to separate utility, or the productive part of the garden, from tranquillity – a space to retreat to with a cup of tea and a good book on a summer evening. The internal boundary can help create this separation with minimal work and maximum effect. Working out where the sun will be at certain times of day will allow you to create ‘escape rooms’ for the siting of a chair or hammock. You do need to remember, however, that the divide will also create shade. I have used internal living divides to separate vegetable plots, to screen off greenhouses and sheds, and to hide a trampoline, where a more tranquil outlook was required. I have seen great success in the use of living divides along inert supports near orchards and vegetable plots, keeping beneficial insects close to plants that need pollination at the correct time, thus ensuring optimum fruit and vegetable production.

Another aim for this book is to explore methods for approaching more difficult boundary situations, such as extending existing hedges or divides and working in restricted environments. A hedge is frequently required for noise reduction or to cover an ugly view. This is often a situation where the most homework is required to get the best long-term results. A plan that is rushed or not properly thought through will ultimately fail. Sometimes, an initial plan may look good on paper and sound ideal, but in practice it will be flawed. It can be particularly difficult to extend existing living boundaries or fill in gaps in them. It can also be challenging to move into a new house and deal with an existing situation, without falling into the trap of making mistakes in terms of plant choice or maintenance. There can even be repercussions when removing an existing boundary and starting all over again, as the pathogens in the ground may be detrimental to the next planting scheme. Hopefully, this book will help you deal with all the challenges involved in creating a living, thriving boundary that contributes to your own well-being and that of your neighbours, and encourages and supports local wildlife.


CHAPTER 1

ASSESSMENT AND PREPARATION

Choosing the plants for your living boundary is probably the most exciting part of the job. However, before you get to that stage, if you want to ensure that you achieve a successful long-term result first time around, you need to undertake a significant amount of assessment and preparation. Forging ahead and relying on good luck goes against the ethos of this book, and the importance of going through the process properly cannot be over-emphasized. Before making any firm decisions, you need to narrow down your options by considering all the different factors that may contribute to the end result. Do not skip this step.

First, it is vital to consider everything that is already there. This includes existing walls and fences, which can themselves be ‘greened up’ very effectively. If you are going to put in plants close to wall foundations, for example, it is vital that they have the correct type of root system. In a nutshell, a garden designer’s vision will only work when the ground work has been done properly. Do not worry if it takes a little bit longer to survey the area and discover the information required to move forward. Remember, the plants you choose now may remain in place for a lifetime or two.

Be wary of being too hasty to get started with the actual planting. Take time to think about and discuss any possible future building works in the garden. There have been examples of a contractor planting a new hedge and then the garden owner deciding to install a patio, and having to dig very close to the establishing roots in order to put in the footings. With better planning and foresight, the footings close to the hedge could be put in place at the time of planting. This action would avoid disturbing the plants as they are establishing themselves. In an ideal world, all hard landscaping (construction) would be finished and out of the way before embarking on the soft landscaping (plants and turf). However, with boundaries this can be tricky as most people prefer to have privacy first, and might want to design the garden around that. Whatever the situation, doing your homework properly will always pay dividends in the long run.

Getting to Know the Existing Environment

Soil Type

Identifying the structure of the soil and its pH is essential as this will help determine which are the right plants for the job and eliminate many of the wrong ones. For example, if you discover that you are dealing with a light, sandy structure with an acidic pH, your list of possible plants will be considerably shortened.

Have a good look around your local area and visit nearby gardens to see what is thriving where. For example, do rhododendrons and azaleas and other acid-loving plants seem to do well in adjacent sites? (Be careful, though, as some gardeners may have gone to great lengths to create an ‘acidic bed’ for these plants, as the rest of the ground around them would not sustain them.)
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Rhododendrons thrive in acidic soil.



Get hold of a soil-testing kit and use it in several places in the area where you are hoping to create a living divide. Once you have an idea of the pH of the soil, it is also well worth digging a sample hole. If necessary, you can do this in several spots along the length of the site. Excavate down a couple of feet and look at the type of soils and stones that emerge. Pour a whole watering can of water into the open sample hole and see if the water escapes quickly or not. This will give a good indication as to how well the soil will hold moisture.

For more on this subject, see Chapters 3 and 4 for detail on various plant species and cultivars.

Location

The geographical location of the site will have a significant influence on your plant choices. Are you planting within a few miles of the sea or further inland? Locations nearer the sea are warmer than inland in the winter. Salt in the air can also be a big factor, if the garden is really close to the sea – there are many plants that hate salty air, but there are others that love it.
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Elaeagnus pungens (left) is a shade-tolerant variety, whereas Elaeagnus ebbingei (right) prefers a much sunnier location.



Finding out the average annual temperatures for the location, along with average rainfall, is also helpful in selecting plants, as some are much hardier than others, or more resilient to drought conditions or temporary water-logging. Is the position for the living divide exposed or sheltered? High up or low down? These are all questions that need to be considered if you are to achieve a good result. If there are a number of artificial structures in the garden, or its surroundings, it is worth studying the shade lines as this will have a direct bearing on which cultivars to choose, sometimes even within the same family of plant. Is the land naturally sloping? If so, will the living boundary be on the side of the slope or at the bottom or the top?

The Long-Term Vision

Identifying what you want to achieve from the project is an important part of the process, and should be an integral part that should not be skipped over. Sometimes, you will be tempted by a lovely-looking plant in a pot, buy it on impulse and take it home only to discover that it is wholly unsuitable for the job. If you have a clear long-term vision, this will help you to avoid succumbing to those impulses. This vision should incorporate your choice of colours for foliage and flowers, whether the planting should be evergreen or deciduous (losing its leaves in the winter), and the ultimate height that you want it to reach.
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An unkempt living boundary (left) compared with a well-maintained one (right).



The wrong structure or plants could inhibit rather than help your long-term vision, so you need to ask yourself lots of questions: Do I need this screen as a windbreak, or for privacy or both? What do I want to do with the land around it in the long run? One of the questions that really needs to be answered honestly is: How much knowledge do I have, and how much time will I be able to give over to maintenance? If you have a really busy life and cannot put a maintenance programme together, you will need plants that are forgiving and need very little training. You may be inspired by seeing a feature in a garden that is open to the public, but it is important to remember that many of those gardens have been worked on for several generations. The shape that you see today is probably the result of a huge amount of effort on behalf of a number of gardeners, who have trained the living boundary over many years. Be realistic about your own abilities and the time you will have available.

Remember that the taller the hedge, the bigger the shade line and the bigger the root system. Many a south-facing garden has been cast into shade due to an excessively vigorous hedge or divide at its bottom. The wrong plants, untamed by an inadequate maintenance programme, will also spread width-wise, taking over a significant part of the garden. Without proper planning and plant selection, you may end up with a garden that is half as long and half as wide as it was originally!

Plant Selection: Points to Consider

Right Plant, Right Place

Plants come from all corners of the globe and will grow best if you try to emulate their native conditions when planting them in your garden. A happy plant is one that finds itself in an environment where it would naturally try to colonize, as it would have done in the wild. This is one of the reasons why the correct selection process is key to a living boundary that will thrive in the long term. The first stage of this process is mapping out what plants are already at the site, both on your own land and in the neighbours’ gardens. Really small shrubs and herbaceous perennials need not be included in this exercise; it is the trees and larger established shrubs that are more likely to have a bearing on what you choose to incorporate in a new living boundary.
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Map and identify what is your neighbours’ and what is yours.



A close look at the plant world at this point will give you an understanding of what to plant where. Certain plants do not like being planted within the established root systems of another plant. As a general rule, you should avoid planting another plant in the same family within the confines of the root system of an established one. When you have identified and mapped the existing plants, do some research on the family of each one – this is easily done online. This will give you the next piece of information that you need. Ideally, you want to make sure that your boundary choices do not fit into the families that are already there.

One real-life example that illustrates this theory is that of a laurel hedge Prunus laurocerasus, which had been planted in a particular garden by a previous owner. When it was first planted, the hedge had started off nicely and evenly. Three years later, some of the plants had started to slow down, losing vigour and becoming slightly yellow in places, while the other parts had carried on with healthy growth. An inspection revealed that the section of laurel that had gone backwards in performance was running directly over the root system of an established mountain ash tree from next door. The mountain ash or Sorbus is related to the laurel – and it was there first. The reason why the laurel had grown so well in the beginning was because it had been planted with a wheelbarrow full of good soil from elsewhere, along with the rest of the hedge. During its establishment phase, it had been using the wheelbarrowed soil, but nearly three years later it had started to grow out of that soil into the root systems of the mountain ash. This was the point when it all started to go wrong. With a bit more homework, such issues might have been averted.

It can be very effective to use an internal hedge both as a windbreak and as a backdrop to flower borders planted in front of it. Holly (Ilex) and yew (Taxus) are particularly suitable for this use, as they are evergreen, very trainable and dark in colour. The darker the backdrop, the more the plants in front stand out. Of course, it is still important to follow the guidelines of ‘right plant, right place’
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An internal hedge of English yew (Taxus baccata).



Root Systems

It is vitally important to have a knowledge of plant root systems. When something goes wrong above the ground, it is possible to see it and deal with it. If something goes wrong below ground, it can easily go undetected for many years, and can then be very costly to put right. There are many relevant factors relating to root systems, including size and the way they grow. If a living divide is allowed to grow more than it was intended to above ground, the root system below ground will also grow proportionately larger, in order to support the increased weight and counteract the ‘sail’ effect of the plants in the wind. This means that, even if the hedge is then reduced back to the size that it was first intended to be, it will still have a disproportionately large root system. Every root that grows out from a hedge has an effect on the ground around it. This might mean that the grass in a lawn will suffer, or only certain border plants can be used.

Realizing that the roots of a hedge’s plants will have a direct bearing on how the plants are maintained above ground should help you to make your selections wisely.

Hedge planting may also have an impact on nearby infrastructure and buildings, such as walls, patios, driveways, outbuildings, garages, house foundations and underground water systems. For example, a hedge of trees, such as beech (Fagus), will have a much bigger and wider root system than a hedge of shrubs, such as barberry (Berberis). It is very important to be extremely careful when putting in plants with the type of root system that could cause damage in due course. Some plants, for example, have water-seeking roots that will travel far and wide if they find themselves in naturally dry ground. This will create a disproportionately wide-ranging root system, as the roots seek out sufficient moisture. If one of these plants is planted over a drain system that has the smallest of leaks, the roots will colonize at the moisture source and eventually break into the drain and damage the drain system below ground. This will be really expensive to fix, and is completely avoidable with forward planning and homework.
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Green beech (Fagus sylvatica).
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Barberry (Berberis).



Similarly, there are climbers such as some honeysuckle (Lonicera), and wall shrubs such as firethorn (Pyracantha), which have moisture roots rather than support roots, as they rely on an artificial system to hold them up. Plants with moisture roots only will never grow upwards without some sort of extra support. If a plant with a water-seeking root system is planted in a place where it can find water easily, its roots will not grow out of proportion. Go back to your sample hole – if the ground retains the water, and the spot is away from drains and infrastructure, it may be the right place. For diagrams of various types of root system, see Chapters 3 and 4.
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Honeysuckle (Lonicera) in berry.
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Firethorn (Pyracantha).



Budgeting

When it comes to budgeting for a living boundary, and looking at the cost of plants from a supplier, be aware that the cost will reflect the length of time the plant has been cared for by the nursery. A six-foot plant for the same price as a two-foot one does not necessarily offer better value for money, as both will have taken the same number of years to get to that stage. The price is based on the time that has been devoted to it, the maintenance costs and the materials involved.

There is no such thing as a fast-growing dwarf – if it grows really fast, then it would want to be very large if left alone. This would indicate that, if you wanted to keep it small, it would need to be pruned very often. Just think carefully, as you are not pruning the roots below ground from day one of being planted in the final growing place. If you find that you have narrowed it down to a couple of choices of plants suitable for the screen you are looking for, the choice should reflect your maintenance level.

If the budget is fairly tight, it is better to spend more on preparation and buy smaller plants than the other way round. Do not sacrifice pre-planting work on the soil in order to buy bigger, more expensive plants. Good preparation will help the roots on the new plants to establish very quickly and easily. The tops will develop more quickly and be less stressed than those on a plant that is struggling due to the lack of preparation. When plants are stressed they are less likely to fight off disease and do not establish easily. Plants – both evergreen and deciduous – sometimes go into premature dormancy after being planted, throwing all their leaves off and waiting for their roots to find the right balance below ground. Once this has been achieved, hopefully they will then shoot out again above ground, with new foliage. Sometimes, natural die-back will occur, and the plant will then produce new leaves on healthy wood below the area of dieback.

Getting it Right First Time

The time and money you invest in planting and maintaining your living boundary will be well spent, as long as you do your homework and make the right choices about which plants will be suitable. If you get it right first time, you should not have to revisit the issue ever again. The aim is to plant a hedge or living divide once, get it right, and then enjoy watching it get better and better with age. There are plenty of pitfalls in the world of garden design and it is such a shame if the wrong plant is used, time goes by and the result is wrong for the garden owner – and for their neighbour. Sometimes, maintenance becomes an issue because the plants were not right for the job in the first place, and the hedge then becomes an eyesore or nuisance. In extreme cases, the owner may even end up pulling it out and starting all over again. At that point, future options for a second round of planting in the same place will definitely be limited. When old plants are removed, often the soil that is left behind, where all the roots have travelled down, will have lost its necessary balance of nutrients.
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