Start Gardening Series
1 The Year Round Garden
The litmus test of a good, year-round garden
is when you can go outside in any season
and pick something decorative or edible,
or preferably both. If you plant for all year
round pleasure, then you should expect
to find something exciting happening,
whatever the season.

Bone Structure
In thinking of a year-round garden, you’ve got to think
strategically, in terms of permanent planting areas and of
planting succession. There will be the permanent structural
plants that give bulk and presence, the trees, shrubs and
hedges. Along with the hard landscaping—the paths,walls,
gates, arches, pergolas, arbours, raised beds—these form
what is known as the bone structure of a garden.

Transients
Then there are the transient things; the bulbs,
herbaceous perennials, annuals, biennials and
vegetables, which come and go with the seasons. It is
these that put flesh on the bone structure and it is how
you plan and plant for these that makes the difference
between a garden that’s good only at obvious peak
times or one that is planted for continuity, where there
is always something good to please the eye and soothe
the senses.

Stars
With a little experience, you will soon learn which
plants are the truly great performers and which are
good in a supporting role. Among the biggest stars are
the hellebores and the spurges (varieties of Euphorbia),
because they contribute to the garden all year, when
not in flower, they are in leaf.
It should always be remembered that foliage is just
as important as flowers in building up a lush garden

picture. Other star plants are tall purple alliums,
astrantia, tall campanula, red crocosmia, delphinium,
foxgloves, Californian poppies, geraniums, day lilies,
hostas, Madonna lilies, giant catmint, red dahlias,
peonies, asters and the white Japanese anemone and
some of the ornamental grasses. It is what you plant as
companions, to weave in and around these and other
major stars, that makes a garden really good.

Mixed Planting
A good garden should always be planted in layers or
mixed planting groups, which means different things
growing in more or less the same piece of ground, so
that as one group dies down another emerge to take
its place. Bulbs can be planted in the same area as
early perennials, such as hellebores, hardy geraniums,
peonies and dicentra, which soon rise up again and
disguise the bulbs’ dying foliage. Some herbaceous
perennials, though not all, in turn die off or need
cutting back (never peonies, but always let their
beautiful foliage die down naturally) by mid-summer,
leaving the field clear for later subjects, such as annual
flowers, salad things or later summer and autumnflowering bulbs and perennials.

Returning Nutrients to the Soil
Planting for continuity demands a lot from the soil,
which quickly becomes depleted if not fed at least
once a year (twice a year, spring and autumn, when
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the ground is damp is even better) with a mulch of
good garden compost, rotted manure, leaf-mould or
any other bulky, organic matter you can lay hands
on. When plants have finished flowering, a reward
of a scattering of dried seaweed around them is also
immensely beneficial.

Bulbs
A good rule of thumb when planting bulbs is to put
them in at 2.5 times their own length, at least. Tulips,
in particular, like to go in even deeper and can survive
much longer in the ground that way.
Some bulbs, such as daffodils, snowdrops and tulips,
can work their way very far down into the soil and thrive
there. Others, such as the autumn flowering nerines,
work their way up to the surface, where they need a
good baking from the sun to set them flowering.

Hardy Herbaceous Perennials
Be generous with the compost when planting hardy
perennials. Being most generous plants, they will
reward you handsomely for years to come. Dig a hole
twice the width of the plant, set it at the same level
as it was in the pot, water in well, backfill with the
excavated soil mixed with compost or other bulky
organic matter and perhaps a little dry seaweed if the
soil is poor.
Firm it in with your feet and stand back and watch
it grow. Always draw a map or plan of where you’ve
planted things, so that you won’t dig them up by
mistake or plant something inappropriate on top of
them. Discreet labelling is also very helpful in locating
things that have died back. Always read plant labels
properly when buying and ask all about the plants.
Hardy plants grown in Ireland are your best bet and
the range and quality, for all-year round planting, is as
good as it gets.

Visiting gardens
Look in reference books to learn more about plants you
desire, to see if they’ll suit your conditions. It’s always
a good plan to visit other gardens for stimulation and
ideas, but many that open to the public do so only in
the high season. To learn what nature is capable of
producing all year round, it is well worth visiting our
National Botanic Gardens in Glasnevin, Dublin and
other gardens that open all year, as well as scouting
around good garden shops and centres.
As your skill grows, it will also become second nature
to be outdoors whenever you can. You’ll soon find
yourself so engrossed, busy and warm as toast that you
won’t even realise it’s winter.
And before you can say “snowdrops”, it will be spring
again and you’ll have stayed in touch with your garden,
never losing the thread that binds it and you together,
despite hail, rain, wind and snow.
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Good gardening!

