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  DEDICATION
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  one day acquire a garden, a trowel and the obligatory items of clothing – and discover that he is destined to become yet another chip off the old block.
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  Wise words from an (alas) anonymous pyjamas gardener...




   




  ‘I’ve come to the conclusion that, with gardening, if you can manage to put it off for long enough, eventually it’s too late.’
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  So, what do you wear when you’re gardening?




   




   




  Some years ago, during a lull in the cut-and-thrust, question-and-answer part of one of the gardening classes I used to give, some bright spark, no

  doubt feeling the need to show keenness by volunteering a question, asked ‘What do you wear when you are gardening?’ I always assured my nervous novices that no question would

  be too daft, so I was obliged to answer this one in all seriousness: ‘My nightie, as often as not – and wet slippers.’




  Thus was born the title of my first book (written in 2000) Gardening in Your Nightie. It was based on the kind of basic stuff I used to teach and written very much from the heart for

  fellow gardeners – women – for it is they who seemed to do most of the obsessive horticultural grovelling and grafting and apparently still do. Despite being an un-glamorous,

  un-illustrated paperback (definitely no pictures of the author en chemise de nuit) – Nightie nevertheless hit the spot for, among others, the then gardening editor

  of The Daily Telegraph. It led ultimately to more than a decade of garden writing, most notably my weekly no-nonsense ‘Thorny Problems’ letters page in the

  Telegraph’s Saturday gardening supplement, condensed into a book of the same name in 2011.




  In the years since I first put fingertips to clunky word processor, much has changed. Accusations of mild sexism, twenty-first-century wardrobe refinements and general horticultural correctness

  necessitated the title change to Gardening in Pyjamas for this updated version. But more seriously, the use of chemicals in the garden has changed radically in a more ecologically

  conscious world, providing us with unavoidable challenges, while the word organic – even when used with a very small ‘o’ – has to be more keenly acknowledged than

  heretofore. An extra decade of experience has changed the horticultural habits even of old diehards like me.




  It would appear, however, that avid gardeners are still up to the same old tricks. Out they go in the early hours full of good intentions, as often as not with a battered fleece flung on over

  inadequate nightwear and with a long-gone-cold cup of instant clutched in hand. They plan, plot and dream, interrupting their reverie to tweak here, poke there, even hitching things up a bit to

  facilitate a plunge into the back of a border to nip off an errant shoot perhaps, or to tweak at a weed. For the lucky home-based few, these shenanigans can go on for the best part of a morning,

  cut short only by the arrival of a bemused visitor at the front door. For most, however, early-morning raids may constitute the principal gardening time in the week. A glance at a scratched watch

  face has them scurrying indoors, scrubbing the soil from knees and fingernails, throwing on more respectable garments and rushing to work, leaving the sartorial secrets of their muddy habit strewn

  damply over the unmade bed.




  Real gardening basics have not changed that much, however, and it occurred to me that now that the infamous gung-ho-paint-it-all-blue instant makeover years have thankfully faded into history,

  the unglamorous facts of life (or death) out there that can so thoroughly befuddle beginners, need spelling out and explaining again in words of (mostly) one syllable. So Gardening in

  Pyjamas aims again to cater for those new (and not so new) to gardening who have lots of questions they scarcely dare ask – but want the answers to be kept simple. It is for those who

  want to know how to achieve a beautiful garden, but have been scratching about indecisively using inappropriate tools, with sodden hair and a wrecked back, wondering all the while whether actually

  they have been doing more harm than good. Deep down in their aching bones they know that gardening could be the ultimate leisure pleasure if only they understood just a little bit more about

  it.




  The Thorny Problems book seems to have found its way to many a bedside table (or – yes, I know – the bookshelf in the loo), and I fervently hope that Gardening in

  Pyjamas does the same. There are still, as you will have noticed on your first perfunctory flip-through, no mouth-watering illustrations to bring on irrational shopping trips, no tedious

  photographic step-by-steps featuring a model with immaculate fingernails and not a single demoralising line drawing showing you how to prune improbably perfect shrubs. I learnt a lot of my

  gardening by just getting stuck in and having a go, armed with some helpful basic information gleaned largely from my parents, both of them botanists, teachers and skilful gardeners. What follows

  is my version of that information augmented by my own experience and it will, I hope, make your precious gardening time more rewarding. I hope you will dip in when desperate and find just enough to

  get you started, but not enough to scare you stiff.
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CHAPTER 1




  What a lot of gardeners don’t know and don’t like to ask




  As I write, there are scores of perfectly competent gardeners scratching away in their beloved oases as happy as sandboys, but for that occasional,

  irritating thought that there is a whole lot of stuff about plants that they just don’t know – and that might have made their horticultural lives a little easier. I am not talking about

  advanced botany, or serious science, but the basic things that many gardening books and experienced gardening friends take for granted that we know – the lack of real understanding of which

  can eat away at our self-confidence and consequently get in the way of imaginative and satisfying gardening.




  It is all a bit like those early school experiences that dog you for the rest of your life. I think I was ‘away’ the first time my class encountered long division. I never ever got

  the hang of it, and I have never ever dared ask anyone to explain it to me since. My subsequent terror of maths, I am convinced, stems from that time. Thank God for the invention of

  calculators.




  If you walk round a garden with its really learned owners, they will explain everything and anything to you, for most love to talk. But you are hardly likely to stop them in mid-flow to ask them

  what they mean when they say such-and-such is a useful biennial. Most probably you won’t get to ask the really meaty questions that are burning within, for fear of revealing scores of gaps in

  your basic knowledge and looking silly. Furthermore, gardeners are hopelessly generous and in return for your appreciation will invariably press trowelfuls of their treasures or, even worse,

  branches of rare shrubs for you to ‘take a few cuttings’ from, all of them with incomprehensible Latin names, on to you. It is all supposed to be part of the fun, a tangible expression

  of the overwhelming need of most gardeners to share their enthusiasm with others. But it can be equally overwhelming to be on the receiving end. So here is my guide to that

  common language we gardeners use to communicate.




  REAL BASICS YOU NEED TO GRASP




  I should hate this book to become one of those useful but dry little numbers – an A to Z of largely obscure horticultural terms. You sense that the writer of such books

  has been dredging around trying to fill each letter section with as many definitions as he or she can find to make you realise how much there is you don’t know about plants and gardening. I

  will try to include explanations of key words within each section of the book, but I do think it is important to understand exactly what the following mean before you read on.
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  Annuals




   




  An annual plant is one that completes its growing cycle during one season and will not survive frost. This group of plants includes petunias, busy Lizzies, nasturtiums and so

  on, and most of them need a lot of sun.




  The term hardy annual applies to those plants whose seeds can be sown directly into the ground in spring or even autumn. Their seeds germinate as soon as the soil is warm enough and the days

  long enough – they then cope with whatever Mother Nature throws at them. Many hardy annuals will therefore self-seed, so that once you introduce plants such as love-in-the-mist, marigolds or

  nasturtiums into your garden, you will find that they become a more or less permanent fixture, which is quite fun.




  Most annuals, however, are tender and have to be raised from seed in a warm greenhouse or on a windowsill indoors. Being expensive to buy and time-consuming to maintain,

  they should be grown in pots and other containers, and used to create bright spots of colour or fill gaps in a new garden. My real favourites are the big annuals: cosmos, cleome and tobacco plants.

  You have to make sure you get hold of Nicotiana affinis if you want those big, white tobacco plants that glow in the dark and knock you sideways with their scent. (I have actually known

  garden centre staff to fib about what they offer you. Many of the modern cultivars available are miserable little scentless things, I find.) These larger annuals, real floppy whoppers, spend the

  midsummer months achieving their often breathtaking height, and then reward you with flowers well into the early autumn, when the rest of the average British garden can look a bit sad and burnt

  out.




  At the end of autumn, pull out exhausted annuals and chuck them away, even though they may look as though they want to jolly on past Christmas. You can keep some seed of the best of them, and

  start again the following year.




  Biennials




  A biennial plant is one that takes two growing seasons to complete its cycle. During the first year the new seedlings produce a small amount of rather uninteresting leaf growth

  but do not flower. If they survive the ravages of slugs, snails and fanatical weeders until the next year, they will produce loads of flowers, millions of seeds and die a very ugly and dramatic

  death at the end of the summer. The most well-known examples are foxgloves, honesty and forget-me-nots. It is really important to learn to identify biennials when they are very young – you

  can do this by comparing the leaves of the baby and the adult – because you can quite easily transplant biennials after their first year of growth. Indeed it is generally necessary to thin

  the seedlings out where they make colonies and threaten to stunt each other’s growth. I adore the self-seeding biennial population of my garden – constantly ebbing and flowing,

  providing bits of haphazard colour in unexpected places. If it threatens to overwhelm, I just weed things out.




  There is a variation to biennials. Some plants, notably angelica and some verbascums, are what is known as monocarpic, which means they may take more than two years to

  become mature enough to flower and set seed, after which they generally die.
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  Perennials




   




  A perennial (also referred to as a herbaceous perennial) is a frost-hardy, non-woody plant (in other words not a shrub, see below) that comes up year after year. In this group

  are the favourite summer flowerers – lupins, delphiniums, campanulas and so on. As I explain in the chapter on mixed borders (see pages 81–112), perennials do need a certain amount of

  attention – protection from slugs, annual feeding, supporting with canes or twigs, deadheading to keep them flowering for as long as possible, cutting down to ground level in the winter and

  division every few years – but they are incredibly rewarding once established. A few, generally short-lived perennials (such as the Welsh poppy and sweet rocket) will seed themselves gently

  around the garden. I love that, and it is one of the main reasons it is so important to learn to distinguish seedlings from weedlings.




  Half-hardy perennials




  These include many fuchsias, argyranthemums (marguerites), pelargoniums (geraniums), verbenas and helichrysums, which are mostly used for container planting. These plants are

  true perennials in their native (hotter) climates, and can limp though most mild winters in towns (where it is a degree or so warmer), if they are given the shelter of a wall,

  kept fairly dry, and if their roots remain unfrosted. Even if you overwinter them in a greenhouse or porch, where they may be subjected to bad pest attacks, they have to be cut back, cleaned up and

  generally ‘rejuvenated’ in the late spring if they are to perform well the following year.




  Shrubs and trees




  A shrub or bush is a plant with several woody stems coming from the base and can be anything from 15cm (6in) to 6m (20ft) in height. Those sold in UK garden centres and

  nurseries should all be frost hardy, although ideas about ‘climate change’ have brought a rush of blood to the head to some nurserymen and I have on occasion seen tender shrubs such as

  some abutilons and Lantana camara sold without a warning label to say they wouldn’t stand frost. Some hardy shrubs may suffer winter damage to their extremities if they are exposed

  to icy winds but will generally recover the following summer. Almost all shrubs need pruning or tidying at some point during the year once they are established.




  A tree is a single-stemmed woody plant from a few feet to well over 15m (50ft) in height. Some trees (notably eucalyptus, paulownia and some willows) can be persuaded to become almost shrub-like

  by being stooled each year in the spring – that is, cut right to the ground and encouraged to make several branches from their bases.




  THE NAMING OF PLANTS




  It was not until I started gardening that I really discovered the value of Latin. More than anything, Latin plant names seem to fill people with horror. The fact that we no

  longer study Latin in most of our schools seems a huge shame. Initially I hated the subject as much as most, but began to realise fairly early on that Latin not only held the key to English

  spelling but also helped to lessen one’s fear of learning other European languages. After an otherwise hopelessly flawed school career – I think I could best be

  described as detention-seeking – my Latin has become a welcome reminder that I am not without a brain. All those jars of broad beans that mouldered away on the school lab windowsill when

  everyone else’s flourished, all that stuff about amoeba and spirogyra, the life cycle of the tapeworm, and questions on the natural vegetation of the tundra – freesias, was my

  oh-so-bright response, I recall – went in one ear and out of the other. But my familiarity with Latin has really helped me with plant names.




  The binomial system of naming plants, as it is called, dates back to the eighteenth century, when a Swedish botanist, Carl Linnaeus, decided that all plants should be given Latinised names

  (actually many of the generic names come from Greek) consisting of two words: the name of the genus (see below) – e.g. Potentilla, Skimmia, Delphinium or whatever

  – and the name of the species (see below) – e.g. fruticosa, nepalensis, japonica, alba, neumanniana, or some such. Thus the

  ‘surname’ comes first, and the ‘first name’ comes second. Heaven only knows what kind of chap Linnaeus was, and can you imagine what kind of gardener he must have been? I

  bet poor old Mrs Linnaeus (Linnaeus mrs kitchenensis, perhaps?) had a hard job stopping him planting things in rows and putting labels on everything.




  The reason why we are stuck with an embellished form of this ancient system is because it really is necessary. We simply cannot get by with common ‘English’ names because they

  don’t describe the plant accurately. I use common names whenever I can do so without causing confusion: how can we abandon such evocative gems as lady’s mantle, love-in-the-mist,

  granny’s bonnet, love-lies-bleeding, Solomon’s seal, lily-of-the-valley and many more? So, like many gardeners, I use a confusing jumble of names, a compromise, in rather the same way

  that I have managed partially to convert to metric measurements: I am more than capable of saying that such-and-such is 3 feet high and 30 centimetres wide (and most people of my generation

  don’t bat an eyelid). But we do need to take it all on board. I will therefore try to give a broad outline of how the system works as simply as I can, while apologising to real botanists for

  probably oversimplifying the whole issue.




  I shall use the following plants to illustrate my description: Potentilla fruticosa var. arbuscula, Potentilla fruticosa

  ‘Elizabeth’ and Potentilla nepalensis ‘Miss Willmott’. I have chosen potentilla as an example since I know that it causes confusion. Why, I have been asked by more

  than one disappointed novice, is it that the sad little sprawly potentilla they put in their own garden bears so little resemblance to the familiar shrubby pale-yellow-flowered one resplendent all

  summer long in their friend’s garden? This is my rather long-winded reply. Bear with me.
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  Plant families




   




  All plants belong in ‘families’, the members of which share certain botanical characteristics that may or may not be obvious to gardeners. If you look closely at the

  individual flowers of sweet peas, laburnum and clover, for example, you will see they are similar in shape. They all belong to the pea family (Leguminaceae). If you visit a botanic garden,

  you will find plants grown in large beds with other members of their family. It is quite a good way of putting the jigsaw puzzle together, but actually the family names are, I think, the least

  important part of a plant’s name, from our point of view.




  The genus




  Plant families are broken down further into smaller groups or genera (the singular of which is genus), containing plants that are even more closely related.

  But the genus Potentilla (which belongs, incidentally, to the rose family, Rosaceae), contains both shrubs and herbaceous perennials (see pages 4–5), which, though they have

  similar flowers, for example, have different growing habits or other subtle characteristics. This is why the name potentilla (or cinquefoil, its common name, which is a corruption of French) on its

  own is pretty unhelpful, particularly when you are out shopping.




  Plant species




  The vital second word on a plant label, or in a plant directory, is the species name. This will often, but by no means always, tell you a lot about the plant. It will describe

  either how it looks or smells, tell you where it comes from or even tell you the name of the person who first found it growing in the wild and brought it into cultivation. This is generally the

  part of the plant name that gives new gardeners the collywobbles, but it is not too hard to learn a few of the more obvious ones (which are related to English words), and find a book that tells you

  the meaning of the more obscure-sounding ones. For example, Potentilla fruticosa is a shrubby or woody (which is what ‘fruticosa’ means) plant; Potentilla

  nepalensis (from Nepal) happens to be an herbaceous or non-woody one. Even if you do not have the energy to get to grips with the actual meaning of each one, you really need to know that this

  part of the name is important.




  Varieties




  I am afraid there is more, much more. There is generally a third word (sometimes Latinised, sometimes English) on the plant label. This is the variety name – a further

  category that helps to identify plants more precisely. If it is a naturally occurring variation in a plant, say a different leaf or flower coloration, then it will be quite simple –

  variegata (variegated), alba (white), hirsutum (hairy) and so on. Hence Potentilla fruticosa var. arbuscula (meaning something like ‘shrubby

  little bush’). If it is a cultivated variety (i.e. a variation that has occurred since it became a garden plant), then it will often have a recognisable English or other

  European language name written within quotes. Thus Potentilla fruticosa ‘Elizabeth’, or Potentilla nepalensis ‘Miss Willmott’. The term cultivated variety

  is now often shortened to ‘cultivar’.




  How knowing the Latin name can help you buy the right plant




  In fact using the diversity of the potentilla tribe mentioned above helps illustrate this rather neatly. How did those nervous novices get it so wrong? The explanation is

  usually simple: they remembered the name ‘potentilla’, swanned off to the garden centre and grabbed the first potentilla they came across. Their friends may have Potentilla

  fruticosa ‘Primrose Beauty’ or ‘Elizabeth’ growing in their gardens – both easy-to-grow bushy shrubs. What the novices acquired by mistake was Potentilla

  nepalensis ‘Miss Willmott’, perhaps, or ‘Gibson’s Scarlet’, popular cultivars of an herbaceous species of the same genus – got that? – that die right

  back in winter. It’s the perfect illustration of why you really do need to go beyond the generic name and get quite specific, to be sure of buying the right plant.




  Hybrids




  And then there are hybrids, which occur when two species from the same genera are deliberately crossed. If you see multiplication signs in the middle of plant names, this

  indicates a hybrid; for example, Primula × bulleesiana is a hybrid between Primula beesiana and Primula bulleyana... This is the point at which most of us glaze

  over and switch on the telly for light relief, so I will draw a veil over the rest. Suffice it to say that F1 hybrids are hybrids with attitude – plants with greater vigour, better flowers

  and often greater disease resistance. More than that the average gardener really, really does not need to know.




  While on the subject of hybrids, I have a few pet hates. The introduction of so many new garden plant varieties and hybrids is, in my view, a sign that horticulture has gone mad. I suppose I can

  understand the reason for breeding plants to promote improved disease resistance, more intense scent and, perhaps, even bigger and better flowers, all of which matter to a lot

  of gardeners. However, I am sure I am not alone in looking sideways at some of those awful recent additions – lurid pansies and petunias, variegated spirea, ceanothus and cistus, which I

  think look either sick or totally alien or both.




  Changing names




  Another pet hate is the way botanists periodically get into huddles and change plant names, presumably when they think we gardeners are getting a bit too cocky. How many

  young(ish) gardeners have parents who still insist on calling Philadelphus (commonly known as mock orange), Syringa, when everyone under the age of 50 knows Syringa is

  now the Latin name for lilac? And did you know that ubiquitous ever-grey shrub with those love ’em or hate ’em yellow ragwort flowers is no longer called Senecio, but is now

  Brachyglottis? I suppose we should be grateful as we never could make up our minds whether to pronounce it SeNEKio or SenEESio. But the new name sounds like a nasty throat infection

  however you say it.




  And that non-invasive weeping bamboo Arundinaria murielae is now called Fargesia murielae, while the lovely, easy, early-flowering perennial Dicentra spectabilis (aka

  bleeding heart) has recently been renamed Lamprocapnos spectabilis. Trying to keep up with it all makes me feel very weary, it really does.




  Pronunciation




  Which brings me to pronunciation. Many obsessed gardeners spend a lot of time thumbing through books and mumbling darkly to themselves, thankful that they are not having to read

  out loud. If you care about ‘accepted’ pronunciation, you can get one of those books on plant names that will give you their phonetic pronunciation. If you don’t, then just keep

  your ears open and you will be amazed at what you hear coming out of the mouths of even those whom you might think should know. Once when I was appearing on the same television programme as Peter

  Seabrook (the Godfather of telly gardening), we each pronounced the name Lysimachia punctata totally differently, bold as brass, for all to hear. And guess what? The

  world did not come to an end.




  Incidentally, I have noticed that whenever a few friendly gardeners get together they invariably have a good laugh about mutual mispronunciations. The name Cotoneaster springs to mind.

  I think most of us started off as members of the Cotton Easter club. As I say, who cares?




  Returning briefly and absolutely finally to the subject of the necessity for Latin names, there is now a more pressing reason to persevere with them. If you happen, as I do, to start

  ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ about plants in nurseries in foreign parts, you can ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ together with foreign gardeners in Latin. (I just

  love to hear Italians speak Latin. I suspect that even their words for well-rotted horse manure sound like the finer parts of a Catholic Mass.) There is no doubt about it, using Latin plant names

  does make you feel like a real gardener and very grown-up. And while you might have an almighty job finding something as simple as a bag of bonemeal in a French garden centre, I find that buying

  plants there is, comparatively speaking, a doddle.




  Once you have all of the above under your belt, you may read on...
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CHAPTER 2




  The good earth




  How on earth, I have been asking myself, do you make a chapter on soil in a gardening book interesting? Well, I have to try.




  Considering how much time we spend grubbing about in it, scraping it out from under our fingernails and sweeping clods of it off the kitchen floor, it is amazing how little we really understand

  about soil. Things are looking up, however. Twenty years or so ago, as often as not we did nothing to our garden soil apart from sprinkle a bit of peat on it from time to time or empty out old

  growbags, or the compost from old house-plant casualties, on to the flower beds. (I know a dear old thing who for years has given her strapping 6-foot camellia three old tea bags a day: on

  reflection, maybe she was on to something – perhaps that is how it got to be strapping in the first place.) Nowadays, however, it has become second nature to even the most innocent of

  gardeners to bandy about words like ‘mulch’, ‘compost’ and the need for ‘soil improvement’. Even the slackest among us feels a twinge of unease if, pressed for

  time, we just scrape a hole in a piece of the compacted, dry, urban filth that passes for soil, bung a plant in it and splosh a bit of water about, hoping for the best.




  TOPSOIL




  There is a lot of science behind it all, of course, but it is relatively easy stuff. Plants need to grow in good topsoil – that is, a mixture of ground-up rock particles

  that contain a variety of vital minerals, plus water, air, and decayed animal and vegetable matter that eventually forms humus, vital to plant growth, as well as bacteria and micro-organisms, which

  form natural nutrients. Plants thrive in soil that has balanced proportions of the so-called macronutrients: nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium (described as N, P and K on

  fertiliser packets – more on these later).




  Beneath the topsoil is subsoil, which cannot support plant life. It is mostly a mixture of rock particles, minerals and water, plus – for many of us – bricks and broken tiles, bits

  of old bike, scraps of smashed china and general domestic detritus. I have become convinced, over many years of digging in various gardens, that an ancient English tribal rite consisted of going

  out of the back door and throwing crockery around. So great is the volume of the stuff I have dug up in my time that I am sure I could reassemble several tea services.




  Depending on where you live, your topsoil can be anything from a few centimetres to about 50cm (20in) deep, and it can be acid or alkaline. Soil over limestone or chalk is alkaline; soil over

  ancient woodland or marshland is generally acid. The soil pH – its level of alkalinity or acidity – can be quite easily assessed, to work out which plants will grow well.
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  To further complicate matters, soil particle size dramatically affects the texture of the soil, which is also deeply significant to gardeners. Soil can be clay-based, with small particles, which

  ensure that it either bakes hard, almost with a crust on it, or becomes waterlogged. While it is often extremely fertile, soil like this is difficult for plant roots to penetrate and compacts

  easily if walked on when it is wet. It is generally referred to as feeling ‘sticky’, but I prefer to call it ‘slithery’ to the touch. It is extremely hard to dig except at

  certain times of year, when it is neither too wet nor too dry. Then there is sand-based, silty soil that you can almost run through your fingers when it is dry. It consists of coarse particles and

  tends to drain too quickly so that nutrients wash through it and it easily becomes infertile. Few of us have what every gardener covets: good loam, which has equal proportions

  of sand, clay and the organic matter that breaks down to form humus.




  Problems




  Whatever its basic type, topsoil in most small gardens suffers from one or other of the following two problems.




  Unless it has been regularly ‘topped up’ with organic matter, it is thin, dusty and infertile, having been over-cultivated for generations. Since the demise of the horse as an

  easy-to-come-by source of coarse, texture-improving, nitrogen-rich manure, things have gone from bad to worse. Access to the average back garden can be difficult, so even if you have a convenient

  source, carrying bags of muck or other goodies through the house is not a joyful task. But with little or no input of meaningful organic matter, our garden soil is just not giving of its best.




  The other frequent problem that arises where builders have been active is that areas of topsoil may have been unwittingly polluted or, worse, churned up completely so that what passes for

  topsoil is actually subsoil, with little or no nutrients or humus in it, at all. Unless instructed to do so, builders rarely do the sensible gardening thing and, before digging foundations for

  walls, excavating drains or whatever, reserve in a special pile the topsoil they removed so that order (and gardening) can be returned swiftly to the site once they have departed.




  Solutions




  While not wishing to oversimplify a very complex subject, I cannot stress enough that both of these frequently encountered soil problems can be largely overcome if you regularly

  fork loads of coarse organic matter into garden soil around plants. (In this sense, the word organic means that the matter was once living.) You should also incorporate organic stuff into the soil

  by trench digging (see pages 91–2) where possible, before planting up new beds and borders. What you add to the soil is up to you, and you should have at least a vague idea of your soil pH

  (see page 23) when you make that choice.




  For me, home-made compost is the best organic stuff, but few gardens can generate enough. When I run out of home-made, I use spent mushroom compost (from the

  mushroom-growing industry), or recycled composted council waste, both of which are easy to come by and don’t smell awful. In some areas, there are still people who sell mushroom compost from

  the back of a lorry and will bag it up for you. It is slightly alkaline (see page 23) and not as nutritious as nitrogen-rich recycled waste or (if you can get it) thoroughly rotted horse

  manure.




  I generally top up my soil fertility each spring with blood, fish and bone or with pelleted chicken manure: organic-based fertilisers bought in bags from garden centres. These are balanced

  fertilisers with roughly equal proportions of N, P and K. If you, like me, have clay soil – you will know because it will be so hard to dig when it is very dry or very wet – I find it

  is helpful to add coarse sand or grit along with the organic matter as part of the soil preparation process. This will make it much easier to deal with, opening up the texture so that it drains

  more efficiently. Sandy soil that drains too freely is also improved by the regular addition of enormous quantities of organic matter.
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  As I see it, the key is to concentrate on improving soil texture. Then, whatever nutrients you add in the form of fertilisers, whether they are organic or inorganic balanced fertilisers,

  time-release capsules or the convenient quick-acting soluble kinds (detailed later), will be retained together with moisture and air. The whole root-growing environment is thus transformed.




  So much for the basics. I feel it would be useful to look at some aspects of the whole subject in greater detail. Along the way we should get to understand a little more about what is meant by

  such things as soil fertility and fertilisers generally, compost (there’s a confusing word for a start), trench digging, mulching and the much-misunderstood question of

  soil pH.




  SOIL FERTILITY




  As I have previously mentioned, plants need the so-called macronutrients – nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium – to grow and flower well. They also need trace

  elements, such as magnesium, boron and copper, but... enough science for one page. You just have to think of plants as children – needing a good diet in order to grow.




  Plants show various symptoms when grown in infertile soil – their leaves are paler, their flowers fewer and their growth less vigorous than their well-nourished friends. Research has

  apparently shown that adding fertilisers to our gardens does not have as much effect as we would hope. I can only tell you about my first garden, which belonged to a tall house in West London.

  Heavily under the influence of my parents, both keen gardeners and botanists, I was dragooned into applying masses of rotted horse manure to my whole garden before they would let me plant so much

  as a single wallflower. As I recall we carried it in great bundles through the house, over the new carpet, slung in a pair of huge old curtains that my mother had sacrificed for the purpose. Such

  dedication to horticulture was not unusual in our household.




  A year or so later, I was standing one evening at the window at the very top of the house with my small son, watching the planes (remember Concorde?) and helicopters coming in over the London

  rooftops. As he whooped with joy and waved a sticky index finger at an approaching helicopter, I recall vividly my amazement as I looked down at our garden. It was quite noticeable that in our

  plot, the greenery was two shades darker, the flowers were that much brighter, and everything was taller and juicier looking, than in any of the other gardens in the little row of similar plots

  below me. All that goodness in the soil was actually visible.




  You can test your soil’s fertility with little test-tube kits and convert your kitchen for a day into something resembling a school chemistry lab. My advice is that, unless you have a

  growth and health problem in certain areas of your garden, it is really not worth the effort. Whenever I have gone through the motions in various gardens I have come to the

  sobering conclusion that our gardens are generally likely to be equally deficient in all of the three macronutrients.




  Macronutrients




  Nitrogen (N) in the soil is important for leaf growth. Spring lawn treatments are therefore rich in nitrogen. However, if you give flowering plants more than they need, they

  will produce too much leaf and not enough flower. Nasturtiums are a good example of this. If grown in poor soil, they flower much better and produce less irritating leaf growth.




  Phosphorus (P) is essential for general plant health and disease resistance. Autumn lawn food is high in phosphates – but low in nitrogen. It strengthens the grass for the winter and

  ensures that it has a strong start in the spring, while not encouraging it to grow fast and lush just before the cold weather.




  Potassium (K), generally referred to by gardeners as ‘potash’, is important for the production of flowers and fruit. A ‘high-potash’ feed is a fertiliser that will

  kick-start plants into flowering. You tend to give this to flowering containers and tomatoes from about midsummer on, once you see that the plants are starting to produce their buds.




  The ‘O’ word




  Perhaps here is as good a place as any to address the word ‘organic’, much used and sometimes misused in horticulture. At its simplest, organic is a word applied to anything that

  comes originally from nature, as opposed to man-made. In the UK, the Soil Association applies the word strictly to organic gardening, and true organic gardeners use nothing man-made, setting huge

  store by using composts and mulches to improve soil and ‘feed’ plants, shunning the use of peat (see page 33), except where coir and other ‘greener’ innovations simply

  won’t do the job, and, for example, using fish and bone as a general fertiliser, pelleted hop and chicken manure or products derived from seaweed as pep-up fertilisers.

  Treating your soil ‘organically’ is relatively easy and many of us (including me) have a real go at it. The problem of organic pest control is a far knottier one, which I will address

  in a later chapter.




  General-purpose granular fertilisers




  Macronutrients are traditionally applied to the garden in spring in the form of a balanced fertiliser – that is, one that has equal proportions of each element in it.

  During the Second World War, when efficient food production was a key factor in the national fight for survival, the government of the day developed a fertiliser – National Growmore –

  that has become the well-known Growmore. For years, gardeners applied the recommended 4oz per square yard around the whole garden (excluding the lawn) to give the whole shooting match a bit of a

  lift. Incidentally, 4oz (about 115g) is two hefty, gloved fistfuls to you and me. (You don’t bother to weigh garden fertilisers the way you do sugar.)




  Growmore (and now many other brands that call themselves ‘balanced granular general-purpose feed’ or some such catch-all name) is an inorganic fertiliser – that is, it is a

  man-made blend of minerals. But changing attitudes have led people to return to the traditional, organic-based ‘blood, fish and bone’ fertilisers – the nearest equivalent to

  Growmore in terms of balanced nutrients. You need less of the blood, fish and bone per square yard – approximately one fistful will do. In both cases you should fork the stuff gently into the

  top few centimetres of soil. The rain will do the rest. Another so-called balanced fertiliser is pelleted chicken manure, although those who market it tend to be somewhat vague about the actual N,

  P, K content. If you don’t want to use anything containing bonemeal (and some don’t like the idea) and you want to use an ‘organic’ fertiliser, then chicken manure may be

  the best answer.




  If you talk to truly organic gardeners, they will tell you that if you add enough organic stuff to the soil at regular intervals, general fertilisers are not really necessary. But you can never

  know what ‘enough’ is, and I suspect it is more than ordinary gardeners have the time, patience or energy for. So I always add a general fertiliser in the spring, around March and, if I

  am feeling diligent, again in the middle of the summer.




  Time-release fertilisers




  Like general-purpose granular fertilisers, many time-release fertilisers also tend to be balanced, although some are now formulated for specific purposes (rose food, ericaceous

  plant food and so on, of which more on pages 21–2). They take the form of little orange capsules that you mix into the soil – or potting compost in containers – at the rate given

  on the packet. The capsules’ silicone coating starts to dissolve and release the fertiliser within only when they are damp and the temperature is sufficiently warm for plant growth. The

  manufacturers claim that they are effective for a whole growing season. It seems all very clever, and is an ideal way to fertilise plants in containers and window boxes, but to me seems a bit of an

  extravagant way to feed a whole garden. Perhaps I am just mean and old-fashioned.




  Water-in fertilisers




  Soluble fertilisers are what you might call horticultural wonder drugs. There are several obviously inorganic brands (pink or blue soluble grains that look more medical than

  horticultural), as well as liquids that you dilute, many seaweed based, which are organic. If you want to be ultra-organic, you can even make your own high-potash feed by steeping the leaves of

  comfrey or nettles in a bucket of water (see opposite).




  Commercially bought soluble or liquid feeds vary considerably in their N, P, K content so you should take a look at the smallest print on the packaging. What they have in common, however, is the

  convenience and the speed with which they take effect. The big plus about fertilisers that you water-in is that they are taken up by the roots within days and are not dependent on being washed

  gradually into the soil. While they are very quick to hit the spot, the effect is not as long lasting and they may need to be applied at regular intervals during the growing season –

  generally once a week or fortnight. There are always good instructions on the packets and bottles.




  Soluble fertilisers can also be applied as a foliar feed – plants can actually take up food through their leaves – which is useful if you are short of time or

  during dry weather when plant roots are under stress. Spray the solution directly on to the plants’ leaves. The best time to do this is early morning or evening, but never in the middle of a

  sunny day.




  A final observation: if you ever decant fertilisers into more convenient water-proof cartons, don’t forget to make a note of the dosage and any other useful instructions, and write the

  information on the tub (plant label marker pens do the trick), otherwise you will kick yourself. I know these things.




  NETTLE OR COMFREY BREW




  

    

      You will need the following:




       




      1 kg (2lb) of nettles or comfrey (Who on earth weighs nettles? Just cram the bucket full before adding the water)




      10 litres (about 2 gallons) of water




      1 bucket




      1 clothes peg




       




      The clothes peg is for your nose, since the resulting liquid smells absolutely vile.




       




      You should dilute one part of this foul brew in ten parts of water before using it. Any that is left over at the end of the growing season should be poured, sludge and all,

      into your compost heap.


    


  




  Specific fertilisers




  There are also, as I have already mentioned, soluble, granular and time-release feeds for specific tasks or plants – roses, lawns, bedding plants, tomatoes for example

  – each with a different N, P, K balance, which you can see by looking at that small print on the backs of the packets. You can also buy nitrogen, potash and phosphate fertilisers separately

  for specific nutrient deficiencies. It can all get very complicated if you let it.




  Bonemeal




  Used traditionally in gardening as a slow-release, long-life source of phosphates, it is useful to mix into the soil beneath plants to help with their root development, but it

  can occasionally cause havoc because it is attractive to dogs and foxes. It is certainly evil-smelling stuff as you might expect, and I have always taken great care to wear gloves when handling it

  and not to inhale it. There are other forms of phosphates – superphosphate (inorganic) and rock phosphates (organic) – that you can use instead. But again, in theory, if you use enough

  organic stuff on your soil, you probably don’t really need to use a separate phosphate fertiliser anyway. As is often the case, it is a question of personal choice, not a question of right or

  wrong.
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  Mycorrhizal fungi




   




  A word or three, without too much blinding science, about mycorrhizal fungi: occurring naturally in the soil, these beneficial fungi attach themselves to the roots of plants

  and, in a symbiotic relationship, give plants the equivalent of a secondary, extensive, highly efficient root system, enabling them to hold on to water and extract nutrition from the soil in

  difficult conditions. After years of research boffins found a way to provide growers and gardeners with these fungi in dried form (sold as Rootgrow). Sprinkled in the soil at planting time or made

  into a dipping-slurry, mycorrhizal fungi enable bare-rooted roses (and other shrubs) to become established and grow extremely quickly. Using mycorrhizal fungi is also now believed to be helpful in

  preventing ‘rose sickness’ – a little understood soil problem all too often encountered when planting a new rose in place of an old one, that completely stops the new rose from

  getting going.




  SOIL pH




  There are two facts about plants that seem to stick in people’s minds, even if they claim to know little else about them. One is that ‘clematis needs shaded

  roots’, and the other is that ‘camellias need acid soil’. The subject of clematis I will deal with later (see pages 71–8), but it is amazing that, in a whole section on

  soil, I have as yet barely touched on the one thing about the subject people seem to think so important.
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