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About the Book

Alan Titchmarsh imparts a lifetime of expertise in these definitive practical guides for both beginners and experienced gardeners.

Step-by-step illustrations and easy-to-follow instructions guide you through the basic skills and on to the advanced techniques, providing everything you need to create beautiful borders in your garden.


	Creative ideas and border planting plans

	Practical advice on care, maintenance and propegation

	Illustrated A-Z profiles of recommended plants

	Recommended plants for specific purposes, conditions and effects

	Step-by-step illustrations showing essential techniques
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Introduction

Gardening is one of the best and most fulfilling activities on earth, but it can sometimes seem complicated and confusing. The answers to problems can usually be found in books, but big fat gardening books can be rather daunting. Where do you start? How can you find just the information you want without wading through lots of stuff that is not appropriate to your particular problem? Well, a good index is helpful, but sometimes a smaller book devoted to one particular subject fits the bill better – especially if it is reasonably priced and if you have a small garden where you might not be able to fit in everything suggested in a larger volume.

The How to Garden books aim to fill that gap – even if sometimes it may be only a small one. They are clearly set out and written, I hope, in a straightforward, easy-to-understand style. I don’t see any point in making gardening complicated, when much of it is based on common sense and observation. (All the key techniques are explained and illustrated, and I’ve included plenty of tips and tricks of the trade.)

There are suggestions on the best plants and the best varieties to grow in particular situations and for a particular effect. I’ve tried to keep the information crisp and to the point so that you can find what you need quickly and easily and then put your new-found knowledge into practice. Don’t worry if you’re not familiar with the Latin names of plants. They are there to make sure you can find the plant as it will be labelled in the nursery or garden centre, but where appropriate I have included common names, too. Forgetting a plant’s name need not stand in your way when it comes to being able to grow it.

Above all, the How to Garden books are designed to fill you with passion and enthusiasm for your garden and all that its creation and care entails, from designing and planting it to maintaining it and enjoying it. For more than fifty years gardening has been my passion, and that initial enthusiasm for watching plants grow, for trying something new and for just being outside pottering has never faded. If anything I am keener on gardening now than I ever was and get more satisfaction from my plants every day. It’s not that I am simply a romantic, but rather that I have learned to look for the good in gardens and in plants, and there is lots to be found. Oh, there are times when I fail – when my plants don’t grow as well as they should and I need to try harder. But where would I rather be on a sunny day? Nowhere!

The How to Garden handbooks will, I hope, allow some of that enthusiasm – childish though it may be – to rub off on you, and the information they contain will, I hope, make you a better gardener, as well as opening your eyes to the magic of plants and flowers.
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Introducing perennials

Perennials are easily the largest and most versatile group of hardy garden plants. There are varieties in every colour, shape and size, to suit every garden, with plants adapted to different aspects, climates and soils. Some are enthusiasts’ plants – tricky (though very rewarding) to grow and propagate. However, many more are easy and will go from strength to strength over time, reappearing each year right on cue, and working together like the cast of a West End show. If you’ve done a bit of homework and can respond to their needs now and again through the year, they will repay you many times over, with enviable beds and borders in your own garden, and plenty of favourite plants to pass on to family and friends.
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What are perennials?

Organizing plants into groups is never straightforward, and there is usually some blurring at the edges when defining a particular plant category. Technically, the term ‘perennials’ covers trees, shrubs and anything else that goes on from year to year; but it’s more commonly used to describe herbaceous perennials – broadly, the plants that are covered in this book.

Herbaceous perennials are plants that are not woody like trees and shrubs, but have a long-lived underground root system and are left in the ground from year to year. Stems, leaves and flowers tend to be produced afresh on these plants every year, although there are some herbaceous perennials – for example bergenias, heucheras and some irises – that are evergreen and don’t die down in winter.

Ferns and grasses, not always covered in books on perennials, are included here because they’re generally used alongside flowering perennials in mixed borders, and complement them very well. Conversely, some plants, such as phormiums, tree ferns and cordylines, are not included because although they may be perennials, strictly speaking, they’re used more as though they were shrubs. Bulbs, which are such a large group, are not covered here or in most other books on perennials because including them would make it even more difficult to give proper coverage to ‘mainstream’ perennials.

This leaves us with a hugely varied and very large group of plants that is well worth getting to know better. Of course, a book of this size can only touch the tip of the iceberg, but if it gets you growing at least a few unfamiliar plants successfully, it will have done its work.


[image: Image]
Perennials aren’t grown just for their flowers: they offer a whole palette of wonderful leaf colours and forms, as shown here, with hosta, iris, rodgersia and polygonatum.
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Here is an example of all-season interest at its best: shrubs, perennials, bulbs and biennials joining forces in a creatively planned mixed border.




Using perennial garden plants

Few people these days have the time to manage large ‘herbaceous borders’ in the grand style, such as were kept up by armies of staff in gracious Victorian and Edwardian homes and gardens. For a time after that period, herbaceous plants rather fell from favour; but we couldn’t go on gardening for long without their many virtues and now they’re back in force, having found their rightful place as indispensable components of much more easily managed mixed planting schemes.

Perfect partners

The great thing about perennials is that, over and above the colour and interest they offer in their own right, they are such brilliant partners for other garden plants. There are perennials that are just right for planting under trees, over bulbs and between shrubs. If you learn to weave mixed planting schemes using all these ingredients, not only will you have a garden that is interestingly varied, but you can also organize things so that it keeps looking that way throughout the year as one highlight follows another. Dense, diverse planting like this also helps keep down the weeds, and because the soil is well covered during the growing season, there’s less evaporation, so you can also cut down on the watering during dry weather.

Many perennials find a role as the ‘soft furnishings’ of a garden, putting volume, colour and texture onto the garden’s structural bones (trees, shrubs, hedging and so on). It’s useful to build up a small collection of ‘filler’ perennials that you know are successful, reliable and trouble free in your garden’s particular conditions. They might include Alchemilla mollis, Anthemis tinctoria, Sedum ‘Herbstfreude’, or a good hardy geranium. Increase your stock of these plants by division, or from seed or cuttings, so that you have spare plants to use in groups to fill gaps when they arise. Using certain plants repeatedly in this way helps give coherence and a sense of unity to the garden as a whole.


[image: Image]
Bold and soft outlines contrast here, in a colour-planned Gertrude Jekyll border. This is her own garden, Munstead Wood, in Surrey.






Gertrude Jekyll

The name most often associated with herbaceous borders is that of the artist and garden designer Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932), although she always called them hardy flower borders. She used perennials on a huge scale as the basis of ambitiously planned set-piece borders in many gardens, both her own and those of her clients. Some were meticulously colour zoned, with cool colours at the ends gradually building up to a blaze of red and orange in the middle. Often, plants in pots (such as lilies and hostas) were added to the scheme temporarily, or some of the border plants were replaced as the season progressed, to ensure a good display at all times.

Plants were also manipulated to maximize their effects; for example, later-flowering plants were trained over faded earlier ones, and tall plants such as rudbeckias pulled down to a horizontal position to make them produce more flowering sideshoots. This must all have been quite a task, not least in her own garden at Munstead Wood in Surrey, whose main border was 60m (200ft) long and 4.3m (14ft) deep. However, she did have the help of 14 gardeners.





Planting styles

Perennials are an amazingly adaptable and versatile plant group, lending themselves to practically every sort of planting scheme and mood. Fashions come and go, but whether you choose to follow an established style or go your own way, there is endless creative satisfaction to be had from combining perennials in different ways to make a beautiful garden that reflects your personality and suits your particular needs.

Formal planting

Perennials have many virtues but they tend to be a wayward lot and can’t generally be relied upon for a crisply symmetrical outline. But, in a formal garden, they come into their own as soft contrast to formal structural planting, such as clipped evergreens, or in paired containers, where hostas or sempervivums are classics. Perennials with a uniform, upright habit can be used to echo the verticals and lend height to formal planting. Plants that work well in this way include eremurus, some aconitums and verbascums, physostegias, neat agapanthus, such as ‘Lilliput’, Calamagrostis x acutiflora and forms of Salvia x sylvestris and Salvia nemorosa. Then there are perennials with a neat, repetitive growth habit, which can be massed effectively as uniform infill in a formal scheme if you’re careful to use the same variety throughout. Bergenia has traditionally been used in this way, and Campanula carpatica and some of the tidier forms of sedum work well, too. Festuca glauca is effective in the right setting as a series of compact tufts, and for shade there is Asarum europaeum.


[image: Image]
Campanulas, salvias and clipped box, as shown here, are classic partners in the tradition of growing herbaceous plants in a formal setting.



Cottage-garden planting

Cottage gardens are the antithesis of formal ones, but often belong to very keen gardeners: they’re brimful of every sort of plant, with no room for any more (or so you might think, although cottage gardeners always find space for yet another special must-have plant that they spot at a sale). This kind of garden is labour-intensive and can easily become a rather formless (but charming) muddle. But many cottage-garden ideas and techniques, tempered by a little restraint, can and do result in some wonderful gardens.

Easy herbaceous plants are at the heart of cottage gardens – old-fashioned favourites that go on for years, like peonies, pinks, aquilegias, hollyhocks, Michaelmas daisies, catmints and campanulas. Choose a good range of these plants, to provide interest in every season, and mix them with shrubs and annuals to produce the required effect. Don’t forget the all-important structural perennials too – plants such as eryngiums, euphorbias and Verbena bonariensis. A mixture of plants of different kinds is always a good idea, providing variety through the seasons and helping to foil pests and diseases. And a well-filled garden, with scarcely a square inch of bare soil, means there’s less weeding to do.


[image: Image]
Hollyhocks, verbascums and roses are seen here in a delightful tumble of cottage-style planting. An old brick path enhances the scheme.






Wildflowers for a meadow

Much has been written recently about how to establish a meadow or flowering lawn. It can be quite a tricky business, and there isn’t space for details here, but suffice to say that the flowering plants that you choose must be tough enough not to be swamped by the grasses. Here, perennial wildflowers may have the edge over annuals, whose seedlings are all too easily engulfed in spring, when the grass begins to grow strongly.

But as to which perennials will succeed in a particular garden, only trial and error will tell. Experiment by buying a few ‘plugs’ of several types from a specialist supplier, in the hope that at least some plants will settle, spread and seed themselves. Good ones to try on light soils are ox-eye daisies (Leucanthemum vulgare), cowslips (Primula veris), meadow cranesbill (Geranium pratense) and scabious. On moist soils you may get along better with ragged robin (Lychnis flos-cuculi), cuckoo flower (Cardamine pratensis), meadow buttercup (Ranunculus acris) and meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria). Generally, wildflowers require low fertility of soil.
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Woodland planting

Woodland-style planting generally has its finest moment in spring, but if you visit a good woodland garden, such as Beth Chatto’s in Essex, you will find an astounding variety of plants that flourish under trees, with ideas for using them to make attractive groupings for every season. Even if your own woodland consists of only a couple of trees or a few shrubs, the principle is the same: choose plants that like spring sunshine and summer shade. Primroses, pulmonarias and violets are always good value, and for ground cover try natural woodland plants such as ferns, sweet woodruff (Galium odoratum) and woodrushes (Luzula nivea and Luzula sylvatica ‘Marginata’). For something a bit special and beautiful under trees, go for a pool of the charming, true-blue Corydalis flexuosa, or create the illusion of sunlight with Astrantia major ‘Sunningdale Variegated’ or the delightful Bowles’s golden grass (Milium effusum ‘Aureum’). Green-fingered gardeners with humus-rich soil might have a go at the Himalayan blue poppy (Meconopsis betonicifolia) or Kirengeshoma palmata.


[image: Image]
Frothy sweet woodruff provides a natural woodland-floor backdrop for foliage drama, such as this pairing of hosta with Japanese maple.



Waterside planting

Damp ground and a waterside setting offer opportunities to use some of the boldest perennials going. If you’re lucky enough to have a large pond or a stream with a serious amount of space around it, you can grow the giant of them all, Gunnera manicata. This works best as a stand-alone feature, perhaps with early-spring bulbs around its crown. Moving only a little down the boldness scale, there are plenty of foliage shapes and textures to put together in imaginative groupings that will look fantastic, especially when reflected in the water: royal fern (Osmunda regalis), Rodgersia, water saxifrage (Darmera peltata) and pendulous sedge (Carex pendula), for example. There’s no shortage of damp-loving flowers to add seasonal interest in this kind of setting. The arum lily (Zantedeschia aethiopica) always commands attention, and for more colour you could grow Astilbe and Iris sibirica; or have fun with a host of damp-loving primulas, from the giant cowslip (Primula florindae), through the tiered Primula bulleyana to the purple and white drumsticks of Primula denticulata.


[image: Image]
Damp ground beside water provides a perfect opportunity to plant drifts of bright, colourful, moisture-loving plants such as Primula bulleyana.



Stylish minimalism

A clean-lined, crisp contemporary garden can look very stylish and chic, especially when it makes a harmonious whole with the building to which it belongs. The main difficulty with a minimalist garden is to keep it that way – but if you’re committed to maintaining apple-pie order, and choose the right plants, you’ll be well on the way to success. Plants with strong shapes, such as eryngiums and euphorbias, are typical of contemporary gardens, and colour needs to be used with restraint, often with strong contrasts such as silver and purple or orange and deep blue.

There have been some brilliant contemporary show gardens at Chelsea and other shows in recent years, but it’s one thing to design a garden that looks immaculate for just a few days and quite another to achieve the same effect for 365 days of the year. So be careful to choose perennials that look tidy for a long season, and maintain them well: if a garden is to contain only a few plants, they need to look their very best all the time. Some favourite perennials for minimalist schemes include the striking, coppery-orange sedge Carex buchananii, jet-black Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Nigrescens’, sempervivums, euphorbias and the golden oat (Stipa gigantea).


[image: Image]
Spiky forms and contrasting colours suit contemporary planting schemes: here the sea holly Eryngium bourgatii is combined with Achillea ‘Feuerland’.



Prairie planting

Prairie-style planting consists of a low-maintenance mix of grasses and robust flowering perennials in a mixture of strong shapes and colours. It’s a planting style that looks its best in late summer and autumn, and can work on either a small or a large scale. The choice of plants is very wide, and is best made by trial and error to suit your conditions – although a sunny site that doesn’t dry out too easily is likely to offer the widest plant choice. Typical flowering plants for a prairie scheme might include bergamot (Monarda), verbena, aster, Rudbeckia, Eupatorium, Sanguisorba, Echinacea purpurea and Stachys macrantha, with grasses such as Stipa gigantea and Deschampsia cespitosa. Start by planting into really well-prepared, weed-free ground, and then the only major maintenance job is to cut down the whole lot once a year. Do this in late winter or early spring so that you can make the most of plants with seedheads that have both winter interest and wildlife value.


[image: Image]
Structure and texture are at the heart of prairie-style planting. The golden, low light of late summer brings out the best in both of these elements.



Exotic planting

As a planting style, exotic doesn’t necessarily have to involve tender plants (see here). Large-leaved shrubs and bold flowering perennials can be used to create the desired effect of being surrounded by luxuriant foliage and rich, tropical colours without having to take it all indoors for protection from winter frost. If you have a sheltered city garden or a mild coastal garden, you’ll have a wider choice of borderline-hardy exotic perennials that stand a reasonable chance of getting through the winter outside, for example tree ferns, astelias, large agapanthus or the huge-leaved hardy banana Musa basjoo. But there are no hard and fast rules, and with a little imagination and research you can create an exotic-feeling planting scheme using entirely hardy flowering perennials such as large daylilies (Hemerocallis), kniphofias, Verbena bonariensis and Crocosmia ‘Lucifer’, partnered by foliage plants such as bamboos, smoke bush (Cotinus) and cordyline.


[image: Image]
Exotic but hardy: crocosmias and kniphofias in a fiery late-summer mix, with annual red orache (Atriplex hortensis var. rubra) for company.






Ground cover

‘Ground cover’ is sometimes regarded with a sneer as the ultimate do-nothing planting that no one cares about: dreary, sterile, and fit only for a municipal car park. However, in difficult places such as shady areas under trees, an imaginative mixture of low-maintenance, weed-suppressing perennials is a great improvement on struggling, threadbare grass. Planting put together with a bit of flair in situations like this can make a pleasing tapestry effect that will give interest all year. Evergreen foliage is likely to be the backbone, perhaps Tellima grandiflora or Asarum europaeum, with snowdrops and scillas to enliven the scene in late winter.

Ferns, evergreen or deciduous, introduce height and delicate leaf texture, and for spring brightness you can add a boldly variegated plant such as Brunnera macrophylla ‘Hadspen Cream’ or Symphytum x uplandicum ‘Variegatum’. Other flowering plants to try include Geranium macrorrhizum, Galium odoratum, or one of the forms of Lamium maculatum (see here) for pink or white flowers and variegated foliage together.
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FOCUS ON Perennials for foliage colour

Never underestimate the value of foliage. From heucheras and hostas to ferns and grasses, from purple to silver or variegated, and from the vast green blankets of gunnera to the tiny leaves of golden marjoram, many perennials are in the front rank of foliage plants – and there is no limit to the long-lasting effects you can create by combining them in different ways.

Purple and bronze

Usually best in a sunny position, dark foliage flatters many other colours. Late-summer schemes that set off smouldering red and orange flowers with the bold purple foliage of tender perennials, such as cannas, castor-oil plant and certain dahlias, are a classic, but many of the more hardy purple-leaved perennials are at their best in spring and early summer, when the soft, dark young growth of the purple fennel Foeniculum vulgare ‘Purpureum’ or Anthriscus sylvestris ‘Ravenswing’ makes a perfect partner for orange tulips or red oriental poppies. Lime green, such as that of euphorbias or Alchemilla mollis, looks equally dashing framed by purple: Euphorbia dulcis ‘Chameleon’ has both in the same plant. Deep bronze and blue is another successful combination, again sometimes found within one plant, as in Geranium pratense ‘Black Beauty’ or the bugle Ajuga reptans ‘Black Scallop’. Plants that combine purple leaves with yellow flowers need more careful placing: the wonderful foliage of a purple-leaved ligularia or lysimachia makes good company for just about anything – although the same can’t be said of their yellow flowers.

Silver and grey foliage

Perennials with silver foliage tend to be drought-tolerant (see here) and most are best in a sunny, well-drained spot where heat and sunlight emphasize the paleness of the leaves. Silver and grey leaves are best partnered by contrasting rich colours such as deep pink, blue, purple and burgundy. The more silvery forms of shade-tolerant pulmonaria, heuchera, brunnera and lamium are useful for bringing lightness into gloomy areas, in the same way as white flowers.

Here are three different ideas for foliage contrasts, illustrating the wide range of forms available:


[image: Image]
[image: Image] Sea kale (Crambe maritima) with Sedum ‘Bertram Anderson’.
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[image: Image] The fern Athyrium niponicum f. metallicum with hellebore and Pulmonaria ‘Bavels’.
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[image: Image] Lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis) with Heuchera villosa ‘Palace Purple’.



Golden foliage

Invaluable for brightening dull corners (see here), golden-leaved plants are also a good foil for strong, dark colours such as deep blue, purple and burgundy. They can be less successful with pastel pink, pale blue or lavender, sometimes looking rather sickly in their company. Similarly, some flowering perennials have yellow-leaved forms that, unless they’re used very carefully, could be mistaken for a plant that just isn’t doing very well (Dicentra spectabilis ‘Gold Heart’ and Stachys byzantina ‘Primrose Heron’ are a couple that spring to mind). In a different league are several golden-leaved grasses: Bowles’s golden grass (Milium effusum ‘Aureum’) and Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’ are two that really pay their way. Other useful golden perennials include golden marjoram (Origanum vulgare ‘Aureum’) and the self-sowing golden feverfew (Tanacetum parthenium ‘Aureum’).

Variegated forms, from low-key to hectic, can be used to great effect:


[image: Image]
[image: Image] Hosta ‘June’ with Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’.
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[image: Image] Iris foetidissima ‘Variegata’.
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[image: Image] Houttuynia cordata ‘Chameleon’.






Heucheras


[image: Image]


There can’t be very many plant groups whose rise to stardom matches that of heucheras. Until 20 or 30 years ago they were scarcely heard of; now the number of cultivars runs into hundreds, with a huge range of foliage colour from the deep blackish-purple ‘Obsidian’, through pink, peach, amber and tawny to bronze, marbled silver and (just imagine!) green. The flowers range from red through pink to white.

The cultivar names are among the most fanciful in the book: ‘Yeti’, ‘Rave On’ (shown here), ‘Sashay’, ‘Mini Mouse’ … and a host of foodie names like ‘Tiramisu’, ‘Key Lime Pie’, ‘Cappuccino’ and ‘Plum Pudding’. Heucheras attract collectors, of course, but they are useful, practical plants for a mixed border with reasonable soil, in sun or partial shade, giving long-lasting evergreen foliage colour. And there is almost literally one to partner every plant!




Green foliage

Don’t overlook the potential of green: calming and relaxing, green foliage can transform inhospitable-feeling spaces and has a softening effect on hard landscaping. Its role as a complementary setting for other colours is well understood in floristry and is every bit as important in planning a garden: it gives white flowers a context, for example, and can temper the jarring effect of clashing colours planted near each other. Don’t think of green as dull. Using the wide range of shapes and textures that perennials offer (see here), green planting can be as interesting as any, especially if you also use a variety of hues, such as grey-green irises, blue-green or golden-green hostas or grasses, or the combined dark and pale greens of Helleborus foetidus or Euphorbia amygdaloides var. robbiae.

Variegated foliage

Many perennials have one or more variegated forms, usually combining green with gold, cream or white. These can be used to great effect, but ‘less is more’ is the rule: too many variegated plants results in a restless muddle. Particularly good ones to use as a dramatic highlight include (for semi-shade) Astrantia major ‘Sunningdale Variegated’ or Brunnera macrophylla ‘Hadspen Cream’; and (for sun) Iris pallida ‘Argentea Variegata’ or Euphorbia characias ‘Silver Swan’. For those who like their variegation hectic, there’s the moisture-loving (often invasive) Houttuynia cordata ‘Chameleon’, with bright red, cream and green all in one plant. (See also here.)




End of sample
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