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The drought excluders; Use these clever tricks to stop your best plants from wilting

Mail on Sunday (London, England), The, July 25, 2010 

Byline: MARTYN COX In the Garden

Keeping plants alive is a challenge this summer. A combination of high temperatures, bright sunlight and low rainfall are leaving many plants gasping for a drink. However, there's no need to let your garden suffer, even if you are one of the millions who have been hit by a hosepipe ban in North-West England.

There are plenty of clever tricks you can use to prevent your plants from wilting.

Predictably, the main cause of plants dying over summer is a lack of water caused by a poor watering technique. Many people lightly sprinkle the ground around plants, which only wets the top layer of soil - this encourages roots to grow near the surface, making plants more susceptible to drought.

To encourage longer roots that are able to find moisture deeper underground, you need to drench the soil in an area roughly beneath the foliage canopy of the plant. To test whether the water has penetrated the soil properly, wait a few minutes then dig down to a trowel's depth - if the soil is dry, water again.

If you can, water your plants in the cool of the evening or very early morning. This will allow them to soak up moisture before the hottest part of the day and reduce the amount that evaporates. Watering at these times also allows droplets that land on leaves time to dry out, avoiding scorch damage.

After watering, mulch your soil.

Spread a 2-in thick carpet of bark chippings, compost or gravel over the ground, taking care not to smother low-growing plants or let it pile up against plant stems. This can cause bark to soften and rot.

Mulching helps to lock in moisture, prevents weeds from growing (which compete with other plants for water).
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It also encourages plants to develop more roots, increasing the area they can probe for moisture. Ornamental gravel or other decorative materials can be used to mulch the surface of pots.

While mulching now will help to retain moisture, it will pay to improve your soil in the autumn by digging in plenty of leaf mould, wellrotted manure or garden compost.

If you live in a very dry part of the country, consider growing more drought-tolerant plants, such as zingy orange Californian poppies, red-hot pokers, bearded irises or African lilies. Try knitting them together with feathery fennel or spires of Verbena bonariensis.

One of the main casualties of this summer has been lawns, which can often resemble a field of golden hay. Despite looking unsightly, the damage is largely superficial and the grass will bounce back when autumn rains return.

If you have space, install a water butt - a large capacity tank can hold 150 gallons. While butts are easily attached to the downpipes of a house, you could also consider fixing one to any garden building with gutters and a downpipe. If the building doesn't have gutters, grab your tool kit - it is not a huge task for someone with moderate DIY skills to install the necessary pipework.

If you really wanted to be waterwise, install an automatic irrigation system to your water butt. To keep borders damp, attach a soaker hose to the system or use micro-tubing with nozzle attachments to water plants growing in containers. To ensure there is enough pressure to drive the water out, place a submersible pump in the butt.

Jul 25 Don't forget... things to do this week
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Plant bulbs of autumn crocus in between shrubs or perennials in a border for a colourful display in a few months.

Shorten any side shoots of cucumbers not bearing fruit to seven leaves.

Harvest the last few sticks of rhubarb, leaving some leaves to build up the plant's energy for next season.

Cut back early-flowering perennials with shabby foliage. Peonies, dicentra and some hardy geraniums will respond with a flush of new leaves.

Keep raspberries within bounds by pulling up any canes emerging too far from supports.

Ten plants to beat the heat

AFRICAN LILY: Dark blue flowers rise above a mass of leathery leaves. Perfect in beds or in pots.

CONEFLOWER: Large flowers with slender petals.

VERBENA BONARIENSIS: Elegant tufts of purple flowers perched on long, wiry stems.

SAGE: Evergreen shrub is perfect in a herb garden.

PELARGONIUM: Most varieties will flower non-stop from late spring until autumn.
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LAVENDER: Grow as a boundary at the side of the path.

ROCK ROSE: Shrubs that grow to 3ft, they are covered in white or pink flowers.

BEARDED IRIS: Sophisticated blooms held on 3ft stems.

SUCCULENTS: Tender agave, echeveria and sedum are the ultimate low-maintenance plants.

RED-HOT POKERS: Robust perennials with fiery flowers, right, thrive in welldrained soil of a border.

CAPTION(S):

STONE AGE: Martyn uses ornamental gravel to keep moisture in a pot
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