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‘Christopher Lloyd ranks with Gertrude Jekyll and Vita Sackville-West as one of the major figures in twentieth-century British gardening’

The Times

‘He was the best informed, liveliest and most innovative gardening writer of our times’

Guardian

‘A brilliant gardener and a brilliant writer’

Monty Don

‘As essential to every gardener as a sharp pair of secateurs or a good spade’

Carol Klein

‘This is the man at his best: frank, provoking, erudite and, of course, very funny’

Observer

‘He was the most interesting plantsman I have ever known’

Alan Titchmarsh

‘Lloyd writes as if he were talking, volubly and well. He is funny, encouraging, informative’

Sunday Times

‘Until the last few years of his life, Christo could often be found in his kitchen, once he had taken an early-morning walk round the garden to find inspiration for an article, and then typed it in his deceptively conversational style on his laptop. Seasons were observed, as they would have been in his mother’s day. Christo, we miss you. Your distinctive voice which still echoes through my head whenever I open any of your books. The flame from the log fires may have died down, but the sparks you ignited in us will spread far and wide, long down the ages’

Beth Chatto
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INTRODUCTION

Fergus Garrett
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I first visited Christopher Lloyd’s garden at Great Dixter as a young student in 1986. I was twenty years old, inexperienced but full of enthusiasm, fresh from an engaging year in Brighton Parks Department and now in the middle of doing a horticultural degree. Great Dixter and Christopher Lloyd were little known to me. My previous gardening experience had been in another world, and even though I had visited great gardens before, nothing I had seen or read about prepared me for this encounter. Long grass brushed our ankles as our group of horticultural students walked down the uneven York stone path to the crooked porch slumped on its elbows in the middle of the rambling medieval manor house.

Christopher met us on the patchy formal lawn bordering the old timber framed building. He was slightly stooped, with hands cupped behind his back, his clothes worn and threadbare, his tweed jacket darned and patched; he had holes in his shoes. He looked unconventional and awkward, yet there was an easy elegance about him. His two dachshunds, Dahlia and Tulipa, snuffled around us disapprovingly, out for blood given the chance.

Wrapped around the house in a series of compartments, divided and subdivided by buildings, walls and hedges, the garden was a brazen kaleidoscope of colours, joyous, eclectic and a curious intermingling of the formal with the informal. The effect was not just appealing but totally captivating. Christo (as he was known to his friends) gardened within a Lutyens masterpiece, added to and strengthened by his parents, Nathaniel and Daisy Lloyd. Settled in a rhythm by years of constant management, comfortable in old age, gnarled and dripping in lichen, the magnificent architectural setting contained a glorious jumble of plants. We were led round on a journey from plant to plant. Each one was carefully considered. Christo’s sharpness in observation was patent, as he pointed out details our eyes would otherwise drift over. Notebook in hand I followed, mesmerised and trying to understand.

Clearly this was a garden that bucked the trends. A place gardened by a man given to somewhat revolutionary gestures, yet it had warmth and domestic intimacy (after all, it was Christo’s home). Here was a garden that was relaxed in its own identity, where adventurous and inquisitive gardening ruled, and also where plants and people were loved for their own sake. With the barriers of good taste cast aside, Great Dixter had become a place of pilgrimage for everyone who appreciated originality and creativity.

Christo was curious. He had a capacity to focus and concentrate, coupled with an extraordinary talent for communicating. He tirelessly fixed our attention on one plant and then another – the tour took two hours, but could easily have stretched to four. I was intrigued by him and his garden. The visit left its mark and unbeknown to me a gardening seed was sown – a seed that is now a fully flourishing plant.

As I look back to that moment it is clear that Christo inspired me at an important stage of my life. This of course didn’t happen over just one meeting. Out of curiosity, on my return to college I decided to read his books. His prose was lively, amusing, opinionated and full of personality, often taking his garden at home as a starting point for literary deliberation. Christo wrote in an accessible and relaxed manner. I was engaged and before long entranced. He shaped my thoughts and doubtless the thoughts of many others like me.

We kept in touch and in time became close friends, eventually working together: I was his head gardener from 1992 until his death in 2006. Throughout the years he has remained the inspirational force in my gardening life. Christo was an individualist who recognised that the basis for good gardening must always be a love of plants and when he found this love in others it formed the basis for easy communication. Throughout his life his gardening was a continuous programme of aesthetic appraisal, considering and reconsidering, refining and reworking, and constantly changing the picture. Christo chose plants for boldness but he was also sensitive and sympathetic to the carefully contrived informality of Dixter. He considered the wider landscape and was curious about human nature. He was also very aware that his exciting style of gardening was intensive and that this could be a limitation – but for him it was the only way to garden. Under him Great Dixter fired on all cylinders, revelling in a no holds barred style, uniting a love of bright colour, imagination, and plantsmanship.

Christo gardened with energy right into his old age. He challenged fashion, flouted conventions and poked fun at correctness. He delighted in experiment and had many successes but equally the road was littered with failures. His experiences were chronicled in his innumerable articles and books. His sound advice was always based on experience: he was a practical gardener first and foremost. His words were driven by actions and his actions fuelled by curiosity. Just as he created one of the most experimental and constantly changing gardens of our time, so he was the best informed, liveliest, and most innovative of gardening writers. He wrote as he gardened, adventurous to the end, with a deep knowledge of plants and practical skills, his thoughts forever conveyed in that distinguished, easy style. His legacy lives on his books: his written word continues to be inspiration to all of us who aspire to garden with something approaching his own imagination, curiosity, and freedom.


PREFACE
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In gardening you can never say, ‘By now I know all I need to,’ and I hope you’ll never feel, ‘I’m too old to learn new tricks.’ For myself, I’m constantly amazed first that gardening technology should still be in as exciting a state of flux as ever in the past (I have belonged almost since its inception to an organization for professionals called the International Plant Propagators’ Society, and its annual conferences are enormously stimulating and lively); second, that my own opinions and values are in constant need of revision. Never was there a more foolish saying than that it is a woman’s privilege to change her mind.

This book discusses some of my preoccupations and prejudices and it presents some sort of a viewpoint. Readers will often disagree with my value judgements but I hope not resentfully. To be roused into an argumentative frame of mind is in itself no bad thing.

Michael Dover, my editor, who has not only read my manuscript but seems to have extracted its essence better than I could analyse it myself, suggests that I should ‘explore my laissez-faire approach’ to my subject in this preface, before plunging the reader headlong into practicalities. I think by ‘laissez-faire’ he’s not suggesting indifference on my part. Obviously I care intensely but perhaps I have developed a capacity for not worrying when worry will only take the pleasure out of gardening. We must have some sort of a conscience about the welfare of our gardens but beyond that worry is inclined to lead you into a hopeless frame of mind where you feel that you’re never going to cope.

That should seldom be necessary. Of course it can happen that your garden has become too big for you and that your health does not enable you to get on top of a situation. In that case a change in your life style must be faced. But you shouldn’t anticipate trouble. As long as you are happy in the present it is better not to look ahead. The future, once we reach middle age, always seems daunting and it’ll never take the course you expect it to anyway. Live for here and now, then, if here and now seem good.

Let all your planning ahead be for your plants; a year ahead for annuals, two years ahead for the biennials, an indefinite number of years ahead for the trees. Never take the ‘I shan’t see it’ attitude. By exercising a little vision you will come to realize that the tree, which has a possible future, perhaps a great one, may be more important than yourself, nearing your end. So it’s worth thinking more about the tree and giving it a good start in life in the right position than about yourself, except in so far as it is a great delight to see the tree responding and developing under your sympathetic treatment.

Time as a personal factor tends to be greatly exaggerated. It is right to want to fit as much as we can that is worth doing into our lives, but so often the reasons for not growing plants that entail a bit of trouble are unworthy. We refuse to grow these plants not because of other more important commitments but because of other ways in which we’re not going to derive value from our time at all. There should be less written about time- and labour-saving ground cover and more about precious plants and how to make them happy.

What else did Michael suggest? Oh yes, not worrying about plant deaths. Well, I don’t but many do, taking them, like as not, as a personal insult; and if a label marked ‘you are to blame’ has to be attached somewhere, it’ll probably be on the nurseryman for having sold you a plant that died, even though it was years later.

The best gardening is experimental as well as ephemeral, and both conditions suggest that there’ll be deaths somewhere along the line, planned as well as unplanned, or sometimes with a sort of partnership between yourself and nature, the ‘merciful release’ where you’ve proffered a helping hand. My friend John Treasure, who lives in a cold Midlands frost valley, lost a vast specimen of Rosa filipes ‘Kiftsgate’ in the last severe winter. It covered such a huge area that replanting the site was like making a new garden. That was in April. A quick decision, his, I mused. ‘Was it really dead do you think?’ I asked him in July, when he was telling me how other roses had come back. ‘Well … perhaps not.’ I know so well how he felt, and I bet he enjoyed that replanning and planting.

There are some plants that give you intense pleasure throughout your life – at the simplest level, stocks and annual carnations are two such for me; others for which you reach a climax of enthusiasm followed by a slow, relentless decline – Garrya elliptica, for me. Take stock, now and again; don’t just drift on giving up large areas to plants you’re no longer really fond of at all. Deaths can be imposed as well as waited for. You can’t always rely on Dame Nature to look your way at the right moment.

Actually it’s a great thing to have visitors, whether friends or total strangers, but in either case people who really look at plants and gardens in the same way as you do, to talk to about your garden (and theirs and everyone else’s that either of you happen to think of at that moment) as you move slowly, ruminatively, from plant to plant and border to border, looking, thinking, stirring the pot in which ideas and plans were lying dormant. Keen gardeners can be quite starved of the right sort of company. I’m fortunate in that way because many visitors who are appreciative in a constructive way do love visiting Dixter.

‘Pruning and planting at the “wrong” times’, Michael cited. Well, yes. The wrong time may be the only opportunity and a preferable alternative to not doing something at all. Or it may not be the wrong time, contrary to accepted practice as quoted in gardening literature, if you act cannily. It’s all very well to accept received advice and opinions gratefully and at face value, when you’re starting, but we graduate. A leavening of scepticism and independence of thought is healthy. You’ll make mistakes but you’ll perhaps learn not to mind making them. That’s a great release from all sorts of inhibitions.

Another way in which you can, I believe, extend your gardening horizon is by not applying every situation, every plant you see, to yourself and your present circumstances. Envy and egocentricity are unnecessary limitations. If you cannot enjoy a plant seen in another garden because it wouldn’t grow for you or would be too large for your garden or is unobtainable in commerce, that’s paltry. There are far more good plants around than we can ever hope to grow ourselves, but we can still enjoy seeing them. Sometimes they’ll have a relevance to ourselves, sometimes not. Never mind which it is; embrace them all if they deserve it.

Gardening is endlessly fascinating and diverse. Those of us who are irretrievably committed are immensely lucky. I am an enthusiast and I do believe that, numerous as the world’s band of gardeners is, there should be more of us. Not just routine but mad keen gardeners. Many lack the opportunity but with others it’s only a matter of finding the right person to start them off; someone prepared to communicate and share. This book is an attempt at sharing.
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1

TAKING CARE AND MAKING MORE
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HARDWOOD CUTTINGS

Hardwood cuttings are the easiest kind for the amateur, who has no glass, to take. You cut a branch off a bush, stick it into the ground, and hey presto! a new plant develops. At its easiest, the method is as easy as that. With many willows you can even push a shoot into the ground upside down and it will still make a plant.

With something as easy as a willow, poplar or currant, you should plant your cuttings straight into the final positions where the tree or bush will be required to grow. In most cases, however, you will reserve a special plot as a cutting bed.

When visiting a friend in Norfolk one September I was very impressed by the area in which her gardener was striking hardwood cuttings. This was being done on a small commercial scale; like many others of us, they were trying to make a bit of money on the side to help meet the wage bill. What particularly struck me was, first, the range of material that was being rooted in this way and, second, the fact that most of the cuttings had been made and inserted in early August and many were already rooted. It was, admittedly, a dull damp year, which would be helpful where unprotected cuttings were in question.

The whole point about hardwood cuttings is the cheapness of producing them; the ease for the amateur or part-time professional who does not want the expense of propagation units, heat, glass, mist or any special equipment. The cuttings are rooted in the open air.

To enable them to do this without shrivelling up before they have had a chance to make roots, two things are necessary. The cutting material must be sufficiently firm and ripe not to wilt irremediably as soon as it is detached from the parent plant: hence the term hardwood. Second, it must be rooted in a position which receives plenty of sky-light, but no direct sunlight. Sunlight is highly desiccating. Your principal aim, then, is to keep the cuttings alive. So long as they remain alive and healthy the chances are they will make roots in due course.

Often, the best position for your hardwood cuttings bed will be against a north-facing wall. It should not be overhung by trees, making it dark and drippy, and this will rule out most other sunless sites. Alternatively, you can easily rig up a raised bed using a single course of old railway sleepers as the frame and shade it with fine-mesh plastic netting about 3 ft above the bed so that air freely circulates.

The soil must be light and well drained. In my friend’s Norfolk garden, the method adopted for ensuring the drainage requirement was to build raised beds some 2 ft high and 2 ft from back to front against a north wall. If your soil is not naturally sandy you can start from scratch with your own cutting compost, such as the John Innes recipe I have quoted many times in many places and shall quote again: 1 part by bulk of (preferably sterilized) loam, 2 parts of peat, 3 parts of coarse sand. The sand will generally be horticultural grit, up to 3/16 in. in diameter. It is ground-up shingle or gravel and obtainable from garden centres or builders’ merchants.

The site must be near a water supply, and it should be near to where you or some responsible person frequently passes so that keeping an eye on the cuttings’ welfare is almost automatic.

All too often we think about taking hardwood cuttings far too late. It is an advantage if deciduous cuttings – spiraeas, weigelas, philadelphus and deutzias, for instance – still have green leaves on them. The fact that they are still active means that the basal cut will callus over quickly and roots will be made while the weather is still warm. Late cuttings are apt to sit around all through the winter and not start rooting till the spring, by which time the chances of them having died in the meantime from one cause or another are high.

Evergreens, by reason of holding on to their leaves and being thus continuously exposed to the weather, are even more susceptible to winter damage. If you can get them rooted while it is warm they will have a far greater resistance to winter’s tribulations. I am not suggesting that, having got them rooted in the autumn, you should in any way disturb them then. Certainly not. Potting them off or lining them out should be left till the spring at the earliest. Slower cases, like Elaeagnus pungens ‘Maculata’ or any of the hollies, will need to wait till June or July.

Although it is an advantage to make cuttings of leafy material, the leaves (whether evergreen or deciduous) should be hard and mature. Many shrubs are still making young extension growth in late summer and early autumn. This, in preparing your cuttings, should be shortened from the tip back to a leaf or pair of leaves of the tough, mature quality that you are looking for. Each cutting will need only two, three or, at the most, four leaves on it, and if these are large, as they would be on the elaeagnus or holly, again, or on a weigela shoot, shorten them back by half with a cross-cut. A mahonia or rose leaf, being pinnate, would have its terminal leaflets removed except for the bottom pair or two pairs. In halving a tough leaf, the one-sided, replaceable blade from a do-it-yourself (Stanley) knife, operating against a hard surface, is effective. With soft leaves, like the weigela’s, it may be more effective to fold one or a pair lengthwise, twice, and then cut across, half-way up, with a knife (a very good way, this, with the voluminous but pliable hydrangea leaf).

Even hardwood cuttings will probably be only 4 in. or so long (not the 10 or 12 in. so often recommended in gardening literature), and the bottom two-thirds of the cutting has its leaves cleanly removed close to the stem. In most cases you will do this with a knife or blade, but with some cuttings like hebes or Euphorbia characias you can pull the leaves off and they leave a clean scar without tearing.

We now come to the basal cut itself. This is usually made immediately below a node. Whether it slopes or is made straight across matters little. Perhaps the larger exposed surface of a sloping cut gives greater scope for the development of root initials, and if you are using a knife a sloping cut is the only sort that can be made tidily. The easiest way in many cases when the wood is thick and hard (e.g. mahonia, rose) is to cut first with a pair of scissor-action secateurs (not anvil-type, as these bruise the wood against the anvil) and then, with a blade, remove a further thin shaving, cutting down on to a hard surface.

Never allow the exposed surface of your cut to dry. As a matter of routine I immediately dip it into ajar of water. When I have made my batch and am about to insert them (or stick them, as the Americans say), I dip the moist end of each into a rooting powder. For hardwood cuttings use the strongest formula.

When inserting your cuttings make sure, first, that the bed into which they are going is firm. It is difficult to describe exactly what I mean by this. It doesn’t want to be packed dourly tight and hard, but it doesn’t want to be spongy either. Some propagators push their cuttings in, to the required depth, which is so that the lowest leaf remains just clear of the soil. In this way they ensure that the bottom of the cutting does not have an air space below it. The other method is to make a hole with a dibber and drop the cutting into this, but you then have to gauge the exact length of hole needed (a) to bring the lowest leaf into the correct position and (b) to bring the bottom of the cutting to the bottom of the hole leaving no air space between the two. I usually prefer the latter method. You soon learn by eye and experience what depth to dibble to. The trouble with the first method is that you rub much of the hormone off the base of the cutting as you push it through the soil. But then if you pasted a lot of powder on in the first place this would not matter. If the compost has been too firmly compacted, pushing the cutting in may well damage its rind at the cutting’s base.

Next you water, and there you are. A dull, muggy day is best for the job, because with a lot of cuttings lying around in transit the task of preventing them from drying is difficult on a bright day with a brisk breeze. Evergreens are easily dehydrated without showing it. Polythene bags are a boon, of course, though not so good when you are dealing with prickly subjects like roses. Even a hardwood rose cutting, incidentally, need consist of no more than two nodes, the upper with its leaf still attached, though shortened. Thus the entire stem of such a cutting will be submerged, leaving only the leaf and ‘eye’ (which is the axillary bud) visible. Don’t worry about heels or anything like that. A nodal cutting made of firm wood is entirely satisfactory.

Turning to a few examples: honeysuckles should be done before their leaves yellow. Take trails of the current season’s growth and chop them up so that there is a pair of leaves at the top (which you can halve) and a node at the base from which the leaves have been removed. Young shoots of bush honeysuckles like the winter-flowering Lonicera x purpusii are also suitable. Here I leave two shortened pairs of leaves, since the nodes are quite close along the stem.

Many hedging plants respond well: yew, holly, box, bay laurel, escallonias, rosemary, lavender. I have made lavender cuttings, hundreds at a go (you can push seventy into a seed tray if you want them to remain mobile) at many seasons up to January, but have had by far the highest take from those struck in August and early September. It makes all the difference, too, if the stock plants are themselves young (two years old is ideal) and strong; not those old runts at their last gasp that you’re planning to get rid of. Perhaps you’ll find a mass of ideal young shoots on young bushes in a friend’s garden. Assure him from me that their removal will do the milch cow no harm at all. On the contrary she will, as is well known of cows, feel all the better for the milking.

As long as you are not too fearfully exposed to north and east winds, why not be different with a hedge of Griselinia littoralis? Some daphnes are easy, others less so, and some swinish. The easy ones are Daphne odora and D. pontica (delicious scent on May nights), while it will be worth having a bash at D. tangutica and D.t. Retusa Group, although berries are really a welcome let-out. Hebes can be rooted at any season, but the whipcord types with their tiny adpressed scale leaves so amazingly resembling conifers are less easy than the rest and this is the time to catch them.

If propagating your caryopteris immediately after flowering, take the entire length of the current year’s stems and remove the top half which has borne the flowers. You can do this while they are actually flowering if (like me) you have a hard heart. Somewhat tender evergreens like Myrtus communis, the common myrtle, would really be safer under cold glass in the winter, but if you do not have this, don’t be deterred. You may be lucky and the winter mild. Always back your luck.

Skimmias root splendidly from cuttings of their new shoots trimmed where they started from the previous year’s, and this is the only way in which you can be sure of your sexes. Osmanthus delavayi can be rooted from young shoots (remove the soft tips) in late September, but will certainly take a year about it. You can see when they’ve rooted because each rooted cutting will put out a new young shoot. As they root unevenly, the best way is to lift a batch, pot those that have rooted individually (or line them out in a shady place) and put back the rest. All sorts of dwarf and bushy conifers: junipers, cypresses, thujas are suitable. Catch your Pittosporum tenuifolium and Choisya ternata in between flushes of growth; you can never be sure that their growing season is at an end. And have a go at some of those fancy brooms (Cytisus) that will not come true from seed. All the olearias: such a fascinatingly diverse group but again you will, with many of them, have to hope for a mild winter.

You might even have a shot with camellias. Struck in early August they will probably have rooted by the following July. Again, choose young and vigorous material if you possibly can, and rub out all flower buds as they appear.

AIDS TO ROOTING

The striking of cuttings, as I have pointed out before, is a race between rooting and rotting. If you can prevent a cutting from rotting for long enough, it will probably root in the end, sometimes sooner, sometimes later. Obviously the sooner it roots, the sooner will the battle against rotting have been won.

Rotting is most likely to occur in the early stages of taking a soft or half-ripe cutting, when it has to be kept in a close, unventilated atmosphere so as to prevent it from wilting before it has had a chance to root. Fungus spores can easily gain control under these ideal conditions, and the most likely culprit is Botrytis cinerea, the grey mould fungus, which mantles its victims like a fur coat. It operates far more easily on soft tissues than on leathery. Choisyas and skimmias are leather-leaved and safe enough, but caryopteris and erysimum are soft and easily assailed. So are woolly-leaved plants that hold the moisture: Senecio cineraria, lavender, gazanias – such as these. Also wax-coated leaves that lose their protective wax: some acaenas, rues, dianthus. In these cases it may be possible and hence wiser to allow ventilation almost or right from the start.

Another way to protect your cuttings against rotting is to spray them with a protective fungicide every week while they are in the close frame. If you vary the fungicide on a rotational basis, you prevent resistant fungus strains from developing. Other things being equal (by which I mean the moisture factor and the keeping of moulds in abeyance), a close atmosphere with high humidity helps to speed up rooting and it also retains heat in a frame, which again speeds things. Nowadays, most professional propagators use mist units with bottom heat. In this way you can keep your cuttings permanently moist without cutting down on ventilation, and this minimizes fungal dangers, especially as a fungicide is included in the mist. The bottom heat keeps the cuttings’ toes warm and encourages root formation. However, although many amateurs have played with mist propagation units, I don’t think they are really suitable or appropriate for small-scale work.

Another way to speed up rooting and foil the rots is by the use of synthesized growth-promoting substances similar to the rooting hormones produced by the cutting itself. These can be either in liquid or in talc powder form. The latter is the more convenient to use, I find. After making your cutting you dip its base in water, shake it, dip it in the powder, tap off excess, and then insert the cutting in the rooting medium.

It is quickly done but it is ‘one more thing’. Is it worth it? That is the question, and at one time I was saying no; I could find no difference between the speed and profusion of root formation on treated and untreated cuttings. However, growth substances are widely used by professional propagators, so I had to keep an open mind (always an unsettling state to be in).

A chance remark from a friend at Kew (rather like saying a friend at Court, in gardening parlance) put matters in an altogether different light. You must use these synthetic hormones fresh, he told me. I realized that, being of an economical disposition and disinclined to throw anything away without good reason, I’d been using the same canisters of hormone powder for (dare I admit it?) twenty or twenty-five years! I do hope that some readers have been similarly guilty of this practice.

Anyway, I sent off for some fresh and I must say that the results in many cuttings that I regularly take each year were spectacular: Escallonia ‘Iveyi’ (usually making a huge lump of callus but roots only very costively), choisya, Cytisus ‘Hollandia’, Cistus x cyprius, Helichrysum splendidum, Mahonia japonica, Phlomis fruticosa, to name a few examples. Others, such as evergreen ceanothus, Elaeagnus pungens ‘Maculata’ and Osmanthus delavayi, were less successful. There are many possible reasons. I may have used the substance at the wrong strength. More likely still, I was taking the wrong sort of cutting material, either from too old a bush or in the wrong condition of ripeness.

These synthetic hormones are marketed by May & Baker in three strengths. The weakest is used for soft cuttings. As soft cuttings root extremely easily and quickly if they root at all, I don’t bother with this. The other two strengths are for half-ripe and hardwood cuttings. If you can’t make up your mind whether your cuttings are in the one state or the other I advise settling for the stronger brew. Murphy offers one rooting compound only, to cover all types of cutting, which sounds nice and simple but we all know what comes of being all things to all men. Remember that these synthetic hormones gradually lose their strength and should not be relied upon after two years. I checked with the makers about this. I also suggested to them that it would be a good idea to print on each container the date by which its contents should be used, as is done for photographic film and for some foods. We could then tell at a glance whether what we were buying was fresh. My suggestion has not been taken up, you will regret to learn.

WHEN KINDNESS KILLS

The enthusiastic amateur gardener has a tendency to get busy with certain jobs before it is wise to do so. A notorious case in point which I frequently deplore is the premature sowing of seeds in spring. A similar but much less obvious situation arises in the autumn, when many rooted cuttings are disturbed and destroyed.

Here, in truth, is a great temptation. You have had success in rooting cuttings and this enthuses you – there is nothing more exciting in the whole of gardening than successful propagation, I should say. As a good father or mother to your new children you wish them to lack for nothing, so you turn them out of their cutting compost, which contains little or no nutrient, and pot them individually into something nutritious.

This is all very well in summer, when plenty of the growing season remains, but from the end of August onwards, as the light fails and temperatures fall, it results in very heavy casualties. By then, even as easy a case to deal with as a hydrangea cutting will be better left alone till the following March, if only recently rooted. I have lost many young hydrangea plants in the past (especially Hydrangea paniculata types) by potting them off singly in autumn. All goes well at first, but when spring comes round their dormant buds fail to break. They have died, and the fact that the pot is full of healthy roots is to no avail. Cuttings of the trickier Elaeagnus pungens ‘Maculata’ will probably not have rooted before November. If potted off singly then, the whole lot will succumb, but left till March they will survive.

When I attend International Plant Propagators’ Society conferences, speakers often make this point. Apropos of Japanese maples and the rooting of Acer palmatum cultivars from cuttings taken in June, it is recommended that, when rooted, they should be left in their boxes over winter and potted in spring. A speaker who runs a large nursery of container-grown plants told us that none of any variety of shrub are potted after the end of August.

Here follow some examples of shrubs that from my personal experience I have found to be best left alone when they have rooted in autumn. Like the contents of a rag bag they have no pattern or sequence: hollies; brooms; clematis; Convolvulus cneorum; rock phloxes; polystichums of the kind you root from bulbils along the frond midrib; Syringa vulgaris cvs. (common lilac); magnolias; camellias; rhododendrons and azaleas; daphnes; rosemary and lavender; buddleias; viburnums; summer jasmine; roses; Sambucus racemosa ‘Plumosa Aurea’; all kinds of ceanothus; conifers; cistus; Solanum crispum and S. laxum (syn. S. jasminoides); Euphorbia characias and subsp. wulfenii; myrtle. Dendromecon, garrya and some eucryphias, notably Eucryphia x nymansensis ‘Nymansay’, are so touchy about root disturbance that they should be struck individually in Jiffy No. 7s in autumn (October is a good moment for garryas) and potted when their roots become visible the next spring.

In holding them through the winter, keep the temperature low. Then they won’t be using up energy and it won’t matter that there is little or no nutrient in their cutting compost. There is the alternative of higher temperatures and supplementary lighting, which will prevent even a deciduous azalea or acer from shedding its leaves and becoming dormant in the winter, but I mention this only in passing as few amateurs are likely to want to experiment with these exacting techniques.

Turning now to tender bedding perennials. Each year I raise a fair-sized batch of Felicia pappei, which carries bright blue daisies over a long summer-autumn period on a bush of fresh green colouring. My one-time method of propagation was to take cuttings in September and pot them individually the next month as soon as they had rooted. They are overwintered under glass from which frost is only just excluded, and all would go well till February, when the tips of every leaf turned brown, the dead area gradually working back. I used to think we had let the frost in, without knowing it, but since I have in more recent years struck the cuttings a month later and left them in the pots they were rooted in – about ten to a 3-in. pot – right through the winter, the trouble has completely disappeared. Now I do the same for all my autumn-struck soft cuttings, and the saving in greenhouse bench space is enormous. By the time the plants are given individual treatment in late March or early April, they can go straight into unheated frames.

Included in this category are fuchsias, gazanias, osteospermums, bedding verbenas and pelargoniums (‘geraniums’), Argyranthemum frutescens, A. foeniculaceum and Tanacetum ptarmiciflorum (syn. Chrysanthemum ptarmiciflorum); Convolvulus sabatius (syn. C. mauritanicus), Mimulus glutinosus, Cuphea ignea and C. cyanea, Centaurea gymnocarpa, Senecio viravira (syn. S. leucostachys), Helichrysum petiolare cvs, Plecostachys serpyllifolia (syn. Helichrysum microphyllum) and named bedding penstemons. Some gardeners will prefer to root these kinds of plants quite early, say in August or early September, and keep them moving all through the winter at a minimum temperature around 45° F. To be worth the great extra expense, there would need to be some special advantage in having large plants early in the following season. My way is not merely more economical in heating but ten times more so in space (this being the number of cuttings I get into one 3½-in. pot).

Yet another method that will recommend itself if you anyway have the heat available and paid for by the public (I refer to establishments whose bills are footed by the public in one way or another), is to grow on stock plants through the winter and take cuttings from them in February. But most of us are counting our pennies.

There are some rooted cuttings that I do pot off in the autumn, it still seems to me with advantage. These include Ballota pseudodictamnus, Lithodora (syn. Lithospermum) ‘Heavenly Blue’, helianthemums, acaenas, Anthemis punctata subsp. cupaniana, Scrophularia auriculata ‘Variegata’, easy rock campanulas such as Campanula portenschlagiana (muralis) and C. poscharskyana, thymes, aubrietas, Mahonia japonica, and Senecio cineraria.

All, be it noted, are evergreen or wintergreen (i.e. with a winter growing season), and all are hardy or nearly so. With no more protection than that afforded by a cold frame they are capable of growing right through the winter. They benefit from individual treatment in a nourishing potting compost. But they are the exceptions, make no mistake.

UNUSUAL WAYS WITH ROSE CUTTINGS

We keep learning, and it is chastening to be reminded how little we yet know. You’d have thought, for instance, that if all forms of clematis could be easily propagated from cuttings that’s how they’d have been done right from the time, more than a century ago, when they first became a popular florist’s flower. Not a bit of it. Only in recent years has the major swing-over taken place from the propagation of all large-flowered and many smaller clematis hybrids and species by grafting. Grafting still has its advocates but at least nine-tenths are now done from cuttings, usually internodal cuttings, and no more sophisticated equipment is needed for the purpose than was ever available.

With roses, grafting is still (except for the miniatures) the principal commercial practice. The entire organization of a rose nursery, its machinery, equipment and labour force, are geared to rose production by bud-grafting and it would be such an upheaval to change over to the very different technique of raising them from cuttings (or from tissue cultures) that this is unlikely to happen in the near future. But it could happen, all the same, and especially now that it is understood that roses themselves can be propagated by the very economical method of internodal, or single-node, cuttings.

The traditional method for preparing a stem cutting is by making the bottom cut just below a node, the top cut (unless the tip of the shoot is left intact) above a node. Thus, at least two nodes are included in every cutting and this is potentially extravagant in plant material. It is a principal reason why cuttings have never been much used as a commercial method for propagating roses, seeing that only one node is needed for budding.

I first learned about the single-node way of taking rose cuttings at a conference of the International Plant Propagators’ Society which I attended some years ago now (1970) at Nottingham University’s School of Agriculture, where Dr Elizabeth Marston had been carrying out experiments.

To make a single-node rose cutting, all you have to do is to cut with secateurs (those having a scissor action, not the anvil type) half an inch above a node and two inches or less, if necessary, below it. A surprising point arising here is the fact that exposing soft internodal pith at the cutting’s base does not induce rotting. You insert your cuttings in a suitable rooting medium – say half peat and half grit – and wait for results. If, as in the Nottingham University experiment, the cuttings go under mist and are given bottom heat of 65° F, they root quickly. But one conference member told me that he had succeeded by inserting them straight into the open ground under polythene tunnels (such as are extensively used nowadays for forcing strawberries). Twice-daily hand-watering from a can was the only attention required.

In the actual experiment, whose results I witnessed two years later, an entire plant of the HT rose ‘Prima Ballerina’ was chopped up and used for cutting material, some wood being ripe, some half-ripe and some soft. This was done on 8 August and the plant made some 130 cuttings. Two years later there were sixty-nine plants, nearly all of them sturdy bushes, in the experimental plot. On getting home I forthwith tried the method out for myself. On 29 July I made one seedbox-full of thirty cuttings of’ ‘Peace’; another divided among three Floribunda cultivars: twelve of ‘Allotria’, thirteen of ‘Europeana’ and seventeen of ‘Red Wonder’. They went into my cold frame with its double walls and double glazing.

By the end of August, some of the Floribundas were showing roots through the bottom of the box. A point I noticed was that, although each cutting had only one leaf, it was very large and horizontally space-consuming. Where one leaf overlapped another, the lower one yellowed and decayed prematurely. I should have shortened each leaf at least by its terminal leaflet, if not also the pair behind that.

I did not disturb the cuttings that autumn, the season being well advanced. They overwintered in a ventilated cold frame and many of them retained their foliage throughout. When I dealt with them, potting them off individually at the end of March, twenty-six ‘Peace’ had rooted, six ‘Allotria’, ten ‘Europeana’ and nine ‘Red Wonder’. Not a startling result but sufficiently encouraging. If you took your cuttings a month earlier than I did and had them well rooted by early August, they could be potted individually then, instead of waiting till the next spring.

Internodal rose cuttings have many possibilities and implications. As private gardeners growing roses for fun, we can now ask our friends for cutting material without plunging deep into their bushes in search of heels. Commercially this economical method of getting roses on their own roots could be a boon to the container trade at garden centres. Grafted HT and Floribunda roses are stunted and uncharacteristic when their roots are confined in even quite large containers. Yet the container trade has a tremendous outlet for the sale of roses in their flowering season, when the impulse buyer can not only see what he wants but carry it off with him on the spot. Own-root plants might turn out to be the answer. Little is known about the performance of different varieties when grown this way, but then singularly little is known about the performance of different varieties when grafted on different rootstocks. These rootstocks are nearly all seedlings, and every one of them is genetically different from the next and thus establishes a different relationship with the scion grafted on to it. On its own roots, the intermediate imponderables of the rootstock will be eliminated. And so will its suckers.

Suckers lead me to the other relevant subject of Dr Marston’s experiments, which was rose propagation from root cuttings. The necessary ingredient for success in propagation by this method is that a detached piece of root shall be capable, when given its independence, of making a shoot bud. Shoots are normally produced by stems, not by roots, so the latter capacity is not to be taken for granted.

Roses have it, as we always knew, for how else should their rootstocks sucker, as they all too frequently do? I recently had a striking example of suckering by rose roots in my own garden. I had planted the ultra-vigorous ‘Paul’s Himalayan Musk’ Rambler to go through a Judas tree. I had struck this rose from a cutting off one in Maurice Mason’s garden, so I knew it was on its own roots. The Judas tree got blown to bits in a gale and had to go, and so did the rose, since it had lost its support. After its removal the whole area, up to a distance of 16 ft from where the rose had been extracted, became riddled with suckers from the broken roots we had left behind. Yet until then the plant had shown no inclination or tendency to sucker at all.

Dr Marston showed that even the more specialized and man-made HT rose can be propagated from root cuttings if the stock plant is growing on its own roots (quite a big ‘if’; the stock plant is only likely to be growing on its own roots if it was one you propagated from a cutting yourself). In her experiment, 2-in. long root cuttings were taken in January and laid horizontally in a peat and grit mixture. They were of all thicknesses, but the thinnest produced no shoots while the thickest produced shoots prematurely, before new roots had developed to support them, and these shoots withered. (In such a case it would be wise to anticipate trouble and make stem cuttings of these shoots while they were in good condition.)

Rather surprisingly (to me), it was found that horizontally orientated cuttings gave better results than cuttings inserted vertically, and, of course, they tax the intelligence less because there’s no need to remember which is top and which is bottom. No growth substances were used, but the cuttings were gently shaken in a polythene bag with 15 per cent captan dust, as a protection against fungal infection.

Some cuttings were placed in a warm greenhouse with bottom heat, and these developed quickly. Others in a cool greenhouse from which frost was only just excluded took some months to regenerate, but the final take was as good. Cuttings taken in December and January gave better results than later batches in April.

Not one but a number of shoots are likely to develop from a root, so your young shrub might have the appearance of suckering instead of growing on the normal leg. I cannot see that this should matter. Varieties used successfully include ‘Fragrant Cloud’ and the repulsive but ebullient ‘Prima Ballerina’.

The young plants were potted off into 3½-in. pots and developed very quickly, but the first flowers borne that summer were thin or even single and not characteristic. To build up a strong plant it would be wise not to allow flowering at this early age, but to disbud, as you would a stem cutting.

One disadvantage in root cuttings is that you are virtually obliged to sacrifice the parent plant. You can’t deprive it of its roots and then expect to keep it as a thing of beauty and a joy for ever. Probably the method has no general application, but it is none the less intriguing and open to any of us to try who already grow roses on their own roots.

SOME REACTIONS TO CUTTING BACK

‘There is a psychological difference between cutting back and pruning,’ I wrote in The Well-Tempered Garden. ‘Pruning is supposed to be for the welfare of the tree or shrub; cutting back is for the satisfaction of the cutter. Some gardeners have a cutting back mentality …’ True as far as it goes. Regular cutting back of shrubs which should appear to be growing freely, their branches laden with swags of blossom, transforms them into a kind of vegetable hedgehog on stilts. You see this all the time in public gardens where there is no one with any knowledge in charge. Forsythias, flowering currants, philadelphus, weigelas and white spiraeas are favourite victims on the altar of hedgehoggery.

But there are many situations in the long-established garden where shrubs have grown so large for their position that they are killing all their neighbours, blocking access to a doorway or a passage along a path, or taking light from where light is wanted – a window, for instance. If, by cutting hard back, you can reduce them to acceptable dimensions for four or five years, you may have hit upon a happier solution than the alternative of grubbing. Same thing when a shrub has become
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