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About the Book

A selection of beautiful flowers can immediately lift a dull room or dreary garden to new heights of colour and elegance. In Grow Your Own Cut Flowers, gardening writer, broadcaster and teacher Sarah Raven calls upon her years of experience to produce the ultimate guide to growing your own ornamental flowers all year round.


Whether you want to grow your own flowers to match the bunches you buy in the shops, or long to harvest the produce of your garden without leaving it looking lifeless as a result, Sarah demystifies the world of floristry, giving away insiders’ tips on sowing seeds, conditioning flowers and growing stylish arrangements. With ideas and inspiration for growing vivid, varied gardens that can be cut again and again, Grow Your Own Cut Flowers offers ideas for small town plots and sprawling country gardens alike, and mixes plants and techniques to leave you not only with a garden full of flowers, but a house full too.


Beautifully photographed by Jonathan Buckery in Sarah’s own garden in Sussex, this practical guide will unlock a world of bold, eclectic and stunning flowers, to be enjoyed inside or out.


About the Author

Sarah Raven, writer, cook, broadcaster and teacher, is the expert on all things to grow, cut and eat from your garden.

 
Sarah is a presenter on BBC Gardeners’ World, she writes for The Daily Telegraph, Gardens Illustrated, Gardeners’ World Magazine, and Domino Magazine (US) and has been a guest on BBC Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour and the Food Programme. Her gardening and cookery books have won her a number of awards including Best Specialist Gardening book for The Cutting Garden and Cookery Book of the Year for Sarah Raven’s Garden Cookbook. Her latest book looks at the vital role Wildflowers play in the British countryside. She also had a well-received TV series (BBC2) in Spring 2012 called ‘Bees, Butterflies and Blooms’ on the crisis of insects and Sarah’s attempts to flower up the nation to hugely increase insect food and habitat supply.


Sarah is an inspirational and passionate teacher, running cooking, flower arranging, growing and gardening courses at Perch Hill, her farm in East Sussex, and around the country, since 1999. She is married to the writer Adam Nicolson and has two daughters and three stepsons. They divide their time between Sissinghurst Castle and Perch Hill Farm.
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To Adam, Rosie and Molly


Introduction

Please give up the idea that by picking flowers you’re somehow depleting the beauty of what you have outside your window. The very opposite is the case. In fact, that’s what this book is about. If you grow the right plants, picking their buds and blooms will ensure the garden will go on looking fuller and brighter for longer. You can fill your house with flowers, have enough to take bunches to friends, and have a garden that will still look superb for most of the year. A phrase I’ve known since I was a child, ‘It’s the generous gardener who has the most flowers’, remains a governing principle for me.

Most of us have predominantly shrub and perennial plants in our borders. Why not make room for a small patch, or several scattered areas, and fill them with cut-and-come-again flowers? These are plants that quickly re-grow after picking – there will be more flowers to pick within a couple of days. This generous characteristic applies to all hardy and half-hardy annuals, most biennials, and all dahlias, like ‘Rip City’ here.

If you are already half-converted and use bedding annuals and biennials in patches between your perennials and shrubs to add more interest to your garden, why not replace these with different varieties, in clear, single colours, with tall, straight stems, rather than the usual, mixed-colour, pigmy forms? You’ll have as much colour as before – if not more – and with these, you’ll have flowers ideal for picking and arranging. They can decorate your house as well as your garden.

Supplement what they provide with some spring and summer flowering bulbs – tulips, hyacinths, alliums and lilies – and you’ll have flower arrangements for the picking from March until November, and they’re right there, within a minute of your kitchen table.

You don’t need huge amounts of space; in fact, you can grow your own cut flowers in pots on a windowsill. You don’t need a big budget; all these plants are cheap and easy to grow. All you need is some packets of seed, and a few bulbs and tubers. You don’t even need as much time as you would imagine. A patch of twelve square metres, say 3 × 4m (9 × 12ft), will give you enough flowers easily, and all it needs is an average of two hours’ work a week in the busiest months – March until October. This is adaptable. If you don’t have that much time, make the patch smaller. You’ll just have slightly fewer flowers. At the other extreme, if you want to grow enough flowers to sell, increase the area for planting. Whether it’s a large or a small patch, you don’t need to have gardened before. There is everything here to get you going. All gardening instructions are described in a simple, recipe-style form and there are some easy tips to help you make some wonderful, life-enhancing arrangements. You’ll find a key to the flowers used in each arrangement at the end of the book (see here).
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cut-and-come-again flowers

“The term is self-explanatory: you pick them and, within days, the flowers have come again. To get bucketsful of cut flowers from a small plot of ground, you need to devote most of the soil to growing cut-and-come-again flowering plants.”

Creating a cutting patch

I use three groups of cut-and-come-again flowers: they are all ‘king’ producers – plants that will go on to produce buckets of flowers for several months at a stretch. Annuals, such as sunflowers, sweet peas, scabious and snapdragons; biennials, such as sweet Williams and Iceland poppies; and rich, intensely coloured dahlias.

With the cut-and-come-again club, the more you pick, the more they flower – the perfect qualification for a cutting-patch plant. If you fill your beds with shrubs and perennials, your cut-flower crop will be limited. Once you’ve picked stems of delphiniums, phlox and agapanthus, spectacular as they are, that’s it – there won’t be any more and your garden and the view will have suffered from your harvest. It’s true that if you grow the right delphiniums and feed them well after their summer flowering, you may get a second, lesser flush of flowers in the early autumn, but, as far as cutting goes, the yield is still relatively small.

How it works

The cut-and-come-agains only stop producing when they run to seed, or when they get tired at the end of their season. If you grow sweet peas, winter-flowering pansies, or petunias, you’ll probably already know that you must constantly pick, or dead-head, for the flowers to keep going. The same is true of all annuals and dahlias and of most biennials.

But rather than dead-heading, why not pick earlier and choose live-heading? By that I mean picking the buds and flowers when they are in their prime, to bring them into the house, rather than removing them as they brown and die. It makes no difference to the plant and won’t deplete or exhaust it. In fact, the opposite is true; picking encourages the plant to produce more flowers. The flowers are there to reproduce and their aim is to make as many seeds as possible. If you steal the flowers – the means of reproduction – the plants have to go on and make more. You pick, they produce, you pick, they produce. It’s an ever-filling cup.

Prime producers

Compare a square metre planted with peonies with one stocked with cutting annuals. From the peonies, you’ll pick one or two buckets of blooms over a period of about two to three weeks. From the same space given over to English or pot marigolds (Calendula officinalis) or honeywort (Cerinthe major ‘Purpurascens’) you can pick a bucket of flowers twice a week for two months – and the plants will still be flowering. With half-hardy annuals, such as snapdragons, nicotianas, rudbeckias and cosmos, all famed for their length of flowering, the picking season will be twice as long – four or five months, not just two. Of course, you have to sow annuals every year, but it seems to me it’s a classic case of only getting out what you put in.

What’s more, unless they’re very cleverly designed, purely perennial borders can be brown and colourless in the autumn. June and July are their peak months, and by August, most perennials will almost certainly have done their stuff. Not so with annuals and dahlias. If you keep picking, your garden will be full to the brim until late autumn.

Low costs, high returns

Hardy annuals are the cheapest plants you can grow. They need no special kit, apart from a rake and perhaps a hoe. Because you don’t need to buy expensive plants, you can chuck them out if you don’t like the colour. You can experiment and be brave. If you get it wrong with a few of the annuals, or dahlias – a couple of next-door colours jar, or you don’t like the shape and texture of one of your try-outs – rip them out and start again. It hasn’t cost much and you can have another go straight away, or wait until next year. It’s ideal gardening for a learner. You lose little – but gain a lot of knowledge – by making mistakes.

Annuals, biennials and dahlias are unfussy and easy to grow. They thrive on most soils in full sun and are ideal whether you’re an expert gardener, or have never picked up a spade before. They are vigorous, quick-growing plants, with few pest and disease problems – perfect for the organic gardener. Dahlias do need to be watered and fed well and you need to scatter earwig traps in amongst the plants (see here), but you certainly don’t need to spray. All flowers for cutting need to be staked, but that’s as far as it goes. Compare this to the palaver of growing perfect picking roses. If you grow the right repeat-flowering forms, they have a picking season of several months and they smell and look lovely, but they need too much attention for me. To get perfect, flawless foliage and flowers that will look good in the house, you’ll be feeding and watering them regularly. You’ll probably also have to spray once a fortnight with an insecticide and fungicide, which I really would rather not do.
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My cutting garden has four central beds which are filled with annuals and biennials. As soon as a line stops producing lots of flowers, it is taken out and replaced with something with a later flowering season. All four beds are edged with Euphorbia oblongata: it is the best foliage plant and the greatest producer of the lot.



I love the immediacy, cheapness and flexibility of growing annuals and biennials from seed. Dahlias from tubers and rooted stem cuttings are just as easy. To fill a patch doesn’t break the bank and the plants romp away, growing 30cm (12in) a week if the weather’s right. You’ll be cutting flowers three months after sowing or planting. This is instant beauty, easily achieved. With perennials, roses and shrubs, you’ll have to wait two or three years before a decent harvest and, unless you build it up gradually by propagating everything yourself, the outlay is huge in comparison. And you’re stuck with the colours and plants you choose.

There’s just one important thing to remember. When picking the cut-and-come-agains, don’t cut the flowering stem to the ground. Leave a few side branches, or axillary buds (a bud between the stem and leaf) below your cut. These will go on to be next week’s flower (see here).

And for the perfect cut-flower plot, don’t forget bulbs. They may be more expensive and are not cut-and-come-again, but they give the place real glamour. You want a good smattering of tulips, as well as some alliums and lilies, at the very least, to complete the plot.

Plant rotation

For a seamless supply of cut flowers from spring until late autumn, follow this system of plant rotation. You need to remove plants as they get tired to clear some space for a new, more energetic crop. This intensive system uses every bit of soil, every month of the year. There is never a fallow period.

I don’t use fertilizers to keep this productivity going. Too much nitrogen encourages the plants to make lots of lush leaves with fewer flowers. Plants like honeywort, California poppies, bupleurum, dill, greater quaking grass and corn poppies all do best in poor, gritty ground. Self-sown on my gravel paths, these plants always thrive and flower well.

Instead of fertilizing, I mulch everything with compost – my own homemade if I have enough, and bought-in mushroom compost when I don’t. My homemade compost is made with lots of straw to bulk it out, which stops it becoming too rich. Whenever I plant a new row, it’s mulched 5cm (2in) deep, leaving a bare strip, 2.5–5cm (1–2in) across, around the plant’s crown (where it meets the soil). The mulch keeps weeds under control. It also helps improve the conditions of heavy clay and light sand and adds just enough fertility to keep the ground producing well. If the mulch hasn’t already been drawn into the soil by the earthworms, or rotted down completely, it’s incorporated as I dig or rotavate before the next lot of plants go in. These are then mulched too.

There are a couple of things to be wary about with mushroom compost. If it’s not organic, it can come with chemicals included! If you garden on alkaline soil, mushroom compost is not the organic material for you. It often comes with chalk chips mixed in – a fine addition on acid soils, but it’s not a good idea to add in huge bulk if your soil is already limy. Use your own, or municipal green compost (if available, check with your local authority), leaf mould, or composted bark. The last three can be more expensive, but have a near neutral or slightly acid pH.



Ensuring continuity

These are some of the stalwarts that I grow to ensure a continuity of material for arranging through the year. The most important plant is Euphorbia oblongata. I pick it from spring until the autumn – it’s the best basic foliage plant you can grow. I use it to edge my four central beds.

Spring



Early-flowering hardy annuals: autumn-sown honeywort (Cerinthe major ‘Purpurascens’), Euphorbia oblongata

Early-flowering biennials: wallflowers, Euphorbia lathyris, honesty (Lunaria annua)

Bulbs: hyacinths, narcissi, fritillaries and tulips

Spring-flowering perennials: euphorbias, hellebores and cardoon (Cynara cardunculus) for foliage

Late spring – early summer



Hardy annuals: Euphorbia oblongata, marigolds (Calendula), cornflowers (Centaurea cyanus), California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) etc

Sweet peas: all

Biennials: foxgloves (Digitalis), Anchusa, Iceland poppies (Papaver nudicaule), sweet Williams (Dianthus barbatus) etc

Bulbs: alliums and lilies

A few summer-flowering perennials: peonies, lysimachia and white perennial stocks (Matthiola)

High summer



Half-hardy annuals: snapdragons (Antirrhinum), Cleome, Cosmos, Rudbeckia, Zinnia etc

Hardy annuals: Euphorbia oblongata, Scabiosa, sunflowers (Helianthus annuus), Atriplex (for seedheads)

Bulbs: lilies and gladioli

Dahlias: all

Autumn



Half-hardy annuals: Cleome, Nicotiana, Rudbeckia, Zinnia

Hardy annuals: Euphorbia oblongata, Scabiosa atropurpurea and sunflowers (Helianthus annuus)

Dahlias: all

Perennials: Phlox and Helenium

Shrubs and trees: Viburnum opulus, hydrangeas and colourful autumn leaves





What you need to create a cutting patch

As a very rough rule of thumb, you’ll need to spend ten minutes a week on each square metre of your cutting patch. If you think that, from March until October, you have two hours a week you can devote to this, then you can cultivate a patch of twelve square metres, say 3 × 4m (9 × 12ft), will give you masses of flowers. It will produce at least two or three bunches of flowers, twice a week in the peak season from mid-April to mid-September, and one bunch twice a week for a month or six weeks before and after that.

Making the most of it

To make the best use of a small area, divide your patch into a central zone (about 70 per cent of the ground) with a narrow margin around the outside. In the centre, put your annuals and biennials. In the outer circle, put your bulbs, dahlias, perennials and shrubs (see my cutting patch design, here). With this plan, your plot, however small, will pump out the flowers for nine months at a stretch.

You may not want – or be able – to create a segregated patch for your cutting flowers. But you can scatter patches amongst established plants in your flowerbeds. If your 3 × 4m (9 × 12ft) patch is spread over four or five areas at the front of your mixed shrub and herbaceous beds, it works equally well. It just takes a little more time to pick and maintain than a single patch.

Even if you don’t have a garden, you can grow cut flowers in pots on a balcony or window ledge. Don’t go for towering, two-metre stems. Restrict yourself to plants that reach 45–60cm (18–24in) in height and you’ll be fine. Snapdragons, Euphorbia oblongata, marigolds, cerinthe and Salvia viridis are all perfect for pots. You’ll need to water and feed more than you would with plants grown in the ground, but don’t over-do it. If you use terracotta pots, line them with black plastic to cut down on water evaporation. You don’t want to create a pond, so pierce the bottom of the plastic with several holes.

A prime site

Choose a sunny, warm site with shelter from the wind. Don’t shove your plot right to the back of the garden in amongst trees. People often worry that a cutting patch, as many vegetable gardens do, will look messy or bare for several months at a time. The reverse is the case: if you keep picking, it will keep flowering. It may well be the best bit of your garden – don’t hide it away.

It’s worth remembering that shade delays seed germination, and wind and shade decrease plant growth. Try to avoid ground beneath a canopy of trees. The roots of a tree reach as far as the branch canopy and are very demanding of water and nutrients.

Wind will restrict growth of plants and delay their establishment. It will also cause havoc, breaking branches and stems if your plants are not supported. Because of this, if you garden in an exposed site, you must install windbreaks. The ideal windbreak is something that forms a semi-permeable barrier to the wind, breaking its force, but allowing it to filter through, rather than just displacing it up into the air. Hedges and hazel hurdles are ideal; walls and panel fences are not. Solid barriers deflect wind upwards and create turbulence on the leeward side. Walls do, however, have the advantage of absorbing heat in the day, and continuing to radiate it through the evening and night.
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Windbreaks surround my cutting garden.
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Two of my cutting beds in late June.





A plan for a cutting patch

[image: image]
This cutting patch is 7.5 × 11m (24 × 33ft). All the paths are 75cm. The plot should be situated in a sunny, sheltered place.

It is a large patch. If you don’t have this much room, plant bulbs and dahlias somewhere else and get rid of a central row in each section (A, B, C and D), e.g. remove D3 and split D2, growing calendulas in half of It.



Bed A

Net the whole bed to a height of 30cm. (If your garden is not sheltered you may need another layer, taking the netting on this bed up to 75cm.) The plants are in L-shaped rows, 50cm apart.

A1 Amaranthus caudatus ‘Viridis’ × 4

A2 Amaranthus ‘Hopi Red Dye’ × 3

A3 Amaranthus caudatus ‘Viridis’ × 3

A4 Cosmos bipinnatus ‘Purity’ × 8

A5 Tithonia × 4 and Cleome ‘Helen Campbell’ × 4

Bed F

Dahlias are individually staked at 90cm intervals. Leave them in the ground after frosts, mulching with a 10cm layer of compost or straw. You will only need to remove from the ground if you experience temperatures below –5°C.

Dahlia ‘Rip City’ × 1

Dahlia ‘Autumn Lustre’ × 1

Dahlia ‘Geerlings Jubilee’ × 1

Bed E

A dark colour mix of sweet peas. Make a sweet pea tepee from hazel pea sticks. They are better than canes because twigs help support the plants as they climb. Take out the plants in July and replace with dahlias, such as ‘Rip City’ or ‘Black Fire’, which you have been growing on in 5 litre pots.

Bed G

Alternate spring bulbs such as tulips in 30cm stripes, one right next to another. (You don’t need a path in between as you can pick them from either side) Dead-head all bulbs as they go over (if you haven’t picked them) and mulch with a 5cm layer of manure to help promote good flowers next year. (For overplanting, see caption to Bed H.)

Bed C

Net the bed (apart from the euphorbias) to a height of 30cm. The ammi and scabious may need another layer taking the netting up to 75cm. The plants are in L-shaped rows, 30cm apart, except for the euphorbias, and ammi which are 50cm apart.

C1 Antirrhinum ‘Liberty Crimson’ × 5

C2 Scabiosa atropurpurea × 9

C3 Ammi majus × 8

C4 Euphorbia oblongata × 10

Bed B

Net the whole bed to a height of 30cm. The plants are in L-shaped rows, the euphorbias are 50cm apart and the others are 30cm apart.

B1 Euphorbia oblongata × 10

B2 Nigella hispanica × 8

B3 Zinnia ‘Sprite Mix’ × 15

B4 Moluccella laevis × 10

Bed H

(For planting see caption to Bed G.) In late May, when the spring bulbs and tulips are over, you can plant leafy half-hardy vegetables or flowers, such as courgettes, pumpkins, nicotiana or amaranthus. You will not disturb the bulbs as they are deeply planted, but do not cut and clear the bulb foliage until it has browned.

Bed I

Dahlias are individually staked at 90cm intervals. Leave them in the ground after frosts, mulching with a 10cm layer of compost or straw. You will only need to remove from the ground if you experience temperatures below –5°C.

Dahlia ‘Inglebrook Jill’ × 1

Dahlia ‘Raffles’ × 1

Dahlia ‘Black Fire’ × 1

Bed D

Net the whole bed to a height of 30cm. The malope are 50cm apart and the cerinthe, salvia and the calendula are 30cm apart. (For instructions on netting see here.)

D1 Salvia viridis ‘Blue’ × 4

D2 Malope trifida ‘Vulcan’ × 6

D3 Calendula officinalis ‘Indian Prince’ × 13

D4 Cerinthe major ‘Purpurascens’ × 10

They therefore create their own microclimate. When you’re thinking how high to make the shelter, remember that wind breaks protect over a distance of five times their height, with some effect over eight times.

It’s a good tip, often repeated, to observe the area you are thinking of using for as long as possible before you plant. I’m impatient by nature, but it’s well worth delaying your choice until you get a feel for the best possible place. Make a note of the hours of sunlight, where it falls, wind and frost patterns. You want a prime site, or series of sites, for this intensive garden and you’ll curse yourself if you go to the trouble of setting it up and it’s wrong. I’ve done that too many times.

A nearby outside water supply is also a good idea. You’ll need copious amounts of water to settle plants in, so bear this in mind when siting your patch.

Structure

To make your cutting beds easy to look after, keep perennials, bulbs and dahlias separate. I plant them around the outside of my annuals and biennials areas, so that the central part of the plot can be dug over, or rotavated, at any time without the worry of disturbing perennial roots, or digging up tubers and bulbs. It’s a pain digging around and coming up with a handful of bulbs that need to be replanted with every other spadeful. I leave my bulbs in the ground, expecting a harvest from them for several years before they need to be replaced. Even if you go for a series of scattered plots, to make maintenance easy, keep this separation in mind.

[image: image]
These woven hazel hurdles make wonderful windbreaks. They look pretty and are practical too.



Paths

[image: image]
The rich colours of the glasses and bowls are picked up by the flowers – dahlias, zinnias and tithonia.



You also need more paths than usual. Paths can be temporary earth or shingle, or permanent brick or stone. They should be a minimum of 60cm (2ft) wide. Anything narrower will be obliterated as the plants grow. If you can afford the space, make the paths wider. I usually go for a minimum width of 90cm (3ft). This makes picking much easier when the plants are fully grown




Choosing the ingredients for an arrangement


The primary foliage









	



	Anchusa
	Amaranthus



	



	Atriplex hortensis var. rubra
	Eryngium planum



	



	Euphorbia schillingii
	Euphorbia oblongata



	



	Helleborus corsicus
	Nicotiana tabacum



	



	Nigella damascena (whole stems)
	Viburnum opulus
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The secondary foliage





	



	Spring
	 



	



	honesty (Lunaria annua)
	honeywort (Cerinthe)



	



	wallflowers (Erysimum cheiri)
	 



	



	Summer
	 



	



	Ammi majus
	Anchusa



	



	Atriplex
	Bupieurum



	



	Cerinthe
	dill



	



	Euphorbia lathyris
	Nicotiana



	



	Autumn
	 



	



	Amaranthus
	Nicotiana



	





The tertiary foliage





	



	Spring
	 



	



	emerging spring leaves
	pussy willow



	



	spikes of blossom
	 



	



	Summer
	 



	



	grasses
	Lunaria seedpods



	



	Lysimachia
	Nigella



	



	poppy seed cases
	Salvia viridis



	



	Autumn
	 



	



	Amaranthus
	berries or rose hips



	



	Moluccella
	Nicandra physalodes



	





The bride





	



	Cleome hassleriana cultivars
	dahlias



	



	gallica roses
	Iceland poppies (Papaver nudicaule)



	



	lilies
	sunflowers (Helianthus annuus)



	



	tulips
	zinnias



	





The bridesmaid


The gatecrasher or rebel




Colour combinations
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The essential perennials
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The essential shrubs
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