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5

Introduction

‘A combination of five

allows the plants to provide

the excitement in a garden

and perform the heavy

lifting of the design work.’

The question I am asked most regularly is: ‘What can I plant in my garden?’ This is often

followed by the description of a tiny outdoor space. With so many wonderful plants to

choose from, it can be difficult to choose the best ones for your plot.

In my work, I am lucky to be able to visit inspiring gardens in the UK and internationally,

and to call upon leading garden designers, gardeners and nursery people, cherry-picking

ideas. As the owner of a small city garden in the middle of Bristol, southwest England,

I want a space that’s everchanging, thrums with colour and scent, and hums with bees

and butterflies; somewhere I can hang out at the end of each day with my little dog, Reg.

Grow5

is based on a few simple premises: how to choose plants, how to combine them, and

why they work well together. Why five? Using five plants draws on a key design principle:

repetition. A combination of five allows the plants to provide the excitement in a garden

and perform the heavy lifting of the design work. Five works to nature’s rules, where it’s

rare to see just one of any plant growing. Think of a woodland floor in early spring woven

with celandine, wood anemone, primroses, sweet violets and grasses or mixed moorland

grasses spotted with harebells and orchids – both use repeating palettes of only a few plants.

From an urban garden inspired by an ancient hedgerow, to a micro meadow in a city

space, to a riff on an English flower garden, this book contains 52 ideas, using only five

plants each and suitable for every type of small outdoor space.
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February

Late winter

Tiny beauties
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The 5

plants

Late winter

6

/

7

5

Scilla siberica

4

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’)

3

Muscari

armeniacum

2

Galanthus nivalis

1

Anemone

blanda

Method

1

Choose a good-sized pot and drill drainage holes in the base, if

there aren’t some

already. Position the pot first, as it will be difficult to move once filled with compost.

Fill the pot a quarter full with horticultural grit to encourage water to drain freely.

2

Plants in pots are reliant on what you provide for them, so use a good-quality compost.

A peat-free, general-purpose compost with a few scoops of grit is ideal. Fill the pot with

the gritty compost, leaving a centimetre (half an inch) or so between the top of the

compost and the rim to provide space for watering.

3

Plant the

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’) first to provide the base note. Tap each plant out

of its pot and gently loosen a few of the roots with your fingertips. Dig a hole for each

plant to the same depth it was in its pot, then plant and firm in gently with your hands.

Repeat this process with the

Anemone blanda

.

4

Add the

Galanthus nivalis, Muscari

armeniacum

and

Scilla siberica,

gently pushing

them out of their pots from the underside and keeping as much compost around the

roots as possible. Scoop out holes, plant and firm in. Add more compost to fill any

gaps between the plants and then use a layer of gravel to cover the compost to stop

the plants getting splashed when it rains. Water thoroughly.

5

If you wish to grow the

Galanthus

and

Muscari

from bulbs first, plant three of each

in small, individual pots in autumn ready to transfer to the main pot when they bud.

Plant the snowdrops a few weeks later than the

Muscari

, otherwise they can skip ahead.

The rounded shape, heavy lip and rusty patination give this cast-iron pot a utilitarian feel

which juxtaposes well with the pretty, tiny plants. The combination is reminiscent of a

forest floor in springtime. Vita Sackville-West, who created the garden at Sissinghurst, in

Kent, England, likened planting in pots to a jeweller working with precious stones – there is

something very appealing about cultivating a collection of miniature things.

The key plant here,

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’), has speckled leaves and pale blue flowers.

Like other pulmonaria cultivars, it has flowering stamina and is a good choice for a shaded

situation, offering luminosity even on gloomier days. The

Anemone blanda

will also glow

in limited light.

Galanthus nivalis

,

Scilla siberica

and

Muscari armeniacum,

three of the very

earliest flowering bulbs, push up to flower between the two main plants.
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3

Muscari

armeniacum

grape hyacinth

Ink-blue bobbles sit

above green, strap-

shaped leaves.

bulb

height 20cm (8in)

5 per pot

flowers from

late winter to

early spring

2

Galanthus nivalis

snowdrop

Very much the bulb of pre-spring. Dipped,

white flowers with green markings on the

inner petals.

bulb

height 15cm (6in)

3 per pot

flowers from mid-winter to early spring

1

Anemone blanda

winter windflower

Bright violet flowers with narrow petals

and yellow centres. The undersides of the

leaves have a pink tone.

perennial

height 80cm (32in)

1 per pot

flowers from late winter to mid-spring

8

Tiny beauties
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Late winter

9

5

Scilla siberica

Siberian squill

Tiny, star-like flowers in lapis-lazuli

blue tinged with white.

bulb

height 20cm (8in)

5 per pot

flowers from late winter to mid-spring

4

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’)

lungwort

Sky-blue flowers

and speckled

leaves. A very

useful plant for a

gloomier position.

perennial

height 20cm (8in)

3 per pot

flowers from

late winter to

early spring

Good for...

early bumblebee queens

bumblebees

solitary bees (including the

hairy-footed flower bee)

hoverflies
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March

Early spring

Miniature things
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The 5

plants

Early spring

10

/

11

5

Viola labradorica

4

Veronica umbrosa

‘Georgia Blue’

3

Saxifraga

5

arendsii

‘Buttercream’

2

Fritillaria

meleagris

1

Crocus

‘Ruby Giant’

Method

1

Gather together the plants and start matching them to your assortment of pots, taking

into consideration the individual character, colour and habit of each plant. Give some

thought to how the pots work together as a group too, and whether you want them to

match or mismatch. Drill some drainage holes in the bases of the pots, if there aren’t

some already.

2

Cover the hole in each pot with a pebble to keep the compost inside and pour in a

generous layer of horticultural grit to encourage water to drain freely.

3

Partially fill each container with equal measures of peat-free, general-purpose compost

and grit to make a beautifully open mix.

4

Tap each plant out of its pot, keeping as much of the compost around the roots as

possible, and plant it in your choice of container. Use your fingers to push a little

more compost around the sides to fill any gaps.

5

Add a layer of gravel to cover the surface of the compost to stop the plants getting

splashed when it rains. Water the pots gently.

6

Stand the containers on an outdoor table, ideally somewhere they will avoid too

much winter wet.

Note:

This display would work equally well arranged on a doorstep.

There is great pleasure to be found in spending a few hours mixing and matching small

plants with small pots. This collection for a tabletop singles out small plants that might

otherwise be dwarfed outside and pairs them with suitable containers, bearing their

colours and habits in mind. The beauty of a collection such as this is that as one plant goes

over, it can be easily swapped for something else just coming into flower.

This display includes three alpine plants and two bulbs – all plants that don’t need a long

root run and so are up to the challenge of growing in a small vessel. In the wild, alpines

grow in rocky crevices with a tendency to dry out suddenly and completely, which makes

them a good choice for small containers, while

Crocus

‘Ruby Giant’ and

Fritillaria meleagris

are both small bulbs that flower early, when there are few resources about.

I chose an eclectic group of taller and shorter vessels, which I picked up as and when I

saw them, to reflect the habits of the plants they hold. Reclamation yards and junk shops

are good sources of small, stylish pots, but you can use any container that has, or has the

potential to have, a drainage hole made in the base. Upright, angular

Fritillaria

meleagris

benefits from the space of a wide, open pan to show off its geometry to good effect, while

a shallow, scallop-edged tin that I picked up for a few euros while travelling is a good

match for

Viola labradorica

’s

hump of round, dark leaves – I like the way the viola doesn’t

completely fill the pot. The simple curve of a brown clay pot emphasizes the mossy bump

of

Saxifraga

5

arendsii

‘Buttercream’ beautifully.
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Saxifraga

5

arendsii

‘Buttercream’

mossy saxifrage

Clumps of dark

green, moss-like

foliage and flowers

that resemble small,

milk-white stars.

perennial

height 15cm (6in)

1 per pot

flowers from early

spring to late spring

2

Fritillaria meleagris

snake’s head fritillary

Nodding, blackcurrant and white flowers

patterned like a chequered flag. The

common name – snake’s head fritillary –

refers to the reptilian-looking flower buds.

bulb

height 30cm (12in)

6 per pot

flowers from mid-spring to late spring

1

Crocus

‘Ruby Giant’

crocus

Orange anthers

(like the Pantone

Colour Clockwork

Orange) and proper

purple flowers.

Each strap-like leaf

has a white stripe

down the middle.

bulb

height 10cm (4in)

5 per pot

flowers from

late winter to

early spring

12

Miniature things
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Early spring

13

Good for...

early bumblebee queens

honeybees

solitary bees

hoverflies

5

Viola

labradorica

Labrador violet

Dark, scalloped

leaves and

miniature, violet-

coloured flowers.

perennial

height 20cm (8in)

1 per pot

flowers from

early spring to

mid-autumn

4

Veronica umbrosa

‘Georgia Blue’

speedwell

Electric-blue flowers at the tips of

pleasingly gangly stems.

perennial

height 20cm (8in)

1 per pot

flowers from early spring to early summer
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April

Mid-spring

Early risers
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The 5

plants

Mid-spring

14

/

15

5

Polystichum

polyblepharum

4

Narcissus

‘Tresamble’

3

Fritillaria

michailovskyi

2

Fritillaria

meleagris

1

Epimedium

pinnatum

subsp.

colchicum

Method

1

Gather together all the plants. Choose a wide clay pot that isn’t too deep. Cover the

hole in the base of the pot with a pebble to keep the compost inside and pour in a

generous layer of horticultural grit to ensure sharp drainage.

2

It’s important to use a good-quality compost as plants growing in pots are completely

reliant on what you provide for them. Fill the pot with a peat-free, general-purpose

compost and add a few scoops of grit, leaving a centimetre (half an inch) or so between

the top of the compost and the rim for watering.

3

First, plant the

Polystichum polyblepharum

as a base layer. Scoop out a hole in the

compost towards the edge of the pot. Tap the fern out of its pot and gently loosen a

few of the roots with your fingertips. Plant the fern to the same depth it was in its

pot and carefully firm in. Repeat this planting process for the

Epimedium

.

4

Next, add the flowering bulbs –

Fritillaria melagris, F. michailovskyi

and

Narcissus

‘Tresamble’

–

pushing them out of their pots from the underside if they are tricky to free.

Keep as much of the compost around the bulbs as possible and take care not to

damage the flower stalks, which can be quite brittle and easy to snap. Scoop out a hole

for each bulb, plant and firm in.

5

Tuck some extra compost in between each of the plants to fill any gaps, using your

fingers to push it down.

6

Using a handful of gravel to cover the compost will link the plants visually and stop

the smallest flowers getting splashed when it rains. Water thoroughly.

In spring I like to plant a pot of early risers. These delicate but robust little plants are best

enjoyed at close quarters, so you can fully appreciate how beautiful they are. This clay

bowl includes two evergreens – a fern and an

Epimedium

– and three different bulbs in a

palette of plum, green and white.

I usually plant the bulbs in small, individual pots in the preceding autumn, three of each

cultivar to a pot, ready for transferring to the main container with the evergreens in late

winter, but it is also possible to buy them as pots of budding bulbs in early spring. A clay

pot looks stylish and it is also a good practical choice for bulbs, as its porosity means that

they are never sitting in overly wet compost.
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Fritillaria

michailovskyi

Michailovski

fritillary

Grey-green leaves

and plum flowers

with yellow tips.

Honey scent.

bulb

height 15cm (6in)

6 per pot

flowers from

mid-spring to

late spring

2

Fritillaria meleagris

snake’s head fritillary

A small bulb with nodding, plum and white

flowers that are patterned like a chequered

flag. The common name refers to the flower

buds, which look like a snake’s head.

bulb

height 30cm (12in)

6 per pot

flowers from mid-spring to late spring

1

Epimedium pinnatum

subsp.

colchicum

Colchian barrenwort

Panicles of citrus-lemon flowers and

plum-toned foliage. Evergreen.

perennial

height 30cm (12in)

1 per pot

flowers from early spring to mid-spring

16

Early risers
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Mid-spring

17

Good for...

early bumblebee queens

honeybees

solitary bees

hoverflies

bee-flies

5

Polystichum

polyblepharum

tassel fern

Evergreen fern with

fresh new fronds

that unfurl each

spring and look like

a shuttlecock.

perennial

height 80cm (32in)

1 per pot

evergreen foliage

4

Narcissus

‘Tresamble’

daffodil

Milk-white, sweptback petals. The buds

dip pleasingly just before the flowers open.

A heritage daffodil that dates from the

1930s. Honey scent.

bulb

height 30cm (12in)

6 per pot

flowers from early spring to mid-spring
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April

Mid-spring

Fern pattern pot





[image: image]

The 5

plants

Mid-spring

18

/

19

5

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’)

4

Polystichum

tsussimense

3

Polygonatum

5

hybridum

2

Athyrium

niponicum

var.

pictum

1

Arachnoides

aristata

‘Variegata’

Method

1

Choose a big pot and drill some drainage holes in the base if there aren’t some already.

Cover the holes in the base of the pot with a pebble to keep the compost inside.

2

These plants all like cool, moisture-retentive, yet well-drained conditions. Fill the pot

with peat-free, general-purpose compost and leave a centimetre (half an inch) or so

between the top of the compost and the rim for watering.

3

Arrange the plants in the large pot, keeping them in their pots to begin with. This

composition relies on form and texture, so spend some time getting the placement

right. Start with the three

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’), spacing the plants out evenly.

4

Next, add the

Athyrium niponicum

var.

pictum

and

Arachnoides aristata

‘Variegata’ in

between the pulmonarias, spacing them so they will thread together when they grow.

5

Tuck in the two

Polystichum tsussimense

to fill the gaps. This is a relatively slow-growing

fern, so you can pack them in quite snugly.

6

Finally, add the

Polygonatum

5

hybridum

, planting them towards the edges of the pot

so that they will arch inwards.

7

When you are happy with the composition, push the ferns out of their pots from the

underside, as they are likely to be firmly rooted. Use a sharp tap on a firm surface to

ease the

Pulmonaria

and

Polygonatum

from their pots. Loosen a few of the roots of

each plant to encourage them to grow outwards into the compost before scooping

out the holes and planting them at the same depth they were in their pots.

8

Firm the plants in gently using your hands and, if necessary, tuck some extra compost

in between them to fill any gaps. Water thoroughly.

Note:

This combination of ferns and perennials will repeat each spring.

Pale blue is best used in the shadows where it glows and appears to hover. This pot

combines a beautifully arching

Polygonatum

5

hybridum

with low, green filler plants,

including

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’) with pale blue flowers, which all enjoy shady

conditions.

Polygonatum

5

hybridum

hints at the woodland edge, gently bobbing in the

breeze and adding height with its small, dangling flowers. I’ve used three different species

of fern, but you could use more or fewer, depending on the size of your pot. The light-

reflecting, silvery leaves of

Athyrium niponicum

var.

pictum

are ideal in dappled conditions

and I particularly like the wide-toothed fronds of the

Arachnoides aristata

‘Variegata’.

The colour and patination of this cast-iron pot suggest a depth of dark, moist, humus-rich

soil, the same conditions that all these plants favour.
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Polygonatum

5

hybridum

Solomon’s seal

Dangling, white

flowers, tinged

with green at the

tips, on graceful,

arching stems.

Indispensable for

a shaded garden.

perennial

height 80cm (32in)

2 per pot

flowers from

mid-spring to

early summer

2

Athyrium niponicum

var.

pictum

painted lady fern

Deciduous fern with plum-coloured stems

and soft grey fronds with a metallic sheen.

perennial

height 30cm (12in)

1 per pot

new green fronds unfurl

each spring

1

Arachnoides aristata

‘Variegata’

East Indian holly fern

A deciduous fern that has fresh,

green fronds with lemon midribs.

perennial

height 30cm (12in)

1 per pot

new green fronds unfurl

each spring

20

Fern pattern pot
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Mid-spring

21

Good for...

early bumblebee queens

bumblebees

solitary bees

hoverflies

5

Pulmonaria

O

PAL

(‘Ocupol’)

lungwort

Spotty leaves and sky-blue flowers that

look luminous in gloomy conditions.

perennial

height 20cm (8in)

3 per pot

flowers from late winter to early spring

4

Polystichum

tsussimense

Korean rock fern

A small, evergreen

fern which is tufted

with fresh, bright

green fronds.

perennial

height 45cm (18in)

2 per pot

evergreen foliage
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April

Mid-spring

Points of colour
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The 5

plants

MId-spring

22

/

23

5

Sesleria

autumnalis

4

Lilium

martagon

3

Euphorbia

griffithii

‘Dixter’

2

Dodecatheon

jeffreyi

1

Allium tripedale

Method

1

Use a spade to dig over the soil to a crumbly consistency, breaking up any big lumps.

2

Gather together all the plants.

3

Starting with the

Sesleria autumnalis

, space the plants out on the soil, still in their pots.

This is a low-growing, clump-forming grass, so position the plants fairly close together,

creating groups of two or three, leaving a gap and then repeating this nearby.

4

Add the

Dodecatheon jeffreyi

in one or two bigger groups, and include the occasional

single-plant outlier.

5

Dot the

Euphorbia griffithii

‘Dixter’

in between the

Sesleria

so that the vibrant stems

and flowers will stand out against the green background. Repeat this with the

Lilium

martagon

and

Allium tripedale

.

6

Review the composition, looking for ups and downs – you are aiming for taller plants

that jump up next to others which are low and quiet.

7

Tap each plant out of its pot and loosen a few of the roots with your fingertips. Dig a

hole for each plant to the same depth it was in its pot before planting and firming the

soil down gently with your hands. Water all the plants thoroughly.

8

If you’d like to grow the bulbs from scratch, plant the

Allium tripedale

in autumn and the

Lilium martagon

in late winter to flower the following year. Dig holes, 10–15cm (4–6in)

deep, and bury each of the bulbs with the pointy end facing upwards.

The cool, green palette of this courtyard suggests a woodland edge where early-flowering

opportunists make the most of a window of light before the tree canopy above them comes

into leaf. This combination is a good choice for a partially shady garden with shadows cast

by overhanging trees, either from within the garden or from over the wall or fence. The

Euphorbia griffithii

and

Dodecatheon jeffreyi

offer pools of colour among the textural greens

of

Sesleria autumnalis

grasses, while

Euphorbia griffithii

’s resilient nature and orange-peel

flowers make it indispensable for a challenging spot.

Allium tripedale

, used here as a dot

plant, has a good number of clear pink and white flowers and is more heavily flowered than

its commonly planted cousin

Allium siculum,

which could be used as an alternative.

Lilium

martagon

is a beautiful and hardworking lily that is especially useful in a small space and

has the benefit of offering good foliage in spring ahead of its late-summer flowers.
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