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INTRODUCTION

CHANGING CLIMATE ACROSS THE GLOBE

Gardening is a great skill and it’s so much more than simple physical activity, for gardeners follow a yearly rhythm that’s dictated by the seasons and that’s true across the whole planet.

As a result, experienced gardeners, wherever they are, sense when to plant or sow and they develop an empathy with the natural world. They are in tune with plants, animals and climate, more so than almost any other group of people. However, climate change is putting a spanner in the works. Many of the plants we used to rely upon no longer perform for us due to the erratic mixture of heavy rainfall and periods of drought. This book is all about the toughies: the resilient ones that continue to please.
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Clematis ‘Purpurea Plena Elegans’.



MY OWN PATCH IN THE COTSWOLDS

We’re all in the same boat. We’re all wrestling with man-made climate change, because the world is warming up degree by degree. This is producing erratic weather conditions all around the globe and the seasonal weather patterns that we used to rely on have largely disappeared. Your winter may well be getting warmer and wetter, and that means that plants don’t bother to produce their own form of anti-freeze. When they experience a sudden cold weather event, they are not prepared for it. We’re all losing more plants than we did in the past and common ‘cold-shock’ casualties include penstemons, salvias, echinaceas and many silver-leafed plants.

Perpetually damp soil, lashed by heavy winter rain, spells sudden death for many smaller bulbs, especially dwarf narcissi. ‘Cedric Morris’, which used to be a midwinter marvel in my own garden in the Cotswolds, has become harder to keep. It’s dwindled away to almost nothing. Many a plant fails to get a long-enough cool period of dormancy. Echinaceas struggle for me, because they hate stop-start winters. Others hate having wet roots. Even those that shrug off wet conditions can grow poorly, because nutrients continually get leached out of the soil.

Our springs are often drier than they used to be, with clearer skies. This means that days are warmer and sunnier, but clear nighttime skies see temperatures dip and this can lead to a 20°C (70°F) gap between day and night. This inhibits germination, because lower nighttime temperatures are too cold. Plants and seeds need nighttime temperatures of 10°C (50°F) upwards before they whoosh into growth. They hate extremes. They also need moist conditions when spring arrives, not dry soil. Gardeners, growers and farmers across the world are finding that the spring growth spurt they used to be able to rely on just isn’t happening anymore.

Summer comes earlier than it did in many parts of the world. That creates problems for the natural world, as well as us. Plants react to the changes more readily than insects and animals do. The buddleia that used to sustain Vanessid butterflies in early August in my own garden flowers four weeks too early, so there are no small tortoiseshells, peacocks, red admirals or painted ladies drinking in the honey-scented nectar any more. This is a recent change, for there used be sixty or seventy butterflies on my Buddleja davidii in the 2000s. I’ve gone over to a later-flowering B. x weyeriana hybrid named ‘Pink Pagoda’ in an attempt to provide nectar when these butterflies are active. We used to get small coppers on our low-growing Origanum vulgare ‘Compactum’ every July. Now they’re out of sync as well. And I could go on.

Summer droughts are prevalent too, right across the world, and we’re inundated with books on drought-tolerant plants but they don’t appreciate winter wet. If, like me, you’re a green gardener trying to be sustainable, you face a conundrum. Saved rainwater only goes so far. After that, do you use up precious water on the borders when it’s in short supply in the tap, or let the plants shrivel? I prefer not to use mains water, but that means the cultivars and varieties you once relied upon as bulletproof die back just when they should be spectacular. Disappointments sometimes include the lemon-yellow daisy, Helianthus ‘Lemon Queen’, and its favoured companion, Eupatorium maculatum (Atropurpureum Group). Both of these previous stalwarts are now in the lap of the gods in my garden. They fail in dry years and leave a maddening gap, as do most border phloxes. You hover over them with a spade in autumn, in ‘do I or don’t I?’ mode. Shall I dig them up or not? Gardeners across the world are having the same dilemmas.

With these problems in mind, I have begun to create shade in the borders. A purple-leafed Cotinus coggygria ‘Royal Purple’ lords it over one part of the autumn border and prevents the perennials nearby from flagging in hot summer sun. It leafs up late and the leaves drop late too, so the wine-coloured foliage is particularly useful at highlighting beige-tinted tall late-season grasses. The roots also drain the soil and this helps the snowdrops planted under the canopy.

A ‘viticella’ clematis screen, consisting of ‘Little Bas’, ‘Étoile Violette’, ‘Betty Corning’ and ‘Purpurea Plena Elegans’, spans a series of tripods, shading another part of my autumn border. Casting shade is going to become more important than ever if these dry summers persist. One of the problems of climate change is the variability in weather patterns from year to year.

Autumn lingers longer these days. When I was a child in the 1950s, the first frost always cut back frost-tender plants, such as dahlias and runner beans, in the first half of September, just when they were at their best. These days I’m able to pick both in November, more often than not, and I might well see a foraging hedgehog on the way. Years ago, hedgehogs would have been tucked up weeks before, in their hibernacula. Now they can be seen in December, feasting on small slugs and grubs.

Balmy autumns create gardening problems. The leaves fall a month later than they did and the oaks around my cottage are often still in leaf in December. By the time you’re able to rake up the fallen leaves, the bulbs and hellebore buds are already through! The warming climate also produces windier weather and that’s challenging to plants, for wind is enemy number one when it comes to growth. It will also topple trees, especially if they’re still in leaf. Worse still, the weeds keep growing.

Gardeners, growers and farmers are at the sharp end of climate change, so the plants I’m using are changing, not by my choice either! Many of my old favourites have fallen by the wayside, hence this book: Tough Plants.
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