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“By the time you read this, the RHS 
Chelsea Flower Show 2022 will be a 
memory, and (for the first time in a while) 
a positive one for me. Why? Classic plants 
are back at Chelsea. Recent years have 
seen a decline in traditional planting and 
an emphasis on landscaping with trees, 
shrubs, even weeds and unfortunately 
concrete and rusty silos. This ugliness was 
ignored, like the Emperor’s New Clothes, 
as commentators waxed lyrical about 
designs that bore no relation to what 
most gardeners would really want. But 

there was a palpable sense of 
relief this year that we could 
talk about plants again. Let’s 
hope this is a positive sign of 

change at future shows.”
Garry Coward-Williams, 
Editor
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E
VEN though we’re in the 

busiest season of the year, it is 

still worth making time to fill any 

emerging gaps with summer 

bedding and use the leftovers to create 

colourful pots and baskets.

Early spring plants will have had their 

moment, leaving bare patches in their 

wake. Bedding, which is relatively cheap 

and still widely available in garden 

centres and supermarkets, is the 

perfect way of adding instant 

and long-lasting interest to 

the garden.

As with all aspects of 

growing, the health and 

longevity of your display 

starts before planting. 

You will get the best 

results by buying healthy 

plants, enriching the soil 

where they are to grow, using 

good quality fresh compost if 

growing in containers, and feeding and 

watering consistently.

It also pays to be a bit left-field in your 

choices. Grasses, herbs and attractive 

edible plants such as ‘Bright Lights’ 

chard help break up the sometimes 

overpowering palette of bright bedding.

If you are adding plants where other,

early-flowering varieties have been 

growing you will need to replace the F
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Don’t forget aftercare once you’ve planted, says Ruth
nutrients they will have taken from the 

soil. Fork in the recommended amounts 

of chicken manure pellets, Growmore, 

Vitax Q4 or blood, fish and bone before 

planting, as they will gradually break 

down, releasing their goodness to feed 

your plants through the summer.

Widely available proprietary 

container composts are formulated with 

added nutrients to feed plants for 

several weeks after planting, and I 

add water-retaining granules 

before adding my plants.  

They help regulate the 

release of moisture to the 

roots and while they 

don’t remove the need 

for watering, they will 

make your job easier. This 

is especially important 

when using peat-free 

composts that can appear dry 

on the surface but still retain 

moisture lower down.

When reusing containers, wash them 

out first to remove residual pests and 

contaminants and use a fresh liner for 

hanging baskets, where appropriate, 

each season.

Place your containers in a sunny,

sheltered position in a much-used area 

of the garden and enjoy them for the 

rest of the summer.

Getting the most from bedding

Water-retaining 
compounds help 

with irrigation

4  AMATEUR GARDENING  18 JUNE 2022

1 For pots, always use a high-

quality container compost that 

will come with added fertilisers and 

water-retaining compounds.

2 Pot feet allows excess water to 

escape and avoids green rings 

of algae on the patio.

3 Enrich border soil before 

planting in gaps where early-

flowering varieties grew previously.

4 Leave gaps between plants in 

pots and borders – they will 

soon grow and fill the space, 

creating a seamless display. 

Best start
Give plants a good 
start for top results

Step 
by step

with AG’s gardening expert Ruth Hayes
GardeningWeek
Your

I’m planting our second wave 
of bedding using some of this 
year’s leftover pug plants

Wash reused pots 
to keep plants healthy
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Tender planting: In next week’s AG I talk 
about getting the best from tender plants 

and how to care for lawns in summer.

Keeping bedding flourishing
Good husbandry and pest control will make a difference

A
la

m
y

1 Vine weevils are around 

1/2in (cm) long and are a 

dull brown in colour. Signs 

of the presence of adult 

insects are notches nibbled 

on the edges of leaves.

2The grubs are creamy 

with brown heads and 

often seen cured into a 

C-shape. Very destructive, 

they will kill your plants by 

eating the roots.

3Bug Clear Ultra Vine 

Weevil Killer is an 

effective chemical solution. 

Make sure you don’t use the 

same watering can for filling 

your pond or bird baths.

4Vine weevil nematodes 

are microscopic parasites 

that target vine weevils. 

Easy to apply, they are 

only effective in the higher 

temperatures of summer.

Vine weevils: the telltale signs and some solutions

O
NCE you’ve planted your 

containers and baskets, beds 

and borders, and they are 

growing well, the next thing to 

do is keep them healthy and flowering 

for as long as possible.

Feeding and watering regularly are 

the obvious top priorities, though take 

care when using peat-free compost as it 

can look dry on the surface but still be 

well hydrated underneath. 

This can make gardeners think 

they need to add more water 

when in fact the opposite is 

needed. To check, stick a

finger in the compost up to 

the first knuckle; if it feels 

dry, add water, but if there is

still moisture there, check 

again the next day.

Lots of plants in a container will 

gobble up all the original goodness in 

the compost, so start feeding with liquid 

tomato fertiliser after around a month or 

six weeks. 

Reapply every fortnight for prolonged 

flowering and follow the same regime 

for bedding in your borders too.

Deadhead regularly as this will 

prompt the plant to create more flower 

buds and check regularly for pests.

Aphids are a common menace, as are 

slugs and snails that hide away under 

leaves and around the edges of your 

pot. Including Tagetes (French marigold)

into your planting scheme can help 

deter whitefly and aphids, and wool-

based slug pellets or a gravelly or woody 

mulch can keep slugs and snails away 

from border plants.

The biggest problem facing container 

2 Hanging baskets under the 

eaves of the house will be 

tucked away from rain, so may need 

more watering than container pots. 

Take them down and stand them on 

pots somewhere sheltered when 

storms are forecast.

Care for baskets

growers is vine weevils (see panel 

below). Chemical and biological controls 

made by the company Nemasys are 

widely available (see 8 greengardener.

co.uk, & 0493 75006;  

8 nematodesdirect.co.uk, & 0808 90 

055 and 8 agralan.co.uk, & 085 

86005). 

Bedding will flower into 
the autumn, given the 
right care

Snails cause substantial damage 
to bedding

Feed fortnightly
with tomato 

fertiliser

1 Make life easier when planting 

trailing plants in the side of 

hanging baskets by wrapping 

the rootball in cling film before 

‘posting’ it in. Once in place, 

remove the cling film and cover 

the roots with compost.

Another trick is to stand your pots on 

pot feet in a larger tray of water away 

from overhanging plants. Vine weevils 

can’t fly nor swim, so the moat should 

keep your plants safe!
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New generation soil boosters
Marc Rosenberg checks out the new breed of improvers

The no-dig garden soil improver
ANOTHER rapidly growing peat-free 

brand of soil improver, Bloomin Amazing,

is also made from digestate – and the 

company claims it doesn’t even have to 

be dug into soil, unlike peat. 

A spokeswoman said: “We 

recommend Bloomin Amazing for dig-

free gardening, where it’s applied as a 

mulch. It makes an excellent soil 

conditioner that helps to retain moisture. 

Gardeners report that it deters slugs.

An excellent soil conditioner 

“We had good results using Bloomin 

Amazing as a mulch around all plants,

including ericaceous. However, we

recommend using an ericaceous mix for 

soil incorporation when planting acid-

loving shrubs.”

If digestate doesn’t appeal, gardeners 

can try Westland’s Bio-Life Soil Improver.

THE oldest cliché in gardening – ‘the 

answer lies in the soil’ – still rings true. 

Good gardeners know that enriching 

soil gives bigger flowers and bumper 

harvests of fruit and veg.

With the horticulture industry united 

in belief that there is no reason to use 

peat to improve soil structure, what are 

the latest sustainable soil improvement 

options for gardeners?

Eco-friendly compost maker Melcourt 

Industries points to SylvaGrow 

Farmyard, which has replaced its 

Farmyard Manure.

“It is completely free of animal 

products, making it suitable for use by 

vegans,” technical director Catherine

Dawson told AG. “It is now made with 

anaerobic digestate, the solid by-

product of the renewable energy 

process. It is uniform, looks like farmyard 

manure and has a virtually identical 

nutrient content which, like manure, is 

released over a long period.”

Ericaceous plants root near the surface 

However, Catherine says it’s not

recommended for plants such as 

rhododendrons, azaleas and 

blueberries that need ericaceous soil. 

Traditionally, peat was the champion of

soil improvers for acid-loving plants.

She advises using Composted Fine 

Bark in ericaceous situations instead.

She explains: “Many ericaceous 

plants root near the surface, so are 

susceptible to drying out. A mulch of 

Composted Fine Bark will help to avoid 

this, but it’s fine enough to gradually be 

incorporated into surface layers of soil.”

At Garden Organic, knowledge officer 

Dr Anton Rosenfeld, an exert on peat-

free growing, agrees that there is no 

reason to use peat to improve soil. 

Anton says: “When asked how to 

acidify soil for ericaceous plants, we go 

with the mantra ‘right plant, right place’.

Trying to grow acid-loving plants in soil 

that is not naturally acidic will be an uphill 

struggle. We recommend growing plants 

such as blueberries in a container, using

peat-free ericaceous compost.”

Maize being harvested for
renewable energy, the 
end result of which will be
garden-friendly digestate 
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WHAT options are available for 

gardeners who don’t have a 

compost bin? Charlotte Beaty,

director at Natural Grower, a brand of

soil improver made from digestate 

from a maize-fuelled renewable 

energy plant, is keen to wean 

gardeners off farmyard manure.

Charlotte says: “Traditionally,

gardeners used horse manure or 

compost as a soil improver. Horse

manure can contain pyralid 

weedkiller, which risks polluting soil, 

stunting the growth of crops. 

“Compost adds organic matter 

but is broken down quickly and 

doesn’t provide many nutrients. Our 

soil improver breaks down slowly, 

and can be added as a mulch on the 

surface, mixed into the bed or used 

when planting.”

Consistent nutrient value 

She adds that the product range is 

‘pH-neutral’, so they don’t adversely 

affect the acidic balance of soil or 

compost, claiming that diluting 

Natural Grower liquid feed with 

rainwater ‘makes it more acidic’ so it 

can be used with acid-loving plants.

With peat-free composts reported 

to vary in consistency, AG asked 

Charlotte if similar issues affected 

digestate soil improvers.

She said: “The only crop fed into 

the [anaerobic digester] tank is 

maize, so we have a consistent 

nutrient value in our liquid and mulch 

products. Some other energy plants 

add food waste and crops, which 

results in inconsistent nutrient value 

and lack of full traceability. With

organic, vegan and biodynamic 

accreditation across our range, you 

know what you’re getting.”

Why maize is  
so amazing

It’s a blend of manure and bark that 

claims to improve soil structure and 

fertility, creating a more open, free-

draining soil that retains nutrients and is 

easier to re-wet.
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The latest stories from around the UK
Gardening News

Your

Bloomin Amazing is made from digestate

Natural Grower soil improver is a 
byproduct of maize crops

Sylvagrow 
Farmyard is a 
vegan product

B
lo

o
m

in
 A

m
a

z
in

g

B
lo

o
m

in
 A

m
a

z
in

g

 



 



Greenhouse health check
Keep on top of temperatures and plant health, says Ruth
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Keep windows open 
to boost airflow

Check regularly 
for pests

with AG’s gardening expert Ruth Hayes
GardeningWeek
Your

1 Tie in your climbing 

roses as they grow to 

keep new shoots secure.

2Remove any leaves that 

are showing signs of  

black spot. 

3Then spray with a 

fungicide suitable for  

use on ornamental plants.

4 I’ve found that cornmeal/

polenta around my roses 

helps reduce black spot.

Four tips to help you care for your summer roses
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Tubs of water keep plants hydrated and
help lower greenhouse temperatures

2 Misting leaves with water 

in the morning also helps 

cool plants and makes them less 

attractive to sap-sucking pests such 

a greenhouse spider mite. Avoid 

spraying at night as residual water 

may attract mould and rots.

Spray away
Feeding and misting to boost health

1 Invigorating sprays are ideal for 

greenhouse use. They combine 

foliar feeds with chemicals to beat 

certain pests and diseases (before 

use, make sure they are safe to use 

with biological pest controls such as 

wasps and mites).

K
EEPING the greenhouse 

running well and the plants 

inside it healthy is a major 

consideration throughout  

the summer. 

The main challenges are 

keeping the temperature at 

safe levels and making sure 

plants stay hydrated and 

safe from the perils of sun 

scorch and pests through 

the hottest months.

One of the easiest ways to 

do this is to cover the glass with 

opaque shading paint that can  

be easily washed off in autumn. 

Alternatively, drape netting or fleece

over the structure. Good airflow and 

cool water also help lower the 

temperature and keep plants healthy. 

Keep windows and doors open, and 

dampen the floor in the morning so the 

moisture evaporates through the 

day, cooling things a degree 

or two. This also raises the 

humidity, which will keep

plants safe from 

glasshouse red spider 

mites that thrive in hot,  

dry conditions. I also  

place bowls of water in the 

greenhouse to evaporate,  

and if we’re going away for a day  

or two I stand plants in them so they 

don’t dry out.

Make sure plants have plenty of 

room, as overcrowding makes it easier 

for pests and diseases to spread, and 

remove any diseased plant material. 

Keep checking leaves, under tables and 

around the greenhouse frame for pests.

 



W
HO doesn’t love growing 

tomatoes? There are 

countless varieties with 

large and small fruits 

coloured red, yellow, purple, even tiger-

striped, and they can be grown in a 

greenhouse, in the garden – and there 

are even trailing varieties for baskets. 

Tomatoes are prone to several pests 

and diseases, and need a consistent 

feeding and watering regime, so keep an 

eye on your plants to get the best results.

The most common pests on 

greenhouse tomatoes are glasshouse 

spider mites that cause blotched leaves 

and spin webbing over plants, whitefly 

and tomato moth caterpillars. The little 

mites and flies can be beaten with 

biological controls, such as parasitic 

wasps and flies and predatory mites.

Troubleshooting for tomatoes

They are widely available online (see 

8 dragonfli.co.uk & 01376 563322 and 

8 greengardener.co.uk & 01493 

750061) and can be ordered from many 

garden centres as well. They come in 

cards that you hang on the plants.

Glasshouse spider mites thrive in dry 

conditions, so deter them by keeping 

tomato compost well watered and by 

standing a bowl of water close to plants 

to increase humidity around the leaves. 

Tomato moth caterpillars are large 

brown grubs that can be tracked by 

following trails of their excrement. Pick 

them off and put them on the bird table!

Plants growing outside can fall prey to 

tomato moth, as well as aphids, which 

can be deterred by planting Tagetes

nearby and squishing colonies before 

they explode into a major infestation.

 

Top Tip
Pinch out shoots 

growing between the 
stem and main fruiting 

branches for more 
robust plants

A
la

m
yReleasing parasitic 

wasps in a greenhouse

1 Blight: A fungal problem most 

common in warm, wet weather, 

that quickly rots leaves, stems and 

fruits. There’s no chemical cure, so 

remove and dispose of plants (don’t 

compost) and disinfect equipment 

and containers.

It is less common on greenhouse 

tomatoes, and keeping water off 

foliage will help keep plants healthy.

There are some resistant 

varieties, but blight mutates so fast it 

can overcome resistance.

The website 8 archive.ahdb.org.

uk/blightspy gives information 

about blight in your area.

2 Blossom end rot: A condition 

caused by dry conditions and 

a lack of calcium. It is especially 

prevalent on plants in growbags and 

containers. Combat it by watering 

and feeding tomatoes consistently.

Consistent watering and feeding, 

not letting the compost dry out, also 

helps combat fruit splitting.

3 Mosaic viruses: These cause 

stunted growth, blotched 

leaves and deformed fruit. There 

are no chemical controls so remove 

and destroy affected plants – do 

not compost – and disinfect all 

equipment and wash hands well.

A trio of 
common issues
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Two common tomato pests

2Glasshouse spider mites suck 

sap, weaken plants and spin 

webs over leaves. Use biological 

controls and keep compost damp.

1 Tomato 

moth 

caterpillars 

eat leaves 

and fruits, 

leaving 

droppings 

all over your 

plants. Check 

regularly  

and pick 

them off.

with AG’s gardening expert Ruth Hayes
Gardening Week

Your

Follow our tips to get a luscious healthy 
crop of tomatoes this summer

Ruth suggests ways of beating pests and diseases
A
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m

y
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Get sowing for the spring
Sow pansies to brighten your garden next year, says Ruth
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Create a 
firm seedbed
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with AG’s gardening expert Ruth Hayes
GardeningWeek
Your
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These ‘Early Mixed’ pansies will bring velvety 
springtime colour to your gardens next year
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Prickly things at Hyde Hall 
this weekend

What’s 
On

18 June: Beekeeping taster day and 

demonstration: RHS Harlow Carr,

Crag Lane, Beckwithshaw, 

Harrogate, North Yorkshire, HG3 1QB.

18 June: Plant Hunters’ Fair: 

Thoresby Park, near Ollerton, 

Newark, Nottinghamshire, NG22 

9EP. (Use the postcode NG22 9EP

for your SatNav, which will bring you

through the main park entrance, 

follow this road until you reach the 

car park.) 10am-4pm.

18-19 June: British cactus and 

Succulent Show, RHS Hyde Hall, 

Creephedge Lane, Chelmsford, 

Essex, CM3 8RA.

18-19: Specialist plant show, RHS 

Wisley, Wisley Lane, Wisley, Woking, 

Surrey, GU23 6QB.

18 June-17 July: Festival of Roses, 

RHS Rosemoor, RHS Garden 

Rosemoor, Torrington, Devon,  

EX38 8PH.

19 June: Rare Plant Fair, Rodmarton 

Manor, near Tetbury, Cirencester,

Gloucestershire, GL7 6PF. 11am-4pm, 

£8/under 16s free.

19 June: Flower Power Plant Fair, 

Kiplin Hall & Gardens, Richmond, 

North Yorks, DL10 6AT. 11am-4pm.

22 June: Floristry demonstration 

with roses, RHS Rosemoor, RHS

Garden Rosemoor, Torrington,

Devon, EX38 8PH.

23 June: Gardens for health and 

wellbeing, RHS Rosemoor, RHS

Garden Rosemoor, Torrington,

Devon, EX38 8PH.

23-26 June: Harlow Carr flower 

show, RHS Harlow Carr, Crag Lane, 

Beckwithshaw, Harrogate, North 

Yorkshire, HG3 1QB.

n We would like to hear about any 

events you are holding. Please email 

the details, with photos if possible, 

to ruth.hayes@futurenet.com.

n Details of events correct at time of 

going to press.

How to sow pansy seeds

2Add a label and lid, and place on 

a cool, light windowsill. Remove 

the lid when seeds start to germinate, 

and keep the compost damp.

1 Scatter the seeds as thinly as you 

can onto compost that has been 

tamped down to create a firm seedbed 

and watered with fresh tapwater.

Y
ES, we are all preoccupied 

with the summer garden and 

making sure this season’s 

plants are kept healthy and 

in bloom, but that doesn’t mean we 

shouldn’t look ahead to later in the  

year and the start of next year.

Early summer is the ideal time to start 

sowing your spring bedding, the violas, 

pansies, bellis and biennial wallflowers 

and sweet Williams that will start next 

year’s parade of colour and scent. 

This week’s free seeds are for a ‘Early 

Mixed’ pansies, which promise to bring a 

multicoloured swathe of velvety petals 

to your garden next spring. 

These plants, with their cheerful  

faces in myriad shades will look fabulous 

at the front of borders and in containers 

and baskets, and are relatively  

problem-free, as long as you grow  

them in fresh soil to avoid the dangers 

of leaf-spot diseases.

These are an array of fungal 

problems that cause disfiguring greasy 

blotches on the leaves of pansies  

and violas, and can affect plants in  

soil and containers. 

You can help avoid the disease by 

planting in fresh areas each year to 

avoid a build-up of spores in the soil, 

and by always making sure you buy 

healthy plants. The spores of these 

diseases are not windborne, so are 

introduced on plants already affected.

Fungicide sprays could be used, 

though they are not formulated to 

specifically tackle leaf spot.

 

http://mr-fothergills.co.uk/
http://mr-fothergills.co.uk/
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1 For Father’s Day, ask your dad  

if there is any job in the garden 

that he’s been avoiding and then  

do it for him.
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Bob’s top tips 
for the week

2 If cucumbers stop producing 

new fruits for no good reason, 

search for a hidden swollen ripe 

one that’s got away.

3 Dig up your garlic before the 

leaves fade and wither, as once 

these disappear you won’t easily 

find it all.

4 Tie sweet potato shoots up off 

the ground – when they touch 

soil, they root and divert energy 

from your crop.
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DD stuff, salt. Too much in your

diet and it’s bad for you, while 

too little is apparently worse.  

It is said to be so valuable it 

entered our language from salarium, 

which was the salt ration in a 

Roman soldiers’ pay.

Yet we use salt, with grit, 

on our roads when it’s icy 

(because salt makes ice 

melt). And people worry 

about that salt damaging 

their nearby plants – 

after all, in biblical times, 

victors were described  

as ‘salting’ the fields and 

orchards of their victims. 

True, a very high concentration 

of salt will kill almost anything, as can 

almost any dissolved substances. But 

that’s a really strong solution, and it 

would need to be a very large quantity,

as salt will wash out of the soil so quickly.

A pinch of salt
In small doses, salt can benefit your garden. Bob reveals 
how it can kill weeds, boost lawns and support crops

“Small amounts 
help to improve 

growth” 

Strong solutions used in 
asparagus beds for the 

likes of ‘Jersey Giant’ can 
keep weeds in check 

If dissolved and used in
small quantities, salt is 

a good fertiliser

Sea hollies, such as
Eryngium planum ‘Jade 
Frost’, have adapted to

salty conditions

with Bob Flowerdew, AG’s organic gardening expert
GardeningWeek
Your

Salt makes an excellent weedkiller if used 
around paving and edging – but it also 
has other uses in the garden
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Nope, salt was too expensive to apply in 

amounts sufficient to kill vines, so those 

stories were likely due to mistranslating, 

perhaps confusing salting with turning  

to salt like ashes – that is, burning. 

In fact, if anything, adding salt  

to vineyards might have been 

beneficial, unless laid on 

thick. Salt is a fertiliser,  

in the sense that small 

amounts help to improve 

the growth of some 

plants. I’ve tried it 

experimentally on  

turf and, as long as it is 

dissolved and watered on, 

diluted salt helps to green 

things up and has remarkably  

little damaging effect, until reaching  

a handful a square yard.  

However, very strong solutions  

kill small weeds and prevent more 

germinating, so it has long been 

recommended for asparagus beds. 

These are, of course, seaside plants  

well adapted and likely to benefit, such 

as samphire, statice, sea kale and sea 

holly, and many other plants originating

from the seaside. Both beetroot and 

cabbages originated as maritime plants, 

so they too benefit from salt in their diet. 

But as with us, best to use it sparingly.

 



 



Peat-free preferences

I
’VE been at Spring Cottage since 

November 2005 and it’s only the 

third proper garden I’ve made since 

1978. All three gardens have been 

very different, but they’ve all been 

completely empty of plants on my arrival. 

My first proper garden was a north-facing 

Northamptonshire plot with wonderful 

views across a sloping landscape where 

sheep grazed and cuckoos called. 

My children grew up there and I 

enjoyed the north-facing aspect because 

it was sheltered from easterly and 

westerly winds. The shade cast by the 

tall stone cottage suited ferns and 

woodlanders. The soil was free draining, 

because it had been cultivated for 

hundreds of years, and there was a 

small, very sheltered south-facing 

garden on the other side of the cottage, 

complete with a functional well covered 

in honeysuckle.

My next garden was in Hook Norton, 

an Oxfordshire village famed for its 

Val explains why she prefers plants in peat-free media 
brewery. The modest bungalow had  

an empty south-facing acre of land  

with thin soil underpinned by the  

same limestone rock I’d encountered in 

Northamptonshire. The village sat on the 

north-eastern fringes of the Cotswolds, 

so the south-westerlies discharged their 

rainfall long before they reached Hook 

Norton. We usually averaged roughly 

20in (50cm) of rain a year – an amount 

on par with East Anglia. 

Homefield had been a small holding 

since the 1920s and had only had two 

previous owners. It was completely 

weed-free and had always been well-

cared for and, although there were not 

many perennial plants in the garden, 

there were mature apple trees and a 

glorious magnolia.

I spent 18 happy years there and the 

dry garden, which was no good for roses 

or peonies, was full of silver-leaved 

plants and bulbous plants, because the 

stone underneath the soil radiated heat 

upwards. In past times Hook Norton had 

been famous for its cherries, for this very 

reason. The heat radiated upwards and 

one fruit grower places white rocks 

round his cherry trees for this reason.  

The one problem I had in Hook 

Norton was planting anything! The solid 

stone, 1ft (30cm) beneath the surface in 

places, meant you couldn’t make a hole 

easily and a pickaxe became the go-to 

tool. Once planted, you had to water 

everything in its first growing season, to 

stop it frazzling. Even then, plants only 

got away slowly because their roots  

had to go searching for a niche.

I learnt to avoid anything that had 

been grown in peat, because it would 

turn into a solid ball that couldn’t be 

rehydrated. I often ended up digging up 

compacted rootballs, only identifiable 

from their label. If I did buy a plant grown 

in peat, I learnt to shake off as much as 

possible before planting it. 

My present garden is 650ft (200m) 

above sea level and, although parts of it 

are spring fed and remain damp enough 

for peonies, phloxes and roses, there’s

no water table to speak of. Parts of it get 

very dry and this spring I have had to 

water newly planted things much more 

than usual. We can no longer rely on 

steady, regular rainfall these days. We

get droughts and deluges instead, so  

I’m still avoiding plants grown in peat, 

because caring for them in the drier 

conditions we get now uses up two 

precious resources – time and water! 

AG is full of letters about the virtues of 

growing things in peat. However, I can

honestly say that I still prefer my plants  

to be grown in peat-free media for 

horticultural reasons because peat is 

impossible to rehydrate once it dries out. 

There are plenty of peat-free nurseries 

around. Hardy’s Cottage Garden Plants 

(8 hardysplants.co.uk) has a 

tremendous range of large, well-grown 

plants they raise in Melcourt SylvaGrow 

compost. Beth Chatto Nursery (8 

bethchatto.co.uk) is another mail-order 

supplier using peat-free growing 

mediums. Own-brand bedding plants 

from B&Q (8 diy.com) are also peat-free. 

It can be done.

“I prefer plants  
to be grown in  

peat-free media” 

TIP Puddle in your plants. Dig 

the hole, fill it with water 

and put the plant in and cover it back 

up in seconds. As the water drains 

away, it pulls the soil down leaving

no air gaps.
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Beth Chatto’s Nursery is
just one of many around
the country selling plants
grown in peat-free media

Peat-free is easier to
rehydrate than peat
compost once it has
dried out, says Val

with Val Bourne, AG’s organic wildlife expert
Gardening Week

Your

Val’s thriving summer border

Puddle in your plants
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W
ITH eager spring sowings 

and correct storage, you 

can supply your kitchen 

with homegrown beetroot 

all year, so how do you ensure supplies

keep rolling in? Read on!

Hopefully your garden contains at 

least one row of beetroot, but I’m here to 

encourage you to swell that to three or 

four. That’s the secret to great beetroot

– sow small batches every month 

outdoors from April until July for a 

succession of roots. If you really love this 

nutrient-packed veg, make a final larger 

sowing now. This harvest (made in late 

October) will keep in storage for months. 

All you need is a box of damp sand and  

a cool, rodent-free spot in your shed.

Focus on... Growing beetroot 
Easy to grow, nutritious and well suited to every space, beetroot deserves a  
place on every plot. Lucy reveals how to grow months of crunchy, colourful roots
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“You can expect 
maturity in  
12 weeks” 

Sowing for success

Root shape and colour vary hugely, and

sweetness levels are now far improved. 

As well as standard round reds, look for 

white-rooted (like ‘Albino’) or red-leaved 

(‘Bull’s Blood’) varieties. Germination is 

inhibited below 7°C, so make early 

sowings indoors before sowing direct 

from April onwards (sowing outdoors  

too early can cause bolting). Acidic soils 

give poor results, so lime them first. 

Once soil temperatures near 18°C in 

the height of summer you can expect 

emergence within the week and maturity 

in 12 weeks. Each corky seed is actually 

a cluster of three-four ‘multigerm’ seeds 

(you can buy monogerm varieties, giving 

just one seedling per seed). The cork 

also contains a germination inhibitor so  

if emergence is poor, soak your next

batch for one hour in tepid water  

before sowing, to leach it out.
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with Lucy Chamberlain, AG’s fruit and veg expert
GardeningWeek
Your

Yellow beets like ‘Burpee’s Golden’ 
provide a dazzling dinner-plate alternative

‘Albino White’ has a slightly sweeter
taste than red beets

Sown in batches, you can enjoy constant 
summer beetroot harvests while they’re
small and tender

Make room for the delicious bounty of beetroot harvests
such as ‘Boltardy’, ‘Pablo’, ‘Chioggia’ and ‘Bull’s Blood’

 

http://suttons.co.uk/


5 quick jobs
1  Grapes, if left unchecked, will 

develop into a tangle. Prune now, 

cutting two or three leaves past each 

well-developed bunch of grapes. 

2 Begin harvesting glasshouse 

tomatoes as they colour up. Ideally, 

let them colour up as fully on the 

plant as possible, then snap off with 

the calyx (or knuckle) still attached. 

3  Figs can be pinch-pruned now. Pinch 

out the central growing point of new 

shoots to stimulate the production  

of figlets, ready for overwintering. 

4 Train in any new stems of hybrid 

berries. They’re long, lax and a swine 

to untangle. Gently secure them in 

the centre of the plant, ready to untie 

and train properly in autumn.

5  Train in the stems of trailing squashes 

and pumpkins as they grow. They’ll 

root periodically, so position them

where you want them.

✃

Three of the best beets to grow this year

1 ‘Chioggia’: Such an eye-catching 

variety that it’s always worth 

growing for looks alone! Luckily, it 

performs well, too, yielding spherical 

roots that, when cut open, reveal 

striking red and white rings.

Lucy’s 
choice

Lucy’s tips
Top tips for beautiful beets all year round

■ Position beetroot in an open (not 

shady) site, and lime the soil to neutral  

if it’s at all acidic. Work in a chicken 

pellet-based dressing.

■ Sow bolt-resistant varieties (‘Boltardy’) 

under cloches in mid March, or sow  

into modules under cover and then 

transplant out.

■ Start sowing outside in April/May, 

I’M not sure how it is in your neck of 

the woods, but here in coastal Essex, 

it looks like it’s going to be another 

bumper year for apples, pears and 

plums. Diligent types should have 

thinned out their tree fruits, so you 

should be looking at bountiful orchard 

harvests in various states of maturity.

With fruit size (and crucially, weight)

increasing exponentially, some tree

Top  
tip

2 ‘Monorubra’: This monogerm 

variety will save the faff of thinning, 

and provide you with cylindrical roots 

that are excellent for slicing. A great 

maincrop variety, to follow on from  

early sowings of bolt-resistant types.

3 ‘Boldor’: This F1 hybrid beet is 

quick to germinate and bulk up 

due to its hybrid vigour, so it’s great for 

gap-filling. The golden roots have an 

exceptionally sweet flavour – far tastier 

than many other yellow types.

M
r-

fo
th

e
rg

ill
s
.c

o
.u

k

spacing rows 1ft (30cm) apart and 

seedlings 4in (10cm) apart (overcrowding 

gives tiny roots).

■ Keep sowing outdoors every month, 

making your last sowing in mid July.

Water the base of drills thoroughly in  

dry weather.

■ Irrigate rows thoroughly every 

fortnight. Frequent, light watering can 

encourage generous top-growth but 

small roots.

■ Lift and store beets in late October.

Twist off the foliage and bury roots in 

boxes of damp sand in a shed or garage.
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Bury roots in boxes of damp sand

with Lucy Chamberlain, AG’s fruit and veg expert
GardeningWeek
Your

limbs are put under enormous strain 

– with potentially dire consequences. 

Snapping branches can spoil the 

shape of your tree, and they may  

take years to replace. 

Prevent disaster by propping  

up heavily laden stems using a  

‘Y’-shaped stick. Pad it with pipe 

insulation foam (or a pair of old tights) 

to prevent rubbing. There, job done!

This ‘Victoria’ plum is yielding almost too 
well – the branch needs propping up so it 
doesn’t snap before fruits mature (inset)
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http://mr-fothergills.co.uk/
http://kingsseeds.com/


Next week: Focus on forest gardening, make 
your final asparagus cut, thin out tree fruits, harvest 

potatoes three ways, and control kiwi fruits.

IT’S all too tempting, when those 

summer harvests start rolling in, to forget 

about those cooler autumn and winter 

months. The abundance of high summer 

is heavenly, but there’s no reason for it to 

stop once August ends. Sowing a few 

crops now will keep you stocked up until 

spring. So what can you sow? Well, 

loads! Here are a few of my favourites.  

Drills of carrots started off now will 

bulk up come autumn and stand all 

through winter (choose a cold-tolerant 

variety like ‘Eskimo’ or ‘Extremo’). Bulb 

fennel will also stand through winter, if

given cloche protection during freezing 

spells. Spring onions like ‘Ishikura’ don’t 

Sow now for autumn harvests
bulb up, so will just sit patiently until you 

want to use them, and oriental crops like 

pak and bok choi love bulking up through 

cool, moist autumns. Baby beets and 

turnips will be the result of June sowings, 

and Swiss chard sown now will stand all 

through winter, only running to seed

come April (‘Lucullus’ is my current 

favourite). If you’re a fan of winter salads, 

now is the ideal time to sow radicchio  

and witloof chicory for forcing. 

Sowing into dry soils can be 

troublesome, but is easily bypassed by 

soaking the base of your drills thoroughly 

beforehand. So, what are you waiting  

for? Get sowing!

Preserving culinary herbs 

1 Freeze: This is perfect 

for herbs that I add in 

volume to dishes, such  

as basil, oregano, dill and 

parsley. Either chop up 

finely and add to ice cube 

trays with a little water, or 

place whole in a freezer 

bag. Once frozen, the  

bag can be crushed –  

no chopping required!

2 Butters: Take a packet 

of butter out of the 

fridge to soften, then chop 

up your favoured herbs  

for combining with grilled/

roasted food (fish, roast 

potatoes, chicken). Blend 

the butter and herbs 

together, then refrigerate. 

Lovely for chives, tarragon 

and hyssop.

3 Dry: All manner of 

culinary herbs can  

be dried – my favourites 

are thyme, rosemary, 

sage and oregano (I often 

blend these together for 

a mixed jar). Nowadays 

few of us have airing 

cupboards, but I’m finding 

that air fryers offer an 

excellent alternative.

Lucy’s 
choice These leafy, flavoursome plants are in their prime this month, so how

do you go about harvesting all that lushness? Here are three ways:

WE have fully exploited the brassica 

family for all sorts of food crops –  

it’s difficult to think where we’d be 

without them. In Zimbabwe, 

chomolia (Brassica oleracea var.

acephala) is a commonly grown kale.

It takes a long time to flower and 

seed in the UK, so is best grown from 

cuttings, taken now; these can be 

tricky to source, but try asking 

allotment and gardening clubs.  

The plants grow like a woody 

perennial kale. Site them somewhere 

sunny and fertile, much as you  

would for purple sprouting broccoli. 

Give them space, too, as it’s easy  

for them to reach 3ft (1m) tall. Being  

a brassica, they’ll need to be netted 

against pigeons and cabbage  

white butterflies. 

Harvest the tender young leaves 

periodically year-round, allowing 

plants to recover between harvests. 

They’re best cooked, rather than 

eaten raw. Once plants become  

very woody, simply root a cutting  

and start the process all over again.

are plenty 

more 

available. 

Basket 

types tend 

to have a 

cascading 

habit that you 

just leave to, 

well, cascade!  

Dwarf patio tomatoes are  they’re 

naturally stocky, so just tie the main stem

to a short cane. ‘Veranda Red’ is my 

favourite, but each year I’ll be trialling 

more. So, don’t be daunted – give these 

low-maintenance toms a try and you 

won’t regret it, I promise.

ARE you new to growing cordon 

tomatoes and finding it all a bit of a 

muddle? These varieties are grown with 

a clear main stem, and the side-shoots 

are removed periodically to keep this 

shape in good order. But, side-shooting

and training stems up twine or canes can 

be a bit daunting for novices and the 

plants can grow quite large, so is there 

another way? Thankfully, yes! 

I’ve taken to growing hanging basket 

tomatoes in the past few years, and they 

are a cinch for nervous pruners or time-

strapped growers. This red cherry variety 

is ‘Losetto’, which I love for its balanced 

flavour. ‘Romello’ is another favourite 

with cherry plum-shaped fruits, but there 

African kale

Why 
not try..?
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Tomatoes without training

18 JUNE 2022 AMATEUR GARDENING 21

F
u

tu
re

Sown now, pak choi like ‘Baraku’ will bulk 
up in the cooler weeks of autumn

Brassica oleracea var. acephala

Growing tomatoes like 
‘Losetto’ in hanging baskets 

is easy and fun
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Perfect for containers and drought-tolerant planting schemes, alpines are  
petite plants that add texture and jewel-like pops of colour, says Camilla Phelps

W
HEN you think of alpine 

plants, it might seem like 

one of those niche, 

exclusive horticultural 

clubs, requiring lots of expertise, 

probably a greenhouse or a rockery and 

specialist composts. Certainly, there are

some more delicate specimens that you 

might see in collections at botanical 

gardens. These are usually displayed in 

scaled-down versions of alpine 

landscapes in dedicated glasshouses. 

However, this doesn’t mean you can’t 

enjoy alpines in your garden. Don’t be 

deceived by the often small, jewel-like 

flowers and shiny, sometimes succulent

foliage. Many are tough, hardy plants 

that originate in rocky and mountainous 

conditions often at high altitude and 

exposed sites with extreme 

temperatures and little water.

Great choice for the garden

It’s these challenging growing conditions 

that make alpines a great choice for the 

garden. Whether you are looking for 

unusual container displays, something to 

fill a gap at the front of a border or soften 

the edges of a path or raised bed, or 

perhaps you want to try a drought-

tolerant scheme or a green roof, there 

are alpines to suit. Many alpine plants 

are also good at growing in cracks in 

walls and paving and might even appear 

uninvited, if you’re lucky. They are also

great for pollinators, too, so be sure to 

add them to your wildlife corner.

The key to growing alpines is to get 

the soil and drainage right with a mix of 

good compost, sharp sand and grit. 

Many plants will fare better in slightly 

alkaline conditions, so if your soil is 

heavy and damp, try growing alpines 

singly in pots or as a collection in a  

large, low container or an old sink.  

Once they are established, they need 

relatively little TLC. 

Easy to increase

The term alpine is a very broad 

horticultural banner, and typical alpine

plants can range from bulbs such as Iris 

reticulata through to colourful creeping 

perennials such as aubretias and 

campanulas as well as succulent 

sedums and sempervivums. The 

prostrate, spreading habit of many 

alpines makes them good ground-cover 

plants and they can often be propagated 

by division, so it’s easy to increase your 

stock of your favourite alpine plant – and 

they make great gifts. For example, you 

can simply repot the small baby rosettes 

of sempervivums or divide sprawling 

clumps and mats of plants like Veronica 

prostrata and erigeron in spring. 

Best

Where to buy
Ashwood Nurseries  Ashwoodnurseries.com  ✆ 01384 401996 

Beth Chatto   bethchatto.co.uk  ✆ 01206 822007

Farmyard Nurseries   farmyardnurseries.co.uk  ✆ 01559 363389

Hartside Nursery Garden   plantswithaltitude.co.uk  ✆ 01434 381372

Hayloft Plants   hayloft.co.uk  ✆ 01386 562999

Ice Alpines   icealpines.co.uk  ✆ 01299 269219

Most alpines need excellent 
drainage – the house leek is native 

to rocky mountainous regions
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Alpine plants may be small, but what they
lack in stature they make up for in beauty.
As shown, the alpine dianthus is a staple
choice for rocky settings

alpines

 

http://ashwoodnurseries.com/
http://bethchatto.co.uk/
http://farmyardnurseries.co.uk/
http://plantswithaltitude.co.uk/
http://hayloft.co.uk/
http://icealpines.co.uk/
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9 of the best flowering alpines
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Dianthus alpinus AGM 

This works well growing in rocky,  

alkaline settings, in full sun, that will  

mimic its home. While it is great for 

adding some brilliant pops of summer 

colour, it’s not a very long-lived perennial

so be sure to take cuttings to propagate  

it and keep it in your garden. HxS: 

4x2in/10x5cm.

Armeria maritima ‘Splendens’ 

The normal habitat of this thrift is the 

maritime landscape of rocky cliff faces, 

where the species parent plant grows 

wild. This is a tough cookie, able to 

withstand strong winds and sea air,  

so is great for any coastal gardens  

and drought-tolerant planting schemes. 

H&S: 20in (50cm).

Aster alpinus ‘Pinkie’ 

This compact type of aster has daisy-

type flowers over the low clumps of 

foliage. With a long flowering season, 

this is a great choice for adding colour at 

ground-cover level from July through to 

October. The pink flowers make a good 

contrast at the front of a late summer 

border of hot colours. H&S: 6in (15cm). 

Phlox subulata 

The creeping phlox gives mass of  

flowers from spring into June. This is a 

spreading perennial, also referred to as 

moss phlox for its dense fine semi-

evergreen foliage. It’s a great choice for 

edges of borders and paths in full sun,  

or areas where you want some easy 

ground cover. HxS: 6x20in (15x50cm).

Gypsophila repens ‘Alba’ 

This low-growing, creeping, spreading 

variety has pale-pink flowers through the 

summer, appearing over an attractive

mound of silver-green foliage. This will 

sprawl in dry, rocky soils and will tolerate

part shade, but pick the right spot when 

planting out as it doesn’t like being 

moved. HxS: 4x18in (10cmx45cm).

Linaria alpina 

The alpine toadflax is a hardy but short-

lived perennial. The blue-green leaves 

and violet and orange blooms make it a 

great plant for summer colour, although

it dies back over winter. Preferring well-

drained soils, this plant will do well in a 

gravel garden or drought-tolerant 

scheme. HxS: 4x8in (10x20cm).

Veronica prostrata ‘Lilac Time’ 

This speedwell forms a dense mat of 

green foliage in spring, followed by small 

spikes of beautiful pinkish-purple flowers 

that bloom into midsummer. Good for

growing in rockeries and trailing over 

walls or the edges of a container, it also

tolerates part shade. It can be divided in 

spring. H&S: 8in (20cm).

Saxifraga Alpino Early Lime 

Saxifrages are fast-growing hardy 

perennials with a long flowering season 

and typically form a low, creeping carpet 

of evergreen foliage. This produces 

flowers tinged with green from April to 

June and looks great in rocky and 

drought-tolerant areas in full sun or  

part shade. HxS: 6x12in (15x30cm). 

Pulsatilla vulgaris AGM

This is also known as the pasque flower,

for its habit of blooming at Easter. The

pretty purple flowers are spent by the 

end of May, but its distinctive fluffy

seedheads and feathery foliage give a 

longer season of interest into summer.

Will spread happily by seed. H&S: 12in 

(30cm).

 

http://bethchatto.co.uk/
http://bethchatto.co.uk/
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3 alpines for foliage texture

Thymus serpyllum 

Forming a tight creeping mat of tiny,
evergreen, glossy leaves, this will provide 
all year ground cover. Copes with exposed
sites and needs a very sunny location and is 
a good drought-tolerant option, so a good 
choice for filling gaps in paving or creating  
a thyme ‘lawn’. HxS: 3x12in (8x30cm).

Alchemilla alpina 

The  alpine ladies mantle is native to Europe 
and southern Greenland. It makes a great 
ground-cover plant, being quite obliging, 
easy and reliable to grow. It suits sunny or
part shady areas and the early summer 
flowers will add a froth of zingy lime-green 
colour. HxS: 8x12in (20x30cm).

Sempervivum ‘Black’ 

Known as houseleeks or hen-and-chicks, these are very hardy, 
succulent plants. The latin name, meaning ‘always alive’, is a nod to  
their extreme resilience to temperatures and drought tolerance. Mixed 
sempervivums look great growing together in containers, or even in a 
frame to grow vertically on a wall. HxS: 6x8in (15x20cm).
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4 alpines for containers
Erigeron 

karvinskianus AGM 

The Mexican fleabane’s

tough habit and love of 

dry, rocky terrain make 

it good for nooks and 

crannies in paths and 

walls. It’s also good for 

window boxes and 

small containers with  

its extreme flower 

power providing almost 

never-ending display  

of the pretty daisy 

flowers. HxS: 12inx5ft 

(24x150cm).

Erodium x variabile 

‘Album’ 

The storksbills are 

reminiscent of tiny 

geraniums and point to 

the family genus, 

Geraniaceae. Native to 

the Pyrenees, erodiums 

can be annuals, 

perennials and sub-

shrubs, but always 

favour gritty, chalky soils

in full sun. Great for filling 

gaps at the front of a 

border or in a container.

HxS: 4x12in (10x30cm).

Armeria juniperfolia 

‘Bevan’s Variety’ AGM

A compact thrift  

variety with flowers 

appearing tight to the 

mounds of fine, 

juniper-like foliage. 

Sometimes called 

Spanish thrift, it looks 

great planted singly  

in a terracotta pot as  

a tabletop plant, or 

with alpines in a trough 

or to the front of a 

border. HxS: 4x10in

(10x24cm).

Lewisia ‘Sunset 

Hybrids’ 

These evergreen 

perennials will 

tolerate cold, but not 

winter damp, which 

causes them to rot at 

the base of the stem, 

so they need sharply 

drained compost. 

They work best as 

container plants or for 

drier areas to the front 

of borders and rock 

garden. H&S: 20in 

(50cm).

Frequently asked questions
What are the best alpines for shade?

Saxifraga ‘Cranbourne’ 
benefits from a position 
shaded from hot sun

MANY alpines can thrive in very harsh conditions, exposed 

to baking sun and drying winds. Some species do originate 

from alpine meadows and woodland edges, such as rare 

species cyclamen and aquilegias, and these will need part 

shade, but they are hard to grow in the garden. 

However, while the majority need an aspect of full sun,

some alpines benefit from shade during the hottest part of 

the day, so will cope with areas of part shade. Pulsatilla, 

saxifrages, Veronica prostrata and most of the highly 

ornamental Primula auricula alpines will also benefit  

from a more sheltered, shady spot.

Which are the most hardy?

MOST alpine plants are frost hardy. Due to their origins in

often high and remote areas, they have evolved to survive 

extreme weather conditions, with glossy or slightly hairy 

foliage. In their natural habitat, many will survive below-

freezing temperatures, only coming into flower once the last 

snows and ice have melted. What is most important when 

growing alpines is getting the drainage right, as wet winter 

weather will do far more harm than the thermometer falling 

below zero. However, in cooler, damper gardens, some of

the more fleshy sempervivums might need to be brought 

indoors over winter.

Add plenty of coarse 
grit to the soil to help 
improve drainage

T
I 
A

rc
h

iv
e

 



28  AMATEUR GARDENING  18 JUNE 2022

With drier summers becoming more common, many people are looking for plants that 
will survive in dry soils with little rainfall – and cistus are an answer, says Graham Rice

W
E are all becoming more 

aware of the fact that, in 

many areas, our 

summers are becoming 

drier and we need to conserve water.

Drought-tolerant plants are a big part of 

the gardener’s approach to this problem 

and perhaps the most useful of all 

drought-tolerant shrubs are the cistus, 

also called sun roses.

Like wild roses, the flowers of sun 

roses have five colourful petals 

surrounding a golden centre. But sun  

roses are evergreen, often with aromatic 

foliage, and are neater in growth than 

roses. They have no thorns and like hot, 

dry and well-drained conditions. They 

hate shade and wet soil. Only the flowers 

are similar. They open in early and

midsummer and while each flower lasts 

only a day, they come in great profusion.

Mediterranean-style conditions

In general, sun roses prefer mild winters 

and are generally hardy so long as 

particularly cold and windy sites are 

avoided. Wild sun roses grow naturally  

in the Mediterranean region, so are 

adapted to grow in other areas with 

similar climates featuring mild, relatively 

wet winters and hot, dry summers.  

Their ability to grow in poor, stony  

soils means they grow well in coastal 

and gravel gardens. 

I have also included rock roses 

(halimium) in this article, which are 

closely related to sun roses. They look 

similar and enjoy the same conditions, 

but feature bright-yellow flowers. There 

are even some hybrids between the  

two groups and all appreciate the  

same conditions.

Diverse group

Neil Bell, horticulturist with the Oregon 

State University Extension Service, says 

in a Pacific Horticulture article (8 

pacifichorticulture.org): “Cistus make up 

a diverse group ranging from dwarf 

plants only 1ft (30cm) tall, to some that 

exceed 7ft (2.1m) in height. The habit 

varies from flat and spreading to 

mounding and, in a few cases, upright. 

Like Mediterranean herbs such as 

rosemary or lavender, the foliage is often

aromatic, which is particularly noticeable 

on warm days and makes the plants 

appealing even when not in flower.”

Drought-tolerant 

Where to buy
Ashwood Nurseries  8 ashwoodnurseries.com  ✆ 01384 401996

Burncoose Nurseries  8 burncoose.co.uk  ✆ 01209 860316

Crocus  8 crocus.co.uk  ✆ 01344 578 000

Cistus originate from the Mediterranean and are adapted to 
grow in full sun where soil is dry in summer, so are perfect 
contenders for a scree bed or gravel garden

sun roses

The low, sprawling habit of C. ‘Snow Fire’ 
is perfect for a hot, sunny bank
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9 stunning sun roses and rock roses

Halimium ‘Susan’ AGM

Compact, well-behaved and smothered 

for many weeks in an astonishing 

display of small, golden flowers with a 

neat, almost black stain, edged in red,  

at the base of each petal. Appreciates 

moisture when first planted, but once 

the plant is settled do not irrigate.  

H&S: 2ft (60cm).

Halimium calycinum

A neat and compact, later-flowering 

plant with small, dark, slightly hairy 

leaves and shining 1in (2.5cm) golden 

flowers with no blotch – like large 

buttercups on an evergreen bush.

Happy in heavier soils than most  

sun roses, as long as the soil is dry in 

summer. HxS: 18x24in (45x60cm).

x Halimiocistus wintonensis  

‘Merrist Wood Cream’ AGM

A superb, amazingly prolific, low-

growing, grey-leaved cistus hybrid with 

narrow sage-like leaves and creamy-

yellow flowers. Less hardy than most, 

and enjoys richer conditions. Snip off the 

tips after flowering, but do not prune 

hard. HxS: 2x3ft (60x90cm).
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C. ‘Snow Fire’ AGM

This develops into a plant at least twice 

as wide as high, while wavy-edged 

bright-green leaves show off large, 2/in 

(6cm), evenly flat, white overlapping 

petals, each with a basal blotch in 

brighter red than in most. Relatively 

hardy, also responds well to pruning.

HxS: 2x4ft (60cmx1.2m). 

Cistus x aguilarii ‘Maculatus’ AGM

A vigorous variety, soon reaching its

mature height, with slender bright-green 

foliage, rippled at the edges, with very 

large, 3½in (8.5cm) bright-white flowers 

featuring a ring of neatly triangular 

crimson marks at the base. Tolerates 

pruning even less than other cistus.  

HxS: 6x4ft (1.8x1.2m). 

Cistus x purpureus AGM

This small cistus has reddish stems that 

look good with the dark, wavy-edged 

foliage. The prettily crinkled, 2½-3½in 

(6-8cm) flowers are rich rosy-red, each 

petal with a bold maroon mark. Good  

for small gardens, a similar variety  

‘Betty Taudevin’ is said to be hardier.

H&S: 4ft (1.2m).

Cistus ladanifer

This tall sun rose makes an impressive 

specimen. It has unusually long, sticky,

dark-green leaves that are grey beneath. 

The large, 3-4in(7.5-10cm) white flowers 

have a blood-red mark at the base, and 

are crinkled at the edges. It is grown 

commercially for perfume. HxS: 6x3ft 

(1.8mx90cm).

Cistus x purpureus ‘Alan Fradd’

A small shrub with red stems and dark-

green, wavy-edged foliage produces 

large, pure-white flowers up to 3in 

(7.5cm) across, with a bold maroon

blotch, over an unusually long period 

through summer. Unique in sometimes

producing flowers with rosy-red streaks. 

H&S: 4ft (1.2m).

Cistus x dansereaui ‘Decumbens’ AGM

A low and spreading variety, usually

reaching twice as wide as high, with 

narrow, dark-green, rather sticky foliage 

and 2in (5cm) white flowers, marked in 

crimson at the base.“One of the élite of 

cistuses,” says W.J. Bean’s Trees and 

Shrubs Hardy in the British Isles. HxS: 

2x4ft (60cmx1.2m). 

 

http://burncoose.co.uk/
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3 of the hardiest to try

Cistus x argenteus ‘Silver Pink’

Cupped, rather than the usual 
saucer-shaped, flowers are an 
unusual slightly apricot-pink with 
white centres, and produced in 
huge quantities. Perhaps the 
hardiest of all cistus, sometimes 
flowering so prolifically that  
the plants exhaust themselves. 
H&S: 3ft (90cm).

Cistus x cyprius AGM

Tough, bushy plants feature 2-3in (5-8cm) pure-white flowers marked with crimson 

blotches faintly golden at the base, against slender, sticky, dark green leaves giving

off a slightly pine-like aroma. Does well in wet and humid summers. H&S: 5ft (1.3m).

Cistus x pulverulentus ‘Sunset’ AGM

Dwarf, widely spreading plant with 2in 

(5cm) flowers in a very rich pink variously 

described as ‘deep magenta pink’ and 

‘sunset pink’ – all set off by sage-green, 

wavy-edged leaves. Works well with 

dwarf agastaches such as ‘Kudos Coral’ 

or ‘Kudos Ambrosia’. HxS: 16x36in 

(40x90cm).

Cistus ‘Grayswood Pink’ AGM

A low and widely spreading shrub,  

the leaves complement the 2-3in  

(5-7.5cm) soft-pink flowers with their

white centres behind the golden  

anthers. One of the hardiest of all 

varieties, the low and spreading stems 

sometimes root into the soil below.  

HxS: 18in (45cm). 

Cistus x bornetianus ‘Jester’ AGM

This usefully compact variety has 

slender, greyish-green foliage with

pretty waved edges and 1½in (4cm) rich 

rosy-pink flowers shading to white at the 

base. Grows more strongly than 

‘Grayswood Pink’ and tighter in growth 

than the popular but outdated ‘Peggy 

Sammons’. H&S: 3ft (90cm).

3 for grey leaves

 



containers, but dislike regular potting 

soils that are designed to retain 

moisture. The drainage will need to be 

improved significantly by the addition  

of grit.

How do I propagate?

THERE are two approaches – layering 

and cuttings. If you only need a plant or 

two, perhaps to replace one that is 

becoming old and leggy, look for a low

branch that is touching, or almost 

touching, the soil. Snip off the leaves at 

the point where the stem touches the 

soil and weigh it down with a brick or 

large stone. Then wait. Check for new 

roots the following autumn or spring and 

if they have developed, snip off the 

shoot, with its new roots, and transplant.

Alternatively, take cuttings in the

autumn. The cuttings should be of new 

side shoots, about 3-5in (7.5-12cm) long.

Trim the cuttings below the lowest leaf,

snip off the two lowest pairs of leaves, 

and insert the cuttings in a moist 50:50 

mix of grit and seed starter mix. Four or 

five cuttings in a 3in (7.5cm) pot is about

right. Cover with a polythene bag and 
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x Halimiocistus sahucii AGM

This impressive, low, ground-covering shrub features slender, greyish leaves and

small upward-facing 1/4in (3cm) pure-white flowers over a long season from late 

spring to early autumn. Hardier than most. HxS: 6inx3ft (15x90cm).
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Frequently asked questions

When and how should I plant?

SUN roses are usually best planted in 

spring. Unlike most shrubs, no garden 

compost or other organic soil 

improver, and no fertiliser, should be

used when planting.

Where should I plant?

SUN roses need a well-drained soil in 

a site that is open to the sun all day.

They are especially good for sunny 

slopes, raised beds and gravel beds. 

They appreciate poor, dry, stony soils

and will grow well in both acid and 

limey conditions.

Sun roses can be grown in 

place in a warm, bright, but not sunny 

place. When roots start to emerge 

from the base of the pot, move the 

cuttings into individual pots of gritty 

compost to grow on for planting.

Cistus are best planted in spring

Seal the pot and 
cuttings in a clear 
plastic bag, and 
place somewhere 
light and warm 
out of direct sun

Gently push the cuttings into a pot 
of dampened compost mixed with 
horticultural grit
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H
EIRLOOM roses are also 

known as heritage roses, 

antique roses, old garden 

roses, shrub roses and old-

fashioned roses. Strictly speaking, these 

are roses that were developed before 

the first modern rose arrived on the 

scene in 1867, but in practice any roses

developed more than 100 years ago  

can be classified as heirloom roses.

Sue Martin of Piedmont Master 

Gardeners says: “The heirlooms are 

described as hardy, disease-resistant,

carefree, prolific shrubs that don’t 

require much tending. But the show-

stopper is their wondrous fragrance, 

mentioned over and over again. They 

also offer a wide variety of forms ranging 

from shrubs to tall, arching plants up to 

20ft (6m) in height.”

The other feature that is typical of 

heirloom roses is the beautiful structure 

of the individual double flowers. 

This week... Heirloom roses
If you want a rose with fabulous fragrance and a variety of forms, try an heirloom variety

It is important to choose an heirloom 
rose to suit your site. The repeat
flowerer ‘Comte de Chambord’ 
can be grown as a hedge, in beds, 
or planted in containers
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How to 
GROW
WITH GRAHAM RICE

NEW 
SERIES
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Collectively, in early summer, they

provide a mass of colour, though mainly

restricted to the range between the 

deepest and richest reds to pure white 

and everything in between. 

Sometimes there are so many flowers 

that the foliage is almost hidden. But look 

closely at the individual flowers, at the 

intricate patterns of petals, and you can 

see why heirloom roses are such a 

popular cut for the vase. Even one flower,

with structure, its colour and its 

intoxicating scent, is a joy.

Two kinds of heirloom roses

Heirloom roses have been divided into 

more than 20 types, but they can be 

conveniently placed in two main groups: 

those that flower prolifically, but usually

just once in early summer (once-

flowering); and those that also flower 

again either later in the summer or 

continuously until late summer or autumn 

(repeat-flowering or remontant roses). 

Websites and catalogues will always 

specify the type of each rose offered and 

many websites feature advanced search 

facilities that allow you to specify repeat 

flowering if that is what you want.

‘Gruss an Aachen’ has cupped flowers 
with many petals, and is excellent for a 
small garden
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When and where to plant
BARE-ROOT roses are best planted as 

soon as they arrive, unless the soil is 

waterlogged or frozen. If you must 

wait, follow the guidance that comes 

with your roses. Usually this means 

keeping the roses, in their packaging, in 

a cold but frost-free place until 

conditions improve. Plant potted roses 

any time that soil conditions allow.
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Bourbon climber ‘Zéphirine Drouhin’, 
introduced 1868, thrives if it is given 
room to grow and flourish

How to buy
YOU are more likely to find heritage 

roses in specialist nurseries. They 

either ship plants bare root or in 

pots. Bare-root plants are grown in 

the ground and lifted for dispatch 

between late autumn and early 

spring, the soil is knocked off and 

the roots wrapped for shipping. 
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Roses are economical to buy as 
bare roots in winter

n Examples of excellent once-flowering 

heirloom roses include:

‘Great Maiden’s Blush’ (alba rose), 

‘Fantin-Latour’ (centifolia rose), ‘Tuscany 

Superb’ (gallica rose), ‘Gruss an Aachen’ 

(polyantha rose).

n Examples of fine repeat-flowering 

heirloom roses include:

‘Ferdinand Pichard’ (bourbon rose), 

‘Quatre Saisons’ (damask rose), ‘Reine 

des Violettes’ (hybrid perpetual rose), 

‘Buff Beauty’ (hybrid musk rose).

Repeat-flowering: ‘Reine des Violettes’Once-flowering: ‘Fantin-Latour’
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How to 
GROW
WITH GRAHAM RICE

Frequently asked questions
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Traditionally, roses were propagated 

at the nursery by pieces of the 

named rose variety being grafted 

onto a different strong-growing 

variety chosen for the vigour of its 

roots and its ability to grow well in 

a range of soils.

However, it became clear that

growing roses from cuttings was a 

simpler and more economical method, 

and fitted in better with the propagation   

of other plants at the nursery.

So now, instead of a rose bush being made up of two 

separate parts – the named variety and the rootstock – 

joined together, most roses are grown ‘on their own roots’.

In other words, the flowering variety and the roots are all 

the same plant.

What does it mean when heirloom roses 

are grown ‘on their own roots’?

Care tips
HEIRLOOM roses are tough and 

resilient plants that will often 

provide a good display even 

when neglected, but just a  

little care can still make an 

enormous difference.

An annual feed with rose 

food helps keep your roses 

growing well, and some brands 

also include an insecticide that will   

give protection from rose pests. An  

annual mulch of well-rotted garden compost, soil improver or 

bark immediately after feeding will help smother weeds, retain 

moisture in dry seasons, and protect the roots from heat in  

hot summers.

Roses suffer from a number of pests that either suck the 

sap from the shoots or eat the leaves. In many cases, 

encouraging predatory insects and attracting birds will help 

keep them under control.

How to propagate
MOST heirloom roses can be  

grown from hardwood cuttings, 

which are cuttings taken in late 

autumn or early winter. Cut

pieces of stem about 9in (23cm) 

long from the growth made 

earlier in the year. Snip just

above a bud at the top, and  

just below a bud at the base.

Fill a large pot with moist 

potting soil and push about six 

cuttings into the compost, evenly 

spaced and to about half their depth. 

Stand the pot in a bright place out of full sun – and wait. In 

spring, the buds should start to grow and when roots emerge 

from the holes in the base of the pot, the individual rose plants 

can be removed from the pot and planted.

Heirloom roses, heritage 

roses and old-fashioned 

roses are different names 

for the same large and 

varied group of varieties 

that developed over the 

centuries in the run up to 

the mid 1800s. They are 

also known as antique 

roses, old garden roses, 

old shrub roses and 

French roses.

The French Empress 

Josephine was a key 

figure in the development 

of these roses. Legendary 

rosarian Peter Beales 

says in his book Classic 

Roses: “The French, in 

particular, played an

important role and array of 

diverse varieties emerged, 

inspired no doubt by the 

Empress Josephine, who 

not only filled her garden at 

the Château de Malmaison 

with a collection of her 

favourites, but by her 

patronage encouraged 

Pierre Joseph Redoute  

to make his masterly 

paintings of them.”

Many of these historic 

varieties have one 

dramatic, but relatively 

short season of bloom in 

early summer, but some

bloom again later in the 

season. Noisette roses 

were special favourites  

of Thomas Jefferson.

A painting by Pierre Joseph 
Redoute (c1817), inspired 
by Empress Josephine’s 

vast rose collection

What is the difference between heritage, heirloom and 

old-fashioned roses?

Where to buy
David Austin  davidaustinroses.co.uk ✆ 0800 111 4699

Harkness Roses  roses.co.uk ✆ 01462 420402

Peter Beales  classicroses.co.uk ✆ 01953 454707 

Trevor White  trevorwhiteroses.co.uk ✆ 01603 755135

A rose bush grown on
its own roots instead

of being grafted

How to plant
HEIRLOOM roses are long-lived 

plants, so repay thorough 

preparation. Improve soil with 

well-rotted garden compost or 

bagged soil improver. For bare-

root roses, soak the roots in a 

bucket of water overnight 

before planting, trim off any 

dead or broken shoots or roots, 

then dig a hole that will 

accommodate the roots without 

having to force them into place.

Work improved soil in around the roots, firming with the 

fingers until there are no air pockets, then finish by firming 

with the toe of your boot and top off with a mulch.

Prepare as thoroughly for pot-grown roses. Before 

planting, water your potted rose with liquid feed added to 

the watering can and then plant carefully, retaining as

much potting soil on the roots as possible. Firm the soil  

well around the rootball, then water again with liquid feed  

and mulch.

Prepare the ground well 
before planting 
containerised or
bare-root roses

Insert hardwood 
cuttings to half their 
depth into compost

Apply a granular rose 
food around the roots 
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What’s this on  
our hawthorn?

Q
Please can you identify this clematis and tell me how I should care for it?

Rhys Long (via email)

A
I believe this clematis might be the 

species texensis or a cultivar of this 

– the shape of the flowers is certainly 

right, as is the colouring. However, there

are a great number of clematis available 

and it isn’t always possible to be certain 

of colour and size from a photograph!

Clematis texensis are wonderful 

garden plants, and although they are a 

little bit fussy about their growing 

requirements, they will reward care with 

an abundance of flowers right through 

the summer.

How do I care for my mystery clematis?

Grubs on fuchsias

Pruning a rose

A
ll 

p
h

o
to

g
ra

p
h

s
 A

la
m

y
 u

n
le

s
s
 o

th
e

rw
is

e
 c

re
d

it
e

d

Q
I’ve found some small green  

grubs on the top shoots of my 

fuchsias – what could they be?

Yvonne Eady (via email)

A
I think the leaf-curling and flower-

eating pests devouring your 

fuchsias are larvae of a species of  

tortrix moth. 

Tackle it by spraying with BugClear 

Ultra, a systemic insecticide that protects 

growth for up to three weeks.

For the moment, cut back affected 

shoots to healthy growth, and bin or burn 

infested material. Then feed twice weekly 

with a high-potash tomato fertiliser.

When moving a young rose, keep as 
many shoots as possible

Q
I have a young ‘Zephirine Drouhin’ 

rose entwined in the side trellis of  

an arch that needs to be removed. The 

only way is to prune out the rose hard, 

but will it survive?

Anne Oglesby, Matlock, Derbyshire

A
As you are dismantling the arch 

through which your rose ‘Zephirine 

Drouhin’ is closely entwined, I urge you 

to tackle the job slowly and carefully.

If the arch wood is thick and cannot be 

severed with secateurs, use loppers. It’s

vital to keep as many rose shoots as 

possible. I am hoping that you won’t  

have to shorten it too much.
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Ask John Negus John has been answering  
reader queries for 50 years

John will reply personally to all your gardening questions every week

With the right care, Clematis texensis 
will flower all summer

Tortrix moth caterpillars cause 
leaves to curlQ

Our hawthorn (self-seeded from 

a bird dropping about ten years 

ago) has developed these  ‘tufty 

growths,’ mostly on the underside of

the leaves. What are they, will they

harm the tree and is it worth spraying 

or maybe giving it a good feed?

Jennifer Spann (via email)

A
The extraordinary tentacle-like 

growths on your hawthorn leaves 

were caused by an attack of cedar 

rust, which is also called quince rust.  

It also affects members of the 

juniper and rose families.

The disease rarely endangers the 

tree and, in most instances, it has little 

or no effect upon vigor.

If it persists, and it reappears next 

year, I suggest that you tackle it with
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FungusClear Ultra. Apply it when 

flower buds are pink, and again when 

petals fall. 

Avoid using it when blooms are fully 

open as some fungicides have 

insecticidal properties that can harm 

pollinating insects.

They prefer a sunny but sheltered 

spot and need to be kept well watered at 

all times to avoid infection by powdery 

mildew, to which they are prone.

Pruning is easy as they flower on new 

wood produced in the current growing 

season so they can be cut hard back 

each year.

Cut all stems back to a pair of strong 

buds 6-12in (15-30cm) above ground 

level. This is best done in late winter or 

early spring when the buds are showing 

signs of growth.

Cedar rusk is unsightly 
but not fatal to shrubs
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Contact John Negus by email address below

Email: amateurgardening@futurenet.com

While John sometimes advocates using chemicals against pests and 
diseases as the most effective means of control, organic options are 
sometimes available and we advise readers to go with their preferences
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Q
Please would you identify this shrub found in the 

garden of our new house? Is it possible to take 

cuttings of it?

Erica Fisher (via email)

A
The shrub in question is a form of 

spindleberry (Euonymus fortunei). As its 

leaves are splashed with yellow, it could be a

variety known as ‘Emerald ’n’ Gold’.

The best time to take cuttings is the second 

week of August, when new shoots are ripening  

and turning pale brown at the base. 

All you do is tug side shoots from main stems and 

shorten the heel of bark to about a 1/4in (6mm). Additionally,

remove the shoot tip, cutting it back to just above a leaf.

Then remove lower leaves that might be buried when you insert the cutting to 

half its depth in proprietary cutting compost, in a 4in (10cm) pot. Water it in. Finish by 

enclosing the pot in an inflated plastic bag and positioning it on a sunny windowsill.

When new shoots form, indicating that roots have developed , leave the plant to 

make several inches of growth before transplanting it into a larger pot to grow on, or 

into the garden.

Can I take cuttings from this shrub?

Q
Please could you tell me the 

name of this plant?

David Newman (via email)

A
What a plant! 

It’s a form 

of persicaria 

known as P.

runcinata 

‘Purple 

Fantasy’.

Prized for its 

beautiful 

sculptural 

leaves and trailing 

habit, it’s best grown 

indoors, in a brightly lit porch or 

greenhouse or outdoors in a 

pedestal urn for summer.

Quick questions  
& answers 

Q
Is this comfrey?

J Wilson (via email)

A
The pink-flowered perennial is 

a very attractive comfrey 

(Symphytum) called 

‘Hidcote Pink’.

Enchanting 

us in mid-

spring, its 

small to 

medium-

sized leaves 

perfectly 

complement  

a wealth of 

blossom.

Dragon arum flower briefly but stinkily!

Q
Please can you identify this bizarre 

plant that has appeared in a 

friend’s garden?

Sylvia Stanton (via email)

A
The plant you have asked us to 

identify is called dragon arum or 

voodoo lily. The Latin name is 

Dracunculus vulgaris.  

This is in the same family as skunk 

cabbage (Lysichitum), Jack-in-the-pulpit

(Arisaema) and lords and ladies (Arum).  

It is a hardy tuberous perennial, but 

requires some protection in very severe 

winters while it is dormant.  

To thrive it needs full sun and well-

drained but moisture-retentive humus-

What is this unusual arrival?
rich soil that doesn’t dry out in the 

summer. Unfortunately, the flowers are

very short-lived, usually lasting seven-ten 

days. But in some ways this is a good 

thing as they are rather pungent!

To keep it healthy and strong, your 

friend’s plant will benefit from a deep 

mulch of well-rotted manure or garden 

compost in early spring as the leaves 

appear. This will help encourage vigorous

foliage that will in turn help the plant to 

flower well and bulk up and spread. 

Propagation is either by seed or by 

division of the tubers. Seeds, if set, will 

appear on the spiky part of the flower, or

the tubers can be lifted and divided while 

the plant is dormant.

Q
Could you 

please 

tell me the 

name of this 

tree?

Terry Smith 

(via email)

A
The  

shrub is 

Pittosporum 

‘Garnettii’, which is appreciated for 

bringing interest to winter. Growing

to around 15ft (5m), it can also be 

containerised in a large pot or half 

barrel in which it rarely grows to 

more than 6ft (1.8m).
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Spindle trees such as ‘Emerald 

’n’ Gold’ can be propagated 
via semi-ripe cuttings
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I just can’t get irises to grow in my garden, which is upsetting as I love 

them? I have bought several and they just don’t flower. What should I do?

Christine Mepham (via email)

Q
Is it too late for sowing hollyhock ‘Majorette’ seeds to flower this year? I’d like

to put seeds in fibre pots and grow them in a very airy conservatory, to plant

them where I want them in the autumn.

Jen Dominey (via email)

A
It’s not too late to sow ‘Marjorette’ 

hollyhock seeds, but they won’t 

flower this year.

Set them thinly and shallowly – 

around 1/2in (3mm) deep – into 4in 

(0cm) pots or seed trays of proprietary 

seed compost and water them in. It’s

better to sow them now than keep them 

and discover a reduction in viability.

Cover the containers with plastic  

bags to conserve moisture and 

germinate the seeds in a greenhouse  

Is it too late to sow hollyhocks?

or on a warm, sunny windowsill. 

When the seedlings are about in 

(3mm) high, prick them out in (5cm) 

apart into seed trays of loam-based  

John Innes potting compost No.

Grow them on in good light. When 

leaves touch, carefully remove seedlings 

and transplant them outdoors in a sunny,

free-draining spot. 

Hollyhocks favour sunshine, but may 

flourish where your mallow is sited. They 

don’t like shade.

Worried about leeks

Unknown bedding

Q
Some of my leeks have grown 

these strange spikes. Are they 

flowers and will the leeks still be edible? 

It has been very dry here.

Jerry Pritchard, Kidderminster, Worcs

A
Your leeks are bolting – developing 

flower heads before growing to full 

size and forming thick, succulent shanks. 

Sadly, the problem is due to your

plants having been checked either by 

lack of water or low temperatures. 

They won’t grow any more so I 

suggest you harvest your crop as soon 

as possible to salvage existing soft and 

palatable tissue.

40  AMATEUR GARDENING  18 JUNE 2022

Why won’t my irises flower?

Hollyhocks sown now will flower next summer

Ask John Negus John has been answering  
reader queries for 50 years

John will reply personally to all your gardening questions every week

Q
Can you tell me what this plant is 

and how it came to be in my 

garden? It became severed at its roots 

and I wonder how this happened. 

Mary Murphy (via email)

A
The plant in question is a 

snapdragon (antirrhinum). A bird 

may have ‘deposited’ a seed, which has 

grown into a splendid plant. 

It’s a perennial, so I suggest that you 

keep it. If it is not where you wish it to 

flower, transplant it in autumn to a more

suitable place, ideally in free-draining 

soil in full sun. If it enjoys the move it will 

grow again next spring.

Antirrhinums, or snapdragons, are
popular summer bedding plants

Once leeks have bolted, they will 
become tough and unpalatable
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A
I am assuming that it is a bearded 

iris variety that is not flowering. 

The usual reason is lack of adequate 

sunlight. If they are growing in even 

light shade, they are reluctant to 

perform. If you do not have an open 

sunny spot for them, encourage them 

to flower by feeding them with 

sulphate of potash. Sprinkle oz (8g) 

per sq m over the root area and water it 

in. Apply it monthly until September.

Next year, start in April.

Additionally, if your garden is acid,

work in 4oz (g) per sq m of garden 

lime, which bearded irises like, to raise 

your soil’s alkalinity.

Bearded iris need a sunny 
spot to flower well
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from the AG archives
All our yesterdays

In the final part of our series on hardy herbaceous perennials,  
we continue with a comprehensive ABC of suitable plants for your garden

Guide to hardy plants
Part five
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Lythrum (purple loosestrife)

These plants have slender 3ft (90cm) 

spikes of magenta flowers around 

midsummer. Two fine varieties are

Lythrum salicaria ‘Robert’ and L.s. ‘The 

Beacon’, the latter being deeper in 

colour. They like sunny places, but will

grow in almost any soil. They can be 

increased by division.

Monarda

Clusters of scarlet, pink, mauve or purple 

flowers appear in mid and late summer 

with aromatic leaves. They are about 3ft 

(90cm) high and spread rapidly. Two of

the best are ‘Cambridge Scarlet’ and 

‘Croftway Pink’. All will thrive in 

practically any soil and reasonably open 

position. They are increased by division.

Nepeta (catmint)

Free-flowering plants for the front of the 

border. The commonest kind is Nepeta x 

faassenii with 15in (38cm) spikes of 

lavender-blue flowers all summer.  

N. ‘Six Hills Giant’ is taller. They like well-

drained soils and sunny places. Spring is 

the best time for planting and dividing.

Oenothera (evening primrose)

Oenothera fruticosa is 2ft (60cm) high 

with bright-yellow flowers in July and 

August. The sprawling O. missouriensis 

has grey-green leaves and lemon-yellow 

flowers in late summer and early autumn. 

Both like well-drained soils and sunny 

positions. Increase by division in spring.

Paeonia (peony)

The two best herbaceous kinds are 

Paeonia officinalis, with crimson, pink or 

white flowers, usually full and double in 

late spring, and P. albiflora [P. lactiflora], 

a week or so later with a wide range of 

colours and flower forms, all fragrant. 

Both are about 3ft (90cm) high and 

like good soils and sunny places. They 

are best planted in early autumn. 

Increase by division when transplanting. 

Papaver (poppy)

The oriental poppy, Papaver orientale, 

will live for years in light soils. The  

large flowers are scarlet, pink or white, 

carried on 2/ft (76cm) stems in early 

summer. This poppy likes a sunny  

place and can be raised from seed  

sown in spring, but seedlings often vary 

in colour from their parents so selected 

varieties are increased by root cuttings 

in winter or spring.

Phlox

The herbaceous phlox carries its sweetly 

scented flowers in large heads from July 

to September. There are many varieties,

ranging from 1-4ft (30cm-1.2m) and in 

colour from white, palest pink and 

mauve to vivid scarlet, crimson and deep 

purple. All are easily grown in almost any 

soil. Plants will thrive in full sun or partial 

shade and can be planted in spring or 

autumn. Increase by division at planting 

time or root cuttings in winter or spring.

Platycodon (balloon flower) 

The flower buds look like inflated 

balloons and expand into showy bell-

shaped, light-blue or white flowers. 

Flowering season is late summer. P.

grandiflorus grows to 18in (46cm), but P.

grandiflorus ‘Mariesii’ is lower growing. 

Paeonia lactiflora ‘Sarah Bernhardt’ Papaver orientale

Nepeta ‘Six Hills Giant’ Oenothera missouriensis

Lythrum salicaria ‘Robert’ Monarda ‘Cambridge Scarlet’

Platycodon grandiflorus ‘Mariesii’Phlox paniculata ‘Miss Pepper’

Rudbeckia fulgida var. sullivantii ‘Goldsturm’ 
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In this extract from AG 16 April 1966, we look  
at more hardy herbaceous perennials

The views, information and opinions expressed during this series of extracts from past issues of AG are solely those of the individuals involved, at the time they were 

written, and are not necessarily relevant or even legal today. Please treat these pages as a look back at how things were done in the past and not necessarily how they

are done today. Names in square brackets denote modern botanical names. AG accepts no responsibility if readers follow advice given in these articles from past issues.

138 years of practical advice

The World’s Oldest Gardening Magazine1884 2022

All like sun and rich, well-drained soil. 

Increase by division in spring.

Rudbeckia 

Plants have big flowers and a central 

disc. Rudbeckia laciniata ‘Herbstsonne’ 

grows 7ft (2.1m) high with lemon-yellow

flowers, while ‘Golden Glow’ [‘Hortensia’] 

has double yellow flowers. R. fulgida var.

sullivantii ‘Goldsturm’ is 3ft (90cm) high 

with a black central disc and orange-

yellow flowers. All flower in late summer/

early autumn. They like sun and will grow 

in any soil. Increase by division.

Salvia (sage, clary)

One of the best hardy kinds is Salvia x 

superba, 3ft (90cm) high with violet-blue 

flower spikes in late summer, while

Salvia nemorosa ‘Lubeca’ is 2ft (60cm) 

high. All grow on reasonable soil in open 

places and are increased by division in 

the spring or autumn. The clary, Salvia 

sclarea, grows 4ft (1.2m) and has large 

leaves and spikes of lilac flowers in 

midsummer. S.c. var. turkestanica has 

finer flowers. These are often treated as 

biennials raised each year from seed.

Scabiosa (scabious)

Scabiosa caucasica is useful for well-

drained or chalky soils. Its blue or white 

flowers are produced from midsummer 

to autumn on 2ft (76cm) stems. It likes 

open, sunny places. Plant and increase 

by division in spring.

Tradescantia (spiderwort)

Tradescantia virginiana flowers have 

three petals, which are produced on 2ft 

(60cm) stems throughout summer. T. ‘J.C. 

Weguelin’ is violet-purple, T. ‘Osprey’ is 

white and blue and ‘Rubra’ is rosy-red. 

All can be grown in almost any soil and 

place, and can be increased by division. 

Trollius (globeflower]

The lemon-yellow flowers of T.

europaeus appear in May on 2ft (60cm) 

stems. T. ledebourii [T. chinensis] flowers 

in June and has more open orange-

yellow flowers on 2ft (76cm) stems. All 

like rich, moist soils in sun or partial 

shade. Increase by division.

Verbascum (mullein)

Some verbascums, such as V. thapsus 

and V. bombyciferum, have silvery hairs 

on leaves and stems plus yellow flowers. 

V. phoeniceum has 2ft (60cm) spikes of 

purple flowers in early summer. Good

varieties of medium height, all early 

summer flowering, are ‘Cotswold 

Beauty’ (amber), ‘Pink Domino’ (mauve-

pink) and ‘Gainsborough’ (yellow). All like

well-drained soils and warm sunny 

places. Increase by division in spring. 

Verbena

Verbena rigida produces 1ft (30cm) 

spikes of purple flowers in late summer,

and V. bonariensis, which can reach 6ft 

(2m), with clusters of purple flowers in 

late summer and early autumn. Both like 

well-drained soil and warm, sunny 

places. Increase by division in spring. 

Veronica

All herbaceous veronicas have narrow 

spikes of flowers. Veronica longifolia var.

subsessilis is 18in (46cm) high, with 

violet-purple flowers in late summer.  

V. incana [V. spicata subsp. incana] has 

grey leaves and purple flower spikes 1ft 

(30cm) high. V. spicata is 18in (46cm) 

high and has blue, purple or pink 

flowers. The tallest is V. virginica 

[Veronicastrum virginicum ‘Album’], at 6ft 

(1.8m) with nearly white flowers. All grow 

in any reasonable soil and can be 

increased by division.

Vernonia

One species worth growing for its sturdy 

habit and late colour is Vernonia crinita 

[V. arkansana]. It has strong 6ft (1.8m) 

stems bearing fine sprays of purple 

flowers in October and November. It will

grow in reasonably good soil and an 

open position. Increase by division.

Verbascum ‘Gainsborough’ Verbena rigida

Tradescantia ‘Osprey’ Trollius europaeus

Salvia nemorosa ‘Lubeca’ Scabiosa caucasica

Vernonia arkansanaVeronica spicata
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A MEMBER of the daisy family, coltsfoot 

is so-called because of the supposed 

likeness of its leaf shape to the foot of a 

colt (can’t see it myself)! Anyway, I much

prefer to call it by its lyrical Latin name of 

Tussilago farfara. It’s a hardy, perennial

herb, with flowers like a dandelion. It is, 

to all intents and purposes, a weed. 

Except it’s a useful weed. You can eat

the fresh leaves in salads, and the 

flowers can be made into wine. 

Historically, it was used in medicine: all

parts of the plant contain mucilage, 

which is good for coughs and bronchitis. 

The name tussilago comes from the 

Latin tussis, meaning 

cough, and ago, 

meaning to 

cast out! In 

Ancient 

Greece, it 

was known 

as bechion, 

which was 

the same 

word as ‘cough’.

5 lesser-known herbs  
with household uses

Chinese mustard (Brassica juncea ‘Red 
Giant’): clean cooking pots with bruised 
seeds and water

Coltsfoot by name!

We explore some of the less well known herbs

This 

week 

it’s:

AS gardeners we are familiar with the 

more common herbs – the mints, 

sages, rosemaries (or should it be 

rosmarys?), lavenders, thymes, and so 

on. But what about, what I call, the 

lesser herbs?

There are valuable culinary and 

household herbs that rarely get a 

mention. I’m thinking of such 

luminaries as alecost, tansy, coltsfoot,

sweet cicely, winter purslane, skullcap 

(no, it’s not a fungus, although it sounds 

like one) and many more. Let’s take a 

look at some of these plants, and how 

we can make better use of them in our 

gardens – and in our lives!

Apparently (and I cannot confirm this), 

there are 32 references to herbs in the 

Old Testament of the Bible, but just five 

references in the New Testament.

Sweet woodruff (Galium odoratum): put
dried leaves under carpets to deter moths

Horseradish (Armoracia 
rusticana): boil leaves for 

a deep-yellow dye

Meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria): 
use the flowers to scent linen
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YOU may have come across plants from 

the tanacetum genus. There are about 

160 kinds, and they are all flowering 

plants distantly related to daisies. They 

have the general common name of 

tansy, and within their range are some

wonderful herbs with some wonderful 

properties. Here are just three of them: 

 Tanacetum vulgare – the common or 

garden tansy has a long history of use.  

At different times it has been used to 

treat fevers, sores, measles, digestive 

problems, rheumatism, intestinal worms 

and flatulence. It also has insect-

repelling qualities, and in north-east 

America it was commonly laid in coffins 

Fancy a tansy or three?

Pyrethrum (Tanacetum cinerariifolium): 
sprinkle dried, powdered flowers to 
deter flies, ants and mosquitoes

Coltsfoot (Tussilago
farfara)

The lesser herbs 

Winter purslane (Claytonia perfoliata), 
also known as miner’s lettuce

Gardening’s king of trivia and brain-teasers, Graham Clarke
A Gardener’s Miscellany

to preserve one’s remains: this has given 

the plant another association – that of 

being morbidly connected to death.

 T. balsamita – this is known by several 

common names, including costmary,

alecost, mint geranium (despite being 

unrelated to the mint or geranium 

families), balsam herb and bible leaf. It

has traditionally been used to treat  

‘women’s problems’ and, as 17th century 

herbalist Nicholas Culpepper wrote: it 

‘provokes urine abundantly’!

 T. parthenium – better known as 

feverfew, this is a pretty perennial daisy,

frequently grown as an ornamental plant. 

In traditional medicine, it has been used 

to treat headaches, with thousands of 

sufferers swearing by its effectiveness 

– despite there being no actual scientific 

evidence that it works.

Tanacetum parthenium or feverfew
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SKULLCAP (Scutellaria 

galericulata) is a 

hardy perennial, 

related to lavender,

rosemary and sage. 

It reaches to 2ft 

(60cm) high and has 

branching stems that 

carry small, blue flowers 

in summer. There are several reasons

not to grow it: it has little ornamental 

value (so is best confined to the herb 

garden), and it has neither culinary,

household nor cosmetic uses.

However, medicinally, all parts of the

plant are useful, but it’s the leaves and 

flowers that are harvested mostly. Dry

them, grind them into a powder, and

make into tea. Many people use it to 

treat anxiety, nervousness, hysteria,

depression, insomnia and headaches.

Historical gardening event of  
the week: 14 June (every year)

BLOOD has a 

connection to 

certain plants – as 

well as to 14 June 

every year! 

Let’s start with 

the word ‘sanguine’, 

used to describe a 

person who is positive 

and confident. It comes from the Latin 

sanguineus, meaning ‘of blood’.

Sanguine can still refer to a deep-red 

colour. The following plants are all

linked to blood:

 Wood dock (Rumex sanguineus), 

green leaves and veins of blood-red.

 Euonymus sanguineus, red fruits.

 Ribes sanguineum, deep-red 

flower buds.

 The bloody cranesbill (Geranium 

sanguineum), magenta-pink flowers.

 Salad burnet (Sanguisorba minor), 

used to control bleeding.

So, what about the date of 14 

June? Well, this is World Blood Donor 

Day, every year – a thank you to all 

those who have given blood.

 According to the four ‘humours’ of 

Hippocrates and Aristotle, a 

predominance of blood in the body 

was thought to lead to a cheery 

disposition and florid complexion… 

although the latter might be ‘grog-

blossom’ (a 19th century term for a 

red face caused by too much booze)!
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This week’s keyword is ..........................................................................................

Name ........................................................................................................................

Address ....................................................................................................................

...................................................................................................................................
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Email.........................................................................................................................
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Future plc, publisher of Amateur Gardening, will collect your personal information  
solely to process your competition entry.

HOW TO ENTER: Enter this week’s keyword on the entry form, and 

send it to AG Word Search No 625, Amateur Gardening, Future 

Publishing Limited, Unit 415, Winnersh Triangle, Eskdale Road, 

Winnersh, RG41 5TP, to arrive by Wednesday 29 June 2022. The 

first correct entry chosen at random will win our £30 cash prize.

No:
625Word search

This word search comprises 

words associated with herbs. 

They are listed below, and  

in the grid they may be read 

across, backwards, up, down  

or diagonally. Letters may  

be shared between words. 

Erroneous or duplicate words 

may appear in the grid, but 

there is only one correct 

solution. After the listed words 

are found there are five letters 

remaining; arrange these to 

make this week’s KEYWORD.

LESSER

HERBS

SWEET

CICELY

COLTSFOOT

DILL

PURSLANE

PYRETHRUM

SALADS

SEEDS

SOUP

STEVIA

TANACETUM

TANSY

TASTE

TONIC

WORMWOOD

ZEST

Beneficial skullcaps 
JUST

FOR 

FUN

Answers: ROUGH (trough) =wig (twig), ruffle (truffle), hatch (thatch) (if you add a ‘T’ at the start, all change to a word 
connected to gardening); WYCH =white, Japanese, cedar (all different types of elm tree);BIBLE LEAF = Balsam herb, 
Costmary, Alecost (all alternative common names for Tanacetum balsamita).

AG’s Garden Wall 

It’s time for our just-for-fun puzzle – AG’s 

Garden Wall. This wall comprises 12 bricks in 

three courses. Each brick has a different word, 

or phrase on it. The first brick in each course, 

with BLOCK capitals, is cemented in place and 

cannot be moved. Just rearrange all the other 

bricks, so that the four words in each course of 

bricks are linked. There are three different 

connections to look for, one for each course. 

You may find that some words have more 

than one connection to other courses, but 

there is just one correct answer. You’ll either

find this puzzle fiendishly difficult, or 

incredibly easy! Answers below.

Hint: In one of the courses, the bricks are all 

alternative common names for Tanacetum 

balsamita!

ROUGH Balsam herb White Costmary

WYCH Wig Alecost Ruffle

BIBLE LEAF Japanese Hatch Cedar
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ROUGH 

WYCH 

BIBLE LEAF 

WIN 

£30

A Gardener’s Miscellany
Gardening’s king of trivia and brain-teasers, Graham Clarke

Scutellaria 
galericulata

Wood dock (Rumex
sanguineus)
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Crossword
...just for fun!

ACROSS
1 The subjects of this  
week’s Miscellany are  
the lesser _____ (5)

3 Fruits of the blackthorn 
(Prunus spinosa) (5)

7 Small genus of highly 
aromatic perennials, including 
____ athamanticum (also 
known as spignel) (4)

8 The shrubby veronica 
genus (4)

9 Laurus nobilis, the 5 down 
___, used in cooking! (3)

11 The horseradish genus (9)

14 Consume, as in the 
hemerocallis cultivar ‘___ Our 
Wake Pintaheads’ (3)

16 and 17 across Succulent 
plant used in many 
beverages, skin lotions, 
cosmetics, and in gels to 
soothe minor burns (4,4)

17 See 16 across 

18 Sanguisorba minor is 
known as _____ burnet! (5)

19 Fungal diseases affecting 
many plants, usually 
manifesting in orange spots or 
rings on stems and leaves (5) 

DOWN
1 Natural organic compounds  
in the soil, formed from the 
decomposition of plant and 
animal residues (5)

2 Creamy dessert, with rheum 
instead of gooseberries! (7,4)

4 Enables an otherwise tender 
plant to survive from the start of 
the coldest period of the year,
at least until growth resumes 
again in spring (11)

5 Stevia rebaudiana has leaves 
that are intensely _____ (5)

6 The sweetcorn genus (3)

9 Large naturally occurring 
community of flora and fauna, 
as in the ‘Rainforest’ and 
‘Mediterranean’ structures at 
the Eden Project in Cornwall (5)

10 Type of single-celled fungus, 
often grown into a froth, and 
used in medicine, baking and 
brewing beer (5)

12 Full of broad kidneys and 
butter, perhaps! (5)

13 Alloy of copper and zinc, 
found in the cabbage genus! (5)

15 Meaning ‘cast out’ in Latin, 
used a long time since, as in 
coltsfoot! (3)

1 2 3 4 5

6

7 8

10

11

12

9

13

14 15

16 17

18 19

KEYWORD TO WORD SEARCH 620 (14 May):
EUPHORBOS

AND THE WINNER IS: CRYSTA PICKERSGILL, DORCHESTER, 

DORSET

ANSWERS TO ABOVE CROSSWORD

ACROSS 1 Herbs 3 Sloes 7 Meum 8 Hebe 9 Bay 11 Armoracia 14 Eat  

16 Aloe 17 Vera 18 Salad 19 Rusts

DOWN  1 Humus 2 Rhubarb fool 4 Overwinters 5 Sweet 6 Zea 9 Biome  

10 Yeast 12 Beans 13 Brass 15 Ago

THE herb sweet Cicely is 

just like the bedding plant 

sweet William – in that no 

one knows who the Cicely 

and William were, 

respectively! What we do 

know is that sweet Cicely 

(Myrrhis odorata) has fresh, 

light green, ferny foliage 

that, in spring, is 

accompanied by small 

clusters of white flowers. 

Its leaves are some of 

the earliest to thrust 

upwards through the bare 

soil in early spring. It is 

related to herb royalty,

including caraway, chervil,

coriander, dill and yarrow,

and grows to just 36in 

(90cm) or so after two or 

three years. 

Apart from being pretty,

you can chop the leaves for 

stews and soups; or cook 

with gooseberries, currants 

and rhubarb to reduce 

Sweet (unknown) Cicely! 

 The herb Stevia rebaudiana, native to Brazil and 

Paraguay, is often grown for its sweet leaves. Herb guru 

Jekka McVicar first introduced it to me more than a 

decade ago – she was growing it at her herb farm  

near Bristol. The leaves are far sweeter than normal 

granulated sugar, and both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo  

now regularly use stevia as an alternative to artificial 

sweeteners in their drinks.

 Winter purslane (Claytonia perfoliata) is a succulent-

like plant that makes a good addition to winter and early 

spring salads. It is also known as miner’s lettuce, in 

reference to the miners who used it during the California 

Gold Rush of the 1840s-50s, to protect them from scurvy.

Wow! I didn’t know that... 

Stevia rebaudiana

acidity; add the unripe 

seeds to fruit salads, apple 

pie and ice cream to give a 

nutty flavour; and its roots 

can be cooked or added to 

salads. The leaves can be 

used as a ‘sweetener’,

especially for diabetics, 

while the crushed seed can 

be used as furniture polish! 

Despite also having the 

common name myrrh, this 

plant is not the same plant 

as the Biblical myrrh.

Sweet Cicely
(Myrrhis odorata)
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Steve and Val Bradley explain how avoid repotting to ever-larger containers

Root pruning container plants

A
la

m
y

R
OOT pruning trees and shrubs 

growing in containers is used 

to reduce the need to keep 

transferring these plants to 

ever-larger pots, which would eventually 

lead to the container being so big it 

would become unmanageable.

Where a plant is intended to remain in 

a container for a long time, the usual 

recommendation is to remove the top 

2-3in (5-7cm) of old compost each spring 

and replace it with fresh bought compost 

containing a controlled-release fertiliser.

This should provide sufficient nutrition 

for the current growing season. This is 

an alternative to constantly moving the 

plant into a larger container.

Roots close to the surface

Removing the old layer of compost does 

have advantages, including the removal 

of weeds and weed seeds, along with 

the eggs and grubs of the dreaded vine 

weevil. Also, because there needs to be 

a balance of the plant hormones found in 

both the roots and top growth of a plant, 

this minor form of root pruning can be 

used to check the vigour of a plant and, 

in some cases, to encourage better 

flower and fruit production.

The problem occurs when the roots 

are on, or close to, the surface of the 

compost, making it very difficult to 

remove this spent layer of old compost. 

Another, more invasive version of root

pruning involves removing a chunk of 

the rootball every three years. Providing 

the pruning is not too severe, this is a 

method that can be used to keep the 

plant in the same-sized container for 

many years. Plants tend to recover more 

quickly from light, but regular root 

pruning rather than less frequent, but 

harder pruning.

After the hard pruning, the practice of 

top replacement of compost can be 

done in subsequent years, especially if 

Large plants like this mahonia may need 
root pruning to avoid having to place 
them in a larger container

the plant is positioned slightly lower in 

the container after the roots have been 

pruned. The best time to do this is in 

either autumn or spring. Evergreen 

plants respond better in the spring, just 

before their main surge of growth for the 

coming season begins.

Horizontal and vertical pruning

The rootball can be pruned by trimming 

either horizontally or vertically.

Horizontal pruning involves removing 

the lower section of the rootball before 

repotting the plant into the same 

container, with fresh compost placed  

in the base.

Vertical root pruning involves either 

shaving away a thin layer of roots and 

compost from the whole outer surface  

of the rootball, or removing a wedge  

of compost and root from the rootball 

and filling these spaces with fresh 

compost (this is sometimes referred to 

as segmenting). 

Bear in mind that the exposed cuts on 

the roots will be vulnerable to disease 

until they heal, so only use fresh, bagged 

compost (not garden compost) and 

water regularly to help the plant recover.

A foliar feed containing seaweed extract 

will assist the plant’s recovery.

New series on advanced gardening techniques with Steve and Val Bradley

Advanced gardening You can listen to 
Steve on alternate 

Sundays 10am-2pm 
on BBC Radio Kent’s 
Sunday Gardening 

(BBC Local)
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When the roots are close to the surface,
it is difficult to remove the top layer of
spent compost so more invasive root
pruning may be needed
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1 Remove the plant from the container and use a 
sharp knife or a saw to cut across the bottom of 

the rootball, cutting through the roots and compost 
to remove up to 15% of the rootball (from the base).

2Add fresh compost into the 
bottom of the container 

before replacing the plant and 
firming it into position. 

1 Remove the plant from the container 
and use a sharp knife or a saw to cut 

in a downwards direction, shaving away 
a thin layer (about 5-10%) of the outer 
roots and compost from the rootball. 

1Alternatively, take the plant 
out of the container and cut 

out a narrow wedge of root 
and compost, removing it from 
the rootball. Only cut into the 
outer one-third of the rootball. 

2Return the plant to its 
container and add fresh 

compost into the spaces 
where the wedges were 
removed, firming gently to 
remove any air pockets.

Step-by-step: two methods of root pruning

Steve Bradley MA MHort (RHS) has written (or co-written) over 40 gardening books, including Propagation Basics,  
The Pruner’s Bible, The Ground Force Workbook and What’s Wrong With My Plant? He is resident expert on BBC Radio 
Kent, Sussex and Surrey. and he has built medal-winning gardens at both Chelsea and Hampton Court Palace.

nHorizontal root pruning

n Two vertical root pruning methods

2Return the plant to its container and add fresh compost 
into the space between the rootball and side of the 

container, firming gently to remove any air pockets.
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Q Having read that jostaberries will 

grow in the shade, I planted a bush 

in a north-facing position about seven 

years ago. How can I persuade it to set  

a better crop of fruit?

Angela Hawkins,  

Stroud, Gloucestershire

A The thornless jostaberry (correctly 

pronounced ‘yostaberry’) is a hybrid 

created between blackcurrant and 

gooseberry. I was also attracted by the

promise of picking sweet berries from 

disease/thorn-free bushes. 

Several years down the line we have 

a large, vigorous shrub whose fruit are 

less plentiful than that of a gooseberry  

or blackcurrant. Although sweet enough 

to eat raw, the berries seem to lack the 

distinct flavour of either parent. On the 

plus side, the plant is healthy, sets fruit 

well on its own (with insect pollination), is 

vigorous and responds well to pruning. 

Like its parents, the jostaberry will 

flower and set fruit in shady spots, but  

as with most fruits, berries are better  

and sweeter when they ripen with some 

direct sun on them. Plants burst early 

into leaf, and if they are sited in cold, 

exposed positions they may need frost 

protection. Small flowers set into fruits 

midway in size between blackcurrants 

and gooseberries. Birds love them, and 

failure to cover and protect the crop will 

mean our feathered friends will take the 

biggest, ripest fruit, leaving the gardener 

to pick unripe ones with less flavour.  

So maybe your meagre crop can be 

blamed on the birds?

Jostaberries flower and fruit mainly 

on stems in their second year. Prune

during winter by thinning out a few older 

branches and reducing the length of 

those grown too long. Leave behind 

plenty of younger stems to fruit the 

following summer and avoid continuous 

heavy pruning. A sunny position and 

high-potash fertiliser applied in spring 

will help ripen wood, encouraging 

flowering and fruiting. Mulch over the 

roots with well-rotted garden compost 

while soil is moist. 

To be honest, I would probably 

choose blackcurrants or gooseberries 

over the jostaberry, but it is fun to grow

and great for wildlife. 
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More berry bushes to try
I’VE enjoyed mildew-resistant gooseberries ‘Rokula’ 

(red) and ‘Invicta’ (green), both delicious raw when 

allowed to ripen fully. I’d like to try newer red-fruited

‘Martlet’ for large, sweet berries. 

Both ‘Ben Sarek’ and ‘Ben Connan’ blackcurrants 

cropped well for me, but for berries to eat straight from  

the bush, sweet ‘Ebony’ is a good choice.

Get better jostaberries

1 Jostaberries respond well to 

pruning. An older stem was cut 

back hard and new growth has burst 

forth. This will bear flowers and fruit  

in its second year.

Step  
by step

How to 
improve 
fruiting

The jostaberry (a hybrid 
of blackcurrant and 

gooseberry) will fruit on 
stems in its second year
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Healthy fruiting 
‘Rokula’ gooseberry
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Anne Swithinbank’s masterclass on: jostaberries
Ask Anne! 

A good crop of jostaberries 
has set and we look forward 
to eating them raw or turning 
them into fools, pies and 
jams. Blackbirds are allowed 
to finish the crop

If your plant gets no sun or is in a
windy site, take semi-hardwood
cuttings in summer or hardwood

cuttings in winter and try a new spot

4 The crop of berries is unlikely  

to be as generous as those of 

gooseberry and blackcurrant but they 

are sweet enough to eat raw and 

easy to pick from thornless stems.

2 New growth has ripened and  

in its second year, produced  

a number of flowers. These attract 

many pollinating insects and one 

plant sets a good crop on its own.

3Growing jostaberries inside fruit 

cages, fixing a cage of netting 

over the plant or encasing some 

branches in mesh keeps birds off 

and enables fruits to swell and ripen.

 



 



 



WHAT an excellent letter in the (AG, 16 

April), from Sir Brian Donohoe, Retired 

MP. I totally agree with everything he

says about using peat. I’ve been 

asked to grow flower seeds for a 

friend who is on holiday in Australia. 

She gave me her seeds and a bag 

of peat free compost. I had not used 

any peat free before, what a dreadful 

result. Luckily I had enough seed to 

re-sow the plants in my own peat-

based compost.  

All my friend’s seedlings are 

New perspective 
on peat debate
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The reader’s poetry section 
is so popular, why not give it
a go? Here’s a lovely poem 
from Peter Twitchett, about 

his garden clock...

WIN 
£20

Peter Twitchett

A Garden Puzzle
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Write to us: Letters, Amateur Gardening magazine, Future Publishing Limited, Unit 415, Winnersh Triangle, Eskdale Road, 
Winnersh, RG41 5TP (please include your address). Email us: amateurgardening@futurenet.com

Letters to Wendy

I’m really very proud of my clock upon 
the wall,

Though it isn’t in the dining room,

Not even in the hall.

No, I’ve hung it in the garden, it’s there 
it’s going to be

So I can tell the time when I’m 
gardening you see.

Oh, it is a proper garden clock that’s 
meant to go outside,

And there it hangs and quietly ticks

Filling me with pride.

But there is a snag that happens to 
interrupt this rhyme.

I’m afraid my lovely garden clock just 
doesn’t tell the time!

For instance, when it’s five past nine 
my clock says ten to ten.

Again, when it should say ten to ten it 
says five past nine again!

Every time, (well almost), I set the 
hands in place,

And step back with a happy smile 
upon my face.

But no sooner has my back been 
turned then off it goes again!

Telling some ridiculous time – does it 
lose or does it gain?

I’ve puzzled over the cause of this. I’ve 
tightened up the hands.

Put it firmly in it’s place; but I still don’t
understand!

Until, one day I solved it, the puzzle no 
longer stands.

There came a little bluetit and 
perched upon the hands!

It then explored for juicy bugs 
between the clock and wall

Then perching on the hands flew off 
– it wasn’t the clock at all!

So the mystery has been solved,

The culprit is revealed!

The clock is not to blame. 

It’s fate has not been sealed.

And so the bluetit visits almost every 
other day.

I guess I’ll just put up with it – that’s all 
that I can say!

I   
RECENTLY cancelled my subscription to BBC 

Gardeners’ World magazine because of the 

increasing number of features on the 

environment in line with the BBC’s mantra.   

It was refreshing to read Bunny Guinness’ article 

on dropping peat (AG, 30 April), it put the 

horticultural use of peat into perspective. I’m so 

pleased to have found your excellent magazine 

with so many practical tips. I’m looking forward to 

the next issue.

Rachel Reynolds, Worcester

Wendy says Thank you Rachel. As Bunny said, 

peat extraction for horticultural use is small. Peat 

has traditionally been harvested for domestic 

heating or used in power stations, this is coming 

to an end. Peat is also used in whisky production

A good deed 
gone wrong

growing away into healthy young plants, 

so by the time she returns home she will 

be a very happy lady.

Barbara Lawrence, Chalgrove, Oxon

Star
letter

Barbara says, “I will keep using 
peat for as long as possible”

THE free packet of echium seeds with my copy of 

AG, 14 May, has brought back happy memories.

I used to see them flowering in large quantities on 

a patch of waste ground when I walked to my 

father’s allotment. 

Local people living in large houses with large 

gardens used the ground behind the houses as a 

local tip for prunings and weeds. The soil was very 

poor and yet the lovely blue flowering echiums 

thrived on neglect. These plants are easy to grow 

without damage from slugs, snails or aphids. 

Thank you for the memories  

Rhoda Pippen, Cardiff 

Wendy says Lovely, Rhoda. My local National Trust garden created several

pollinator-friendly beds last year and used Echium vulgare as edging to good effect. 

The bees were very happy! Plants usefully self-seed if not deadheaded

Happy memories...

Echium ‘Blue Bedder, an 
annual that self-seeds
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I LOVE my 

clump of 

honesty, it

grows next 

to several 

trees and 

various 

positions in 

my garden. 

They came 

from a packet of 

seeds free from AG, thank you.    

I make good use of all the seeds,  

and have a vase of the dried silver  

pods in my hall.

Pat Coomer, 

Hornchurch, Essex
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House leeks in the can

Phillip’s lovely display…

Photo  
of the 
week
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Lovely lunaria

THIS miniature watering can was ideal for planting with sempervivums in a small 

terracotta pot. Hopefully there are no (house) leeks in this can!

Phillip Mills, Derby

Wendy says Thank you Phillip, what a charming container feature.  

It demonstrates that you can really have fun displaying these succulents

Honesty pops up 
every year

I ATTACH 

my seed 

packets to 

my wall 

calendar 

to remind 

me what 

month to 

sow them. 

It’s a 

simple 

idea but it works . . .

Mrs L Smith, Rossendale, Lancs

Reader’s 
Tip

I ENJOY reading AG but I have to 

disagree about  slugs not eating 

astrantias (14 May). One night I counted 

20 plus slugs demolishing my plants.

Brenda Bellwood

Wendy says Letham Plants say damage 

can happen to younger plants – grow 

them on in pots to get them established 

Slug problem

Astrantias are usually slug resistant
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K
NOCK on my Aunty Frankie’s 

door, morning, noon or night,

and she’d put a meal in front  

of you faster than you could 

say, “But I’ve just eaten.”

I’ve been thinking about Aunty 

Frankie’s ability to find space at her table 

(and demand you find it, too) as I’ve been 

planting clematis – a group of climbers 

that there’s always room for, even in 

gardens with full-to-bursting borders. 

One of the easiest to squeeze in is  

the alpina variety ‘Pamela Jackman’. In  

my garden, it keeps an old crab apple 

company, scrambling up the trunk and into

the branches where it grows out of sight 

until bell-shaped blue flowers cascade  

out from the twiggy canopy each spring.  

It’s as easy-going as the crab apple;  

the only pruning required is occasionally 

snipping back any wayward stems that 

dangle across the path, and as well  

as the flowers, fluffy seed heads follow  

in the autumn. 

“There’s always 
room for a 
clematis” 

Viticella varieties are another group  

of companionable clematis useful for 

weaving among low-growing shrubs or 

climbing up into trees. Unlike the alpinas, 

they require pruning, but this isn’t 

complicated – all you do is chop the  

stems back each winter to a strong pair  

of buds 6in (15cm) or so from the base.

This severe haircut also has 

advantages. With no permanent 

framework, they aren’t in the way of  

any vines they might share a pergola  

with, fences that might need painting,  

or fruit trees like espalier pears and fan-

trained apples when they are given  

their winter prune. Because they are  

cut back hard, their flowering is delayed 

until high summer/autumn – when they 

add a much-needed splash of colour.  

And thanks to their rambling nature, the 

blooms often appear in unusual places.  

My viticella hybrid is a particularly 

vigorous form called ‘Polish Spirit’. In a 

single year, the stems reach 13ft (4m)-plus,

which is just the right height to reach up 

into the crown of my olive tree, where the 

purple propeller-shaped blooms float  

amongst the silver foliage. 

As it was around my Aunty Frankie’s 

kitchen table, so it is with clematis:  

there’s always room for a little one. 

CLEMATIS roots like to be down where there’s moisture, 

so dig your hole at least 6in (15cm) deeper than the 

plant’s container and fork in lots of well-rotted 

compost or leafmould at the base. Pile in more as 

you backfill, aiming to bury the base of the stems 

under at least a hand’s width of earth. Water in well, 

and repeat regularly through the first summer.

To ensure water gets to the roots, bury a long, 

thin plastic pot or water bottle with the base cut off 

next to your new plant. When filled from the hose or  

a can, it funnels H2O down to where it’s needed most.
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Climbing companions 
Toby delights at the companionable nature of his clematis 
and how they find their place even in the busiest borders
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How to plant your clematis

C. viticella ‘Étoile
Violette’ growing up
and around Robinia

pseudoacacia ‘Frisia’

One of the easiest to 
squeeze in is alpina variety 
‘Pamela Jackman’, and in 

my garden it accompanies 
an old crab apple

Toby’s trivia
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2Clematis love mulch as it holds 

moisture and keeps roots cool. 

You could also try banana skins that 

are packed with potassium. Place 

at the base of your clematis, and as 

they rot down they’ll feed the roots.

Companionable clematis
such as C. viticella ‘Polish 
Spirit’ make themselves at 
home by weaving among 
the shrubs and trees

Plant in a hole 6in
(15cm) deep and add
well-rotted compost

1 To protect wiry clematis stems 

from accidental damage (like 

being trodden on), place easy-to-see 

pebbles or a pile of terracotta crocks 

around their base after planting. 
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