


This week | am revisiting
troughs- a regular subject
through the eighteen years of
the Bulb Log. | compare
growing plants in troughs to
the many sketch books | have
over many yearsilled with
drawings Thesketch books of
varying size allow méo
experiment anevork out ideas
for largerworks but all too
often the dynamic freshness
that | capture in a sketch book
is lost when | try and replicate
it on a larger scale. | see
troughs of varying sizes as the
garden version of my sketch
books- eachtrough beingan
experiment in habitat
manipulation where | can try
out ideas and methods with the
. < e e knowledge that at the worst if
it does not work out it only affects a small troughe aim is to match the habitat in the trough with the plants anc
the wedher.
Over the years | have made a range of troughs including cast in concrete, carved and painted polystyrene fis|
boxes, cement moulded on fish boxearved out of granitamong othersto read more about the methods | have
provided some links at trend of this Bulb Log.
In books and online we are ;
shown many pictures of perfect &
troughs the majority of which s
were obviously picturedot long &
after beingplanted- thereis !
good reason for that because |t- ;
becomes increasing difficult to
keep the plants a trough
healthy in the long terrmany
can start to decline after two or |
three years
| am sharing some of the lesso
| have learned and more
importantly some of the
mistakes | have made in the
hope that it will be useful for
others.
First we need tanderstand the
weather is a critical factor that
we have to deal with and in ¢
particular the rainfall will have a’*
big influence on the soil mixture A i
you useandto some degre¢he &
type of plants that yooangrow.
A good starting mixture i50%
by volumeof grit and garden soil or a John Innes type compbsim that base you can make adjustments to suit
your specific weather and the types of plants that you want to gjrsapossible to have a number of troughs
offering different habitats by adjustirtige compost mix add more grit for extreme drainage less to retain more
moisture you can also adjust the PH to create a niche habitat for acid or lime loving alethisgs are possible
in troughs.




One myth that is completelyrongbut sadlyconstatly repeated is to place a layer of dat drainagen the

bottom of the troughThis has the very opposite effect awduld lead to a perched water table with more moisture
staying in the very place you do not wanthtt is near theurface It is smpleall the grit for drainage should be
evenly mixed through your compost you then pester the drainage holes with something like a fine plastic mest
to prevent the compost washing deforefill ing the trough with your well drained mixture. Do nos{dill the

trough to the top mound it up into a pile then when you add your rocks you can build a mountsgasing the
planting depth of the trougfihe next thing is to be bold with whatever rocks fave availabléo creat an
interesting landscagand by doing thigou will be creating multiple micro environments within your troutihe
troughwill have a north, soutteast and west faceith thebest drainage for plants at the top of the outcrop getting
slightly moister for those planted nearee tevel of the rinespecially on the north side

The position of the trough also has a big influence mostly because of exposure to direct :symshwiknotice a
difference between the extremes of one placed in full sun to one in full shade. Th®sigah for a trough would
be where it gets sunshine for some of the time but avoids the hottest time arowdaynitte dead trough above
had grown well for over five years because the habitat was matched to the plants, position and weatheribut tt
spring our weather changed and we had the dnestiesperiod for that time of year on record causing a miss
match.

The choice of plants very wide andlepends on your weathevhat you would like to grow and what is available
to you. Many of us sirt with big plants because we are in a rush to get a mature looking trough but my advice |
use small plants, rooted cuttings or even start by sowingdsesadly into the troughhen you have the pleasure of
watching them gradually growing into theape of theock landscape you have creatdso such plantwill

generally ive for much longer.

If I do use boughin plants | wash as much of the compost off the roots as | can sahéyeareplanted in the
trough the roots can get into thleosen compostmixture. Washing the roots also lets me see if | can split the plan
up into a number of smaller plantghich is possible with a number alpines that do not have a single tap root.
The main ongoing care of troughs is watering them in dry conditigesedly when the plants are in active
growth and feeding them. | routinely scatter a balanc&dKNfertiliser, with added trace elements if possible, on
the troughs around February and again a few monthsnaaeldition | will water them with a haltrength tomate
type fertiliserfrom time to time in the late spring and summer.
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In some of the troughs that have been planted longest, over 30 years, | made the mistake of leaving them flat
just a few placed rocks but they still retain some efdhginal plantsa single plant ofSaxifraga cochlearis

minor (aboveg not only outlasted all the other saxifragesaniginally planted but has grown over the entire maet

long trough as well as over the moss covered sides.
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Anothertrough
plantingof the
same vintage
(left) has a
Dianthus
alpinus which
has spread across
the majority of
thetrough with a
tiny Hebe hybrid
holding its own
in one corner.

| can recommend
Saxifraga
cochlearis minor
andDianthus
alpinusas two
veryreliablelong
lived trough
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Sized o0 e s n 6.tWe heae atnember of these tiny troughs |

drainage hole and&2cm deep rim that | used to demonstiate/ you create planting depth by building up a
landscape with rocks. These two were planted in 2008 using unrooted cuttings intended to show how they co

look with plants added they all rooted andetonly theoccasional watering and feeding as | dexsd previously.







Thisrugh was origina
pull apart inb several small plants. Since then Dactylorhza orchid€ands alpinus have selseeded.

Primula marginata, Erinus alpinus and Cymbalaria muralis.




Here | simp

I scattered seedErfinus al

Sempervivums
are excellent
plants- they are
tough easy to
propagate and
bring all year
round colour to
troughsof all
sizes.

Smaller troughs
that can be
relatively easily
moved around
are good for
plants which
may like full
light in winter
and early spring
but prefer a
more shaded
position in the
summer.




The msitionof a trough makes a big difference to the habitat andrinveth habit of the plants. Early in the year |
planted some seedli@ymbalaria muralis into this smallandscape made of broken concrétglaced itin a

position where itvas getting too much sun before their roots had chance to fully explore the cooler moist dept

Whenl noticed that the young plantgere suffering | moved the trough into some shaakweithin a few weeks
thegrowth took off as abovesol moved it back into the original position.







| used old roog sl ce style Iandscae in this t ugh and the long lived plats here
includeRaoulia australis, Erigeron scopulinusand Antennaria dioica.

Y

ds are like large troughs.




Petrophytum hendersoniiis another long liveglant suitable for troughs anlike all the others | am highlighting
is easily propagated by cuttings.

These are old plantings where the plants, such as the Globularia, have been left to grow naturally. As they sp
out from the original cushiorméy do suffer some die back but new growth emerges towards the end of the
branches



