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‘The most inspiring gardening book of the later twentieth century’

Royal Horticultural Society

‘Christo never played it safe when it came to plant combinations – sometimes disastrously; often joyously. A generous host, a stimulating friend, young in outlook, he was the most interesting plantsman I have ever known’

Alan Titchmarsh

‘The Well-Tempered Garden comes to bed with me more often than any other book. It is the gardening classic, as essential to every gardener as a sharp pair of secateurs or a good spade’

Carol Klein

‘First printed in 1970, [The Well-Tempered Garden] has not been outshone. It is packed with ideas you would never have thought of: observations you wish you had discovered yourself’

Beth Chatto, Gardens Illustrated

‘People say that Christopher Lloyd’s writing is “closely observed”. But it’s better than that. He lets you see plants and gardening with his own critical eyes. He takes you through the thinking. And The Well-Tempered Garden, you’ll be please to find, is as useful and as enjoyable today as the day it was written’

Stephen Anderton

‘The Well-Tempered Garden was an eye-opener when I first found it more than 30 years ago. Most of the other books around were technical, but here was a good read about the sort of gardening that I wanted to aspire to. Somehow, one knew it was the right way … and there’s still nothing to match it for sound advice based on experience’

Penelope Hobhouse

‘Christopher Lloyd’s great classic, The Well-Tempered Garden, never disappoints me when I’m looking for inspiration … Lloyd has a wonderful way of describing plants – I can’t look at a rhododendron without calling to mind his description of the foliage as “lugubrious”’

Stephanie Donaldson, Country Living

‘Packed with the sort of information gardeners crave – from planting and propagation to the pleasures of wild gardening in grass, and fruit and vegetable specialities. He writes with gusto, giving his opinions, his likes and dislikes firmly without worrying whether we agree or disagree with him’

Country House & Home


Christopher Lloyd spent years lovingly developing and refining his celebrated gardens at Great Dixter in Sussex. Throughout his career he was unparalleled in gardening journalism, writing for many publications, from Country Life to the Guardian. In 1979, the Royal Horticultural Society conferred on him its highest honour, the Victoria Medal of Honour. He received the OBE for services to horticulture in 2000.

Since his death in 2006, and according to his wishes, the management of Great Dixter House and Gardens has passed to the Great Dixter Charitable Trust. If you would like to help, donate or support the trust in its aims of securing Great Dixter for the future, please contact friends@greatdixter.co.uk or call the trust for an information pack on +44 (0)1797 254048.

www.greatdixter.co.uk
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FOREWORD

‘A badger,’ I thought when I first met Christopher Lloyd at his garden, Great Dixter, in Sussex. It was partly his hair, brushed straight back from his forehead, white, stiff, springy, the eyebrows making a straight, dark line below. He had, too, a brock-like way of moving from one place to the next – taking a determined line, his arms held quite stiffly away from the sides of his body. Like a badger, he seemed self-contained, an attribute that comes perhaps from feeling that you are equal to any opponent you might come up against. He certainly was. Of the many people who, during his lifetime, have written about gardens and gardening, he was the best.

This first meeting took place way before I ever started writing about gardens myself. I was trying to persuade him to contribute to the Sunday paper I worked for then, and as we walked along the Long Border at Great Dixter, stretching away from the house between yew hedge and orchard grass, I felt that I was being put through a test. The things one noticed seemed to be important to him. And the way one described them. Even at that first meeting, I realized that he liked an argument and very much preferred his opponent to stand and fight rather than retreat. So, taking a deep breath, I fought to defend an alternative point of view. And was invited back.

That was more than 30 years ago. He began to make summer visits to our home in Dorset, and I’ve lost count of the times that I have lifted the latch on the Lutyens gate at Dixter and walked down through the long grass towards its tipsy porch. Throughout his life, the house and garden remained the central inspiration for his writing, and his pattern of life there was as fixed as the earth round the sun: summer in the Yeoman’s Hall, winter in the parlour, coffee after summer lunch by the horsepond, drinks before winter dinner in the solar. Only towards the end did it change when he became particularly attached to the solar, the deeply quiet long room on the first floor that stretched the whole width of the house.

His clothes were those of an intellectual socialist of the thirties: bright shirts, often purple or orange, with hand-knitted woolly cardigans or waistcoats on top. He had a rather thirties moustache too. Growing that when he was 24 was, he said, the most defiant act of his youth.

I read him long before I knew him, reassured as a novice by his strongly held opinions, warmed by his passions. The Well-Tempered Garden, first

published in 1970, remains my favourite among his many books. It’s an inspired title and an inspiring read. He wrote, he said, ‘for gardeners who have not been dragged into this pursuit but are here because they love it’. Wherever you dip into the fantastically wide range of subjects covered in the book, you come out with some plum that no one but he could have made you notice.

He was always much more interested in other people than he was in himself, which made him a splendid travelling companion, as I found in eastern Turkey, where we were looking at tulips in the rough, wild country round Erzurum and down on the Iranian border. His brilliant (and half Turkish) head gardener, Fergus Garrett, was with us, of course, a very necessary go-between at a time when the Kurdish PKK was extremely active. The army was jittery, the roadblocks frequent, the atmosphere sometimes palpably tense. Christopher was unperturbed. ‘What an interesting face that boy has,’ he said as yet another machine gun was poked in at the window of the car. ‘Do ask him where he comes from.’

Not knowing a word of Turkish, he nevertheless made friends everywhere in Turkey: with the porter who looked after the house plants in the lobby of our grim hotel, with the cooks in the kitchen, with those selling fruit and vegetables in the street. His white hair gave him an advantage. The Turks respect age. Coming back from an arduous day in the mountains, scrambling among crocus, iris and draba, he would walk straight into the kitchen of wherever we were staying, lift the lids of the cooking pots on the stove, sniff, say, ‘I’ll have that soup and then the meat balls,’ and disappear to find a bath. He was always very interested in what he ate and became an inspired cook.

There is no doubt he loved to be controversial and thoroughly enjoyed the furore that surrounded the loss of the old rose garden at Dixter, where he ripped out the roses and replaced them with a tropical melange of cannas, castor oil plants, banana palms and dahlias. ‘Silly to be sentimental about plants,’ he said, yet ‘Mrs Oakley Fisher’, a hybrid tea rose given to him by Vita Sackville-West, stayed on for quite a while in the former rose garden, pressed in on all sides by beefy cannas, like an old lady about to have her handbag snatched by a gang of villains in shades.

‘Christopher,’ I once said as we looked at this rose, denuded by a bad case of black spot, ‘you are not consistent.’ He had recently given me a drubbing for hanging on to a plant because of its associations, though it was no longer in the best of health. ‘Consistent?’ he replied. ‘Why should I be consistent?’

As a teacher, he was unparalleled, as you can find on every page of The Well-Tempered Garden. ‘Write it down,’ he would say if you asked the name of an unfamiliar plant. You weren’t ever allowed to ask the same question twice. It showed you weren’t paying sufficient attention. You were wasting his time.


He was at his best with people much younger than himself. In that respect, he lived his life back to front. When he was young, he said he found it difficult to get on with his peers. In old age, he was surrounded by crowds of the young, who adored him and to whom he was extraordinarily generous. He could so easily have drifted into becoming a Grand Old Man, graciously accepting tribute from devotees making the pilgrimage to Great Dixter. But a badger fights to the end. He did too.



Anna Pavord
May 2014







PREFACE

Gardening is one of those creative activities that produces an enjoyable sensation of achievement. It is so many-sided that even if we all started off with similar rectangular plots, the end-products would be completely different. Temperament decides whether we prefer to grow what we can eat or what we can simply look at with pleasure; whether we concentrate on attaining a prescribed standard of perfection in individual specimens like chrysanthemums and onions, or whether we are plantsmen, with a love of plants for their own sake regardless of size or sophistication; whether it is the arrangement of plants and relating them to one another and to their setting that fascinates us, or whether their propagation and the bringing of new plants into the world has us hooked.

There is room for many approaches to gardening and they give us the satisfaction of expressing ourselves. Ours, in its humble way, is an art as well as a craft. At the same time it keeps us in touch with the earth, the seasons, and with that complex of interrelated forces both animate and inanimate which we call nature. It is a humanizing occupation.

Gardening has been the mainspring of my life and I have been lucky in my opportunities. In this book I have exploited most of the ingredients which, in my case, combine to make for happy gardening. Sometimes the reader may be incited to exclaim: ‘What a lot of trouble!’ or ‘Who wants to go through all that?’ But however labour-saving you make your hobby, you will never get more out of it than you put in. Now and again it seems worth taking that extra bit of trouble that brings in its train some rather exciting result. You feel you have got somewhere. Effort is only troublesome when you are bored. The Well-Tempered Garden is for gardeners who have not been dragged into this pursuit but are here because they love it.







1

WAYS AND MEANS

PLANTING

Planting Precautions and Methods


Friends sometimes ask me to deliver post-mortems on their less successful gardening efforts, but it is very difficult to pronounce with any certainty when their case history has been thoroughly masked. ‘I planted a dozen hardy cyclamen,’ one will say, ‘and not one of them ever came up.’ Where are they? Heaven knows. They were not marked; they may have been planted 6 inches/15 cm deep, instead of just below the surface; they may have been planted just below the surface and subsequently chucked out as so many pebbles in a trugful of weeds; they may have been planted upside-down, or they may have been virtually dead before ever they were planted.

The great wonder, in gardening, is that so many plants live. I seldom get the opportunity of watching the private gardener at work. Privacy, indeed, is their watchword. They may be demons of efficiency in running their houses or businesses, but are understandably self-conscious when it comes to being seen doing a spot of manual work in the garden. They wait till the coast is clear rather than risk the onlooker’s sharp intake of breath as their trowel chaws through the heart of an unexpected bulb or the guffaw that attends the stabbing of their shoe with the garden fork. Still, the time was when I had to instruct horticultural students in the various crafts of gardening, and to see them at work was instructive to me. One got a good idea of what was likely to go wrong.

When planting, one of the likeliest faults is that the hole made will be too small for the plant going into it. Some gardeners will try to get round this by twirling the plant round so that its roots are forced in with a spiral twist. But if the roots are spread out naturally, the plant has a much securer purchase on the ground and is less likely to get rocked by wind and lifted by frost. Others push the centre of the plant into the hole and fill in quickly, while a conveniently glazed vision ignores the root tips that are left waving about in mid-air. The motto here is to fit the hole to the plant, not the plant to the hole.

Gentle handling and firm planting are two complementary precepts. The handling part of it applies most particularly to soft material, such as summer

bedding: you are beseeched to bruise a plant’s stems, leaves and roots as little as possible. Try to keep soil and roots intact as one unit. When soil falls away from roots, it carries with it many of the smallest but most important feeding roots. So, if you are moving a tree or shrub in your garden, it pays to be patient in lifting it and to get it out and in again with as much bottom-hamper as possible. Even with plants like wallflowers, it greatly helps to move them with a good ball of soil.

Nurseries often have to send plants out with little or no soil adhering to their roots, otherwise carriage costs are prohibitive. Particularly in the case of trees and shrubs grown in the open ground, this means that a good deal of root will have been lost. Some may have been deliberately chopped off, for ease of packing. What tends to impress the naïve customer is a handsome array of trunk and branches. A friend (why have I any friends? I sometimes wonder) proudly showed me three trees she had bought as a job lot at a market for only £1. One of them was stone dead; the other two were dead except for the stock on which they were grafted, which was suckering. When I pointed this out, her husband congratulated her on having bought three dead trees for £1.

Another keen gardening friend wanted to make a park out of a field next to his house, and set about it in a big way a few winters ago. Perhaps 60 trees were in question and they were all ordered at the same time but from several nurseries. They all arrived about the same time, too, and, unfortunately, in the one hard spell of the winter, in January. After the frost it was wet, in February. The trees were planted in a hurry. My friend is a week-end gardener and was unable to supervise the operation. No drought developed in the spring that year, but even so, more than half the trees died, and although I never saw their root system on arrival, I reckon, from the general appearance of their tops, that this mortality was unnecessary.

One mistake to avoid is the ordering of more at a time than you can conveniently cope with. You can help yourself by asking for staggered deliveries. This is particularly easy if several nurseries are involved anyway.

When the trees arrive, you should bear in mind not only that they have spent a long time in transit, but that they were very probably lifted on the nursery a considerable time (far too long, let’s face it) before they were actually dispatched. Therefore the bundles should be unwrapped immediately and the roots given a jolly good soaking. If you can’t plant forthwith, wrap them up again in thoroughly wet hessian. In a cold shed, dormant shrubs – even evergreens – will keep quite happily like this for several weeks.

Never make your holes in advance. It would be nice to be able to do so, in readiness for popping the trees straight in, on arrival, but your open hole will either get too wet (swimming wet, most often) or too frozen, and so will the soil with which you are going to fill it in. Make your hole, plant and

stake your tree, all in one continuous operation. Under turf, the soil is usually in a nice friable condition even in wet weather. But if the soil is sticky and won’t break down so as snugly to fill in all the gaps between the roots, take a barrow-load of fine dry soil with you on the job, or some horticultural grit.

Assuming that the trees you have received from the nursery have more tops than roots, you must steel yourself to the unpalatable but always paying task of reducing all the branches of a deciduous tree or shrub so that top and roots are equally balanced. This usually entails reducing the branches by about two-thirds of their original length. Make your cuts immediately above a bud or pair of buds. Most gardeners know that where a rose bush is in question you give it a hard pruning to remove three-quarters of its top growth immediately. The same treatment applies to all summer- and autumn-flowering shrubs that flower on their young growth. But vigorous deciduous shrubs such as philadelphus, deutzias, weigelas, forsythias and spring-flowering spiraeas can be sufficiently helped by removing all their older, weakest branchlets, leaving the strong unbranched ones intact. If you are handling a twiggy shrub like a lilac, you should thin out about half its network of twigs.

Most evergreens have fibrous roots and can be lifted and replanted without much root loss. Those with delicate root systems such as garrya, ceanothus, cistus and the brooms will usually be pot-grown anyway, so that planting presents no difficulty. Sometimes, however, newly moved evergreens do sustain considerable root losses; this is very serious in their case, because they are losing moisture all the time through their leaves. You can anticipate this danger at planting time by watering in well or even by puddling in – an operation that is not necessarily to be sneered at even in November. Then, whenever you see the plant’s foliage dry on the surface, you give it a sprinkling from a can. If this is not enough to stop the leaves and shoots from wilting, there is nothing for it but to defoliate. Remove half the bush’s leaves; just pick, or snip, them off. This is not nearly as drastic as it may look and immediately cuts down on the supplies of moisture which the damaged roots will need to pump into the shrub’s foliage.

Firm planting is not just something you read about that really only applies to other people’s gardening. All plants need it. If it was a herbaceous or bedding plant you were putting in, take hold of it, after planting, by a leaf or small shoot, and give it a steady pull. If this brings the whole plant out of the ground, it means that you did not plant it firmly enough. Every such plant should be bedded in with the back of your fists, one on each side of it, and the weight of your body behind them. In the case of a tree or shrub, your entire weight is brought to bear, in a gyrating act on one heel. The only time when you should not plant firmly is when you should not really be planting at all: that is, when heavy ground is in a state of plasticine squelch. If the deed must be done in these conditions, the best technique, after standing the

plant in its hole, is to pour grit (such as is used in the John Innes composts) over the roots so as entirely to cover them before filling in with the mud pie that is passing for soil. You do not compact when the ground is very wet, because you do not want to squeeze all the air out of the soil.

However, firm planting is the general rule, and for several reasons. Frost action, for one. Frost is a great lifter, and even if you planted firmly, you will have to look over your more shallow-rooted plants, following a thaw, to see if they need pushing home again. Another reason for firm planting is so that the roots can make immediate close contact with their new soil surroundings, and, again, to prevent trees and shrubs from rocking in the wind. But here staking will generally be necessary, in addition. It may be a good plan to stake even a fibrous-rooted shrub like a hydrangea, for a start, until it has had time to anchor itself with new roots.

A common error, in attempting to get firm anchorage for his new trees and shrubs, is for the gardener to plant them deeply: deeper, that is, than they were when growing in their previous positions. I shall not pretend, for didactic convenience, that this is always fatal or, indeed, always bad practice. Roses planted with their graft unions below the surface are thereby encouraged to make scion roots. When lilac is grafted on privet, deep planting is essential, because unless scion-rooting occurs, the plant will die within a short period. Further, heathers are often planted deeply in order to encourage them to make roots on the buried portions of their stems; each bit of rooted stem can then be made into a new plant. Deep planting of a clematis often prevents its loss from wilt disease. The wilt fungus usually attacks at but not below the soil surface, killing all the plant’s aerial portions. If there is some stem below ground, the clematis can react by making a new shoot from down there, so beating the disease.

But when these exceptions have been acknowledged, the fact of a nasty condition, descriptively known as collar rot, remains. If you plant a tree or shrub so that the base of its trunk or of its lowest stems and branches is covered, it will react in one of two ways: either by making roots from these newly buried portions or, if this is not its nature, by rotting at that point. This happened to me with a strapping young bird cherry, Prunus padus ‘Albertii’. To keep grass and weeds away from its base, I used to mulch it throughout the summer with lawn mowings. The mulch got too thick about its trunk, the rot set in and that was that.

It is not just trees and shrubs that need to be planted as soon as the ground is ready for them. The same principles apply in any sort of bed or border. Undug ground, particularly if it has been covered with a crop of sorts – summer bedding plants or weeds – tends to remain fairly workable even after heavy rain. But the moment it has been dug over it becomes like a sponge, full of air spaces that are ready to lap up quantities of water. And so, again,

in a border of hardy perennials, I always find it wisest to cut down, split, manure, dig and replant – all in one manageable bite, not taking in a larger area than I feel confident of finishing off in the same day.

When a herbaceous border is looking thoroughly disorderly, it is tempting to start by laying low everything within sight that is lay-lowable. But this is unwise. Protective top growth not only helps to keep the ground dry and protects it from frosts, but when it is gone, one tends to forget which plant was which, how tall it grew and where, and whether it needed splitting.

Many gardeners get over this difficulty of identity and location by not cutting their perennials right down, but leaving a foot-tall tuft of stalk stumps. I abhor this practice. A herbaceous plant should either be cut down flush with the ground or (if it still looks pretty, even in death) not cut down at all. Stumps become hard and hollow; they are a refuge for earwigs and woodlice; they obstruct young growth in the next spring. They look unsightly; and, worst of all, they become so woody that their cut surfaces will later deal vicious, jabbing wounds to the unwary gatherer of long-stemmed flowers the following summer.

When one is planting a wet piece of ground, a wonderful lightener is the grit I keep harping on – that used in John Innes composts. You can get it from builders’ merchants and garden centres and it is usually described as horticultural or crushed grit. This is the finest sifting from ground-up shingle or gravel, and is far more useful than the coarsest natural sand. Once one has developed a taste for it, there is no end to its applicability in the garden, first as a heavy general dressing, to be dug into slimy ground; then, when planting bulbs, as a protection from slugs, rots and bad drainage. Grit can also be used as a protective mound heaped, in early winter, over the crowns of fuchsias, lemon-scented verbenas, delphiniums and hostas (with slugs in mind) and eremurus. In fact, read ‘grit’ for ‘ashes’ when gardening journalists are on this topic.

Planting Distances

An experienced gardening friend – one of the exceptions to the theory that farmers make the worst gardeners – was saying to me that the problem of spacing was the most intractable of all; the one which he had never learned to solve without first making a series of gigantic blunders. He would plant an area with shrubs that looked pathetically small, only to discover a few years later that they were suffocated for lack of space.

We were looking, as he spoke, at a shrubbery planted eight or ten years previously in a large triangular corner, formed by the junction of two hedges. The most prominent object, at the front, was a bamboo that had hitherto risen to a height of only 7 ft/2.1 m, but whose new canes had that year soared

to 10 ft/3 m. A nice gentle bamboo, with feathery foliage and only moderately rampant habits; the one that should, I believe, be known as Fargesia nitida, but if you wish to be understood in the world of bamboo lovers it is enough to murmur the word nitida and leave it at that. Behind this, one could just see an 8-ft/2.4-m-tall Elaeagnus pungens ‘Maculata’; behind that, again, I fancy there grew a 10-ft/3-m Magnolia × soulangeana; the rest was quite hidden.

This friend reckoned that the soundest course was to space your permanent shrubs very widely at the outset, interplanting with temporary shrubs such as short-lived brooms, tree lupins and cistuses, and with easily removed herbaceous plants, in the early years. This is what I would term a paper principle; in practice, it proves better than no principle at all, but overcrowding will never be ruled out. You must resign yourself to the necessity of big upheavals and rearrangements from time to time, right through the years. It is obvious that close planting gives a furnished look to a border almost immediately; equally obvious that it is wasteful and expensive. A point about it that can be overlooked is the fact that shrubs afford each other very considerable protection against damage by frost and wind, if they are close set.

At any rate you should try to get the immovables permanently sited from the outset; all the legumes (members of the pea family), walnuts, magnolias, ceanothus: trees and shrubs, in fact, with fleshy, fragile roots or with deep-delving fangs, that simply will not stand being moved once they have got themselves ensconced. For the rest, one tries one’s best to make as few mistakes as possible. Most trade catalogues give the approximate heights that your shrubs are likely to attain and some hazard a forecast of their probable breadth, at maturity, too. But so much depends on soil and cultural treatment. If, for instance, shrubs are planted in what I consider to be the worst way of establishing a shrubbery, in individual circles cut out of turf, they have the grass to compete with for water and food, and many of them will stand still, while others will grow at a snail’s pace. Others, to be honest about it, will benefit from a semi-starvation diet. Cotinus coggygria (Rhus cotinus) and C. obovatus, for instance, make much too watery a growth on well-fed soil. They are best grown as lawn specimens.

Assuming that soil conditions and feeding are suitable and adequate, let us consider a few distances, starting with trees. Cherry orchards are usually planted on a 40-ft/12-m square with interplanting in the early years. Therefore, if you are planting a similar cherry such as the double white gean (Prunus avium ‘Plena’), it should be 40 ft/12 m from another cherry of like vigour. You could, however, interplant with trees like ornamental or fruiting peaches that you expected to be fairly short-lived. If the next permanent tree to your cherry was going to be a ‘John Downie’ crab, 30 ft/9 m would be

adequate spacing. This would allow 20 ft/6 m for the cherry and 10 ft/3 m for the much neater growing crab.

Never allow less than 6 ft/1.8 m between large-growing shrubs: as it were a Spiraea × vanhouttei and a Forsythia × intermedia ‘Lynwood’; 8 or 10 ft/2.4 or 3 m would be much better, but at least be firm with yourself to the extent of not reducing the space to less than 6 ft/1.8 m. Now, any shrubbery that is planned on the basis of one of a kind, right through, will look spotty. Particularly the lower-growing 3-ft/90-cm-tall shrubs need grouping.

Hydrangeas look much their best for this treatment; not the real giants, such as the 12-ft/3.6-m Hydrangea heteromalla Bretschneideri Group, or the 8-ft by 12-ft/2.4-m by 3.6-m H. aspera Villosa Group, but even a comparatively large cultivar such as ‘Blue Wave’ looks more effective when, say, three are gathered together. Caryopteris, hardy fuchsias, the lower-growing hebes, Hypericum ‘Hidcote’, Spiraea japonica ‘Anthony Waterer’ and many more, are all the better for grouping, their individual forms having nothing special to recommend them. In this case the group is the unit and it does not matter if individuals composing the unit grow into each other with interlocking branches, at quite an early age. You could thus allow 3 ft/90 cm between the individuals in a group of Caryopteris × clandonensis, and 4 ft/1.2 m between this and the next item – say a group of Potentilla fruticosa ‘Katherine Dykes’.

If you get the spacing of herbaceous perennials wrong, it matters little; most of them can easily be moved and rearranged.

The bedding plants that are intended for spring flowering are usually spaced too far apart. They are planted in autumn and will make no more bulk before they throw up their flowering shoots in spring. To be effective, they need to go in thickly. Summer bedding, by contrast, wants much wider spacing than it usually gets, especially if the ground is in good heart, as it should be. In this case the plants want to be put out from their seed boxes as soon as they are touching each other and before they start to feel crowded. They will then make considerable bulk in their final quarters before starting to flower and will do themselves and you most credit if they can develop almost to their limit before joining up with their nearest neighbours.

Bedding plants are so often starved at one stage or another in their upbringing that few of us have much notion of their real potential, when given their chance. The revelation can be quite exciting. Take the ordinary sort of busy Lizzie that is almost invariably grown in a pot on a window-sill, for instance. It is usually a stemmy plant about a foot tall and sprawling a little more across. But try it as a bedding plant in moist, well-enriched soil, say in a shady, north-facing border. Each plant will grow 4 ft/1.2 m tall and quite as much across. A staggered row of them makes a splendid flowering hedge, and so luxuriant that people seeing it for the first time will have to

blink and gasp awhile before realizing that this is their old friend in almost unrecognizable guise.

When to Plant

Autumn and spring are the two great planting seasons. The tree, shrub and herbaceous plant catalogues arrive in late summer, for the most part, and the many nursery sales are made in the autumn period. However, following wet autumns and cold winters, mortality among autumn-planted purchases can be very high indeed. On heavy, water-retentive soils, which get cold early, warm up late and are frequently in a sodden condition most uncongenial to the establishing of young plants, the situation is doubly aggravated. On such soils there is, moreover, a high slug population; and even with the help of the preparations available for slug control, it is still impossible to cope through the long dormant period with those small black slugs that live permanently underground and batten on the resting buds of defenceless herbaceous plants.

Evergreens are most popular among the shrubs. Being evergreen, they are never as fully dormant as their deciduous counterparts. The recommended times for their planting are therefore in early autumn, when the soil is still warm and they can make new roots before winter arrives, or else in not-too-early spring, when the soil is warming up again and they can go ahead without a check. My own view of this choice is that an autumn planting is too risky. It should be remembered that all broad-leaved evergreens (and a number of needle-leaved heaths and conifers also) come from warmer temperate climates than our own. A plant like Osmanthus delavayi or any of the Camellia japonica hybrids may be trustworthily hardy, once established for a few years; but when young and new it is all too easily killed. Its best chance will result from a spring move; then it has an entire growing season before it in which to make and ripen new roots and shoots. The only danger from a spring planting is drought, and compared with other climatic hazards this is so easily countered that it should certainly not defeat the self-respecting gardener. If you are going to risk planting, say, a camellia in autumn, do at least take the simple precautionary measure for protecting its roots of putting over them a thick layer of about 4 inches/10 cm of grit. This must be scraped aside again in spring after its duty has been done.

A number of deciduous trees and shrubs are more safely planted in spring, too. Thoroughly tough characters like the weigelas, deutzias and many philadelphus are admittedly indestructible, but lilacs will succumb to waterlogging; time and again I hear of witch hazels (Hamamelis mollis) that have never broken dormancy; while deciduous magnolias, with their fleshy, rotprone roots, are notoriously ill-suited to autumn planting, yet are frequently distributed at this season.

There is a strong case, I feel, for making a practice of ordering your new

trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants as early as possible, as always, but for requesting spring delivery. If there are to be winter losses, they will then occur in the nursery, not in your garden. Any general acceptance of this view would make nursery organization more difficult and hence more expensive with a consequent rise in prices, but would be worth it by preventing the dispatch of thousands of plants each autumn that are doomed to die soon after. Alternatively you can accept your order for autumn delivery but overwinter the more perishable elements in it, under cover, yourself.

The particular drawback to spring deliveries is the trickiness of timing. Where plants and shrubs have been grown on the nursery in open ground, there may be a very brief interval between dormancy in freezing conditions and, following a mild spell, growth too advanced to allow transplanting. We should not forget, though, that ours is one of the very few cool temperate climates in the world where autumn planting is considered feasible. In New England, for instance, although on average ten degrees of latitude nearer the Equator, the severe winters limit all planting to a hectic spring period.

Our kinder climate does allow us to get through a great deal of regular overhauling work in autumn. There is all the difference between moving a plant in your garden and having it sent to you from afar. You can lift a shrub or a plant like a delphinium with so much soil attached to its roots and with so little delay in the process that it need scarcely notice the change. Splitting up of herbaceous phloxes, aconitums and novi-belgii asters is safe enough in autumn, too. But whereas we can dare to move a delphinium or a grass like miscanthus, a dictamnus or an amellus-type aster, with roots and ball of soil intact, these and certain other herbaceous plants cannot submit to the greater disturbance of being split up, until spring. Then they can immediately make good the damage done to them, by growing, instead of just sitting about and rotting, as they would in autumn.

There is always such a rush of work in spring that we should get everything done that we can in the more leisurely periods of congenial weather during the autumn and even into winter. But where there is any doubt about moving a shrub or splitting up a herbaceous plant in autumn, the task should be deferred till spring. That is my official pronouncement. Don’t expect me to follow it myself, because I’m also a great believer in doing a job when I want to do it, and to hell with the consequences.

Summer Planting and Mid-season Swaps

Once June is behind him and the gaps are all filled with summer bedding, the not-too-serious gardener tends to sink back on to his latest model for comfort in garden furniture, with the happy notion at the back of his mind that the ardours of spring are past and no further great efforts will be required of him for the next three months. A little gentle hedge clipping and lawn mowing;

perhaps an occasional assault on the weeds that he would have gladly shut his eyes to, if officious relatives would only stop pointing them out; but nothing more. Oh, dead-heading the roses, of course, but that is a woman’s job; even a guest might fairly be let loose on it.

Given this outlook, no garden will be worth looking at by mid-August. If you then go away for six weeks, all well and good, but if not, then there is every reason to go on grunting and sweating under the July sun. For one thing, the planting seasons are no longer restricted to spring and autumn as they traditionally always were. A well-run garden centre will have a wide selection of shrubs and young trees, established in a varied assortment of containers, as ready for planting in summer as in the dormant season. In fact, so long as you can water your plants in thoroughly, summer is the best of times to get a shrubbery started and established, because the ground is warm (and so, incidentally, are you) and the shrubs will get rooted into their new environment and happily established within a matter of weeks.

But July is also the moment to do some switching around, in your borders, of biennial and herbaceous plants. Various early-summer-flowering plants will then, or soon, be going out of flower. If they are of a kind that does not mind being cut back and moved out of the way till brought back again in autumn, this is what I like to do. Such are the bergenias, doronicums, the early-flowering achilleas such as ‘Moonshine’, and the 3-ft/90-cm Campanula persicifolia. Then there are the early-summer-flowering biennials to replace: sweet Williams, Canterbury bells, Brompton stocks and foxgloves.

What to put in their place? It is wise to plan ahead for this moment by making late sowings of annuals, in May, that will be just right for planting out in July. Bedding dahlias sown about 1 May and potted off individually will just be coming into bud two months later and will flower non-stop till the autumn. If seed sowing doesn’t form a part of your organization you will find boxes of late-sown annuals still available at the garden centre.

Perhaps you have chrysanthemums in your picking garden. Many varieties are fit only for picking or else for exhibiting (or for the rubbish heap), but the early-flowering types that produce a mass of blossom – the so-called Koreans and Rubellums – look charming in the border and are easily moved, provided that they are gently handled, for their branches are brittle and do break off terribly easily at their junction with the main stem. Michaelmas daisies move well from the open ground, even when in full growth, and so does the cardinal flower, Lobelia cardinalis.

A liberal use of water is the basis of success. Several hours beforehand, soak all the plants that are to be lifted, so that the water has time to get down to their roots. Add a quick-acting general fertilizer to the site that is to be replanted and fork it over. If the ground is still dryish, then each plant should be puddled in: dig your hole, stand the new plant in it and pour a gallon of

water quickly over its roots, by turning the can upside-down. The roots will thus be coated with a skin of fine soil particles. As the water drains out of your miniature pond, fill the hole in and firm gently. The task can be completed twice as quickly if the ground has already been saturated by one of those cloudbursts that we frequently get at that season.

The best opportunity for turning out all the contents of your greenhouse, and giving it a thorough clean-out, usually presents itself in July. Many of the shrubby plants can be made to do their stint in the garden and, being pot-grown, there are no transplanting difficulties. One can, of course, plunge them in the border, pot and all. That is the best way with lilies, but with most things I prefer to turn them out and repot in the autumn. But, once again, give each plant a very thorough soaking in its pot before attempting to turn it out. Nearly always, de-potted plants should be puddled into their new position. Fuchsias are especially suitable. The angel’s trumpets, Brugmansia suaveolens correctly P. auriculata, with white, night-scented funnels, the vivid orange-red Streptosolen jamesonii and the pale blue Plumbago capensis are also good, as are the various kinds of abutilon and hibiscus. Any small-flowered pelargoniums, such as those with aromatic foliage, are good bedders-out and so are many foliage plants.

MANURING

Manures: Animal, Vegetable, Mineral

We are probably all a little cranky in our ideas on manuring. The young man who used to collect the contents from his friends’ ashtrays for later application to his roses is a case in point. Tea leaves get saved exclusively as a mulch for camellias, simply because the tea plant is a camellia species. For my part, I cast all my nail parings out of the bathroom window so as to feed the ceanothus below with hoof and horn. Since, at 30 years, this is the oldest ceanothus in my garden, and it is still flourishing, I naturally congratulate myself on a sagacious policy.

It seems a pity, though, when crankiness is carried to the pitch of eschewing all artificial fertilizers; for an adequate all-organic manurial programme in the garden will generally run you to considerable extra expense. The use of artificials by themselves over a period of years is harmful in the negative sense; you are failing to replace the continuous losses of organic matter from the soil that are inevitable on cultivated land. But if their use is combined with applications of bulky organics such as farmyard manure or garden-made compost artificials are excellent. Some time in March I go over all my flower and shrub borders distributing a balanced general fertilizer, containing nitrogen, phosphates and potash, at the rate of 4 oz per sq. yd/115 g per sq. m, put on before the soft young foliage of herbaceous plants, roses, etc. is

too prominent, so as to get the fertilizer on the ground easily without any scorching damage. During the summer, whenever I change over any sort of planting – for instance, discarding sweet Williams or foxgloves for something to follow in later summer – I use another dressing of quick-acting fertilizer.

My bulky manures are spread or dug in during the autumn or winter, whenever I am getting at any piece of the garden to give it its annual overhaul. The most sought-after produce is farmyard manure. This is a mixture of three main ingredients: liquid and solid excreta, and litter, usually straw. (One might add weed seeds as a fourth.) Between 80 and 90 per cent of the manure’s nutrient value is contained in the liquid constituent, and there is constant danger of this being washed away. Straw in plentiful quantities is invaluable for soaking up this liquid.

Long manure, in which the straw has barely started to decompose, is still fairly fresh from the stable or cattle-yard. It is strong-smelling, though this soon wears off. It is also harmful to actively growing plants, but it is quite all right used in autumn on bare ground that is to be dug and then left fallow till the following spring. The quicker it can be transferred from cattle-yard to garden and then dug in, the better. Every time it is distributed, nitrogen is lost by volatilization, while every bit of drying-out incurs further nitrogen losses through the operation of denitrifying organisms. Losses are at their minimum when the manure is incorporated with the soil. If it must be kept hanging around, try to store it in a compact heap under cover, so that rain cannot wash nutrients away. If it must be left on the ground where it is going to be dug in, leave it in heaps, and not already spread out. Spreading should be done only just before digging. Long manure can also be used harmlessly in the garden as a surface mulch to dormant shrubs and young trees. You will not want to dig it in, because of root disturbance.

Short manure, in which the straw is thoroughly decomposed, is of most general use to the gardener, as it is harmless, odourless and easily handled. Inevitably it will have lost a good deal of its nitrogen and potash content; but this, after all, is where the boost supplied by quick-acting artificials can easily rectify matters. Concentrated organic fertilizers can also be used in conjunction with the bulky kinds. They are slow-acting and release their nutrients steadily over a long period. Best known here are hoof-and-horn, dried blood and bone-meal.

Farmyard manure’s greatest asset is in its contribution of organic matter to the soil. This increases the soil’s water-holding capacity, which is of paramount importance on hungry, free-draining sandy or chalk soils. Again, it improves drainage on heavy land, first by enabling the soil to retain a good structure that allows the passage of water through it; and second by encouraging a high earthworm population, the channels made by them in the soil also allowing a freer movement of water.


Gardeners are constantly removing organic matter from their borders in the form of dead leaves, weeds, herbaceous material at the end of the season, prunings and so forth. Its replacement is essential; but, as farmyard manure is not obtainable generally, one may have to look around for alternatives. Almost anything that is bulky and organic will do, so long as it is capable of decomposing within a reasonably short span. Garden compost is excellent. Manure from a deep-litter hen house is best of all, but it is so concentrated that care must be taken not to use too much at a time. It is powdery and dry; easy and pleasant to handle; and weed-free. Moreover, the litter content in it will generally be well decomposed, even if it started out as such stubborn material as wood shavings or sawdust. Moss peat is useless in the garden, having little nutritive value or structure.

Sewage sludge may be readily available in some districts, spent hops or seaweed in others. Seaweed can immediately be used on bare ground.

Composting and Mulching

It has often been pointed out that the gardener burns his inheritance on the garden bonfire. So convenient a method of destroying rubbish is hard to resist; but except for the roots of perennial weeds, for wood and for old cabbage stalks (which are virtually wood), all vegetable refuse should go to the making of composted manure. For those of us living near an assured supply of farmyard or deep-litter chicken manure, the fag of composting may not always be worth the labour. But most gardeners live in or near towns, and for them the compost heap, if there is room for one, is sacred indeed.

In order to decompose, all vegetable matter needs supplies of nitrogen. This encourages a build-up in the population of the micro-organisms responsible for decomposition. The other necessary ingredients are air and water. Lime also helps by preventing conditions in the heap from becoming too acid.

To make a compost heap, then, you start with a 6-inch/15-cm-deep layer of refuse, covering an area of up to 12 ft/3.6 m square. If the refuse contains long stems such as old herbaceous plant stalks, they should be chopped up into shorter lengths, or else they will not pack down enough; the heap will be too well aired and will not heat. On the other hand, refuse like green lawn mowings packs down all too well. These should be kept as loose as possible by mixing with coarser rubbish. If mowings pack down tightly, the absence of air has the effect of not allowing them to heat properly, and you end up with silage instead of compost.

You thoroughly wet this layer and then add a proprietary accelerator (containing nitrogen and lime) before going on to the next. The stack can be added to until it is 4 or 5 ft/1.2 or 1.5 m high. After six weeks, it should be turned so as to get the outside into the centre and also so as to admit more

air, for it will have subsided and compacted considerably. Properly made in this way, the heap will be ready for use in six months. An alternative to the addition of a proprietary ‘compost-maker’ between layers of refuse is to add sulphate of ammonia and garden lime (which is ground-up chalk – calcium carbonate) in alternate layers. They must be kept separate in this way, because together they react on one another with a consequent loss of nitrogen.

Most of our own compost is made from hay. If you have rough grass planted up with bulbs, you will probably not want to cut it before the end of June or considerably later. A rotary cutter chews up the grass into just the right length and consistency for composting. As the grass may be rather sere, it should be raked up and whisked away to the heap as quickly as possible. It will need considerable watering, not only at the time of stacking but at intervals of every ten days or so.

We subsequently cut our rough grass again in August and in October, so as to keep the turf from becoming coarse and tussocky. These later cuts can also be composted, but, as they are fairly free of weed seeds, we largely use them as direct surface mulches. All our lawn mowings are also used for this purpose; and you can mulch with bulky manure or with already made compost, with leafmould, straw and so on. When the mulch is of undecayed material such as straw or grass cuttings, you should again remember that it will take nitrogen from the soil in the process of decomposition. If put among growing plants, you should at the same time add a nitrogenous fertilizer such as sulphate of ammonia at 1 oz per sq. yd/30 g per sq. m.

It is important never to mulch on dry ground, as this will prevent rain from penetrating. But if you can apply your mulch to wet ground, then the moisture is retained in the soil and the effects of drought are much reduced. Mulches also have the effect of building up the population of the soil fauna, including earthworms and micro-organisms, and this is a healthy reaction. If applied thickly enough, they suppress weeds.

We have two permanently mulched areas in our garden. First, the black-currants: these are under straw, a few extra bales being scattered over the area every winter. The bushes’ tendency to root near the surface is accentuated by mulching, and it is therefore very important not to discontinue the treatment, otherwise the currants’ surface-feeding roots would be terribly susceptible to drought. The berries, of course, are absolutely mud-free, and no weeding or digging is called for.

Second, there is the rose garden (which, in 1993, we turned into a garden of exotics). This used to be a very badly drained area, but a vast earthworm population has made the heavy soil beautifully crumbly and full of channels. Also, the permanent mulch practically eliminated blackspot – much to my surprise. In the process of turning the mulch over, blackbirds constantly flinging it out on to the paths, and a daily sweep-up necessary in summer.

This would be an insupportable nuisance with mown grass verges. A box-hedge edging might be one solution. No system is perfect: one has to balance the advantages with the drawbacks.

PRUNING

Shrubs for Winter Pruning

Quite a number of shrubs can be pruned at the deadest season of the year. There is the rose, discussed elsewhere, but there are also many other shrubs whose pruning is the same as the average hybrid tea rose’s, and which we were likewise brought up to deal with in March or April, when growth was being resumed. In fact, it seems as though they, too, can be pruned whenever it may suit us in the dormant season. It certainly suits me to cut back my buddleias good and early, because they look like so many wrecks, scattered about the winter landscape; I mean the forms of the common butterfly bush, Buddleja davidii and B. fallowiana. One should be severe with these, leaving no more than stumps of last summer’s 6-ft/1.8-m shoots. Even then, a bush will become unduly leggy after ten years or so. I decided on drastic action with one such, some years ago, and sawed it back into thick old wood, leaving a 2-ft/60-cm stump. ‘If it dies, it dies,’ I told myself; and as I had another plant up my sleeve, it was easy to be philosophical.

Well, of course, having been dared to do its worst, it did not die, but grew away from the stub like an old willow. If any reader is prompted to take similar action, he can safeguard himself by making a number of hard-wood cuttings from the cane-like prunings, trimming each, top and bottom, just above and just below a node, to make sticks 1 ft/30 cm long, which can be stuck by two-thirds their length into light soil in a spare plot. They root easily.

Any other hardy shrub that flowers on its young shoots in summer and autumn can be pruned by shortening them back in winter. But if, like a caryopteris or a fuchsia, it is none too hardy, I believe in leaving its old flowering shoots as some sort of self-protection, not clipping them over till April. One such shrub is the finest of all the indigos, Indigofera heterantha. I have a plant quite unprotected in our mixed border, and in each of its 20 years there it has tried to fool me into thinking it has died. No shrub ever looked more passé for half the year, and it is late in spring before it gives a reassuring sign. If its top growth should be killed, it will throw up strongly from the base; but with me this has never had to happen. From June to September it is a most delightful plant, opening a succession of rosy purple peaflowers, borne in spikelets in the axils of its no less charming feathery foliage. As so often happens in the pea family, its leaves close up and droop at night, like a sensitive plant that has just been touched.


The other group of shrubs that can be pruned in winter are those that flowered in spring and early summer on shoots made in the previous year. Chief among them are the mock oranges (Philadelphus), deutzias, weigelas (and the nearly related kolkwitzias and dipeltas), and the early spiraeas (for example Spiraea × vanhouttei and S. prunifolia). Textbook advice would have us do them immediately after flowering, so as to let in light and air for the developing young shoots, which will provide next year’s flowers. Three objections here are: that the young shoots are so tender and brittle then as to be easily knocked off; that there is so much else to do in the garden then; and that you can see far better what wants doing to a deciduous shrub when its leaves are off.

Tackling the job in winter, you should remove all the previous season’s flowering shoots. You can recognize them not only from their old flower remains but because they are minutely branching. Tracing each of them back, make your cut at that point where a new young shoot arises. This will be an unbranched, wand-like stick, of warm brown colouring, and must not be pruned at all. If there is a shortage of strong young shoots to cut back to, it is either because pruning has been neglected in previous years, or because the shrub is starved. Give it a good surface mulch of well-rotted manure or compost, straight away, and a dressing of bone-meal, hoof-and-horn or dried blood in the spring.

How to deal with the pruning of forsythias is often a problem. The commonest variety is Forsythia × intermedia ‘Spectabilis’, a vigorous shrub that is frequently planted where there is insufficient space for it. If you prune at all severely, it will react by making a forest of thick, watery young shoots that will not flower. The best way with it is to cut out the oldest branches – those which tend to splay outwards – leaving the younger, more upright growths untouched and untipped. As these old branches should be thick with flower buds (if the bullfinches haven’t already got at them), I like to bring them into the house in late January for they respond admirably to gentle forcing.

F. × i. ‘Spectabilis’ has sported to give the cultivar ‘Lynwood’, which I consider to be a distinct improvement. The petals have not the usual narrow, starved look, but are broad, flat and prosperous. Really, though, I much prefer F. suspensa, partly for its soft colouring, but also because the flowers are not borne in lumps, but scattered in pairs along its slender shoots. This and its even more flexible variety F. s. var. sieboldii are the best for training against walls, and they are quite at home on a north aspect. They can be pruned hard back after flowering without prejudice to the next year’s performance. Where a bush of restricted growth is required, the newish ‘Arnold Dwarf’ will serve, or else the early-flowering, pale yellow F. ovata, which, again, has none of the brashness of Everyman’s forsythia.


Lilacs do not need pruning every year. Indeed, many gardeners never prune theirs or, at best, just remove the dead flower trusses. Removing the dead heads is worth doing in certain cases for the looks of the shrub, especially in the case of ‘Mme Lemoine’, whose double white flowers change to a most unsightly brown without the old petals being shed. But dead-heading does not improve the next year’s flowering, as has often been claimed. This is something I have tried out and am quite convinced of.

When you decide to prune a lilac it is for one of two reasons, or for both at once: either because the shrub has become cluttered with useless, twiggy wood or because it has got into the habit of flowering only every other year. It may not be necessary or advisable to prune oftener than one year in four, and the time to choose for this is in the winter prior to one of the lilac’s ‘on’ years: immediately, that is, preceding a spring in which the shrub will be covered with blossom. You can soon establish whether or not it is coming up for an ‘on’ year by cutting in half a selection of terminal, resting buds. If they contain flower trusses, these will already be clearly identifiable as such – a cluster of tiny, pale green pimples. In their absence, the bud is a barren one, and will produce a leafy shoot, only. In an ‘on’ year, every strong shoot will be carrying flower buds. Every weak shoot will be barren and all such shoots should be removed completely. If they’re not strong enough to flower in an ‘on’ year they never will be. Their removal will open up the centre of the bush, freeing it from a clutter of useless twiggery, admitting light and encouraging the production of strong young shoots from this central area.

Biennial bearing (the cycle of flowering only every second year) requires special pruning tactics. At every branch’s extremities you will find a number of strong, flowering shoots. One-third of these should be shortened back (selecting the most vigorous in each case) to a pair of leaf buds. This will entail removing the tip bud or pair of buds and, very often, the pair behind these also. The third pair back is almost certain to be leafy, and you want to encourage this to make strong leafy shoots on which to flower in the following ‘off’ year. The two-thirds of flower buds that you leave unpruned will provide ample blossom for the current season. I can vouch that this system works.

A word about the frame of mind in which you should approach your pruning tasks. Each tree or bush is a problem. If it has been left unpruned for several years, it is a knotty problem. You look at it and think ‘Where on earth do I start?’ You look at one particular branch, and think ‘I wonder if that should come out or not? It looks rather weak but then there are others even weaker and if I take everything out that’s as weak as this one, will there be any bush left?’

Now the answer in such cases is never to collide with your problem head-on. If you find it hard to make a decision on a particular cut, turn aside for the time being and tackle the obvious cases. ‘That branch must certainly

come out’ you tell yourself, or ‘You must certainly come out’, if you prefer to address the bush itself. By the time you have made a whole series of indisputable cuts it will suddenly become clear to you what the answer should be to your original problem.

I also strongly recommend discussing each problem out loud with yourself or with the patient (let’s call it, rather than victim). Don’t be put off by silly people telling you that talking to yourself is the first sign of madness. Pruning calls for concentration and if you talk over the intricacies of the task, it will pass off all the more smoothly.

Pruning to Meet the Case

The subject of pruning is certainly not simple. To an extent, you can boil it down into basic principles and methods, pigeon-holing your shrubs accordingly. But then you may want different results from the same species, in which case you will have to give it differing treatments. For instance, you may want your deutzia to take up as much space as possible. Space may be the overriding consideration. In that case, it will be best not to prune it at all. It will accumulate masses of weak and dead wood; its young shoots will not be very strong individually, nor the flowers very large, but the shrub will build up a considerable bulk and it will flower well enough.

You may want your butterfly bushes, Buddleja davidii, to flower in late June and early July, rather than in late July and early August, when you are on holiday, perhaps, or when the main season of the border in which these bushes are situated is past. In their case and, of course, in that of roses also, early flowering will be induced by no pruning. There will be other effects, such as small flowers or flower trusses, but perhaps season of flowering will be of greatest importance.

Supposing you wanted your buddleias to flower in September, though, and thus blend with a foreground of Michaelmas daisies. Somehow you must give their growth a severe check, in order to delay their flowering, and this will be done by pruning all their shoots hard back after they have already started growing strongly, in spring. This will be some time in May.

The largest blooms are often induced by the hardest pruning. Growers of exhibition roses have long known this one. They prune their bushes extra-hard, so that their energy is concentrated into a few extra-strong shoots, and these, in turn, are disbudded (which is a form of pruning
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