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Introduction


Climate change is beginning to have an impact on many areas of our lives, with gardeners among the ‘first responders’ to its effects. Rainfall seems to be ever more unpredictable, winters generally milder and wetter, with summers seemingly drier and hotter. Drought or dry conditions are of course nothing new, with many gardeners experienced in fighting the conditions, battling with watering can and garden hose to succeed with the lush, leafy moisture-loving plants we often crave. Adding shelter to exposed sites and incorporating moisture retaining organic matter to soil can certainly help, but increasingly it’s a never-ending battle that comes with financial and environmental costs.


Rather than fighting with garden conditions and a changing climate, gardeners should now consider adapting their plant choices, seeking out plants hailing from drier, warmer climates such as the Mediterranean, South America and Australia. This has been done before; in the 1960s Essex plantswoman Beth Chatto, helped by her ecologist husband Andrew, developed a beautiful experimental garden in one of the driest parts of the UK. Plants the couple suspected would thrive due to their wild origins were chosen, and through trial-and-error Beth helped change the way people look at dry gardens and what they chose to plant through her ‘right plant, right place’ ethos. Dry gardens are now a popular way of dealing with conditions once considered difficult. At the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, areas such as the Mediterranean Garden and the Duke’s Garden beside Cambridge Cottage are filled with water-wise ideas and a wealth of drought-tolerant plants to inspire visitors.


Even in places where droughts have long been part of life, such as in Australia and South America, interest in often native plants that stand conditions better than introduced moisture-lovers is on the rise. In more temperate climates, part of the appeal of gardening with dry conditions rather than against them is that many great drought-resistant species make spectacular, easy garden plants. There is also a vast range to choose from, taken from the world’s naturally dry environments, be they shimmering multi-hued Cistus from the Mediterranean, spectacular Romneya with huge poppy-like flowers from California, winter flowering Acacia from Australia, vibrant Leonotis from southern Africa or succulent Agave and of course cacti from the Americas. Some of these plants are hardy and stand cold temperate winters – especially when dry – others tolerate just a little cold, while the rest need to spend winter frost-free. Many thrive at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew helped by our drier, warmer summers, and these collections of plants are now helping scientists understand adaptations that make plants drought tolerant.


With a changing climate, rainfall is becoming ever more unpredictable and often a resource too precious to lavish on ill-chosen planting; even those long-popular garden plants that once flourished can, without attention, now often struggle. It is time for us to look carefully at what we grow and open our minds to the possibilities a drier climate can provide. The plants adapted long ago, and so now must we.










Silver wattle


Acacia dealbata


A native of South Eastern Australia and Tasmania, this fast-growing and spectacular evergreen tree is popular in mild, temperate districts for its impressive scented yellow winter flowers and delicate sea-green foliage. It tolerates light frosts and stands drought well once established.
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Silver wattle (Acacia dealbata) from The Garden, 1892.














The dazzling golden clouds of flowers produced by this Australian tree can make a remarkable and uplifting sight on dull winter days, transporting fortunate passers-by to the French Riviera on sight and attracting any pollinating bees brave enough to venture out. In cool climates it is a good tree for coastal or urban areas, where long, hard winters are rare; many a London street is enlivened by these arresting and seemingly unseasonal displays in January and February, flowers often covering the entire tree.


Wattles are members of the pea family (Fabaceae); this species – one of the hardiest, surviving temperatures around -5°C – is native to South Eastern Australia. The compact and hardier A. dealbata subsp. subalpina grows at altitude in the Snowy Mountains of southern New South Wales. Silver wattle is a pioneer species – one of the first plants to recolonize areas of bush after wildfires as a result of its quick-growing habit. It is not long-lived, and plants seldom exceed 30–40 years. It was introduced to the UK in 1820 and was grown initially under glass; in southern Europe – especially the south of France – it became popular and still is grown as a cut flower. Although beautiful, it has become a menace in some areas, escaping into the wild where it can form large expanses of woodland; in parts of the Mediterranean and countries such as South Africa and New Zealand, it is classed as an invasive species.


Silver wattle (also known as blue wattle or mimosa) makes a rewarding garden plant for cooler areas, as it develops remarkably quickly when happy, making a single or multi-stemmed tree, with smooth grey bark. Initially plants are upright and slender but with age become spreading, forming a tree with a rounded crown to around 25m, often wider than tall. The bipinnate evergreen foliage is appealing – young shoots protected by silvery hairs, leaves 12–15cm long and composed of tiny individual leaflets, fern-like and silvery-green in hue. Flowers begin to develop late in the previous summer at the tips of new shoots, most profusely during a hot, sunny season. The tiny individual blooms composed mostly of stamens are held in ball-like heads, which are in turn carried in panicles up to 12cm long. They may be followed by flat silvery seed pods.


Plant silver wattle in full sun, somewhere with space; by a south-facing wall is good but at least 2m away. Soil needs to be well drained. Poor sandy or stony soil, acid or alkaline, will suit it, but this tree does not like shallow chalk. Choose a place sheltered from the wind: its evergreen crown means the tree is easily damaged by winter gales; young trees should be supported by a tree stake until established. The selection ‘Gaulois Astier’ is sometimes available and said to be a more compact plant, but if your wattle gets too big, it is possible to prune after flowering in spring – any later and you’ll lose next year’s flowers. Ferocious winters can kill plants or knock them back to the trunk – shoots may appear or sometimes suckers sprout from the roots to regenerate. It’s always worth cutting some branches just as the tree starts to flower and bringing them inside; they last well in water and scent the house beautifully. The roots of this tree can be fairly shallow, so planting beneath may be challenging – although helpfully the tree’s crown generally casts only light shade; choose drought-tolerant plants such Euphorbia characias, Vinca difformis, Geranium endressii and Cyclamen hederifolium, as well as spring bulbs. Nearby, out in the sun, plants such as lavenders, Cistus and Melaleuca all associate well.






[image: illustration]




Silver wattle (Acacia dealbata) from Floral Cabinet and Magazine of Exotic Botany by George Beauchamp Knowles and Frederic Westcott, 1840.














OTHER ACACIA TO TRY


•   Acacia baileyana (Cootamundra wattle) needs a sheltered place, where it will make a small rounded evergreen tree to 6m, flowering in early spring, yellow blooms held in short racemes. The selection ‘Purpurea’ has remarkable purple-blue foliage. Keep above -5°C.


•   Acacia pravissima (Oven’s wattle) is a great choice for a sunny wall. It is quite different in appearance from A. dealbata with arching branches and small triangular blue-green leaf-like phyllodes (winged leaf stalks). Clusters of showy yellow flowers appear in spring.










Bear’s breeches


Acanthus mollis


Forming ground-covering mounds of lush, glossy rich green, often deeply lobed foliage, this hardy perennial has long been admired for its handsome appearance, especially in summer when impressive spires of white and purple-pink flowers arise, often attracting bumblebees.
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Bear’s breeches (Acanthus mollis) from The New Botanic Garden by Sydenham Teast Edwards, 1812.














Few plants deserve the description ‘architectural’ better than this bold, long-cultivated perennial; it was probably enjoyed in ancient Greek and Roman gardens and it is the stylized foliage of this noble plant which famously adorns the capitals of Corinthian columns, employed widely in classical architecture and furniture for centuries. It is certainly a plant with impact; well grown, it can be impressive for much of the year, initially due to that fabulous foliage, then later in summer with its terrific spikes of white and purple flowers.


Native to countries bordering the Mediterranean, it is well adapted to dry conditions, with fleshy, tuberous roots that spread strongly below ground, forming rafts of growth and offering, in gardens, first-rate ground cover. In the wild it grows in woods and rocky areas, usually in some shade. In some warmer countries such as South Africa and New Zealand, its spreading habit is problematic and invasive. In gardens it is usually pretty easily controlled.


Plants in cultivation vary. The most impressive are often described horticulturally as A. mollis (Latifolius Group): these are examples with the largest and broadest leaves, to around 1m or more long, with shallow lobes. In spring this fresh new growth uncoils from the ground – bright green, smooth and wonderfully glossy, with a shine like patent leather. Frost may occasionally cause damage, but such is the plant’s vigour that burned leaves are soon masked by lavish rosettes of soft, arching leaves forming mounds of growth often to 3m across. Then in summer, flowering stems arise. These are slightly prickly to the touch and most numerous following a previously warm season. They reach around 1m or more tall and create an impressive display. Individual flowers are white or pink-tinged, each with contrasting, usually purple-pink hood-like bracts and well-spaced up the spike, opening from the bottom upwards. The flowers are usually well attended by bumblebees and, after flowering, rounded capsules containing the seeds form in the spikes if they are allowed to remain in place. The purple bracts are responsible for this plant’s common name; they are said to resemble a bear’s claw.


By late summer, especially in a hot very dry year, plants can start to look messy, the leaves limp and damaged by slugs and snails – and, occasionally, powdery mildew can strike plants. It is best in these circumstances to crop off the worst foliage – fresh leaves will arise in the cooler, moist conditions of autumn and may stay looking good until the first hard ground frosts; in mild city gardens, plants often prove virtually evergreen.


When planting Acanthus mollis, choose ideally a warm, sunny place, although it stands light shade and will even grow in north-facing borders. It is not too fussy about soil as long as well drained, and when established will be a long-lasting garden plant which will need little attention for years, although a spring mulch of garden compost will help keep the plant in good growth. This perennial usually looks best with plenty of space – the corner of a large herbaceous border, in a gravel garden or at the sunny edge of a woodland border. It looks super beside stone or brickwork or around the base of statuary for a classic look. Teaming with other plants is tricky because the running roots and lavish foliage usually outcompete neighbours, but it looks great as a contrast to spiky Yucca gloriosa or seen with other bold foliage such as that of palm Chamaerops humilis. It also grows freely from bits of root left in the ground after division or removal of unwanted runners, so bear this in mind if clearing it from a border.






[image: illustration]




Bear’s breeches (Acanthus mollis) from Figures of the Most Beautiful, Useful, and Uncommon Plants Described in the Gardeners Dictionary by Philip Miller and Georg Dionysius Ehret, 1755.















OTHER ACANTHUS TO TRY



•   Acanthus mollis ‘Hollard’s Gold’ is a superb selection which has startling glossy buttercup-yellow foliage in spring and again in autumn, ageing to Chartreuse-green and darker as the season progresses. It is rather less vigorous and looks remarkable beside purple tulips.


•   A. mollis (Latifolius Group) ‘Rue Ledan’ has rather different flowers – the purple-pink bracts in this case replaced with green, giving the plant a rather silvery look when in flower.


•   A. spinosus is in some ways even more appealing with deeply cut, surprisingly spiny, dark-green white-veined foliage to around 60cm long. The flowers are similar to A. mollis and appear after a hot summer.










Bell African lily


Agapanthus campanulatus


Among the most beautiful of perennials, Agapanthus thrive best in hot, sunny summers when they can provide a sensational display, producing rounded heads of blooms, in blue or white, held high above foliage. They make great plants for containers too.
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Bell African lily (Agapanthus campanulatus) illustrated by Malcolm English, 2024.














With a succession of impressive rounded heads, composed of masses of usually blue or white bell-shaped flowers, sun-loving Agapanthus are terrific in summer. The recent rise of these perennials as popular garden plants in temperate regions is due to two factors: hotter, drier summers, which mean quite tender selections can now be relied upon to perform well, and breeding work, which has delivered superb plants with long flowering seasons, bigger flower heads and a broader range of colours to choose from, not only traditional white or blue, but also bicolours, mauves and purples.


Despite these excitements, Agapanthus campanulatus remains among the most dependable for temperate gardens, introduced to the UK around 1870. It is deciduous (some more evergreen kinds are tender) and regarded as one of the hardiest, standing winter temperatures of -10°C. The species is native to the Drakensberg Mountains in eastern South Africa, where it grows in grassland and rocky valleys. It is a clump-forming plant, with dark green, strap-shaped leaves to 40cm long, emerging from a fleshy, slowly spreading rhizome which helps it resist dry periods, notably when dormant in winter. Individual flowers are bell-shaped and up to 3cm long, arranged in flat-topped heads composed of dozens of blooms, lasting weeks in beauty, held atop stout stems to around 1m.


In the garden it is easy-going in the right conditions – sun is the key requirement in temperate areas, so choose as bright a place as possible. Plants revel in the reflected heat of a sunny wall if planted nearby, and ensure any neighbouring plants do not cast shade on your plant. Agapanthus generally are drought-tolerant, and more likely to make it through exceptionally long, dry summers than many other popular perennials. Flowering performance in the driest seasons will, however, be reduced unless some water can be provided, especially for plants in containers. Although generally needing dry conditions, when dormant in winter, A. campanulatus will tolerate some wet weather as long as the soil is free draining.


Agapanthus make great choices for the front of borders – foliage is low while the flower heads are carried on slender stems, allowing views through to other plants. They can be ideal for gravel gardens where the plant’s elegant overall form is easily admired; smaller selections thrive on rock gardens. Plants flourish on sunny slopes, banks and wall tops where they enjoy excellent drainage. Bumblebees are frequent visitors. You can cut the flowers – they last several weeks in a vase.


In especially cold or waterlogged locations, Agapanthus are best kept in containers and can look superb, flowering freely. This is also a good way to keep more tender evergreen ones; you can tuck them into a greenhouse or cold frame over winter. Hardier deciduous kinds are fine in a shed or even by a sheltered house wall. You’ll need to feed potted plants regularly.


Planting partners need consideration – it is important not to let Agapanthus become crowded out by neighbours. Slender ornamental grasses such as Stipa tenuissima and bulbous plants, particularly Crocosmia, seem to do well beside them, while Erigeron karvinskianus (Mexican fleabane) makes super underplanting. Planted nearby, Salvia, Nepeta, Lavandula and late daisies such as Rudbeckia can all make great choices.


After flowering, allow A. campanulatus foliage to yellow – you can let the faded flower heads stand through winter because they can look attractive dusted with frost, and allowing seeds to fall can result in occasional seedlings popping up. Apply a mulch of garden compost over the plant’s crown to protect from winter cold – this will help feed plants too.
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Blue lily (Agapanthus praecox) from Edwards’s Botanical Register, 1843.














OTHER AGAPANTHUS TO TRY


•   A. ‘Alan Street’ produces intense dark violet-purple flowers held atop 1m tall stems. Deciduous and hardy to -10°C.


•   A. inapertus proves distinctive, its nodding, tubular blue flowers hanging in small heads from tall 1.4m stems. Deciduous and hardy to -10°C.


•   A. Twister (‘Ambic001’) has large heads of pure white flowers with a blue throat creating a bicoloured effect. Semi-evergreen, hardy to -10°C.


•   A. Poppin’ Purple (‘MP003’) has large heads of violet-purple flowers. It is evergreen and hardy to -5°C, so best for a pot with winter protection.


•   A. ‘Windsor Grey’ has flowers of pale grey-blue held on 1m stems. Deciduous and hardy to -10°C.


•   A. praecox is a variable evergreen species to 1m, and a parent of many cultivars. Hardy to -5c.










Century plant


Agave americana


Forming impressive rosettes of spine-tipped succulent leaves, this drought-proof plant makes a great feature in a container, dry garden or bedded out for summer; some hardier species can be kept outdoors for year-round effect even in frost-prone gardens.






[image: illustration]




Century plant (Agave americana) from The Botanist’s Repository for New and Rare Plants by Henry Charles Andrews, 1816.














It is hard to think of a plant more obviously adapted for surviving drought than Agave; a genus of around 270 species of usually boldly succulent, rosette-forming, monocarpic (one-time flowering) slow-growing perennials, with fleshy, often spine-tipped and edged leaves. These arresting plants are native to arid parts of the New World – North America, Mexico and the Caribbean – but some, particularly impressive A. americana are widely cultivated in dry regions worldwide, and can be found naturalized in, for example, many Mediterranean countries. Some species are of economic importance: A. azul (blue agave) is used to make tequila and is the main source of agave nectar; the foliage of A. sisalana contains fibres used to make sisal. Many, though, are grown for their ornamental qualities, both in gardens and under glass. Most are tender in temperate climes and often bedded out in summer, only to return to greenhouses for a frost-free winter; a few species have proved hardy in recent years, however, especially in mild coastal or city gardens.


Introduced to Europe from tropical America in the sixteenth century, A. americana is probably the best-known in cultivation. Its common name, century plant, derives from the mistaken belief that plants take 100 years to produce flowers. Certainly, it can prove slow-growing, especially in poor conditions, but generally plants flower after 10–12 years, and usually before they reach the ripe old age of 30; other species may take 60 years to produce a flowering spike. The flowering of A. americana is distinctly spectacular, the plant producing a branched, tree-like stem to 8m tall from the centre of its rosette. Side branches bear thousands of tubular yellow flowers in brush-like heads. After flowering, the main rosette of the plant dies, but not before dozens of offsets have formed around the base. Some species even produce young plantlets on the flowering spike – a belt and braces way of ensuring the plant endures.


While this species can flower in the mildest temperate gardens, it is usually kept for its architectural form; it certainly shrugs off drought with little consequence, surviving if need be with next to no water all summer. The thick, blue-green leaves make handsome rosettes; there are several frequently grown variegated selections that are even more ornamental, such as ‘Marginata’ with gold-edged leaves or ‘Mediopicta Alba’ with a broad white stripe down the centre of each leaf. While the spines on the serrated leaf edges are sharp enough, the terminal needle at the end of each leaf is vicious; it is a wise precaution to cut the tip off with secateurs.


Usually, plants are kept in containers and displayed alongside other succulents, such as Aloe or various cacti. Alternatively, they can be bedded out in the hottest, sunniest places in the garden during summer, then moved into frost-free accommodation for winter – young plants will fit on a windowsill, but larger potted plants need dragging into a glasshouse or conservatory before wet, cold conditions strike. In fact, this plant can briefly tolerate temperatures of -5°C if grown in sharply drained soil – perhaps in a raised bed or rock garden filled with almost pure gravel, or perhaps on a hot, dry bank. Plants must stay dry in winter; moisture will rot the plant in low temperatures, so overhead protection is needed. The best plan is to remove and grow on offsets as they appear and experiment with planting these outdoors, while keeping the parent plant in a pot; other species, however, are hardier and may be more suited to year-round outside cultivation.
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Century plant (Agave americana) from Revue horticole, 1862.















OTHER AGAVE TO TRY



•   Agave attenuata (foxtail agave) is a most handsome species with smooth blue leaves, suited to growing in a pot. As it is spineless, handling is easy. The cylindrical, arching flower spike is spectacular too. Keep frost-free; stands light shade.


•   A. montana (mountain agave) is one of the hardiest and a handsome plant. It comes from high-altitude pine forest in Mexico and forms a star-shaped rosette of fiercely toothed grey-green leaves, each with a rapier-like red-tinted terminal spine. It stands some winter wet and temperatures below -5°C when mature. It does not bear offsets.


•   A. parryi (Parry’s agave) is another to try outdoors – smaller than A. americana, it has handsome silver-blue leaves and black spines forming a rounded rosette. It freely produces offsets and these are worth experimenting with around the garden, plants standing -5°C and tolerating some winter wet.
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