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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





How to be a Shoestring Gardener
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We've all done it – stumped up on plants, tools and endless bits of plastic kit and then thrown them at the garden in the hope that they will miraculously organise themselves into something beautiful. But you really don’t need all that paraphernalia to be a successful gardener.


Sometimes you don’t need to buy anything at all. From garden furniture for free to how to avoid costly florists by having your own cutting patch, there are plenty of savvy and resourceful ways to keep costs down. And even when you do put your hand in your pocket, the following tips will ensure you get the best for your cash whether it’s learning how to spot healthy plants or getting a bargain at the checkout.


There’s no need to be an expert. The projects in this book are all achievable, but to be sure I have given the following trowel ratings of difficulty:
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Get to know your garden


Before you even think about spending anything, make friends with your garden – sunny bits, ugly bits and all. It’ll not only show you what plants you already have, but ensure that, when you do buy, you don’t waste your money. After all, if you want a glamorous bougainvillea clambering up your house but live in a cool climate it will die during the first winter. If you yearn for a spread of lush hostas but have no shade they won’t flourish.


Phrases such as ‘right plant, right place’ sound naggingly bossy, and we all try to bend the rules now and then, but to start with, play it safe with your plant choices, selecting those that prefer the conditions your garden can provide. If a plant label says ‘full sun’, it means it; only position these where they can get sun all day long. If a label says ‘partial shade’ it will be ok in an area that gets a few hours of direct sun and some dappled shade – from a tree, for example. The shade cast by a building is not partial, it’s deep, so in these spots, only go for plants that say ‘Partial or full shade’ on their labels.
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Garden knowledge: the checklist



• Using a compass (your smartphone probably has one), work out which way your garden faces. Stand at the back door, hold up the compass in front of you and see where the arrow is pointing. In the northern hemisphere, west-and south-facing gardens tend to be the sunniest and north-and east-facing plots less sunny (in the southern hemisphere this is reversed).


• Now look around for tall buildings or trees that could overhang your garden and cause shady areas within it. Remember that the sun rises roughly in the east and sets in the west; think about how this might create shifting areas of sun and shade throughout your garden over the course of the day. Remember, too, that the sun is higher in the sky in the summer so some areas may be more shady in the winter than in summer.


• Next think about wind. Is your garden sheltered? Is there a fence or wall that protects it from wind, or do shrubs in your garden tend to blow around when it gets blustery? Is the area closer to the house more sheltered than the bottom of the garden, for example?


• Where is your garden, geographically? Do you get many frosts over winter? Coastal areas often avoid frosts but instead tend to be windy. Urban gardens can be several degrees warmer than those in the countryside.


• Is your garden flat or slopey? The area at the bottom of a slope can be a lot colder than that at the top because cold air travels downhill – especially if there is nowhere for it to escape to (which is why old, sloped, walled gardens always had a door in the lower wall).


• Now get to know your soil. Pick up a handful of earth and squeeze it. If it feels gritty and crumbles easily when you try to shape it into a ball, it most likely has a high sand content. If it can be made into a ball or even a rope, it has a higher clay content. If it has a whiteish look to it, it is probably chalky. Sandy soils are termed light soils, clay soils are known as heavy soils. Bear this in mind when choosing plants because they all prefer different types of soil. A good plant label should tell you what sort of soil a plant likes.


• Look at the plants that are already in your garden and are thriving. Take your cue from these and also your neighbours’ gardens and what is growing in the local area. If their plants are established and happy, you know the conditions are right for them here. Some soils are naturally acidic, some more alkaline; if you see blue hydrangeas everywhere, for example, you know you have a naturally acidic soil.
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Prune before you pulverise


Many of us move into houses that have established, overgrown gardens. We see tangly climbers and gargantuan bushes blocking views and shading areas and we immediately panic and pull out everything. Typically we are then left with a bald, featureless garden. Too late we might realise that that large evergreen bush was actually doing a rather useful job hiding next door’s wheelie bins. Too late we realise that a bare wooden fence looks a bit, well, bare. So then off we go to the garden centre and load our trolley with more climbers and shrubs to fill the gaps we have left, and we replace the established climbers and shrubs with smaller specimens – often of the very same plant we ripped out – which will take years to look good. Doesn’t make much sense, does it?


Most overgrown bushes and climbers can be rehabilitated with a bit of pruning, which will get them back in shape. With a bit of care you can turn that saggy old bay tree into an elegant sphere, or lop off the lower branches of large shrubs or trees to let in more light. So get out your secateurs rather than your wheelbarrow – there may be life in the old dog(rose) yet...




Move it, don't lose it


Sometimes the problem is not the plant but where it is. Rather than hoiking out and throwing away a plant that is in the way, consider if you could move it somewhere else in the garden where it would be better suited. It is least disturbing for an established plant if you move it in late winter or early spring; doing so then will give it the best chance of survival. Always give the plant a good mulch of garden compost once you have replanted it.
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Plants you can cut down to within 30cm of ground level


• Abelia x grandiflora


• Clematis


• Cotoneaster


• Ivy


• Osmanthus


• Wisteria


• Rose


• Pyracanthus


Plants you can cut down to within 60cm of ground level


• Jasmine


• Honeysuckle


• Russian vine


Plants to cut back to within a framework of branches


Prune these stems back to a bud or a main branch.


• Passionflower


• Escallonia


• Callistemon


Plants to cut back gradually over a few years


Each year, cut one in three stems to ground level, reducing the others by half.


• Forsythia


• Hydrangea


• Magnolia






Weed it and reap


Many beginner gardeners are worried they don’t know the difference between a weed and a plant that is supposed to be there, so they either leave everything or pull it all out. Underneath all those nettles, annual dog mercury and ground elder there could be lurking some hidden treasures – beautiful plants just hoping to be revealed. Do a search online for common garden weeds in your part of the country and you will have plenty of photographs to refer to. Then you can weed away in confidence, leaving anything else there to flourish. If in further doubt, ask a more knowledgeable neighbour or relative.


It’s not only plants you may uncover under the weeds and overgrown grass. If a garden has had several owners there could be all manner of exciting and useful treasures waiting to be found that could be reused, such as paving slabs, bricks and pots.




Savvy Tip


Websites that contain images of seedlings are particularly useful when weeding – theseedsite.co.uk has 800 photographs of the first stages of various garden plants so you can identify whether that plant you just uncovered is weed or wonder.





Make ugly features disappear


A coat of paint can be a miraculous thing. If you have an unsightly garden building, fence or wall you can make it blend into the background if you paint it dark grey. Hey presto, it will all but disappear. Much cheaper than replacing it.




Beg before you buy It’s easy to obtain many beautiful garden plants for free if you take cuttings, collect seeds or divide mature plants. Sometimes this can give you pretty much an instant flowerbed. Next time you visit relatives, friends or neighbours, take a quick look around their garden and see if there are any plants you can pilfer. See How to Make New Plants for Free for more tips.
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When you buy...


It’s easy to get carried away when buying plants, but follow these easy pointers and you can let your imagination run wild without spending more than you have to.


Seedy savings


Many plants grow very easily and quickly from seed. A packet containing about 100 seeds can cost you a fifth of the price of one plant. It’s not difficult to do the maths on this one. Annuals – flowering plants that germinate, flower and die in one year – are prime candidates for growing from seed and you can easily fill a bare border with a riot of colour in just a couple of months. See the box opposite for some common annuals that you can easily grow from seed. From mid-spring to early summer, simply scatter them directly onto finely-raked garden soil in a sunny spot, rake them in and water well. Once they have set seed you could even save it to sow next year.




Easy annuals to grow from seed


Nasturtiums


Sweet peas


Cosmos


Love-in-a-mist (Nigella damascena)


Flowering tobacco (Nicotiana sylvestris)


Marigold (Calendula)


Cornflowers (Centaurea cyanus)


Californian poppy (Eschscholzia californica)


Bishop’s flower (Ammi majus)





How not to waste money online...


Buying plants online is great fun and so easy; no trudging around pushing a trolley down endless alphabetised aisles, no frustration when you can’t find something – just click and wait for the knock at the door. But here are a few tips to make sure you don’t spend more than you have to...


Select a safe spot. When ordering, make sure you give an alternative location where the package can be left if you are not at home when it is delivered. Plants won’t last long sitting packaged up in a hot sorting office, and the last thing you want is a cardboard box of dead plants you will have to re-order at more expense.


Club together. Online purchases come with courier or postage costs, so it pays to group your purchases so you only have to pay this once. If you have friends who might want plants too, think about sharing a delivery – sometimes there are bargains to be had if you order a multiple of one specific plant.


Shop around. The larger online companies are often good value, but don’t rule out small specialist nurseries – especially if you are buying roses, fruit trees or hedging plants – and sellers on eBay.


How big? Don’t forget to check the size of the pot before you order. Plants sold online are usually shown by pot size – from a 9cm pot for small plants, such as herbs, all the way up to 12 litres for a tree. Remember to compare like with like when shopping around – that shrub may not be such a bargain when you realise it’s the size of a matchbox!


Think ahead. Don’t forget that plants can grow pretty quickly. Smaller specimens may not only be cheaper than large ones but also might establish more easily and therefore will soon catch up. A larger root ball is more vulnerable to drying out than a small one.


Build up slowly. It easy to build up a collection of plants by taking cuttings or dividing them (see How to make Plants for Free). If you are prepared to wait a few years for your garden to mature, save your money now and buy only a few plants of each variety. Then make new plants from them when they are established. Stem cuttings can be taken almost straight away so you may not have to wait as long as you think.


Wait and see. Suppliers often put together offers, especially at the end of the season. This is particularly the case with bare-root plants such as fruit trees and hedging that have to be planted in the dormant season. Keep your eye on the price on suppliers’ websites and you’ll see the price fall week by week as spring nears. Time it right and you can make major savings and still get your hedging or fruit trees in time.
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Californian poppies are easy to grow from seed.





... and in garden centres and nurseries


Most of us head to dedicated garden centres or nurseries when we want to fill our car boot with plants. But don’t rule out cut-price pound stores that often have a surprisingly good and affordable range of seeds and fruit bushes. Car boot fairs and yard sales are also worth keeping an eye out for.




Savvy Tip


When shopping, don’t be too distracted by gorgeous flowers. Garden centres put out displays of the plants that are looking good at the moment and it’s tempting to buy them. But remember, if they’re in full flower now they might have finished flowering in a week or even days. Look for plants with unopened flower buds rather than the ones in full flower. Even better, when buying shrubs and perennials, try to wait until the end of summer into winter when garden centres discount their stock. Autumn is a good time for planting and they’ll be up and running the following spring having already settled into their new home.
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Buy healthy plants: the checklist



• Trust your instincts: If a plant doesn’t look healthy, don’t buy it. Trying to nurture a sickly looking specimen back to health isn’t worth the hassle and it could even bring in disease to your other plants. Avoid any plants with brown or curling leaves, dead bits or dark-spotted foliage. Sticky leaves (a sign of aphids) or webbing (spider mite) are also things to be wary of.


• Turn the pot over and look for roots coming out of the bottom. If they have formed a mat that would make it difficult to remove the plant from the pot, it is pot-bound and you’re better off choosing another.


• Take the plant out of its pot and look at the roots. If they have circled around the inside of the pot making a dense spiral, choose another. The plant is pot-bound and these roots won’t find it easy to spread out and grow once it is planted out into the soil.


• Moss, weeds, liverwort and lichen growing on the surface of the compost in a potted plant are signs that a plant has been in its container for too long. It’s not necessarily a deal breaker, but if you do buy a plant like this, scrape off the top couple of centimetres of compost before planting it out to avoid spreading moulds and weed seeds.









Planting out


Here's how to give a plant the best start in life.


Dig a hole with a trowel or garden spade slightly larger than the root ball of the plant.


Turn the plant upside down and, with one hand gently supporting it from the bottom, lift off the pot. Be careful not to damage the plant with the fingers of your bottom hand, avoiding touching the stems or buds if at all possible. A splayed hand, gently supporting the compost from below, is the way to go. If the plant won't come out of the pot, squeeze the pot slightly or, if the pot isn't flexible, try poking a stick through the drainage holes to push it out.


Before you plant it, check there are no weed seedlings growing around the base of the plant, removing any you do see. If there is a layer of liverwort, remove this with your fingers.


Tease out the root ball a little with your fingers so that the roots can spread out easily in their new home. If they are very congested and have spiralled around the inside pot, try to 'unwind' as many as you can without damaging them.


Set the plant into the hole you have made, making sure it is exactly the same level it was in the pot. Too deep and it may become waterlogged, too high and the roots may dry out. If you are unsure, lay a stick across the planting hole to determine the level.


Once you are happy with the level, backfill the hole with the soil you took out, making sure it doesn't contain any large stones or clods. Push down firmly either with your hands or feet, depending on the size of the plant, taking care not to damage the plant itself. Water well and leave to get on with it.
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Fill your house with flowers without spending a fortune


A cutting garden – a patch of flowers grown exclusively for cutting and filling vases in the house – sounds like a luxury, but any reasonably sized garden has room for one. All you need is a 2 x 3m patch of soil. If you’re a fan of cut flowers, creating a flower garden will save you a fortune on buying them. Your windowsills will be resplendent with blooms all summer, your friends will be thrilled with your flowering gifts and you won’t have to rob the rest of your garden to do it.


This mix of seeds ensures a beautiful supply of flowers and foliage from midsummer right through to the first frosts. It’s just a suggestion, though; look online for cutting-garden seed collections and particularly those aimed at smaller gardens – they are often very good value.
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You will need


An area of ground 2 x 3m, cleared of weeds and stones and raked to a fine tilth


Tape measure


Garden twine


Twigs or sticks


Scissors


6 packets of seed: Bupleurum griffithii, Rudbeckia hirta ‘Marmalade’, Cosmos ‘Sensation Mixed’, Cornflower ‘Blue Ball’, Ammi majus, Agrostemma githago (Corncockle).


Rake


Watering can with rose attachment/garden hose


When to do it


Mid- to late spring


How to do it


Divide your growing area into six equal squares, staking out the grid with twine tied to sticks pushed into the soil. Then sow each square with a different variety of seed. Rake over the soil gently to cover the seeds and water well. Keep the patch weeded and protect the young shoots from slugs and snails until established.
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Sowing each variety of seed in a different square makes harvesting and weeding easier.
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Cut flowers throughout the summer to keep the plants blooming.









How not to spend a fortune on garden furniture


Furniture for the garden can be very expensive, especially if it is built to last and designed to be left outside all year round. You will pay a premium for sustainable hardwood furniture and for many it is well worth the investment since it will last for years and you won’t have to lug it in and out of storage. Buying more affordable softwood furniture that needs to be kept under cover during inclement weather can be a false investment because you’ll often find you have to repaint or even replace it after a couple of years. Plastic furniture or even indoor tables and chairs brought outside temporarily are a reasonable alternative if budget is an issue. But you can also make surprisingly attractive, long-lasting garden furniture yourself for just the cost of some paint. Here are a couple of ideas...





Make a garden table out of pallets


Wooden pallets are used for lifting and transporting anything from food to bricks. Many stores have a stack of pallets out the back and most will, if asked, be happy to let you have a few for nothing. Pallets are a great source of free timber and, with a bit of sanding and a few coats of paint, can be upcycled into some surprisingly smart furniture. This low coffee table is perfect for a patio, deck, roof garden or balcony.
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You will need


Claw hammer


2 identical wooden pallets


Sandpaper


Exterior wood paint


Paintbrush


Exterior wood glue


4 bricks as weights


When to do it


Any time of year in dry weather


How to do it


Using your claw hammer, take apart one of the pallets to extract the wooden blocks that hold the two layers together. Put them to one side. Now sand down the other pallet so it is smooth and give it and the blocks two coats of exterior wood paint.


Once dry, turn the pallet over and glue a wooden block to each corner to make the legs. Weigh the blocks down with bricks to make them secure. Once dry, repeat with four more blocks. Once completely dry, turn the table upright.
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How to make garden stools from car tyres


These hardwearing stools have a sense of humour and a modern aesthetic – and will also double as storage boxes for garden equipment. You can easily get hold of old car tyres if you ask at a tyre depot; choose the thickest ones you can find, since they need to be comfortable to sit on. Either leave the tyres unpainted for a pared-down industrial look or spray paint them for a cleaner vibe. Go for a base coat of line spray paint – the stuff they use to paint lines on the road – with a specialist rubber spray paint on top to seal it and stop it flaking off.
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You will need


A car tyre


Groundsheet or other protective sheet


Line spray paint and rubber spray paint, such as Plasti Dip (optional)


1 round wooden decking tile the same circumference as the inner rim of the tyre (if you can’t find a round one, use a square one and round off the corners with a hacksaw)


Exterior wood paint (optional)


When to do it


All year round in dry weather


How to do it


If painting the tyre, lay it on a groundsheet or other protective sheet and spray the outside with the line spray. Don’t worry about painting the base since this will be on the ground so you won’t see it. Once dry, spray another couple of coats with the rubber spray paint. Next, paint the decking tile with the wood paint. Once dry, simply place the tile inside the tyre so it is secure.
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Pots for a Pittance
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Container gardens can be anything you want them to be. The one thing they don’t have to be is expensive. Rules are few; imagination is everything. You can make a jungle in a courtyard, a cottage garden on a balcony or a desert landscape on a roof. Express yourself, upcycle, recycle, make from scratch or just buy plants and pots for peanuts.


Upcycling on the up


Upcycling old containers such as tins and bowls to use as planters gives your garden instant character and individuality. There are plenty of vintage enamel bowls and tin baths for sale out there in upmarket garden and homeware shops, but buy those and you’ll inevitably pay over the odds. Boot fairs are a good alternative source for these containers – and much more affordable – and even antique fairs can be surprisingly good value compared to retailers. These fairs are where many small traders buy their wares in the first place, so you’ll be saving yourself the mark-up. They’re also great fun to visit. Look online for one that is on near you.


If vintage isn’t your style, there’s a whole host of other options in thrift stores, where the plastic storage crate is king. Anything that looks like a pot can be a pot, as long as you add drainage holes to the base. If brightly coloured plastic doesn’t offend your senses, you can grow a very successful garden in these large and very cheap receptacles – from tub trugs with handles to bins, paddling pools and laundry baskets. Or simply put plastic containers inside hessian coffee or potato sacks for a more natural look.
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