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I would like to dedicate this book to my husband, Joe, as he is the real gardener around our house. My thanks to Karen, Arleen, Orla, Cathal, and Brenda for their encouragement and support.


Introduction

“There is a great pleasure in working in the soil, apart from the ownership of it.

The man who has planted a garden feels that he has done something for the good of the world.”

—Unknown

Gardening for some is a way of life, and for others is a nice hobby to keep them occupied. Regardless of the purpose of your garden, this collection of valuable hints and tips should help to make day-to-day tasks easier.

In this environmentally friendly age it is important to use natural products when appropriate, which you’ll find is a theme throughout this book.

All aspects of gardening are covered, from flowers and houseplants to planting shrubs, vegetables, herbs, and trees. The garden pests and tools chapters give very useful tips while healthy gardening should assist in avoiding all those aches and pains. The poems and proverbs included always give me great delight and I hope they make the book more enjoyable.

I have had great pleasure in compiling this practical book from hints and tips that I have acquired over the years. I hope that there is something of interest for you in it and that you find it helpful, interesting, and entertaining. Most of all let it be useful to you in the pursuit of a perfect garden.

—MARY ROSE QUIGG
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Say It with Flowers

 

“In joy or sadness, flowers are our constant friends.”

—Kozuko Okakura

LEGENDS & LORE

Some species of flowers are considered unlucky in many parts of the world, particularly when brought into the house.

• • • •

In the UK, honeysuckle, if brought into the house, brought bad luck in Wales but foretold a wedding in Somerset, England.

• • • •

The wild foxglove is a fairy plant in folk tradition. The Irish believe that foxgloves in the house are unlucky. It should never be taken aboard a ship. To pick the foxglove offends the fairies that live within the flowers and will bring bad luck, even death, to the picker and his family. Foxgloves are very poisonous.

• • • •

In the west of England, if snowdrops are brought into the house before the first chickens are hatched, all the eggs will be addled.

• • • •

In Surrey, to take the first primrose into the house meant sickness and sorrow.

• • • •

In Norfolk, lilac was considered unlucky.

• • • •

In the last century in England, a bunch of violets worn around the neck or in the lapel protected against drunkenness.

• • • •

Red and white flowers in the same vase were unlucky, and even today some nurses will not have these flowers in the same vase on a ward.

• • • •

Blue and orange flowers were welcome in homes and hospitals as these colors calm the nerves.

• • • •

The name “iris” is the Greek word for rainbow. They were planted on women’s graves.

• • • •

Lavender has a long reputation as an anaphrodisiac, although some say lavender’s relaxing properties may increase sexual desire.

• • • •
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“I think the sweet pea is a frivolous flower and leads a butterfly’s life, it wanders anywhere, and clings to anything, and has not any definite aim or ideal.”

—Helen Milman

The rose is known as the queen of flowers. The white rose represents simplicity or happy love; the white rose is for innocence and purity; the yellow rose means perfect achievement and sometimes jealousy; and the red rose signifies passion and sensual desire or shame and occasionally blood and sacrifice.

CUT FLOWERS

Pick garden flowers in the cool of the morning or in the evening. If it has been raining and the flowers are wet, shake them gently to remove the excess water.

• • • •

Choose half-open blooms or buds with a little color showing. If picked too tightly in bud, they may never open. This is especially true of tulips and roses.

• • • •

The green pointed sepals around the base of the rose should be starting to turn downward. Irises and daffodils should be half open.

• • • •

Gladioli should be picked when the bottom three or four florets are open and the top florets are still in bud.

• • • •

Carnations, dahlias, marigolds, hydrangeas, camellias, and chrysanthemums should be picked when they are fully opened.

• • • •

Take a bucket of warm water into the garden when cutting flowers. Use a sharp pair of pruning clippers and cut the flower stems at an angle—a slanted cut allows a better intake of water.

• • • •

Remove all foliage from the lower portion of the stems standing under the waterline as foliage left on stems below the waterline will rot and pollute the water. Place the flowers immediately in the water.

• • • •

Never overcrowd flowers. Allow enough air to circulate between each flower. Too many flowers crowded together in a bucket may cause the petals to become squashed and bruised. Place the bucket in a cool, dark place and allow the flowers to have a long drink before being arranged.

• • • •

If purchased, flowers cannot be placed in water for several hours; the best way to keep them fresh is to place them in a strong plastic bag with some water in the bottom. Secure the bag with a rubber band. Another method is to wrap flowers in damp newspaper. If traveling by car, place the flowers in the coolest spot.

“Flowers leave some of their fragrance in the hand that bestows them.”

—Chinese proverb

Flowers with woody stems such as roses or chrysanthemums should have the ends of the stems crushed with a heavy object, or slit the stems 1" (2.5 cm) up before arranging.

• • • •

Before putting the flowers in water, snip off the end of each stem. When flowers are first cut, the sap in the stalk congeals and seals the cut end, preventing it from absorbing water.

• • • •

When buying cut flowers such as chrysanthemums or daisy types, always look at their center. Green is freshly cut and yellow means they have been cut for some time.

• • • •

If roses are wilting, cut ½" off the stem, wrap in paper, plunge stems into boiling water for approximately ten seconds, then put into a vase filled with cold water.

• • • •

Roses can often be perked up by floating the whole stem, head and all, in warm water for half an hour.

• • • •

Extend the life of carnations by keeping them in a cool place. Add a dash of soda water and a pinch of sugar to the water.

• • • •

Spiky flowers like lupins or gladioli should have the top three or four buds removed to prevent the head of the spike bending over and to let the remaining buds open properly.

• • • •

“Flowers in a city are like lipstick on a woman—it just makes you look better to have a little color.”

—Lady Bird Johnson

Foliage and ferns should be submerged in a bath of cold water for several hours before arranging.

• • • •

To revive drooping tulips or roses, wrap tightly in newspaper and put up to their necks in water as hot as the hand can bear and leave until the water cools.

• • • •

To prevent tulips from drooping too quickly after purchase, put pinpricks in the stem just below the flower head.

• • • •

To prevent tulips from drooping, add a pinch of starch to the water. Or place a copper coin in the bottom of the vase.

• • • •

To revive drooping flowers, add an aspirin to every pint of water used in the vase.

• • • •

Singe the stems of poppies over a naked candle flame to make them last longer.

• • • •

Never arrange daffodils and irises in the same vase.

• • • •

Cut the stems of daffodils above the white part, as only the green part of the stem can take up water, and place in very cold water in a cool place for an hour.

• • • •

Daffodils and narcissus have a thick sap oozing from the end of the stems when they are cut. Wipe it off before placing the stems in water. Keep these flowers separate from other flowers when they are being conditioned as the sap can affect other flowers. Stand the stems in 3" (7.5 cm) of water for at least six hours before arranging.

• • • •

Bulb flowers prefer shallow water. If daffodils or narcissus are placed in deep water, the thick stems can become waterlogged, the stems shrivel up, and the petals go papery.

• • • •

Don’t place flowers in direct sunlight, over radiators, or on top of television sets. Keep in a well-ventilated part of the room.

• • • •

Prolong the life of fresh flowers in a warm room by adding a few ice cubes to the water twice a day.

• • • •

When changing the water in a vase of fresh flowers, cut off ¼" (5 mm) from the stems before returning to the vase of fresh water.

• • • •

“Will is the root, knowledge is the stem and leaves and feeling is the flower.”

—Sterling

A flower preservative helps destroy bacteria in the water. If a preservative is not used, the water needs to be changed and the stems cut on an angle daily. If a preservative is used, the stems do not require cutting and water needs changing only about twice a week.

• • • •

Flowers like freesias and spray carnations have lots of buds. By using a preservative in the water, it helps develop the buds to open.

• • • •

Add a small piece of charcoal to the water in a vase to keep it odorless. A few drops of bleach added to the water prevents the water from becoming stagnant and does not harm the flowers.

• • • •

Don’t place flowers near fruit, as fruit gives off a gas that prematurely ages flowers.

• • • •

Remove dead flowers as these give off gases that affect the others.

• • • •

Unscented flowers last longer.

• • • •

Remove lily stamens as soon as the bloom is sufficiently open as the pollen can damage fabric and polished wood surfaces.

• • • •

If the flower head is too heavy and the stem is hollow, put a thin garden cane or straw inside the stem to support the bloom.

FLOWER BOXES

Flower boxes are available in a variety of materials including wood, plastic, metal, and terra-cotta. Wooden flower boxes provide better insulation than plastic or metal, with cedar being the best as it is the most resistant to rot. Pine is much less expensive but should be treated. Avoid using commercial wood preservatives, especially creosote.

• • • •

For window boxes, construct a wooden container to fit the windowsill, line it with a plastic sheet, and make a few drainage holes inside. Fill it with pots of plants rather than planting directly into the box. This will make it easier to change planting arrangements if required.

• • • •
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Make sure the pots put into the box and the box itself have drainage holes, or the plants will become waterlogged.

• • • •

If plants are to be placed directly into the window box, the box should be at least 8" (20 cm) deep to allow for root growth and to prevent the soil from drying out too quickly.

• • • •

Line boxes well with newspaper to help stop the soil from drying out.

• • • •

In summer the box will need watering every day, so aim to keep the soil moist but never waterlogged.

• • • •

Choose low-growing plants if you want maximum light from your window. Climbers are another option, as they can be trained against the wall around the window.

• • • •

If the box is sited in an exposed position on a wall or balcony, fix it with brackets or strong wire, as strong winds can damage unsecured boxes, leaving them in a dangerous position.

• • • •

Prick over the soil surface of tubs or containers holding long-term plants. This will break up the hard crust and allow easier penetration of water, air, and nutrients.

• • • •

Sprinkle gravel over the soil in window boxes and hanging baskets. This will prevent windows being splashed with mud during heavy showers.

HANGING BASKETS

Hanging baskets allow for increased gardening in a limited area. By suspending the plant in the air and allowing it to cascade over the sides of the pot, the plant takes on a different quality than if it were growing on the ground.

• • • •

When using a wire basket or other container with open sides, it is best to line it with damp sphagnum moss before filling it with soil. This not only gives the basket a neat appearance, it also prevents the soil from falling through the large openings. A well-drained soil should be used, such as a mixture of two parts peat, one part sand, and one part vermiculite.

• • • •

Line hanging baskets with fir trees’ leaves. Cover with black polyethylene before filling with compost. The fir keeps its color and smells pleasant when watered.

• • • •

Placing a hanging basket directly in front of a window will cause lopsided growth, so it needs to be turned occasionally.

• • • •

Watering is also important. If you have hanging baskets outside or on a screened patio, you will need to water it frequently because of air movement.

• • • •

A wide variety of plants can be used—trailing plants or plants that produce runners can be mixed with other plants.

• • • •

Put used tea bags in the bottom of hanging baskets before adding compost. They are an excellent fertilizer and retain water. Line flower pots with damp paper when planting to help preserve moisture.

• • • •

Hanging baskets need watering twice a day; to make this easier, consider attaching them to a pulley system, available from most garden centers.

• • • •

Water hanging baskets by putting ice cubes on the top; moisture is slowly released as the ice cubes melt. Ensure these do not touch the plants, as this may cause damage.

• • • •

If soil in hanging baskets becomes too dry, add a squirt of washing-up liquid to the water. This helps the water enter the compost instead of just running off.

DRIED FLOWERS

Any dried plant material can add to an arrangement, so don’t overlook twigs with interesting shapes or edges, even if they’re grasses or weeds.

• • • •

Baby’s breath, thistles, yarrow, goldenrod, and a few other flowers will dry naturally if hung upside down in a dry, warm area.

• • • •

The flowers should be picked before they are in full bloom, since they will open slightly while drying. Foliage should be removed from the stem.

• • • •

Hang flowers upside down in groups of eight to twelve stems, out of the sun, in an area that is warm, dry, and has good air circulation. Flowers are ready to be used when they are crisp.

• • • •

Many flowers can be preserved with the use of desiccants.

• • • •

Silica gel is the most widely used desiccant because it is easy to work with and dries the flowers quickly.

• • • •

A widely used desiccant is a mixture of two parts borax to one part silver sand or silica gel.

• • • •

“Cares melt when you kneel in your garden.”—Okakura Kakuzo

Flowers take longer to dry in borax mixtures than in silica gel, and it may be difficult to dry delicate flowers with high water content such as rosebuds.

• • • •

Flowers may be dried with desiccants when they are in bud, or just prior to full bloom when they are at their peak of color.

• • • •

Artist pastels may be used to add color to dried flowers. Finely grate the pastels into a dust. Mix dust from various colors to achieve a color similar to the natural flower color. Place the dust in a plastic bag and insert the flower, holding on to the stem. Dust the flower with the pastel and remove it from the bag. Shake off all excess dust.

• • • •

The flower stem should be cut to 1" (2.5 cm) and a wire stem inserted before the flower is dried.

• • • •
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Use an airtight container to dry flowers. Cover the bottom with 1" (2.5 cm) of desiccant and place the flower, with the wire stem looped below the flower, into the desiccant. Care should be taken when covering the flower with desiccant so that the petals retain their natural position. Gently sift the mixture over the flower using a skewer or fine paintbrush to ensure that the grains go into every crevice. Continue this process, shaking the box occasionally, until the flower is covered with ½" (1.2 cm) of desiccant. Cover the container tightly with an airtight lid and leave in a dry place until the flower has completely dried. The length of time required will depend on the desiccant and the type of flower. Carefully pour off the desiccant and gently shake off all excess. Use a soft brush to remove the finest particles.

• • • •

Another method to preserve flowers and other plant materials is using a microwave oven. Microwave drying takes only a few minutes and the dried material looks fresher and more colorful than obtained by other methods. Flowers should be placed in a supportive substance before placing in the microwave oven so that its natural form is retained. Silica gel, borax mixtures, and expanded clay cat litter all work well. Silica gel, however, is the preferred substance. Use only glass, paper, or special microwave containers in which to hold the flowers and desiccants. Do not cover the container. Always place a small cup of water in the oven before cooking to prevent excessive drying. Cooking times vary, depending on the characteristics of the leaf or flower. After cooking, flowers must be left in the drying agent for several hours, and for some specimens an overnight standing period is recommended.

• • • •

When using a microwave oven, it will be necessary to experiment with length of cooking time and length of time that the dried flowers should remain in the desiccant before removal.

• • • •

Spray dried flowers with hair lacquer to prevent them from drooping.

• • • •
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