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 The Basics

 Giving you the tools – translating the language of growing

This book is filled with projects that are exciting while being accessible and achievable; it is designed to inspire and to be enjoyed by beginners as much as seasoned gardeners.

I would like to begin by giving you the necessary tools and basic growing skills that you will need to enjoy creating your own beautiful projects. No previous knowledge or experience is presumed or necessary.

When I began to explore growing my own herbs and set off on my own gardening adventures, I did so without any formal training or horticultural education. I entered an industry filled with terminology and jargon that I simply didn’t understand. The first few chapters of this book will aim to demystify and translate the language you will find on the labels and care guides supplied with any plant.
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 Understanding the plants – their nature

Each plant that is mentioned in the following projects is individual, with specific and wonderful qualities and quirks. There are, however, labels that can be applied to groups of these plants that describe how you should treat them within their growing space.

It’s important to understand the nature of the plant and work with it. Some plants will lose their foliage during the winter, whereas others will remain a permanent architectural presence within your growing space. Some will be fireworks in your garden, providing you with a burst of colour and flavour before disappearing for good.

Let’s start with some definitions.

 Annual

Annual plants are the guest stars. They provide a flash of colour and flavour to your growing space but will only last for a season. It’s worth remembering that some annuals will self-seed and regrow from that seed each year; the original plant will generate seeds that will then germinate, producing further plants. Some annuals are enthusiastic self-seeders and can become a little invasive if unchecked.

 Deciduous

This description is applied to plants that lose their foliage at a particular time of year. For climates such as the United Kingdom, this will mean that deciduous plants will lose their foliage during the autumn and will temporarily ‘disappear’ as a presence in your growing space during the colder months before returning in the spring.

 Perennial

Essentially, perennial plants will grow from year to year and can be used to provide structure to your growing space; a returning feature that annual plants can be planted around. Perennial plants can fall into a number of further categories that are really useful to understand when planning your growing space:

 Evergreen

Evergreen plants keep their foliage throughout the year and will continue to retain their presence within your growing space – even during the colder months of the year. For this reason, they can be used architecturally to add structure and solid presence in your planting.




Understanding the plants – their needs

If only plants could communicate with you directly and tell you what they want. Plants each have specific needs and ideal conditions that will enable them to thrive. This section will help you to understand and consider the needs of each of your plants.





[image: Image]





 Plant hardiness

Many plant labels will include an indication of the hardiness of the plant. This relates to the plant’s ability to withstand harsh or cold weather conditions if left exposed without protection or specific care. There are degrees to which a plant is hardy. For example, a plant which is labelled ‘half hardy’ might struggle in very cold conditions.

It is also very important to consider when purchasing store-bought herbs whether that plant has been ‘hardened off’. This relates to a process by which young plants are acclimatised to cold conditions by gradually increasing their exposure to the outdoors in stages. For example, you might initially move indoor-raised herbs into a cold green house and then onto a cold frame which would ideally have good ventilation. You can also gradually acclimatise plants by moving plants outdoors during the day before bringing them back into shelter before the colder night-time temperatures.
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 Full sun or shade

It’s very important to consider the light requirements of each plant. Some plants will prefer a sunny position, basking in direct or full sunlight. Some will tolerate shade, whereas others will thrive in heavily shaded positions.

What do those terms really mean? A plant asking for full sun would prefer to have at least six hours of sunlight each day. Plants requiring partial shade would ask for three to six hours per day. Shade-loving plants will grow well with very little direct sunlight.

You should consider how light conditions in your growing space change throughout the day and according to the time of the season. Some areas might be overshadowed by buildings or garden furniture at particular times of the day, for example.

 Height

The vast majority of herbs are relatively low-growing, compact plants, but it is important to recognise that some varieties do grow to a greater height than others. Some of the varieties featured within this book, such as creeping red thyme or trailing rosemary, will grow relatively low to the ground, whereas others, such as variegated lemon thyme, will grow upright to around 40 cm (16 in). If you are planting these varieties together, you should consider the aesthetics of these height differences. There are a few varieties of lavender and rosemary that will grow to over 100cm (40 in) in height, so if your growing space is limited it might be better to substitute these herbs with lower growing varieties.

 Spread

Some plants grow with enthusiasm and want to travel, others will grow ‘politely’, slowly filling their allocated space. Other plants will spread aggressively and if unchecked will grow into the space required by their neighbours.

A well-known example is mint, which will spread aggressively and invasively and so should be kept within its own container if space is limited within your growing space.

 Soil type/growing medium

Plants will ultimately thrive based on the soil that they are growing in. This is also known as the growing medium. If you are planting into a container, you can control the composition of that growing medium. When planting into the ground, you should consider the nature of the soil in your growing space. You will find that soil types can vary drastically from heavy clay soil through to free-draining sandy soil. Some soil will be more acidic, whereas others will be alkaline. Most plants will enjoy neutral soil conditions, although some will prefer more acidic or alkaline conditions. It is possible to purchase testing kits to establish the relative acidity of your soil.

In fact, there are many tools and methods that you can use to analyse, understand and improve the soil within your growing space. You can then either tailor your planting to your local conditions or improve the soil by adding additional material to the planting area. Organic material such as compost or well-rotted grass cuttings can be worked into the soil to provide additional nutrients and increase water retention, whereas grit can be worked into a growing medium to improve drainage.

 Drainage

For many of the plants mentioned within this book, drainage is absolutely crucial to their success. Some plants will enjoy more soggy conditions, whereas others will struggle if constantly wet. For example, herbs such as rosemary and lavender enjoy very free-draining conditions, so improving drainage by adding grit to their growing medium will help their growth.

 Pruning

Pruning is vital to promote healthy, positive growth within your plants. Over the years, I have found that so many growers are nervous of pruning and I totally understand why this is the case. The plants that you have grown are your babies that you have nurtured. You are proud of the growth and new life that you have created, so cutting them back seems counterintuitive, harsh and damaging. But in reality, this is totally necessary to promote further growth. The plants will grow stronger as a result of the pruning and in the long term it will prevent them from becoming leggy and woody.

Pruning advice will differ based on the variety of plant and age of the plant that you are growing. Pruning the top third of the plant regularly during the growing season is a very good idea.
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 Growing in containers

Many of the projects contained within this book involve planting in containers. This is a great way to grow plants, especially where space is limited.

There are many advantages to growing plants in containers. If used correctly, a container can provide the perfect habitat for your plant to thrive in. The environment within that container can be tailored to meet the plant’s needs. It’s really important to take a few moments to consider these points in relation to container growing.

 Drainage

Some plants will enjoy moisture-retentive conditions, but many of the plants featured within this book will prefer free-draining conditions. Therefore, when choosing a container, it’s important to make sure that it has drainage holes. A pot that lacks drainage holes will gradually fill with water, creating boggy conditions that many herbs will struggle to live within. This is particularly important for containers situated outside and exposed to weather, as drainage holes will allow the container to drain excess rainwater. Adding grit to the growing medium will further aid this process and reduce the risk of problems such as rotting roots, which will occur if the container is waterlogged.

The issue of drainage for containers is particularly important for those growers whose outdoor spaces will experience colder conditions. Many hardy herbs will struggle in the winter months if left to sit in water during cold, grey winter days. Containers can be raised off the ground with pot ‘feet’ to further assist drainage and prevent any waterlogging.

Many of the projects contained within this book are suitable for indoor/windowsill growing. In those situations, drainage holes in a container can lead to water leaking onto your windowsill or making a mess of your carpets! Plant pots with drainage holes can be placed onto a recycled lid or saucer, which creates an overflow reservoir. This can also be really helpful in allowing you to see just how much water is emerging from the plant.

 Size of container

When planting into a container, the size of that container should be considered. Think about the speed of growth of the plant and how quickly it will outgrow its container. If you are planting a number of plants together, consider whether the plants will outgrow and eventually start to compete with their neighbours. It is a good idea to choose the largest possible container, but be mindful of swamping a young plant in a huge container. You can always gradually increase the size of the container that your plant or plants live in each year.

 Group according to conditions

If putting a number of different varieties of plant together in the same container, you should group together plants that will require similar conditions. This will make caring for these plants so much easier. For example, group plants that all enjoy free-draining conditions or share the same requirements for light.




 Planting a container – step by step

One

Find a suitable container that is sized appropriately for the plant or planting combination that you wish to grow, while also considering where the container will be situated.

Two

Fill the base of the new container with your chosen growing medium, leaving space for the height of the new plants that you are going to position within the container.

Three

Ease the new plants from their current pot or seed tray. Gently cup the surface of the soil with your hand, turn the plant upside down and slowly tease the root ball of the plant from its pot. If the plant is well established in its old container, gentle pressure can be applied to the sides of the container. Avoid damaging the growing stem by taking care not to pull the plant with pressure on this stem.

Four

Place the exposed root ball of the new plant in its desired location within the new container. The top o the root ball should be roughly level with the top of the container, while it is resting on the compost already placed into the new container.

Five

If you are planting a combination of plants within the same container, add these plants into the container at this point. This is a great opportunity to see how the container will take shape and to consider how the foliage of each plant complements its neighbours.

Six

Add further growing medium around the edges of each root ball, filling the gaps in the container.

Seven

Lastly, give the container a water
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