
PROBLEMS SOLVED

Reader Rebecca Jones is keen to make her garden more 
stylish and productive while keeping it child-friendly. 
Greg Loades went to offer some advice and ideas

”Help me make  
 the most of my  
 small garden”
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IN THE  
GARDEN WITH...
Tim and Rebecca Jones 
At: Stamford, Lincolnshire
Size of garden: 9mx3.6m 
(30ftx12ft)
Moved here: 2007
Site: South-westerly
Soil: Acid, sandy-clay mix
Garden features: This tidy 
town plot crams so much into a 
small space. There are two 
areas for sitting outside with 
lots of patio room for 
containers. Enclosed by fences 
and walls, there is space for 
lots of climbers and wall 
shrubs. The white exterior 
walls lend themselves to 
creating a garden with a cool 
colour palette. 
Problem areas: The garden 
is quite heavily shaded and 
with two young children, the 
need for a lawn means planting 
space is limited. The borders 
are quite narrow and would 
need extending to create more 
of a cottage garden look, which 
Rebecca is keen to achieve. ➤



DEAL WITH AN 
UNRULY ELDER

CARE FOR AN OLD 
CHRISTMAS TREE

A lavender hedge in the front garden is a 
beautiful companion for the English roses 
in the bed opposite, but near the 
entrance of the house it will need regular 
pruning to keep it in check. Lavender 
doesn’t readily produce new shoots from 
old wood, so it’s best pruned every summer 
after flowering to avoid the build-up of old, 
gnarled growth. Lightly trim with shears 
once flowers have lost their colour. Cut as 
far down into the soft new growth as you 
can without reaching woody material.

This mophead hydrangea is great for 
colour from late summer right through to 
early winter, when its flower heads take 
on a more subtle, faded beauty. Rebecca 
would like to control the size of the plant, 
but wants to make sure she doesn’t lose out 
on flowers as a result of pruning.

The key is not to prune them in spring 
after the plant has developed full new 
leaves, because it won’t be able to produce 
growth that can flower in the same year. 
Once the old flower heads go brown and 
soggy at the end of winter, prune them back 
to just above a healthy bud to neaten up the 
shrub. If you need to reduce the size of the 
shrub (if it’s outgrown its allotted space) 
winter’s the time to do it.

This buddleja is looming large over the 
children’s playhouse, but can easily be 
controlled by a bit of pruning, without 
losing its attraction to butterflies.

Buddlejas can be pruned twice a year to 
keep them under control. In early spring, 
cut to 25cm (10in) from the ground if the 
plants have become old and are in need of 

rejuvenating. If you prune slightly later in 
spring, when the plant is in leaf, you’ll still 
get flowers in the same year but not until 
August. You can prune again in autumn to 
reduce the length of particularly tall stems 
that may get damaged in strong winds.
l Don’t forget to sow the free buddleja 
seed on this month’s cover!

TIDY HYDRANGEAS

Common elder grows in awkward gaps, 
forming thick stems that are difficult to 
dig out. Rebecca is concerned that 
although her plant bears attractive blossom 
for cordial, it’s excluding too much light.

She could kill it in spring by applying a 
systemic weedkiller to the foliage, or a tree 
stump and root killer. But don’t be hasty! 
The flowers attract pollinating insects and 
the fruits are relished by blackbirds and 
warblers, as well as making delicious jam. 
l Prune an elder: These plants can get very 
tall, so chop back regularly in early spring 
each year to stop them blocking the light 
from other plants.

Rebecca’s potted Christmas tree is 
thriving, but she’d like to know if and 
when it needs re-potting. Conifers tend to 
be slow-growing, so wait until the roots 
have filled their current pot (roots will 
protrude from holes at the base). In spring, 
move on into a slightly larger pot, using a 
soil-based potting compost. Scrape the 
compost surface each year to remove moss 
or algae and top dress with fresh compost. 
l Don’t forget to water: Firs in containers 
get thirsty and are easy to forget in summer 
when flowering plants take priority. Place 
the container on a large saucer and water 
from the base during dry spells.

Rebecca would like to espalier this apple 
tree, but wonders if it’s too tall and 
mature. It would ideally have been trained 
much earlier, but you can still establish a 
horizontal framework to cover a wall, 
although it will take up to four years to have 
a productive plant. 
l How to do it: First, put up horizontal 
wires at 30cm (12in) intervals up the wall. 
Drill vine eyes (long metal screws with a 
loop at the end) into the mortar between 

bricks at either end of the wall and feed the 
wire through the loop and tighten. 

The lowest branch on either side can be 
trained back to one of the wires to 
encourage sideshoots, which can also be 
trained into the wires. Cut back the main 
and all vertical stems to just below wall 
height. Train new growth into the wires 
through the growing season. In August, cut 
back each sideshoot to three pairs of leaves 
to help the tree become more productive.

PROBLEMS SOLVED

KEEP LAVENDER 
HEDGE IN TRIM

TRAIN AN APPLE TREE: IT’S NOT TOO LATE

   PRUNE BUDDLEJA DOWN TO SIZE

ANEMONE ‘SEPTEMBER CHARM’
This plant spreads to cover large 
areas. Regular lifting and re-
planting in spring will keep it in 
check. H50cm-1m (19in-3ft) 

PULMONARIA
As well as giving welcome spring 
colour, this is an important plant  
for early bees and a good cut 
flower. H10-50cm (4-20in)

LIRIOPE MUSCARI ‘VARIEGATA’
This low-growing evergreen has 
striking purple flowers in early 
autumn followed by black berries. 
H10-50cm (4-20in)

THALICTRUM DELAVAYI
This delicate-looking shade-lover 
will thrive in the shelter of a fence 
or shed. Reasonably tall, with 
flowers in summer. H1.5m (5ft)
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Rebecca wants to know whether her 
climbing rose is happy in this shady 
corner of the garden. Every year the 
leaves succumb to blackspot and fall off.

Some climbing roses are healthier than 
others (the popular ‘Zéphirine Drouhin’ is 
very prone to disease) but roses will 
eventually succumb to disease at some 
point towards the end of the growing 
season, so it shouldn’t necessarily be seen 
as a symptom of gardening failure. 

In any garden, it’s really just a case of 
giving the plant the best conditions you 
possibly can so that its leaves stay ‘clean’, at 
least until it’s finished flowering. 

Give roses a healthy start each year:
l Clear any old leaves and debris from the 
base of the plant (check frequently through 
the year) and apply a thick mulch of 
well-rotted garden compost, keeping it 
clear of the plant’s stems
l Prune out crossing or congested stems to 
allow more air to circulate around the plant
l Apply a granular rose fertiliser to the 
base of the plant, once in April and once in 
June, to provide extra nutrients
l Spraying roses with fungicide to keep the 
leaves clean is also an option, but it will 
only work if you spray regularly throughout 
the growing season.

Would you like a FREE garden health check?
Send us some photos and write to Reader Garden Health Check, Garden 
Answers, Bauer Media, Lynch Wood, Peterborough PE2 6EA, or email 
gardenanswers@bauermedia.co.uk with your name, address and contact details.

This straggly-topped bay needs to be 
clipped to help improve its shape. 
Rebecca’s not sure when to prune it.

By cutting the main growing point of a 
bay (Laurus nobilis) you’ll create a bushier, 
more evenly branched plant. If this bay is 
allowed to continue upwards, it’ll cast 
unwanted shade on the patio area.
Shortening other overly long shoots will 
also encourage more sideshoots to form. 

Rebecca should cut the shoots back in 
spring, just as new leaves are appearing, 
making a clean cut just above a healthy 
shoot. This will soon produce lots of fresh 
growth – and plenty of tasty new leaves for 
using in the kitchen. 

PROBLEMS SOLVED

KEEP A CLIMBING ROSE DISEASE-FREE

MAKE A STRAGGLY BAY TREE BUSHIER

   Garden Answers  

ROSA ‘TEASING GEORGIA’ This 
climbing variety is deliciously 
scented. Support young stems 
well to show the flowers off to 
best effect. H2.5m (8ft)

‘ST SWITHUN’ Superb for creating 
the chocolate-box look, plant one 
either side of a small arch. 
Strongly perfumed and incredibly 
tough. H2.5m (8ft)

‘MME ALFRED CARRIERE’
Strong-growing rose which 
thrives even in a north-facing 
aspect. Large, scented blooms all 
summer. H6m (20ft) 

‘THE SIMPLE LIFE’
New from Harkness, short climber 
with a long flowering period. The 
single flowers attract pollinating 
insects. H2m (6ft 6in)

CLIMBING
ROSES
Disease-resistant 
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