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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 to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


I want to start by telling you a story. In the early 1970s, my parents bought a house together and were faced with looking after a garden for the first time. It might have been on the small side but it was a daunting prospect for the young, recently married couple as neither had any gardening experience. Both had grown up in families whose outdoor space consisted of a concrete backyard containing an outdoor loo, coal shed and little else. Because of their unfamiliarity with gardens, they had no idea when to prune the shrubs they’d inherited, how to maintain their lawn or what action to take after aphids descended upon their roses. Rather than carrying on aimlessly, they bought a copy of The Gardening Year, a book published by Reader’s Digest in 1969. Apart from providing the sage advice required to tend their garden, the book gave them the skills to plant bulbs, grow vegetables from scratch and even take on practical projects like building a rock garden. I can clearly recall my mum and dad taking the practical tome off the bookshelf and referring to its pages for advice. On a recent trip ‘home’, I decided to delve into its pages. Fifty years or so after publication, a lot of the information in the well-thumbed book was well past its sell-by date, in everything from gardening techniques to pest control.


Yet, despite being outdated, the concept of the book was sound, and it inspired me to write one that would help today’s gardeners get to grips with their plot. You won’t find mentions of noxious chemicals or tips on laying crazy paving in the title you are currently holding, but you will unearth spadefuls of down-to-earth, contemporary advice.


As our gardens are very much driven by the seasons, this book has been divided into 12 sections that will let you know what you can be doing to keep on top of the garden each month. There are also gentle reminders at certain times of the year to sow seeds, plant things, make features, harvest crops and to look out for pests and diseases.


Yet this is not just a practical gardening book. I’m a great believer that gardening should be fun, thought-provoking and entertaining. For that reason, I’ve peppered the pages with interesting facts, trivia and gardening lore. So, even when you’re not gardening, there will be some nuggets of information waiting for you to find inside.


For me, one of the great joys of gardening is seeing how your outdoor space changes during the seasons. In my opinion, nothing lifts the spirits more after a long winter than spotting the shoots of bulbs nosing their way above ground in spring. Elsewhere, blossom decorates branches and buds burst open as leaves start to unfurl. Summer announces its arrival with an oomph, as roses, climbers and perennials flower their socks off, and the garden is at its most voluminous. In early autumn, the vegetable garden is brimming with produce, and later in the season the foliage of many deciduous trees and shrubs turns fiery shades before falling.


Apart from keeping us in touch with the rhythm of the seasons, the changes to our gardens act as prompts that certain tasks are required – it’s important to keep on top of what needs doing to prevent things getting out of hand and to fully enjoy your space. Some jobs are seasonal; others more regular. Weeding can be an all-year-round affair.


So, whether you’re a complete newbie or have earned your gardening stripes, have a large garden or a really small one, want to grow your own edibles or raise ornamental plants, I hope this book provides you with the know-how to keep your garden in good shape and helps to increase your gardening knowledge to take it to the next level.







January


The start of a new year is the traditional time for gardeners to take stock of their gardens, reflecting on the ups and downs of the past 12 months. But this is not just a chance to mull over days gone by. As it’s generally a quiet time in the garden, and otten very cold, this is a good opportunity for a spot of armchair gardening. Use the downtime to order seeds for sowing in spring and making plans that will shape your space in the months ahead. Of course, if you are itching to get outdoors, there are still things to be done.
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‘What can be said in New Year rhymes,


That’s not been said a thousand times?


The new years come, the old years go,


We know we dream, we dream we know.’


(Ella Wheeler Wilcox, The Year)




THE MONTH AT A GLANCE


° Remove tatty leaves from hellebores (Helleborus).


° Hoick out annual weeds.


° Gather birch and hazel twigs to make supports for herbaceous plants.


° Winter prune wisterias (see How to Prune Wisteria).


° Take hardwood cuttings of trees and shrubs (see Take Hardwood Cuttings).


° Take root cuttings from shrubs and perennials (see How To Take Root Cuttings).


° Plant deciduous hedges.


° Cut back stems of autumn-fruiting raspberries to ground level (see Pruning Raspberry Canes).


° Cover autumn-sown broad beans during severe cold spells.


° Check on stored edibles, throwing out any that are soft or rotting.


° Comb your hand through soft-leaved grasses, to remove debris.


° Remove large stones from the surface of autumn-sown lawns.


° Keep off the lawn in frosty weather, to avoid damaging the grass.


° Dig soil during mild spells.


° Keep bird feeders topped up.


° Remove ice from birdbaths and top up with fresh water.


° Float balls in ponds to prevent freezing.


° Clean and sharpen gardening tools.


° Place an order for seeds.


° Keep houseplants in good shape by snipping off dead flowers and tatty foliage.
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Prevent the spread of hellebore leaf spot disease by pruning infected plants. Completely remove and destroy tainted foliage, leaving only flowering stems.









Trim Hellebores


Hellebores (Helleborus) provide a much-needed splash of colour early in the year but these plants are vulnerable to a fungal disease known as hellebore leaf spot. Leaves of infected plants are dotted with unsightly brown or black patches that eventually fall out to leave a ragged appearance, while flower buds can rot and shoots collapse. Prevent the spread of this disease by immediately cutting off any blighted leaves, putting them on a bonfire or in the dustbin to ensure the fungal spores are destroyed. Some gardeners like to go one step further and completely defoliate plants in early winter, leaving just the flower stems behind. Fresh leaves will appear in spring.


Tackle Weeds


Annual weeds are opportunistic little blighters that will quickly colonize bare soil when your back is turned. A cold snap helps to curb their germination and will even kill some weeds, but if the weather is mild, then they will pop up like crazy wherever there’s a gap, from beds to the tops of pots. It’s easy to turn a blind eye to them when they are small, but if you ignore weeds the problem will soon get out of hand. Rather than spending hours trying to get on top of an infestation, carry out a five-minute blitz once a week – you won’t get them all but it will help keep them under control. Most annual weeds are easy enough to tug up by hand, while a hoe is best for covering larger areas.




Trivia time


Looking like a cross between a dandelion and sunflower, Little Weed was one of the main characters in The Flowerpot Men, which first appeared on British TV in 1952. The show was rebooted in the early noughties as Bill and Ben and featured a host of new plant-based characters, including Thistle and a prickly bush called Rose.


Word buster: Tilth


Derived from an Old English word meaning ‘to work’, the word tilth is used to describe the surface of the soil that’s been cultivated. For example, a fine tilth is created by raking the soil until the texture resembles coarse breadcrumbs.









FIVE ANNOYING ANNUALS
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1 Annual nettle (Urtica urens) – sometimes called small stinging nettle; this forms a bushy plant up to 50cm (20in) tall and has an average of 1,000 seeds per plant. Remember to wear gloves when handling, to avoid being stung.
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2 Chickweed (Stellaria media) – a vigorous spreading plant forming a mat of small, bright green, oval leaves and tiny white flowers. An individual plant can give rise to 1,300 seeds. Its appearance is an indicator of good soil fertility.
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3 Groundsel (Senecio vulgaris) – a bushy plant up to 60cm (24in) in height, with long lobed leaves and small yellow flowers. It acts as a host to cineraria rust disease, which can spread to ornamental plants.
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4 Hairy bittercress (Cardamine hirsuta) – each seed pod on this rosette-forming plant is packed with about 20 seeds, which are fired up to 1m (3ft) in the air when you brush past them. An average plant can carry about 600 seeds.
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5 Sun spurge (Euphorbia helioscopia) – a compact plant topped with bright yellow flowers from mid-spring until late summer. A single plant is capable of producing 700 seeds that can remain viable for 20 years.









Order Seeds


When the weather is poor outside, nothing beats leafing through seed catalogues or scrolling through online lists and dreaming about what you’ll be sowing in a few weeks’ time. Alas, when faced with so many tempting edibles and flowers, it’s easy to get carried away and order far more than you’ll ever get round to sowing or actually have room for in your garden. The best approach is to make a long wish list, and then revisit it a day or two later, ruthlessly editing it down to something more realistic.


Feed Birds


Birds have a tough time over winter, especially during a prolonged cold snap or snowy weather. Do your bit to help them through tough times by ensuring they always have fresh water and by installing some feeders filled with high-energy food. Birds then stand a much better chance of making it through the next few months.


CHOOSING FEEDING DEVICES


A hanging bird table will be popular among shy species, although some birds prefer to dine from a ground feeding table. Suspend tubular feeders from the branches of a tree or mount them on a feeder pole set in a lawn or border. If squirrels are a problem, choose a feeder protected by a wire cage or baffle.


PICKING BIRD FOOD


There are numerous different seed mixes for feeders, some containing exotic fare like dried insects, raisins, oyster-shell grit, mung beans and suet pellets. But you don’t really need anything fancy. Kibbled peanuts or shelled sunflower hearts are ideal as they are oil- and fat-rich, providing birds with plenty of energy.




Word buster: Fasciation


A genetic mutation of the growing tip of some plants that results in the production of flattened, elongated shoots and flowerheads. Despite being unsightly, fasciation is completely harmless and does not affect the vigour of plants. Forsythias, daphnes and delphiniums are all prone to this phenomenon.






WHERE TO PUT FEEDERS


Birds will only use feeders if they feel safe from predators, so put them in a spot where the birds have a clear view of the garden and can fly to cover if frightened. Ideally, place a feeder no more than 2.1m (7ft) away from a tree, shrub or hedge. Avoid putting feeders above dense shrubs, where cats can hide and mount surprise attacks.


DON’T FORGET THE WATER


Birds also need plenty of water for drinking and bathing. Keep birdbaths, dishes and hanging bowls topped up and knock out any ice that develops during a cold snap. Floating a table-tennis ball or twig on the surface helps as it will move about and prevent ice from forming.


Propagate Supermarket Herbs


Pick a well-filled pot of coriander (Coriandrum sativum), chives (Allium schoenoprasum), mint (Mentha), parsley (Petroselinum), basil (Ocimum) or similar clump-forming herb, then carefully divide the rootball into four smaller portions and replant each into a small pot. Water well and place in a light spot indoors. Don’t worry if the stems wilt to begin with – this is perfectly normal and the plant will soon perk up. Avoid picking any of the leaves until the plant shows signs of actively growing. Move the herbs into slightly larger pots when necessary and outdoors in the summer months.




Trivia time


The biggest seeds in the world belongs to coco-demer (Lodoicea maldivica), a palm indigenous to the Seychelles. They measure up to 50cm (20in) in length and weigh around 25kg (55lb). At the other end of the scale, the seeds of some tropical orchids weigh just 0.81 micrograms.









Nature’s Air Fresheners


Let’s face it, very few gardens smell good in winter. Damp air, soggy soil and decaying plant matter combine to make an unsavoury cocktail. Fortunately, there are loads of shrubs with scented flowers that will freshen the air and give you a good reason to go outside when the weather is cold.


FIVE GREAT FRAGRANT WINNERS


1 Christmas box (Sarcococca confusa) - produces clusters of heavily scented, spidery, white flowers and glossy black berries, displayed against dark, wavy, oval leaves.


2 Gold-edged winter daphne (Daphne odora ‘Aureomarginata’) - a compact variegated shrub with shoots that are topped with clusters of perfumed, pale pink flowers in January and February.


3 Hamamelis × intermedia ‘Orange Peel’ - the bare branches of this witch hazel are adorned with light orange flowers with a scent similar Seville orange marmalade.


4 Mahonia × media ‘Charity’ - sprays of sweetly scented, yellow flowers top tall stems clothed with glossy, prickly leaves from November to March.


5 Wintersweet (Chimonanthus praecox) - the bare branches of wintersweet bear masses of heavily scented, pendulous, pale yellow flowers from November to March.




APPLE WASSAILING


Apple wassailing is a curious custom that is believed to have started in the orchards of southwest England. Taking place on Twelfth Night (7 January), groups of men and boys would parade from orchard to orchard, where they would carry out a ritual aimed at encouraging trees to produce a good crop in autumn. They would hit trees with sticks to wake them up from winter dormancy and blow cow horns to scare evil spirits away, while chanting rhymes and guzzling cider. The word wassailing comes from the Saxon waes hael, meaning ‘be well’, and the tradition has been carried on for centuries, with its roots going back to pre-Christian times.





‘Stand fast root, bear well top.


Pray the God send us a howling good crop.


Every twig, apples big.


Every bough, apples now.’


19th-century wassailing rhyme






Create Hedges


A hedge makes a cracking physical boundary, but they are not just for defining our plots or hiding us from nosy neighbours. These essential garden features have a multitude of uses, from providing security to reducing noise from busy roads, and from acting as a windbreak to giving gardens their structure. Of course, hedges also possess the kind of looks that makes them an attractive addition in their own right.


FORMAL AND INFORMAL


Hedges basically fall into two camps based on their shape: formal and informal. Formal hedges are clipped tightly to provide a geometric look that suits a variety of garden styles, from contemporary to classic. They require regular cutting over summer. Informal hedges are not clipped hard, and they are left to produce flowers, fruit and berries. They suit a more relaxed style, such as a wildlife garden or traditional cottage garden. Informal hedges take up more space than formal ones.


FIVE GREAT PLANTS FOR AN INFORMAL HEDGE


1 golden barberry (Berberis × stenophylla)


2 Escallonia rubra var. macrantha


3 Forsythia × intermedia ‘Lynwood Gold’


4 snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus var. laevigatus)


5 Weigela ‘Florida Variegata’


FIVE GREAT PLANTS FOR A FORMAL HEDGE


1 cherry laurel (Prunus laurocerasus)


2 copper beech (Fagus sylvatica Atropurpurea Group)


3 Lawson’s cypress (Chamaecyparis lawsoniana)


4 Portuguese laurel (Prunus lusitanica)


5 common yew (Taxus baccata)




DID YOU KNOW?


Towering above a stretch of the A93 in Highland Perthshire is the largest hedge on the planet – a 20m (60ft)-high and 0.5km (0.3-mile) long bulwark that was planted in 1745 by Jean Mercer and her husband, Robert Murray Nairne. Given its proportions, it’s no surprise that the Meikleour beech hedge holds the records for tallest in the world and longest in Britain.











HOW TO PLANT A HEDGE


1 Prepare the ground well. Remove weeds and dig over the soil, working in some organic matter.


2 If you are planning on planting an internal hedge in a lawn, strip away a 90cm (36in)-wide band of grass, with a spade.


3 A single row of plants is suitable for most hedges, but a double row (two single rows in parallel) will make it more animal-proof. Allow 45cm (18in) between rows, and stagger plants along each, rather than planting them directly opposite.


4 Mark out the course of a hedge with a bricklayer’s line and lay out plants, 30–60cm (12–24in) apart, depending on the variety. Make individual planting holes, or dig a straight-sided trench 60cm (24in) wide and 43cm (17in) deep.


5 Place the plants in the holes or trench, making sure bare-root ones are at the same level as they were growing previously. Replace the soil and gently firm into place with your heel.


6 Give the plants a good soaking and finish by spreading a 7.5cm (3in) layer of mulch around them to lock in moisture and to prevent weeds germinating.




[image: Illustration]


Stagger plants between rows when creating a double row hedge.












BARE-ROOT OR CONTAINER-GROWN PLANTS?


You can create a hedge from bare-root or container-grown plants. Bare-root plants are much cheaper than their container-grown counterparts, making them more cost-effective when establishing a long hedge; they are available from late autumn until early spring, when bare-root plants are dormant. Deciduous hedging subjects such as beech (Fagus), hawthorn (Crataegus) and hornbeam (Carpinus), are commonly offered as bare roots, while evergreen ones like elaeagnus, cherry laurel (Prunus laurocerasus), Portuguese laurel (P. lusitanica) and privet (Ligustrum) are usually sold in containers.


WILDLIFE HEDGE


A wildlife hedge is an informal one that includes trees and shrubs with berries, flowers, fruits and nuts, which will attract beneficial creatures. It is typically composed of 60–70 per cent hawthorn (Crataegus) with four or five other genera. Plants to consider include field maple (Acer campestre), hazel (Corylus), spindle (Euonymus), blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) and crab apple (Malus). Once established, train native climbers into the hedge and underplant with wild flowers.




Trivia time


The first real gardening book to be published in England was the rather snappily titled A most briefe and pleasaunte treatise teachyng how to dresse, sowe and set a garden. Written by Thomas Hill and running to just 42 pages, it was published in about 1558.







DID YOU KNOW?


Allotment plots are traditionally quoted in rods, a unit of measurement that dates back to Anglo-Saxon times and is named after a long wooden stick that was used by farmers to guide their oxen. The length of a rod varied until it was standardized in the 17th century at just over 5m (16ft). A full-size plot is usually ten square rods, roughly 250 square metres, the equivalent of a tennis court. Due to high demand, most allotment societies now provide plots that measure five square rods.









Check Your Spade


During the growing season, spades are used on a regular basis, often without getting any maintenance to keep them in good working order. Lack of upkeep will almost certainly reduce their effective life, so spend a few minutes giving yours an overhaul. If wooden handles have started to split, rub with fine sandpaper until smooth and then protect the wood by treating it with linseed or walnut oil. Spread a small amount of oil on a cloth and work it into the grain with a circular motion. Wipe down, to remove any excess oil. Over time, cutting edges can become blunt, making it hard to slice through heavy soil, so restore the edge with a flat engineer’s file. Prevent a build-up of rust and stop mud sticking to the surface by wiping with oil.


Pest and Disease Watch: Scale Insects



Limpet-like scale insects are a problem on houseplants and on some outdoor plants, sucking sap and excreting a sticky substance called honeydew that provides a surface for sooty moulds to grow on. These pests are generally found on stems and underneath leaves. If spotted early enough, the odd insect can be rubbed off by hand, but larger infestations will need to be controlled with organic sprays or biological control nematodes.
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There are many different types of sap-sucking scale insects, which can be found on a wide range of indoor and outdoor plants.











PROJECT: Make a Simple Garden Path


Paths are more than just functional devices to get us from A to B. They can be used to direct movement, lead the eye to a focal point or to delineate a space into different areas. A path allows access to the garden in poor weather and lets you get close to plants. Some require the expertise of a qualified specialist but paths with loose fillings are quick and easy to create.


YOU WILL NEED


° sand


° spade


° edging (bricks, rope-top tiles or flexible steel strips)


° landscape fabric


° tent pegs


° gravel, slate, shingle or bark


° rake


HOW TO DO IT


1 Mark out the route of the path using dry sand – paths should be at least 60cm (24in) wide for wheelbarrows.


2 Dig out the path to 5cm (2in) deep. Roughly flatten and compact it by walking over the dug area.


3 Put edging in place. Upended bricks or rope-top tiles are easily fixed on a bed of mortar.


4 Lay landscape fabric along the path recess and hold in place with tent pegs.


5 Cover the landscape fabric with a 5cm (2in) layer of your chosen material. Don’t make it any deeper or you’ll sink into the surface. Rake to level.









De-ice Ponds


Sub-zero temperatures lead to ponds freezing over, and if you have fish or aquatic wildlife, you’ll need to take steps to allow them to breathe. One way to ensure there’s an ice-free hole is to float a plastic ball on the surface. The ice will freeze around it but the space underneath will remain clear. Another way is to boil a pan of water and then place it on the ice. Depending on the thickness of the ice, you may have to repeat the process several times until a hole has melted through.
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Fish and amphibious wildlife are at risk if ponds freeze over in winter. Allow noxious gases to escape and oxygen to enter by keeping a patch ice-free.










February


Snow, sleet, rain, frost and gusty blasts are all too common in late winter, so make the most of any dry sunny days to carry out a spot of gardening – remember to wrap up warm as the weather can be perishingly cold. The good news is that winter is loosening its grip. Early flowering bulbs are starting to add a splash of colour to the monochrome scene, perennials are poking their noses above the ground, and buds are starting to swell on trees and shrubs. At last! Spring is just around the corner.
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‘He comes, – he comes, – the frost spirit comes, you may trace his footsteps now,


On the naked woods and the blasted fields and the brown hill’s withered brow.


He has smitten the leaves of the grey old trees where their pleasant green came forth,


And the winds, which follow wherever he goes, have shaken them down to earth.’


(J G Whittier, The Frost Spirit)




THE MONTH AT A GLANCE


° Brush off snow from plants.


° Deadhead winter bedding plants.


° Prune dogwoods (Cornus) and other shrubs grown for their winter stems (see Pruning for Winter Stems).


° Check tree ties and tighten any that have loosened in windy weather.


° Prune summer-flowering, deciduous shrubs (see When to Prune Shrubs).


° Plant begonia tubers indoors (see Start Begonia Tubers).


° Buy and plant snowdrops (Galanthus) ‘in the green’.


° Plant lily bulbs in the ground or pots (see How to Grow Lilies).


° Chit seed potatoes indoors (see Time to Start Potatoes).


° Plant fig (Ficus) trees (see Plant a Fig Tree).


° Buy and plant shallot bulbs in the ground (see Grow Shallots).


° Plant Jerusalem artichoke tubers.


° Give summer- and autumn-flowering heathers a light trim.


° Mulch beds and borders (see Mulch Soil).


° Sweep up fallen leaves and flowers from greenhouse plants, to prevent the spread of fungal diseases.


° Cut back ornamental grasses.


° Rejuvenate soil compacted by winter wet by forking over.


° Put together a crop rotation plan (see Make a Crop Rotation Plan).


° Protect early flowers on fruit trees from frost with horticultural fleece.


° Take measures to prevent slugs and snails eating emerging shoots of perennials (see Stop Slugs Eating Hostas).









Plant Snowdrops ‘In the Green’


Pot-grown snowdrops (Galanthus) are widely available in late winter but they can be expensive, especially if you’re looking to create a bit of spectacle. If this is the case, it’s far more economical to snap up bare-root plants that are still actively growing or ‘in the green’. Choose a spot in dappled shade and improve the soil with leafmould or garden compost to ensure it doesn’t dry out in summer. Dig a small hole with a trowel and then place a plant in the centre. Backfill with soil, ensuring each bulb is the same depth as it was before being lifted from the ground – the point where the green leaves start to turn yellow should end up level with the soil surface. Rare snowdrops often sell for a lot of money. In 2015, a single bulb of Galanthus plicatus ‘Golden Fleece’ was bought on eBay for £1,390 (plus £4 for postage and packaging), making it the most expensive snowdrop in the world.


FIVE PARTS OF LONDON NAMED AFTER PLANTS


1 Gospel Oak


2 Nine Elms


3 Poplar


4 Primrose Hill


5 Shepherd’s Bush




A POTTED HISTORY OF SNOWDROPS


Common snowdrop (Galanthus nivalis) can be found growing wild across the UK but this ubiquitous flower is not a native to our shores. It comes from mainland Europe and is thought by some to have arrived with the Romans, although the first record of it growing wild in the countryside dates to 1778. The craze for snowdrops took off in the middle part of the 19th century. Soldiers returning from the Crimean War brought home bulbs of varieties indigenous to the Caucasus. Many more were introduced by plant hunters, and breeding work has led to a staggering number of different varieties.







Word buster: Galanthophile


Derived from the botanical name for snowdrop (Galanthus), a galanthophile is a snowdrop fanatic.
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Plant snowdrops ‘in the green’ by separating clumps into individual plants and setting each in a small hole. Bury up to the point on the stem and leaves where the white part turns green.









Start Begonia Tubers


Hybrid tuberous begonias (Begonia × tuberhybrida) are summer-flowering, tender perennials that are started from brown, flattened, disc-shaped tubers covered with a mass of hairy roots. Getting them going is easy.


Larger ones, 5cm (2in) or more in diameter, can be planted in containers, 10–12cm (4–5in) wide, of peat-free, multipurpose potting compost. Make sure the curved side is facing down and the hollow side up (tiny pink or white embryonic shoots might be visible). Twist the tuber into the compost until the top is just beneath the surface. Some gardeners leave tubers just proud of the surface, but this will reduce vigour as they have the ability to create roots across their entire exterior. Water and place pots inside a windowsill propagator to encourage rapid growth. In two or three weeks, sprouts should appear, and pots can be moved to a light spot out of direct sunlight. Try an east- or north-facing window ledge or set them back from a south-facing one. Water regularly to ensure healthy growth.


Start smaller tubers off in smaller pots or plant several in a seed tray – space them out evenly, making sure they are not touching to avoid rotting. Prise tubers out of the seed tray when the shoots are about 7.5cm (3in) tall and pot them up individually. Once fully grown, they can be planted directly into their final containers from the end of May onward.


Mulch Soil


Mulching is an odd-sounding term that essentially means covering the soil with a blanket of organic material such as composted bark, leafmould, well-rotted farmyard manure or garden compost. Apart from providing a dark foil that will set off shrubs, perennials and bulbs perfectly, mulch helps to provide nutrients to plants as it rots, locks in moisture and forms a barrier against weeds. The material will also insulate the roots of vulnerable plants from winter cold and protect them from extremes of heat in summer.


Before mulching, clear the site of weeds and water the soil if it is dry. Spread a 10cm (4in) layer of your chosen material across the whole area and rake to leave a level finish – wear gloves if you are handling manure or composted straw. Take care not to smother low-growing plants or to pile mulches up against the stems of woody plants. As a rule, it’s best to leave a gap around stems so that the mulch does not come into contact with the bark – this can lead to the bark softening and rotting at the base and leave plants more vulnerable to diseases.




Word buster: Mulch


It is thought that the word mulch comes from the Old English ‘melsc’, meaning soft.







[image: Illustration]


Wear gloves when handling mulches and spread them around plants using a fork or rake. Maintain a gap around the stems of trees and shrubs to prevent the material softening bark, potentially leading to rotting.









Prune Ornamental Grasses


Deciduous ornamental grasses will soon be pumping out lots of new growth, so prune plants while they are still largely dormant. Hold clumps of pennisetum, deschampsia, hakonechloa and similar deciduous grasses in one hand and cut back with secateurs to just above ground level, avoiding any emerging growth. Follow this by spreading a 7.5cm (3in) mulch of garden compost or similar around plants. Evergreen grasses don’t need such rough treatment. Put on a pair of gardening gloves and comb your hands through to remove any debris that’s trapped in the clumps and also snip off any damaged growth.


FIVE GREAT GRASSES


1 Deschampsia cespitosa ‘Goldtau’ - tufted hair grass boasts tall stems carrying feathery flowers above mounds of dark green leaves. H 90cm (36in).


2 Hakonechloa macra SUNFLARE - a lovely Japanese forest grass that forms a clump of vibrant yellow leaves with crimson highlights. H 45cm (18in).


3 Miscanthus sinensis ‘Ferner Osten’ - feathery red flowers are carried above robust clumps of green leaves that turn copper in autumn. H 2.1m (7ft).


4 Molinia caerulea subsp. caerulea ‘Variegata’ - a showy grass producing feathery flowers above tufts of cream and green leaves. H 1.2m (4ft).


5 Panicum virgatum ‘Heavy Metal’ - bolt upright clumps of metallic-blue foliage are topped by a haze of purplish flowers in autumn. H 1.2–1.5m (4–5ft).




WHAT PRUNING TOOLS DO I NEED?


Before pruning anything in the garden, make sure you’ve got the right tools for the job. A pair of secateurs are great for cutting shoots up to pencil thickness, while loppers are useful for shoots that are slightly thicker or harder to reach. If you have lots of tall trees or shrubs in your garden, it may also be worth buying a pair of telescopic, long-reach pruners. A handheld pruning saw or traditional bow saw will make light work of much chunkier branches.





‘A weed is just a flower growing in the wrong place.’


George Washington Carver






When to Prune Shrubs


Deciduous shrubs flowering from mid-summer onward produce blooms on new shoots borne in spring and are best pruned in late winter. Those that flower in spring and early summer tend to bloom on wood generated the previous year; prune these soon after flowering, to avoid removing sleeping buds. Wait until April or May to tackle evergreen shrubs. This will ensure that any sappy tender growth stimulated by pruning is not damaged by late frosts.


PRUNING FOR WINTER STEMS


Dogwoods (Cornus), willows (Salix) and ornamental brambles (Rubus) are prized for their vibrant naked winter stems. In the past, gardeners were advised to cut these shrubs back hard in early spring, to leave a low stubby framework – a flush of fresh stems would then appear from the base. However, it’s thought this method weakens plants over time, so simply remove one-third of the older stems. You will still get plenty of zingy young shoots but will have a larger plant that will make more impact.




GENERAL RULES OF SHRUB PRUNING


° Aim to end up with a shrub that possesses an open, vase-like shape, slenderer at the bottom than at the top.


° Start by removing the three Ds: dead, diseased or damaged growth. This will improve the looks of the shrub and will prevent infection spreading to healthy parts of the plant.


° Snip off thin wispy shoots, trim back wayward branches and cut out any crossing shoots. Then take out a few of the older stems from the centre to improve air and light flow.


° Always prune to an outward-facing bud. Use a 45-degree cut, slanted away from the bud.


[image: Illustration]









How to Grow Lilies


Lilies (Lilium) are a versatile tribe that can be grown in beds, borders and containers, and boast flowers in a range of shapes, colours and sizes – many infused with a potent perfume. Easy to look after, lilies will come back year after year with very little fuss. Young plants in pots are readily available in mid- to late spring but you’ll have a bigger choice by starting plants from bulbs.


WHERE TO GROW


Lilies are happy in sun or partial shade, and are not particularly fussy about soil as long as it’s fairly fertile and free-draining. Taller varieties are ideal set against walls or fences, or planted at the back of borders, while shorter forms can be used to punctuate beds and borders. Taller forms, in particular, prefer a sheltered spot.


PLANTING BULBS IN THE GROUND


Set bulbs in holes three times their length – if you have clay soil, sprinkle some horticultural grit in the bottom to improve drainage and prevent the bulbs from rotting. For maximum impact, plant bulbs in groups of three to five, giving them plenty of room to grow by spacing them 20cm (8in) apart.


GROWING IN POTS


Lilies look particularly good in long-Tom terra-cotta pots, which have a tall, narrow shape that accentuates the form of the flower, and are heavy enough to avoid being blown over by wind. Cover drainage holes with bits of broken pot to prevent them from getting clogged up, and then half fill with compost – use John Innes No 2 or a specialist bulb planting compost. Arrange three to five bulbs on top before covering with compost, so the bulbs are 10cm (4in) below the surface. Water well.
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