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Introduction



Stocking a garden with plants can be an expensive business, so there are few things more frustrating than when the prized specimen for which you have paid a king’s ransom either online or at a garden centre shrivels up and dies within a year or so of purchase. If you can prove that the plant was half-dead when it arrived, you may able to obtain a refund from some online retailers, but for the most part you have to put it down to experience and make a firm mental note not to buy fussy plants in future.


The problem is that many websites and catalogues claim that everything they stock is easy to grow. Herbaceous perennials are a particular minefield. Too often you are told that a certain plant ‘will come back year after year’ without fail, when in reality it is either so tender that the only chance of it surviving an average British winter is in a greenhouse, or it is a short-lived perennial that is unlikely to flourish beyond two years anyway – and even then only if the local slugs and snails are on a diet.


This book cuts through the horticultural sales pitches by listing 100 plants which, for little care, can reliably be expected to thrive in just about any garden. These plants are all but indestructible – pests give them a wide berth, they will prosper in any reasonable garden soil and will withstand anything that the UK climate throws at them. The key to success in the garden is at planting time. Provided you put these plants in the right spot and remember to water them in thoroughly, you should be assured of year-round colour and interest in your garden for many years to come – and all for the minimum of effort.


Divided into sections for herbaceous perennials, alpines and rockery plants, bulbs, annuals and biennials, grasses, conifers, shrubs, and climbers, and with each entry having a value for money (VFM) rating out of 10, this easy-to-use guide includes the full Latin name of each plant, which you can then use to search for colour images online.


When it comes to buying plants, try to avoid paying more for a plant just because it is in a larger pot. Garden centres and online retailers will often charge £9 or more for a perennial in a 2-litre pot, but if you can find the same plant in a 1-litre or 9cm container you can save a lot of money. It will simply be a younger, less-established specimen, which means that you might have to wait a year for it to flower. But gardening is not all about instant results; part of the joy is in acquiring small plants and watching them grow until, under your expertise, they flourish year after year. The great thing about all the plants I have listed here is that they demand very little of that expertise, which allows you more time to carry out the really important duties in the garden – relaxing in a chair with a cold beer or a glass of wine, the lord or lady of all you survey.





The 12-step guide to planting



The plants listed in this book are tough, but even they will struggle to thrive in the hands of a gardener who just lobs them into the ground and hopes for the best. Planting time is the most important stage of any garden plant’s life. Give them a good start and they should do well; with bad preparation they may decide to give up the battle.


Here are the twelve steps to successful planting:


1 Water the plant well the day before planting.


2 Dig a hole that is twice the width of, and a few inches deeper than, the pot in which the plant is currently growing. If planting a bare-root specimen (i.e. no pot), make sure the hole is wide and deep enough for the roots to be spread out.


3 Remove any large stones or other obstructions from the hole.


4 Scatter a 2in or 3in layer of multi-purpose compost in the bottom of the hole so that the roots will have something soft to grow into.


5 Add a couple of handfuls of fertiliser in line with the directions on the box; the bigger the plant, the more fertiliser it will need. With large plants, such as herbaceous border perennials, shrubs and trees, it is also a good idea to add some rotted garden compost or manure to the soil before planting, to get them off to a good start. You can buy a large bag of ready-packed farmyard manure from a garden centre for about £5.


6 Add a layer of horticultural grit to the mixture in the bottom of the hole to improve drainage (especially if your soil is heavy clay). You can buy a large bag of horticultural grit from a garden centre for about £6, and that should last you all summer.


7 Remove the plant from its pot by gently squeezing the sides and tapping the base. Don’t worry if the tips of the roots are growing through the drainage holes in the base of the pot and have to be left behind – the root ball is obviously so well established that it can bear to lose a few strays. Tease the roots through the holes or, if it’s a plastic pot, cut through the pot without damaging the route system.


8 If the plant appears pot-bound (i.e. the roots are squashed in tightly), gently loosen a few of the roots at the sides and bottom of the root ball without breaking them.


9 Place the plant carefully in the centre of the hole. With the exception of bulbs (which will be covered in the relevant section), the crown of the plant – whether you are dealing with a container-grown plant or a bare-root specimen – should be at soil level. Too deep and it may rot in winter; too shallow and you risk frost damage.


10 Fill the spaces at the sides of the planting hole with multipurpose compost.


11 With trees, shrubs and roses, carefully tread the soil around the plant with your feet to ensure that it is firmly in the ground. With smaller plants such as perennials, you can use your hands. Where the soil has been firmed down, top up with loose soil or compost so that the crown is once again at ground level. On no account should any roots be visible above ground.


12 Water the plant in thoroughly – the larger the plant, the more water it will need. Unless it rains steadily in the meantime, water again for the next couple of days.





PART I



Herbaceous perennials


A perennial is a plant that comes back year after year and therefore represents excellent value for money. This section deals with herbaceous perennials which, as a rule, die down every winter before producing fresh shoots the following spring. However, a few – such as hellebores – remain evergreen right through winter. Unless stated otherwise, it is advisable to cut down the stems of herbaceous perennials to the ground in late autumn so that they can return with renewed vigour in spring.


Some species of perennial are short-lived, unreliably hardy in the UK, slug magnets, notoriously fussy about soil conditions and need lifting and dividing regularly to prevent deterioration. However, there are no border divas listed here – the plants I have selected can be relied upon to perform year after year in any reasonable garden soil, are not prone to pests, can largely be left undisturbed and are as tough as old boots.





Achillea millefolium ‘Lilac Beauty’ (Yarrow)



The achillea (or yarrow) is a popular perennial for the middle of the border, producing flat heads composed of dozens of small, tightly packed flowers above clumps of fragrant, ferny foliage. The colour range is impressive (from white through yellow and terracotta to deep wine-red) but tends to deteriorate (some disappearing altogether) after a few years.


An exception is A. millefolium ‘Lilac Beauty’, which produces long-lasting, lilac-pink flowers on upright 3ft stems above a carpet of dark green leaves for up to three months in the height of summer. Although garden guides will tell you that it spreads to no more than 18in, if left to its own devices it will rapidly spread over 5–6ft by means of its shallow, creeping rhizomes, and scatter fast-growing seedlings over a far greater distance. Since it swallows up every other plant in its path, you need to give it plenty of space. This plant is invasive, but in a good way, and its soothing drift of pink compensates for any thuggish behaviour, particularly when set near (but not too near) dark-red roses. If you want to restrict its progress, simply dig up the seedlings and either throw them away or plant them in another part of the garden where space is not at a premium. It thrives in any soil but, like all yarrows, needs a sunny location. As the plant gets bigger, the outer sections may need some support to stop it flopping in the middle.




Likes Reasonably drained soil in full sun.


Flowering season June–September.


Key points Self-seeds vigorously, long flowering season.


VFM 7








Aconitum (Monkshood)



No border perennial is as stately as the delphinium, but it has an alarming tendency to die off in winter in heavy soils. Even if you are lucky enough to find new shoots poking through in spring, you can be sure that the neighbourhood slugs and snails have spotted them too. It is not easy to find a trouble-free alternative that produces similarly elegant spires of blue, but the aconitum comes pretty close. But before you get too excited, there is one important thing to remember, particularly if you have children: every part of the aconitum plant is highly poisonous, so you should always wear gloves when handling it and make sure that it is planted towards the back of the border far away from inquisitive young hands. Its toxicity is not all bad news, however, for it means that even the hungriest of slugs and snails give aconitum leaves a wide berth.


Its common name of monkshood derives from the racemes of helmet-shaped flowers that resemble sinister, cowled hoods and are carried on tall, upright stems. The deeply cut foliage can appear as early as February, but although some reach a height of 6ft, the clump does not spread to much more than 2ft. Ideally the aconitum genus prefer a semi-shaded spot, but they will tolerate full sun provided the soil remains moist. So if you do put it in a sunny location, add plenty of well-rotted organic matter when planting and remember to water regularly in dry weather. To reduce the risk of them drying out, mulch by spreading a thick layer of rotted organic matter (such as leaf mould or garden compost) around the base of the plants in spring. Mulching not only retains moisture, it also suppresses weeds and improves the soil by releasing nutrients.


Most species of aconitum flower in early or mid-summer, but a few bloom much later – in September – so by planting a selection you can have a monkshood in bloom for months on end. Be aware that the plants die off very quickly after flowering, but that doesn’t mean there is anything wrong. However, it does mean that you need to make a mental note of where they are to prevent you accidentally digging up the rhizomes when planting bulbs in autumn. While blue is the most common colour, you can also buy white and pink forms. The flowers may not quite match the majesty or the subtle shades of delphiniums (to which they are related), but they are definitely worth a try. Here are some of the best:


A. ‘Bressingham Spire’ is a good blue to choose if you don’t want anything too tall. Its violet-blue flowers appear on 3ft stems and it will eventually form a clump covering a width of 18in. June–Aug.


A. cammarum ‘Bicolour’ has glossy, dark-green leaves and spectacular spikes of blue and white flowers, the colours merging together like a tie-dye T-shirt. This is an excellent cultivar for those looking for something different in the garden. It reaches a height of 4ft and a spread of 18in. June–Aug. A. cammarum ‘Pink Sensation’ has soft pink flowers on stems up to 4ft high. June–Aug.


A. carmichaelii ‘Arendsii’ is a lovely autumn-flowering monkshood that produces deep-blue flowers above attractive broad leaves that are tinged with red when young. Height 5ft, spread 2ft. Aug–Oct. A. carmichaelii ‘Royal Flush’ is a shorter species but an equally intense blue, with a height of 2ft and a spread of 1ft. Aug–Oct.


A. napellus ‘Gletschereis’ has large white flowers carried above glossy green leaves. It is one of the more compact cultivars, reaching a height of 3ft and a spread of 18in. May–June.


A. ‘Spark’s Variety’ has rich, deep-violet-blue flowers and an abundance of flowering side stems. It reaches a height of 6ft and a spread of 2ft, making it an excellent specimen for the back of a narrow border. June–Aug.


A. ‘Stainless Steel’ has unusual but highly effective grey-blue flowers touched with creamy white. As such, it makes a good contrast when planted alongside the darker blue aconitums or against a dark background. It reaches a height of 4ft and a spread of 18in. June–Aug.




Likes Partial shade, moist soil.


Flowering season Summer or autumn according to variety.


Key points Good on clay soil, easy to maintain, a trouble-free, slug-proof alternative to delphiniums. All parts of the plant are highly poisonous, so always wear gloves when handling it and keep the plant well away from children. Warn anyone of any age who is likely to go near the plant of its dangers.


VFM 7








Ajuga reptans ‘Burgundy Glow’ (Bugle)



This garden form of the familiar wild bugle could never be described as the most eye-catching plant, but its deep-pink evergreen foliage, with attractive grey-green splashes and cream edging plus short spires of deep-blue flowers, contrasts well with miniature daffodils in spring. It only grows to a height of 6in but spreads rapidly, creeping between bulbs and taller plants to form a dense carpet with a width of 2 or 3ft. It prefers a moist location with a fair amount of shade (the leaves will scorch in full sun) and is therefore a useful plant for trailing along the side of a pond. It is hardy, undemanding (growing in even the poorest of soils), and will often seed itself so that small clumps of bugle can be found sprouting up in the vicinity, especially in a boggy spot where few other plants will flourish. Although the flowering season lasts no more than a few weeks, the leaves keep their colour right through summer and into autumn, developing bronze and wine-red tones.


It needs no care whatsoever other than cutting back if it becomes too invasive and will live happily undisturbed in the garden for years. All cultivars of Ajuga reptans are equally reliable, including A. reptans ‘Black Scallop’, which has leaves with centres that are almost black.




Likes Moisture-retentive soil in a shady spot.


Flowering season April–May.


Key points Good groundcover plant, attractive pink foliage throughout summer, fast growing – even in poor soil.


VFM 6








Alchemilla mollis (Lady’s Mantle)



Lady’s mantle takes its botanical name of Alchemilla mollis from the Arabic for ‘little magical one’ because it was believed in ancient times that the water collected from its leaves following a morning dew possessed healing properties. The plant certainly looks at its best when its soft, hairy, pale-green leaves are sparkling with dewdrops, but it also throws up sprays of tiny yellow-green flowers in summer, a combination that makes it popular with flower arrangers. If it is cut back hard after flowering in August, it will often produce a second flush. It is unfussy about soil conditions – thriving in everything from sand to heavy clay – and will grow in sun or partial shade, quickly reaching a height and spread of 18in. It will also self-seed freely.


By itself it may not be the most spectacular specimen in the garden, but a group of three planted next to blue hardy geraniums makes for a pleasing colour combination for the front of a border. Allow it to spill over onto paths so that its leaves soften the edges.




Likes Any soil in sun or partial shade.


Flowering season June–August.


Key points Pretty apple-green leaves, grows in any soil, good for groundcover, self-seeds.


VFM 6








Anaphalis (Pearly Everlasting)



This hardy perennial is grown for its silver-grey foliage and its attractive heads of small, white, papery, daisy-like flowers that can be dried for winter decoration. Even when cut and dried, the colour and texture of the flower remain intact, which is why it is sometimes known as the pearly everlasting flower. It will grow in any reasonably drained soil that does not completely dry out in summer, performing well even in poor ground, and although it prefers full sun, it will tolerate partial shade.


The most commonly available species, Anaphalis triplinervis, will quickly reach a height and spread of 2ft. A popular cultivar is A. triplinervis ‘Sommerschnee’, which has pure white flowers fitting for its English translation of ‘Summer Snow’. You may also find Anaphalis margaritacea var. yedoensis, which produces straight stems up to 2ft 6in tall topped by clusters of small, white flowers with yellow centres.




Likes Reasonably drained soil in sun or partial shade.


Flowering season August–October.


Key points Everlasting flowers, good for cutting and drying. Silver-grey foliage.


VFM 6








Aquilegia (Columbine)



Unless you are careful, May can be a bit of a quiet month in terms of garden colour. The spring bulbs have mostly finished and the summer flowers are still waiting to burst into bloom, but one plant fills that void with style and elegance: the columbine. It is also popularly known as ‘Granny’s Bonnet’ for the jaunty, hat-like shape of the nodding flowers on that old cottage-garden favourite, Aquilegia vulgaris. The genus name Aquilegia is derived from the Latin word for eagle (aquila) because the petals on the long-spurred forms are said to resemble an eagle’s claw.


Whichever form you grow, the flowers will be unrivalled in their daintiness and also in the sheer range of colour combinations, covering almost every shade imaginable from pure white to black. Many cultivars feature more than one colour, mixing red and yellow, red and white or navy blue and white. The grey-green, ferny leaves are beautiful in their own right, and it is also possible to find ones with variegated foliage. They may appear delicate, but columbines are surprisingly tough, hardy enough to cope with any UK winter. The only thing they will not survive is badly waterlogged soil. Since they appreciate good drainage, add plenty of horticultural grit if you garden on clay. They prefer a spot in partial shade but will tolerate full sun provided you give them a thick mulch in spring and water them in times of drought.


Border aquilegias reach a height of around 3ft with a 1ft spread. The only downside is that they are not as long-lived as some other herbaceous perennials, but you can still expect to get four or five flowering years out of them. In any case they self-seed with such abandon that for every parent plant you will find half a dozen offspring naturalising themselves nearby, perpetuating the line. These do not always come true to type, but part of the excitement is wondering what the new ‘baby’ will be: inky blue, mauve or even chocolate-brown. Whatever it is, you will not be disappointed for there is no such thing as a boring aquilegia. To encourage seed dispersion, leave one or two of the flower heads on each plant after it has finished blooming. (Leaving all the old heads on will use up a lot of the plant’s energy and as a result you will probably get fewer flowers on the parent plant the following year.) Alternatively, collect the green seedpods and store them until they turn brown. The mature seeds will now be black and you can simply scatter them around the garden in late summer or autumn and wait for new seedlings to appear the following spring, although they will not flower in that first year.


The easiest – and certainly the cheapest – way to start a collection of columbines is to sow a packet of seeds, such as mixed McKana Giant Hybrids, a form famed for its rich array of colours, large flowers and long spurs, or Winky Mixture, an assortment of shorter (2ft tall) doubles with mauve, blue or red flowers (many with white centres) that face upwards rather than horizontally. Even if you usually struggle to get seedlings to germinate, columbines are really reliable. Just follow the instructions on the packet. You can, of course, buy small plants. Sometimes these will just be labelled ‘mixed’ or, if you are happy to spend a little more, look out for some of these named cultivars:


A. chrysantha ‘Yellow Queen’ has exquisite, primrose-yellow flowers with long spurs.


A. vulgaris ‘Adelaide Addison’ is a lovely double form with dark-blue outer petals while the inner petals are white edged with blue. A. vulgaris ‘Crimson Star’ has scarlet-red outer petals and inner petals that are white with a red centre. A. vulgaris ‘William Guiness’ (aka ‘Magpie’) has unusual purple-black outer petals and inner petals that are white edged purple-black.


A. vulgaris var. stellata features the Barlow series, which have beautiful, double, spur-less flower heads around a cluster of yellow stamens. Seek out ‘Black Barlow’ (black), ‘Blue Barlow’ (inky blue), ‘Nora Barlow’ (pink with white tips) and ‘White Barlow’ (white). A. vulgaris var. stellata ‘Ruby Port’ has double, spur-less burgundy flowers.




Likes Well-drained soil in sun or partial shade.


Flowering season May–June.


Key points Beautiful, delicate flowers in a huge array of colours, shapes and styles. Quintessential cottage-garden plant, self-seeds freely to give you extra plants.


VFM 9








Astilbe



With its large plume-like flowers in red, pink or white rising above glossy, finely cut foliage, astilbe is one of the most attractive plants for a shady or semi-shaded spot in the garden. It is also one of the easiest, provided you dig in plenty of rotted organic matter at planting time, add a thick layer of mulch in spring to retain moisture, and water thoroughly in dry weather. The flowering period is summer, but when the feathery blooms have finished, instead of dropping they retain their shape and turn golden to mid-brown. These are by no means ugly, so instead of deadheading (as is the norm with most border perennials), leave the spent flowers in place to provide interest well into the autumn. You can finally cut off the dead flowers as late as November, along with the leaves.


Most astilbes reach a height of between 2 and 3ft and form a neat clump measuring about 18in across. They do not need supporting and their love of moist soil makes them excellent specimens for a bog garden or the edge of a pond. Here are a few of the best astilbes to grow:


A. chinensis ‘Look At Me’ carries masses of delicate pink flowers on red stalks above grey-green, fern-like foliage. Height 2ft. July–Aug. The dwarf A. chinensis ‘Pumila’ has spikes of rosy-mauve flowers and grows to a height of only 1ft. July–Aug. A. chinensis ‘Vision in Red’ is a taller form (3ft) and bears plumes of pink-purple flowers above a mound of green leaves that are tinged with red. July–Aug.


A. ‘Fanal’ (× arendsii) has bronze emerging shoots that turn a rich, emerald green and are followed by delightful deep-red flowers. Height 2ft. June–July.


A. japonica ‘Europa’ produces soft, fluffy, shell-pink flowers above glossy green leaves. Height 2ft. June–July.


A. thunbergii ‘Professor van der Wielen’ has white flowers on upright stems that reach nearly 3ft and mid-green leaves. July–Aug.




Likes Some shade, moist soil.


Flowering season June–August (depending on variety).


Key points Pretty, feathery flowers and attractive leaves. Good for clay, long season of interest.


VFM 7








Bergenia (Elephant’s Ears)



You might expect a plant whose common name is elephant’s ears to be tough, and the bergenia does not disappoint. It gets its name from its large, leathery, evergreen leaves, which start out bright green before turning wine-red in late autumn and winter, thereby providing invaluable colour at a time when the garden can otherwise look decidedly barren. Above the leaves in early spring rise sturdy stems bearing pretty hyacinth-like flowers in shades from magenta-pink through to white. It happily grows in sun or partial shade, in any type of soil, and is particularly useful for planting under trees as it is able to withstand dry conditions. It is the essence of low-maintenance gardening, requiring nothing more than deadheading after flowering and the removal of any damaged leaves. It will reach a height and spread of 18in, and any clumps that become too big can be lifted and divided in autumn.


This old cottage-garden favourite fell out of favour for a while but has enjoyed something of a renaissance thanks to the introduction of a number of new cultivars. These include ‘Bach’ (white flowers that age to a blush pink), ‘Ballawley’ (large rose-red flowers on red stems), ‘Bressingham White’ (a shorter, 12in cultivar with white flowers), ‘Bressingham Ruby’ (deep rose-red flowers and excellent autumn foliage colour), ‘Overture’ (magenta flowers carried on scarlet stems and outstanding winter colour), and ‘Pink Dragonfly’ (coral-pink flowers which repeat in mid-summer and provide good autumn colour).
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