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INTRODUCTION


CHANGING CLIMATE ACROSS THE GLOBE


Gardening is a great skill and it’s so much more than simple physical activity, for gardeners follow a yearly rhythm that’s dictated by the seasons and that’s true across the whole planet.


As a result, experienced gardeners, wherever they are, sense when to plant or sow and they develop an empathy with the natural world. They are in tune with plants, animals and climate, more so than almost any other group of people. However, climate change is putting a spanner in the works. Many of the plants we used to rely upon no longer perform for us due to the erratic mixture of heavy rainfall and periods of drought. This book is all about the toughies: the resilient ones that continue to please.




[image: Close-up of a magenta flower with 4 large oval-shaped petals, with narrow thin magenta petals in a circular ring inside the larger petals. In the centre there are further petals, all closed up with the petals firmly shut.]


Clematis ‘Purpurea Plena Elegans’.





MY OWN PATCH IN THE COTSWOLDS


We’re all in the same boat. We’re all wrestling with man-made climate change, because the world is warming up degree by degree. This is producing erratic weather conditions all around the globe and the seasonal weather patterns that we used to rely on have largely disappeared. Your winter may well be getting warmer and wetter, and that means that plants don’t bother to produce their own form of anti-freeze. When they experience a sudden cold weather event, they are not prepared for it. We’re all losing more plants than we did in the past and common ‘cold-shock’ casualties include penstemons, salvias, echinaceas and many silver-leafed plants.


Perpetually damp soil, lashed by heavy winter rain, spells sudden death for many smaller bulbs, especially dwarf narcissi. ‘Cedric Morris’, which used to be a midwinter marvel in my own garden in the Cotswolds, has become harder to keep. It’s dwindled away to almost nothing. Many a plant fails to get a long-enough cool period of dormancy. Echinaceas struggle for me, because they hate stop-start winters. Others hate having wet roots. Even those that shrug off wet conditions can grow poorly, because nutrients continually get leached out of the soil.


Our springs are often drier than they used to be, with clearer skies. This means that days are warmer and sunnier, but clear nighttime skies see temperatures dip and this can lead to a 20°C (70°F) gap between day and night. This inhibits germination, because lower nighttime temperatures are too cold. Plants and seeds need nighttime temperatures of 10°C (50°F) upwards before they whoosh into growth. They hate extremes. They also need moist conditions when spring arrives, not dry soil. Gardeners, growers and farmers across the world are finding that the spring growth spurt they used to be able to rely on just isn’t happening anymore.


Summer comes earlier than it did in many parts of the world. That creates problems for the natural world, as well as us. Plants react to the changes more readily than insects and animals do. The buddleia that used to sustain Vanessid butterflies in early August in my own garden flowers four weeks too early, so there are no small tortoiseshells, peacocks, red admirals or painted ladies drinking in the honey-scented nectar any more. This is a recent change, for there used be sixty or seventy butterflies on my Buddleja davidii in the 2000s. I’ve gone over to a later-flowering B. x weyeriana hybrid named ‘Pink Pagoda’ in an attempt to provide nectar when these butterflies are active. We used to get small coppers on our low-growing Origanum vulgare ‘Compactum’ every July. Now they’re out of sync as well. And I could go on.


Summer droughts are prevalent too, right across the world, and we’re inundated with books on drought-tolerant plants but they don’t appreciate winter wet. If, like me, you’re a green gardener trying to be sustainable, you face a conundrum. Saved rainwater only goes so far. After that, do you use up precious water on the borders when it’s in short supply in the tap, or let the plants shrivel? I prefer not to use mains water, but that means the cultivars and varieties you once relied upon as bulletproof die back just when they should be spectacular. Disappointments sometimes include the lemon-yellow daisy, Helianthus ‘Lemon Queen’, and its favoured companion, Eupatorium maculatum (Atropurpureum Group). Both of these previous stalwarts are now in the lap of the gods in my garden. They fail in dry years and leave a maddening gap, as do most border phloxes. You hover over them with a spade in autumn, in ‘do I or don’t I?’ mode. Shall I dig them up or not? Gardeners across the world are having the same dilemmas.


With these problems in mind, I have begun to create shade in the borders. A purple-leafed Cotinus coggygria ‘Royal Purple’ lords it over one part of the autumn border and prevents the perennials nearby from flagging in hot summer sun. It leafs up late and the leaves drop late too, so the wine-coloured foliage is particularly useful at highlighting beige-tinted tall late-season grasses. The roots also drain the soil and this helps the snowdrops planted under the canopy.


A ‘viticella’ clematis screen, consisting of ‘Little Bas’, ‘Étoile Violette’, ‘Betty Corning’ and ‘Purpurea Plena Elegans’, spans a series of tripods, shading another part of my autumn border. Casting shade is going to become more important than ever if these dry summers persist. One of the problems of climate change is the variability in weather patterns from year to year.


Autumn lingers longer these days. When I was a child in the 1950s, the first frost always cut back frost-tender plants, such as dahlias and runner beans, in the first half of September, just when they were at their best. These days I’m able to pick both in November, more often than not, and I might well see a foraging hedgehog on the way. Years ago, hedgehogs would have been tucked up weeks before, in their hibernacula. Now they can be seen in December, feasting on small slugs and grubs.


Balmy autumns create gardening problems. The leaves fall a month later than they did and the oaks around my cottage are often still in leaf in December. By the time you’re able to rake up the fallen leaves, the bulbs and hellebore buds are already through! The warming climate also produces windier weather and that’s challenging to plants, for wind is enemy number one when it comes to growth. It will also topple trees, especially if they’re still in leaf. Worse still, the weeds keep growing.


Gardeners, growers and farmers are at the sharp end of climate change, so the plants I’m using are changing, not by my choice either! Many of my old favourites have fallen by the wayside, hence this book: Tough Plants.









PART 1





GARDEN STRUCTURE









FOR VISUAL EFFECT AND SHELTER


Garden structure is all about multi-level planting, using trees and shrubs as well as perennial plants.


I’m ashamed to say that I came to the realisation of its importance rather late in life. It happened after I moved to Spring Cottage in November 2005. I arrived with hellebores and spring bulbs that I had agreed to take from my old garden. They were duly planted, straight away, and they flowered without missing a beat. However, they looked like a cheap, gaudy bedding scheme.


Nothing wrong with that in a public park, but they were a visual disaster in a country garden. It took me some time to realise why. I began to see, somewhat slowly I have to say, that my woodlanders and spring bulbs needed a woody framework in order to shine, because most early flowering plants hug the ground. When I planted my first tree, a mere 1.2m-high (4ft) parasol, it all seemed to slot together. Note to self: woody structure should go in first, and not second, Val.


That first tree, by the way, is still a small parasol some twenty years on – slightly taller perhaps, but no fuller. It is an autumn-flowering cherry, Prunus x subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’, and it obviously resents the cold winters and iffy summers that my garden dishes up even more than I do. In fact, I deserve to be tried and sentenced for the crime of cruelty to plants, because this poor specimen hangs by a thread. Not dying, but not thriving either, my limbo-land autumn-flowering cherry.


I wanted one for nostalgia’s sake, which is never a good reason to plant anything. You see, I had chased the blossom around the school playground on November days, because several thrived in gardens surrounding the grey asphalt yard tucked under the flight path of Heathrow. Chasing it around spared me the trouble of talking to other children, because I was a twin, and twins are exclusive companions. That school was in the London suburbs, part of the warmer climes of the south east. It’s another country up here, as my autumn-cherry could tell you – if it could speak!







[image: A garden scene showing a circular box hedge alongside a manicured short border hedge with multiple blue and pink flowers in the foreground. In the background there is a house with a stone wall with green foliage and a tree masking most of the wall.]


Courtyard with box borders and balls, dahlias, Salvia patens 'Cambridge Blue' and phlomis.










[image: A garden scene with multiple varieties of purple, pink, blue and white flowers and a tree bark. The ground is densely populated with flowers, ferns and grass with thin branches of a small tree in the background.]


Prunus ‘Kursar’ above spring planting, including hybrid hellebores.








Luckily Prunus ‘Kursar’, Prunus mume ‘Beni-chidori’ and Prunus incisa ‘Kojo-no-mai’ have all done much better for me. They’ve been joined by fourteen witch hazels (Hamamelis x intermedia) and they provide resilient marmalade strands of flower every January without fail. Better still, the flowers don’t brown in hard winter weather. These shrubby deciduous beauties have a branching shape that allows you to plant underneath them, right up to the trunk. They have been joined by several named forms of Daphne bholua, wintersweet, winter honeysuckle and viburnums (see Fragrance – for more information).


Woody plants offer more than perspective and fragrance, however. They provide overhead shelter and underground drainage. They shade and protect the ground, even when the branches are bare, and this overhead shelterbelt encourages plants to flower earlier than they would in bare ground. The woody root system helps to drain the soil and this is more important now that winters are milder and wetter. Warmer, drier ground means fewer losses as well as earlier flowers.


I plant densely and aim to cover the soil with low-level flowering plants by April, which isn’t difficult for a self-confessed ‘plantaholic’ like me. Dense planting is a good thing. It keeps moisture in the ground, traps carbon into the soil and allows all sorts of organisms and creatures to thrive under the jungle-like layer. Ground beetles, the best predators of slugs and their eggs, thrive in these conditions. Early flowers sustain early pollinators, so they are important for the natural world, but every gardener should aim to have flowering plants for as much of the year as possible.


I’ve saved the best for last, though. Wherever you live in the world, the sun moves through the sky from dawn to dusk. An overhead canopy of boughs and branches allows light to filter through, creating a magic-lantern pattern of light and shade that changes throughout the day. It’s like having a magician at your personal disposal!









FOLIAGE, FORM AND FERN FANATICS


When gardeners begin to make a garden, they always concentrate on flowers and often end up with a gaudy dolly mixture of colours.


I know. I’ve been there. It doesn’t look good and it doesn’t last very long either. Gradually the penny drops: foliage is really rather beautiful and it pleases the eye for far longer. It should be a key element in every garden. It acts as a buffer, separating and supporting the colourful but short-lived divas we all fall for. You can repeat it through a border, thereby uniting the planting scheme. I have become a fern fanatic purely because I love the architectural nature of the fronds, and these primitive beings don’t even have any flowers!


Don’t panic though. Lots of flowering plants have interesting foliage as well. I use two plants in a sunny border, leading to the main cottage door, and both have yellow flowers. One is a lucid-yellow daisy named Anthemic tinctoria ‘E.C. Buxton’, the other a dome-headed acrid-yellow achillea named ‘Moonshine’. They overlap and run through the border like a spinning thread produced by Rumpelstiltskin.


Both share finely cut filigree foliage, although the anthemis is green-leafed and the achillea is silver. It’s the foliage that ties them together, because it creates a texture that leads the eye up the path. It’s important to repeat good plants, don’t dot just one in or you’ll get a pincushion. Train yourself to buy the same plant in threes, fives or sevens. Your garden is bound to improve.


READING THE FOLIAGE


It’s important to learn how to ‘read’ the foliage, because it helps you to place plants into the correct position, the one where they happily thrive and prosper. Get it wrong and the odds are stacked against you before you start.







[image: A plant with small pink pointed petals and wide teardrop-shaped green leaves alongside a fern plant with multiple green fronds.]


Trillium flexipes x sulcatum 'Harvington Dusky Pink' hybrid and Polystichum setiferum under witch hazels in the author’s garden.












SILVERS FOR HOTSPOTS


Silvery foliage is often aromatic and its oily coating is a sunscreen designed to protect the foliage, because it’s evolved in a sunny, hot part of the world – most probably the Mediterranean.


The winter, which is warm and wet, is the main growing season. The summers are hot and dry. If you cut Mediterranean plants back in autumn, in colder parts of the world, they will still start into growth. The fresh, vulnerable new shoots will die off as soon as cold weather sets in; aromatic plants need to be left intact during winter and they can look shabby. When spring proper arrives, they can be trimmed back hard. Borderline tender plants, like fuchsias, salvias and penstemons, are all treated in the same way.


Aromatic plants are perfect for hotter, drier spots because the pale, silver foliage doesn’t absorb very much heat from the sun. The sparkling foliage is an excellent foil for blues and purples. Many of these silvery plants manage to survive wet, mild winters and their foliage can be a star attraction because the low sunlight picks up the detail. Phlomis italica, for instance, is a woody subshrub with rigid stems clothed in ovate silver foliage. When winter sun strikes, the foliage looks almost quilted and it’s one of those tactile plants you can’t resist stroking.


[image: A plant with long narrow dark green leaves and silver tips.]




[image: A group of foliage plants each with narrow, upstanding leaves and clusters of lilac-pink, hooded flowers.]


Phlomis italica.





Silver-leafed plants are drought-tolerant, but only once established. They rely on deep root systems that can penetrate to a depth of 1.5m (5ft) or more to seek out moisture and nutrients. This root system takes at least one growing season to develop. These plants need nurturing during their first growing season, because their roots have been constricted by a flower pot. The words 'drought tolerant' will only apply in subsequent years.


The flowers of aromatic plants produce concentrated nectar, so they are bee and butterfly magnets in summertime. The most sugar-packed nectar, containing 78 per cent sugar, belongs to marjoram, or Origanum vulgare. The flowerheads are a mixture of tiny pink and purple florets. Marjoram attracts bees, but so do salvias, lavenders and catmints.
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