
Traditionally no allotment was complete without a
selection of cut flowers. Sarah Raven offers some
practical summer advice to guarantee beautiful,

home-grown bouquets 

CUTTING

The best part of having a cutting garden is
harvesting your own produce. I fill my buckets with
endless possibilities for colour combinations,
gathering flowers of all shapes and sizes. You can
wander around surrounded by luscious scents,
textures and colours of your own making, all of
which can be bought into the house ± the choice is
yours. Most of the time, the summer jobs in your cutting
garden are no more than everyday maintenance. You are
demanding a lot from a small area, so you do have to
keep on top of the watering, staking, weeding, feeding
and picking. Do not allow these jobs to pile up, but
complete them as you see they are needed. 

Regular and generous watering and feeding is a must
in an intensively planted and productive cutting garden.
Water at the beginning or the end of the day, or you will
lose a lot of the benefit through evaporation. Irrigate
plants such as delphiniums, asters, phlox and roses, in the
morning. If you do this in the evening, the foliage will
remain damp overnight and this will encourage mildew.
Give your garden a good drenching three times a week,
rather than a half hearted sprinkle every day. With a light
watering, much of the moisture will evaporate.

You can also help your annuals along with regular
top-feeding. I keep a hessian sack of manure hanging in
my water butt. It makes a rich, smelly organic mixture.
Give a regular dose of feed as rich as this and your plants
should be happy and productive. 

Sowing biennials
These plants grow vegetatively one year and bloom then
die in the second. Biennials such as sweet rocket, wall
flowers and Iceland poppies like to be sown direct into the
open ground in summer. If possible, start preparing the
soil several weeks before sowing. Dig it over, weed and
top-dress or add organic fertilizer. When you are ready to
sow, create a fine tilth by breaking up any clods of earth
with the back of a strong rake or hoe. Place the seeds in
short, straight, zigzag or wavy lines. Seedlings in rows are
easier to distinguish from weedlings! Always keep the area
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Tips for conditioning 
Once you have gathered in your harvest, you need to
put the flowers in a cool place out of direct sunlight,
with a sink and a flat surface to condition them.
Afterwards, leave everything here overnight or through
the day in deep water, so that the newly cut flowers
have time for a good drink. For all plants there are
some basic rules of conditioning. 
n Remove any leaves below the water line

Any leaf that touches the water will quickly decay and
produce a bacterial soup, which will stink, clog up the
stems and shorten the life of the other flowers. 

n All stems should be re-trimmed
For soft stems, cut at a slight angle so they don©t sit
flat at the bottom of the bucket; snip woody ones at
45 degrees, thereby exposing more of the pithy
centre for better water uptake. 

n Sear sappy and soft stems
If you find that a favourite soft-stemmed plant
droops, it is worth trying to sear the stem ends.
Making sure the heads are away from the heat, dip
the stems into 2.5cm of boiling water for about 20
seconds. You will often see bubbles as the stem seals
off. Place the flowers immediately in tepid water.



ÒLate summer is the perfect time to take
some semi-ripe cuttingsÓ 

time to take your semi-ripe cuttings. It is worth giving
your chosen plant plenty of food and water so that it
is ready with lots of new growth. Remove the whole
shoot from the parent plant by pulling or snipping it
off at the junction with the main branch. Take more
cuttings than you need, and store them immediately
in a closed plastic bag to minimize water loss. Pot
them up as soon as possible. Label each container
with the name of the plant and the date ± you can fit
several cuttings in each one as long as they don©t
touch. Cover every pot with a plastic bag, to retain
moisture but do not let the shoots come into contact
with the plastic. If this happens, rot may well set in.
Check the cuttings and water regularly.  

Cutting and conditioning 
You should always try to harvest early in the morning
or in the evening. During the day, particularly in the
summer months with the increased heat, plants will
transpire more. They will therefore be more likely to
droop as soon as they have been cut. Those that have
had the opportunity to restore their moisture
balance overnight will be more able to
withstand the trauma of cutting. To some
extent the same applies when they have
had some time to recover in the cool
of the evening. 

Picking your flowers
Good-quality secateurs and
scissors will repay their price
in years of service. They must
be really sharp. If they are
blunt you will crush the
stem end and block it, and

free of unwanted plants, which compete with flowers
for light, moisture and nutrients. Thin seedlings to just
less than the distance recommended on the packet.
Although the plants will bulk out and compete with
their next door neighbours, with the amount of
picking you will do you can afford to plant them
slightly closer. Plant out spring-sown biennials like
sweet Williams and white foxgloves in lines in a
prepared bed to mature during the summer, too. 

Taking cuttings
If you want to build up a good clump of a favourite
plant, or if you are thinking of lining a path in the
garden with lavender or rosemary, late summer is the

n Bind thin stems
Heavy-headed flowers with long, thin stems (such
as tulips and dill) and greenhouse plants such as
gerberas, tend to bend after picking. If you leave
them untreated as they take up water, the stems
will become stuck in this position. Prevent this by
binding the stems to hold them straight.  

n Support hollow stems
Hollow-stemmed plants with heavy heads (for
example, lupins or delphiniums) may break under
their weight. To avoid this, gently insert a thin
cane as far as you can up the stem. Fill the stem
with water, then plug the end with cotton wool
secured with a tightly fixed rubber band. 

n Hammer woody stems
The woody stems of trees and shrubs (for
example, lilac, viburnum, cotinus and
philadelphus) should be crushed. Hammering the
last 2.5-5cm of each one increases the surface
area for water absorption and prevents a skin or
seal forming over the stem end, blocking the
plant's water uptake. Once they have been
crushed they should be plunged immediately 
into a deep vase of tepid water. 

could damage the parent plant. Most flowers are
best cut in loose bud, so that they save their best
display for the vase. Ideally they should be showing
some colour, but they must not yet be fully open.
Find the stems on the plant with the most blooms at
this stage. There will often be a flower or two which
is more advanced, but this can be removed during
conditioning if it has passed its best.

The few exceptions to this rule include dahlias,
zinnias and roses, where the flower will not develop
fully from a tight bud. These must be picked when
already fully out. At the other extreme some blooms
± camellias for instance ± will come out from even
the very tightest buds. 

On the whole, the longer the stems, the easier
the flowers will be to arrange. Cut each one right
down to the ground, or back to a main stem, so that
you can make the most of the natural height of the
plant. For a more three-dimensional arrangement,
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choose some twisting and turning plants as well as
some of the more obvious straight ones. 

Bulbs are the exception to the rule about cutting
stems as long as possible, as they need some leaves
left for photosynthesis to store energy in the bulb
and carry it through the dormant season. If you cut
lilies and crown imperials to the ground you will also
remove almost all the leaves, so try to retain about a
third of the main bulk of the foliage.

Once a plant has been picked, it should not be
left out of water for a moment longer than
necessary. This is most important in the heat of
summer. Strip the bottom leaves and side branches
of each stem into an empty container as you go to
reduce the surface area that is transpiring and hence
decrease the demands and stress on the cut flower.

Aftercare
Once you have gone to the trouble to pick,
condition and arrange your flowers, it is worth doing
all you can to prolong their vase life. Research has
shown that carnations held at 10!C age eight times
faster than those held at 1!C, so avoid placing
arrangements near a radiator in winter or in direct
sunlight in summer.

What cut flowers need is a balance of sugars
that can be utilized for metabolism, a substance to
raise the acidity of the water and an anti-bacterial
agent. Commercial sachets of cut flower food
contain ingredients for all three.

The blooms last longer in clean water ± in hot
weather you should try to change the liquid every

USEFUL BOOKS
This extract is taken
from The Cutting
Garden: Growing and
Arranging Garden
Flowers by Sarah Raven,
published at £25 by
Frances Lincoln.

Readers planning their
own flower garden can
save £2 on a signed copy of
Sarah Raven©s award-
winning book Grow Your
Own Cut Flowers (BBC
Books, usual price £20, item
code 230006). To claim your
copy contact Sarah Raven©s
Kitchen & Garden by
phoning 0845 092 0283 or
go to sarahraven.com and
quote ©GYOBK©.

The attraction of flowers
It's not only humans who are drawn to an
abundant display of flowers. Insects, and as a
result, small mammals, reptiles and other fauna
all benefit from a cut flower corner. For those
who do not know where to start, when creating
such an oasis, nature has given us a raft of clues.

Firstly, think about including some native
species on your plant list. These flowers are
adapted to provide the best food source for local
creatures. Flowers such as tansy, fleabane, purple
loosestrife, hemp-agrimony and wild carrot will
soon have your patch a-buzz with insects. They
also look magical in a posy or bouquet.

Variety is key, both in the vase and for
insects, so mix up colours and shapes. Where
possible choose `open-faced' flowers such as
cosmos, and the same welcoming shape of
dahlia and sunflower.
Cousins Jen and Bek put these wildlife-
friendly methods into practice on their family
farm in Kent. For more information on their
British-grown bouquets visit Blooming Green
at bloominggreenflowers.co.uk. 
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other day. To do this, you do not have to destroy your
arrangement: just leave the vase under a running tap for
a couple of minutes and then replenish the cut flower
food. Place your blooms in a cool spot indoors.

In the past, no plot was complete without an array
of cutting flowers and, like the rest of your well-
managed vegetable patch, these can be harvested all the
year round. This carefully maintained area of your garden
or allotment will provide blooms from the first spring
crocuses through to winter aconites. 


