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INTRODUCTION


Change is fundamental to natural systems, and it is the dynamism, drama and excitement of changes, from the smallest details to the overarching views, that inspire us when exploring and experiencing the landscape. Seasonal change is something to be welcomed, bringing different atmospheres and conjuring up feelings of renewal and rebirth. And yet as designers of gardens and urban spaces, we are often asked to take a more static approach with requests for an ‘all-season’ garden, for year-round colour, for evergreens. Taken at face value this can limit our designs, ignoring the potential of a truly seasonal garden.


We are lucky in the UK to have four seasons to work with, each with its own particular charms and challenges. Our winters are rarely cold for months on end and our summers are not yet consistently hot enough for plants to enter a dormant period – although, as I will discuss in later chapters, this may not always be the case. As well as colour we can explore textures, forms and structure, dead and dying foliage, scents and changes in mass and void. These factors contribute to the aesthetic of the design and in this book, I will discuss the many ways in which the qualities of plants can be used to enhance a genuinely seasonal successional garden.


Understanding the seasons and designing in harmony with the natural world is not only an aesthetic imperative, but it is also a necessity. Research in England (Thompson and Head, 2020), suggests that the area taken up by gardens is between four and five times as large as the total area of our national nature reserves. Gardens, therefore, are an important resource. However, with many new-build houses, the space given over to green spaces is decreasing and in addition the amount of greenery in all gardens, in the form of trees and shrubs, is also declining. Between 1998 and 2008 London lost the equivalent of 2.5 Hyde Parks every year (Thompson and Head, 2020).


All the more reason for every garden in its own small way to make some impact on the threat to biodiversity. Designing for wildlife means that we are thinking about flowering plants and seedheads, structural shrubby layers and trees, dense corridors and open spaces, and ensuring that these persist through the seasons – things which benefit the creatures in our gardens as well as the people that inhabit them.


We can also think about how our gardens can work to mitigate the climate crisis. Rather than constantly tidying up, cutting back, removing vegetation and digging to expose bare soil, a successional planting design involves keeping the ground covered and undisturbed as much as possible, thus improving water retention and allowing carbon to remain in the soil.


In the chapters that follow I explore the aesthetics of seasonal successional design, discussing the ways plants interact and complement each other over time and I consider how this approach works in accordance with nature, bringing delight to the people who visit, providing habitats for a diversity of creatures and emphasising the need for observation and flexibility, which will improve our chances to mitigate and respond to an uncertain future.
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Textural frost-rimmed leaves of Persicaria and Nepeta in midwinter.







CHAPTER 1


SETTING THE SCENE


In our gardens, we are constantly performing a balancing act, accommodating nature and horticulture. For some, this means keeping nature under control but others of us want to let nature into our gardens to create new habitats. In this time of climate crisis, it is essential to consider how gardens can be created to be sustainable and thus become a source of joy to their human visitors, while also being of benefit to the wildlife that visits and inhabits these spaces.
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In this book the term ‘seasonal succession’ describes a planting design approach that ensures changing layers of interest throughout the year. The aim is to create waves of colour, form and texture and a fluidity of contrasts between mass and void as the seasons progress. As we will explore in Chapter 7, the bonus of this approach is that it also encourages and supports invertebrates, birds and other creatures.


Sustainability with respect to hard landscaping is a subject for an entire book, but the changing climate also has a bearing on our choices of plants and below you will find some of the recent research and suggestions from people working in the field. As the climate crisis proceeds many native plants will struggle to survive and the range of certain species is likely to move northwards to be replaced in the south by plants from Europe that are better able to cope with the new conditions. James Hitchmough (2020) points out that silver birch is already struggling in Southern England and my unscientific, personal observation during the high temperatures and drought in 2022 noted that it was indeed showing signs of stress, as were hawthorn and native viburnum. It is not possible to say with any certainty which plants will cope with the unpredictable, changing conditions and this makes it more important than ever to observe what is happening in the world around us and to experiment with a diverse range of species in our designed gardens and landscapes.


Learning from Nature


This chapter begins with a discussion of just a few of the many different habitats found in nature and examines how the behaviour of these plant communities through the seasons can inform our design. What we describe as the natural world around us has been influenced by human behaviour for thousands of years and all the plant communities discussed here continue to be affected to a lesser or greater extent by our actions.


Ecological Succession


Before looking at how we can learn from nature when designing for the changing seasons it is worth understanding the meaning of ecological succession and how it differs from seasonal succession. Encyclopaedia Britannica defines ecological succession as ‘the process by which the structure of a biological community evolves over time’ (Thompson, n.d.). A community comprises plants, animals, fungi, microbes: organisms below ground as well as above. Succession is characterised as either primary or secondary. The former takes place when starting from a lifeless landscape that may have resulted from catastrophic destruction such as volcanic eruption or glacier retreat (Rafferty, n.d.). Secondary succession occurs when a community is destroyed, for example, by fire, but where some life remains: after a fire a seed bank is waiting in the ground to germinate when conditions are favourable. In this time of climate crisis, disruptive and cataclysmic events will happen more frequently, and any discussion of succession must take account of anthropogenic factors.


Although change, including unpredictable change, is a fundamental part of succession, a progression of increasing complexity can be observed as an ecosystem develops. Secondary succession usually begins with pioneer species – annuals, followed by grasses and perennials. These establish over several years, gradually altering the soil structure and creating shade, before the appearance of shrubby vegetation, birch and pine, and then, eventually, broad-leafed trees like oak. After as much as 150 years, if no major disturbances occur, a stable mature forest may be established – a climax community (Rafferty, n.d.).


A small-scale example of secondary succession brought about by human action can be observed in post-industrial landscapes, which I will explore in more detail in Chapter 6. Industrial activity over years pollutes the landscape and destroys vegetation and wildlife but when the site is abandoned and dereliction takes hold, a new ecosystem begins to evolve. The starting point for this community may be very different from what was there before; new substrates will be present supporting a limited, but often unusual, range of plants. However, over years, the stages of succession gradually establish to create new communities. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that succession is also dependent on animals as part of the biological community. Grazing by large herbivores and rooting up of plants by animals, such as wild boar, would in the past have been part of a successional community (Tree, 2018). These creatures are not found in today’s industrial wastelands, so any talk of ‘rewilding’ gardens and landscapes must consider the implications of this, as we will see in Chapter 7.
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The forest floor in autumn.





Ecologists also talk of cyclic succession in established communities. This is when some of the species in the community die or become dormant before re-emerging on a cyclical basis, maybe annually or over a period of years (BD Editors, 2019). In gardens, planning for dormancy is part of the challenge of designing for seasonal succession. We are less likely to plan for the death of a plant species, although this is what we are doing when using annuals and short-lived or self-seeding perennials.


As designers and garden makers, examining and observing ecological communities can inform our thinking when creating seasonal successional planting schemes. We can learn from how the communities are structured, the plant forms and how they change through the seasons, together with the vertical layering taking place. This does not mean you are restricted to choosing the same plants you observe within an ecological community, although you may wish to include one or two. Instead select species that behave in a similar way and have similar characteristics.


Trees


Trees form a key component of many diverse plant communities, support a multitude of wildlife, and play a crucial role in life below ground. They occur, singly, in small groups, in woodlands and forests. They may be young saplings, mature specimens or in a period of senescence at the end of their lives. They also transform light and shade and in this way above all, they are closely linked to the seasons and the passage of time.


Form and Texture


In winter the form of a deciduous tree and the textures of its bark are its defining visual characteristics. In late autumn and early spring these qualities are enhanced by low sunlight filtering through to the woodland floor. The shape of trees such as oak, with its curved and gnarled low branches, is perhaps seen to best advantage in the winter and the ridges and furrows of the swirling bark of the sweet chestnut is revealed as it catches the light. Trees can inspire us to value dormancy in our gardens and when choosing a tree and where to site it, we can consider how best to work with the available light through the seasons.


In woodlands, dead and fallen trees create new habitats: invertebrates shelter in and feed on rotting wood and opportunistic plants, such as silver birch, drop seed into fallen trunks. The fruiting bodies of fungi appear in autumn amongst the leaf litter and dead branches, whilst, in some conditions, lichens gradually colonise the trees. Whether dead or living, the shapes of the trunks and branches add drama to a winter landscape.
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Low autumn light shining through pine trees (© Ellie Mindel).
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A shrubby understorey survives in the semi-shade beneath the distinctive branches of an oak tree.





When in leaf, the form of an individual tree changes as the canopy emerges. Early leaves allow light to filter through, creating shimmers and dapples on the woodland floor. As summer progresses, the branches are less prominent and the overall shape of the tree takes precedence. These are the forms we use as designers: round, spreading, columnar, pyramidal, conical, weeping. We can also learn from traditional management techniques in woodland; coppicing and pollarding create eyecatching silhouettes that change through the seasons.


In exposed conditions the form of trees is affected by the prevailing weather conditions: wind sculpts trees into dramatic shapes. It is unlikely that we can replicate these shapes in design, but it is worth considering how to bring a natural drama at different times of the year through judicious pruning and training.


Beneath


In a garden it is more likely that trees will be planted singly or in small groups, but it is still useful to observe the understorey and woodland floor to learn about how plants behave in these communities. Light levels are one factor in determining what can grow. In the spring when there are no leaves on the trees, the light penetrates the canopy of branches and from January through to June plants such as snowdrops, wood anemones, bluebells and wild garlic take advantage of this. As the trees come into full leaf the light levels are reduced and shade-loving ferns and woodrush take over from the earlier bulbs. Other plants that cope with shady conditions are cuckoo pint and celandine. The former loses its leaves soon after flowering in spring, all but disappearing, only to become more conspicuous later with its spire of bright orange berries. Celandine also disappears after flowering, leaving space for other species to take over. A word of warning, however – both these plants can be invasive in gardens and so should be introduced with care.
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Intermingling ground cover on the woodland floor.





Shrubs and small trees, such as hazel, elder, dogwood, butcher’s broom, holly and birch, form the understorey of the woodland and often look rather straggly if they are struggling towards the light, but where there are gaps in the tree cover, they provide a valuable middle layer in the plant community. Climbers make the transition between this layer and the canopy: honeysuckle, old man’s beard, wild rose and ivy scramble up slender branches towards the light.
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Scenes from one woodland taken in winter and spring: snowdrops (top), garden escape narcissus (bottom left) and native bluebells (bottom right) succeed one another, to be followed later by ferns and Luzula.





In autumn, as light again penetrates, ferns, such as bracken, die back, turning a rusty brown and revealing cushions of bright green moss. There might also be fruits and nuts to crunch underfoot amongst the leaf litter.


Hedgerows, Verges and Woodland Edges


Hedgerows may have originated from human activity in the bronze age as land was cleared for fuel, building and farming, leaving strips of woodland to mark boundaries (The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, n.d.). They can be thought of as emulating what would once have been a natural transition between woodland and grassland. New hedges were planted from Roman times onwards and this increased during the eighteenth century with the introduction of the Enclosures Act (Woodland Trust, 2013). It was after the Second World War that hedgerows began to be removed, creating large fields that were easier to cultivate as farming was increasingly mechanised. There is now an understanding of the importance of hedges for wildlife and to protect soils, but there is still a long way to go to improve and extend our hedgerows and to ensure that they are managed appropriately (Woodland Trust, 2013).


Tapestries


A mixed native hedge of hazel, dogwood, hawthorn, guelder rose, field maple, spindle and holly can provide interest throughout the year. In spring leaves begin to unfurl – the many shades of green gradually changing as the season progresses. In May there is the white blossom of hawthorn followed by the flowers of the guelder rose. As summer proceeds the form of the hedge itself is a backdrop to the vegetation at its base. Autumn brings colourful leaves (the yellow field maple, crimson dogwood and guelder rose) and berries (the orange/pink of the spindle and the red of hawthorn and guelder rose). Finally in winter the bare, interlocking branches have their own presence and holly displays bright red berries against dark green leaves, before dormancy is broken with distinctive hazel catkins at the beginning of the new year.


In addition to the shrubs in the hedge, there are the climbers that scramble through the branches, twining around to reach the light. As in the woods, honeysuckle, old man’s beard, dog rose and hop as well as ivy are all part of the diversity of the tapestry.
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A matrix of intermingling species on the coast in Wales, taken in early summer.





In a small garden it is not always possible to plant a hedge or to allow it the space necessary to display the many seasonal changes. However, we can learn from the intermingling tapestry of hedgerows to create a diverse palette of shrubs and learn how to manage them for optimum interest.


Edges


It is especially useful to understand the edges of woodland and the verges beside hedges when designing for seasonal succession. These habitats are like many spaces found in gardens: semi-shade under a tree, dry conditions next to a wall or fence, planting around larger shrubs and the layering of perennials and grasses.
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The diversity of a verge in limestone hills in Yorkshire.





As with the woodland floor, in spring when light can reach the ground, bluebells, wild garlic, anemones and primroses thrive. Along the back of the verge and the edge of the wood, there are plants that prefer semishade. These include asplenium, dead nettle, stinking hellebore, betony, bugle, foxglove, spreading bellflower, woodruff and red campion. The statuesque alexanders, Smyrnium olusatrum, and the more delicate cow parsley, Anthriscus sylvestris, also like the hedgerow habitat. The tall umbels cast shadow over the lower growing flowers – the primroses, violets and other back-of-the-verge species. By July the dramatic yellow green of the alexanders and the froth of creamy lace is over, to be replaced by dead stems and seedheads.




The Diversity of Edges


Roadside verges provide rich diverse habitats for flora and fauna. Some are the remnants of ancient hay meadows and others once edged drover’s paths that would have been grazed by the livestock passing along (Plantlife, 2017). Many verges now are in constant flux, disturbed by car tyres, excavation and building works. Plantlife has researched the diversity of vegetation found in our verges and identifies six different habitats: grassy, disturbed, wooded, salted, ditches and hedgerows. Within these habitats there are also different soil conditions affecting the mix of vegetation they support (Plantlife, 2017). Grassy or heathy verges can be wet or dry and soils range from acid to alkaline. Disturbed verges usually support those cornfield annuals that need disturbance to germinate. Also found by the side of roads, salted verges have received the run-off from the roads treated for snow and ice in winter and support a range of halophytic plants. Ditches are habitats for emergent plants that cope with wet but not submerged conditions, and finally, hedgerows support a range of species that are happy at the base of taller shrubby plants.


Plantlife’s research shows that just over 50 per cent of the UK flora is found in these hedges, verges and ditches (2017). However, many species are under threat: British wildflowers prefer a soil low in nutrients but pollution from the air and from vehicle exhausts is increasing the nitrogen in the soil and encouraging more invasive vegetation such as bramble, nettle, creeping buttercup and Yorkshire fog, which then crowd out other species. Particularly at risk are tufted vetch, lady’s bedstraw, bugle, white campion and greater knapweed (Plantlife, n.d.-b).
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An ancient drove road in North Yorkshire. The hedge is a mass of hawthorn blossom and cow parsley edges the track.








Meadows and Grassland


A traditional meadow is a perfect example of an interlacing matrix of vegetation in which different species grow up and through each other creating a supporting framework of stems and leaves. Like the edges discussed above, lower growing plants appear earlier in the year and are then shaded out by taller perennials and grasses. Colours change through the seasons as different species dominate, but the overall effect is one of dots of many colours against a harmonious green background. Often the form of the individual flower is less important than the mass of moving colours. Nevertheless, there are species that rise above the others and show off their distinctive forms: the striking shapes of the larger umbellifers and the spires of foxgloves, mullein and purple loosestrife tower above the sea of flowers and grasses.


Wildflower meadows are mown and raked in the autumn leaving the landscape exposed and sometimes featureless. However, watching low sunlight falling across grassland on undulating or sloping ground immediately makes clear the value of creating landforms to add autumn and winter interest to a garden. These sculptural elements can be designed to catch the light in different ways throughout the day and to create interest. The dormant period is to be valued as a time of calm before the turbulence of the meadow reasserts itself.
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Knapweed and grasses in a meadow on the Gower Peninsula in Wales.





Moors and Heathlands


Heathland is characterised by infertile and well-drained soils whereas moorland, more often found in upland regions, is usually wetter, and sometimes peaty. Both landscapes have been modified over the centuries by human actions and grazing by domestic and wild animals (Woodland Trust, n.d.).


Getting down close to the ground reveals the interlacing matrix of vegetation on a moor or heath, but from a more expansive vantage point the landscape often appears to be a tapestry of colour with large blocks of low shrubs and grasses occasionally interspersed by trees such as birch, rowan, willow and Scots pine. If these landscapes were not cut and grazed, the tree cover would gradually increase.


Heathland plants include heather, bracken and gorse and the colour palette changes through the seasons from greens and bright yellow gorse, through swathes of purple heathers to rusty, purple browns of dying bracken. These dramatic changes of colour are also evident on moorlands where, at different times of the year, there may be masses of white feathery cotton grass or lurid green mosses, shrubby bilberries or juniper, stiff rushes, or sedges. Interlacing within these visibly dominant colour blocks on both heath and moor are smaller dots of flowers such as bog asphodel or one of the many native orchids.


Meadows and verges demonstrate how mosaics of grasses and perennials interlace and support each other. The heathland and moorland habitats show us how to incorporate blocks of successional colour into this interlacing matrix and how to introduce lowgrowing shrubs and the vertical accents of small trees to give structure to a more uniform ground layer. I will return to this in Chapter 3.




[image: img]


Heather, bracken and gorse form a tapestry on heathland in Suffolk.





Water


Many water plants die back completely in winter and therefore it is important to consider the dormant period in the design of ponds, bog gardens and water courses. This lack of vegetation is not a problem when considering the water itself; reflections bring light and movement and rocks and pebbles add structure. It is the emergent plants and those on the edges that are more of a challenge for the designer. Many can grow quite large in one season and then die back in an unsightly mass. Vertical elements such as reeds, rushes and irises collapse and disappear leaving the ground plane exposed. In some cases, ponds and lakes are surrounded by trees and shrubby vegetation creating an aesthetically attractive frame for the water in winter. Falling leaves decaying at the bottom of the pond provide food for invertebrates but, if allowed to accumulate, may eventually cause ponds to silt up. In contrast with the verticality of mature trees, open water in winter is an invitation to appreciate the horizontality of the landscape and the sky above.


In rocky landscapes and on slopes, the edges of ponds and streams include smaller habitats: crevices, damp shingle and pebbles, tumbling rocks, a single overhanging tree. The plants taking advantage of these spaces can inform our design and add structure and evergreen interest to the winter garden. One such is the hart’s tongue fern, always green but also providing new interest in spring and summer with its unfurling bright green fronds.


It can also be useful to observe which plants are thriving in local wildlife ponds. Marsh marigold is particularly valuable in design and for wildlife because it comes into leaf and flowers in early spring, and water forget-me-not and brooklime both flower for months over the summer, the latter often keeping its leaves into the winter.
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Winter reflections in Loch Fyne in Scotland.
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One of the world’s rare chalk rivers in Norfolk, taken in November. The dead stems of willowherb and meadowsweet line the banks.





I will explore the native and non-native plants and their benefits for wildlife in Chapter 7, but it is worth mentioning here that non-native species can become invasive in garden ponds and some are banned from sale (WWT, n.d.) (Gardeners’ World, n.d.).


Shore


Plants thrive even in most inhospitable places; those on shores and cliffs must cope with fierce salt winds and often rocky, infertile conditions. In some situations, they may have to survive being submerged and in hot summers they bake in the exposed landscape. Many species are low growing, hugging the sand or the shingle, but where a bushy shrub takes a precarious hold, smaller species find a little sheltered space beneath or behind it. In this way groups of plants gradually expand. Nevertheless, the shore is usually a place of space – widely spread vegetation or mats of ground-hugging species.
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Verbascum in winter (top) and summer (bottom) and Crambe in summer (bottom right – upper) and winter (bottom right – lower) on a Suffolk beach.





When thinking about garden design, we can learn from the small communities that have grown up through the years, or the shore itself can be an inspiration for a gravel garden or for those planted on infertile substrates. Taller species that cope with salt winds include gorse and broom as well as sea buckthorn, Hippophae rhamnoides, with its silvery leaves and bright orange berries. The accompanying photo shows two shoreline scenes. In winter we can appreciate the skeleton structures of Verbascum and the grey corpses of Crambe maritima. Throughout the summer, mats of grey-green Silene uniflora are dotted with white flowers and the Crambe is transformed into mounds of white with huge, wavy-edged blueish leaves. The yellow Verbascum still provides the vertical accents, but there are also waves of pinkish-red Centranthus ruber that seeds itself into rocks and crevices.




The Pattern of Landscape Revisited


The Pattern of Landscape by landscape architects Sylvia Crowe and Mary Mitchell (1988) remains invaluable more than thirty years after publication. It explains how to read the landscape and to understand the ways in which it has come to be as it is today. The world around us is a product of change over different temporal and spatial scales. Geological change, for example, is clear in the form of mountain and valley, erosion and deposition. We see anthropological change in the destruction of forests, in mining sites, or in the contrasts between ploughed fields and woodland. There is also cyclical change: hourly tidal movements, occasional flooding or fire, and the changing colours and forms of the days and the seasons.
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Ancient terraces of olives create repeated horizontal and vertical patterns through the exposed rock in an agricultural landscape in Spain.





Designers can gain inspiration from observing landscape patterns: the network of crevices in rocks; the meandering rivulets in sand and mud; the textural contrasts of geological formations and grazed grass; the juxtapositions of vertical and horizontal forms where trees and agriculture meet. And these patterns change with the seasons – changes of light, colour and texture. Crowe and Mitchell (1988) point out that some landscapes, such as deserts and canyons, only reveal their forms at sunrise and sunset when the low light transforms them into dramatic sculptures. They go on to explain:


‘In distant landscapes colouring depends almost entirely on light and atmosphere, but in the foreground and middle distance the colours of rock, soil and vegetation strike the dominant note. Often their juxtaposition gives vivid contrasts’ (Crowe and Mitchell, 1988, p.43).
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In Cumbria an ancient hawthorn embodies the force of the wind in its extreme form, allowing us to read the weather conditions that affect this landscape.








The Climate Crisis and Diversity


As the climate crisis proceeds it is up to us all to design, build and manage our gardens and landscapes in a way that is as beneficial as possible for the environment. Although there is no one blueprint to follow, any book about planting design needs to consider what the changing climate might mean for plants and wildlife, especially as gardens can help to mitigate some of the effects – in fact the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) suggests that currently the role they could play in the future is underestimated (Webster et al., 2017). We can also observe and share information, keep up to date with new research and learn from what is happening in the natural world.


It is worth summarising the detailed report, Gardening in a changing climate, produced by the RHS (2017), both to look at the implications and to think about what we as gardeners, garden lovers and designers can do. The RHS outlines the key implications as follows:


• An extended growing season resulting in early flowering and late leaf colouring.


• More likelihood of extreme weather conditions – in particular, extreme rainfall may damage plants and cause nutrients to be washed out of the soil.


• Possibilities for growing a different range of plants.


• Periods of drought.


• Warmer conditions that exacerbate the spread of pests and diseases.


• Suitability of trees planted today for the future climate.


The Society of Garden Designers (SGD) also considers how we can create more sustainable gardens. What follows draws on the reports produced by both the SGD (2022), (Bailey and Wilkinson, 2023) and the RHS (Webster et al., 2017). A useful website, Climate Positive Design, helps designers take a look at the resources available and provides tools to measure the embodied carbon in designs (Climate positive design, 2023).


Make Your Living Space Greener and Choose a Diverse Range of Plants


If you are reading this book, you probably already want to make your living space greener. Trees and other plants can help reduce carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and greening spaces such as front gardens can reduce run-off and flash flooding. Many plants can also help mitigate pollution (Traverso, 2020).


When choosing trees and shrubs with longevity in mind, having a varied selection makes it more likely that some will survive adverse conditions. It is also worth remembering that if plants flower earlier due to changes in climate, the association between the availability of nectar and the presence of pollinators is disrupted; therefore, choosing a diverse range of species may help to mitigate this.


The following ideas can help in greening your living space:


• Avoid paving over front gardens.


• Plant trees.


• Look at what is already growing healthily in the garden and consider how you can keep these plants.


• Think about creating green roofs and planting up walls and fences. This can create microclimates and help reduce heat.
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Designers Sylvie and Patrick Quibel have created a dynamic planting scheme with a diversity of species of perennials, grasses and climbers at the Jardin Plume in France.
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This small garden, designed by the author, makes the most of the different conditions in an urban situation. Shadeloving species are planted beneath the mature tree and there is a focus on texture and form.





• Source plants with a low carbon footprint – grown locally or in the UK.


• Use conifers, which are especially good for trapping pollution because of their small leaf size and shape (Doick, 2023).


• Select a diverse range of plants for pollinators and especially focus on those that flower early and late in the season.


• Mow the lawn less frequently to encourage flowering species amongst the grass.


• Be aware that as climate change progresses, it is likely that the species of trees that will thrive will be those that at present have a range further south (Hitchmough, 2020). For example, deciduous oaks may eventually be replaced with the evergreen Quercus ilex, which is already establishing in the UK.


Conserve Water


Gardens need water and, with increasing drought in the summer, the need to conserve water is paramount:


• Introduce water storage and capture measures.


• Consider including rain and bog gardens.


• Choose plants that can cope with periods of drought.


• Mulch to retain water in the soil.


• Use hard landscaping materials that are compliant with Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SuDS).


Avoid Using Pesticides and Chemicals and Never Use Peat-Based Products


Peatlands are the largest UK carbon store and soak up rainwater, helping to reduce flood risk (Plantlife, n.d.-c). There are many alternatives to peat available and by choosing these and avoiding the indiscriminate use of pesticides and chemicals in our gardens, we can help to create habitats for wildlife rather than destroy them (see Chapter 7).


Practising Integrated Pest Management can also reduce the need for chemicals and pesticides and keep the spread of diseases to a minimum (Department of Agriculture Environment and Rural Affairs, n.d.). The following points can also help:


• Use biological controls and mechanical methods.


• Practise good plant husbandry.


• Make sure you practise good plant biosecurity.


• Where possible buy plants grown in the UK to avoid bringing pests into the country.


• Reduce the expansion of invasive species by avoiding the use of any cultivated plants that may escape into the wild and have an adverse effect.


Value the Soil


Soil composition and structure determine what we can grow; good soil husbandry can help to create speciesrich gardens and, as a bonus, healthy soil is a significant carbon sink.


• Leave fallen leaves to compost naturally.


• Include compost heaps and wormeries.


• Avoid modifying soils except with materials found on site, such as crushed brick or stone.


• Avoid leaving exposed bare soil.


• Try a no-dig gardening system (see Chapter 6).


• Use mulches, including green manures, to protect the soil surface and improve the organic content (see Chapter 8).


• Protect the soil during any building works.


Reduce, Reuse and Recycle


Even in small gardens we can play a part in reducing the carbon footprint by reducing the use of resources that are brought in, encouraging the use of sustainable materials and avoiding waste being sent to landfill. The following ideas are just a few of the many ways you can reduce your carbon footprint:


• When creating a new garden, retain existing trees and other plants.


• Reuse materials and seasonal items.


• Recycle waste products.


• Get creative in the ways in which you recycle


• Swap plants and seeds with other gardeners.


• Compost garden waste and leaves.


• Use existing hard landscaping materials to create substrates.


• Choose new materials that are available locally and that are sustainably produced.


• Choose long-lasting materials where possible and think about how they will be recycled at the end of their life.


• Think about how materials can be reused or repaired in the long term.


• Never use artificial grass unless as an alternative to tarmac or concrete and check its end-of-life destiny.
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Gabions are filled with reclaimed materials to create a wall in Ballast Point Park in Sydney, designed by McGregor Coxall.
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A mound of recycled broken brick used as a substrate in John Little’s garden in Essex.





Increase Biodiversity


Plants and animals, insects and invertebrates, fungi and ferns – all are working together to create the ecosystems we value and our gardens should be part of this (Heatherington and Johnson, 2022). Many of the points outlined above contribute to this and Chapter 7 includes detailed information about creating sustainable habitats in the garden.


Take a Long-Term Approach


Older gardens have a greater potential to sequester carbon and provide a wider diversity of habitats:


• Think about the longevity of the plants you choose for the garden.


• Try to leave existing, thriving habitats undisturbed.


• Plan for how the garden might be used in the future, as the owners’ lives change.


Many of the items discussed above are useful to remember when designing a successional garden: sustainability should be first and foremost in any gardener’s mind. However, it is possible to draw out one important theme – the much-used mantra ‘right plant, right place’. In addition to being mindful of the need to enhance biodiversity and reduce waste, if plants are chosen appropriately for the soil, the aspect, the climate and the garden owner then they are more likely to thrive and to earn their keep in a seasonal successional design.


Choosing Plants with the Climate Crisis in Mind


Research and experimentation are ongoing about which plants will thrive in years to come; but it makes sense to choose plants for their resilience. It is too easy to say that for hot, dry summers we should choose Mediterranean species; many of these will not be happy when faced with mild, wet winters, especially on heavy soils where their roots may become waterlogged for long periods. Researchers at the RHS and the University of Sheffield (University of Sheffield, 2020) have shown that plants with less showy flowers are more resilient to changes in climate such as flooding and drought. These plants benefit from putting less energy into creating the smaller blooms and thus are more tolerant of stress. One of the plants studied was Primula vulgaris, the native primrose. This performed well when compared with other highly cultivated hybrids. However, the research showed that this was not just a case of a native plant being the most resilient; one cultivar, Primula ‘Cottage Cream’ that looks very like a primrose, was better able to withstand stress than the native cowslip, Primula veris. The researchers call on plant breeders to focus on these findings, especially when considering producing plants that can cope with rapidly oscillating changes in conditions from wet to dry (University of Sheffield, 2020).


So how can we choose plants for a resilient, sustainable and successional garden? Dr Eleanor Webster makes some suggestions for species that cope with extreme conditions in her article for the Garden Design Journal (2017). She suggests a slow-growing shrub, the purple-leafed Cotinus coggygria ‘Royal Purple’, that can withstand strong winds in exposed situations. It can adjust the amount of moisture it takes from the soil, transpiring more after heavy rain but reducing water uptake in dry conditions. She also gives the example of a tree that can cope with strong winds and tolerate both wet and dry conditions, Amelanchier × grandiflora ‘Robin Hill’. Another shrub that prefers sun but can also cope with changes in moisture is Cornus alba ‘Siberica’, with its bright red stems adding drama to the winter garden. All of these are invaluable for seasonal interest, creating a backbone to the design and providing colour in at least two seasons of the year.


Although I have questioned whether Mediterranean plants can survive long, wet winters, research into the effects of flooding on four such plants (King et al., 2012), Stachys byzantina, Cistus × hybridus, Lavandula angustifolia ‘Munstead’ and Salvia officinalis has given some interesting preliminary results. All the plants survived a seventeen-day winter flood but the combination of flooding and high heat in summer was not so benign: the Stachys and Lavandula coped much better than the other two plants. Both are worth using in a design for seasonal succession; they provide a silver or grey-green leafed presence at the front of the border throughout the year and purple flowers in summer. It is worth experimenting with cultivars of these species such as Stachys byzantina ‘Big Ears’.




[image: img]


James and Helen Basson of Scape Design have included Euphorbia rigida, lavender and almond trees in their Mediterranean gravel garden (© MMGI/Marianne Majerus).





If summers begin to get really dry in the south of the UK, plants may experience periods of dormancy, changing colour to silver, brown and gold much earlier in the year than we are used to. We can learn from nurserymen and designers like Olivier Filippi, discussed in Chapter 6, and James and Helen Basson (2017), who explain that we might need to embrace steppe- and prairie-style gardens in place of the English lawn and flower borders. In these schemes tall grasses add structure and accents through the year, weaving around low-growing, domed sub-shrubs. A wilder look can be achieved by allowing annuals and perennials to self-seed amongst shrubs. The Bassons (2017) suggest using the feathery fountain-like grass, Stipa calamagrostis, as well as Ampelodesmos mauritanica, although the latter is only suitable for poor, well-drained soils. The low mounds of pink and white flowered, semi-evergreen Dorycnium hirsutum and D. suffruticosum give a static structure to the scheme and taller evergreens such as Phillyrea angustifolia f. rosmarinifolia and Bupleurum fruticosum provide height throughout the year (Basson and Basson, 2017). The former can be clipped into topiary shapes or used as hedging.
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