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You can mix different succulent species in the same container to make the most of the variety of colours and textures, but check that your chosen species share the same care needs before potting them up together.




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 in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


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





INTRODUCTION


If you’re new to growing cacti and succulents, you might think that those plus points most often claimed for them – that they’re good for beginners and easy to keep – sound a bit dull. And that’s a pity, because this huge and varied group of plants isn’t just easygoing, it also includes species with masses of visual appeal, many of which will fit beautifully into pretty much any corner of your living space.


Succulents come in shapes ranging from architectural globes and columns to exquisitely intricate rosette structures, and fountain-like waterfalls of stems that are perfectly suited to hanging containers. Colour-wise, they’re varied too; some plants in maroon-reds and oranges; others covering a gamut of greens, from lime to viridian; and still others in subtle neutrals and greys. Last but by no means least, you’ll find succulents in textures that would do credit to a fashionable paint range, with ‘finishes’ from matt to glossy, soft to spiny and shiny to furry – or even powdery.


Put all these aspects together and they make cacti and succulents some of the most varied and attractive plants you can grow, so it’s no wonder that they’ve become so popular over the last few years. As houseplants they’re infinitely adaptable, whether your space is large or small. You can start a succulent table on a balcony or patio with the hardier types, choose a single big column cactus for a corner of your sitting room and pick humidity-friendly rainforest species to add lushness to your bathroom.


As you learn more about the different groups, you’ll be able to choose the right plants for projects ranging from table terrariums to windows framed with hanging baskets or tiny living fridge magnets in pots. The Little Book of Cacti & Succulents will get you started, offering all the practical information you need to begin a collection and keep it in good order, and will act as a springboard for your creativity when it comes to decorating with plants, both indoors and out.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Whatever your pedigree as a gardener – and whatever your level of experience with houseplants – the five chapters in this book offer a complete guide to buying and growing succulents. You’ll find it succinct, straightforward and inspirational.
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CHAPTER 1


An introduction to the succulent family, looking at key characteristics and the basics you need to know – from pot sizes to potting soil mixes – to grow succulents successfully.
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CHAPTER 2


Where to buy your plants – online or in person – and how to look after your new collection. What succulents need to thrive, in terms of light, warmth and water, plus an explanation of dormancy (and why it can be a good, or even a necessary thing for your plants).
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CHAPTER 3


How to show off your plants at their best – how to group and curate them, with copious ideas for arrangements that will fit pretty much any space, indoors or out. Including some step-by-step projects to stimulate your own creativity.
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CHAPTER 4


Plant profiles, enabling you to shop around for the ideal species to suit your space. There’s a mix here of single plants and group spreads – the latter takes a succinct look across a whole plant family that’s particularly suited to succulent-growing novices.
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CHAPTER 5


A straightforward, easy-to-follow guide to extending your plant collection economically – looking at growing from seed, and at propagating from leaves or cuttings.
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CHAPTER ONE


Getting Started


The sheer number of different succulents available can make it hard for you to know where to begin. This chapter offers a succinct introduction to the group – and explains, too, why all cacti are succulents, but not all succulents are cacti – followed by sections that cover what you need to know about containers, potting soil and the very simple equipment you’ll need to keep your new plants happy.


As well as these basics, it takes a first look at some of the decorative effects that you can achieve, simply by matching a plant and its container to a situation, with plenty of images to start you thinking about what might look good in your own home. Attractive shelf arrangements or table centrepieces including plants will liven up indoor spaces, while more ambitious ideas, such as a trio of hanging baskets made from simple wire vegetable storage hangers, can be surprisingly easy to achieve.


The chapter rounds off with a useful overview of which succulents will cope in an outdoor environment, on a terrace, balcony or patio, and which will be better off living a more sheltered life indoors.






WHAT ARE CACTI AND SUCCULENTS?


‘Cacti and succulents’ is often used as a catchall term to describe a huge range of plants, but what actually defines them? And why are the two words always linked together? Here are some answers to the questions most frequently asked by gardeners new to the group.


DESERT DWELLERS


Rather than being a neat taxonomic group, ‘succulents’ refers to a loose collection of species, incorporating around 60 different plant families, bound together by shared characteristics. The majority of succulents originate in dry habitats, deserts and semi-deserts, where there is a lot of light and heat; thin, free-draining soil; and not much water (there are a few forest-dwelling exceptions to the rule, which have slightly different habits and needs).


In order to survive such tough, arid conditions, succulents have developed the capacity to store water and nutrients in their swollen stems and leaves. This provides them with an effective defence against drought and also gives them their highly recognizable, rather fleshy appearance. In addition, most have a thick, waxy coating that minimizes water loss.


WHAT MAKES A SUCCULENT A CACTUS?


All succulents have evolved to store water in their stems and leaves, sometimes in one or the other, sometimes in both, so they cope unusually well without regular water – they’re the camels of the horticultural world.


Cacti, as a subgroup, have modifications of their own. Some are unique to them, while others are found more commonly in cacti than other succulents.
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Thick, waxy skin surface minimizes water loss
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Spikes, actually modified leaves, discourage grazing animals






MAKING IT WORK


Succulents also have fewer stomates – the pore-like structures which allow the exchange of gases in photosynthesis – than most other plants, and they have developed a modified form of the key process of photosynthesis. Most plants open their stomates in the daytime to collect carbon dioxide, but if succulents did this in high daytime temperatures, they’d lose too much water; instead, they open their comparatively few stomates at night when the desert temperatures drop, then store the carbon dioxide they collect to use for photosynthesis the following day. This adjustment has the tongue-tripping name of crassulacean acid metabolism, CAM for short, and it’s believed to be a factor in the comparatively slow growth and long lives of many succulents.


LIVING IN THE FORESTS


The exceptions to the desert dwellers mentioned above are the epiphytic cacti, succulents that live at high altitude, in the forests of Central and South America. Epiphytes live on the trees, rooting themselves in the debris that accumulates between branches. Popular and widely available examples include the Christmas and Easter cacti (Shlumbergera and Hatiora respectively). This group have different needs from those of the desert succulents – they can cope with more humidity and lower levels of light – and different habits when it comes to their pattern of growth and dormancy.


SLOW GROWERS


In general, succulents aren’t quick to put on growth, although many make up for it by living long lives. Some grow faster than others, though, so if you’re the impatient type, you may want to make sure that you have some hares as well as tortoises in your collection.
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As this Easter cactus (Hatiora gaertneri) shows, some succulents are spectacular when in flower.









FIVE SPEEDY SPECIES TO TRY


All five of these are good-looking plants with structural interest – which, given favourable conditions, are also gratifyingly quick to put on new growth. You’ll find more detailed descriptions in the plant directory in Chapter 4.


Purple houseleek (Aeonium arboreum)


In its native Madagascar, this plant becomes a substantial shrub, growing up to 2m (6ft 6in) tall. It may not reach these dizzy heights in your living room, but it’s still a plant to be reckoned with.




Money plant, jade plant (Crassula ovata) A popular classic, believed to bring luck, this succulent can easily put on as much as 25cm (10in) in a year.
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Mexican snow ball (Echeveria elegans) One of the bigger echeveria species, the intricate rosette of this plant will quickly develop a spread of around 33cm (12in).
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Blue jelly bean plant (Sedum pachyphyllum) The tactile clusters of ‘jelly beans’ that give the plant its name quickly become long, drooping stems.




String of pearls, string of beads (Curio rowleyanus syn. Senecio rowleyanus) Just a few of the ‘beads’ will grow into long strings well within a year.
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TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT


You don’t need many tools to care for succulents, and you’ll probably find that you have some of what you do need already. Some things can also be improvised. A few specifics, though, will be useful to help you keep your plants well cared-for, dust-free and looking their best.
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CACTUS GLOVES You can work bare-handed or use regular gardening gloves, but if you become enthusiastic about the spikier members of the group, it may be worth investing in a pair of cactus gloves. They’re usually made from stretchy fabric with pads to protect your palms and fingers, made from a special material that is completely spine-proof. A cactus collar is a useful improvised way to move spiky plants around, too.
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SMALL TROWEL OR SPOON An ‘indoor’ or small trowel is handy for potting plants up or mixing different potting mediums, particularly if you’re working indoors in a limited space. Alternatively, you can improvise with a metal tablespoon, which will do most jobs equally well.







[image: Illustration]


SPRAY BOTTLE Useful for misting plants to give additional humidity for those that appreciate it, and for dampening leaves before cleaning.
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INDOOR WATERING CAN A small watering can with a narrow spout, which gives you control over the amount of water you’re pouring – this is important when many cacti and succulents don’t appreciate being saturated.
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PRUNING SHEARS, SHARP-BLADED KNIFE OR SCISSORS To trim or lightly prune plants to keep them neat. A sharp-bladed knife is often also the cleanest way to take a leaf or stem for a cutting.
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SMALL PAINTBRUSHES A narrow decorator’s paintbrush and an artist’s brush can both be used for brushing off loose soil after repotting, for dealing with pests or for dusting plants.
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THERMOMETER This is useful to check on certain spots – a windowsill in full summer sun, for example, may prove too hot for some plants in your collection.









MAKE A CACTUS COLLAR


You can use a piece of plastic bubble wrap to help you handle prickly plants, but there’s a greener way of doing it that’s just as effective.


Take two sheets of newspaper, line them up so the edges match and concertina-fold them along the long edges until you’ve made a strip around 10cm (4in) wide, then flatten. Holding the strip’s ends, you can use this as a collar around spiny plants when you’re handling them, to avoid getting spiked.
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CHOOSING POTS AND CONTAINERS


When it comes to containers, think about the practical consideration – the pot in which the succulent is planted – first and foremost. The vessel they’re potted in is important when it comes to keeping your cacti and succulents healthy and happy.


PRACTICAL POTS


When it comes to the pots that your succulents will be planted into, you have two basic options: terracotta or plastic. Most cacti and succulents sold in nurseries or shops come in standard plastic pots with drainage holes; a few in upmarket lifestyle stores may have been potted into fancier pots, often terracotta, to make them look more attractive, with the surface of the potting soil ‘finished’ with small stones or moss.


Here are some of the pros and cons of using plastic vs terracotta.
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	PLASTIC


	TERRACOTTA







	PROS


	CONS







	
• Inexpensive


• Will retain water for longer, reducing the need for watering



	
• Attractive, so a better choice if you won’t be using a separate outer pot


• Heavier, which may be useful for large or top-heavy plants


• More environmentally friendly








	
• Less attractive


• Lighter, so may be overbalanced by a top-heavy plant


• Less environmentally friendly



	
• More expensive


• Porous – dries out more quickly, so succulents may need slightly more frequent watering in warmer weather or during the active growing season (see here)









You’re not limited to these basics, though. Succulents can be planted directly into any container that has holes for drainage – really, the only limits are your taste and budget – but don’t neglect your succulents’ needs when you’re choosing.


POT SIZE AND TOP DRESSING


Pick the size of pot to suit the scale of your plant or plants. Most succulents tend to do best when they’re housed quite snugly. Putting them into oversized pots isn’t usually good for their health: the more spare potting soil there is in a pot, the less likely it is to drain thoroughly and the more moisture it retains – succulent roots that stay damp are prone to rot. When you’re matching succulent to container, allow the same depth as width in the pot for the plant’s roots.
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Once potted, adding top dressing around the succulent will also help to keep it healthy. A layer of small pebbles or gravel on top of the soil ensures that the plant doesn’t rest directly against damp soil after watering and acts as another guard against rot. Top dressing can also look decorative: there are plenty of different textures and colours of pebbles and gravel available. Beachcombed sea glass or coloured glass pebbles are other options.


DECORATIVE POTS AND SLEEVES


When you’ve made sure your plant is happily housed, it’s time to consider how you want it to look. Simple terracotta pots can look great on their own, but if you want a specific style, you can put the succulent, pot and all, into an outer display container (professional growers call these ‘sleeves’). This doesn’t need drainage holes, and provided that it’s not so deep that it compromises the amount of light that reaches the lower part of the plant, it can be pretty much any style or shape you like. You do need to make sure that, after watering, any drained water is tipped out of the display container, so that the inner pot isn’t sitting in a puddle.
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You can use pretty much any pot for a succulent provided that it has drainage holes and is a reasonably tight fit for the plant’s roots.
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A succulent collection arranged in mismatched and varied containers can look just as striking as a pristine line-up housed in matching pastel or monochrome pots.





TERRARIUMS


For such a popular feature, terrariums raise a surprising amount of controversy – for every fan of the way that they look, there’s a gardener worrying about their drawbacks when it comes to the actual needs of plants. Closed terrariums can have a lot of practical disadvantages – they limit air circulation, which can mean that there’s too much humidity for their occupants, and they can also get too hot, even for heat-loving succulents. They don’t tend to drain well, even with carefully designed ‘drainage layers’.
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