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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Filling a house and/or garden full of plants that you have grown yourself is one of the most rewarding things you can do in the world of gardening. It is incredibly satisfying to nurture a new plant from its conception to maturity. Yet any cursory glance online or at a garden centre will confirm that new plants can be costly. So here is the solution: How to Grow Plants for Free shows you how to grow, nurture and enjoy plants that have cost you next to nothing.


Of course, it’s not just about saving money. It’s also about conserving varieties in your garden that might not be available commercially anymore. Knowing how to collect seeds and take cuttings will help keep the variety alive.


Once you have gained the knowledge and skills to propagate plants, you can choose whatever plants you fancy, be it garden-centre varieties or those found in the local countryside. Your friends’ and family’s gardens will become your ‘free shop’, where you can pick and choose favourites to grace your own garden.


A word of warning, though. The thrill, delight and anticipation of starting to grow your own plants for free can become addictive. Windowsills, coffee tables, porches and any other surfaces may overflow with seed trays, cuttings and propagators. Outside, pots, containers and flowerbeds will be bursting with beautiful free plants. You may want to share this possible surplus, through gifts, selling or swapping. And joining a gardening club or allotment could open up a whole new network, or even new friendships.


This book explains everything there is to know about how to propagate a plant for free, from how to collect and sow seed, to how to divide up roots and split plants up into yet more horticultural freebies. There is guidance on taking hardwood, softwood, leaf and root cuttings, along with plant profiles dotted throughout, featuring beautiful, individual plants that are easy to propagate from.


No longer will you find yourself gazing at other people’s flourishing plants, wondering how to get your hands on something similar. With a bit of knowledge and patience, and a plant- or land-owner’s permission, almost all the plants you see can be yours.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Whether it’s with seeds, cuttings or by division, this book will show you everything you need to know about filling your garden full of beautiful, free plants.
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CHAPTER 1


Introduces the science behind propagation, with tips on observing and helping out our natural environment. Includes a list of tools and equipment, as well as information on compost types. Explains the best places to grow your plants, including step-by-step guides to using recycled materials for propagators and pots.
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CHAPTER 2


Looks at how to divide plants – possibly the easiest way to propagate. Explains the different methods to split plants and create lots of free ones to either replant or give away.


[image: illustration]


CHAPTER 3


A primer on the magic of growing from seed, with information on how to harvest and store seeds, as well as different techniques of sowing and growing them.


[image: illustration]


CHAPTER 4


Cuttings can get you the exact copy of your favourite plants. Includes information on stem cuttings: hardwood, semi-ripe and softwood; as well as steps on how to take leaf and root cuttings.
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CHAPTER 5


Shows how to grow your favourite houseplants so that you never run out of exciting interior floral or foliage displays. Explains how to propagate using leaf cuttings, stem cuttings in water, offshoots and much more.
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CHAPTER 6


Gives the lowdown on growing free plants from the huge range found on supermarket shelves, from sprouting vegetable scraps to growing seeds from melons and apple pips.


PLANT PROFILES


In Chapters 2 to 6, individual plant profiles offer ideas and inspiration, including different varieties to choose to propagate, with notes on how to care for them once they are growing and how to harvest any fruits of your labour.


At the back you will find a botanical glossary illustrating the various plant parts and the different ways they can grow. This is useful to know when looking to propagate from them. There is also a standard glossary explaining some of the terminology used in the world of gardening.
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CHAPTER 1


GETTING STARTED


The world of plant propagation is a fascinating one. There are lots of exciting techniques to learn and, once mastered, you will be able to produce as many free plants as you have room for.


How to Grow Plants for Free is a gentle introduction to the basics of plant propagation, starting with how plants grow from seeds and cuttings, both in the wild and with a gardener’s help. From there, we look at how plants pollinate through to what they need to flourish, from using nature as a template to choosing compost and soil types. There’s a handy list of inexpensive or freely available equipment as well as information on finding – and even making – the perfect plant home, be it a greenhouse, cold frame or simple pots.


Be sure to also check the illustrated glossary at the back of the book, which explains some of the terminology you may come across when propagating plants, showing the various parts of a plant essential for successfully growing new ones.


This chapter is the beginning of your exciting journey into the world of plant propagation and discovering how to produce plants for free.
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MAKING BABY PLANTS


There are plenty of occasions outside where you will see plants doing it for themselves without any intervention from us. In fact, being able to propagate plants successfully depends not only on understanding a plant’s life cycle but also on closely observing how they reproduce in nature. The two most common techniques of reproducing a plant is sexually, with seed, or vegetatively, with cuttings. In most instances, this is by pollination, which produces seeds, and we will start there.


POLLINATION


For a seed to germinate, a female flower needs to receive pollen and be fertilised. Pollen, a fine powdery substance, is produced in sacs inside the male parts of a flower known as the anthers. Together with the filament, this part of the male flower is known as the stamen.


Although some plants are self-fertile, producing seed themselves without the assistance of other nearby plants, most need pollen from the anthers of another plant, often spread by an insect such as a bee or beetle entering the flower, brushing against the anthers as it forages for pollen and nectar, then knocking pollen onto another plant’s female reproductive organs, known as the stigma.


The stigma, style and ovary are collectively known as the carpel and are the female part of the flower. When the pollen is transferred to the stigma and moves down the style and into the ovary, the seed becomes fertile and therefore ripe for reproduction.


The male and female parts of a typical flower are surrounded by petals.


The sepal is also part of the flower and is usually found at the base. Its role is to protect the flower bud as it emerges and then support the petals.




A helping hand


Encourage bees and other insects into the garden to pollinate flowers and produce seeds.
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For more information on botanical terms and plant anatomy, see here.











FLOWER ATTRACTION



Plants have a few ingenious methods of attracting pollinators to help them with the transfer of pollen from the male to the female flower. The obvious one is to produce nectar that insects are drawn to and feed on. Some plants use bright colours to attract attention whilst others use a scent. Scents are not always sweet, either. The Titan arum (Amorphophallus titanum), or corpse flower, uses the aroma of rotting meat to attract flies. Some plants such as night-scented jasmine (Cestrum nocturnum) and evening primrose (Oenothera biennis) release their scent at night to attract moths as pollinators.
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Using colour


To ensure seed ripens in the garden it is good to attract as many pollinators as possible. One of the ways this can be done is to have a range of different-coloured flowers. For example, bees are particularly attracted to violet–blue, because this can indicate high levels of nectar. Butterflies, on the other hand, prefer yellow, orange, pink and red.
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Mimicking mates


Plants such as the bee orchid and the fly orchid attract pollinators by mimicking the shapes of potential ‘mates’.
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Wind pollination


Apart from attracting pollinators, there are other ingenious methods plants use to transfer pollen to female flowers. Plants such as sweetcorn and grapevines use wind as a natural vehicle to help blow pollen onto the flowers and become fertilised.
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Grow a wide range of plants that will flower at different times of the year. Many bees are active for much of the year and need plants to forage on.







Keep a few ‘weeds’, such as dandelions and thistles, which bees love. Place dishes of water out in the garden.






SECRETS OF SEEDS


Seeds are amazing things. They are tiny, yet held within each one is an entire plant’s DNA, hardwired to grow into a plant with roots, stems, leaves, flowers and sometimes to produce fruit, nuts or vegetables. Some will live for just a few months, whilst others such as an oak tree will live for hundreds of years.
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ASSISTED POLLINATION


Some gardeners help with pollination of flowers to increase the amount of seed produced. This is often done on early-flowering plants where it is too cold for insects to be pollinating, or in greenhouses where creatures might not be able to access the flowers.
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DID YOU KNOW? Not all seeds are tiny. The largest seed in the world is from the coco-de-mer palm (Lodoicea maldivica). Also known as the double coconut, it can weigh up to 25kg (55lb) and measure 30cm (12in) across.











A PLANT’S LIFE CYCLE



In nature, most seeds will germinate if given the basic requirements for life: water, light, warmth and air. Gardeners can manipulate seeds to germinate by providing the same environment they need to grow.
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NATURE KNOWS BEST


Plants are wonderful opportunists and will take any chance to spread themselves around. Observing them in the garden and wider nature can help us understand the various ways we can manipulate them to create new ones and enhance our natural environment. Probably the most obvious example of plants reproducing naturally is by looking at how plants, including many we might consider to be weeds, spread themselves in the garden.


SPREADING FAR AND WIDE


Like many wildflowers, dandelions produce seed heads that float in the wind and land elsewhere. This helps seeds to travel to new areas, expanding their gene pool as they spread further away from existing competition. Other plants such as yellow flag iris have seeds that can float on water to find new areas to germinate in. Galium aparine (sticky weed, also known as goose grass or cleavers) sticks onto the fur of animals such as foxes, badgers, dogs, or even human clothing, as they go past.


Other plants tempt pollinators – birds and other creatures – by covering their seeds in delicious fruit to be consumed and digested. Birds and other animals spread this seed through their droppings, ensuring that future seedlings get the best possible start as they land, covered in a dollop of natural fertiliser full of nutrients. In the same way, gardeners can mimic these conditions by feeding and fertilising plants as they grow.
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We can emulate natural seed distribution by collecting seeds from our chosen plants and sowing them where we want them to grow.









ROOTING DOWN


Garden ‘weeds’ and wildflowers have an important role to play in encouraging pollinators into the garden, but some are highly adept at extending their family underground. Their exploratory roots spread through the ground as they multiply. If their roots are broken these parts regenerate into new plants. Gardeners can copy this ability by taking root cuttings of their favourite plants.


Whilst we all love the blackberry fruit produced from brambles, we also know they can run amok if left unattended. This is because they extend their family over and underground, through arching roots that take root at their tips, and ‘layer’ themselves by setting down new roots when stems come into contact with the soil.
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Gardeners can use the layer technique with certain shrubs by laying down stems to encourage new roots to form.










MAKING A WILDLIFE-FRIENDLY GARDEN


It is estimated that 70 per cent of the world’s food relies on bees for pollinating plants. They do this by inadvertently transferring pollen from one plant to another as they collect nectar and pollen. If you grow fruit or vegetables in your garden, your yields will be bigger if bees are visiting regularly. There are hundreds of types of bees and wasps, and they, along with other creatures such as flies, beetles, hoverflies and butterflies, have a role to play in pollination. Planting a wide range of different plants in the garden will encourage as many of them as possible to visit.








CREATE A BEE ‘BAR’


Here’s how to help bees and other flying insects survive summer:


• Select a wide-based shallow dish and position it in the garden.


• Place pebbles in the water so that insects can land on them and drink without drowning.


• Change the water regularly and keep it topped up to just below the height of the pebbles.









VEGETATIVE (ASEXUAL) PROPAGATION


Creating new plants from seed is known as sexual propagation. It requires a male and a female flower, and the new seedling will have unique characteristics, in the same way that we do not look identical to our parents. As we have seen with brambles, some plants have other non-sexual ways to regenerative themselves. This is called asexual or vegetative reproduction. It creates identical plants or clones, and because many plants can do it, it is a very useful way to create plants for free.


If you want to produce an identical plant to the one you already have, there is a way. Gardeners discovered centuries ago that it is easier to take a cutting from the plant. Similar to cloning, the process involves taking a section of the plant to replicate the parent plant.


Remarkably, almost all parts of a plant can be used to propagate from, although it will vary as to which sections are the most effective depending on the individual plant. It’s best to research first as to what a specific plant’s preference is regarding vegetative propagation.
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ABOVE GROUND





Leaves


These can be used to propagate plants either as whole leaves or sections; it is a technique often used for houseplants.
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Stems


These can be taken as hardwood cuttings in winter, softwood cuttings from early spring, greenwood cuttings in early to midsummer and semi-ripe cuttings in mid- to late summer. Some stems growing close to the ground can be laid on the soil below it to stimulate more roots and eventually a new plant. This process is called layering (see here).
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Aerial roots


Some plants produce aerial roots, which appear above ground. This is often the case with climbing or trailing plants, and certain houseplants. In some cases these sections of the plants can be removed and potted on to create new plants.
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BELOW GROUND
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Suckers


Some woody plants (like trees and shrubs) have a tendency to send out suckers, which are shoots appearing from under the soil around the base of a tree attached to roots. They can be removed carefully and, if they contain some roots, these can produce new plants.







Bulbs


Bulbous plants, including corms, tubers and rhizomes, have their own propagation techniques to make new plants.







Root cuttings


These are taken from sections of root.







Division


The clumping roots of many herbaceous perennials can simply be split or divided to make new plants.












TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT


One of the key elements to growing plants successfully is having suitable tools and equipment. Happily, many of these are inexpensive or can be made for practically nothing. In fact, most propagation tools can easily be stored in cupboards or small outside sheds when they are not in use.


Generally, more expensive tools will be of a higher quality and last longer. It can be very pleasing to own nice tools; a good-quality pruning knife, for example, might be a treat to buy (or have as a present) and will be cherished for a lifetime. Always clean equipment and tools after use, putting them away properly to avoid breakages or damage.
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Cloche


Usually made from glass or plastic, these can be tunnel-shaped to fit over rows of plants, or individual to place over single specimens and protect them from frost and cold.


Compost


For seeds and cuttings.


Dibber


Used to create individual holes for seed sowing or inserting cuttings.


Fork and spade


Necessary for digging up plants when it comes to dividing rootballs, bulbs, collecting suckers or material to take root cuttings from.


Fridge


Some seeds require a period of cold dormancy to germinate in spring. This process, called stratification, means seeds may need to be placed in a fridge to recreate the cold of winter.


Garden knife


For cutting softwood and for leaf and root cuttings. If you want to do budding or grafting there are specific types to purchase.



Labels and pens


So you can remember what seeds or cuttings you have! Use indelible ink that won’t get washed off by the rain, or a pencil, because you can then rub off the writing and reuse the labels next year.


Lights for propagators


Natural light such as by a window or in a greenhouse is best, but if light is limited, such as in winter, or you are growing in an apartment with few windows, then horticultural lights can be set up to provide it artificially. You may find secondhand ones.


Paper bags and envelopes


Bags are useful for collecting seeds in from the garden; envelopes are perfect for storing seeds in once they have been harvested.


Pots, modules and seed trays


Necessary for planting your seeds into – see how to make your own pots here. If you have lots of seed trays it might be worth building or investing in shelving or seed tray racks so that you can grow plenty of plants without taking up too much room.


Propagators


A propagator is a small warm box used to grow seedlings in to encourage germination. Some propagators are insulated boxes with clear lids to act as a tiny greenhouse (see here for how to make your own). Others can be plugged in, provide bottom heat or might have a thermostat. Choose or make a propagator with enough space to accommodate the height of your plants.


Secateurs


Useful for taking cuttings. Bypass secateurs usually give a better, cleaner cut than anvil types, which tend to crush the stem.
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