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soil essentials

Creating a flourishing cut-flower garden with abundant blooms begins with the soil. To achieve the best results, it is important to pay attention to the type and structure of your soil, as well as its PH level and the climate in your area.

Understanding the workings of soil and its impact on plant growth can make the journey of sowing seeds and troubleshooting much easier. Therefore, I encourage you to read up a little about soil before beginning your gardening endeavours. Basically, don’t skip this first bit – it’s important!

soil layers

Soil is made up of layers, also known as ‘horizons’. There’s the ground surface, the topsoil, the subsoil and the bedrock.

Most plants will grow in the topsoil only, but it’s worth exploring how deep the topsoil on your site is and what lies beneath it.

For example, if your subsoil below the topsoil has been compacted in the past from machinery or a particularly wet climate, it will affect the overall drainage of your growing plot and it will likely flood during heavy rainfall, even if you’re blessed with lovely, free-draining topsoil.

topsoil

The more organic matter in your topsoil, the darker it will look. Topsoil varies depending on the soil type.


	Contains most of the ground nutrients and fertility; most plants will grow here

	Will usually be 10–15 cm (4–6 in) deep

	Most soil micro-organisms, insects and worms usually inhabit topsoil



subsoil

Usually lighter in colour than topsoil and generally has a mixture of silt, sand and clay in it.


	Supports the topsoil

	Contains fewer microbes than topsoil

	Absorbs and holds on to some of the water and nutrients that trickle down from above; also provides minerals

	Anchors taller trees and deep-rooted plants, which can then access the stored water and nutrients



bedrock

Bedrock can extend kilometres deep into the Earth. Through natural processes such as an earthquake or erosion, a piece of bedrock can be exposed to the surface, and to the elements like wind and rain. This process allows it to be broken down, restarting the soil-making process. You can also see bedrock in outcrops in places like mountaintops, man-made quarries and along rocky coastlines.
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 soil types

Get to know your soil. Certain plants will thrive in different soil conditions and fail in others. It’s far easier to work with your soil type in your plant choices than to battle against it; your garden will be healthier and happier for it and growing will be much less hard work.

Take a handful of your topsoil, add a little water and roll it in your hands until it is the size of a golf-ball. Observe it. Squeeze it between your fingers and see how well it holds together. Rub some between your fingertips to get a sense of the particle size.

chalk

Chalk soil has big particles and is often stony, free-draining and alkaline. The topsoil depth will vary before hitting solid chalk. Shallow chalk soil is prone to drought and is low in nutrients. Deep chalk can hold moisture better and, therefore, can be home to a larger variety of plants. If you are growing on chalk, choose plants that will thrive in an alkaline environment.

sand

A sandy soil has gritty, solid particles, with no pockets to hold onto moisture, so it is very free-draining. It accepts water well but finds it hard to hold onto. It warms and dries quickly, and finds it hard to retain nutrients, but has plenty of aeration and oxygen.

silt

Silt soil is very fertile, but true silt soil is very rare. Usually found near a river, it has a slippery, soapy texture. The fine particles can become compacted easily. Because they can be carried by water, they can easily be washed away.

loam

Loam is soil with a good balance of sand, clay and silt (usually mainly sand and silt, with a smaller amount of clay). Loam soil is crumbly, free-draining, and water- and nutrient-retentive, making it perfect for growing a vast variety of plants. Loam will hold its shape when squeezed but will crumble when squeezed hard.

clay

Clay is sticky and smooth, and rolls into a firm ball that won’t be broken apart easily. Clay is made up of tiny particles, making it drain much more slowly. It stays cold for longer, holding back growth in early spring. It holds on to moisture and nutrients very well, but may have not-so-good drainage and hold less oxygen for the plants.




 soil pH

The pH level of your soil can have a significant impact on the growth of different plants. The pH level determines which nutrients are soluble in your soil and, therefore, available to plants, which can affect their ability to thrive. For instance, ericaceous plants are known as ‘acid lovers’ and may struggle to grow in soil with lime, an alkaline substance. However, most plants do well in soil with a pH between 6.0 to 7.0, which is considered neutral. Don’t worry if your soil isn’t neutral though, because many plants have adapted to thrive in more acidic or alkaline environments.

To determine the pH level of your soil, you can observe the kind of plants that grow in your area and identify the type of soil you have. However, to get an accurate reading, you can send a sample of your soil for analysis or use an easy-to-use home testing kit.

Once you know your pH, play to your strengths and choose plants, that will live happily in your soil – this is particularly important when planting perennials, trees and shrubs, which have longer lives than annuals. Annuals, as a general rule, will be slightly more tolerant of your soil conditions.




 healthy soil and healthy plants

Soil needs to provide oxygen, water and nutrients to your plants. The better your topsoil is at providing these three things, the healthier and happier your garden will grow.

If you’re experiencing plant health issues, it’s advisable to test your soil before turning to chemical solutions. If your plants are struggling to grow, are showing a yellowing in their leaves and are not productive with their flowers your soil may be lacking in nutrients.

However, excessive dryness, wetness, acidity or alkalinity can all affect how different plants take up nutrients too.

There are numerous options available, including simple at-home kits, for analysing soil samples, which can help you identify if nutritional deficiencies are causing stunted growth. These tests can also provide information on the pH level of your soil.

improving your soil

The single best thing to do for your soil health and structure is to add a mulch layer of the highest quality, organic compost every year.

HOW TO MAKE COMPOST

There are just four main ingredients to a thriving compost heap:

GREEN MATERIAL such as vegetable or fruit scraps, grass clippings, flowers, fresh leaves, seaweed, and fresh animal manure.

BROWN MATERIAL such as dry leaves, cardboard, newspaper, wood chip, sawdust, straw, dried grasses, woody stems, chopped twigs, eggshells, and wood ash.

OXYGEN the oxygen can reach the heap by adding a little chunky material in with the brown, such as bits of twigs or chunks from woodier stalks such as shrubs, amaranths and artichokes. These may take longer to break down, but it’s OK to have a few lumps left in the compost after it’s cooked.

WATER the compost-making material should be moist – not leaking water, but damp like a wrung-out sponge. There will already be a lot of water present in the green materials added, so I only water my heap when it’s drying out. Water can knock out oxygen, so it’s important not to over-water.
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Dahlias on the compost heap; the centre of the heap turns to compost

FOR THE BEST RESULTS:


	 Aim for approximately 60 per cent green material and 40 per cent brown material in your heap.

	 The simplest way to measure the split is by layering: add a layer of green waste to the heap followed by a layer of brown waste and so forth.

	 Monitor the mix – too much green (nitrogen) and the heap will turn sludgy and stinky, too much brown (carbon) and the heap will take a really long time to decompose.

	 Amend your ratios accordingly.



 heat in your heap

If your compost heap has everything it needs, it will get hot.

You don’t need heat for the composting process to happen but it will help speed up the breakdown process.

The heat comes from the bacteria multiplying. If you can turn the pile, allowing oxygen to reach the middle, it should get hotter – this only needs to be done once, if at all. Mixing it all up will boost the parts of the heap that are not performing so well, raising the overall temperature of the whole heap.

The heat is useful for killing off weed seeds, so you can even throw weeds onto your heap without worry. The core of the heap is the hottest part, so if measuring, measure the temperature from there. The temperature will naturally rise and fall depending on the bacteria.

You don’t want it to get too hot (71°C/160°F), or it will start to kill the good bacteria and halt the decomposition. Aim for 32–65°C (90–150°F).

HOW TO MAKE COMFREY TEA FERTILIZER

Comfrey is incredibly nutrient-dense, particularly high in potassium (which encourages lots of blooms, and in turn fruit to set), so add it to the compost heap and it will act like manure.

YOU WILL NEED:

Comfrey leaves

A bucket

Rock or a brick

Water

A makeshift lid for the bucket

1. Pack the comfrey leaves tightly at the bottom of a bucket or container. Weigh them down with a rock or brick. Fill the bucket with water and cover. Let it ‘brew’ for about three weeks.

2. When ready to feed it to plants, dilute it 1 part comfrey tea to 10 parts water. Warning: comfrey tea is stinky. Really stinky. So keep a lid on it, and put it somewhere out of the way.
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Mulching with a wheelbarrow and shovel

how to mulch

There are two times of year best suited for spreading mulch. Spread in autumn to give your bed an extra layer of insulation over winter and to stop any seeds from germinating during warm spells. Or spread in spring after losing mulch during the worst winter weather.

1. Clear away any leaves, debris and sticks from your beds.

2. Water if your beds are dry from no recent rainfall. Mulch can help seal in moisture.

3. Weed before you mulch; one of the main advantages of mulching is that it helps to prevent weed growth.

4. Spread mulch using a shovel from your wheelbarrow or shake mulch from your bag into small piles. Then use a rake to spread the mulch, being gentle as you get close to the base of any perennial plants and shrubs. Spread the mulch about 2.5–5 cm (2–4 in) thick. If the mulch is spread too thin, then weeds can push through. If the mulch is spread too thick, it prevents water from reaching the soil.




botanical names








	COMMON NAME
	BOTANICAL NAME



	Amaranth
	Amaranthus



	Angelica
	Angelica



	Bellflower
	Campanula



	Bells of Ireland
	Moluccella laevis



	Bergamot
	Monarda



	Bishop’s Flower
	Ammi



	Black-eyed Susan
	Rudbeckia



	Bleeding Heart
	Dicentra



	Boneset
	Eupatorium



	Burnet
	Sanguisorba



	Campion
	Silene



	Carnation
	Dianthus



	Carrot
	Daucus carota



	Catnip
	Nepeta



	Chinese aster
	Callistephus chinensis



	Chrysanthemum
	Chrysanthemum



	Columbine
	Aquilegia



	Comfrey
	Symphytum



	Coneflower
	Echinacea



	Corncockle
	Agrostemma githago



	Cornflower
	Centaurea cyanus



	Cosmos
	Cosmos



	Cup and Saucer Vine
	Cobaea



	Daffodil
	Narcissus



	Dahlia
	Dahlia



	Dame’s Rocket
	Hesperis



	Dill
	Anethum graveolens



	False Goat’s Beard
	Astilbe



	Foxglove
	Digitalis



	Fringecup
	Tellima



	Gaura
	Oenothera lindheimeri



	Geranium
	Pelargonium



	Globe Amaranth
	Gomphrena



	Goat’s Beard
	Aruncus



	Great Quaking-Grass
	Briza maxima



	Guernsey Lily
	Nerine



	Hellebore
	Helleborus



	Hollyhock
	Alcea



	Honesty
	Lunaria



	Honeywort
	Cerinthe



	Hound’s Tongue
	Cynoglossum



	Icelandic Poppy
	Papaver nudicaule



	Jacob’s Ladder
	Polemonium



	Jerusalem Sage
	Phlomis



	Khella
	Ammi visnaga



	Knotweed
	Persicaria



	Lace Flower
	Orlaya



	Lady’s Mantle
	Alchemilla mollis



	Larkspur
	Delphinium



	Love-in-the-Mist
	Nigella



	Lupin
	Lupinus



	Mallow
	Malope



	Marigold
	Tagetes



	Masterwort
	Astrantia



	Meadow Rue
	Thalictrum



	Michaelmas Daisy
	Aster



	Mullein
	Verbascum



	Nasturtium
	Tropaeolum



	Orach
	Atriplex hortensis



	Oregano
	Origanum



	Oxeye Daisy
	Leucanthemum



	Panicgrass
	Panicum



	Pansy
	Viola



	Peony
	Paeonia



	Phacelia
	Phacelia



	Phlox
	Phlox



	Poppy
	Papaver



	Pot Marigold
	Calendula



	Primrose
	Primula



	Red Campion
	Silene



	Rose
	Rosa



	Russian Sage
	Perovskia



	Sage
	Salvia



	Scabious
	Scabiosa



	Sea Holly
	Eryngium



	Snapdragon
	Antirrhinum



	Speedwell
	Veronica



	Statice
	Limonium



	Stock
	Matthiola



	Stonecrop
	Sedum



	Strawflower
	Xerochrysum bracteatum



	Sunflower
	Helianthus



	Sweet Pea
	Lathyrus odoratus



	Sweet Rocket
	Hesperis



	Sweet William
	Dianthus barbatus



	Thistle
	Cirsium



	Tickseed
	Coreopsis



	Tobacco Plant
	Nicotiana



	Tree Mallow
	Lavatera



	Tulip
	Tulipa



	Verbena
	Verbena bonariensis



	Violet
	Viola



	Wallflower
	Erysimum



	Wood Avens
	Geum



	Woolflower
	Celosia



	Yarrow
	Achillea



	Zinnia
	Zinnia
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