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∎ Introduction


OF ALL THE QUESTIONS that perplex gardeners, stopping slugs is likely to top the list. It’s a question I was asked many a time during my 20 years advising Royal Horticultural Society members and working with the team at the RHS Wisley garden. I have also encountered many less obvious queries over the years. In fact, it would seem there is no end to the things that puzzle gardeners, from the reason why lavender goes leggy to why tomatoes sometimes get black bottoms, and how to stop a lawn from getting lumpy. This book, like its predecessor How Do Worms Work?, addresses at least some of these gardening conundrums.


So what about those pesky slugs? Astute readers will realise that if there was an easy way to stop slugs, everyone would have heard of it by now. You can read up on some really helpful practical slug-battling tips, but the short answer is: it depends. If you only grow trees and shrubs, slugs won’t greatly bother you, but if you only grow lettuce and hostas, slugs will almost certainly seriously reduce your gardening satisfaction. But that is typical of gardening: there is no one answer, everything depends. And that is what makes it such an engaging and interesting pursuit. As I hope you will discover in these pages, part of the enjoyment comes from digging into the intricacies of what makes the natural world on your back doorstep tick, and in turn, getting to know your garden will help you to keep things running as smoothly as they can.
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Slugs are one of the most irksome of garden pests, but armed with the best tactics to tackle them, you can prevent the worst of the damage to your plants.






About this book


We start by examining some common bugbears about the jewels of the garden: the ornamental plants. You will find out why flowers are so thirsty (the water pressure in their stems keeps them upright, so they need to drink constantly from the soil), why your roses have spotty leaves, and how to give your garden instant oomph. Of course, gardening is not just about looks: Chapter Two will help you to get the most out of your edible plants. You’ll see which fruits and vegetables are most worth growing yourself to get a better flavour, and how to identify an apple thief (if it’s gnawed and left on the grass, it’s probably squirrels – if it’s left on the tree, suspect birds).


Next we tackle those ground-level problems. What works against weeds? How much should you mulch? And can you make a quick compost? Chapter Four seeks to make everyday garden care more rewarding and enjoyable. Find out how to create your own small-scale wildflower meadow, when you should be anxious about aphids (and when to take matters into your own hands) and how to fill those seasonal garden gaps.


We end our journey by looking at all manner of conundrums about the garden and beyond. Did you know that the flat surfaces around your pond might be putting frogs off, as they can heat up too much to sit on? Or that there are a range of flowering creepers that will happily grow between paving stones, giving even the most concrete of gardens a romantic feel? By the time you finish reading, you’ll be armed with invaluable tips and astounding facts, ready to tackle the great outdoors.




A


QUICK ANSWERS


The ‘A’ box under each question offers you the quick and dirty answer in the shortest form possible. Read on for the main text, which offers additional context and plenty of extra detail.
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Knowing which plants to choose to attract pollinators will help to improve your garden. Alliums add beautiful splashes of colour and have great appeal for butterflies.
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Q Why are flowers so thirsty?


WATERING can sometimes seem like a never-ending chore to the gardener, particularly during sustained periods of warm weather. And since water conservation is often in the news, it seems extravagant, too. Do flowers really need to be watered every day when it’s hot?


To get the carbon dioxide they need for photosynthesis, plants must open the pores on their leaves to take in air – and in doing this, they lose water. They use almost all the water they drink to prevent wilting: water is constantly taken in by a plant’s roots and passed up to the leaves, and it is the water pressure inside the plant that keeps it standing up. Nevertheless, plants are well adapted and most can cope with a considerable degree of water stress.


Feeling thirsty


Keeping a plant in a pot means that its roots are restricted – they can’t travel to seek out more water – and it will need regular watering. Although terracotta pots have the reputation of drying out faster than plastic, this is a relatively minor point: the vast majority of water lost by any pot plants will be through their leaves. If you put naturally thirsty plants such as dahlias and begonias in pots, they’ll need watering often – in hot weather, possibly even more than once a day.


Plants that have just been planted also need regular and frequent watering; water will encourage their roots to grow and establish themselves. After around three weeks most plants will have settled in, and their roots will be in good enough shape to go forth and find water. Established plants generally only need watering during prolonged dry spells, in which case a soaking every 10 to 14 days will be enough.


Tactical watering


When you do water, make sure that water reaches the roots of your plants. In summer, water applied from above will fall on the leaves but may not get down into the soil: you need to add enough water, slowly enough, to make sure that it reaches the roots. In very hot weather, it’s worth watering in the morning and allowing enough time for the water to sink in evenly across the whole soil area – particularly if you’re watering on uneven ground, where a quick soaking may mean that some areas flood while others are left dry.


When a garden is large and demanding or when its owners are often away, watering systems can help out. Low-level seeping or dripping systems can be left on a timer and are a good way to ensure that established plants are watered consistently, even if no one is around. Sprinkler systems are wasteful in comparison, but may work better for newly planted areas, in which case consider mini-sprinklers rather than the full-sized variety.







PLANTS THAT DON’T NEED MUCH WATER


Stonecrops, Sedum. The thick, succulent leaves of sedums act as their own water store, enabling them to sit out dry periods without damage. The ice plant, Hylotelephium spectabile, is a close relative of the sedums and also very adaptable.


Lamb’s ear, Stachys byzantina. This is probably the most familiar form of Stachys. It is a useful, attractive evergreen perennial, with grey, furry leaves and pinkish purple flowers growing in whorls up the stems.


Lavender, Lavandula. Lavender plants have the needle-like leaves of many drought-resistant plants and there’s a huge range to choose from, from the traditional violet-blues to whites and pinks.


Eryngos, Eryngium. Prickly customers with teasel-like flower heads, Eryngiums come in annual, biennial or perennial forms, in a range of silver, blue or blue-green tones,


Russian sage, Perovskia ‘Blue Spire’. This is a beautiful deciduous plant with tall spires of violet-blue flowers. It has a strong fragrance somewhere between sage and lavender.
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Ice plant, Hylotelephium spectabile
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Alpine eryngo, Eryngium alpinum







A


Although plants need both water and food to thrive, there are only a few circumstances in which they need frequent watering. Plants grown in containers and those that are newly planted usually do need watering regularly and often.









Q How much water is too much?



HOW CAN YOU TELL when you’ve watered your plants enough to make a difference? Also, I’ve heard that overwatering my pots may cause more problems than giving them too little water – is this true?


Plants need to breathe through their roots, as well as to absorb water. If the soil gets waterlogged, the water will force the air out and the roots will not be able to get the oxygen they need.


Overwatering in containers


While plants in soil aren’t usually killed by overwatering, it’s comparatively easy to overwater those in containers, particularly if you’re a conscientious waterer living somewhere where it rains a lot. Planting in a porous potting medium that will drain easily will help but if your container plants have yellowing leaves, it’s a sign that you are probably overwatering. Check your containers by gently tipping the plant out – if the roots are dark, don’t have fine hairs on them, and look brittle, they are starting to rot. There may also be a slightly sour smell around the roots and the soil, too.


Soil drainage


If you garden on heavy, clay-rich soil that absorbs water slowly and releases it even more slowly, raised beds are an excellent solution – although they take a little time to set up. The no-dig system can work well, provided you have paths to ensure you don’t compact the soil by walking on it when it’s wet: undug but mulched soil encourages a high worm population which will aerate the soil for you.
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Earthenware pots lose moisture through their porous surfaces. This helps to reduce the risk of overwatering.







A


More water than is needed to fill the gaps in the soil around plants’ roots is water wasted. The surplus will either drain away or, if drainage is really slow, will displace the air in the soil – which can result in suffocated roots.









Q Why won’t my ‘bulb lasagne’ work?



THE IDEA OF PLANTING UP A CONTAINER of bulbs that will flower in succession may sound appealing, but in reality it can prove a little more complicated. Some pots aren’t deep enough to take the suggested layers and messy foliage can interfere with later-flowering bulbs.


Ina ‘bulb lasagne’, different flower bulbs are planted in layers, so that they flower in sequence over an extended period. It’s an idea that features regularly in bulb catalogues and gardening magazines. Although some of those perfect pots will have been mocked up to create beautiful photographs, there’s no need for that to put you off: you can get good results by following a few rules.


Most people start with just two layers – perhaps crocus, say, followed by tulips. The lowest layer should be the last to flower, so in that case, the tulips would be planted first, covered with 5cm of compost, followed by the crocus, topped off with another layer of compost.


Ideally bulbs should be planted at three times their height, although this may not always be possible unless the container you use is very large. Work out the relative depths before you start, and if the final layer of bulbs ends up very close to the surface, cover the soil with an upturned pot to protect them for some weeks after planting. Keep the density of bulbs a little less than you would if planting in a single layer – you need to leave enough room for the lower layer or layers to grow through the top one, so allow a two-finger width space between the bulbs in each layer.


Consider foliage as well as flowers when you’re choosing your bulbs – hyacinths, narcissi and tulips usually have large, quite coarse leaves, which means that they do best at the end of the sequence if you’re also using small, finer-leaved bulbs such as dwarf iris, crocus or grape hyacinths.




A


Layering bulbs is a simple principle, and is a good way of mixing colours and giving a planted container a long flowering life. Only a few things can go wrong: you might have planted the bulbs in the wrong order, meaning the results aren’t as pleasing (although they’ll still flower), or planted them too deep or conversely, not deep enough.









Q How can I get plants for free?



IT’S TEMPTING to plan your ideal garden from the most appealing plant catalogues and nursery displays, but plants can be expensive, and with even a smallish plot funds may run short very quickly. What are the best ways to source free plants?


Start by checking if there are extra plants in your own garden – you’ll often find seedlings of plants such as hellebores close to their parents, and they can be nurtured and moved elsewhere. You can also collect seeds from existing plants, then, depending on the species, either store them somewhere cool and dry to sow in the spring, or sow fresh into the ground (tougher seeds with thicker coats often need a period of winter chill in order to germinate in the spring). Look, too, at plants that have formed large clumps that lend themselves to dividing (see Good dividers) and learn to take your own cuttings.


Looking further afield


Friends and family will often donate seeds, cuttings or seedlings: if they’ve over-sown, they’ll have extras. Visit plant sales, too – even thrift sales often have plant offerings, and if you’re in the country in spring, you’ll also see ‘honesty tables’ at the roadside offering cheap or even free plants.


A number of plant societies such as the RHS, the Hardy Plants Society or the Heritage Seed Library make distributions of seeds to their members, which can be a good and economical way of getting interesting new species.


A few precautions


So-called ‘finger blight’ is looked on poorly by respectful gardeners. It is bad etiquette to help yourself to cuttings from someone else’s garden, public or private, without permission. Try asking – the gardener will often spare you a cutting or two if they can.


Take care what you let into your garden if you don’t recognise it or know its background. Seed is a safe source, but you can unwittingly let pests and diseases in with new plants – separate out arrivals for two or three weeks until you’ve seen they’re healthy, and identify unknowns before planting them out – they may be thugs. For the same reason, treat gifted plants with caution – a free goldenrod (Solidago) plant or two, for example, might look appealing, but the family is famously invasive.


Keep a garden plan going, and make sure new finds or gifts have a place in the garden. Free is always good, but you don’t want to end up with too many mismatched plants that don’t work well together.







GOOD DIVIDERS



Many plants form clumps that are easy to split and divide when they’re dormant. Five examples that divide well:


• Plantain lilies, Hosta


• Heucheras, Heuchera


• Primulas, Primula


• Montbretias, Crocosmia


• Herbaceous peonies, Paeonia


How you divide a clump depends partly on the habit of the plant you’re dividing and partly on the size of the clump you’re tackling. Smaller clumps of plants with fibrous roots, such as heucheras and hostas, can be gently pulled apart by hand.


Crocosmias form either corms or fleshy underground stems called stolons, which can be pulled apart, each with its own root. A large, firmly rooted clump of herbaceous peony, for example, may need to be cut to divide it. Any remaining foliage should be removed, then the clump eased up as gently as possible. The earth should be washed off so roots and dormant buds can be seen clearly. Sections can be cut out with a clean, sharp knife, each with a minimum of three buds, and then replanted with the buds 5cm below the surface of the soil.
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Plantain lily, Hosta







A


There are numerous ways to get plants for free – but be discerning: just because it’s free doesn’t necessarily mean that it will suit your space. And beware of friends bearing gifts: they could be offering you weed-like plants that have become invasive in their own gardens.









Q Why are my containers so underwhelming?



YOU HAVE MORE CONTROL over the different aspects of planting in containers than you do in most kinds of gardening, so it’s especially disappointing when the results fail to live up to expectations. Look at the ways they fall short – have the plants failed to thrive? Is there plenty of growth but no flowers? Were the flowers shorter-lived than expected? Or, if the plants grew well, did the overall look have less appeal than anticipated? Then seek out the specific solution.


If your plants didn’t grow much, it could be as a result of a lack of light, not enough – or too much – water, or not enough fertiliser. If they grew well but failed to flower, this could also be due to a lack of light, or too much nitrogen-rich fertiliser – which prompts leafy growth – in the potting mix.


In some cases, if the plant is short of water at the point when the flowers are developing, it will fail to flower completely. Camellias are a case in point here; if they are short of water in the late summer, you will find that their flower buds don’t set.


When plants flower but the flowers are very short-lived, or if the leaves die back early, it may be as a result of too much sun, or lack of enough water – drought stress.


In almost every circumstance, it’s also possible that the plant or plants you bought weren’t of the best quality, in which case, all you can do is research your chosen cultivar, and choose as carefully as you can next time.


Getting it right


You can grow most kinds of plants in containers, provided that you cater for their likes and dislikes. General points include always making sure the container is the right size for the plant or plants: it needs to be large enough to accommodate the roots and to allow for some root growth, but not so large that a small plant is sitting in a sea of compost. It should have enough holes in the base to allow it to drain freely. Standing pots on blocks can help ensure that they don’t become waterlogged.


Container plants can be fed through the summer with a liquid fertiliser, starting between four and six weeks after planting up. In hot weather most will need watering at least once a day; take the opportunity to check for signs of slug or snail damage, or of any other pests and diseases, and remove any dead leaves and flowers. Daily deadheading is a good habit to get into, as it helps prolong a plant’s flowering season.
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A group of potted geraniums looks effective in a larger container, such as this wooden crate.







LOOKING GOOD


If containers lack visual impact, it may simply be because the plants in them are too small. If you want a plant to make an impression but don’t want to wait a long time for it to grow, you may need to buy a bigger one in the first place. Dahlias, for example, can reach an impressive size in a couple of months and will certainly offer plenty of visual oomph in full flower, but will need lifting, storing and replanting annually. Alternatively, you could consider seasonal or long-term planting. When carefully looked after, trees, such as Japanese maples, will make a graceful impression for years.


The grouping of containers is also important: a single tall pot planted up with a mix of flower and grass – a colourful Geum and a Pennisetum for example – might look stunning, but so might a tabletop of small containers planted with intricate tiny succulents.
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A collection of small-scale cacti and other succulents makes more impact in a group than they each would individually.










A


All the possible answers fit into one of two camps: either the plants in the containers didn’t do well, or, if they did what they were expected to do, somehow the effect wasn’t as good as you thought it would be. Look first at the health of the plants, then at the overall aesthetic effect.









Q Why don’t my roses smell?



THE CLASSIC ROSE SCENT is so appealing that for many gardeners it’s almost as important as the beauty of the flowers when it comes to choosing which variety to grow. But roses are not all equal when it comes to fragrance, and different factors play a part in how strongly they smell.
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In 2015 a group of French scientists at the University of Lyon discovered that one enzyme was far more active in the petals of a strongly scented rose than in a rose bred for other qualities. Named RhNUDX1, the enzyme works in the petal cells, helping to generate a substance called monoterpene geraniol, which is a key ingredient of rose oil. The discovery seems to indicate that, given time, it may prove possible to reintroduce and boost scent in roses that, over years of breeding, have lost their smell.


Breeding roses


Cultivated roses were first introduced to Europe from China towards the end of the 18th century, and breeders have been experimenting ever since. Today, roses divide into three main groups: species roses, old garden roses and so-called ‘modern’ roses, creating a huge range that includes shrubs, climbers, ramblers and small and miniaturised roses, in almost every colour (including a slightly unsettling lilac-blue). Objectively, some types have hardly any scent, having been successively bred for other qualities, such as repeat flowering, disease resistance and particular strong colours, while others (mostly falling in the ‘old’ garden roses category) still smell powerfully of rose. To find your ideal scented rose, follow the rose breeders’ descriptions online or in catalogues, or, best of all, search them out when they’re flowering so you can tell when one is your perfect match.



What roses like


Check you have the right situation for a rose before you buy. Although the majority are sun-lovers, some varieties will tolerate shade. Ensure you know what size a new rose will grow to – some, especially the rambling type, can grow vast, while at the other end of the scale are a number of small roses for little gardens. Some roses will manage in containers, too, although these aren’t usually their ideal habitat. If you do want to grow a rose in a container, choose the variety carefully, and plant it in a soil-based potting medium. Breeders have had a high degree of success with disease-resistant varieties, though roses can still suffer from a number of pests and infections). If a rose succumbs, avoid planting its successor nearby.







SIX ROSES WITH STANDOUT FRAGRANCE


‘Gertrude Jekyll’. English shrub rose, which will also climb, named for the celebrated gardener, with pink flowers and a classic rose scent.
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‘Golden Celebration’. A classic English shrub rose, with, as its name suggests, large, rich golden flowers and what David Austin, its breeder, describes as a ‘delicious rich tea scent’. Can be grown in containers.
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‘Madame Isaac Péreire’. Very strongly scented, deep madder-pink flowers with gold centres, an old shrub rose, which will also climb.
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‘Lady Emma Hamilton’. Available in shrub or standard forms, orange-gold flowers with a fruity scent.
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‘Guinée’. A climber developed in the 1930s, with very dark, velvety red flowers. Not the easiest to grow, but with a powerful deep scent.
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‘Scarborough Fair’. A small shrub rose with soft pink, open, cup-shaped flowers with gold centres and a musky scent. Suitable for smaller spaces; only grows to a height of 75cm.
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A


Scent is subjective, of course, and intensely personal – some people seem to be more sensitive to rose scents than others. Nevertheless, some roses are notably more powerfully scented than others, and warm sun brings out the scent most strongly. There are literally thousands of options to choose from – the American Rose Society lists over 15,000 – so you should be able to find the right one, with the right scent, for you.









Q Why has my wisteria never flowered?



WITH ITS TRAILING TASSELS of subtly coloured flowers, wisteria has such a knockout appearance when it’s grown successfully that it appears on a lot of people’s wish lists. But while it’s generally not too fussy, it can be slow – sometimes excruciatingly slow – to flower, and it can also be given to sudden, catastrophic die-back.


If your wisteria was planted in the last year or two, you may be being impatient. The roots can take some time to establish themselves in a new spot; give it another year or even two and your patience will probably be rewarded. This assumes that you bought a named variety from grafted rootstock, which is not only faster to flower but also more reliable than wisteria grown from seed or cuttings – and it’s also best to buy a wisteria that is already in flower, demonstrating that it’s active.


What to do


If a wisteria has been planted for several years and appears healthy but still isn’t flowering, there are other possible factors that may be discouraging it. Make sure that the soil around its roots contains plenty of well-rotted organic matter. If the soil is naturally poor, it may mean that the wisteria is low in potassium, in which case a spring feed of sulphate of potash, using 20g per square metre, will help.


Although wisteria flowers in spring, the flower buds begin to develop from the summer of the previous year, and it’s important to make sure that the plant is kept well watered between midsummer and autumn – if it is allowed to dry out during this period, the buds will stop growing. An unlucky spring frost can cause unavoidable damage – if it is sharp enough – making the wisteria drop its buds before it flowers. Wisteria is usually pruned twice a year – in high summer, after it has flowered, to take the green shoots back to where the buds will develop, and in early spring when it is cut back to where the new buds are already visible. Careless pruning can take the flower buds as well as the shoots, so it’s important to know what you’re doing.


Problems


Wisteria isn’t particularly problem-prone, although it can suffer from infestations of scale insects or attacks of coral spot (which causes branch die-back) or powdery mildew on the foliage. But it has one specific peculiarity, which is that the original graft may suddenly fail, even in fully mature and apparently healthy plants. This means that the graft on which the original rootstock was made separates, and it will cause most or all of the top growth of the wisteria to collapse and die. The only way you can try to guard against it is to check that the join is clean and firm when you first buy the plant.




SITING A WISTERIA


Once planted, they don’t like being moved, so it’s worth ensuring that you have the right site for a wisteria before you put one in. The classic situation is a sheltered location growing against a warm wall, but if that’s not something you can offer, it can also be allowed to scramble through a tree (in which case it can be left, unpruned, to its own devices), trained across a pergola, or trimmed into a standard, small-tree shape – in the latter form, rather less familiar today, it was a popular addition to Victorian parks; modern gardeners will sometimes grow one in a container.
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When wisteria is planted in a favourable situation, it can be extremely long-lived. Plants over a century old are not uncommon.







A


There are a number of possible reasons for a wisteria to be sluggish when it comes to flowering. It may be slow to mature, and often takes its time after planting to settle in (wisterias grown from seed can take up to 20 years to flower). Insensitive pruning may also be a factor, or it may not be sited in a spot it likes.









Q Do I have space for a cutting garden?



A CUTTING GARDEN is one grown specifically to supply cut flowers. Given this, it is planned more like a vegetable plot – with an eye to maximum productivity rather than to artful design – although a well-planned cutting garden is pleasing in the same way as a healthy vegetable plot. Can a modestly sized garden expect to support one, as well as conventional flower beds?


If you do have space for a cutting garden, make it part of your overall garden layout in the same way as you would a vegetable bed. If you don’t have space, think about incorporating flowers – both annuals and perennials – that are prolific enough to ‘cut and come again’, so that you can cut flowers for indoors while leaving plenty in the bed. A wigwam of sweet peas, for example, or a strong dahlia, will flower prolifically across many weeks – and the more flowers you cut, the more will grow. Zinnias, cosmos and multi-stemmed sunflowers are other generous croppers that will yield masses of flowers.


Adding greenery


Don’t forget greenery – even flower-heavy arrangements need a green backdrop as a foil. Evergreen hedges offer useful sources for this: viburnum, eleagnus, eucalyptus, holly and ivy all make good additions, as do sprigs of herbs such as rosemary, thyme and lavender.
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Dahlias are great double-duty plants: the flowers are both striking in the garden and long-lasting in the vase.





Keeping cut flowers in good condition


Pick flowers in the morning, choosing those that are still in bud, rather than in full flower – they’ll last longer in the vase. Strip the lower leaves from each stem (if they’re submerged in water, they’ll rot and smell bad). Cut the stems at an angle with a sharp knife or scissors and leave them in a cool place in a bucket of water for a couple of hours before arranging in your container. Flowers with very flexible stems such as tulips may bend and flop when arranged – to prevent this, roll the stems in few sheets of newspaper when leaving them to soak before arranging. Dissolve some cut-flower food in the water in the container before you add and arrange the flowers.




A YEAR’S WORTH OF CUT FLOWERS



Plan ahead to make sure that your cut-flower crop will offer something new every month between April and October, with fresh flowers following on as others end their flowering season:






	• April


	Daffodils, (Narcissus), tulips (Tulipa)







	• May


	Bearded iris (Iris), late tulips (Tulipa)







	• June


	Larkspurs (Consolida), bachelor’s buttons (Centaurea cyanus), delphiniums (Delphinium)







	• July


	Sweet peas (Lathyrus odoratus), lilies (Lilium)







	• August


	Sunflowers (Helianthus – particularly smaller multi-stemmed varieties), gladioli (Gladiolus)







	• September


	Dahlias (Dahlia)







	• October


	Asters (Aster)








Hellebores will give you flowers to cut in deep winter, too. Upright-flowering varieties are now available, but if your flowers grow face-downwards, you can still make an arrangement by floating the flowerheads in a bowl of water.
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Bachelor’s buttons, Centaurea cyanus










A


If you have space for a largeish dedicated bed – of a few square metres – you have enough room for a cutting garden. Well-chosen flowers can be immensely productive, so this sort of area will more than suffice to give you flowers for the house almost year-round.









Q Do I have time for a flower garden?



A LOW-MAINTENANCE flower garden is within the reach of most gardeners so long as they choose carefully. And the choice is wide, helped by the fact that in recent years plant breeders have concentrated on developing plants that are both easy to care for and offer a long flowering season.


Aim to plan in advance so that the planting can be done in one go, rather than buying individual plants and slotting them in more randomly. The best strategy for a low-maintenance garden is a careful choice of base plants. Read descriptions in detail before you buy, bearing in mind how much sun or shade your garden has, and what type of soil, and consider what the plant can offer you. When you plan, think of perennials and perhaps some of the smaller decorative grasses as long-term, then you can fill in the gaps with spring and autumn bulbs and some easy annuals.


Keeping things tidy
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