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How to Use This Ebook



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


My love affair with flowers

As a stylist in the early days of my career working on interiors for magazines, I experienced beautiful flowers in the form of stunning displays at product launches and worked with them on photoshoots, but I didn’t necessarily have the budget to buy them for myself and make them part of my own world at home. When my raiding and foraging for flowers became out of hand I had to do something, so I started growing my own – first in giant wooden planters made from scaffolding boards set out on the concrete of my London back garden, and then, when my name got to the top of the waiting list at our local allotment site, I upscaled things there by growing flowers in among my veg. Now that I’ve moved to the countryside, where I’ve been able to put my roots down in every sense, I’ve planted a dedicated cutting patch at the bottom of my cottage garden. It’s sometimes a juggle – with work, two toddlers who like to remove all my plant labels, and a dog that likes to dig – but it’s a dream come true.
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I’ve been gardening ever since I saw my first red lettuce on a school trip to a market garden and wanted to grow one myself. I graduated to sunflowers, then tomatoes, and by that time I was hooked. Planting cut flowers brings that ‘grow-your-own’ excitement to a whole new level – being able to step out of the back door and pick a single stem to go beside the bed, pull together a bouquet for a friend to take home, or cut an armload of annuals for a party is a joy. Flowers are an emotional marker through our lives, a symbolic gesture to mark our rights of passage – moments of joy, sadness, passion and love. It’s unbelievably special to honour these with your garden-gathered blooms.

Growing your own also gives you a connection to nature. Once you’re hooked on flower growing (and, trust me, you will be), you’ll start weather watching, you’ll notice things more, you’ll see things clearly. If the evening air feels nippy, you’ll wonder if you need to fleece your newly planted dahlias to protect them; if you spy rain clouds on the horizon, you’ll consider heading outside to pick those first precious roses before the deluge batters their petals.
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Cosmos.




[image: Illustration]

A classic late-summer mix of roses and dahlias with lots of grasses.
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My potting shed, where the growing process begins with seed sowing and ends with conditioning my flowers.



Another thing I love is being able to grow flowers that I could only dream about getting my hands on otherwise – it’s exciting to hunt for new interesting varieties to try each season. For me, it’s an extension of styling my home. Choosing what to grow is so personal – the plants I’ve selected for this book are the ones I love to fill my house with and look at. They are, on the whole, blooms that perform in the garden as well as the vase – many with knockout scent to boot. There are some plants I simply don’t bother growing as either I don’t like them, they aren’t strong growers or they don’t fit my style. I hope you will compile your own list, adding your favourites, perhaps alongside mine from this book.

Growing your own cut flowers allows you to control not only what you plant but also how you grow and when you pick them. I’ll let some flowers go to seed to harvest for their seed pods – the delicate, papery, puffed-up heads of nigella, the opaque, glass-like discs of honesty and the dried pompoms of scabious are all stunning and will provide you with material that feels right for the season in your arrangements. I might ruthlessly strike before a bloom is in its prime just because I like the look of the bud. Picking flowers at different stages of development to use in the same arrangement really adds a natural, garden-grown feel – you just don’t get that with shop-bought flowers.

Yes, it’s an investment in time, but it’s 100 per cent worth it. There’s something so special about heading into the garden after a long day with the kids or at work and coming back with a few flowers for the house. It’s like having the best flower shop in the world at the bottom of your garden just waiting for you and your secateurs.
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Roses in the window of my potting shed.
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My little garden helpers, Alexander and William, and my constant companion, Monty our Brittany dog.





[image: Illustration]

Roses and sweet peas in the early evening light of late summer.
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Beauty in the imperfect, rain-mottled roses.




[image: Illustration]



Choosing your blooms

This is your chance to dream – there’ll be plenty of time to think about the practicalities later. It’s time to think about which flowers make your heart sing and imagine the blooms that will be filling the vases in your home. For me, it’s all about being able to grow things you can’t buy in shops easily – or, if you can, they are hard to come by and expensive.

BECOME A MODERN-DAY PLANT HUNTER

Track down flowers that you love in friends’ gardens, or that you see at horticultural shows or garden open days. Let your heart (and nose) guide you, not a catalogue – colours can be misleading in print (as can the sometimes lofty descriptions). One of my prized flowers for cutting is Rosa ‘Yves Piaget’, a ridiculously blousy rose with a heady scent that stopped me in my tracks on a work trip to Paris once and now has pride of place in my cutting patch.

TAKE INTO ACCOUNT YOUR PERSONAL STYLE

Go for what you love rather than following trends. In the past I’ve grown certain flowers because I felt I should, because they were the colour or flower of the moment and all over Instagram. It’s simple, if you don’t really love something you won’t bother picking it. Save yourself the time and energy and use the precious growing space for something you chose from the heart.

BE AWARE OF YOUR SIGNATURE COLOURS

If your home is floor-to-ceiling muted heritage colours and your wardrobe a sea of neutrals you may want to reflect that in your palette of plants. Having said that, don’t let personal style and home decor limit your choice; a bucket of cottagey flowers can work as well in a modern scheme as a traditional country one. Let your heart lead you and you won’t go far wrong.

BE OPEN-MINDED

The fruiting branches of redcurrants and raspberries, a trail of nasturtiums or a stem of not-quite-ripe tomatoes all look just as beautiful in an arrangement as a typical cut flower does. Be brave and try something new to you, even if everyone else thinks it a little eccentric. If you grow your own fruit and veg or can persuade someone who does to let you raid their patch, try out berries and tomatoes, and give raspberry leaves, dill, fennel, basil, angelica and apple mint a go – they add another layer of scent.
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Discovering dahlias at a flower show.
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Clockwise from top left: ‘Silver Spring’ allium; Luciano Giubbilei’s stunning planting at Chelsea Flower Show many years ago inspired me to plant ‘Buckeye Belle’ peony and bronze fennel in my cutting garden; Dahlias at a flower show; I keep sketchbooks where I’ll make notes of any inspiring ideas I come across.





What makes a good cut flower?

The beauty of growing your own cut flowers is that you don’t have the same constraints as commercial growers: there’s no transportation involved that could damage delicate petals; no market forces dictating one colour is in and another out. There’s no supplier demanding a certain stem length or blooms that last for a minimum of ten days or the worry of something not being profitable or too labour intensive. However, there are certain traits that will make one flower more appealing than another, both in terms of its performance in the garden and as a cut flower.

IN THE VASE

STEM LENGTH The longer the stem, the more versatile it is. Avoid any varieties that are labelled ‘compact’ or ‘dwarf’ as they may limit how you can arrange your blooms. Some short growers are still worth it for me: muscari and lily of the valley fall into this category.

LONGEVITY Some flowers simply don’t last long. Sometimes, their fleeting beauty is enough. You’ll be lucky if sweet peas are still looking good after five days, while you may only get a day from some of the most highly scented garden roses once they’ve hit full bloom. Choosing the right variety can help extend vase life.

SHEDDING

There are flowers that leave what seems like a trail of destruction in your home: the pollen from some lilies can stain furnishings or clothing when it falls; and catkins shed and deposit a thin layer of pollen dust on surfaces. Then there’s spring blossom that blooms and quickly shatters to leave a confetti-like trail through the house as you take it out to the compost bin. I still bring all of these indoors for their beauty and the price I pay is the clear up afterwards – only you can decide if it’s worth it.

IN THE GARDEN

It’s important to remember that you’re not creating a ‘garden’ in the traditional sense – you’re planting to harvest the blooms and foliage. How the plants look while growing shouldn’t be your primary concern (unless of course you’re going to be planting for cutting within your existing garden borders), but it’s useful to think about how plants perform in the garden in terms of growth. How easy are they to grow? Are they resistant to disease or pests? How quick are they to get to harvest stage? How long can you cut them for? Keep these questions at the back of your mind when flicking through the catalogues.

THINK BEYOND CLASSIC ‘BLOOMS’

Growing your own means a whole other world of ingredients is open to you. An arching stem of glossy rosehips, an explosion of frothy grass or a bunch of aromatic leaves are all ingredients worthy of the vase. Think like a florist and start to see anything as fair game.
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A table full of early autumnal bounty, ready for one of my one-to-one classes, includes the last of the roses, precious tuberose and zinnias with masses of seasonal foliage and fillers.





Think in terms of ingredients

When I first started growing flowers for cutting, it was passion led; I planted what I loved without any real planning. It worked to a degree. I had lots of beautiful blooms – roses that smelt divine, glorious armloads of tulips and fistfuls of sweet peas – but I struggled to put together bouquets and mixed arrangements as I didn’t have the quantities of foliage or fillers to mix with them. I now work backwards from the displays I want to create and think in terms of the ingredients I’ll need, with everything I plant playing an important role within my displays. When building a mixed arrangement, it’s important to think in terms of shape – not just the flower head itself but also the overall growth habit or form of that flower, where relevant. It’ll help you create a good balance of colour, texture and shape within a display.

THE ROLES THAT FLOWERS, FOLIAGE AND FILLERS PLAY

THE HEROES

These are the stars or the showstoppers, the focal point of a mixed arrangement and the beauties that catch your eye first. They tend to be the largest, showiest flowers in the display – normally these are large, round-headed flowers, such as roses, peonies and tulips.

THE SUPPORTING ACTS

Being secondary to the stars, these flowers are still beautiful in their own right, but they compliment rather than overtake the heroes – they can contrast or harmonise with the stars. The flowers you use will depend on which hero flowers you select – they should be smaller, but still catch your eye. You can introduce more than one secondary flower. It’s a good idea to mix up shapes, maybe using a spike or spire, such as on a snapdragon or larkspur, to add height, as well as a smaller, round-headed flower, such as on a small zinnia or cosmos, to help fill in any gaps.

THE FILLERS

Background flowers – the extras – along with foliage provide the bulk of an arrangement and are a chance to add texture and a little airiness. They bridge the gap between the hero flowers and supporting acts. Love-in-a-mist, lady’s mantle and white lace flower are all fillers.

THE FOLIAGE

Foliage acts as a foil to the flowers. Think in terms of layers of foliage: sturdier stems bring structure and height to a display, while fillers or soft foliage bridge the gap between flowers, pad out and add texture. There’s always room for special foliage – a trail or an arching stem that adds a little whimsy.

THE SIDEKICKS

These provide a little bit of quirk, an element that will be unique to you: a twisted stem, a trail of a flowering vine or an unusual bloom in an unexpected colour. These unexpected additions add the magic and personality to the vase arrangement.
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Ingredients laid out ready for arranging: peonies as the hero flower, plumes of masterwort to act as a secondary flower and to add height, love-in-a-mist as filler, cotoneaster tree as structural foliage and mint as the soft foliage, with curvy stems of bishop’s flower and a trail of love-in-a-puff to add a little quirk and whimsy.
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The finished display.




PLANNING FOR A GOOD HARVEST

Once you’ve worked out your ingredients, it’s also essential to think in terms of each season to ensure you have sufficient material to pick throughout your growing year. I see it almost like a recipe; I start with my hero flowers and note when they are going to be in flower, then add the other ingredients I know will work well with them. For example, I sow a batch of hardy annuals such as bishop’s flower, honeywort and love-in-a-mist in autumn so that they will be in flower to mix with the last of the spring bulbs such as late tulips and narcissi. At the same time, I’ll be able to pick granny’s bonnet and some early mint.





Consider colour, scale, texture & scent

Take the time to enjoy the process of choosing your blooms, foliage and fillers – it’s a chance to put together your version of the most perfect flower shop in the world, right in your own back garden. What makes a flower appealing is very personal, it could be a particular colour you are drawn to again and again or a beautifully intoxicating scent that beguiles you or perhaps you fall for the strokable lush texture of velvety petals. Whatever your floral passion, indulge yourself and follow your heart.

COLOUR

Colour is so subjective; a shade of vivid pink may cheer one person, yet may irritate another. I’m not a huge fan of yellow in the garden or the vase, but you may love it. I’m not going to tell you which colours you shouldn’t plant in your garden nor encourage you towards others because they are on-trend or of the moment. Colour works on a subconscious level and is linked closely to emotion, so the best approach is to trust your instinct and go for the colours and combinations that you love.

You’ll be automatically drawn to one colour (or colours) over another, probably finding it easiest to decide first on your ‘hero’ flowers – the ones that will become the focal point of an arrangement: such as roses, peonies or tulips. You then need to pull together a colour palette of supporting flowers (see here), fillers and foliage that will work with these to form your arrangement or bouquet.
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Colour studies for ‘Hot Chocolate’, ‘Abraham Darby’ and ‘Koko Loko’ roses.



LET NATURE INSPIRE

It’s helpful to look to the seasons for inspiration; each one has a personality and a colour scheme of its own – an instant, perfectly formed colour palette right there outside your window.

SPRING This season is full of optimism and has a freshness that other seasons can lack. The vivid acidic greens of the flush of new growth are a welcome sight after winter. Spring combinations have a lightness and a vibrancy to them and might include lime-greens, primrose-yellow and hyacinth-blue as well as the soft blush of spring blossom.
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A bucket of spring flowers – fritillaries, narcissi, tulips, white borage and granny’s bonnet.



SUMMER This season has two faces – the rich, jewel-like colours of hot pinks, yellows, purples and ruby-reds while the herbaceous borders reach their prime with spring greens moving to richer hues. The flip side (and my personal favourite) are the colours that have become washed out over time, fading as the season goes on. They have a romantic feel with a muted, pared-back colour palette that might include the soft pinks of garden roses, elegant off-whites and delicate peach and apricot.
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A bucket of high-contrast early-summer pickings: rich reds and pinks of ‘Madame Butterfly’ snapdragons and wine-coloured dahlias and roses contrast with the violet larkspur and blue-green of honeywort.



AUTUMN The intense colours of autumn provide a perfect combination played out in the canopy of the trees as leaves take on tones of burnt ochre, copper and red. Celebrate the harvest and its earthy colours of straw, pumpkin-orange and butternut squash.
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An autumnal colour palette spotted during a visit to one of the nursery exhibits at Hampton Court Flower Show.



WINTER This season offers us the perfect neutral palette of an endless amount of muted shades from the murky grey–blues of a winter sky and ghostly whites and silver of birch tree bark to the brooding dark greens of evergreens such as rosemary and yew. Winter is a lesson in using colour sparingly – it’s there if you look: the cheery yellows of mahonia, witch hazel and winter aconite as well as the soft pink of daphne and bold red of dogwood.

WAYS TO USE COLOUR IN ARRANGEMENTS

2 Go for one colour: If you want to keep things simple, stick to one colour and combine lighter and darker variations. Mixing shades of a single hue will create a more muted monochromatic display. Add interest by varying scale and textures.

2 Work in harmony: Colours that sit next to each other on the colour wheel will always look harmonious in the vase. Blues and purples will feel tranquil, while red and oranges are more energetic.

2 Use contrast: Contrasting colours that sit directly opposite each other on the colour wheel will give your floral arrangement a more energetic feel. Mix red with green, or yellow with purple or blue to create a vibrant display.
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A moody ruby-red palette of ‘Red Charm’ peony, chocolate cosmos, ‘Darcey Bussell’ and ‘Burgundy Ice’ roses and ‘Sooty’ sweet william mixed with copper beech leaves and ‘Purple Kisses’ wild carrot.
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Harmonious pastels of ‘Koko Loko’ rose, larkspur and delphinium with white perennial phlox and bishop’s flower create a muted palette for this arrangement.




A WORD ON ‘GREENERY’

Foliage doesn’t have to be green – consider it an equal in terms of bringing colour to your arrangements. There’s the silvery grey of dusty miller, the deep plum of copper beech and the warm yellows and oranges of Heuchera ‘Caramel’. Even green foliage plants often have variations of colour through the seasons, going from vibrant acidic green in spring to the changing colours of autumn as the leaves take on hues of red, orange and copper.



SCALE

Consider the proportion of your home. If you have tall ceilings, the scale of arrangements needed will be very different to that of a small cottage, where it might take only a few small posies to make the house feel full of flowers. Think about where you want to position your blooms – there’s no point growing masses of towering giants if you’re looking for posies to place beside your bed and to cluster on the coffee table.
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‘Kenora macop-B’ dahlia.



TEXTURE

The mood and feel of a flower are greatly influenced by its texture. There are blooms that are reminiscent of luxury fabrics: the deep purple, almost black petals of ‘Black Jack’ dahlia or Salpiglossis sinuata ‘Black Trumpets’ look like satin and silk – their deeper, darker colour exaggerating the richness. Icelandic poppies have the crumpled charm of tissue paper as they unfurl, while some parrot tulips have a moulded-from-plastic quality that makes you question if they are actually real. Textural blooms allow you to add another layer of interest to an arrangement and help you alter the visual weight of a display: light and airy vs rich and solid.

SCENT

When selecting which flowers to grow, fragrance comes pretty high on my list. If you choose carefully, you should be able to add scent to pretty much every arrangement you make. We all react differently to fragrance and it’s entirely personal whether you find the generously scented Lilium regale or Jasminum officinale deliciously exotic or sickly and intoxicating. While planning your cutting garden, try to be more aware of scent – the best way to find out what you like is to take time to smell the roses. Using scented foliage is another way of bolstering the scent content of your cutting garden – the scented Pelargonium ‘Attar of Roses’ has a wonderful, rose-like fragrance.
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Foraged cherry blossom is a perfect springtime large-scale arrangement.



ARTISTIC FLAIR

Splodges and splatters, freckles and spots and painterly-like strokes are some of my favourite features to look for when selecting plant varieties. They add a beauty and interest that is so rare in shop-bought flowers and are always a talking point in an arrangement.
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The wax like sculptural flowerheads of ‘Purple Parrot’ tulips with scented lilac.
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Artistic splodges and painterly marks on ‘Rosetta’ cosmos with ‘Burgundy Ice’ rose, ‘Marble Ball’, ‘Edge of Joy’ and ‘Lankon’ lily dahlias.





Time for a reality check

Once you’ve worked out the exciting part of what you want to grow – the types of flowers, foliage and fillers and the colour palette you want to work to – it’s time for a bit of a reality check before you can make your dreams come to life. Let’s think about the boring stuff for a second: time, money and space. How much of each do you have to play with?

You’ll need to decide how and where you intend to grow your plants. Are you planning a dedicated cutting patch to pick from? Are you aiming to add just a few rows of blooms to your vegetable garden? Or are your existing garden borders the only space you have to play with? It’s possible to grow enough blooms for your house in each scenario.
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Roses, peonies and lupins in the perennial border in early summer.



GROWING WITHIN YOUR EXISTING BEDS & BORDERS

If you already have an established garden, it’s probably brimming with suitable cut-flower material already – if you can bear to cut it. You just need to change how you view your garden – cutting from it may take a bit of getting used to. If you want just a few posies for the house each week, it’s perfectly feasible to have a stunning display in the garden as well as giving you plenty of material for the house by adding a few more cut flower-friendly shrubs and perennials and filling in any gaps with annuals.

GROWING ALONGSIDE YOUR VEGGIES

Flowers and vegetables make perfect bedfellows. The blooms encourage pollinators into the garden, which, in turn, ensure more veg and fruit for your table. When you’re growing flowers alongside your veggies you really do begin to see them as a crop and they never feel too precious to cut. Treat them as you would your veggies and grow them in rows or blocks. There’s no need to worry too much about crop rotation – just try not to grow the same flowers in the same place each year. In my veg garden, I plant bulbs or tubers that will stay in the ground year after year (such as narcissi, grape hyacinths, and fritillaries) at the edges or end of the beds so that they won’t be disturbed if I need to plant over them or to dig.
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Icelandic poppies growing alongside chard in the raised beds in my vegetable patch.



WHAT KIND OF SOIL DO YOU HAVE?

Soil is divided into five types: clay, sandy, loam, chalky and silty. This describes their composition and gives you an indication of how free-draining or moisture-retentive it is. It’s worth knowing what your soil type is as it affects how a plant will thrive and how much drainage and organic matter you’ll need to add to improve your soil. To test your soil, take a look at it and feel it – search online for ‘soil type’ and you’ll see plenty of info on what to look for.

WHAT IS THE SOIL’S PH?

Soil pH is a number that describes how acid or alkaline your soil is. You need to know whether your soil is acid (that is, below pH7) or alkaline (that is, above pH7) because some plants, such as lilies and hydrangeas, require different pH levels. Soil testing is quick and easy to do – you can pick up a kit from your local garden centre and you’ll get your result within minutes. Knowing the pH of your soil will save a lot of heart ache, trust me.

GROWING IN A DEDICATED FLOWER PATCH

It will be much more productive if you can grow your flowers and foliage in rows and blocks, because they are so much easier for planning, planting, weeding and picking.

2 It makes things easier to separate out plants into type so that you have a permanent planting area for shrubs, perennials and bulbs that are left in the ground and then another area for annuals – remember you are creating a productive garden not designing a garden in the normal sense. In my garden, I have a dedicated border for perennials and shrubs – it’s filled with roses, peonies, phlox, pincushion flowers, a few climbing roses and a clematis against a willow fence.

2 I also have a dedicated ‘spring’ border, which is planted with spring bulbs that stay in the ground from year to year: narcissi, grape hyacinths and fritillaries. I’ve left areas of the bed bulb-free so that I can mingle in plantings of biennials and autumn-sown hardy annuals. I’ll plant over the top of the bulbs with half-hardy annuals once the bulb foliage dies back. It’s a truly hardworking patch and I’m cutting from it from mid-spring to autumn.

2 All the annuals are planted out in a series of raised beds within the vegetable garden, either mingled in among the veg or by themselves – I love being able to change what I’m growing each year.


[image: images]

A raised bed dedicated to cut flowers. Dusty miller and pincushion in rows to form blocks. Sunflowers grow alongside tomatoes and honeywort in the bed behind.



POSITIONING YOUR PATCH

2 Most flowers like to bask in the sun, so choose the sunniest spot you have. If you have only a shady space available, your choice will be limited, but it’s still possible to grow plants for cutting (see box).

2 Choose a sheltered spot – wind is not your friend as it will pummel taller stems and even the most stringent staking may fail. You can add windbreaks by putting in a willow fence or planting a hedge.

2 Don’t feel you have to relegate your patch to somewhere out of sight. Despite constant picking, my cutting garden is still one of the prettiest parts of my garden. Just be aware that if it’s looking stunning, you may be more reluctant to harvest.

2 I find raised beds are an easy way of growing flowers – a bed 1.2m wide is a comfortable size to ensure that you aren’t stepping on the soil while tending or picking. You’ll need a path in between beds of around 50–60cm to allow access.
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A permanent planting of roses (alongside narcissi bulbs, which are out of season in this photograph) and buxus hedging flank each side of the path to the greenhouse.




SHADE-TOLERANT PLANTS

While it’s true that most flowers we tend to grow for cutting like to bask in full sun there are some that tolerate a bit of shade.

Foliage and fillers: mint, lady’s mantle, masterwort, honesty.

Hero flowers: hellebores, hydrangeas, snowball bush.

For secondary flowers: Solomon’s seal, bleeding heart, Japanese anemones.

Bulbs: snowdrops, lily of the valley.



TIME ON THE PLOT/PATCH

You could make growing your own flowers a full-time pursuit – it will swallow as much time as you have to give it. However, you need to be realistic about the time you can commit. Start small, if necessary, and reign in your dreams just a little, for a season or two, until you’ve found your feet. I only manage to keep vaguely on top of my garden alongside everything else in my life by splitting the time I do have into small chunks. I’m still amazed by what can be achieved in a series of 10- or 15-minute slots.

TIME-SAVING TIPS

2 Do your weeding little and often so you catch weeds early. Use a hoe to decapitate weed seedlings, and they’ll shrivel to nothing within hours on a hot day. Growing in rows makes weeding so much quicker. I personally don’t use weed-proof membrane, but professional growers do as it keeps weeds down to a minimum.

2 Don’t underestimate how long it takes to harvest your flowers. Planting in rows will help cut down the time it occupies. I find that colour co-ordinating the beds also helps, as bouquets come together much more quickly.

2 Go for some of the ‘plant-and-forget-about-them’ plants – flowering shrubs such as lilac or viburnum won’t create much work, but after a couple of years in the ground will give you masses of flowers to cut. A late-flowering clematis, such as C. ‘Princess Kate’ in pruning group 3, just needs cutting down to the ground each spring and in return you’ll be able to pick flowering trails for months.

2 Installing a drip-irrigation system will save you hours of watering a week in a hot summer (it’s also a very efficient way of watering, as there’s very little lost to evaporation).

2 Buy your plants as plugs or potted plants instead of growing them from seed yourself. Or simply sow seed directly in the garden in spring; although you
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