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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 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.





[image: illustration]





INTRODUCTION


A vase of fresh flowers is a joyful thing. Flowers brighten our homes, our lives and, when they are home-grown, they also brighten our gardens, not just for us, but also for the buzzing wildlife that loves their nectar. Growing your own cut flowers gives the huge satisfaction of harvesting something from a plant you have nurtured, and brings a greater connection with nature and the seasons. It also allows you to have a house full of flowers all year round at a fraction of the cost of buying bouquets, all with a sustainable, positive, environmental impact.


Having a cut-flower patch means you can grow a huge variety of flowers that are simply not available in the shops. You might want to grow sweet peas like your granny did, roses that actually have some fragrance, or perhaps you’d just like a bit more choice for your weekly bunch of blooms. Whatever your reasons for wanting to start a cutting garden, you’ll find that by growing your own, you’ll be able to fill your home with many more flowers, different types of flowers, and have a beautiful garden to boot, all for the fraction of the cost of the bouquets you’d buy in the shops.


The worldwide cut-flower industry means that we can buy roses, lilies and more all year round; we have lost what it means to look forward to the first rose of summer and enjoy it all the more for its fleeting nature. Looking at flowers and having them in our homes makes us feel better – imagine how good you’ll feel when you know you grew those flowers yourself, that you helped support the birds, bees and butterflies as you did so, and that your flowers are connecting you back to the wild, to Mother Nature and to her cycle of the year.
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Grow your own roses to enjoy their beautiful scent, which is so often lacking from shop-bought blooms.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Whatever your experience as a gardener and whatever your knowledge of flowers, this book offers a complete guide to growing, cutting and arranging your own flowers, including buying seeds and plants.
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CHAPTER1:
A YEAR OF FLOWERS


Introduces the possibilities for your cutting patch, and how to plan to make the most of the space and time you have for growing flowers.
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CHAPTER 2:
GROWING FLOWERS


Contains all the practical and general information you need to start growing flowers, from the tools you’ll need, to how to sow and save seeds, look after your soil, and how to dry flowers.





[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


CHAPTER 3:
PLANT PROFILES


Consists of profiles of different flowering plants that you might like to grow. These are divided into how they grow – whether they are annuals or perennials – and then subdivided into further sections (such as shrubs for foliage, roses, grasses, and winter stems and berries) to make it easy for you to choose what to plant on your patch.


Each profile has a set of at-a-glance information – how tall and wide the plant will get, when it flowers, the range of colours the different varieties of the plant can supply and how long it should last in the vase. There are also specifics of growing each plant that should be taken in conjunction with the general advice in Chapter 2; suggestions of varieties of that flower that you might like as well as the one in the heading; and occasionally some different plants that will give you a similar effect.


Finally, the book ends with a glossary explaining technical terms and how plant names work, and a resources section including seed retailers, websites, books and other inspirational sources that will help you get going with growing cut flowers.
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CHAPTER ONE


A Year of Flowers


A cutting garden is a beautiful space, filled with flowers, bees and butterflies. However, cutting gardens work best when they are designed as a utilitarian space, a productive plot of cut-flower crops. This view may seem harsh, but it is exactly this approach that makes a successful cut-flower patch, because it means you can cut the flowers without any lingering guilt that it will have a detrimental effect on your garden. The flowers you grow are destined for your kitchen table, desk, hallway or bedside table, or to be given away to friends and family, and it is there that you will enjoy and cherish them all the more for knowing that you raised and nurtured them yourself.


Of course, you will enjoy spending time in your cutting patch and the process of tending it, no matter how big or small it is, but by having a separate patch specifically for cutting flowers, you can grow them like crops, making the most of the space and your time with some careful planning and efficiencies.






PLANNING YOUR CUTTING PATCH


No matter the size of your garden or allotment, when starting a cutting patch it pays to begin in a small way. Growing your own flowers is hugely enjoyable, but best practice is to keep your plans realistic so the patch doesn’t become overwhelming. You can then build on your successes each year, gradually increasing your plot size or variety if you like.


WHAT DO YOU WANT TO GROW?


Spend some time with Chapter 3 of this book thinking about your favourite flowers and the style of your home. Do you want to fill it with blowsy, vintage jugs of a variety of blooms, or have sleek, glass vases of just one variety? Which flower fragrances do you love? The answers to these questions will inform what you want to grow, and how much of it.


WHAT CAN YOU GROW?


Annual plants flower within a few months and are some of the easiest with which to start a cutting patch. Annuals are grown from seed, making them relatively inexpensive per plant, and are often cut-and-come again, giving you lots of flowers per plant. Biennial plants are sown in the summer of one year and flower the following spring.


Perennial plants that are useful for cut flowers include woody shrubs such as hydrangeas, and herbaceous perennials such as phlox and delphiniums, whose stems and foliage die back for winter but shoot anew in spring. Perennials are less labour-intensive than annuals and biennials, but they are a bigger initial investment in either money (if you buy them as plants) or patience (if you sow them as seeds, as they will take a year or two to bulk up to cutting size). Climbers are good for trailing out of the vase and make use of the vertical space in the garden, and you may also want some evergreens or colourful stems for winter interest and wreath-making.
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Dahlias are stalwarts of the cutting patch, and are available in many different colours and forms, including these elegant, daisy-type flowers.






GETTING THE MOST FROM YOUR PATCH


A little careful planning beforehand can help you to get the most from your space. By using different types of plants that bloom in succession, you can be cutting flowers from spring to autumn. Thinking about how to maximise the efficiency of your patch might not be the most romantic aspect of cut-flower growing, but it’s worth it when you’re gathering armfuls of flowers all season long.



CUT-AND-COME-AGAIN BLOOMS


By far the easiest and most economical way to produce a lot of flowers is to grow plants that continue to produce more blooms after you’ve cut the first flush; these are known as ‘cut-and-come-again’ plants and will form the backbone of your cutting patch. Flower growers take advantage of plants’ biological imperative to produce seeds by cutting the flowers the plant continues to produce in the hope that it will be able to set seed before the autumn.
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Snapdragons are a traditional cottage-garden favourite that make an excellent cut flower.





Cut-and-come-again annuals, such as sweet peas, cosmos and cornflowers, can produce flowers for many months if they are cut regularly. Other plants that produce more than one set of flowers include perennials such as dahlias and repeat-flowering roses. Again, these are the real workhorses of the cutting patch, needing less input than the single-flowering plants relative to their output.
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Cut-and-come-again dahlias, like these ball-type flowers, continue to supply their big, beautiful blooms all through late summer and early autumn.







SINGLE BLOOMS


Some plants, such as sunflowers and foxgloves, which are ostensibly single-blooming, can also produce more than one harvest. After their main flower stem has been cut, these plants will often produce branches of secondary, smaller flowers.






PLANT VARIETY FOR A LONG PICKING PERIOD


Growing a variety of annuals, biennials, bulbs and perennials means you can have something to pick from early spring to late autumn, and even through the winter. Spring bulbs and blossom will be the first harvest, followed by biennials and early perennials, then annuals and more bulbs and perennials in summer, with the season closing with half-hardy annuals, perennial flowers and grasses in autumn. In winter, evergreen foliage and winter-flowering shrubs come to the fore, and if you’ve dried flowers and seedheads of your summer crops, these will also provide colour and interest in the colder months.
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Nothing heralds late spring like a vase full of sprightly tulips.






MAKING THE BEST USE OF YOUR SPACE


A healthy, well-looked-after soil will produce a more bountiful harvest and support several crops through the growing season. Plants can be layered and planted in succession to take full advantage of the space you have available. Plant bulbs between rows of perennials (their foliage will have died down by the time the perennials get going in summer), or sow or plant annuals in late spring between the bulbs, to get a double harvest from a single area.


Making successional sowings, and having a growing space (such as a sunny windowsill or greenhouse) where you can raise plants from seed in small pots before planting them out, means one harvest is more quickly replaced by another. For example, your annual marigold and love-in-a-mist seedlings can be happily growing in pots while you’re still cutting biennials, ready to plant out once the spring flowers have finished. The annuals will start flowering soon after, but if you’d waited to sow them direct into the ground after removing the biennials, your first cuttings would not be for several weeks.
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You could also plant bulbs for cutting in your flower borders, to make the most use of the space in your garden.









GROWING IN CONTAINERS AND UNDER COVER


You don’t need a garden or allotment to grow your own cut flowers. If you’ve space for a few pots, you can be raising plants and cutting fresh blooms for your home. If you do have the space (and, potentially, the budget) for a greenhouse, it can be a useful addition to your cutting patch, but it’s far from essential.


GROWING IN POTS


Use the biggest containers you can, and layer the planting to maximise the space as you would for plants in the ground. Fill them with home-made or peat-free, multi-purpose compost, water regularly and give them a liquid feed every week or fortnight. Pots are also useful for permanent plantings of tender plants as they can be moved to a sheltered spot for winter.
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Pots can be useful to grow flowers that wouldn’t thrive in your flower patch; in a plot with wet winter soil these agapanthus can be given the well-drained conditions they prefer in a pot.






GROWING IN RAISED BEDS


Putting raised beds over hard surfaces, in a courtyard for example, can be more economical in the long term and is certainly easier to maintain than the equivalent-sized cutting patch in individual pots. Raised beds can hold more water (so less time for you with the watering can); you’re able to plant in rows, making maintenance more straightforward; and you can keep mulching the top rather than having to replace compost in pots each year. Construct your raised beds of any sustainably sourced timber (repurposed or recycled if possible), making them at least 30cm (1ft) deep.


GROWING UNDER COVER


If you have the space and budget for one, a greenhouse can be handy. Keep an eye on local ads – you can sometimes get lucky and see one going free if you are able to dismantle and remove it yourself.




GREENHOUSES


Greenhouses are useful for raising early sown seedlings in spring; over-wintering, autumn-sown plants; growing flowers to maturity protected from the weather; bleaching dried flowers; storing dahlia tubers over winter; and bringing on pots of bulbs or annuals earlier in spring.
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SEASONAL TASKS


The rise and fall of the gardening year, from the intensity of the new spring growth to the hazy days of summer harvests and the gradual senescence of autumn and drawing in of winter, is a rhythm that it’s easy to reconnect with through gardening. Each time of year brings new joys, like reuniting with old friends; the more you garden, the more you’ll become familiar with and look forward to the season’s tasks.
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