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Planting up your own patch of earth is a wonderful experience, but deciding what to grow in the land that lies before you can be a daunting task. For those starting out, ﬁlled with excitement at the idea of growing fruit and vegetables, or planting trees and ﬂowers, this book provides the answer. “Getting Started” will help you to get to know your garden and choose plants that will grow well in particular soil types and conditions year after year. In “Flowers & Foliage” you’ll learn the secrets of sowing seeds, be amazed by the versatility of container gardening, and discover how to make a new border. In “Lawns” you’ll ﬁnd out how to make the most out of possibly the largest part of the garden, while in “Grasses” you’ll learn to nurture a distinctive group of plants.As your conﬁdence grows alongside your gardening knowledge and skills, you’ll be encouraged to try more ambitious projects such as making a tower of ﬂowers in “Climbers”, shaping a topiary cone in “Shrubs”, or planting and caring for your ﬁrst tree in “Small Trees”. For many beginners, the idea of having your own patch of land will go hand in hand with growing your own fruits and vegetables. In these chapters, you’ll take simple steps towards producing your ﬁrst crops, with ideas designed for gardens of any shape or size. Herbs will quickly earn a place in your edible garden, whether in beds and borders, or in hanging baskets and windowboxes. The ﬁnal chapter on “Practicalities” shows you how to water and feed your plants, as well as explaining essential maintenance jobs to keep your garden healthy and tidy, and to protect your plants against pests and diseases.Creating a garden that you can enjoy and keep looking good all year round is easier than you think! By following the steps and projects outlined in this book you will reap instant rewards and long-term successes so that you can enjoy your garden in all seasons.INTRODUCTION
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WHICH WAY DOES YOUR GARDEN FACE?The direction in which your garden faces aﬀects the amount of sun and shade it receives. Consider this when choosing your plants, to ensure they will thrive in the conditions you have to oﬀer.Simple observation of how much sun your garden receives will give an idea of its orientation. South-facing gardens receive the most sun, and north-facing sites the least. To work it out accurately, use a compass. Stand with your back to your house wall – the reading from here shows the direction your garden faces. KEY POINTS  •Trees, hedges, and shrub borders act as buffers. They slow the wind and provide shelter for plants and for people.  •A sunny spot can be enhanced  with a raised bed to improve drainage for tender plants. •A windy area can be sheltered  with a permeable barrier, such  as a trellis.SEE ALSO  •KNOW YOUR SOIL  >> 12/13 •CHOOSE HEALTHY PLANTS   >> 20/21EAST AND WESTEast-facing gardens are sunny but cold in the morning; hardy plants that like shade are a good choice here. West-facing walls and fences have sun in the afternoon and evening and offer milder growing conditions.
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The amount of direct sun and the sun’s position in the garden change as the day progresses. A south-facing garden will have sun all day, a north-facing one much less, perhaps none in winter. Sunny gardens are often more desirable, but shade does have its advantages. There are many wonderful shade-loving plants that prefer to be out of direct sun, such as Mahonia or cyclamen, while in a sunny garden, slightly tender plants from Mediterranean regions, for example, will ﬂourish. The key is to work with what you have.Morning: areas that are in sun now may be in shade by the afternoon.Midday: the sun is overhead, so the garden receives maximum sun. Evening: as the sun sets, the glancing light casts soft shadows.GETTING STARTED // WHICH WAY DOES YOUR GARDEN FACE? 10–11
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KNOW YOUR SOILUnderstanding what kind of soil you have will help you to decide which plants will thrive in your garden and ensure the best results. You can always make improvements to your soil, but you also need to work with its basic type.KEY POINTS  •Finding out your soil’s properties saves time and money as you can buy suitable plants. •Look around local gardens and make a note of the plants that grow well in your area. These are all likely to be suited to your soil type and therefore an excellent indication of what will flourish  in your own garden. SEE ALSO  •IMPROVE YOUR SOIL  >> 16/17 •MAKE COMPOST  >> 234/235THE PERFECT SOILAll plants have different needs. However, loam soil – a mix of clay and sand – is generally seen as a good thing. Ideal soils also have a fairly neutral pH and contain a good amount of organic matter.Testing acid soil Acidic soils are lime-free, unlike limy, or slightly chalky, alkaline soils. Some plants will grow well in acidic soils, but others won’t. Buy a soil pH test kit from a garden centre to assess soil acidity. At home, take soil samples from around the garden. Shake each soil sample in the chemical solution, then leave the mixture to settle.Determining acidity Match the colour to the card in the test kit. The pH scale runs from 14 (very alkaline) to 1 (very acidic), with 7 being neutral.
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GETTING STARTED // KNOW YOUR SOIL 12–13If you can mould your soil sample in your hands and get it to hold its shape, you have clay. When moistened, it feels slimy.Rolling a sample into a sausage and bending it into a ring reveals a very clay soil.Test for sandy soil by rubbing earth  through your ﬁngertips. It will feel gritty.Squeeze and release soil then press lightly with your thumb. Sandy soils will crumble.Testing sandy soil Easy to dig over and weed, sandy soils often heat up earlier in spring than clay soils. Their free-draining nature can be an asset for growing certain plants, but during heavy rainfall precious nutrients can be washed away. As a result, sandy soils may be quite low in nutrients. The more sand a soil contains, the more it will crumble when a handful is compressed, because it has very little of the sticky bonding agent supplied by clay particles. Soils with a high sand content will feel coarse, gritty, and dry when worked through your ﬁngertips. Testing clay soil While clay soils are potentially the most fertile and productive, clay particles are extremely ﬁne and slippery when wet, forming a dense paste that sticks to boots and garden tools. Soils that have a very high clay content can become waterlogged and “puddle” in wet weather,  or set like concrete and crack  in droughts. In such situations,  clay soil can be greatly improved by digging in plenty of grit and organic matter.
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Growing your own plants from seed is a simple and inexpensive way to ﬁll your garden. First ﬁnd out about your garden’s aspect and soil, and then start to plan what you want to plant  and grow.
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IMPROVING  YOUR SOILMost garden soils beneﬁt from some preparation before planting, as well as ongoing treatments to keep them fertile. Both heavy clays and light sandy soils can be improved to help grow healthier plants. KEY POINTS •Try not to walk on clay when it is wet and sticky – you can damage the soil structure and worsen the drainage problem.  •There’s no use digging rock-hard clay soil in summer, as the clods break up into dust. •Both very light and very heavy soils benefit from annual additions of organic matter. SEE ALSO •KNOW YOUR SOIL  >> 12/13 •CHOOSING COMPOST  >> 18/19Increasing drainage in clay soils  Incorporating large amounts of coarse organic matter, such as well-rotted manure or spent mushroom compost, into the top layer will increase drainage, and grit can help too (see opposite). You can work clay soil earlier in the season if you keep it dry over winter under plastic sheeting. Acidic clay can be broken up by applying a top-dressing of garden lime in spring, but don’t then use fertilizer as the two do not mix.JARGON BUSTERTopsoil is the uppermost layer of earth, and it is usually darker in colour and concentrated in organic matter, moisture, and nutrients.Subsoil is the soil lying immediately under topsoil. It is usually lighter in colour, because it contains less organic matter than topsoil.
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GETTING STARTED // IMPROVING YOUR SOIL 16–17Improving fertility and moisture in sandy soil  Well-drained sandy soils can be cultivated all year round, but the depth of fertile topsoil that plants can root into may be quite thin.  The underlying subsoil is often compacted and mixed with rock fragments. Try to avoid bringing this layer to the surface as it is less  fertile. In late winter or early spring, add a layer of well-rotted manure, or spent mushroom or garden compost, at least 10cm (4in) deep. This functions as a mulch, sealing in winter moisture and making soils  less susceptible to summer drought. It also increases fertility in the soil around the plants’ roots.Add coarse grit to improve drainage If you have soggy or clay soil,  adding coarse grit will increase the drainage by decreasing the moisture-holding capacity of your soil. Incorporate the grit to a shovel’s depth and in  large quantities. Grit is not expensive, but it is very heavy, so calculate how  much you need and remember it is easy to add more at a later date. Ensure only clean horticultural grit is used to avoid salt contamination.A coarse grit about 10mm (1/2in) indiameter  is ideal
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KEY POINTS  •Different brands of loam-based compost have variable quality. Check reviews of brands in the gardening press. •Plants need feeding after six weeks when using peat-based compost. •Coir-based compost is not entirely “green” – it is peat-free, but has to be shipped thousands of miles at significant environmental cost.SEE ALSO  •COLOURFUL CONTAINERS  >> 36/37 •MAKE HANGING BASKETS >> 38/39 •SHRUBS IN POTS  >> 112/115FROM SEED TO PLANTLarger plants need good nutrition to grow and thrive, so for these plants look for composts that advertise added fertilizer. Seeds and seedlings do not require extra fertilizer until they are larger.CHOOSING THE RIGHTPOTTING COMPOSTThere are four common kinds of potting compost, but how do you know which one you need? Which is the best for long-lived plants? What is the fuss about peat? Are peat-free composts any good? Here are the pros and cons.Loam-based compost retains water and nutrientswellLoam-based compost Also called soil-based compost, this is made from sterilized loam, with the most popular types being the John Innes composts. These are available in diﬀerent recipes or strengths, and range from No.1 for seeds and cuttings to No.3, which contains the most fertilizer, for long-lived plants such as shrubs. Start feeding pot plants after three months when the nutrients in the compost run out.
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GETTING STARTED // CHOOSING THE RIGHT POTTING COMPOST 18–19Coir-basedcompost dries out quickly so plants need to be watered more frequentlyHeat treatment has eliminated pests, diseases,and weedsPeat-based compost Also known as loamless  or soilless compost, peat-based compost includes multi-purpose types for seeds and general potting, and is best for short-term, one-season displays. It is lightweight and well aerated, and the lack of nutrients is easily compensated for by the use of slow-release fertilizers. If the peat dries out, it shrinks and can be diﬃcult to re-wet. Peat-free compost As concern about peat-stripped habitats grows, sales of peat-free compost have increased. One of the least environmentally damaging composts is green-waste compost. Made from recycled household waste and often sold by local councils,  it is dark coloured and heavy, and suitable for most garden and pot plant needs. It is inexpensive, and holds water and nutrients well.Coir-based compost Made from shredded coconut husks, coir is sold loose or in blocks;  the latter need to be soaked  for about 20 minutes before  use. Since coir is low in nutrients, it is generally mixed with multi-purpose or John  Innes compost. You can add one-third coir-based compost to two-thirds additional compost to improve its nutritional value  for plants. Use it for annual displays in containers where a lightweight compost is needed, such as windowboxes and wall pots, or on balconies.
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Check the roots  Avoid plants with so much congested root growth that you can’t see the soil,  a problem known as “pot bound”, and/or with a knot  of roots protruding from the drainage holes. Cramped, restricted roots can result in poor top-growth.CHOOSING HEALTHY PLANTSWhen you have found a plant you like, give it a quick once-over to make sure it has potential. Try to slide the plant out of its pot and look for healthy white roots growing in the compost. Choose a plant with vigororous top-growth and plenty of buds.BALANCED GROWTHCheck that plants have an even spread of top-growth. Some plants have a “front” and “back” because nursery staff don’t have time to keep turning them to the sun, and as a result the growth may be lopsided. KEY POINTS •Resist the urge to buy plants on impulse, and instead take the time to choose a healthy, vigorous specimen. •Instead of looking at stem length, look for lots of healthy buds to  ensure you get the best from your new purchase. •Avoid plants that have wilting  or discoloured foliage, as well as those with weeds growing out  of the compost.SEE ALSO •CHOOSING COMPOST  >> 18/19 •GROW PLANTS THAT LAST  >> 28/29
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GETTING STARTED // CHOOSING HEALTHY PLANTS 20–21Big isn’t always best  It’s very tempting to  buy the largest or tallest plant available, but  don’t equate size with potential – that can be  a waste of money. Look for a sturdy young plant with plenty of new shoots and buds as well as  a healthy root system that will ﬂourish.Inspect your specimen  When buying from a reputable garden centre it’s very unlikely that you will encounter plant problems. However, you can hold the plant up to the light and check both sides  of the leaves and stem. Discoloured leaves may be  a sign of a nutrient deﬁciency or another ailment.Reject plants with poor growth  If an established plant has poor growth, there’s a good reason for  it. It may come from weak stock,  in which case it will never amount  to much, or it may have been badly neglected (right). The fact that it  has been well watered on the day you see it doesn’t mean that it has been well watered in the preceding days, or that it hasn’t been left lying on its side in a shady corner.Avoidplants  that have wilting or discolouredfoliage
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1Select an open area without any competing plants for sowing the seeds. Lightly fork over the soil, breaking up large clods, and then remove large stones, weeds, and debris with  a rake. Work the soil until it is ﬁne and level.SOWING SEEDS OUTDOORSMany hardy annuals, such as California poppies (Eschscholzia), are best sown outside where they are to grow and ﬂower. This avoids having to sow in pots and transplant, although not all seeds can be sown this way. Check the seed packet for advice.YOU WILL NEED •seeds of hardy annuals, egCalifornia poppies (Eschscholzia) •fork •rake •cane •watering can with fine sprayheadSEE ALSO •SOWING SEEDS INDOORS  >> 26/27 •GROW PLANTS THAT LAST  >> 28/29 •SEEDS IN POTS  >> 178/179JARGON BUSTERAnnuals are plants that complete their lifecyle (flowering, setting seed, and dying) within one year.Hardy annuals withstand frost and cold and so can grow outside all year. Half-hardy annuals are killed by frost and so are usually sown under cover then transplanted outside.
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