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INTRODUCTION





First things first: no plant is truly unkillable, but there are many plants that are stubborn and resilient. This book will introduce you to the tough side of the plant world and show you a range of plants that just don’t know when to quit.


Within this book are 50 plants that I personally believe are foolproof options that will show you that you’re not as bad a gardener as you once thought. These amazing plants are at the shallow end of the gardening pool and are the ideal starter plants to get going with. The key to success with any garden is making sure you choose the right plants for the right place. From perennials to shrubs, house plants to vegetables, there is something for everyone, and for every garden.


Don’t underestimate plants. Plants and gardens can help you live longer: people that live on tree-lined streets are scientifically proven to live longer; people that surround themselves with greenery live longer; people that get down and dirty with plants and soil are healthier, happier and, you guessed it, live longer.


Gardens become an escape from our day-to-day troubles, somewhere to switch off and reconnect with nature. The act of embracing plants and gardens has a wholesome goodness attached to it, an enriching process that frees up your mind and allows you to switch off. Something we should all do more of.


Despite being so good for you, gardening is often seen as something that should be left to your grandparents, but rest assured that you don’t need a bus pass or a degree in Latin to pick up a trowel. Anyone and everyone can garden, no matter how old you are, where you are from, what you do for a living or how much you earn. Gardening is fun, exciting and rewarding, and is so much more than simply cutting the lawn or doing a bit of weeding.


Once you’ve sown your first seeds and watched them germinate, grow and flower, I challenge you not to be hooked. It truly is one of life’s simplest, easiest and most genuine pleasures, to create something from nothing. It also costs very little, which always helps.


Plants have adapted over millennia to grow and thrive in the toughest of conditions across the world. However, every plant, no matter how tough, requires a modicum of love. This doesn’t mean it has to become life-consuming and over-demanding; but a little water, time and affection can go a long way to keeping your plants alive. Follow the simple and easy planting advice within this book and you’ll be blessed with a flourishing garden (or windowsill). Roll up your sleeves, get your hands dirty and get stuck in!
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SOURCING AND BUYING PLANTS





Plant shopping can be a fun and rewarding experience. On a sunny spring day, there is nothing better than having a leisurely wander through a local nursery to choose plants that will festoon your garden and bring enjoyment for months and years to come.


When buying plants, it is important to purchase from reputable, quality growers. There are thousands of small, independent, local plant nurseries, each a fount of knowledge and a great source of inspiration. These shops are often passed from generation to generation, so they are the perfect place for advice and ideas.


Choosing healthy, well-grown plants is key to success. You want to avoid buying any plant that has become root-bound (the roots are beginning to bulge out of the pot), and equally any plants that have only recently been potted and there is a lot of loose compost. If you take the plant out of the pot, the roots should be visible, but not congested.


Avoid buying plants that look stressed, or have visible damage, pests or diseases. Although long term they will most likely be fine, buying healthy plants will give you a great head start. Equally, don’t be tempted to just fill your trolley with plants already in flower; they will probably only last for a few more weeks and then start to die back. Buy plants when young, fresh and keen, and allow them to do the growing and flowering in your own garden for maximum enjoyment.


If you have any specific plant queries or want further advice on what would work best in your particular garden, go in and speak to one of the expert growers. Gardeners are lovely people, and will rejoice in sharing information, tips and tricks with you.
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POTS AND CONTAINERS





It is perfectly possible to have an amazing garden without having much space. In fact, I myself only tend to be able to grow plants within containers due to the lack of a sizeable garden. This is the perfect solution for anyone with just a patio, balcony or small space that needs an injection of colour, but who doesn’t have the luxury of large beds to grow their plants in.


This book will feature not only easy-to-grow plants that will bring life into your garden, but plants that will thrive when grown in a container or pot. As long as the container is big enough and attention is given to their care, it is possible to grow any plant in a container, from spring bulbs to statement shrubs and everything in between.


When choosing a container, the sky really is the limit. It can be anything from a terracotta pot to a kitchen sink. Be fun, inventive and make it your own. The style of the container should ideally match the feel of the garden you are hoping to create. The price of your container can vary massively depending on the size and the material it is made from, so if you are on a tight budget, trying getting creative and upcycling and recycling.


The key is to ensure that whatever you choose has good drainage. If your container of choice doesn’t already benefit from drainage holes, add some yourself by carefully drilling a few holes into its base. Add a layer of broken crockery to the base to aid with drainage, and fill with a good multipurpose compost.


Growing plants in containers is no different from growing plants in the ground, only you may have to water and feed more regularly. Plants will typically grow smaller in a container than they would in the ground, but this is no bad thing, especially in a smaller garden. Keep a close eye on your pots, especially during the summer months, as containers can dry out very quickly during warm spells. Using a mulch on the surface of the compost can help retain some moisture.


The added benefit to growing plants within containers is that you have the advantage of being able to lift and move the container to a new location; this can be useful if the plants do not seem to be enjoying where they are. A movable garden is also ideal if you live in rented accommodation, as the plants can follow you on your journey and continue to bring enjoyment.
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WATERING AND FEEDING





This may seem basic, but it is the number one cause of plant fatalities. All plants need water; even the ones that don’t need much water still need some water. Lack of watering for weeks on end during hot, sunny spells is guaranteed to result in the garden becoming a plant crematorium.


Watering really is simple but can easily become overcomplicated. The key is to make sure the water is getting to the roots, as this is where the moisture will be collected and dispersed to the rest of the plant. Simply spraying the foliage won’t do much to help the plant.


Watering is plant and location dependent; there is no fixed formula for determining how often or how much you should be watering. You should be aiming to water once the soil has begun to dry out. The best way to check this is to put your finger in the ground to see how wet it is. If you can feel moisture, leave it alone, but if it is dry, get the watering can out.


Try to water in the mornings and evenings when you can. Although this is not always possible, doing this will help you to avoid wasting water due to evaporation or causing the plant to scorch where the water droplets cook in the heat of the day.


Just like humans, plants need water and food to survive. Granted, they’re not looking for an occasional chocolate bar, but they do need key nutrients to enable them to grow and thrive. A lack of any of these nutrients can cause the plant to become sickly and potentially die. Healthy, strong plants are much more likely to be able to withstand attacks from pests or diseases, making them harder to kill – and they will look better, too. There are two quick and easy methods for getting nutrients into your plants:


Liquid food (concentrated seaweed) – Seaweed is an organic, natural and fantastic fertiliser to use on your plants. It already contains all of the key ‘ingredients’ that plants need to establish and grow. Simply pour the liquid into your watering can and mix it into your water once a week, then water your plants as usual. No special mixing, measuring or worrying is required. Regular liquid feeding throughout the spring and summer can really help the plants do well.


Granular fertiliser – Granular fertilisers can be applied around the base of plants, especially during autumn and spring. They should be loosely dispersed around the base and then lightly raked into the soil. There are many different granular fertilisers available, and for specific requirements it is best to speak to your local nursery or garden centre for advice. For a general food, look for a balanced fertiliser that has a 7:7:7 ratio of the three key nutrients, nitrogen, potassium, and phosphorus; each of these is key to keeping plants healthy and flowering.
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GET TO KNOW YOUR PLOT





The secret to growing plants is planting the right plant in the right place. To understand which plants you can or can’t grow, you need to determine what conditions you have. Every garden is unique, with its own micro-climate, ideal for some plants and deadly for others. You can’t do much to change these conditions, so you need to work with what you have.


The first thing to consider is aspect. What direction does your garden face? By this, I mean considering the direction the sun comes into the garden. By embracing the light levels and aspect you have, you can begin to plan accordingly and grow the plants that will best match the conditions you have. A compass can enable you to determine this.


South facing – These gardens typically benefit from large amounts of sun, resulting in heat traps, especially during the summer months. South facing gardens can be brilliant for sun- and dry-loving plants, allowing them to bask in the maximum amount of sunshine available.


North facing – These gardens tend to be shadier, with potentially no direct sunlight, which leads to a cooler garden. If this is you, do not despair, there are many shade loving plants that will thrive in these conditions and would simply dry out in a sunnier spot.


West facing – The ideal compromise between two extremes and arguably the perfect position, benefiting from shade during the morning and sun during the afternoon and evening. Perfect for plants that prefer a combination of both sun and shade. It is also a great spot for watching the sun set over the garden.


East facing – The opposite to a West facing garden, benefiting from sun during the morning and then shade during the afternoon and evening. Although it can be lovely to watch the sun rise, just be careful if growing anything delicate in an east-facing garden, as the morning sun can heat the dew on plant leaves, causing them to become slightly scorched.


One additional thing to consider is how exposed or sheltered your garden is. This too can play a part in choosing which plants will grow best in the space you have. A sheltered spot becomes ideal for tender plants, whereas an exposed position can be good for grasses and tough perennials that can withstand an occasional beating.
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CHOPPING AND CHANGING





After growing a plant for a whole year, it may seem counterproductive to take the shears to it. However, it is in the interest of the plant to keep it well maintained and in check.


Plants are resilient, they don’t want to die, and even if you get it wrong it is unlikely to be detrimental to the life of the plant. Yes, it may become ugly for a short period of time but most perennials and shrubs will spring back in a few months.


It is prudent to check with the RHS website before pruning. There are 12 pruning groups in total that cover every plant, so if you’re at all uncertain, check first.


When you start pruning any plant, no matter whether it’s a tree, shrub or perennial, you should always try and remove the four Ds. These are as follows:


Dead – Any dead growth within the plant can be removed to prevent any diseases from entering through the dead material.


Diseased – Any material that isn’t right and is suffering from a disease.


Damaged – Any growth that has become damaged should be removed. Damaged growth can easily become a possible starting location for an infection or disease.


Duplicated – This mainly applies to large shrubs and trees and refers to any branches that have begun to rub and cross over one another. Branches crossing can cause weakness and, over time, result in disease.


Here are a few more terms that you may need, along with a quick introduction to what each one means:


Deadheading – A process in which you remove any spent and dead flower heads from the plant. By doing this, you can help encourage the plant to flower for longer.


Cutting back – This is a task for the winter months. This involves cutting perennials back to ground level. As herbaceous perennials will grow and flower in one year, then die back over the winter, they often leave behind the skeleton and structure. In many cases, this can be beautiful, especially in a heavy frost or morning dew. For this reason, I often leave these over winter and cut the plant right back to ground level in late February.


Chelsea chop – The best time to do this is the third week of May. This process involves cutting back herbaceous perennials by half. By doing this, you create a more compact, stronger plant that will produce more flowers over a longer period.


Pruning – There are dozens of books and websites that will go through this in lots of detail. These will advise on the best time of year, where to cut and what to cut.
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PLANT TERMINOLOGY





Latin can be scary and off-putting. To grow plants and enjoy gardening, you do not need to be fluent in Latin or able to correctly identify every plant that has ever existed. Gardening is so much more than perplexing names, so relax and have fun in the garden.


Within this book, you will find that I have included the Latin names for the plants above the common names. Although the common names can be easier to remember and understand, they can also be associated with more than one plant, so I have included both names to avoid confusion. The Latin name is the universal way to identify that particular plant anywhere in the world and can be broken down into four parts. These are as follows:


Family – The family that the plant belongs to. This can help you understand which conditions the plant may or may not thrive in.


Genus – This is the main name for the plant and is most commonly used. Think of this as the plant’s surname.


Species – Every plant has its own species, a subcategory of the genus that differentiates different plants within one group.


Cultivar – Cultivars are the fun names at the end; these tend to be the unique names given to the plant by whomever discovered or developed it. These can often be descriptive and give you an idea as to what the plant does. Cultivars tend to be bred to be more colourful, more scented, easier to grow or generally improved in some way.


There are several descriptive terms that categorize the life span and growth of the plant, so you know roughly what to expect when growing it.


Annual – A plant that germinates, grows, flowers and dies all in one year, these are typically started off from seed.


Biennial – A plant that typically lives for just two years, growing from seed in its first year and flowering in its second.


Perennial – A plant that comes back year after year. Most commonly these will die back during the winter months and bounce back in the spring, after a period of rest. Although perennials come back year after year, they can become tired after four or five years and need replacing or dividing (but not always).


Shrubs – A largely woody plant that grows bigger than a perennial. They often grow to between one metre and three metres tall. These plants tend to be bushy and have multiple stems.


Trees – A tree is the largest of the plants and is typically anything that grows higher than three metres tall. A tree will have a main trunk, unlike a shrub.


Evergreen – A plant that keeps its leaves all year round.


Deciduous – A plant that loses its foliage during the winter months and grows fresh, new leaves the following spring.
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AGAPANTHUS (AFRICAN LILY)





Trumpets are formed in large clusters held aloft by strong stems erupting out of clumps of leathery green foliage. Each plant can produce dozens of flowers during the summer, putting on a real firework-style display. The structure of the flowers can be appreciated both outdoors and in, as Agapanthus make a good cut flower for the house in vases and displays.
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AGAPANTHUS ‘NAVY BLUE’ AGAPANTHUS










NEED TO KNOW





SIZE
UP TO 1 M (3 FT) TALL





LIGHT
FULL SUN





SOIL TYPE
SAND, CLAY, CHALK OR LOAM





MOISTURE
MOIST BUT WELL DRAINED





VARIETIES


A. ‘Navy Blue’;


A. ‘Silver Baby’;


A. campanulatus var. albidus, white bell;


A. ‘Black Buddhist’


WHY GROW IT


Agapanthus is a great addition to the garden. The bold and impressive flowers make a really powerful statement, adding drama and excitement to displays. Deciduous Agapanthus are generally tolerant of cold winters, despite their Mediterranean appearance, which also means they are very tough during summer heatwaves.


WHERE TO PUT IT


Some plants tolerate being grown in pots and containers but Agapanthus adores it. The container can actually help to encourage flowering, by restricting the roots and preventing the plant from focusing its energy just on foliage growth. The added benefit of growing in containers is that you can move the plants to a sheltered spot during the winter months, when Agapanthus can become vulnerable to frost damage. If planting directly into the ground, choose an open, sunny and exposed spot with good drainage.


HOW TO LOOK AFTER IT


The key to ensuring successional and continuous flowering is to keep the plants well fed. It takes a lot of energy to produce such an abundance of large flowers, so feed the plants every other week with a balanced liquid feed. Water regularly, especially during the drier months. For added protection during the winter months, try adding compost, bark or straw around the crown for extra defence from severe frosts.
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DO


Grow in full sun where the hot temperatures can bake the ground


Mulch clumps during the winter months to help protect them from frost damage


Keep deadheading the flowers to keep the plant looking tidy – they also look great in a bouquet
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DON’T


Be impatient – sometimes it can take up to three years for clumps to flower


Let the plants dry out – despite being extremely drought-tolerant, they need moisture in order to flower


Allow plants being grown in pots to become too root-bound – although they do prefer being compact, they still need room to grow and breathe








AGAPANTHUS


THREE TO TRY
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01. AGAPANTHUS CAMPANULATUS VAR. ALBIDUS WHITE BELL AGAPANTHUS
A pure-white deciduous Agapanthus that grows to around 60cm (24in) tall. The white flowers are born out of lush green foliage and are great left on the plant over winter.


02. AGAPANTHUS ‘SILVER BABY’
A smaller-growing, deciduous Agapanthus that only grows to around 60cm (24in) tall, making it ideal if you have a smaller garden.
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