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Information about this Activities Resource Pack

This resource pack is designed for anyone 
interested in doing table-top gardening 
activities, whether individually or as part 
of a group. Every activity can be carried 
out in either indoor or outdoor settings.

The pack contains: 
 Over 40 activities with detailed instructions 

and a supporting photograph

 Nearly 40 activities with brief information 
that is a good starting point.

The activities:
 Cover a wide range of topics

 Have been chosen to appeal to a range of 
ages, abilities and interests

 Are designed to suit different working 
scenarios

 Are appropriate for people working 
individually, in pairs or in a group.

The overview for each activity:
 Indicates its level of difficulty e.g. one, two 

or three trowels where one trowel indicates 
an easy activity

 Lists any preparation that needs to be 
completed ahead of the activity e.g. water 
the plants the night before

 States the minimum length of time needed 
to carry out the activity, including clearing up 
e.g. 1 hour.

The instructions for each activity:
 List all the equipment and materials needed 

for the activity

 Provide step by step guidance so that 
anyone, whether or not they have a 

knowledge of horticulture and gardening, 
can carry them out

 State appropriate quantities, measurements 
and temperatures to avoid any uncertainty

 Name plants that are readily available from 
garden centres or other garden suppliers. 
Some plants are seasonal and may only be 
available at certain times of the year.

The ‘Hints and tips’ section at the end of 
each activity:

 Provides further guidance and advice

 Suggests extension activities and variations 
on the same theme of the activity

 Lists a range of plants suitable for use in the 
activity

 Gives useful background information and 
explanation.

Health and safety
Whilst the activities in this resource pack are 
not hazardous, it is important to take care 
when handling compost and plant materials. 
Hands should be washed thoroughly with soap 
and water after handling compost as it contains 
bacteria. Parts of plants e.g. leaves, stems, 
flowers, seeds and berries mentioned in the 
activities must not be eaten.

If refreshments are included during or after the 
activity hands should be washed thoroughly 
before food and drinks are handled.

There are some activities where the main 
purpose is to use edible plants e.g. herbs. In 
these cases, care should be taken to ensure 
that the edible plants are obtained from a 
reliable source, cleaned carefully and that the 
working environment is suitably hygienic.
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Some basic equipment is needed for 
every activity
Listed below are some items that are likely to 
be needed for every activity. They have not 
been included in the detailed instructions for 
each activity. 

 Lightweight, waterproof table-top 
covering

 Plastic potting trays (see photo). These 
can be shared between two people if 
necessary

 Disposable plastic gloves (available 
online in boxes of 100)

 Scoop for compost
 Water bottles and/or spray bottles

 Large polythene bags and/or cling film 
for participants to cover and carry home 
what they have made

 Plastic bin suitable for plant waste and 
compost

 Plastic bin for general waste and recycling
 Waterproof floor covering on which to 

stand plants and bags of compost
 Dustpan and brush
 Hand washing facilities or antibacterial 

gel, nail brush
 Kitchen towels
 Cleaning cloths
 First aid kit
 Pens, pencils, plastic rulers, erasers.
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Preparation: Soak the beans for 24 hours 
in tepid water (two for each person and a few 
spares).

Photocopy the bean diagrams (see overleaf).

What you will need
 Pre-soaked Broad bean seeds

 Chopping boards or glazed tiles

 Copies of the diagrams (see overleaf)

 Optional – magnifying glass

 An example of a dicotyledon plant e.g. 
Geranium, Anemone, Heuchera. (See ‘Hints 
and tips’ below)

 An example of a monocotyledon plant e.g. 
Tulip, Black lily turf, Daffodil.

What to do 
  1 Place the soaked beans on the chopping 

board and observe the outside appearance.

 2 Using the seed diagram identify the external 
parts of the bean seed i.e.

a) Seed coat or testa. In Broad beans this  
is a cream or brown flexible covering to 
the seed.

b) Hilum or scar. This is a black line on the 
edge of the bean. It is where the bean 
was attached to the pod. The pod and 
the seeds together make the ‘fruit’ of the 
bean plant.

c) A ‘bump’ on the edge of the bean. This 
is the position of the radicle (This will 
become the root).

d) The micropyle – this is a tiny hole 
below the radicle. To see it more clearly 
squash the bean slightly (side to side) 
and some water may bubble out. The 
micropyle is where the pollen cell went 
in to fertilise the egg cell in the flower.

 3 Now using your fingernails, gently peel the 
seed coat (testa) off the bean. Make sure 
the inside of the bean stays intact.

 4 Using the seed diagram, identify the internal 
parts of the bean seed i.e.

a) Two large seed leaves (cotyledons) 
joined together by a bump which is the 
tiny plant embryo. The two seed leaves 
are full of stored starch and protein that 
act as an energy source for the plant 
embryo. The food reserve provides 
small amounts of energy over the 
winter whilst the seed is dormant.  
It is also an energy ‘boost’ when the 
seed germinates in the spring.

b) The tiny plant embryo. This has a lower 
part, the radicle, and an upper part, 
the plumule.  The radicle will develop 
into the roots of the seedling and the 
plumule will develop into the shoots  
and leaves.

 5 Carefully separate the two cotyledons. The 
embryo should remain attached to one of 
the cotyledons.

 6 Now look at the dicotyledon and the 
monocotyledon plant examples to see what 
the differences are. (Hint – look at the leaves 
and flowers).

What’s in a bean?

Take a close look at the inner 
workings of a very large seed. 
An activity for any time of year.

1

W
hat’s in a bean?

Difficulty level: easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 30 minutes

1
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 Good results are obtained using green 
Broad beans such as ‘The Sutton’ or 
‘Aquadulce Claudia’. 

 Each Broad bean seed has two cotyledons 
and so it will grow into a dicotyledon  
plant. A seed that has only one cotyledon  
will grow into a monocotyledon plant.  
(Terms are often shortened to ‘monocot’  
and ‘dicot’).

 A large seed has a larger food reserve; a 
small seed has a small food reserve. This 
explains why tiny seeds must not be sown 
too deeply in the soil as the embryo has 
only a small reserve of fuel to help it grow 
up and into the light. If the shoot doesn’t 
reach the light before the food reserve 
runs out the seedling will die. Once in 
the light, the seedling grows ‘true’ green 
leaves that make food in the process called 
photosynthesis. 

 The radicle grows rapidly and emerges 
first. This becomes the root which must 
anchor the seed firmly in the ground so 
that the plumule, which develops after the 
radicle, can grow upwards towards the 
light without the seedling toppling over.

 Examples of monocot plants: Lily, Grass, 
Onion, Wheat, Maize, Ginger, Garlic, 
Orchid, Bluebell. These plants have leaves 
with parallel veins and flower parts that are 
in multiples of three.

 Examples of dicot plants: Oak, Sunflower, 
Magnolia, Tomato, Rose, Daisy, Maple, 
Mint, Lettuce. These have leaves with 
reticulated (branched) veins and flower 
parts that are in multiples of four or five.

Hints and tips

Structure of a Broad bean seed

(a) External appearance (b) Testa removed (c) Longitudinal section

testa

position
of radicle

micropyle

hilum

radicle

cotyledon

testa

cotyledon

radicle

micropyle

plumule
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Preparation: Pre-soak the beans in tepid 
water for 24 hours (four for each person and a 
few spares)

What you will need
 Pre-soaked Broad beans (at least four per 

person) 

 Identical, clean glass jars with all labels 
removed e.g. marmalade jars (do not use 
‘tall’ jars as this will make the task much 
more difficult) 

 Rolls of white kitchen towel

 Water – in ‘squirty’ bottles if you have them

 Plastic dibbers or similar e.g. teaspoon 
handles

 Sticky labels, plastic rulers for measuring the 
bean seedlings

 Optional – chopping boards or glazed tiles 
(for bean peeling)

 Optional – a prize for the overall winner at 
the end of the three weeks.

What to do 
 1 Ensure every person (or pair) has four pre-

soaked beans.

 2 Take one square of kitchen towel and fold it 
in half. Curl it around so that it forms a tube, 
and put this into the glass jar. The kitchen 
towel tube should stand up and ‘line’ the jar 
(all the way around).

 3 Take another piece of kitchen towel and 
scrunch it up loosely. Stuff it gently into the 
kitchen towel tube to ‘pack it out’ against 
the glass wall of the jar. Repeat this until the 
tube is ‘full’ of kitchen towel.

 4 Take two pre-soaked beans and leave them 
as they are. These are your ‘Complete’ 
beans. Take two more beans and carefully 
‘peel’ them with your fingers i.e. remove 
the seed coat but make sure the rest of the 
bean stays intact. These are the ‘Naked’ 
beans! Split one of the Naked beans in half 
i.e. remove one food-store organ (cotyledon) 
and discard it.

 5 Summary – Each person (pair) should now 
have two Complete beans and two Naked 
beans. One of the Naked beans should be 
only half a bean.

Competition beans
Ready, steady, grow! An activity for any time of the year.

This is an activity that can be done 
individually or in pairs. It generates a 
great deal of interest and surprise as well 
as friendly competition, but make sure 
that everyone has the same materials at 
the start to make it fair.

2

C
om

petition beans
   R

ead
y, stead

y, g
ro

w
! A

n
 activity fo

r an
y tim

e o
f th

e year.

Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour  
(plus someone  
to look after the beans 
for three weeks)

2
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 6 Now arrange the four beans around the jar 
so that they are jammed in between the 
glass wall of the jar and the tube of kitchen 
towel. (See instruction 7 below). N.B. Beans 
should NOT be planted on the scrunched-
up kitchen towel in the middle – this is a 
common error! Beans should be about 
half-way up the jar. They must not touch the 
floor of the jar. If they do, use the dibber to 
drag them out and start again.

 7 ‘Plant’ your beans as follows:

a) One Complete bean planted the right 
way up

b) One Complete bean planted upside-down
c) One Naked bean planted the right way up
d) One Naked half-bean planted any way 

you choose!

 8 Write your name and the date on the sticky 
label and stick it under the glass jar.

 9 Carefully add some water to the jar so that 
there is 1cm depth in the bottom of the jar. 
N.B. make sure that no bean is in the water. 
The kitchen towel will soak up the water 
and the beans will stay moist.

 10 Put the jars in a warm place (18 to 24°C is 
ideal), and wait to see what happens over 
at least three weeks. A warm windowsill 
will do. You need to ensure that there is 
always 1cm depth of water in the jars and 
that all jars are treated ‘equally’. As the 
green shoots develop, the jars will need to 
be kept in the daylight.

 Good results are obtained using green 
Broad beans such as ‘The Sutton’, a dwarf 
variety (30cm) or ‘Aquadulce Claudia’ which 
would normally grow to one metre. Avoid 
the red skinned ones e.g. ‘Red Epicure’,  
as they tend to ‘leak’ the red dye all over the 
kitchen towel, grow slowly and are prone  
to rotting.

 To make it a fair competition, use the same 
variety of bean for everyone. Dwarf bean 
‘The Sutton’ is easier to transport if you are 
going to take the jars away each week.  If 
you want to introduce a bit more fun into 
the competition, mix together some tall-
bean seeds with the dwarf ones before 
you soak them! 

 The anticipation and interest of individuals 
increase if the jars are taken away at the 
end of the first session and someone 
looks after the jars for the week. The 
jars are then presented a week later and 
passed around so that everyone can 
choose a ‘winner of the week’. This often 
prompts good discussion and encourages 
observations as people discuss and decide 
who the winner is; is it the tallest bean 
so far, is it all the beans together? Do you 
include the roots? Do this for three weeks.  
In the final week remove the beans from 

the jars and measure them from top to  
toe (tallest shoot tip to longest root tip). 
There are always surprises!

 The beans develop at different rates; 
some will fail completely. The root grows 
first to act as an anchor. Any rotten or 
mouldy beans should be removed. The 
beans that were planted upside down 
‘sort themselves out’ as the shoot curls 
around and starts to grow upwards and 
the root curls around and starts to grow 
downwards. The removal of the seed 
coat in the Naked beans often makes a 
surprising difference, and the half-beans 
may do extremely well at first but then 
slow down as they run out of food. If 
beans are grown for longer than three 
weeks some will develop flowers and 
pods. They need liquid fertiliser e.g. 
Tomato fertiliser to help them do this.

 Experience shows that some people get 
very attached to their beans and want 
to take them home to plant them out in 
the garden or at least to look after them.  
Reports some months later reveal that 
the bean plants provided a good and 
tasty harvest or that the competition was 
repeated with the grandchildren!

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Time to collect materials

What you will need
 Packs of seeds suitable for the season  

(see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Small seed trays with drainage holes  
(or 9cm pots)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free), or seed-sowing compost

 Perlite to improve the drainage of the 
compost

 Wooden tamper (or similar object), plastic 
gravel tray in which to sit the seed tray

 30cm ruler (or similar object), plant labels, 
sieve or kitchen colander

 Optional – Mini propagator or materials 
to make one i.e. small, clear, colourless, 
polythene bag, wooden coffee stirrers, 
elastic band/string

 Optional – Grid to help with seed sowing

 Optional – paintbrush, cocktail stick, small 
jar for water, small plant-pot saucer, white 
paper.

What to do 
 1 Mix the compost with a good handful of 

perlite.

 2 Over-fill the seed tray with the compost/
perlite mix and level it off using the ruler.

 3 Use your fingers to press the compost into 
the four corners of the tray.

 4 Use the tamper gently but firmly to flatten 
down the whole surface of the compost 
slightly. This is the base on which to sow 
your seeds.

 5 Sow the seeds evenly over the surface of 
the compost, making sure that they are not 

crowded together. Try using some of the 
‘seed-sowing tricks’ mentioned in the ‘Hints 
and tips’.

 6 Put some compost in the sieve and sprinkle 
compost over the seeds until they are JUST 
covered. A simple sweeping action over 
the tray gives the best, thin, even cover of 
compost.

 7 Add 1cm depth of water to the gravel tray. 
Soak the seed tray in the water for about  
5 minutes so that the compost absorbs the 
water from below and the seeds are not 
disturbed.

 8 Put the tray on a warm windowsill e.g. 21ºC. 
Keep the compost moist but not soggy. 
Water the compost from below. 

 9 Optional – put the tray in a mini propagator. 
To make your own mini propagator insert 
4 wooden coffee stirrers vertically into the 
compost and then put the tray into the 
polythene bag. Secure the bag with string. 
Let air into the propagator at least twice a 
week. Once the seedlings are established 
remove the lid/ bag.

Sowing seeds – all year round

Seed sowing is a great activity for any 
week of the year; just choose the seeds 
carefully for best results

3
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ing seeds – all year round

Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour

3
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3

S
ow

ing seeds – all year round

 Seeds germinate at any time of the year in 
the right conditions. However, if you want 
the seeds to grow into healthy seedlings 
and vigorous plants, choose the seeds 
carefully. Some seeds can be grown all 
year round, others are much better sown 
at certain times of the year. Some seeds 
are quick to germinate, others need pre-
treatment or are less easily germinated. 
For beginners, choose an easy seed that 
germinates quickly, perhaps that will grow 
into something edible. Some examples  
are given below:

a) All year round – Lambs lettuce – easy, 
medium sized seeds, quick to germinate 
and large edible seedlings.

b) All year round – Coleus – more difficult, 
small seeds, slower to germinate, small 
seedlings. Foliage plant with multi-
coloured leaves; houseplant all year 
round or garden plant for the summer.

c) All year round – seeds for leafy salads 
– there is a large variety available for 
sowing at any time of the year. 

d) Winter – winter lettuce e.g. ‘Winter 
Gem’. Medium seed, quick germination, 
tasty baby leaves.

e) Large seeds e.g. suitable for anyone 
with limited dexterity or who is partially 
sighted – Nasturtium.

f) Pre-treatment – (gentle scarification 
between two pieces of sandpaper) – 
Sweet peas. Sow in tall pots.

g) Special treatment (sow on their sides) – 
Courgette and others from the Cucurbit 
family such as Cucumbers, Melons and 
Gourds. Sow one seed per small pot.

h) Easy seasonal – Alyssum, Antirrhinum, 
Begonias, Cosmos, Cleome, Lavatera, 
Lobelia, Marigold, Morning Glory, 
Pansies, Salvias, Sunflower, Violas, 
Wallflowers, Zinnias.

 Try some seed-sowing ‘tricks’.

a) Pick up tiny seeds with a paintbrush  
or cocktail stick wetted at the end.

b) Keep track of tiny seeds by putting 
them in a plant pot saucer which has  
a circle of white paper in its base.

c) Rub a BIC biro on some wool to create 
static electricity and use it to move 
seeds that have been sown too closely 
together.

d) Use a wooden sowing grid to help 
space out seeds when sowing (see 
photo). This will mean the seedlings  
will already be well spaced out when 
they grow and will not need to be 
‘pricked out’.

 Seedlings need good air circulation or they 
will develop damping off (a fungal disease), 
collapse and die. Ensure that you spread 
seeds out when sowing to avoid this.

 You do not have to sow all the seeds in 
the packet! Sow what you need and save 
the others. Keep them dry and cool. Many 
seeds can be kept for some time although 
their germination rate will decrease as  
they age.

 F1 seeds grow into plants with special 
features but are expensive and there 
are only a few in each packet. It is worth 
sowing the seeds carefully (as above) to 
get 100% germination. 

 The smaller the seed the less compost is 
needed to cover it. Some seeds need to 
be left uncovered as light is needed for 
germination.

Hints and tips
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Grow your own ‘Sensitive plant’
The bashful plant with the rapid response!

‘Sensitive’ plants are easy to grow and 
are great fun to watch. They collapse 
rapidly when they are touched gently, 
recover in under an hour and close their 
leaves at night.
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour
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Preparation: Soak the seeds in warm water 
for three hours (or overnight)

What you will need
 Pack of ‘Sensitive Plant’ seeds (Mimosa 

pudica). These are readily available from 
garden centres and online e.g. Thompson 
& Morgan, Franchi (Eden Project), Suttons, 
Seedaholics

 One litre pots, 9cm pots or small seed trays 
with drainage holes 

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-free)

 Perlite or grit to improve the drainage of the 
compost

 Labels, water in spray-bottle, cling-film or 
clear, colourless polythene and an elastic 
band

 Optional – Mini propagator or materials 
to make one i.e. small, clear, colourless, 
polythene bag, wooden coffee stirrers, 
elastic band.

What to do
 1 Soak the seeds in warm water for three 

hours (or overnight) to soften the outer seed 
coat (testa).

 2 Mix some grit or perlite with the compost 
and use the spray-bottle to make the 
mixture slightly damp.

 3 Fill the pots with the compost mixture and 
firm it gently so that the surface is ‘flat’.

 4 Carefully place the seeds on the surface 
of the compost making sure that they are 
spaced evenly. Sow about four or five in 
a one litre pot. One to three seeds can be 
sown in 9cm pots.

 5 Place cling-film or clear polythene over the 
top of the pot. Secure with an elastic band 
as needed.

 6 Put the pot on a warm, well-lit windowsill. 
Light is needed for germination. Keep the 
compost moist but do not let it get soggy, 
watering it from below so that you do not 
disturb the seeds. Remove the cling-film 
after the seeds have germinated. The first 
leaves to appear (the seed leaves) are not 
sensitive to touch but the second and future 
leaves will be.

 7 Optional – put the pot in a mini propagator. 
To make your own mini propagator insert 
three wooden coffee stirrers vertically into 
the compost and put the polythene bag over 
the top. Place the elastic band around the pot 
to secure the bag. 
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 Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, grows 
Mimosa pudica plants every year and 
displays them in their waterlily house.  
They scarify the seeds between two 
pieces of sandpaper (scratching gently) 
before soaking them overnight to improve 
the germination rate. Seeds can be sown 
all year around if there is sufficient warmth. 
For best results sow the seeds in spring 
and summer when temperatures are 
warmer and light is brighter.

 Mimosa pudica grows in open areas in 
tropical parts of South America and Asia.  
It thrives in full sunshine. In some 
Countries it is classified as an invasive 
weed of forestry plantations, croplands, 
orchards and pastures; in the UK it is a 
novelty plant. It is used widely in traditional 
medicine e.g. in India the pulped leaves are 
used on glandular swellings. Pudica is the 
Latin word for ‘bashful’ or ‘shy’.

 The plant can be kept as a houseplant 
but it is better to treat it as an annual 
and sow fresh seed each year. It needs 
temperatures of 18 to 21ºC, bright sunlight 
and moist, but not soggy compost. It can 
be kept for several years if it has enough 
light. To keep the root system healthy, wait 
for the plant to wilt a little and then water 
it. It grows quickly in ideal conditions so 
prune it when it reaches 30cm in height  
i.e. cut it at two or three branches up.  
N.B. overwatering results in yellow leaves 
and root rot, underwatering and drying out 
will kill it. If you let the plant get too big it 
may develop sharp prickles.

 It may be susceptible to red spider mite, 
but this is easily remedied by holding the 
plant under the cold tap and washing the 
back of the leaves. Do this every day for  
a week. 

 Pink ‘pom-pom’ flowers are borne in the 
leaf axils. Mimosa pudica is a ‘legume’ 

  plant as it has pods. The bristly pods are 
the fruits clustered together and are full of 
seeds.

 The rapid touch-induced response of 
Mimosa pudica is known as thigmonasty. 
The leaflets close one pair at a time and 
the leaf stalk will drop as if on a hinge, 
but you will notice differences in the 
movements with a gentle or a firmer 
touch. It will recover in about 30 minutes.  
Movements are quickest in young plants 
in bright sunshine. At night, the whole 
plant ‘closes up’ and remains like this 
until the light returns in the morning. This 
sleep movement of the leaves is called 
seismonasty, and is thought to aid water 
conservation as well as being a defence 
against grazing animals.   

 Robert Hooke (1635 to 1703), an 
English scientist famous for his work on 
microscopy, was one of the first people 
to investigate the movements of Mimosa 
pudica. At the time, it was thought that 
plants had nerves and tissues similar to 
those in animals. It was later discovered     
that the leaves fold because of the internal 
movement of water. A stimulus such as 
touch or air movement triggers certain areas 
of the stem to release ‘chemicals’, which 
cause water to move out of cell vacuoles 
and leads to cell collapse. The rapid plant 
movement is thought to act as a defence 
against grazing herbivores which may be 
deterred by the dramatic response. Small 
herbivores e.g. insects, may be dislodged as 
the leaves collapse. (www.kew.org.uk)

 Like many other legumes, Mimosa 
benefits from the association of nitrogen-
fixing bacteria which live inside its 
root nodules. These bacteria convert 
atmospheric nitrogen into a form that the 
plant can make use of and which aids its 
growth. (www.kew.org.uk)

Hints and tips4
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Edible seeds

Seeds form a major part of the diet in 
every country across the world.

5

Edible seeds

Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour

5

Preparation: Obtain the seeds and display 
them in labelled jars

What you will need
 At least 10 different types of edible seed  

(see ‘Hints and tips’ below)

 10 empty jars labelled ‘A’ to’ J’ to display the 
edible seeds

Preparation

 1 Fill the jar labelled ‘A’ with one type of edible 
seed. Make a note of its name.

 2 Repeat for the other nine jars labelled  
‘B’ to’ J’ using the other seeds.

 3 Prepare the answer grids (see ‘Hints and 
tips’ below).

What to do
 1 Hand out the answer grids to group 

members. 

 2 Distribute the 10 jars of edible seeds around 
the group.

 3 Ask everyone to identify the seeds and to fill 
in the answer grid.

 4 Ask everyone to consider how the seeds 
would be used in the diet.

Hints and tips
 This activity can be as simple or as 

complicated as you want to make it. You 
need at least 10 different types of edible 
seeds that demonstrate a range i.e. they 
are not all different types of beans. A good 
range will prompt healthy discussion. It is 
easy to collect 20 or more different types of 
edible seeds from supermarkets and health 
food stores. 

 Answer grids can be prepared in advance. 
An example is given overleaf (Table A).

 5 When everyone has guessed as much as 
they can, take each jar in turn, identify the 
seeds and discuss the ways in which the 
seeds would be used in the diet.

 This activity works well whether people 
are working individually, in pairs or in a 
small group. A good way to promote 
discussion is to get everyone to share  
their ideas and then to agree on the ‘final’ 
list before the answers are discussed.

 For a variation on the same theme  
collect the edible fruits of different plants  
e.g. Gooseberry, Lychee, Physalis, and 
identify them.

continued overleaf
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 Examples of edible seeds that are  
easily obtained: Barley (pearl barley),  
Black turtle beans, Borlotti beans, Broad 
beans, Brown Linseed (Flax), Butter  
beans, Chia seeds, Chick peas, Golden 
Linseed (Flax), Green lentils, Haricot beans, 
Hemp seeds, Mustard seeds, Marrowfat 
peas, Pinto beans, Poppy seeds, Pumpkin 
seeds, Red kidney beans, Rice e.g. Long 
grain, Red rice and Wild rice, Runner 
beans, Sunflower seeds, Sweetcorn, 
Yellow split peas.

 Edible seeds could also be collected (with 
permission) from fields of crops grown 
across the year, and saved. 

 For a bit of fun fill one of the jars with dry 
couscous and ask the group to guess 
the ‘odd-one-out’. Couscous looks very 

much like a seed but it is almost perfectly 
spherical. It is NOT a seed but is made 
from the seeds of Durum wheat. The 
Durum wheat flour is mixed with water 
and then rolled into tiny balls i.e. the 
couscous. Semolina is also made from 
Durum wheat flour.

 If you have more time to prepare, 
it is really worthwhile doing some 
research about each type of seed as 
this information can be dropped into 
the discussion as ‘clues’ during the 
identification activity. The additional 
information is also useful when going 
through the answers. Some examples 
of additional information are given below 
(Table B).

Hints and tips (continued)5

Edible seeds

Jar

A

Name of the seeds and  
the plant that produces  

these seeds

How would you use these seeds, e.g. as a 
vegetable, mixed in bread, as a snack on their 

own, in a salad, some other way?

Table A – Example of answer grid

1

2

3

4

5

Sweetcorn seeds

Chick peas  
(also called Garbanzo beans)

Red kidney beans
A variety of common bean

Haricot beans
A variety of the common 
bean

Rice

Each yellow ‘piece’ is a seed. The original sweetcorn seeds were purple. 
Uses: vegetable, popcorn, ground up as flour (cornmeal), squashed to 
make cornflakes.

Thought to be the origin of the name Cicero (Roman philosopher).
Third most important pulse in the world (after beans and peas). Popular  
in Mediterranean, Middle Eastern and Indian cooking e.g. lamb tagine.  
It is also ground into a type of flour.

These contain a toxin that can cause nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea  
so they must be prepared carefully. Tinned kidney beans have already 
been processed and are quite safe. Dried beans must be soaked for  
8 hours in water and then rinsed. They must then be boiled for at least  
10 minutes to destroy the toxin.

The bean in baked beans! Also called Navy beans or White pea beans. 
They are called Navy beans as they were used as a staple food source  
in the US Navy rations in the nineteenth century.

Rice is the seed of species of grass plants. It is the third most popular 
agricultural crop grown in the world (after sugar cane and maize).

Table B – Examples of additional information for discussion
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Preparation: Shopping for materials

What you will need
 Small seed trays (or other small containers 

with drainage holes e.g. margarine tubs)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably  
peat-free)

 Pea seeds e.g. Suttons ‘Speedy Veg’ 
‘Twinkle’, although you can use any  
Pea seeds

 Other packs of Speedy Veg (see ‘Hints  
and tips’)

 Gravel tray or similar tray, big enough to  
hold water and a seed tray.

What to do 
 1 Half-fill a small seed tray with multi-purpose 

compost and firm it down gently.

 2 Sow at least 30 Pea seeds on the surface of 
the compost.

 3 Cover the Pea seeds with compost to fill the 
seed tray. 

 4 Place the seed tray in the gravel tray of 
water so that the compost soaks up the 
water from below. Leave it e.g. for five 
minutes.

 5 Put the seed tray in a warm place,  
(18 to 24ºC is ideal), but a warm well-lit 
windowsill will do. Avoid direct sunlight.

 6 Leave them for three weeks, making sure 
that the compost remains moist but not wet.

 7 Sow other types of Speedy Veg in new 
seeds trays. Sprinkle the small seeds 
liberally on the compost and then cover 
them with a thin layer of compost. N.B. 
the smaller the seed, the shallower you 
sow them. As these seeds are small, 
water the compost from below, and 
then put the seed trays in a warm place. 

Speedy Veg
How do you eat your Pea shoots?

An activity that is quick and easy, 
always gives good results and can 
be done at any time of the year.

6
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Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate 
time needed 
to complete 
this activity:

20 minutes for sowing Pea 
seeds, and 10 minutes for 
sowing each new variety of 
Speedy Veg seeds. 

6
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Hints and tips6

 Pea seeds will germinate within a few 
days in a warm place, as long as you keep 
the compost moist. Green Pea shoots will 
appear within a week. 

 Sowing a specific number of Pea seeds 
is a useful method to concentrate the 
mind, especially if you ask everyone 
to sow in regular rows and columns! 
If specific numbers are sown, the 
germination rate can be calculated week 
by week as the green shoots appear.  
This is usually expressed as a 
percentage. Pea seeds have a high 
germination rate e.g. 90% or more.

 Use scissors to harvest the Pea shoots 
when they are about 13cm long. Cut 
the shoots about 2.5cm above the 
compost making sure that you leave 
some little leaves on the plants so that 
they will grow new shoots. If you take 
a little care, you can take three or four 
‘harvests’ from each Pea shoot.

 Children love growing and eating Pea 
shoots, as they really do taste of peas.  
You will catch them grazing as they pass 
the windowsill!

 Suggested recipes for Pea shoots:  
‘As they are’ in a healthy salad, ‘Stir 
fried’ in a wok, ‘Baked’ with fresh fish 
or chicken, ‘Chopped’ into marinades, 
sauces and dressings, ‘Wilted’ into a 
risotto or pasta dish. There are plenty 
of recipes available that use fresh Pea 
shoots e.g. Pea shoots, mango and 
smoked chicken salad.

 Some seed suppliers have a range of 
Speedy Veg e.g. Johnsons MICROgreens 
variety ‘Gourmet Garnish’, but you can use 
‘ordinary’ seeds of the following plants: 
Basil (Green), Basil (Dark Opal), Coriander, 
Broccoli (Green), Chard, Fenugreek, 
Mustard (White), Rocket, Spinach. 

 Many different varieties of lettuce e.g. 
‘Grand Rapids’, can also be grown as 
Speedy Veg and you can harvest them 
after only a few weeks. There are also 
‘mixes’ of seeds that are excellent for 
this e.g. Suttons’ Leaf salads (‘Stir Fry 
Mix’, ‘Spicy Oriental Mix’, ‘Winter Mix’ or 
‘Californian Mix’). Eat the salad as ‘baby’ 
leaves – it is much more fun to grow your 
own than to buy them in an expensive 
pack from the supermarket!

 If you want a longer challenge, grow 
some onions as Speedy Veg e.g. the 
attractive red Salad Onion ‘Apache’. Sow 
the seeds liberally, but not too thickly, into 
taller containers and cover with a layer of 
compost (13mm). Water them freely. Sow 
a small pinch of seed every fortnight so that 
you always have a fresh supply of small, 
tasty salad onions available. You can harvest 
them in 10 to 12 weeks.

 Yes – Pea shoots will eventually grow into 
normal sized Pea plants if you leave them 
too long!

 Speedy Veg kits are available in garden 
centres (see photo). These consist of plastic 
seed trays, mats to grow the seeds on and 
some packets of Speedy Veg seeds to try.
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Hints and tips

Preparation: Collect the seeds and put into 
labelled jars, make the answer grid

What you will need
 At least 10 different types of seed. (See 

‘Hints and tips’ below)

 10 empty jars labelled ‘A’ to’ J’ to display  
the seeds.

What to do 
Preparation 

 1 Fill the jar labelled ‘A’ with one type of seed. 
Make a note of its name.

 2 Repeat for the other nine jars labelled  
‘B’ to’ J’ using the other seeds.

 3 Prepare the answer grids. (See ‘Hints and 
tips’ below).

What to do 
 1 Hand out the answer grids to group 

members. 

 2 Distribute the 10 jars of seeds around  
the group.

 3 Ask everyone to identify the seeds and  
to fill in the answer grid.

Seed identification
Ornamental or vegetable?

An activity that is a good ‘standby’ as 
it can be prepared in advance, adapted 
to suit individuals in a group and used 
more than once.

7
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

30 minutes  
or more

7

 4 Ask everyone to consider whether the 
seed would grow into an ornamental plant 
or one that provides food (vegetable plant), 
or perhaps could be classified as both 
ornamental and vegetable.

 5 When everyone has guessed as much as 
they can, take each jar in turn, identify the 
seeds and discuss the answers.

 This activity can be as simple or as 
complicated as you want to make it. You 
need at least 10 different types of seeds 
that demonstrate a range i.e. ideally some 
seeds from ornamental plants, some from 
food producing plants and some that could 
be classified as both. A good range will 
prompt healthy discussion. It is easy to 
collect 20 or more different types of seed 

especially at the end of the year when 
garden centres almost ‘give away’ old 
stock they are going to dispose of anyway. 
Suitable seeds are Radish, Sweetcorn, 
Love in a Mist, Morning Glory, Calendula 
(C-shaped seeds), Nasturtium (large seeds), 
Thistle or Niger seeds (very dark seeds fed 
to Goldfinches). See other suggestions 
overleaf, Table B.

continued overleaf
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Hints and tips (continued)7

 Answer grids can be prepared in advance. 
An example is given below (Table A).

 This activity works well whether people are 
working individually, in pairs or in a small 
group. A good way to promote discussion 
is to get everyone to share their ideas and 
then to agree on the ‘final’ list before the 
answers are discussed.

 For a variation on the same theme collect 
the seeds from annual plants, biennial 
plants and perennial plants and identify 
them. (You could also try and collect 
seeds from ephemeral plants). All of these 
seeds could prompt discussions about the 
different life cycles of plants.

 Examples of seeds could also be collected 
(with permission) from fields of crops and 
gardens grown across the year, and saved. 

 For a more prolonged activity you could 
bring in lots of seed and plant catalogues 
that drop through the letterbox. Match 
the seeds with the photos found in the 
catalogues and discover more about the 
plants and suitable growing conditions.

 If you have more time to prepare it is really 
worthwhile doing some research about 
each type of seed as this information 
can be dropped into the discussion as 
‘clues’ during the identification activity. 
The additional information is also useful 
when going through the answers. Some 
examples of additional information are 
given below but there are thousands of 
other ones you could choose!

Jar

A

Name of the seed Would this seed grow into an ornamental plant, or a plant  
that produces food (vegetable plant) or a plant that could  

be classified as both ornamental and vegetable?

Table A – Example of answer grid

Table B – Example of some other suggestions

Name of plant that 
produces the seed 

(common and Latin name)

Ornamental? 
Vegetable? 

Both?

Points of interest / discussion

Spinach  
(Spinacia oleracea) 
 

Runner Bean  
(Phaseolus coccineus) 
 
 

Poached Egg Plant 
(Limnanthes douglasii)

Sunflower  
(Helianthus annua) 

Sweet Pea 
(Lathyrus odoratus)

Vegetable 
 
 

Vegetable &  
Ornamental 

 
 

Ornamental 

 Vegetable & 
Ornamental 

Ornamental 

 Grown as an annual. Wise Ol’ Popeye was protecting himself 
against cancers and inflammatory, oxidative stress-related, and 
cardiovascular problems! Perpetual spinach tastes like true 
spinach but is in fact a type of chard (Beet family).

Put three different types in the jar e.g. ‘Desiree’ (White flowers 
and white seeds), ‘Lady Di’ (red flowers) and ‘Sunset’ (pale 
peach flowers). The last two have pink and black seeds. Dwarf 
varieties for containers are ‘Pickwick’ and ‘Hestia’. Grown as an 
ornamental before it was eaten as a vegetable.

Hardy annual.  Attracts hover flies which kill greenfly. Bees love 
it too.  Good ground cover.

Hardy annual. Lots of different varieties: tall, dwarf, yellow, red, 
brown, white, multi-headed.  Perennial sunflowers are also 
available e.g. Helianthus ‘Key Lime Pie’ and ‘Maximillian’ sunflower.

Hardy annual. Climbs using tendrils. Hundreds of cultivars, many 
heavily scented. Dwarf Sweet peas e.g. ‘Snoopea’ are good for 
ground cover or containers.
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Preparation: Collect and display the 
seedheads and make the answer grid

What you will need
Preparation

 Seed heads from at least 10 different 
flowering plants. Ensure that each seedhead 
is still attached to a length of stalk / stem. 
(See ‘Hints and tips’ below)

 10 empty jars or containers labelled ‘A’ to ’J’ 
to display the seedheads

 Place several seedheads from one flowering 
plant into the jar labelled ‘A’

 Repeat for the other nine jars labelled ‘B’ to 
’J’ using the other seedheads

 Answer grids (see ‘Hints and tips’ overleaf).

What to do 
 1 Hand out the answer grids to group 

members. Distribute the 10 jars of 
seedheads around the group.

 2 Ask everyone to have a good look at each of 
the seedheads labelled A to J and find out 
where the seeds are located.

 3 Ask them to identify the plant that produced 
the seedhead and write their answer on the 
answer grid.

 4 Ask everyone to consider how the seeds 
are dispersed from the seedhead. Are they 
dispersed by:

a) The wind e.g. Dandelion
b) Animals (which animal?) e.g. Burdock
c) Explosive action – flinging the seeds out 

e.g. Broom

d) Shaker action – like a pepperpot  
e.g. Poppy

e) Some other method (state what this is) 
e.g. water dispersal for waterlilies and 
coconut palms?

 5 When everyone has guessed as much 
as they can, take each seedhead in turn, 
identify it and discuss the seed dispersal 
mechanism.

Seedheads
An identification quiz that promotes good observation and discussion

Observe 10 different seedheads and 
have fun guessing the names of 
the plants that made them and the 
mechanism that each plant uses to 
disperse its seeds.

8

S
eedheads

   A
n

 id
en

tifi
catio

n
 q

u
iz th

at p
ro

m
o

tes g
o

o
d

 o
b

servatio
n

 an
d

 d
iscu

ssio
n

Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

30 minutes  
to 1 hour

8
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 This activity can be as simple or as 
complicated as you want to make it.  
You need at least 10 different seedheads 
that exemplify different seed dispersal 
mechanisms, as this will prompt healthy 
discussion. It is easy to collect 20 or more 
different seedheads if you keep a good 
look out for what is available or collect 
them over a longer period of time.

 Seed heads can be collected very easily 
from gardens and containers on a single 
day at the end of summer or over the 
course of the year as they become 
available. With careful planning, seedheads 
can be collected and ‘saved’ each month. 
In this way, you can obtain a wide range of 
seedheads that represents flowering plants 
across the year.

 The photograph shows a variety of 
seedheads i.e. Allium, Aquilegia, Broad 
bean, Cow parsley, Crocosmia (‘Lucifer’), 
Grape hyacinth, Honesty, Lupin, Phlomis 
russeliana, Pinecone, Poppy, Stachys 
byzantina, Teasel, Tulip.

 This activity works well whether people are 
working individually, in pairs or in a small 
group. A good way to promote discussion 
is to get everyone to share their ideas and 
then to agree on the ‘final’ list before the 
answers are discussed.

 Other seedheads to consider are: 
Barley, Bluebells, Burdock, Chinese 
lanterns, Clematis, Coneflower, Daffodils, 
Dandelions, Foxglove, Geranium, 
Hydrangea, Lettuce, Medlar, Nigella, 
Onion, Pea pods, Plantain, Pulsatilla, Salvia, 
Sunflower, Sycamore, Tulip tree, Wheat, 
Verbena, Yarrow. The possibilities are 
endless!

 This activity can be extended or changed 
to suit the season and the knowledge 
and understanding of the group. Some 
seedheads are easily recognised but others  
e.g. Tulip, are tricky and can test even the 
most experienced gardeners.

 For a variation on the same theme collect 
the fruits and seeds of different trees e.g. 
Ash, Horse chestnut, Lime, Maple, Oak, 
Sweet chestnut and identify them.

 When discussing how the seeds are 
dispersed it is good to observe the 
seedheads again closely as they are well 
adapted to that one particular method of 
seed dispersal. 

 Answer grids can be prepared in advance. 
An example is given below.

Hints and tips

Seedheads and seed dispersal

Seedhead 
example

A

B

C

Name the plant that produces  
this seedhead

How do the seeds get dispersed  
from this seedhead?
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Preparation: Obtain the bulbs and collect the 
materials

What you will need
 One large pot with drainage holes  

e.g. 15cm diameter or more

 A selection of bulbs e.g. Narcissus  
‘Tête-à-Tête’ and Grape Hyacinth (see  
‘Hints and tips’)

 Drainage material e.g. polystyrene or crocks 

 Multi-purpose or bulb compost

 A scoop or trowel

 Optional – a small piece of black geotextile 
(this deters adult vine weevils getting in to 
lay their eggs).

What to do 
 1 Optional – cover the drainage holes in the 

bottom of the pot with the piece of black 
geo-textile. 

 2 Put a layer of the drainage material in the 
bottom of the pot.

 3 Scoop the compost into the container until it 
is three-quarters full.

 4 Place the bulbs, pointy side up, on the 
compost. Arrange the two types of bulb 
randomly or in a pattern e.g. Narcissi in the 
middle and Grape Hyacinths around them. 

 5 If you plant a ‘lasagne’ of bulbs plant the 
biggest bulbs deepest e.g. Tulips at the 
bottom, cover with compost, then Narcissi, 
then Chionodoxa and Grape Hyacinth.

 6 Cover the bulbs completely with the 
compost but leave 1cm of the pot rim 
showing for watering.

 7 Water the bulbs well and leave the compost 
to drain.

 8 Place the pot outside so the bulbs 
synchronise with the season.

Planting bulbs in pots

Pots of colourful bulbs can brighten 
up a corner of the garden or the front 
entrance. Try out the ‘lasagne’ method 
or plant a single variety using only one 
colour for great colour impact.

9

Planting bulbs in pots

Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 30 minutes

9

Hints and tips

continued overleaf

 Hundreds of varieties of bulbs bloom 
across the year so be adventurous and 
choose something different! Here are 
some things to consider when  
choosing bulbs.

i) The size of your pot. You can cram 
bulbs into pots as they are often a  
‘one season’ display. Think about what 
your display will look like when the 
plants are fully grown. They may be too 
tall and out of proportion or make the 
pot topple over.
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ii) The colour of the blooms. Try a mass 
of one colour with the plants blooming 
at the same time e.g. Alliums, a colour 
combination of bulbs that all bloom 
together e.g. Anemone de Caen and 
Babiana stricta, a combination where 
bulbs bloom in succession e.g. Crocus, 
Narcissus, and Tulips, or one colour but 
different varieties of bulbs that bloom in 
succession. 

iii) Use a colour wheel to choose colour 
combinations. Contrasting colours 
e.g. purple and yellow create vibrant 
displays, complementary colours e.g. 
blue, purple, pinks and whites create 
harmony.

iv) The heights, flowering period and 
requirements of the different bulbs you 
have chosen e.g. bulbs that are all 50cm 
tall, flower at the same time and grow 
best in full sun.

 The planting rule – plant bulbs at a depth of 
three times the height of the bulbs.

 Plant up a bowl of bulbs and display them 
on a table or wall to show off their delicate 
blooms and intricate designs e.g. plant five 
Iris reticulata (the same colour) in a 15cm 
diameter shallow terracotta bowl and top 
dress with grit to ‘finish’ it off.

 Use one ceramic container to create a 
colourful year-round display. You need 
three plastic pots that each fit snugly in 
the ceramic container. Plant the first pot 
with spring bulbs, put it into the ceramic 
container and enjoy the flowers. When 
the flowers have finished, replace with 
the second pot you have planted with 
summer blooming bulbs. Finally, the third 
pot will be full of autumn/winter blooming 
bulbs. As an alternative, if you plant three 
different types of summer flowering bulbs, 
with each pot containing just one type, 
you can get a succession of blooms from 
late spring until autumn. 

 Choose carefully when planting bulbs  
for successional blooming in one pot. The 
dying leaves of the first bulbs to bloom can 
detract from the flowering display of the 
second bulbs.

 Corms e.g. Crocus, rhizomes e.g. Bearded 
Iris, and tubers e.g. Begonias are often sold 
in garden centres as ‘bulbs’. Like true bulbs 
e.g. Narcissi, they store food and grow into 
plants that bloom. 

 Planting time for bulbs varies according to 
their flowering time. Plant spring flowering 
bulbs from early autumn so they have 
time to produce roots before winter. Tulips 
are the exception so plant in late autumn 
or early winter. Plant summer flowering 
ones e.g. Dahlia and Gladioli, and autumn 
flowering ones such as Colchicum, from 
late spring onwards.

  Spring planting – Alstroemeria, Begonia, 
Bletilla, Canna, Cardiocrinum, Colchicum 
autumnale ‘Waterlily’, Convalleria majalis 
(Lily of the Valley), Crocosmia, Dahlia, 
Eucomis, Galtonia (Summer Hyacinth), 
Gladiolus, Nerine, Pleione formosana 
(outdoor orchid), Tigridia, Californian Bluebell 
(Triteleia), Zantedeschia.

  Autumn planting – Anemone, Camassia, 
Chionodoxa, Crocus, Cyclamen, Eranthus 
(Winter Aconite), Eremurus (Fox-tail 
lily), Erythronium (Dog’s tooth violet), 
Fritillaria, Galanthus, Hyacinths, Iris 
reticulata, Leucojum, Muscari, Narcissus, 
Ornithgalum, Puschkinia (Russian 
snowdrop), Scilla, Sternbergia lutea,  
Trillium grandiflorum, Tulip.

  Autumn or spring planting –  
Allium (tall or dwarf), Arum lily, Lilium, 
Nectaroscordum, Ranunculus. 

 There are hundreds of sizes and colours 
of Narcissus. If you choose the variety 
carefully, taking note of their blooming 
time and height, you can have Narcissus in 
bloom from December to June. The Jonquil 
group of Narcissus are the dwarf ones.

Hints and tips (continued)9

Planting bulbs in pots
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Preparation: Time to collect the materials

What you will need
 Bulbs that have been ‘prepared’ for growing 

indoors e.g. Narcissus ‘Paperwhite’ (see 
‘Hints and tips’)

Water method

 A container e.g. large flat glass bowl 

 Pieces of decorative material to support 
and anchor the bulbs e.g. pebbles, marbles, 
slate, beach-glass. You need enough to 
make a layer at least 5cm deep.

Pot method

 Pot with drainage holes and a plant saucer.  
Bowls with no drainage holes can be used 
(see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Multi-purpose compost or bulb compost

 Drainage material e.g. perlite, grit, 
polystyrene pieces or crocks.

What to do 
Water method

 1 Half-fill the glass bowl with your decorative 
material.

 2 Place some bulbs, pointy side up, on the 
material. Wiggle them to ‘settle’ them in.

 3 Add some more decorative material 
between the bulbs if you wish.

 4 Add water to the glass bowl so that it just 
touches the base of the bulbs.

 5 Now go to instructions 6 and 7.

Pot method

 1 Mix the perlite and compost together and 
add just enough water to make it moist but 
not soaking wet.

 2 If you use a tall pot put some drainage 
material in the bottom – you don’t need  
the perlite.

 3 Put a layer of the moist compost (at least 
5cm) in the bottom of the container. 

 4 Place the bulbs, pointy side up, on the 
compost.

 5 Add more compost until it is almost up to 
the rim of the container. It does not matter 
whether the bulbs are exposed or covered – 
the choice is yours.

 6 Place the bulbs in a cool area e.g. shed, 
garage or porch away from sunlight, until 
you see the roots growing and the shoots 
appearing from the top (this will take two  
to three weeks).

 7 Gradually, bring the bulbs up to room 
temperature with full light to force them  
into flower in a few weeks.

Forcing bulbs for Christmas –
or an early spring

The cheery sight of bulbs in flower for 
Christmas or the New Year is hard to 
match and is a welcome reminder of 
spring. Use specially ‘prepared’ bulbs or 
prepare them yourself. 

10
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 30 minutes
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 Different types of bulbs can be forced 
into bloom ahead of time. You can buy 
these as ‘prepared bulbs’ in garden 
centres in the autumn or you can 
prepare them yourself (see method 
below). Some common ‘prepared’ bulbs 
are Narcissus ‘Paperwhite’ (white), 
‘Erlicheer’ (cream) and ‘Grand Soleil 
D’Or’ (yellow). Paperwhites are the 
easiest to start with as all they need is 
water and light!

 Plant ‘Paperwhites’ in two layers with a 
compost layer in between or plant some 
each week for a succession of flowers 
throughout the Christmas period. Keep 
‘Erlicheer’ and ‘Grand Soleil D’Or’ in the 
dark for a few weeks and they will flower 
in the same way as Paperwhites.

 Other ‘prepared’ bulbs are: Hyacinths 
e.g. ‘Pink Pearl’, ‘Delft Blue’, ‘White 
Pearl’, and Amaryllis bulbs e.g. 
‘Aphrodite’ (Pink and white), ‘Mont blanc’ 
(white). Amaryllis takes about 10 weeks 
to flower. Leave a third of the bulb 
exposed for best results.

 Grow Hyacinths and Irises in bulb vases. 
Bulbs fit snugly onto the top of the vase 
opening. Fill the glass with water so that 
it just touches the bulb. When handling 
Hyacinths, wear gloves as they may 
cause skin irritation.

 Plant bulbs in odd numbers for a more 
pleasing effect or just pack as many as 
you can in one layer of your container. 
Good drainage is the key to success so 
it is best to use containers with drainage 
holes. Bulbs will rot in waterlogged 
compost so water bulbs sparingly when 
using bowls without drainage holes.

 To ‘prepare’ bulbs yourself you need 
to mimic and recreate the seasons; first 
autumn, then winter then spring, and 
‘fool’ them with a short Winter. Start the 
preparation in October. Use ‘bulbs’ that 
normally bloom in early spring to start 
with e.g. Crocus, Iris reticulata, Narcissus, 
Muscari, Tulips. 

i) Mimic autumn – Put them in cool, dark 
conditions at 7 to 9ºC for four to five 
weeks. This forces the root growth.

ii) Mimic winter – Move them to dark 
cold conditions at 0 to 2ºC for four to six 
weeks. They will go dormant.

iii) Mimic spring – Move them into 
the light and gradually build the 
temperature. If the temperature rises 
too quickly, you will get lots of leaves 
and no flowers or the flower will have 
no stem. If you mimic a cool spring the 
flowers will last longer.

iv) Problems may occur if the bulbs are 
moved from their dark conditions too 
early or if they are not cool enough. 
Waterlogged or dry compost will result 
in a poor flower display. 

 Plant each bulb container with just one 
variety because mixed bulbs bloom at 
different times. Pack the bulbs together. 
If you prepare several pots of bulbs, 
introduce them to the warm in sequence 
over a few weeks and they will bloom in 
turn. You can keep the bulbs at 2ºC for a 
long time; the longer they stay there the 
longer they take to start growing.

 A trick to stop paperwhites growing too tall 
– dilute one part rubbing alcohol (or gin!!) 
in 10 parts water and use this to water the 
bulbs when they are about 10cm tall. This 
slows their growth and they will be more in 
proportion to the shallow containers. (This 
is called ‘ginning out’!)
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Preparation: Time to obtain the  
materials, number the plates and prepare  
an answer grid

What you will need
 At least 20 different types of vegetables and 

fruit (see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Paper plates numbered 1 to 20  

 Answer grids (see ‘Hints and tips’).

What to do 
 1 Place each one of the 20 vegetables and 

fruit on a different numbered plate.

 2 Hand out the answer grids to group 
members. 

 3 Distribute the 20 vegetables and fruit around 
the group.

 4 Ask everyone to name the plant that 
produced each vegetable or fruit and the 
part/s of the plant that they would be eating 
if they included them in their diet. Answers 
should be written on the answer grid.

 5 When everyone has guessed as much as 
they can, take each vegetable or fruit in turn 
and discuss the answers. Identify the ways 
in which each vegetable or fruit could be 
included in their diet.

What part of the plant are you eating?

A balanced diet, especially one that 
includes ‘your five a day fruit and 
vegetables’ contains all sorts of food 
derived from plants. This activity identifies 
the parts of a plant that we eat in our diets.

11

W
hat part of the plant are you eating?

Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour

11

Hints and tips

continued overleaf

 This activity can be as simple or as 
complicated as you want to make it. 
You need at least 20 different types of 
vegetable or fruit that represent the 
different parts of a plant. A good range will 
prompt healthy discussion. It is easy to 
collect 20 different types of vegetables and 
fruit from supermarkets and local shops. 

 Parts of a plant: roots (long or rounded 
tuberous roots), stems and underground 
stems (rhizomes and stem tubers), shoots 
and shoot tips, leaves, flowers, seeds, 
flower buds, fruit. 

 Answer grids can be prepared in advance. 
An example is given overleaf (Table A).

 This activity works well whether people are 
working individually, in pairs or in a small 
group. A good way to promote discussion 
is to get everyone to share their ideas and 
then to agree on the ‘final’ list before the 
answers are discussed.

 To widen your choice, collect edible plant 
materials that are not commonly called 
‘vegetables or fruit’. You could, for example, 
include seeds such as rice and ‘unpopped’ 
popcorn, or shoots such as asparagus.
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 Examples of edible plant materials that 
can be used in this activity: Artichoke 
(Globe – eat the flower buds, Jerusalem 
– eat the tuberous root), Asparagus, 
Aubergine, Avocado, Banana, Beans 
(any variety, fresh, in their pods or dried 
e.g. butterbeans), Beetroot, Broccoli, 
Brussels sprouts, Cabbage, Capers, 
Carrots, Cassava, Cauliflower, Celeriac, 
Celery, Chestnuts, Chicory, Coconut, 
Courgette, Cucumber, Dragon fruit, Endive, 
Fennel, Fig, Garlic, Ginger,  Kale, Kohlrabi, 
Kumquat, Lambs lettuce, Leek, Lentils, 
Lettuce, Lychee, Mange tout, (pod and 
seeds i.e. the Pea plant’s fruit), Mango, 
Nuts (plenty of varieties in their shells are 
available), Okra (ladies fingers), Olives, 
Onions (white or purple), Pak Choi, Papaya, 
Parsnip, Pepper (chilli), Pepper (sweet), 
Persimmon (Sharon fruit), Physalis (Chinese 
gooseberry), Pineapple (you eat the group 
of ‘rotting’ flowers), Pomegranate, Potatoes 
(underground stem tuber), Pumpkin, 
Quince, Radish (many different shapes and 
colours available), Rambutan, Rhubarb (you 
eat the leaf stalks), Romanesco, Shallots, 

Spinach, Squash (all sorts of wonderful 
varieties and colours are available), Starfruit, 
Swede, Sweet potato, Swiss chard, 
Tomatoes (botanically these are fruits), 
Turnip, Yams.

 If you have more time to prepare, it is 
really worth researching each vegetable 
or fruit and dropping this information 
into the discussion as ‘clues’ during 
the identification activity. The additional 
information is also useful when going 
through the answers. Some examples of 
additional information are given below.

 This activity also works well if you use a 
large collection of fruits from around the 
world, rather than vegetables. Provide a 
knife to cut open the fruits as often they 
are extremely interesting and colourful 
inside and their appearance promotes good 
discussion. Ask people to guess the name 
of the fruit and the type of plant it came 
from e.g. large tree, small bush, palm. This 
activity can be combined with a taste test 
if you have access to suitably hygienic 
conditions.

Hints and tips (continued)11

W
hat part of the plant are you eating?

Plate 
number 

1

Name of the plant 
that produces this 

object

What parts of the plant would you be eating if this  
object was part of your diet? How would you use it,  

e.g. can Papaya be used in a tropical fruit salad?

Table A – Example of answer grid

Table B – Example of some additional information

1 

2

3

Popcorn 
 

Romanesco 
 
 

Salsify

Each yellow ‘piece’ is a seed of the maize plant. The original sweetcorn seeds were purple. 
Uses: vegetable, popcorn, ground up as flour (cornmeal), squashed to make cornflakes.

This is an exotic variety of broccoli and is actually the ‘flower’ of the plant. It is very interesting 
to see the shapes on the head of the Romanesco as the spirals show some intriguing 
mathematical patterns. The spirals show the natural approximation of a fractal, and also follow 
the Fibonacci sequence! It is an excellent source of vitamins C and K, fibre and carotenoids.

This the tap root of Purple Salsify, (Tragopogon porrifolius), a plant in the sunflower family.  
The root is sometimes called the ‘Oyster plant’ because it has a similar taste. The young 
shoots can also be eaten, as well as the young leaves. The root can be used in a similar 
way to other root vegetables i.e. in soups and stews, or mashed. You can also grate cooked 
salsify onto salads.
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Preparation: Time to collect the materials. 
Water the plants 30 minutes before the activity

What you will need
 Plants that need potting-on (see ‘Hints  

and tips’) 

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free) or soil-based compost such as John 
Innes No. 3 (for mature plants)

 Drainage materials e.g. old crocks or grit

 Pots one size bigger than the pots the plants 
are in currently. They must have drainage 
holes. (See ‘Hints and tips’)

 Secateurs or scissors (Flower scissors are 
ideal)

 Watering can, black geotextile (optional)  
(see ‘Hints and tips’).

What to do 
 1 Water the plant 30 minutes before potting-

on to reduce the shock of transplanting.

 2 Put some drainage materials e.g. old crocks 
or grit in the base of the new pot and cover 
this with a layer of compost. 

 3 Slide the plant out of its pot and cut away 
any dead or rotten roots. 

 4 Cut off any roots that are circling the 
plant and if it is root-bound, cut through 
the roots with a sharp knife to promote 
root growth. You can remove as much 
as the lower third of the root ball if you 
need to.

 5 Position the plant in the new pot at the 
same depth it was in the original pot, 

making sure that it is in the centre to 
encourage all-round growth. Fill up around 
the roots with compost, leaving 1cm for 
watering, and firm it down gently. Do not 
plant it too deeply as this can cause the 
stem to rot.

 6 Water the plant thoroughly to settle the 
compost around the roots. 

 7 Put the plant in a shaded, cool place for 
a day or two to help it re-establish. Avoid 
bright sunshine. Occasional misting of the 
leaves with water will also help.

Potting on

Potting-on is the term used when  
plants are transplanted from a pot they 
have outgrown to a bigger pot where 
they have more space to grow. This is  
an easy and essential task to keep your 
plants healthy.

12

Potting on

Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour to pot  
on a few plants

12
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 You will need plants that are showing signs 
of outgrowing their pot i.e.

i) Roots are protruding from the bottom 
of the pot, the plant is root-bound and 
congested, or the roots are circling 
inside the pot.

ii) The plant stops growing or becomes 
limp, dries out very fast and requires 
frequent watering.

iii) The soil is compacted or exhausted and 
water stays on the surface too long after 
watering.

iv) The plant looks top-heavy or as if it 
might burst out of the pot.

 If much of the soil falls away when you 
slide a plant out of its pot, it probably does 
not need potting-on.

 Healthy roots are white or light coloured. 
If they are dark and foul-smelling they are 
dead and rotting, probably due to sitting in 
water or having a fungal disease. Cut off 
any dead or decaying roots but take care 
not to damage the others.

 When potting-on use a pot that is one size 
bigger e.g. from a 9cm to a 13cm (one litre) 
pot. This will promote new growth as the 
roots grow out into the new compost and 
absorb nutrients. If you pot a small plant 
into a pot that is too big it will focus on root 
growth rather than on leaves, flowers and 
fruit. In the right-sized pot, when the roots 
reach the side of the pot they respond by 
growing lateral roots and develop a better 
root system.

 If you are potting-on plants that have 
special requirements, use a compost mix 
that is appropriate for them e.g. Alpines 
and Cacti need excellent drainage so mix 
in plenty of grit or perlite, Camellias and 
other ‘acid-loving’ (lime-hating) plants need 
ericaceous compost.

 Stop potting-on once a plant has 
reached its maximum size or is the most 
convenient size for you. Instead, when 
the compost is exhausted, you should 
re-pot the plant i.e. maintain the pot size 
but trim the roots and refresh the compost 
each spring. When you trim the roots, 
remember also to trim the plant’s foliage. 
Match the root and the foliage trimming i.e. 
if you trim a quarter of the roots, remove a 
quarter of the foliage. 

 Vine weevils often lay their eggs in 
containers in the garden and greenhouse. 
The eggs develop into grubs (white with 
orange heads) and these harm the plant by 
eating away the roots. You may find some 
of these grubs when you are potting-on, 
so dispose of them and check the rest of 
the compost carefully. To stop the adults 
climbing into the compost in the new pot, 
place a piece of black geotextile over the 
bottom of the pot before you put in the 
crocks and the compost. You can buy a 
root drench (a biological control) for vine 
weevil grubs. A tell-tale sign that the adults 
are present is the C-shaped notches they 
have eaten in the edges of leaves.

Hints and tips12
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Preparation: Time to collect the Alpines and 
materials.

What you will need
 Small Alpine plants – three different varieties 

for each container. (See ‘Hints and tips’)

 Bowls or troughs in which to plant the 
Alpines. They must have drainage holes. 
Pots that are 25 to 30cm wide and 10 to  
15cm deep are ideal for first timers

 John Innes compost No. 2 (a soil-based 
recipe)

 Coarse grit for drainage and top dressing, 
sharp sand, composted bark (this will need 
sieving) or well-rotted leaf mould

 ‘Measuring scoop’ e.g. small trowel, 
scissors, water (in a fine-mist spray-bottle)

 Sieve (plastic kitchen sieve with big holes 
works well but do not use it for food 
afterwards)

 Optional – stones, slate, wood or coal to 
form a ‘landscape’.

What to do 
 1 Mix up enough compost to fill one bowl. 

Use the following proportions:

• three parts John Innes compost
• two parts sieved composted bark (or leaf 

mould ‘crumbled’ into tiny flakes)
• one part coarse grit
• one part sharp sand.

 2 Check the compost is slightly damp; if not 
sprinkle with water. Test it to see if it has 
the correct drainage for Alpines by taking a 
handful and squeezing it as hard as possible. 
Open your hand. If the compost falls apart 
you’ve got it just right. If it stays in a lump, 
there is not enough drainage for growing 
Alpines. Add more grit and/or sand, remix 
and then do the drainage test again.

 3 Fill the container with the compost mix to 
within 1cm of the rim. This may seem like 
‘overfill’ but it is much easier to remove than 
replace the compost as you plant, especially 
if you are making a mini-garden and using 
landscaping. (See ‘Hints and tips’).

 4 Optional – add landscaping slate or stones 
to a pleasing effect. Many Alpines benefit 
from having their roots under the shade of 
stones.

 5 Take each Alpine in turn, and check the 
roots. Cut off any roots that are circling the 
root system. ‘Tickle’ the remaining roots 
a little to ensure they are not too closely 
packed together.

 6 Plant the Alpine carefully in the compost 
making sure it is planted at the same depth 
as it was in its pot. Remember to ‘space’ 
the Alpines as they are likely to spread as 
they grow.

 7 Put a layer of coarse grit on top of the 
compost so that no compost is showing.  
(1 to 2cm deep). This is called ’top-dressing’ 
and provides a good ‘finish’ to the container. 
It will also help to prevent the growth of 
algae, the displacement of compost when 
the container is watered, and the evaporation 
of water from the surface on very hot days.        

Alpine containers
An activity for any time of year

You don’t need a garden to grow Alpines 
– they can be grown in any container 
that has good drainage. If you raise the 
containers closer to eye level once they 
are planted you can truly appreciate the 
beauty of these little plants.
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easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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 Most Alpines are easy to grow and need 
little care and maintenance. There are 
many different types to choose from 
so they can be grown year-round. Easy 
Alpines are available in garden centres; 
other varieties are available from specialist 
nurseries.

 Alpines have three main requirements

i) An open sunny position (Alpines occur 
naturally on the top of mountains and 
survive the weather!)

ii) Good drainage (they can survive the 
cold but they do not like the wet)

iii) Soil that is not too rich (they grow well 
where there is a balance of nutrients at 
low levels).

 Choose your Alpines carefully! Always 
read the label before you buy to see how 
big the plant will grow. Alpines look good 
if you allow them to grow over the edges 
of a container, but if they become too large 
they will outgrow the pot, squash each 
other and the effect will be lost. You will 
then have to take them out and start all 
over again! Choose small Alpines such as 
Spring Gentian (pure vivid blue), Saxifrages 
and Sedums (lots of lovely varieties 
available), small Campanulas, small 
Sempervivums (houseleeks – intricate 
patterns and shades), small Dianthus, and 
Lewisias. If you want to plant bulbs, plant 
only the tiny ones e.g. Narcissus rupicola, 
Narcissus bulbocodium, Oxalis ‘Ione 
Hecker’, Rhodohypoxis.

 Many types of containers are available 
e.g. terracotta or plastic bowls and 
planters or lightweight polymer 
containers ‘processed’ to look like stone.  
If you are ambitious, make your own 
Hypertufa troughs or containers. See the 
range of ‘Easy leaflets’ produced by the 
Alpine Garden Society.  
(www.alpinegardensociety.net)

 If you are using a large container e.g. a 
trough, cover the bottom with about 3cm 
depth of drainage material e.g. stone 
chippings, pieces of clay pot, gravel. 
Use perforated Zinc mesh to cover the 
drainage holes if you use grit.

 You can have great fun creating ‘mini-
gardens’ with Alpines, using small rocks 
and slate as the landscape. There are 
no rules; there are as many mini-garden 
designs as there are designers! The trick 
is to build the landscape up so that it is at 
least as high as the pot is deep, to create 
lots of planting opportunities. Pack the 
plants in as this helps them stay compact 
and ‘in-keeping’. When planting, take 
the plants out of their pot, remove all the 
soil and squeeze their roots into a carrot 
shape. This allows you to feed the roots 
into small planting spaces in the mini-
garden.

 In winter cover the pot or bring it under 
cover out of the rain, so that the Alpines 
have a drier environment.

Hints and tips13
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Preparation: Time to collect the materials

What you will need
 Small Succulent plants (e.g. in 5cm pots) – 

three or five different varieties for each dish. 
(See ‘Hints and tips’)

 Suitable dish or bowl with drainage hole/s 

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free)

 Perlite to provide drainage for the compost

 Coarse grit for top dressing

 One piece of geo-textile or similar gauze 
material to cover the drainage hole and 
prevent the compost ‘leaking’ out

 Small trowel or spoon, scissors, water (in a 
fine-mist spray-bottle)

 Optional – stones, slate, wood or coal to 
form a ‘landscape’.

What to do 
 1 Measure out enough compost to fill one 

bowl and add two handfuls of perlite. Mix 
them together thoroughly.

 2 Check the compost is slightly damp; if not 
sprinkle with water and mix it again.

 3 Place some geo-textile on the bottom of the 
dish making sure that it lies flat and covers 
the drainage holes.

 4 Put a good layer of the compost/perlite mix 
over the textile covering it completely.

 5 Fill the dish with the compost mix to within  
1cm of the rim. This may seem like 
‘overfill’ but it is much easier to remove 
than replace the compost as you plant, 
especially if you are using landscaping. 
(See ‘Hints and tips’). 

 6 Take each Succulent in turn, and check the 
roots. Cut off any roots that are circling the 
root system. ‘Tickle’ the remaining roots 
a little to ensure they are not too closely 
packed together.

 7 Plant each Succulent carefully in the 
compost making sure it is planted at the 
same depth as it was in its pot. Remember 
to ‘space’ them as they are likely to spread 
as they grow. (See ‘Hints and tips’ for an 
easy planting method that doesn’t damage 
the plants as you fill the dish with compost).

 8 Carefully use the scoop or spoon to place 
a layer (1cm deep) of coarse grit on top of 
the compost so that no compost is showing.  
Take care not to cover any of the plant leaves 
with grit. This is called’ top-dressing’ and 
provides a good ‘finish’ to the container. It will 
also help to prevent the growth of algae, the 
displacement of compost when the container 
is watered, and the evaporation of water 
from the surface on very hot days.

 9 Optional – add landscaping slate or stones 
to a pleasing effect.

Succulent dish garden

A wide variety of small succulents is 
readily available from garden centres 
and suppliers and these interesting 
plants can be displayed in an indoor  
dish garden.
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 Many Succulents are easy to grow and 
need little care and maintenance. There 
are many different shapes and colours 
to choose from and they can be grown 
indoors all year round. Slow-growing 
succulents are available from garden 
centres and plant suppliers. Choose small 
but similarly sized plants for your dish 
garden e.g. in 5cm pots. Select different 
plants that show a variety of patterns and 
shapes, or several plants of the same 
type that come in different colours. The 
examples shown in the photo are: Crassula 
perforata variagata, Echeveria lilacina 
and Echeveria purpusorum, Gasteria aff. 
bicolour and Haworthia pumila.

 Plant your Succulents in ones, threes, fives 
or sevens as this will give a more pleasing 
effect in your dish garden.

 Before planting your Succulents, position 
them on top of the compost to find the 
most pleasing arrangement. Plant them  
at the same depth as they were in their 
plant pots.

 A quick and easy planting method to avoid 
damaging the succulents is to use some 
empty plant pots that are the same size as 
those that the succulents are in. Arrange 
these on top of your first layer of compost, 
in the same position that you are going to 
plant the succulents. Add more compost, 

working around and between the empty 
pots and firm the compost down gently. 
Continue until the bowl is full to 1cm of the 
rim. The empty pots act as a mould and 
can now be removed. The succulents can 
now be planted easily, in just the right sized 
hole and in just the right position.

 Many suitable containers are available to 
make dish gardens e.g. ceramic, terracotta 
or plastic bowls and there are many 
different profiles to choose from e.g. 
shallow or deep with straight or tapering 
sides. Remember that your dish garden 
will be an indoor display and will need a 
suitable saucer.

 You can have great fun creating landscapes 
for your dish garden using small rocks and 
slate as the landscape. There are no rules; 
there are as many dish garden designs as 
there are designers!

 Remember that your succulent plants 
are totally reliant on what is provided for 
them in the dish garden. They need water, 
nutrients and bright light in order to thrive. 
Water them more in the growing season 
and less frequently in the cooler months. 
Add some liquid fertiliser when watering 
during the growing season. A fertiliser with 
a higher Nitrogen (N) content promotes 
green growth and one with a higher 
potassium (K) content promotes flowering.

Hints and tips14
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Preparation: Collect the plants and materials

What you will need
 Hanging basket, hanger and bracket to hold 

the basket (See ‘Hints and tips’)

 Suitable lining material if needed (See ‘Hints 
and tips’)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free)

 Slow-release fertiliser pellets

 Water-retaining gel

 A good variety of plants (Thrillers, Fillers and 
Spillers) to put in a summer hanging basket 
(See ‘Hints and tips’).

What to do 
 1 Line your basket with a suitable lining if it 

needs one. (See ‘Hints and tips’).

 2 Fill the hanging basket with compost to 
within 7cm of the top.

 3 Measure out the fertiliser pellets carefully 
and mix them with the compost. The 
instructions will state the correct amount, 
e.g. 14g of fertiliser needed for each litre of 
compost.

 4 Measure the correct amount of water-
retaining gel and mix it in well with the 
compost. Make sure it is evenly spread  
and not clumped together.

 5 Place the main ‘Thriller’ plant in the centre  
of the compost.

 6 Place the ‘Filler’ plants around this central 
plant.

 7 Place the ‘Spiller’ plants around the edge of 
the basket so that they will trail over the top.

 8 ‘In-fill’ between the plants with more 
compost and firm it down gently, making 
sure the plant roots are fully covered.

 9 Leave a 1cm ‘lip’ of the hanging basket to 
stop the compost being washed out of the 
basket when it is watered.

 10 Water the compost and leave to drain 
before hanging it up in a suitable place. 

 11 Optional – Plant some plants through 
the sides of the liner. To start, mix the 
compost, fertiliser and gel together. Put 
a layer of the compost mix in the basket 
and insert some plants through the sides 
of the liner. With a coir liner, cut ‘cross 
shapes’ to make it easier to insert the 
plant roots. Wrap paper or polythene 
around the roots when inserting the 
plants to prevent damage. Fill in between 
the plants with compost mix. Add more 
plants and build up the compost. Finally, 
plant ‘on the top’ with a Thriller plant and 
Fillers and Spillers.

Summer hanging baskets

Summer hanging baskets are a 
wonderful addition to any outdoor 
space and can be full of ornamental 
flowering plants, foliage plants or 
herbs.
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 Ensure that your basket is the right size for 
your hanger and bracket. Different hanging 
baskets and liners are available e.g.

i) Plastic hanging basket at least 20cm 
diameter (three litre volume) with plastic 
hanger

ii) Rattan basket with waterproof lining. 
iii) Wire basket with lining e.g. Coir 

(coconut fibre), cardboard, sisal 
(shredded sacking). Moss lining can 
be obtained ‘fresh’ or in packs of 
compacted dry moss that must be 
soaked before use

iv) Easy-fill baskets with ‘new’ solid 
removable gates. Use coarse compost 
in these, or the compost may run out 
when you water the basket.

 Hanging baskets need three types of 
plants: ‘Thrillers, Fillers and Spillers’. The 
Thriller is the taller plant that features as 
your centrepiece creating structure and 
impact. ‘Fillers’ are planted around the 
central plant, and ‘Spillers’ are planted at 
the edge of the basket to trail over.

 Add water-retaining gel to the compost 
which can dry out quickly in warm weather. 
The gel slows down the drying process. 
Check the compost each day (finger 
test) and keep the compost moist but 
not soggy. When watering, water the 
compost and not the foliage or flowers. 
This helps the water reach the roots where 
it is needed rather than be wasted as it 
evaporates from the leaves. Water-drops 
on leaves in bright sunshine act as tiny 
mirrors and cause scorch marks.

 Plants suitable for summer baskets 
include: Trailing Begonias, Bacopa, 
Calendula, Calibrachoa (mini-petunias), 
Dahlias (dwarf), Fuchsias (upright or 

trailing), Geraniums (thin-leaved or trailing 
ivy leaved), Impatiens (Busy Lizzies), 
Laurentia, Lobelia, Nasturtium, Nemophila,  
Nicotiana (tobacco plants), Pansies, 
Petunias, (many varieties are sold e.g. 
‘Surfinia’), Salvias, Sweet peas (dwarf), 
Verbenas, Violas. These are all readily 
available from garden centres, nurseries 
and online suppliers. Basket collections are 
also available.

 How many plants? A general rule of thumb 
is one plant per inch of basket diameter, so 
use 12 plants in a 12 inch (30cm) diameter 
basket. If you are planting strongly-growing 
plants e.g. Fuchsias or Geraniums then use 
only five in a 30cm basket.

 Plant summer baskets from April onwards, 
but protect them from frosts e.g. in a 
greenhouse until the end of May. If this is 
not available wait until late May to plant 
them up outside.

 Deadhead the flowers every week to 
promote more flowering. Don’t be afraid 
to give your plants e.g. Petunias a good 
‘haircut’ to tidy them up and give them a 
growth boost, if they become too straggly.

 Use slow-release fertiliser pellets (moisture 
dependent) or controlled-release fertiliser 
pellets (temperature dependent) in your 
basket but check how long they last e.g. 
six weeks. Mark the date in your diary and 
then re-apply after this time. Alternatively 
use a weekly liquid fertiliser; feed with 
a high Nitrogen (N) content in the first 
weeks to encourage plant growth and then 
later with a high Potassium (K) content to 
encourage flowers.

 Use a bucket to sit the basket in/on when 
planting it up.

Hints and tips15
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Preparation: Time to collect the materials

What you will need
 Suitable hanging basket, hanger and bracket 

to hold the basket (see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free)

 Slow-release fertiliser pellets

 Hardy plants to put in a winter hanging 
basket (see ‘Hints and tips’).

What to do 
 1 Take you chosen hanging basket and line 

it with a suitable lining if it needs one. (See 
‘Hints and tips’).

 2 Fill the hanging basket with compost to 
within about 7cm of the top.

 3 Measure out the slow-release fertiliser 
pellets and add to the compost, mixing 
them in well. Make sure that you read the 
fertiliser instructions carefully so you have 
the correct amount. It might say e.g. 14g of 
fertiliser needed for each litre of compost.

 4 Place the main upright plant (‘Thriller’) in the 
centre of the compost (see ‘Hints and tips’).

 5 Place the ‘Filler’ plants around this central 
plant.

 6 Place the ‘Spiller’ plants around the edge 
so that they will trail over the edge of the 
basket.

 7 ‘In-fill’ between the plants with more 
compost and firm it down gently, making 
sure the roots of all the plants are fully 
covered.

 8 Leave at least 1cm ‘lip’ of the hanging 
basket showing as this will stop the 
compost being washed out of the basket 
when it is watered.

 9 Water the compost and leave to drain 
before hanging it up in a suitable place. 

Winter hanging baskets

Hanging baskets are not just for the 
summer months! Brighten things up 
with a basket that will flower from late 
autumn through to late spring.

16
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 There is a good variety of suitable hanging 
baskets for winter use in garden centres 
and DIY stores, but make sure you obtain 
one that is the right size for your hanger 
and bracket e.g.

i) Plastic hanging basket at least 20cm 
diameter (3 litre volume) with plastic 
hanger

ii) Rattan hanging basket with waterproof 
lining. These baskets can be painted or 
sprayed to brighten them up. Make sure 
that you poke one or two holes in the 
base of the waterproof liner to ensure 
good drainage

iii) Wire hanging basket with suitable lining 
e.g. Coir (coconut fibre), readymade 
cardboard liner, sisal liner (shredded 
sacking)

iv) Moss can be used as a lining for winter 
baskets but the moss may not always 
be available from garden centres in 
the winter months. However, packs of 
compacted dry moss will be available 
and these can be soaked to bulk the 
moss up before use.

 Hanging baskets need three types of 
plants: ‘Thrillers, Fillers and Spillers’. The 
‘Thriller’ is the taller plant that will feature 
as your centrepiece creating structure 
and impact. This is particularly important 
in winter baskets in case other plants do 
not flower in a very cold period, ‘Fillers’ 
are plants that will be planted around the 
central plant, and ‘Spillers’ are the plants 
you plant at the edge of the basket that will 
trail over the edge.

 There is no need to add water-retaining gel 
to the compost in winter hanging baskets 
as they do not dry out as much as summer 
baskets. However, it is still important to 
water winter hanging baskets at least once 
a week especially in windy conditions. 
Check the compost each week (‘finger 
test’) and aim to keep the compost moist 
but not soggy. Avoid wetting the foliage 
and flowers when you water the compost.

 Suitable plants for winter baskets 
include: Box (Buxus), Conifers (dwarf), 
Crocus, Erica (winter-flowering Heaths), 
Euonymus, Gaultheria, Hebes (dwarf), 
Iris reticulata, Ivies (plain or variegated 
varieties are available), Ornamental 
Sedge (Carex), Cyclamen (make sure 
these are the small, hardy, garden 
ones), Pansies, Primulas (Primroses and 
different types of Polyanthus), Violas. 
These are all readily available in garden 
centres, and new stock arrives weekly 
throughout the winter months.

 Winter hanging baskets are ideally planted 
in September and October so the plants 
get established before the cold weather 
sets in, but they can be planted at any 
time during the winter months.

 Ensure that you deadhead the flowers 
in winter hanging baskets as this will 
encourage more blooms to form. Don’t be 
afraid to give your pansies a good ‘haircut’ 
to tidy them up and give them a boost if 
they become too straggly, especially as 
the weather warms up in spring.

 You can use slow-release fertiliser pellets 
or controlled-release fertiliser pellets in 
your winter hanging basket. Slow-release 
pellets release the nutrients as water 
trickles through them, but controlled-
release pellets work with temperature. 
When the temperature rises, your plants 
grow more and need more fertiliser. The 
controlled-release pellets release more 
nutrients for the plants to take up when  
the temperature rises.

 Use a bucket to sit the basket in when 
planting it up.

 These instructions can be used to make 
a winter container as well as a hanging 
basket. Just make sure the container 
is raised off the ground slightly, to aid 
drainage.

Hints and tips16
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A.  Perennial hanging baskets
Perennial hanging baskets provide an easy 
way to provide a valuable splash of colour 
and interest at eye-level, all year round. There 
are two ways you can approach the perennial 
hanging basket.

a) Plant up the whole basket with suitable 
perennial plants that will stay in place for 
two or more years. A soil-based compost 
such as John Innes (e.g. No. 3 for mature 
plants) will provide longer-lasting nutrients 
so that the compost does not need 
replenishing at the end of the year. Take care 
though, soil-based compost is heavy and 
you may need help to lift the basket. 

  Suitable perennial plants are: Box (Buxus), 
Carex (Ornamental Sedge), Conifers (dwarf), 
Cordyline, Euonymus, Gaultheria, Heaths 
and Heathers (Dwarf), Hebes (dwarf), 
Heucheras (lots of colours available), Ivies 
(Hedera), Periwinkle (Vinca), Purple, Green 
or variegated Sage (Salvia officinalis), 
Skimmia japonica, Thymes.

b) Plant only part of the basket with perennials, 
leaving spaces for seasonal annuals that 
can be replaced as the seasons roll along. 
For example, plant a taller ‘Thriller’ perennial 
such as Carex or Cordyline in the centre 
of the basket and plant around it some 
summer annuals such as Petunias and 
Lobelias. At the end of the summer, replace 
the annuals with winter hardy plants but 
leave the perennial in place.

B.  Foliage hanging baskets
Hanging baskets are a great way to showcase 
a wonderful range of foliage plants, whatever 
the season. Choose plants whose leaves 
provide contrast and interest e.g. different 
shades of green, plain or variegated leaves,  
and different shapes, sizes or textures of 
leaves. You could also choose contrasting leaf 
colours e.g. plants with green leaves and plants 
with purple or bronze leaves. 

Choose a plant fertiliser with a higher Nitrogen 
(N) content to mix in with the compost as this 
will encourage more leafy growth. A Foliage 
hanging basket is also a good choice for a 
shady spot as many plants prized for their lush 
foliage also prefer the shade for some parts of 
the day.

Further ideas for hanging baskets and containers 17

Further ideas for hanging baskets and containers
17

Short descriptions are given to provide 
some idea of what is involved. Further 
information is readily available from the 
Internet. Practical advice and videos can 
be found online from youtube.com and 
the websites of some plant suppliers.

Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour
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Further ideas for hanging baskets and containers

C.  Herb hanging baskets
Herbs work well in hanging baskets and can be 
both attractive and productive. Herbs suitable 
for baskets include Basil (green or purple), 
Chives, Chamomile, Marjoram, Parsley, Sorrel, 
Thyme. Many of these herbs come in different 
varieties too which increases your choice of 
what to plant. You could even have a hanging 
basket full of different sorts of Thyme. 

Ensure you keep the compost in the basket 
moist and supply the plants with a fertiliser 
higher in Nitrogen (N). Herb baskets will 
appreciate shade for part of the day if possible. 
They are a great asset if the basket is 
positioned near to the kitchen door where they 
are readily accessible for harvesting, but are 
just as valuable if you prefer to catch a waft of 
herby aroma when you rub the leaves between 
your fingers as you pass by.

D. Vegetable and fruit hanging baskets
All sorts of edible plants can be grown in 
hanging baskets and there are plenty of 
varieties readily available from garden centres, 
nurseries and online plant suppliers. Fill 
the whole basket with one type of fruit or 
vegetable plant or mix them together. Edible 
plants that ‘sprawl’ naturally are suitable for 
hanging baskets and many have features that 
are attractive as well as edible e.g. brightly 
coloured leaves, seed pods or fruits.

Edible plants that can be planted successfully 
in hanging baskets include: 

 Alpine strawberries e.g. ‘Mignonette’

 Blackberries – dwarf trailing varieties  
e.g. ‘Black Cascade’ 

 Chilli peppers e.g. ‘Loco’

 Cucumbers – bush varieties e.g. ‘Vega’  
or ‘Fanfare’

 Lettuce – cut and come again varieties  
e.g. ’Salad bowl’ red or green

 Peas – dwarf varieties e.g. ‘Meteor’ and ‘Avola’

 Raspberries – dwarf trailing variety  
e.g. ’Ruby falls’

 Runner beans – dwarf variety e.g. ‘Hestia’  

 Squashes – edible dwarf varieties e.g. ‘Little 
Gem’ or ‘Rolet’

 Strawberries – Everbearer/all season varieties 
e.g. ‘Mount Everest’

 Tomatoes e.g. ‘Tumbler’, ‘Tumbling Tom 
Yellow’ or ‘Terenza’.

E.  Ornamental gourd hanging baskets
Small ornamental gourds can be grown 
successfully in hanging baskets as long as they 
are kept well-watered.

Choose small-fruited varieties often sold as 
a ‘mix’ of seeds by seed companies e.g. 
‘Autumn Gold’. Plants will produce a mixture 
of small gourds e.g. mini bottle gourds and 
warted varieties.

These gourds are purely ornamental and NOT 
edible, but they can be saved after harvesting.  
They must be ripe before harvesting and it is 
best to wait until the stem at the top of the fruit 
turns brown. They should be harvested before 
the first frosts of autumn so that the rind does 
not get damaged. Gourds that have been 
frosted usually rot in storage.

Dry the gourds on racks or hang them in nets 
in a warm, dry place and allow air to circulate 
around them.  A gourd is ‘cured’ and dry if the 
seeds rattle inside when the gourd is shaken.  
Once dry these small ornamental gourds can 
be used as decorations ‘as they are’, painted or 
varnished. This is a great craft activity that can 
be done at any time of the year and is suitable 
for all ages. Small painted gourds also make 
good Christmas tree decorations.

F. Hanging baskets using just one type  
 of plant
You can create an impressive display by using 
just one type of plant in your hanging basket 
or container, especially if the flowers are all 
the same colour. Trailing begonias, such as 
the ‘Million Kisses’, series are a good choice 
as they have height at the top of the container 
and also plenty of dense trailing foliage 
covered in flowers. They are the thrillers, 
fillers and spillers all in one plant! You can 
buy tubers of tuberous begonias early in the 
year or wait until the garden centres have 
small plug plants or garden-ready plants. With 
plugs you will have to keep your hanging 
basket in a protected area e.g. a greenhouse, 
until all risks of frosts have passed. Begonias 
are great value as they keep on flowering 
for months on end and they don’t need 
deadheading (see photo).
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Preparation: Time to collect plants and 
materials

What you will need
 Healthy plants with plenty of young, fully 

grown leaves e.g. Saintpaulias (see ‘Hints 
and tips’)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free), or specialist seed and cuttings 
compost

 Perlite to mix in with the compost for 
drainage

 Small seed trays, 9cm pots or containers 
with drainage holes

 Sharp, clean cutting knives and cutting 
board. Clean dibber. Clean them with anti-
bacterial spray e.g. Dettox and dry with 
kitchen towels

 Labels, water bottle

 Optional – Mini propagator or the 
materials to make a mini ‘propagator i.e. 
clear, colourless, polythene bag, wooden 
coffee stirrers and elastic bands. Large 
zip-lock polythene bags also make good 
propagators.

What to do 
 1 Mix the compost with the perlite in about 

equal proportions.

 2 Fill the pots and seed trays with the 
compost and perlite mix and firm gently.

 3 Choose leaves from the plants to be 
propagated. Leaves should be young, fully 
grown and healthy.

 4 Carefully cut off a whole leaf including the 
leaf stalk (the petiole). If necessary, trim the 
petiole to 4cm.

 5 Use the dibber to make a hole in the 
compost and insert the leaf stalk so that the 
base of the leaf just touches the compost. 

 6 Firm the compost gently around the base  
of the leaf.  Water it thoroughly.

 7 Put the pot in a bright, warm place but not  
in direct sun. (18 to 24°C).

 8 Early in the season when the air 
temperature is lower, place the pots and 
seed trays of cuttings in a propagator. 
Alternatively place a polythene bag over 
each pot and tray. Use the coffee stirrers to 
hold the bag clear of the cuttings. Secure 
with an elastic band. A zip-lock bag and 
some coffee stirrers work just as well.

Leaf petiole cuttings 
Easy cuttings with a high success rate

Lots of plants can be propagated by leaf 
petiole cuttings and many are kept as 
houseplants. They are easily obtainable 
from garden centres and DIY stores. 
These cuttings are best done when the 
plant is in growth.
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Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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 Do not use hormone rooting gel on leaf 
petiole cuttings as this can inhibit the 
development of buds.

A. Saintpaulias (African violets) originate 
from the Usambara mountains of East 
Africa, have dark green leaves and a range 
of flower colours: purple, pink, white, blue.

• Saintpaulias perform best when they 
receive a lot of indirect sunlight. Rotate 
them one quarter turn each week so 
they receive an equal amount of light on 
all sides. If you do not rotate them, they 
will grow towards the light, become 
bigger on that side, and cause the plant 
to become unbalanced.

• They need high humidity. To increase 
the humidity, group several together, 
but not so close that their leaves touch 
as they also need good air circulation. 
Capillary matting in the plant saucer also 
increases the humidity around the plant 
with each watering. If it is not humid 
enough buds will fail to open, growth 
will be slow and the leaves will become 
dry and shrivelled.

• The ideal temperature for Saintpaulias 
is 18 to 24°C.  If the temperature is 
too high it develops elongated stems, 
leaves become dry and shrivelled 
and flowers begin to drop off. Cold 
temperatures especially if combined 
with wet conditions, will cause wilt 
and rot.

• Saintpaulias need just enough water 
to keep the soil moist but never soggy. 
Too much water and they will develop 
root and crown rot. Water plants from 
below with room-temperature water 
left to stand for 24 hours, when the 
compost feels dry. Do not splash water 
on the leaves as this causes permanent 
leaf-spots.

• The leaf petiole cuttings develop roots 
after three to four weeks, and small 
leaves appear three to four weeks  
  after that. 

• Try this interesting extra activity. Stand a 
leaf with the end of its petiole in water. 
Saintpaulias root easily and will even 
grow new plantlets under the water at 
the cut end! 

• Saintpaulias need at least eight hours of 
darkness in order to flower. This must 
be uninterrupted darkness so don’t 
allow even a flash of light!

B. Peperomias. There are hundreds of 
different Peperomias. Their leaves take 
many forms and have beautiful patterns 
and colours. Some easily obtainable 
examples are:

i) Peperomia caperata – Wrinkled heart-
shaped leaves with a hint of red, purple 
or orange, e.g. Peperomia caperata ‘Red 
Ripple’, ‘Rosso’ or ‘Schumi red’. Some 
have pointed green leaves that are red 
underneath.

ii) Peperomia argyreia – Common name is 
‘Watermelon’ as it has green oval leaves 
with silver stripes.

iii) Peperomia ferreyrae – Thin green leaves 
with a dark green stripe along their 
curved upper surface.

iv) Peperomia obtusifolia – Upright growth 
with dark green rounded leaves and red 
petioles.

• Peperomias do well in most houses (18 
to 24°C). Use loose, well drained, rich 
potting compost. Keep the compost 
moist and do not overwater them as 
this leads to wilt, and raised scab-like 
protrusions on the leaves. Fertilise every 
two weeks in the growing season. 

• Peperomias thrive when slightly pot-
bound so don’t overpot them. Repot 
plants in spring to refresh the soil or 
use a pot one size up. They have small 
spike-like flowers.

• Peperomias are small and delicate so 
they look good in dish gardens. They 
rarely overtake their neighbours or 
shade them out. 

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Time to collect the materials. 
Water the parent plant well the day before

What you will need
 Healthy Begonia rex houseplants

 Multi-purpose or cuttings compost 
(preferably peat-free)

 Drainage material e.g. perlite 

 Small seed trays or 9cm pots with drainage 
holes and a small glass jar

 Sharp cutting knife, glazed tile or cutting 
board. Clean them with anti-bacterial spray 
e.g. Dettox and dry with kitchen towels

 Dibber, labels, water bottle

 Optional – Mini propagator or materials 
to make a mini ‘propagator i.e. clear, 
colourless, polythene bag, wooden coffee 
stirrers, elastic bands.

What to do 
 1 Mix the drainage material with the compost 

(about equal proportions).

 2 Fill the pots or seed trays with the compost 
mix and firm it down gently. 

Method 1    
The leaf Wedge or ‘Postage Stamp’

 3 Take a healthy, fully expanded leaf with 
its stalk and place it on the cutting board 
upside-down so that you can see the veins 
of the leaf. Flatten it out gently.

 4 Use the clean sharp knife to cut off the 
stem and a thin line of leaf above it. Discard 
this material.

 5 Carefully cut the leaf into wedges  
e.g. 5 x 5cm. Make sure that a main  
vein runs through each wedge.

 6 Make a slit in the compost with the dibber 
and insert the bottom half of the wedge. 
Make the wedge lean backwards a little and 
then firm the compost around it. The veins 
must be in contact with the compost.

 7 Water from above to settle the compost 
around the leaf cutting.

 8 Put the pots or seed trays in a bright, warm 
place but not in direct sun. A temperature 
of 21°C is ideal. Early in the season when 
the air temperature is lower, place the pots 
and seed trays of cuttings in a propagator. 
Alternatively place a polythene bag over 
each pot and tray. Use the coffee stirrers to 
hold the bag clear of the cuttings. Secure 
with an elastic band.  

Begonia leaf cuttings

Begonia rex houseplants are well 
known for their beautiful foliage. 
They are easy to propagate using leaf 
cuttings. Try out three different ways 
to take leaf cuttings.
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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Method 2   The Leaf Cone

 9 Take a small or medium sized leaf and cut 
off the stalk and a small line of leaf above it. 
Discard this material. 

 10 Roll the leaf up carefully to make a cone 
with the cut surface at one end. 

 11 Plant the cut end of the cone in the compost 
so that the cone is standing upright. Make 
sure that the cut ends of the veins are in 
contact with the compost, and water it well 
to settle the compost around the cutting. 
Now follow instruction 8 above.

Method 3   The Whole Leaf

 12 Take a healthy leaf with its stalk and put 
the stalk in a small jar of water so the leaf 
stands upright. Place the jar in a bright warm 
place out of direct sunlight.   

 Leaf cuttings are clones of the parent plant. 
This means that they will grow into plants 
that are genetically identical to the parent 
and have the same characteristics.

 Leaf cuttings work best in the summer 
when there is plenty of light and warmth. 
Leaf wedge and leaf cone cuttings can 
take four to six weeks to make new roots 
and shoots. Check regularly to see if roots 
have grown by giving the cuttings a gentle 
pull to check for resistance. New plantlets 
grow from the vein at the base of the 
cuttings. When they are big enough tease 
them apart and pot them on individually 
into well drained compost, or transplant 
them as a group and produce a bushier pot 
plant. With the whole leaf (water) method, 
roots can develop in as little as two weeks. 
Pot the cutting on as above.

 When using a propagator do not allow the 
cuttings to touch the cover as this causes 
them to rot. If the cover becomes very 
wet, get rid of the excess water. It should 
not be necessary to water the cuttings.

 You can make mini propagators by 
using plastic containers with lids e.g. 
old takeaway or food containers. Make 

some drainage holes in the base, fill the 
container with compost to halfway and 
put the lid on.

 Begonia rex plants do not tolerate direct 
sun and should be given shade to prevent 
leaf scorch. Red varieties do best in bright 
light but silver leaf varieties develop their 
best colour in a lower light intensity. Keep 
your Begonia rex plants in a minimum 
temperature of 15ºC and they will provide a 
colourful display for many years. While the 
plant is actively growing keep the compost 
moist and after about a month feed it 
regularly with a liquid houseplant fertiliser. 
Do not overwater it as wet compost can 
lead to root rot. Between waterings, let the 
compost dry out even to the point of the 
plant wilting; once watered it will perk up 
quickly.

 Rex Begonias are seasonal which means 
that in winter they will stop growing and go 
into dormancy if they are put under stress 
e.g. lower light and cool temperatures. 
They will lose their leaves but the rhizome 
(horizontal stem) should re-sprout when 
more favourable conditions return in spring.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Time to collect plants and 
materials

What you will need
 Healthy plants with plenty of fully grown 

young leaves (see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-
free), or specialist cuttings compost

 Perlite or sharp sand/fine grit for drainage

 Small seed trays, 9cm pots or containers 
with drainage holes

 Sharp, clean cutting knives, cutting board and 
dibber. Clean them with anti-bacterial spray 
e.g. Dettox and dry with kitchen towels

 Labels, water bottle, (Optional – rooting gel).

What to do 
 1 Mix the compost with the drainage material 

(about equal proportions).

 2 Fill the pots and seed trays with the 
compost mix and firm gently.

 3 Choose young, fully grown and healthy 
leaves from the plants to be propagated. 

 4 Now take your cuttings following the 
instructions below. 

 5 To improve the success rate, cuttings of 
succulent plants should be left for a day or 
two in the air to form a callus (a thickening) 
over the cut end of the leaf, before being 
put into the compost.

Crassula, Kalanchoe, and Echeveria plants

 1 Carefully cut off a whole leaf.

 2 Use the dibber to make a hole in the 
compost and insert the callused cut-end of 
the leaf. Leave half the leaf showing and 
firm the compost gently around it. (Optional 
– dip the callused end in rooting gel first).

 3 Top dress (cover) the compost with fine grit.

 4 Alternatively, just place the leaves on the 
surface of the compost. Roots will develop 
and grow into it.

 5 Do not cover the cuttings. Leave them in 
a warm place (18 – 24ºC) with good light. 
Keep the compost slightly moist. New 
growth will appear in four to six weeks.

Schlumbergera (Christmas and Easter cacti)

 1 The cactus has segmented leaf-like stems. 
Carefully twist off part of a stem with 
several segments. 

 2 Separate out the segments. 

 3 Use the dibber to make a hole 1cm deep  
in the compost and insert the callused 
end of the segment just enough to keep it 
upright. Press the compost around it gently. 
If inserted too deep it will rot.

Propagating succulents 
Using whole leaf and stem cuttings

Lots of succulent plants can be 
propagated by whole leaf and stem 
cuttings, and many are easily obtainable 
from the houseplant sections of garden 
centres and DIY stores. This activity is 
best done when the plant is in growth.
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Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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 4 Keep the cuttings in a light place out of direct 
sunlight in a temperature of 18 to 24ºC. 

 5 Water the cuttings sparingly and mist them 
occasionally.
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A. Crassulas. These succulent plants 
store water in their leaves. Some easily 
obtainable examples are:

i) Crassula argentea (Jade plant) – called 
Money plants as they were given as 
gifts to bring good luck.

ii) Crassula minor – a version of the Jade 
plant with smaller, dainty leaves.

iii) Crassula ovata ‘Hummel’s Sunset’ 
(Golden Jade), with yellow, red and 
orange leaf edges.

iv) Crassula ovata ‘Hobbit’ or ‘Gollum’ - 
these have interesting ‘tube-like’ leaves.

 Crassulas need temperatures of 18 to 
24ºC and bright sunlight to thrive and for 
their true colours to develop, and excellent 
drainage. Keep them on the dry side 
and never let them sit in water. Reduce 
watering in winter to once a month. Feed 
with controlled-release fertiliser at the 
beginning of the season, or weekly with 
liquid feed. 

B. Echeverias. Treat the cuttings as for 
Crassulas.

C. Kalanchoes. Treat the cuttings as for 
Crassulas. These are interesting plants. 
(Commonly sold at petrol stations as they 
flower profusely for long periods of time). 
Some Kalanchoes e.g. Kalanchoe pinnata 
(‘Mother of Thousands’) grow tiny plantlets 
along their leaf edges. These can be 
‘harvested’ and placed onto well-drained 
compost to grow into new plants.

D. Sclumbergeras  (Christmas cacti)

 These grow naturally in jungle-type 
woodlands attached to trees (epiphytic). 
Schlumbergeras thrive in a humid 
atmosphere and in bright light out of 
direct sun. Increase the humidity by using 
gravel or capillary matting underneath the 
plant pots. Water every two weeks in 
the growing season ensuring a period of 
dryness between waterings.

 To guarantee flowers each year, give them 
two rest periods of reduced temperatures 
and watering. So, in late January, reduce 
the watering but make sure that the 
compost does not dry out completely. 
Reduce the temperature to 12 to 15ºC by 
moving the cactus to a cooler room. In 
March, water it more regularly. From mid-
September when the temperatures fall and 
the days shorten, reduce watering again 
for the second resting period but only until 
the flower buds have formed, then resume 
watering regularly.

 These cacti have red, purple, pink, white, 
or orange flowers and these open at 
different times of the year. Thanksgiving 
cactus (Schlumbergera truncata), has 
spikey edges on the segments, Christmas 
cactus (Schlumbergera buckleyii) has 
teardrop shaped scalloped edges, Easter 
cactus (Rhipsalidopsis gaertneri) has round 
scalloped edges.

 Repot at least every two years at the end 
of March, i.e. the beginning of the growing 
season. They like to be snug so do not 
‘over-pot’ them; use the next size up.

Hints and tips

 6 Cuttings will develop roots within  
12 weeks, when they can be potted  
on individually.



Sow & Grow Activities Resource Pack

Preparation: Time to collect the materials

What you will need
 Healthy Sansevieria plant – ideally one that 

needs repotting

 Multi-purpose, cuttings or cactus compost 
(preferably peat-free)

 Drainage material e.g. sand, grit, perlite or 
vermiculite 

 Small seed trays, 9cm pots or shallow 
containers with drainage holes

 Sharp cutting knives, cutting board. Clean 
them with anti-bacterial spray e.g. Dettox 
and dry with kitchen towels

 Labels, water bottle 

 Optional – Mini propagator or materials 
to make a mini ‘propagator i.e. clear, 
colourless, polythene bag, wooden coffee 
stirrers and elastic bands.

What to do 
 1 Mix the drainage material with the 

compost (about equal proportions).

 2 Fill the pots and seed trays with the 
compost mix and firm gently. 

 3 Now propagate your Sansevieria plant 
using the three methods described below. 

 4 Put the pots or seed trays in a bright warm 
place but not in direct sun. A temperature 
of 21ºC is ideal. Early in the season when 
the air temperature is lower, place the pots 
and seed trays of cuttings in a propagator. 
Alternatively place a polythene bag over 
each pot and tray. Use the coffee stirrers 
to hold the bag clear of the cuttings. 
Secure with an elastic band.  

Method 1     Part-leaf 

a) Using a clean cutting knife, cut off a whole 
leaf near the base of the plant. 

b) Place the leaf on a clean board and cut the 
leaf into sections 10cm long. 

c) Note which edge of the cutting is the ‘upper 
end’ i.e. was nearer the tip of the leaf, and 
which is the ‘basal end’. Mark or notch the 
basal end of each cutting.

d) ‘Stick’ the basal end of the cutting into the 
compost mix. Cuttings the wrong way up 
will not grow! 

Method 2     Toe buds

a) Carefully tip the plant out of its pot.

b) Examine the base of the plant for ‘toe buds’. 
These are small plants growing from the 
base of the plant.

c) Gently separate the toe buds from the main 
plant and plant them in the compost at the 
same depth as they were in the original pot.

 

Sansevieria 
Three ways to propagate the Snake plant

With a little care and patience 
Sansevieria are easy to propagate by 
leaf cuttings, toe buds and rhizome 
division.
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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Method 3     Rhizome division

a) Carefully tip the plant out of its pot and 
examine the base.

b) You will see roots and also underground 
horizontal stems called rhizomes. Small 
plants will be sprouting from the rhizome. 
Plantlets with roots as well as leaves are 
preferable but roots are not essential.
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 Sansevieria trifasciata is commonly called 
‘Vipers bowstring hemp’ because in 
Africa its long strap-like leaves were used 
to produce fibres to make bow strings 
for hunting. There are over 60 different 
varieties of Sansevieria e.g. Sansevieria 
cylindrica (Elephant’s toothpick), has javelin-
like leaves, and Bird’s nest Sansevieria 
grows leaves in a vase-like rosette. Some 
Sansevierias are variegated and have 
yellow edges. 

 Sansevierias are easy houseplants as they 
tolerate some neglect, direct sun, dry 
air and dry compost. However, they are 
poisonous so are not suitable for children’s 
bedrooms. Overwatering causes the 
leaves to become yellow and rotten, so 
keep them on the dry side and allow the 
compost to dry out between waterings. 
Sansevierias die in soggy soil and cold 
temperatures. Curling leaves are the result 
of underwatering in summer. Sansevierias 
are not succulents as their leaves are not 
used as water storage organs.

 NASA discovered that Sansevierias absorb 
toxins such as formaldehyde and benzene 
from indoor environments. Residual toxins 
are found in many manufactured items. 
Sansevierias cure ‘sick building syndrome’ 
and are used as landscape plants in offices.

 Use shallow seed trays for Sansevieria 
cuttings as the compost will dry out 
more quickly. The cuttings take a while to 
grow. If any go soft or rot, remove them 

immediately so that this does not spread 
to the others.

 Sansevieria leaf cuttings do not ‘root’ – 
instead a new rhizome forms and from 
that a new leaf emerges. The old leaf 
disintegrates.

 Leaf cuttings from variegated Sansevierias 
will not grow true i.e. into another 
variegated plant. The variegation is lost and 
the plant reverts to the original form, e.g. 
‘Golden Hahnii’ (yellow stripes) reverts to 
‘Hahnii’ (all green). Propagate variegated 
Sansevierias such as S. ‘Laurentii’,  
‘S. Futura’, and S. ‘Bantel’s Sensation’ 
(white stripes) by taking either a toe bud 
or a rhizome division. These will grow into 
plants identical to their parent and retain 
the variegation.  

 Propagate dwarf types e.g. Sansevieria 
trifasciata ‘Golden Hahnii’ (20cm high) 
using whole leaves 8cm long. Propagate 
taller types using leaf sections 10cm long. 
Shorter sections yield fewer plantlets 
per cutting and require more time in 
propagation. There is no need to use 
rooting gel for Sansevieria leaf cuttings.

 New rhizomes develop in four to six 
weeks if the compost is kept warm at 
21 to 24ºC. Growth is slower at lower 
temperatures but do not let it get below 
16ºC. Leaf cuttings produce one to five 
plantlets depending on the type, section  
of leaf used and length of cutting.

Hints and tips

c) Using a sharp knife, carefully cut through the 
rhizome to separate the plantlet from the 
parent plant. 

d) Plant the plantlet in the compost at the 
same depth it was in the original pot.   
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Preparation: Time to collect plants and 
materials

What you will need
 Healthy Streptocarpus plant with plenty of 

fresh young leaves

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-free), 
or specialist seed and cuttings compost

 Vermiculite to mix in with the compost 

 Small seed trays, 9cm pots or other suitable 
containers with drainage holes

 Sharp, clean cutting knives or scalpels, cutting 
board or glazed tile and dibber. They can all 
be cleaned with anti-bacterial spray such as 
Dettox and dried with kitchen towels

 Labels, water bottle / watering can

 Optional – Mini propagator or the materials 
to make a mini ‘propagator i.e. clear, 
colourless, polythene bag, wooden coffee 
stirrers and elastic bands.

What to do 
 1 Mix the vermiculite with the compost (about 

equal proportions).

 2 Fill the pots and seed trays with the 
compost / vermiculite mix and firm gently.

 3 Choose a leaf from the centre of the plant. 
It should look fresh and be green along its 
whole length.

 4 Now take your cuttings by following the 
three methods below. 

 5 Early in the season when the air 
temperature is lower, place the pots and 
seed trays of cuttings in a propagator. 
Alternatively place a polythene bag over 
each pot and tray. Use the coffee stirrers  
to hold the bag clear of the cuttings. Secure 
with an elastic band.

Method 1     Whole leaf 

a) Take a whole leaf and using the dibber, 
make a hole in the compost (2.5cm deep).

b) Insert the base of the leaf into the hole  
and firm the compost very gently. Water  
it thoroughly.

c) Put the pot in a bright place but not in  
direct sun. 

Method 2     Part-leaf (transverse cuts)

a) Take a whole leaf and place it on the 
chopping board. 

b) Using a clean cutting knife, make a cut 
across the leaf, 5cm from the tip. This is 
your first cutting.

c) Make a slit, 2.5cm deep, in the compost 
and insert the cutting, cut-edge downwards. 
Firm the compost around the cutting very 
gently.

d) Now take another cutting 5cm long. Make 
sure you remember which edge was nearer 
to the ‘tip’ of the leaf originally and which 
was nearer the base. Make sure that the 
cutting is inserted the right way up i.e. insert 
the base of the cutting into the compost. 

Streptocarpus cuttings

Try three different methods of 
propagating the beautiful Cape 
primrose, Streptocarpus, using leaf 
cuttings. Cuttings can be taken when 
there are plenty of fresh young leaves – 
usually in spring and summer.
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Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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e) Take more cuttings and insert them in the 
compost. The number of cuttings obtained 
will depend on the length of the leaf.

f) Put the pots or seed tray in a bright place 
but not in direct sun.

Method 3     Half-leaf (mid-rib removed)

a) Take a whole leaf and place it on the 
chopping board. 

b) Using a clean cutting knife, cut the leaf 
cleanly down either side of the mid-rib. 

Discard the mid-rib and keep the two, half 
leaf-blades.

c) Take a seed tray full of compost and make 
a long shallow slit in the compost. Insert 
the cutting, cut-edge downwards. Firm the 
compost around the cutting gently so that 
the cut-edge is just covered.

d) Put the seed tray in a bright place but not in 
direct sun.

22
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 Streptocarpus originates from South Africa 
and grows in wooded areas, thriving in 
moist soil and dappled shade. It is easy to 
re-create these conditions indoors. It can 
also survive temperatures down to 5ºC  
as long as the compost is kept on the  
dry side.

 Plants are readily available in garden 
centres and specialist nurseries and there 
is a large variety to choose from. (Check 
out Dibleys www.dibleys.com for more 
information).

 Method 1 – Whole leaf method. This is 
the easiest method but you only get one 
plant per leaf. Roots will form in about a 
month and small leaves will appear at the 
base of the cutting after that. Once the pot 
is full of roots, repot the plant, using a pot 
that is only slightly larger. ‘Over-potting’ can 
cause problems. When the roots appear in 
the drainage holes of the pot, start feeding 
with a high Potassium (K) feed. The plant 
will flower after about three months.

 Method 2 – Part-leaf (transverse cuts). This 
is a slower method but you can get several 
plants from one leaf. Once rooted, pot-on 
and treat as with Method 1. 

 Method 3 – Half-leaf (mid-rib removed). 
This will give large numbers of plants but 
the leaf-half is more liable to rot and die. 
This method works best if a propagator 
is available. Tiny plantlets will grow along 
the length of the leaf. When they are well 
established, with leaves at least 2.5cm 
long, break the cutting into small lengths 
each with a few plantlets. Carefully tease 
the plantlets apart and pot-on. Treat as 
Method 1.

 A common problem when growing 
Streptocarpus is overwatering, as this kills 
the roots. (Wilting is also a symptom of 
underwatering). The simplest way to know 
when to water is to wait until the compost 
looks and feels dry (finger test) and the pot 
feels light.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Water the ‘parent plants’ the 
night before. Collect cutting materials from the 
‘parent’ plants

What you will need
 Soft-tip cutting materials from healthy, non-

flowering shoots e.g. Fuchsias, Geraniums, 
Salvias

 Sharp, clean cutting knives, cutting board 
or glazed tile, and dibber. Clean them with 
anti-bacterial spray e.g. Dettox and dry with 
kitchen towels

 Green ‘Oasis’ flower arranging foam.  
N.B. do not use brown Oasis used for 
arranging dried flowers 

 Shallow dishes in which to stand the Oasis 
and some water

 Materials to make a mini ‘propagator’  
i.e. small, clear colourless, polythene bag, 
wooden coffee stirrers and elastic bands

 Plant labels, indelible marker pen.

What to do 
 1 Water the parent plants the night before  

so that the cuttings material collected in the 
morning is full of water (turgid). Remove 
healthy, non-flowering shoots about 10 to 
15cm long, cutting neatly above a node.  
A node is where the leaf joins the stem;  
be careful as there are buds there too!  
Look after the parent plant by making sure 
you do not leave any snag-ends as these 
can rot and allow ‘diseases’ to enter. Put 
the materials in a clean plastic bag and label 
them. You can store them in the fridge for  
a few hours or overnight if you need to. 

 2 Cut a cube of Oasis (3 x 3 x 3cm) and put it 
into a small dish with some water. Wait until 
the Oasis is wet through.

 3 Clean the knives and cuttings board with  
the anti-bacterial spray and dry with the 
kitchen towel.

 4 Take the shoots out of the plastic bag as  
you need them, to ensure that they do not 
dry out.

 5 Place one shoot on the board, and use the 
knife to trim it below a leaf node i.e. just 
below where the leaf joins the stem. The 
cutting should be 5 to 10cm long.

 6 Cut off the lower leaves. Do not be  
tempted to pull the leaves off, as this 
damages the stem.

 7 If the cutting has big leaves, cut some of 
the remaining leaves in half. This helps to 
reduce water loss from the cutting.

Soft-tip cuttings

An activity for spring and early 
summer when there is plenty of fresh 
new growth on deciduous shrubs, 
herbaceous perennial plants and 
some trees. 
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to complete this activity:

Each cutting will  
take 5 minutes  
to prepare and ‘stick’
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 8 Optional – Cut off the soft tip of the cutting. 
(Try it with some and see what difference 
it makes).

 9 Make a small hole in the top surface of 
the Oasis and gently insert the base of the 
cutting so that it stands up. Write the name 
of the plant on the label and put it with the 
cutting. Make sure it does not touch it.

 10 Make a mini-propagator by putting an elastic 
band around the dish. Insert three wooden 
coffee stirrers into the elastic band so they 
stand upright. Put a small polythene bag 
over the stirrers and the cutting and then 

another elastic band to hold the bag. Make 
sure that the cutting is not touching the 
polythene bag.

 11 Put the cutting in a warm place (18 to 24ºC), 
in good but not direct, scorching light.

 12 Ventilate the cutting at least twice a week 
by removing the bag for 10 minutes.

 13 Keep the base of the Oasis in water to ensure 
that the cutting has a continuous water supply.

 14 The cuttings will usually start to make roots 
in a few weeks and these grow through  
the Oasis.
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 Soft-tip cuttings have the highest rooting 
potential of any type of cutting and are 
easy to do, but they need a degree of 
aftercare if they are to grow successfully 
and become healthy plants.

 As an alternative method, you can also 
‘stick’ cuttings into containers full of 
compost e.g. 9cm or one litre pots or a 
seed tray. Use ‘seed and cuttings’ compost 
or’ multi-purpose compost and mix in 
some perlite to provide good drainage. Use 
a dibber to make holes for the cuttings. 
‘Stick’ several cuttings around the edge of 
a one litre pot as this will encourage the 
cuttings to develop a better root system. 
The containers can be converted to a 
propagator using wooden coffee stirrers 
and polythene bags as described above.

 The use of hormone rooting gel is optional 
as most soft-tip cuttings do well without 
it and in some cases the hormone causes 
unbalanced growth. If you do use it, dip the 
base of the cutting in the rooting gel and 
then ‘stick’ the cutting in the compost.

 Unheated or heated propagators 
of different sizes are also available 
commercially. Small, less robust ones are 

often available in local discount stores.  
Or try a home-made one using the bottom 
half of a two litre plastic drinks bottle.

 Keep the compost moist until the cuttings 
are well rooted which takes about six to 
eight weeks.

 Once rooted, whether in compost or 
Oasis, harden off the cuttings for about 
two weeks and pot them on individually. 
(You can plant the Oasis – it biodegrades 
slowly). Gradually increase the ventilation 
of plastic bags or propagators to encourage 
the soft leaves to develop a robust water-
proof cuticle (coating) so they can survive.

 Always remove any dead, dying or 
diseased material from the cuttings when 
you check them.

 Experiment with other soft-tip cuttings 
– especially from herbaceous perennials – 
look for the soft, green growth on plants in 
the springtime and ‘have a go’!

 If there is no healthy new growth on an 
established parent plant, cut it back in 
March and it will spring into new growth. 
This material can be taken as soft-tip 
cuttings.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Water the ‘parent’ plants the night 
before. Collect cuttings material in the morning 
when the plants are full of water (turgid)

What you will need
 Semi-ripe cutting materials from healthy, 

non-flowering shoots e.g. Lavender (see 
‘Hints and tips’)

 Sharp, clean cutting knife and secateurs 
(clean them with anti-bacterial solution  
e.g. Dettox and dry them with a piece of 
kitchen towel)

 Clean polythene bag

 Clean 9cm or one litre plastic plant pots

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-free)

 Optional – Sharp sand or perlite for drainage 
(drainage will give better results)

 Hormone rooting gel

 Clean dibber 

 Plant labels and indelible marker pen or pencil

 Optional – mini-propagator or materials to 
make one i.e. clear, colourless polythene 
bag, wooden coffee stirrers, elastic bands. 
Autumn cuttings will root more quickly in a 
propagator.

What to do 
 1 Take the cuttings from this season’s 

growth using clean, sharp secateurs. The 
base of the cutting should be hard, whilst 
the tip is soft. Avoid using material that is 
unhealthy, over-vigorous or is atypical in 
some way. Choose shoots that are more 
horizontal in habit and have short internodes 
(lengths of stem between the leaves). 
Remove healthy, non-flowering shoots 
about 15cm long, cutting neatly above a 
node. A node is where the leaf joins the 
stem; be careful as there are buds there 

too! Look after the parent plant by making 
sure you do not leave any snag-ends as 
these can rot and allow ‘diseases’ to enter. 

 2 Put the materials in a clean plastic bag, label 
them and keep them in the shade. Store 
them in the fridge for up to 12 hours if you 
need to. 

 3 Mix the multi-purpose compost with sharp 
sand or perlite and fill the plant pots.

 4 Clean the knife and cuttings board and take 
the shoots out of the plastic bag as you need 
them, to ensure that they do not dry out.

 5 Use the knife to trim the shoot to 10cm 
long just below a leaf node i.e. just below 
where the leaf joins the stem. 

 6 Cut off the lower leaves. Do not be 
tempted to pull the leaves off as this 
damages the stem. If the plant has 
big leaves, cut the top off some of the 
remaining leaves. This helps to reduce 
water loss in the cutting. Leave about three 
leaves. Pinch out (cut off) the soft growing 
tip i.e. the tiny leaves at the top. 

Semi-ripe cuttings

An easy, reliable activity for late summer 
and early autumn that does not need 
special equipment. Plants have tougher 
stems by this time and do not need 
the ‘intensive care’ required by soft-tip 
cuttings.
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 7 Dip the bottom of the cutting in rooting gel 
ensuring that the cut is well covered.

 8 Use the dibber to make a hole in the 
compost, insert the end of the cutting and 
firm down gently around the stem. Water 
the compost well and allow it to drain.

 9 Label the cuttings and then place the pot in 
a warm light place out of direct sunlight.  
(18 to 24ºC).

 10 Optional – Make a mini-propagator by 
inserting three wooden coffee stirrers into 
compost so they stand upright. Put the 

polythene bag over the stirrers and pot and 
secure with an elastic band. Make sure that 
the cutting does not touch the polythene 
bag. Ventilate the cutting at least twice a 
week by removing the bag or cover for at 
least 10 minutes. Eventually remove the 
cover completely. 

 11 Ensure that the cutting has a continuous 
water supply by keeping the compost moist 
but not wet.

 12 The cuttings will usually start to make roots 
in about two weeks, sooner in summer.
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 Semi-ripe cuttings are suitable for a wide 
range of plants such as herbs, climbers, 
groundcover, hedges, trees, and evergreen 
shrubs. Some examples of these are listed 
below:

i)  Herbs – Lavender, Rosemary, Sage, Thyme 

ii) Climbers – Ivy, Passion flower, Solanum, 
Trachelospermum, Clematis

iii) Groundcover – Lonicera (Honeysuckle), 
Periwinkle

iv) Hedges – Buxus (Box), Escallonia, Ilex (Holly) 

v) Trees – Magnolia grandiflora, Ilex (Holly), 
evergreen Conifers.

vi) Evergreen shrubs – Viburnum, Berberis, 
Camellia, Ceonothus, Choisia, Cistus, Erica, 
Fatsia, Hebe, Mahonia.                                                         

 Cuttings taken in summer will root more 
quickly that those taken in early autumn.

 During your period of aftercare, fungal 
moulds and rots can cause losses. To help 
prevent these remove any cuttings that 

become diseased or die and keep the 
healthy cuttings well ventilated. Do not 
overwater the cuttings but do keep the 
compost damp.

 Once rooted, cuttings grown in a heated 
propagator will need to be ‘hardened off’ 
by putting them in a cooler temperature  
i.e. placed outside each day and brought  
in at night, for about two weeks.

 If the parent plant you want to take 
cuttings from is unproductive, you can 
stimulate new growth by hard-pruning the 
plants in March. By the summer (June) 
the new growth is suitable for semi-ripe 
cuttings. You can also use this method to 
replace an old plant that has an unwanted 
virus. The new shoots will be healthy and 
virus-free so you can take cuttings from 
these to replace the old virus-ridden plant. 

 Before mid-summer you can propagate by 
taking soft-tip cuttings but remember these 
need ‘intensive-care’ afterwards.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Collect cutting materials from 
the ‘parent’ plants

What you will need
 Hardwood cutting materials from healthy, 

non-flowering shoots e.g. Dogwood. (See 
‘Hints and tips’)

 Sharp, clean secateurs (clean them with 
anti-bacterial solution e.g. Dettox and dry 
them with a piece of kitchen towel)

 Clean, one litre or ‘long Tom’ plastic plant 
pots

 Multi-purpose compost and coarse grit 
(50:50 mix)

 Plant labels and indelible marker pen or pencil.

What to do 
 1 Clean and dry the secateurs and ensure that 

they are sharp and cut cleanly.

 2 Collect the hardwood cutting material from 
the current year’s growth. This is done just 
after leaf-fall in mid-autumn or just before 
bud-burst in late winter when the parent 
plant is ‘dormant’. 

 3 Remove healthy shoots at least 30cm long, 
cutting neatly above a node on the parent 
plant. A node is where the leaf joins the 
stem; be careful as there are buds there 
too! Look after the parent plant by making 
sure you do not leave any snag-ends as 
these can rot and allow ‘diseases’ to enter 
the plant. Put the materials in a bag and 
label them. 

 4 Aim to get pencil-thick shoots for your 
hardwood cuttings material.

 5 Mix together the multi-purpose compost 
and the coarse grit in a ratio of 50:50. The 
grit provides good drainage.

 6 Fill your containers with this compost/grit 
mixture.

 7 Take a hardwood shoot and gently cut off 
the leaves using the secateurs. Do not be 
tempted to pull the leaves off as this can 
damage the buds. 

 8 Cut your shoots into shorter lengths 15 
to 20cm long. Cut just above a bud at the 
top. Aim to have at least three buds on the 
hardwood cutting. 

 9 Make sure you know which end of the 
cutting is the top (the buds will be pointing 
upwards) and ‘stick’ the cutting vertically 
into the compost/grit mix.

 10 The use of hormone rooting gel is optional 
as most hardwood cuttings do well without 
it and in some cases the hormone causes 
unbalanced growth. If you do use it, dip the 
base of the cutting in the rooting gel before 
you ‘stick’ the cutting in the compost/grit mix.

 11 Two thirds of each hardwood cutting 
should be ‘buried’ below the surface of the 
compost.

 12 Label each hardwood cutting.

 13 Leave the containers in a sheltered position 
outside e.g. in a coldframe if there is 
one available. Ensure they do not dry out 
especially in summer. Do not worry about 
the rain!

 14 The buds will begin to ‘break’ and grow on 
in spring.

Hardwood cuttings

An easy and reliable activity that is 
done traditionally from mid-autumn to 
late winter, when there is less to do in 
the garden and the parent plants are 
dormant.  
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 Hardwood cuttings are easy and reliable 
and are suitable for propagating a wide 
range of deciduous climbers, shrubs 
and trees, including fruit. Here are some 
examples:

i)  Deciduous shrubs e.g. Abelia, Deutzia, 
Buddleja (Butterfly bush), Cornus 
(Dogwoods), Forsythia, Philadelphus (Mock 
orange), Ribes (Flowering currant), Rosa 
(Roses) and Viburnum.

ii) Climbers e.g. Vitus (Vines), Lonicera 
(Honeysuckle), Jasminum (Jasmine), 
Parthenocissus.

iii) Fruit e.g. Gooseberries, Blackcurrants, Red 
currants, White currants, Figs, Mulberry.

iv) Trees e.g. Platanus (London plane), Populus 
(Poplar), Salix (Willow).

v) Hardwood cuttings need to be at least 
pencil-thick so that there is enough food 
stored in the woody stem. In springtime 
when the temperature rises, this food will 
provide the energy for new roots to form 
along the stem and for the buds to burst.

 Allow the cutting to grow on during the first 
year before planting it into its own container 
or into the ground in autumn when it has 
lost its leaves and is dormant again.

 If you want a single-stemmed plant e.g. 
Gooseberry, leave only one bud above 
ground on the cutting i.e. rub out the 
surplus buds.

 The method above is used for deciduous 
plants. To take cuttings of evergreen plants 
use the same method as for semi-ripe 
cuttings described in activity 24.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Collect cutting materials from 
the parent plants

What you will need
 Healthy plants (ideally in containers)  

from which to take the root cuttings  
e.g. Acanthus mollis, Primula denticulata. 
(See photo and ‘Hints and tips’)

 Sharp, clean secateurs or knives. (Clean 
them with anti-bacterial solution e.g. Dettox 
and dry them with a piece of kitchen towel)

 Clean cutting board or glazed tile

 Clean, one litre plastic plant pots 

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-free)

 Materials for drainage e.g. coarse grit, and 
for top-dressing e.g. grit or vermiculite

 Plant labels, indelible marker pen or pencil, 
plastic rulers 

 Optional – materials to wash the soil off the 
roots e.g. bowls and water.

What to do 
 1 Mix together the compost with a handful of 

the grit and fill a one litre pot.

 2 Take the plant out of the pot for as short a 
time as possible. Select young, vigorous, 
pencil-thick roots and cut them off close to 
the crown of the plant. Make a straight 
horizontal cut. Do not remove more than 
one third of the roots. Optional – gently 
wash the roots in water to remove the soil.

 3 Place the root on the cutting board taking 
care to remember which is the top i.e. the 
part with the straight cut that was nearest 
the crown of the plant.

 4 Cut off the thin part of the root and any fibrous 
roots, and discard these. Cut a short (5cm) 
piece of root from the ‘top’ end. This is your 
root cutting. Make sure you know which end 
is the ‘top’ i.e. nearest the crown of the plant.

 5 Take your cutting and make a slanted cut 
at the bottom end so it becomes pointed. 
Summary, the root cutting should have a 
‘top end’ with a straight cut, and a ‘bottom 
end’ with a slanted cut.

 6 It is important to plant the cutting the right 
way up! Insert the 5cm cutting vertically 
into the compost, pointy end downwards, 
so that the horizontal top end is just below 
the surface. You can take many more 
cuttings from the same long piece of root 
but remember which end is the ‘top’ and 
which is the ‘bottom’. Make straight and 
slanted cuts accordingly. Cuttings should be 
inserted in the compost at least 4cm apart. 

Root cuttings

Root cuttings are easy to do and 
they develop into vigorous plants. 
Traditionally they are taken in winter 
when the parent plant is ‘dormant’  
and there is less to do in the garden. 
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 7 Top-dress (cover) the compost with a thin 
layer of grit or vermiculite – this discourages 
the growth of algae.

 8 Write the labels and plant them next to, but 
not touching, the root cuttings.

 9 Water the compost lightly and place the 
pot outside in a sheltered position or in a 
greenhouse or cold-frame if you have one.
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 10 In the following spring, when they show 
signs of growth and have developed a 
good rooting system pot the cuttings up 
individually. Grow them on for another year 
and then plant them out.

 Root cuttings are used to propagate plants 
that naturally produce new shoots from 
their roots. You can take root cuttings from 
a wide range of herbaceous and woody 
plants. Some of these are listed below.

i)  Herbaceous plants: Aster, Acanthus mollis 
or spicata (Bear’s breeches), Campanula 
(Bell flowers), Erodium (Cranesbill / hardy 
Geranium), Phlox paniculata (garden 
Phlox), Echinops (Globe thistle), Anemone 
X hybrida (Japanese anemones), Papaver 
orientale (Oriental poppies), Pulsatilla 
species (Pasque flowers, N.B. they resent 
root disturbance!), Primula denticulata 
(Primrose), Salvia (salvias/sages), Eryngium 
(Sea holly), Achillea (garden Yarrows).

ii)  Woody plants: Campsis radicans (Trumpet 
vine), Fatsia, Figs, Hibiscus, Hydrangea, 
Hypericum (St John’s wort), Rubus species 
(Raspberries and Blackberries), Salix 
(Willow), Syringa vulgaris (Lilac), Viburnum 
(Snowball bush), Rhus typhina (Sumac), 
Wisteria, Yucca.

 If you are taking cuttings form herbaceous 
garden plants these can be lifted from the 
ground temporarily and a long length of 
root cut off close to the crown. This could 
be done when the plants are dormant 
or when they are being ‘divided’. If you 
do this, keep the root damp in a dark 
plastic bag until you are ready to make 
the cuttings. N.B. Roots are killed when 
exposed to air and light.

 When taking cuttings from woody garden 
plants, carefully dig down to expose part 
of the root system and cut off a pencil-
thick root at the crown of the plant. Cover 
the roots back up as soon as possible. 
Then treat the root in the same way as 
mentioned in the ‘What to do’ section 
above.

 N.B. Root cuttings cannot be used to 
propagate variegated plants as the new 
plants will have plain leaves and not 
variegated leaves!

 Root cuttings contain food reserves. These 
ensure survival of the cutting over the 
winter months and also provide the energy 
‘boost’ in the springtime for the cutting to 
grow new shoots. There is enough food 
reserve in a 5cm length of a pencil-thick 
root for this to happen. Many perennial 
plants such as Japanese anemones, 
Campanulas and garden Phlox however, 
have thinner roots and so if you are taking 
root cuttings from these, you need to take 
longer root sections (7 to 12cm). Place 
these longer cuttings horizontally on the 
compost. Place them 2 to 3cm apart and 
top dress with grit or vermiculite. Then 
treat as you would the other cuttings, as 
described above.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Gather the materials

What you will need
 One large fresh bay leaf 

 One leek 

 A selection of fresh herbs such as 
Rosemary, Parsley and Thyme (see ‘Hints 
and tips’)

 Chopping board, vegetable knife

 White string (not dyed) and scissors.

What to do 
 1 Wash all the ingredients thoroughly and pat 

dry with kitchen towel.

 2 Cut the leek into 5cm lengths and then 
separate out the layers of one section. 
You will use one layer as the ‘base’ for the 
bouquet.

 3 Place the bay leaf on top of the leek.

 4 Take a few sprigs of your chosen herbs and 
bunch them together e.g. Rosemary and 
Parsley (include Parsley stems as they have 
more flavour than the leaves) and Thyme.

 5 Wrap the leek layer around the bunch of 
herbs.

 6 Wrap the string around the leek and secure 
it with a tight knot. 

 7 Allow enough string to hang over the rim of 
the cooking pot or to tie it to the handle. The 
bouquet garni can then be removed when 
it has simmered long enough to infuse the 
stock or dish with its rich aroma.

Bouquet garni 
Make your own fresh seasoning

A bouquet garni is a bundle of aromatic 
plants and spices used to flavour sauces, 
stocks or other dishes. In this easy activity, 
you can make a bouquet garni using fresh 
herbs from the garden or supermarket.
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 The term ‘bouquet garni’ comes from  
the French meaning garnished bouquet.  
A bouquet is traditionally made up of sprigs 
of fresh herbs and is added to soups, 
stews or stocks to season them during 
cooking. Before serving the food, the 
bouquet is removed and discarded.

 The traditional French bouquet garni 
consists of three herbs, bound together in 
a set ratio of one sprig of Parsley, one sprig 
of Thyme and one Bay leaf. The Provençale 
bouquet garni has an added sprig of 
Rosemary.

 Modern versions of the bouquet garni usually 
contain the usual Parsley, Thyme and 
Bay but often incorporate all sorts of other 
plant-based ingredients in the mix with the 
herbs. The possibilities and combinations 
are almost limitless. Try Basil, Carrot, Celery, 
Celery seed, Chervil, Coriander seed, 
Fennel, Garlic, Leek (use the green leaves), 
Juniper berries, Marjoram, Orange peel, 
Peppercorns, Rosemary, Savory, Tarragon 
(French tarragon has a better flavour than 
Russian tarragon).

 There are four methods of making bouquet 
garni. Each method is good for developing 
dexterity skills.

i) Bundle method. Fresh herb sprigs are 
just bundled together and tied with string.

ii) Wrapper method. Leek leaves are 
used as a wrapper. Try two different 
wrapper styles:
a) Rolled up whole-leaf wrapper –  

Take a clean green leaf of a leek and 
blanch it in boiling water for a minute 
to soften it and then dunk it in cold 
water to refresh it. Lie the leaf flat 
on a chopping board and place the 
bunch of fresh herbs at one end. Roll 
up the leek leaf with the herbs inside 
and secure with string.

b) Parcel wrapper – Take four green 
leek leaves and blanch them and 
refresh them (as above). Lie two of 
them on a chopping board side by 
side so that their long edge is slightly 
overlapping. Now place the other 
two leaves across the first two, so 
that their edges are also overlapping. 

This forms a wide ‘cross’ of four 
leek leaves, two vertical and two 
horizontal. Now place the fresh 
herbs and other ingredients e.g. 
peppercorns in the centre of the 
cross. Fold the lower vertical leek 
leaves up and over the herbs, and 
then the ‘left’ horizontal leaves over 
that. Now fold the vertical leaves 
over the parcel again, and then the 
horizontal leaves. Repeat this until all 
the leaves are used up and the herbs 
are enclosed in a parcel. Tie with 
string as you would for a parcel.

iii) Cheesecloth method.  Decide how big 
your bouquet is going to be and cut a 
cheesecloth square to size (30 x 30cm 
for a big bouquet, 15cm for a small one). 
Break up the fresh herbs into pieces and 
place them with any other ingredients, 
in the centre of the cloth. Gather the 
edges of the cloth so the herbs are 
contained in a ‘ball’ of cheesecloth, and 
tie the middle tightly. 

iv) Tea infuser method. Use a stainless- 
steel tea infuser. This is usually a wire 
mesh ball made of two halves that lock 
together with a chain attached. Place 
all the herbs into the infuser and secure 
the ball halves. The advantage of this 
bouquet garni is that the infuser can be 
used again with new herbs, and cleaned 
in the dishwasher!

 A small stew will require a small bouquet 
garni and a larger one with more liquid will 
require a bigger bouquet.

 If you make a batch of bouquet garni, they 
can be kept in a plastic bag in the fridge for 
up to a month.

 Bouquet garni can also be made from dried 
ingredients. Use the cheesecloth method 
to make a little bag and some string to tie 
it up. The traditional blend contains the 
three dried herbs (Parsley, Thyme and Bay) 
in the usual 1:1:1 ratio. For some variety, 
you could add one or more dried herbs 
e.g. Crushed Peppercorns, Garlic powder, 
Marjoram, Rosemary, Tarragon. You can 
make batches of dried bouquet garni and 
store them for six months or more in a 
clean glass jar.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Collect or buy the herbs, and 
gather the materials

What you will need
 A variety of fresh herbs from the garden or 

the supermarket. (See ‘Hints and tips’)

 Several Cafetières (and/or glass Tissanières 
(herbal tea pots) if you have them)

 Scissors

 Boiling water

 Polystyrene cups, several for each person

 Marker pen 

 Optional – pens and paper.

What to do 
 1 Take a good bunch of each herb and 

‘scrunch’ the leaves a little to release their 
essential oils.

 2 Put the bunches into different Tissanières  
or Cafetières and cover with boiling water.

 3 Let the herb leaves stew for five to 10 
minutes. Keep the lids on the pots to 
prevent the oils from evaporating in the 
steam.

 4 Give each person several polystyrene cups 
e.g. three cups if you have three different 
herbal teas to taste. Label the cups ‘A’, ‘B’ 
and ‘C’.

 5 Distribute the teas to each person. The teas 
will stay hot in the polystyrene cups to allow 
time for tasting and discussion.

 6 Rate each tea for e.g. aroma, taste, 
aftertaste and whether the tea could be a 
pleasant alternative to water, tea, or coffee. 
Use a scale from one to five.

 7 Compare the scores for each herbal tea and 
decide the favourite, or put them in rank order.

Herbal teas 
A wonderful way to drink more water

Use fresh herbs from the garden, 
windowsill or supermarket to promote 
a healthy lifestyle and encourage social 
interaction.
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 Fresh herbs are available all year round 
from supermarkets but there will be a 
much better choice in the summer from 
gardens, garden centres and herbs grown 
on windowsills. Growing and harvesting 
your own herbs before making your 
herbal teas would make this activity very 
rewarding!

 Herbal teas are more accurately called 
infusions or tisanes. ‘True’ tea is made 
using the leaves of the evergreen shrub 
Camellia sinensis. White tea, yellow tea, 
green tea, oolong tea and black tea are 
all made from the two most common 
varieties of this shrub. 

 If you use Rosemary, use one 5cm sprig 
per person, as this tea has a robust flavour.  
N.B. If you are thinking of using Sage 
tea please read up about it first. In small 
concentrations it may have some benefits, 
but it can be toxic if taken in larger amounts 
because of the chemicals it contains. 

 If you do this activity with older people,  
you may find that some have lost their 
sense of taste and maybe also their sense 
of smell. However, if the herb leaves are 
rubbed together and the aromatic vapours 
inhaled, people report that they can ‘feel’ 
some effect. Often memories of herb 
gardens in their past are evoked.

Hints and tips

Herb Reported uses and properties Flavour

Mint 
e.g. Morrocan 
mint, Peppermint, 
Spearmint

Lemon Verbena 
 
 

Lemon balm  
(A good alternative 
to Lemon Verbena)

Rosemary 

Camomile 

Thyme

Refreshing – especially after a meal. Helps against 
sickness, gastroenteritis, colds and gall bladder 
problems. 

Protects against muscle damage after exercise, 
reduces inflammation, helps the immune system, 
relieves stomach issues, reduces fevers, reduces 
anxiety. Good before you go to sleep.

Helps digestion and relaxation. 
 

Helps with digestion and analgesia (pain relief) 
including headaches.

Eases muscle tension, helps with stress and 
headaches.

Stomach disorders. Full of anti-oxidants / vitamin  
e.g. Vitamins A, B C, E and K.

Fresh and aromatic. Spearmint 
has a stronger taste than 
Peppermint. 

Lemony, light and refreshing. 
Plant grows slowly. 
 

Similar taste to Lemon Verbena.  
Plant grows prolifically. 

Robust taste, strongly aromatic. 
Wait for the aftertaste.

Slightly aromatic. 

A robust flavour.
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Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

30 minutes to  
1 hour

Lavender – background information  
to the activities
Lavender is a herb that has come back into 
fashion. There are many varieties on the 
market and all of them produce flowers 
that contain deliciously scented oils. It is an 
adaptable herb used as a culinary, ornamental 
and medicinal plant. It delivers wonderful 
scent and colour and is also an excellent 
nectar source for bees. The Dutch hybrid 
Lavenders (Lavandula x intermedia) have 
bigger, longer-lasting flowers, and are best for 
bees e.g. Lavandula ’Gros Bleu’. 

The flower buds of all Lavender plants are 
edible but some, like the Dutch hybrids 
are more pungent and are better kept for 
craft activities where a strongly scented oil 
is required. The best Lavender for culinary 
purposes is the English narrow-leaved 
Lavender which has a more mellow scent 
and milder oils e.g. Lavandula angustifolia 
‘Hidcote’ or Lavandula angustifolia 
‘Munstead’. 

Take care if you are harvesting Lavender 
from the garden for culinary use; make 
sure that no pesticides have been used on 
the flowers. You might prefer to use dried, 
‘food-safe’ flower buds that are sold in food 
stores alongside the dried herbs and spices. 
The best time to pick Lavender flowers is 
just before the flower buds open. When one 
or two buds are open, harvest the whole 
flower head, as you will collect more buds in 
this way and preserve the oils they contain. 
Once lots of flower buds are open they will 
gradually be ‘shed’ from the plant.

1) Lavender sugar
Impress your friends and family by making 
your own Lavender sugar. It has a subtle and 
delicious flavour and has lots of culinary uses. 
Apparently, Queen Elizabeth I insisted on having 
Lavender preserve on her breakfast table 
every morning! Please read the background 
information above that explains which type of 
Lavender is best for culinary purposes.

Mix 1kg of granulated or castor sugar with 
two to three tablespoons of Lavender buds. 
Remember a little Lavender goes a long way as 
far as flavour is concerned! Whizz the mixture 
in a blender if you prefer not to have whole 
flower buds in your cooking, or grind the flower 
buds with the sugar in a pestle and mortar to 
release the oils. Transfer the Lavender sugar 
to sterilised Kilner jars or similar glass or plastic 
containers with lids. Dishwasher sterilisation is 
fine. Label and date the jars. Jars can also be 
decorated with ribbons and given as presents.

Lavender crafts 
Three activities that use Lavender flowers

Lavender is a great favourite in many 
gardens and is well known for having 
flowers that produce wonderful scents  
and oils. Here are three easy activities that 
can also be the starting point for many 
other practical projects.
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A great way to store your summer Lavender 
harvest and make it last through the winter, is 
to put your Lavender sugar in the freezer and 
to bring it out as you need it.

There are lots of recipes where you can use 
Lavender sugar e.g. Lavender shortbread 
which is quick, easy and delicious. Sprinkle 
Lavender sugar on fresh strawberries or use it 
to make Lavender lemonade or Lavender and 
lemon cup-cakes. Add it to peaches and cook 
in a moderate oven for 20 minutes to make a 
tasty dessert.

2) Make your own oatmeal and  
 Lavender bath or shower bags
The essential oil produced by Lavender flowers 
has antiseptic and anti-inflammatory properties 
and the milk released when oatmeal is soaked 
in water has moisturising properties, so it can 
relieve dry itching skin. These bags are an 
ideal combination for a soothing, aromatic and 
relaxing bath or shower.

What you will need
 Rolled porridge oats (the least expensive 

ones are fine) and fresh or dried Lavender 
flowers 

 White or uncoloured, loose weave cloth 
e.g. muslin or organza, and white or pale 
coloured ribbon or string

 Scissors or pinking shears, tablespoon. 

What to do
 1 Cut a square of cloth (15cm x 15cm) using 

the pinking shears.

 2 Place two heaped tablespoons of oats onto 
the centre of the cloth and add two heaped 
tablespoons of fresh or dried Lavender 
flower buds.

 3 Pull up the four corners evenly so that the 
Lavender and oats are contained in the 
cloth, and tie the cloth with ribbon or string. 

Make a hanging loop to tie under the tap 
(optional).   

Consider stripping the Lavender flowers as 
part of this activity as it can be a wonderfully 
sensory and satisfying experience. Throw 
the bag in the bath or hang it under to tap 
to allow the water to run through to release 
the oat-milk. More will be released if the bag 
is squeezed gently. Relax and enjoy your 
moisturising aromatherapy moment! You can 
also use your bag as a scrub under the shower. 
This bag is designed for a single use.

3) Lavender bags
Use colourful squares of thin cotton material 
and ribbons in complementary colours to make 
pretty scented bags. Put them into wardrobes 
and drawers to keep them fresh and to ward 
off unwanted moths. The assembly method for 
the bags is similar to the bath bags described 
above.

Place the square (wrong-side up) on a flat 
surface and put several scoops of Lavender 
flowers in the centre. 

Assembly can be fiddly, so make things easier 
by constructing an ‘assembly guide’. 

a) Cut a square of cardboard (15 x 15cm) and 
cut a hole (5cm diameter) out of the middle. 
Glue a short length of cardboard tube e.g. 
(5cm diameter) under the hole, so it looks 
like a table with one wide leg.

b) A similar extremely robust ‘assembly guide’ 
can be made out of a piece of wood (15 x 
15cm) supported on two lengths of wood 
(15cm long) that act as legs. Drill a 5cm 
diameter hole out of the middle of the wood 
square. No tube is needed with this model. 
(See photo).

The cotton material can be pushed down the 
hole of the guide to create a ‘well’ for the 
Lavender. The four corners of the material stick 
up and so are more easily tied with the ribbon.
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Preparation: Collect the materials

What you will need
 A selection of hollow twigs and stems  

such as Bamboo canes or Delphiniums  
– dried ones are best

 Garden twine

 Secateurs and scissors.

What to do 
 1 Gather some hollow twigs or Bamboo 

canes.

 2 Cut the stems and canes into 15cm lengths. 

 3 Bundle a handful of the stem sections 
together.

 4 Tie the bundle with twine, making sure that 
you leave one long length. This will be used 
to hang up the Bug hotel.

 5 Cut the stems at both ends so that they are 
level (optional).

 6 Place the Bug hotels under trees or bushes 
or hang from trees or fences in sheltered 
spots.

Bug hotels 
Make a safe haven for all sorts of beneficial insects

Encourage beneficial insects into your 
garden by building them a home. In 
return they will help by pollinating the 
flowers in your garden and feeding on 
pests such as aphids. 
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 This activity can be done at any time of 
the year but try to make sure that the 
stems and bamboo are dry at the start 
of the activity. If you use stems with 
different sized hollows the Bug hotels 
are more likely to attract different insects. 
Use a variety of stem types for the Bug 
hotel. These Bug hotels will last a year or 
two and are as effective as larger, more 
sophisticated ones.

 Bug hotels are best put into position  
from early spring when bugs are house 
hunting.

 One way to make a simple, more robust, 
but very effective Bug hotel is to use a 
chunky offcut of wood such as a fencepost 
or a log. The wood should be at least 
10cm long and dry. Drill holes into the 
wood making them as deep as you can, 
but make sure that you leave at least 3cm 
of solid wood at the end for insulation. 
Drill different diameter holes to encourage 
a range of insects. Do not worry about 
how many holes you make, or how 
close together they are – the more holes 
the better! Try to use wood that hasn’t 
been chemically treated. Older wood is 
also preferable. Fencing yards are useful 
hunting grounds for free off-cuts. A pent 
(sloping) roof can be made for this Bug 
hotel to protect it from the rain.

 To make a more sophisticated and 
attractive Bug hotel, use a wooden frame, 
and sub-divide the space with pieces of 
wood. In the ‘pockets’ you have created 
you can arrange all sorts of hollow stems, 

pinecones and drilled logs to make an 
attractive and useful addition to your 
garden. You can drill holes in the frame to 
make additional insect homes. Recycled 
hardwood is good to use as some insects 
prefer more dense wood. Rub down 
the holes once you have drilled them, as 
cleaner entrances are more attractive to 
insects when they are inspecting them. To 
extend the life of the Bug hotel and stop it 
getting saturated with water ‘paint’ it with 
a 50/50 mixture of water and PVA glue. 

 A roof is the finishing touch to the Bug 
hotel, as it prevents rain splashing into 
the holes. More insects will make their 
temporary home in the sheltered area 
further up where the roof overhangs. 

 Patterned concrete squares used for 
building open-screen walls are a fun 
alternative to wooden frames. Use 
recycled blocks and fill the holes with all 
sorts of hollow stems.

 It is important to position a Bug hotel 
carefully so that it provides ideal living 
conditions for the insects and they can find 
it easily. Place your Bug hotel:

i) Facing east, so that it receives warmth 
from the morning sun, or facing west, 
so that it receives the afternoon sun.

ii) In a sheltered spot, away from the wind 
as this will help the insects to land on it. 

iii) Near water if you can. 

 A good source of useful information, 
examples and tips is the video channel 
‘Wild about Nature’. 

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Time to collect materials

What you will need
 A selection of colourful flowers and leaves 

(see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Some white tissue paper or similar non-
glossy paper (A4 size is good)

 Old magazines or pieces of flat cardboard 
(A4 size)

 A stack of large heavy books or other 
weighty material

 Optional – an iron or a microwave oven, 
glazed tile or flat ceramic plate (see ‘Hints 
and tips’).

What to do 
Stage 1 –  
Gathering, pressing and drying the flowers

 1 In the morning, after the dew has 
evaporated, gather the fresh flowers and 
foliage you want to press. Make sure the 
materials you collect are not wilted or 
damaged in any way.

 2 Take one of the magazines (or flat 
cardboard) and put a piece of tissue paper 
on top of it.

 3 Carefully arrange the flowers and foliage 
on the tissue paper. Make sure they do 
not overlap as this will hinder the drying 
process. Take your time to arrange each one 
as this is how it will ‘set’ when it is pressed.

 4 Very carefully place another piece of tissue 
paper on top of your arrangement, and 
then another magazine (or flat card) on top 
of this. (This should now look a bit like a 
‘sandwich’).

 5 Press down firmly on the magazine.

 6 Move the whole thing to a flat surface 
where it will not be disturbed and then place 
the heavy books on top. Leave it like this for 
two to four weeks or until the flowers and 
leaves are completely dry.

Stage 2 –  
Selecting and using the dried flowers

 7 Open the magazine and sort any failures 
from the successes. Some may be brown 
but most flowers, petals and leaves will be 
beautifully pressed and will have retained 
much of their colour.

 8 Once you have gathered the materials for 
your chosen activity (see ‘Hints and tips’), 
use tweezers to handle the dried flowers 
as some may be very delicate and brittle. 
Arrange the dried flowers and then ‘glue’ 
them in place with tiny dots of white ‘craft’ 
glue and leave to dry.     

Flower pressing 
The starting point for beautiful, creative projects

This activity is carried out in two 
stages, both of which can be 
completed at any time of the year.
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 There are thousands of different flowers 
and leaves that can be pressed and 
dried successfully and they are available 
throughout the year. For best results 
choose ‘flatter’ flowers such as Violas and 
Pansies, or separate out the smaller flower 
heads from large flower spikes found 
on e.g. Alstroemerias, Delphiniums and 
Foxgloves.

 Interestingly shaped leaves e.g. Ginkgo 
or the delicate fronds of ferns also 
dry and press well. Thin leaves dry 
more successfully than thicker ones. 
Dainty and beautiful wild flowers e.g. 
Corncockle, Red Campion and Meadow 
Cranesbill also make interesting subjects 
for drying. Pale colours tend to retain 
their colour after drying, whilst darker 
colours become darker.

 This activity has the benefit of two stages. 
The first stage will be done mainly during 
spring, summer and autumn, whereas the 
second phase can be done on a rainy or 
dark winter day and serves as an uplifting 
reminder of more clement days. The 
dried flowers can be left in their ‘press’ 
for many months. (You can also purchase 
dried flowers and foliage online for craft 
activities).

 Flowers picked on a hot afternoon are 
likely to be wilted and will be more prone 
to fading. Harvest roses as firm rosebuds, 
and use individual petals rather than the 
flower. The scent from them whilst you 
do this is wonderful.

 An alternative and speedier method of 
drying and pressing flowers is to use a hot 

dry iron. Place the flowers between  
two sheets of tissue paper as before  
and then cover these with a piece of  
copy paper or thin cotton material. Flatten 
this with a book for a few minutes and 
then press the iron onto the paper for  
15 seconds, making sure that the iron 
does not move. N.B. Do not use steam! 
Check the progress of the drying flowers 
every 15 seconds.

 A microwave oven can also be used to dry 
flowers. Prepare the flowers and papers 
as for the ironing method, and then put 
these on a flat ceramic plate or glazed tile. 
Place a non-metallic weight on the top 
and microwave on half-power for about 
a minute. Check progress and re-heat for 
another 15 seconds if needed. Flowers 
dried using this method tend to retain 
better colour than with the ironing method.

 Suggestions for activities 

i) Create flower montages or monograms 
and glue them onto artists’ paper. These 
can be made into gift cards or put into a 
frame to hang on the wall. 

ii) Bookmarks with a flower design and a 
carefully selected line or poem, can be 
laminated for durability. 

iii) Glue your floral design onto a ceramic 
tile or mug and paint it over with a 
transparent sealant or varnish. 

iv) Glue flowers onto card or an acetate 
sheet and insert it into a clear resin 
mobile phone case.

v) Create a design using flowers that 
would not naturally bloom together  
i.e. flowers from all four seasons.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Collect the materials together

What you will need
 A small plant (see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Sphagnum moss (moss from the lawn  
is equally effective)

 Multi-purpose compost

 Bonsai compost

 Garden twine and scissors

 Gloves and a table covering (this activity  
is a messy one!)

 A jug of water

 Optional – plastic mixing bowl.

What to do 
 1 Roll up your sleeves and put on your gloves 

(it’s going to get messy!).

 2 Mix two handfuls of compost and one 
handful of bonsai compost (ratio 2:1) and 
gradually add a small measure of water.

 3 Mix the compost together with your hands 
until it forms a ball about the size of an 
orange. It should be wet but not dripping 
and have a doughy consistency. Squeeze 
out any excess water.

 4 Take the plant from its pot. Carefully remove 
most of the soil surrounding the roots, 
taking care not to damage them. You may 
find that your potted plant is in fact more 
than one plant and starts to ‘fall apart’. 
Don’t worry; carefully separate out the 
smaller plants and use them to make more 
Kokedama.

 5 Hold the compost ball in both hands and 
gently divide it into two halves. Place the 
roots of the plant on one half of the compost 
ball and then place the other compost-half 
on top of the roots. The roots should now 
be sandwiched between the two halves. 

Make sure all the roots are inside the ball  
of compost. Press the whole thing together 
gently so that the compost ‘knits’  
together again.

 6 Take pieces of moss and wrap them 
around the ball of compost taking care 
not to damage the plant. Press the 
moss into the compost where you can. 
Continue this until the compost ball is 
fully covered with a good layer of moss 
and is completely green.

 7 Wrap the twine around and around the ball 
to hold the moss in place. You may need 
as much as three metres of twine! Tie the 
twine to secure it but leave a long end as 
this will be used to hang up the Kokedama. 

 8 If your Kokedama is outside, then mother 
nature may water it for you! Otherwise, 
mist it regularly or put it into a bowl of water 
once a week for half an hour, or three times 
a week for five minutes, and allow it to drain 
before rehanging.

Kokedama
Try your hand at making Japanese moss balls

Kokedama are a wonderful way to bring 
life into shady corners of your home 
or garden without the need for pots or 
containers. They do particularly well in 
humid area like the bathroom.
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1 hour
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 Sphagnum moss is available from garden 
centres as it is used as a liner for hanging 
baskets. Alternatively, you can use any 
moss from a lawn or flat surface. Packs of 
dry or compressed moss are also available 
but this must be re-hydrated by dunking it 
in water for 10 minutes and squeezing it 
out, before using it on the Kokedama.

 This activity is a bit fiddly so choose a 
robust plant when making Kokedama for 
the first time. Your second Kokedama 
will always be better than the first! Ivy 
is a good robust starter plant; use two 
or three strands of green and variegated 
ivies in one Kokedama, to produce an 
attractive trailing effect. Vinca (green or 
variegated forms) is also a good starter 
plant. You can use indoor or outdoor 
plants for Kokedama but make sure they 
can tolerate shade and drought e.g. Ferns, 
Black lily turf (Ophiopogon planiscarpus 
nigrescens), Money plant (Crassula ovata), 
String of Buttons (Crassula perforata), 
Hellebore, Cyclamen, Sedum (small) and 
Aeonium.

 Bonsai compost is used in this activity 
because of its clay content. The clay 
helps to stick the compost together when 
it is wet and to retain water when the 
Kokedama has been watered. It also has 
a high mineral content. Bonsai compost is 
available from garden centres.

 Another option when making the 
Kokedama, is to protect the bare roots by 
wrapping them in some wet moss before 
putting the compost around them. It is also 
a useful extension of the activity. 

 Choose neutral coloured twine if you 
want it to blend in with the moss. If you 
use waxed cotton cord, often used for 
making bead bracelets, or button thread, 
it will ‘disappear’ almost completely. 
However, you could make a design feature 
by choosing brightly coloured twine and 
arranging it in tramlines around the moss.

 It is easy to make a more robust hanger for 
your Kokedama. Tie a tight loop of twine 
around the middle of the Kokedama first, 
and tie three pieces of the same length 
to this loop, spacing them around the ball 
equally. Tie them together at the top. A 
simple macramé hanging ‘basket’ also 
works very well with Kokedama.

 Hang your Kokedama where they are out 
of direct sunlight and will not get too hot. 
They will dry out a bit quicker than pots but 
with careful watering they should last for 
at least two years. Hang several of them 
together to make a hanging garden.

 Kokedama can be displayed on flat surfaces. 
One attractive arrangement is to have three 
Kokedama, displayed side by side on a long 
ceramic plate. You can exhibit the same 
type  or contrasting types of plants.

Hints and tips
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Preparation: Collect the materials. Copy the 
plant list below

What you will need
 Some large single flowers e.g. Roses or 

Carnations (see ‘Hints and tips’)

 Some smaller flowers (with stems)

 Green herbs, preferably aromatic with small 
leaves

 String or florist’s tape, scissors or secateurs

 Optional – circular paper doilies, ribbon.

What to do 
 1 Take a single flower – any attractive, good-

sized one is fine, and surround it with a 
green herb.

 2 Bind the stems together tightly with string 
or florist tape. 

 3 Surround the herb layer with a ring of 
flowers.

 4 Add another layer of herbs or flowers and 
bind again. Repeat the circles of layers, 
binding them together as you go, until the 
tussie-mussie is the size you want. 

 5 The final layer should consist of larger leaves 
to frame the nosegay e.g. Ivies or Hostas.

 6 Cut the stems evenly. Optional – Cut a 
small hole in the centre of a paper doily. 
Feed the stems through the hole so that the 
doily is a ‘backdrop’ to the flowers. Add a 
ribbon. The tussie-mussie will keep in water 
for a week.

Tussie-mussies and the language of flowers

A tussie-mussie is a small circular 
nosegay of flowers and herbs designed 
to deliver a special message without 
writing a word.  The message such as 
love, forgiveness or remembrance, is 
based on the plants it contains.
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moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 hour
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Hints and tips
 Tussie-mussies derive from Elizabethan 

times when nosegays included aromatic 
herbs such as Chamomile, Lavender, 
Lemon balm, Marjoram, Mint, Rosemary 
and Thyme. They were carried close to the 
nose to counter the unpleasant odours of 

the streets and the ‘bad air’ believed to be 
the cause of the Plague. People believed 
that tussie-mussies refreshed the head and 
stimulated the memory and Judges carried 
them into their courtrooms as protection 
against ‘gaol fever’.

continued overleaf
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Hints and tips (continued)

Apple blossom –  Daisy – innocence Lily – white purity,  
temptation  modesty
Baby’s breath – pure heart Fern – fascination, sincerity Nasturtium – patriotism
Birch – meekness Forget-me-not – true love Pansy – tender pleasant  
  thoughts
Bluebell – constancy Geranium (red) – comfort,  Pinks – perfection, 
  health
Broom – ardour or humility Hawthorn – hope Pine – loyalty, longevity,  
  friendship
Box – stoicism Holly – domestic happiness Primrose – early youth
Buttercup – promise of Honesty – sincerity Rose (pink) – romantic  
riches   love
Calendula – sunny Honeysuckle – fidelity Rose (white) – innocent 
disposition  love
Californian Poppy – do not Hosta – devotion Salvia (blue) – wisdom 
refuse me
Carnation – pure love,  Hydrangea – devotion Sweet pea – delicate 
admiration   pleasures
Cedar – strong, incorruptible Ivy – fidelity, wedded love Violet – faithfulness
Chrysanthemum –  Jasmine – amiability Yarrow – war and 
cheerfulness   healing, solace
Clematis – filial love Juniper – protection Yew – sorrow
Daffodil – regret Lavender – luck, forgiveness,  Zinnia – thoughts of  
 devotion absent friends

 The practice of flower giving and carrying 
was turned into an art by the Victorians. 
Floral dictionaries listed the meanings for 
each flower and herb. Meanings were 
taken from classical mythology, religious 
symbolism, and ancient lore, but some 
were invented by the author. Tussie-
mussies with elaborate silver holders 
became popular fashion accessories. 

 Flowers were used to communicate a 
wide array of emotions and sentiments.  
Flower symbolism was applied to life’s 
major events: Roses, Violets and Forget-
me-nots for courtship; Orange blossom 
for weddings; and wreaths of Cypress for 
funerals. Ladies understood the language 
of the flowers they received from their 
suitors, but occasionally the double 
meanings of some herbs and flowers led 
to misunderstandings.

 The language of flowers was revived 
when Kate Middleton married Prince 
William in 2011. The shield-shaped 
wedding bouquet contained traditional 
flowers significant for the Royal family 

and the Middletons, and drew upon 
the language of flowers. The bouquet 
contained: Sweet William (gallantry), 
Hyacinth (constancy of love), Lily of the 
valley (return of happiness), Ivy (fidelity, 
marriage, wedded love, friendship, 
affection) and Myrtle (marriage and love).  
Kate’s bouquet also contained stems from 
Myrtle planted by Queen Victoria in 1845, 
and a sprig from a plant grown from the 
Myrtle used in Queen Elizabeth’s wedding 
bouquet in 1947.    

 Today, tussie-mussies can make a 
personalized gift for a special occasion or 
help to cheer someone who is unwell. 
Different scents help you to relax, others 
sharpen the concentration, and the 
colours can be combined to be vibrant 
or harmonious. If you are making tussie-
mussies in a group activity you could make 
them for each other and include a small 
card with the meanings of the flowers, or 
perhaps ask the recipients to find out their 
meaning using the list below. Lots of other 
plants (not listed) also have a meaning.

Flowers and trees

Basil – love, good wishes 

Bay – glory
Borage – courage and  
bluntness
Chamomile – energy in  
adversity
Coriander – hidden worth 

Fennel – worthy of praise, strength
Lemon balm – sympathy 

Marjoram – blushes, happiness 

Mint – virtue 

Parsley – festivity 

Rosemary – remembrance
Sage – esteem, wisdom, domestic 
virtue
 Sorrel – affection
Thyme – courage, bravery 

Herbs



Sow & Grow Activities Resource Pack

Preparation: Collect the materials together

What you will need
 One pack of native wildflower seeds  

e.g. RSPB selected seeds (see photo)

 Multi-purpose compost (preferably peat-free)

 Powdered terracotta (red) pottery clay.  
Red clay is best as it contains the minerals 
needed for seedlings to grow. Both 
powdered and ready-mixed terracotta (red) 
clay are available from hobby, art and craft 
shops

 Water – in plastic bottles or jugs

 Small scoops or large spoons

 Mixing bowls and / or large compost trays

 Optional – Plastic or rubber gloves (this can 
get messy!)

 Roll of kitchen towel

 Flat plastic storage containers or seed trays.

What to do 
 1 Measure out the seeds and the compost 

into the mixing bowl. Use the following 
ratio:

i) One part native wildflower seeds
ii) Three parts multi-purpose compost.

 2 Mix the ingredients together with your 
hands.

 3 Add five parts of dry red pottery clay (or a 
spoonful or two of ready-mixed clay). Mix 
again with your hands. If you use the ready-
mixed clay, break it up into little pieces first 
before you mix.

 4 Slowly add some water and continue to mix 
by hand until all the ingredients are blended 
together. 

 5 Do not make the mixture too wet. You have 
reached the right consistency when the 
mixture can be moulded together into one 
big ball and it does not fall apart. Aim for 
the consistency of bread dough. The clay 
will keep absorbing the water as it is added, 
so keep checking if you have the correct 
consistency.

 6 Pinch off a small piece of the mixture and 
roll it between the palms of your hands 
until it becomes round, smooth and about 
2cm across. Make sure there are no cracks. 
Place the seed ball on a piece of kitchen 
towel to dry out. Repeat until all the mixture 
is used up. If you know that you are going 
to scatter the seed balls on a steep hillside, 
squash them a little whilst they are wet as 
this will prevent them from rolling away.

 7 As you are making the seed balls the mix 
may dry out. Add a little water to regain the 
right consistency.

Wildflower seed balls 
The ‘do nothing’ way to sow seeds!

‘Natural farming’ using seed balls 
is a scientifically proven method of 
adding vegetation and diversity to 
the environment. Seed balls will give 
wildflower seeds a great start, even on 
inhospitable patches.  
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Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

30 minutes  
to 1 hour
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 8 Leave the seed balls in a warm place until 
they are completely dry. It is OK to dry 
them in the sun, or an airing cupboard. 
N.B. Do not dry them in the oven because 
you will kill the seeds and make the seed 
balls useless. Drying will take a day or two 
depending on how wet the mixture was 
to start with. N.B. Do not let the seed balls 
stay moist for too long before you start 
the drying process because the seeds will 
start to germinate!  As they dry the seed 
balls will shrink and harden, protecting the 
seeds inside.

 9 Seed balls can be stored for several months 
in a cool, dry container until you are ready 
to broadcast them. Throw them so that 
there are about 10 seed balls per square 
metre. The seeds are ‘already planted’ so 
they can be tossed on the ground and no 
further cultivation is required. The seeds are 
protected inside the seed ball from animals 
and erosion. They can remain on the ground 
for months without harm coming to them.

 10 3 to 10cm of rain will ‘dissolve’ the seed ball 
and bring it to life by triggering germination. 
Shoots will appear in about three weeks.  
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Hints and tips
 In Japan in the 1930’s a ‘Natural farmer’ 

called Masanobu Fukuoka used seed 
balls to grow cereals in the arid regions 
of the country. He trained as a botanical 
pathologist. There are videos of him 
talking about his method on YouTube. 
He shows people how to make seed 
balls by hand but on a much bigger scale. 
His method: ‘No tilling, no pulling out 
weeds, no spreading chemical fertilisers 
or pesticides’, has made a big impact on 
farmers all over the world. ‘Nature selects 
the right plants to grow on the site’. 

 About 80% of any seed that is broadcast 
is lost before it can germinate because it is 
eaten by animals, birds and insects. 

 You can add animal repellent to the seed 
ball mix e.g. cayenne chilli powder, but 
wear gloves to avoid skin irritation. Use 
about one part in the mix.

 Seed balls have been tested scientifically 
in the North American deserts of New 
Mexico, and these barren reclamation 
sites have been transformed. Scientists 
discovered that seed balls can be used 
almost anywhere. 

 Masanobu advises: ‘Making seed balls 
is easy – choosing the right seeds is the 
difficult part’. This is also important for your 
seed balls – use only native seeds, and 
take care where you throw them. You want 
to enhance the environment and not to 
harm it.

 There is an interesting website that tells 
the whole story of seed balls.  
(www.seedballs.us)



Sow & Grow Activities Resource Pack

Preparation: Collect the materials together. 
Copy the scarecrow diagram (see overleaf)

What you will need
 A variety of baby clothes e.g. dungarees  

or tights, shirt, mittens, socks, hat or  
bobble hat

 Pillow case or cushion-cover (pale colours 
are best)

 Two wire coat hangers, snub-nosed pliers

 String, felt pens, large safety pins

 Materials for stuffing e.g. old tights, bubble 
wrap 

 Raffia (available from garden centres), 
Sellotape

 Optional – small Bamboo cane, large  
flower pot with central drainage hole  
e.g. 3 to 5 litre pot.

What to do 
 1 Take the two wire coat hangers and link 

them together as in the diagram overleaf, 
bending them so that one forms a 
framework for the arms and the other for 
the legs.

 2 Use the pliers to squash the ‘hooks’ of the 
coat-hangers to ensure there are no sharp 
edges.

 3 Take the pillow case and stuff the top half of 
it to make the head of the scarecrow.

 4 Tie the head with string and make sure that 
you leave a ‘tail’ of material with no stuffing 
in it.

 5 Tie the head onto the top coat hanger, 
letting the material tail cover the torso of the 
scarecrow.

 6 Thread the coat-hangers into the clothes you 
have selected and add the stuffing to pack 
out the shape of the scarecrow. 

Scarecrow (large)
A great activity for collaborative working in a group

A small group can easily make one 
scarecrow, but why not have several 
groups working on different scarecrows at 
the same time and introduce an element 
of friendly competition? It works a treat!
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

1 to 2 hours 
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 7 Stuff the mittens (and socks if you are using 
them) and tie the ends with string. Tie the 
mittens and socks onto the arms and legs.

 8 Draw a face (eyes, eyebrows, nose, mouth 
and rosy cheeks) on the head with the  
felt pens.

 9 Cut the raffia (this will be the scarecrow’s 
hair) into lengths and sellotape them onto 
the inside of the hat.

 10 Gather the spare edges of the head and 
hide them under the hat. Secure the hat 
with safety pins if necessary.

 11 Bend the coat-hangers into the pose you 
want for your scarecrow e.g. sitting, one 
arm raised.
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Hints and tips
 This is a great activity for small groups of 

people and it encourages organisational 
and co-operation skills. It often causes 
much laughter and recollections of 
childhood or of children and grandchildren. 
A competitive element can also be 
introduced for ‘best scarecrow’, or ‘first to 
finish’.

 Charity shops are great hunting grounds for 
old baby clothes if you cannot source them 
from friends and relatives.

 Some people find drawing the face on 
the scarecrow quite difficult. They find it 
easy to copy a drawing of a face though, 
and you can prepare this on a sheet of A4 
paper ahead of time. 

 Bubble-wrap has the advantage of being 
waterproof and rot-proof if the scarecrow 
is to be placed outside. Gather bubble-
wrap from old packaging. Some shops are 
prepared to give away old bubble-wrap.

 For speedier/easier stuffing, wrap the 
bubble-wrap around the arms and the legs 
before the scarecrow is dressed.

 A scarecrow made using baby clothes is  
an ideal size to handle in a table-top activity. 
It can be completed in one to two hours 
depending on the ability and dexterity of 
the group.

 Good discussions often arise if you 
encourage group members to choose a 
name for their scarecrow.

Head attaches 
here

Coat hanger

Glove attaches 
here

Join up the two 
coat hangers and 
pinch with the 
pliers

Coat hanger

Sock attaches 
here

 12 Optional – to keep the scarecrow in a 
standing or seated position, insert the top 
half of the Bamboo cane up inside the back 
of the scarecrow, and into the head, leaving 
the bottom half of the cane free to be 
inserted into the upturned flower-pot.
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Preparation: Collect the materials

What you will need
 Pieces of polystyrene (at least  

16 x 8 x 2cm)

 Twigs or sticks (50 to 60cm long) and small 
sticks or kebab skewers (20cm long)

 Polystyrene balls about 8cm in diameter 
(available from hobby stores)

 9cm plastic flowerpots 

 Scraps of materials – any colours and 
textures and straw or raffia (available from 
garden centres)

 Garden twine or string, marker pens, 
scissors, pinking shears, 30cm rulers

 A range of things to join materials together 
e.g. stapler, glue gun, adhesive tape, 
needles and thread

 Awl or screwdriver, secateurs.

What to do 
To make the body 

 1 Take the piece of polystyrene and push 
the long stick through it from bottom to 
top. Use the awl or screwdriver to start 
the hole off if you need to. Leave at least 
6cm of stick poking out from the top of 
the polystyrene. This will be the neck, and 
also the point to attach the head.

 2 Drive the ends of the two small sticks into 
the sides of the polystyrene about 2cm 
from the top. You may wish to use the 
secateurs to snip off the sharp end of the 
skewers first.

To make the head

 3 Take some material suitable to make the hair 
and stick it onto the polystyrene ball.

 4 Draw a face onto the ball. (See ‘Hints and tips’).

 5 Stick the flowerpot onto the hair to make 
the hat. 

Scarecrow (small) 
A creative activity for individuals and pairs

Use your imagination to design and 
make your own personal scarecrow. 
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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To make the clothes

 6 Shirt. Take a piece of material 15 x 30cm 
and fold it in half so it doubles up and is 
15cm square. 

 7 Cut a small hole in the middle of the folded 
edge. 

 8 Dress the scarecrow by putting the shirt 
over the long stick and tie it around the 
waist with twine. 

 9 Jacket. Take a piece of material 30 x 60cm 
and double it over so it is 30cm square. 

 10 Cut out a’ long-armed T-shirt’ shape leaving 
the folded edge intact at the neck end. 

 11 Cut a 1cm hole in the middle of the folded 
edge. From this hole cut from top to bottom 
on the front piece of material to make the 
opening of the jacket and fold back the 
edges at the top to make the lapels.

 12 Join the edges of the material together e.g. 
by sewing, gluing or stapling, but turn the 
jacket ‘inside-out’ before you do so and the 
right-way out when you have finished.

 13 Stick the lapels in place.

 14 Dress the scarecrow by threading the small 
sticks through the arms of the jacket. Tie the 
jacket at the waist with twine.

 15 Tie / scarf. Take a piece of material  
2 x 30cm long and tie it around the neck.

 16 To make the hands Take some strands 
of straw or raffia and wind them loosely 
around the palm of your hand. Remove the 
‘bunch’ and secure one end by wrapping 
adhesive tape around it. This will be the 
wrist. 

 17 Attach the hands by sliding the wrists over 
the small sticks (arms) and pull the jacket 
over them to hold them in place.
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Hints and tips
 This is a great activity for individuals or 

pairs. It encourages imagination and 
creativity and will often result in some 
very comical looking scarecrows. The 
success of this activity is that there are 
no rules and ‘anything goes’. The activity 
will only be limited by the materials 
provided and the time available. Try 
to provide as many different textures 
and colours of materials as you can; 
you will be amazed at what wonderful 
scarecrows can be produced in a 
short time. Even the most ‘reluctant’ 
participant soon gets over any creative 
inhibitions they may have had at the start 
of this activity.

 Some people find drawing the face on 
the scarecrow quite difficult. They find it 
easy to copy a drawing of a face though, 
and you can prepare this on a sheet of A4 
paper ahead of time. 

 Good discussions and much laughter 
often arise if you encourage participants 
to choose a name for their scarecrow, 
and stories will emerge especially if a 
scarecrow starts to take on an uncanny 
resemblance to a celebrity – past or 
present!

 A competitive element can be introduced 
for ‘best scarecrow’, or ‘first to finish’ but 
choose your ‘judge’ wisely.

 Charity shops are great hunting grounds for 
material scraps if you cannot source them 
from friends and relatives.

 One very successful scarecrow made in 
an activity had two different faces, a happy 
face and a sad face. (He didn’t have a 
hat). This became the basis of discussion 
of how such a ‘two-faced scarecrow’ 
could be used for people to express their 
feelings.
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Preparation: Collect materials together

What you will need
 Clean tin can (it can be any shape or size)     

 Metal file   

 Hammer 

 Nail 

 Towel or padding to project the work surface

 Small herb plant e.g. Basil (see ’Hints and tips’)

 Garden twine or string, scissors and glue        

 Coloured card and coloured pens or small 
gift cards.

What to do 
 1 Make sure that the tin can is clean and dry.

 2 Check the can for any roughness around the 
rim and file down any sharp edges.

 3 Place the tin can upside down on an old 
towel and use the hammer and nail to make 
three drainage holes in the base.

 4 Wrap the string around the centre of the tin 
can and glue the starting end in place. 

 5 Continue to wind the string around the 
can until it forms a band about 5cm wide. 
Make sure that you are consistent with the 
winding and leaving the same sized gap 
with each loop of string. (If you prefer a 
‘solid’ band of string do not leave any gaps 
between the loops). 

Tin-can planters

This is a great way to up-cycle some 
tin cans into eco-friendly planters. 
They also make good presents.

37

Tin-can planters

Difficulty level:
easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 30 minutes
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 6 When you have stopped winding, leave a 
15cm ‘tail’ of string at the end to add the 
label. Glue the string in place just before it 
becomes the tail.

 7 Make a label for the tin can by using a 
coloured card cut into your desired shape.

 8 Fill the tin with compost and plant the  
herb plant.
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Tin-can planters

Hints and tips
 You can use any type of tin or can 

for this activity as long as the original 
contents were not toxic. When 
removing the lid of any small can, 
make sure that you use a tin opener 
that leaves a ‘safe’ edge that is not 
sharp. Aluminium drink cans also work 
well and have the added bonus of not 
rusting when in contact with water. To 
check if the cans are aluminium use a 
magnet; an aluminium can will not stick 
to the magnet. Remove the top of the 
aluminium drinks can with a tin opener. 

 You can use a whole variety of small 
plants in your tin can planter. Basil, 
Coriander, Parsley and Thyme work well 
as do Crassulas, Cacti and Peperomias. 
Make several planters and arrange them 
together on a windowsill or wall.

 If you want to hang up your planter, 
punch two holes on either side of the tin 
can just under the rim and attach a long 
loop of wire or string to make a hanger. 
A safer way to make holes in your tin can 
is to fill it with water and then freeze it 
solid. The ice provides a hard surface and 
the base and sides will not collapse when 
you bang the nail through the metal.

 Be creative when decorating your tin cans; 
there are lots of ideas to try.

i) Use water soluble paint to cover the 
can. It may need more than one coat. 
Let it dry thoroughly and then wind the 
string around the middle of the can.

ii) Use different coloured string as a 
contrast to the colour of the can.

iii) Paint the can with one colour as a base 
coat and let it dry. Then stick pieces 
of masking tape and different paper 
shapes onto the base coat. Use paper 
that can be peeled off easily afterwards. 
Paint the whole can again, this time with 
a different colour and let it dry. Now 
peel off the masking tape to reveal the 
patterns in the base coat.

iv) Paint a base coat onto the tin can and 
leave it to dry completely. Then use 
an artist’s paintbrush to paint leaves, 
flowers or different designs onto the 
can. Once this is dry you can use a 
water-based, non-toxic sealant glue to 
cover the whole design. This is available 
from hobby stores.

v) Glue beads, sequins and other small 
flat decorative objects onto the can, or 
thread beads onto waxed cotton thread 
and wind this ‘necklace’ around the top, 
middle or bottom of the can.
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Preparation: Three days to collect and air-dry 
two different soil samples

What you will need
To collect and prepare the soil samples

 Trowel  

 Two containers for the two soil samples, 
labels

 Facilities to ‘air-dry’ the two soil samples.

To complete the soil-jar activity

 Two identical glass jars per group. Taller, 
narrower jars are best. They should be 
clean, clear and colourless, and have well-
fitting lids

 Container of soil sample A (Dried sandy soil)

 Container of soil sample B (Dried clay soil)

 Spoons or small scoops to ‘measure’ the 
soil. One per group

 Pestles and mortars for grinding the soil 
particles

 Sieves

 Kitchen towel

 Solution made from water and a dishwasher 
tablet (use half a tablet in 250ml of water). 
This can be prepared ahead of time

 Sticky labels and a marker pen.

What to do 
Preparing the soil samples.  

 1 Choose an area known to have sandy soil. 
Scrape away the top 5 to 10cm of the soil 
surface and discard it. This will NOT be used 
as it is not a true reflection of the soil type 
because it is likely to have had compost and 
other materials added to it over the years. 
Dig down further and collect your sample of 
soil from here. Each group will need about 
a ‘cupful’ of this sandy soil sample. This is 
sample ‘A’.

 2 Repeat the sampling process with a soil 
known to have a high clay content. This is 
sample ‘B’.

 3 Spread each soil sample out on white 
paper (not newspaper) to dry, which will 
take at least three days. Ensure that both 
soil samples are dry and crumbly and then 
put them back in their containers, labelled 
‘A’ and ‘B’. Make sure you make a note of 
which sample is which!

The soil settlement jars 

 1 Each group will compare the settlement 
of soil sample A and soil sample B in two 
settlement jars, and so they must first 
discuss and decide how to make it a fair 
comparison. This means that for each jar 
the conditions must be the same (apart 
from the soil samples themselves) i.e. 
they need the same number of scoops of 
soil, same volume of water, same volume 
of dishwasher solution, same amount of 
shaking / stirring, same length of time to 
settle. Do not start the practical activity until 
the group has agreed a plan of action.

Soil settlement jars 
A fair test to demonstrate different soil textures

A simple way to examine and 
compare two different soil samples 
from the garden. This activity works 
well for small groups and encourages 
discussion.
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moderately easy
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Hints and tips
 Make sure that each group has two 

identical jars. It does not matter if one 
group has two jars that are different 
from another group. The important thing 
is for each pair of jars to be the same.

 Spreading the soil sample out on e.g. a flat 
tray will speed up the air-drying process. 
(Underfloor heating is ideal!)  Do NOT 
dry the soil in a microwave oven.

 This activity encourages lots of 
discussion as everyone in the group 
needs to agree how much of each item 
is put into the jars. It is not important 
what they decide in the end as long as 
the conditions for each jar in their pair 
are the same, (e.g. half a jar / 15 scoops 
of soil, two scoops of dishwasher tablet 
solution, enough water to fill the jar, shake 
for one minute, leave to settle for a week).

 The dishwasher tablet solution is 
used to help break up the soil into its 
particles.

 Soil is made from three types of 
particles: sand, silt and clay. Sand, though 
very small (2mm) is the largest of these 
particles, silt is smaller than sand and clay 
particles are extremely tiny.

 The larger particles will settle first at the 
bottom of the jar, the smaller, lighter 
particles will settle later. The different 
particles will settle at their own rate 
and form a layer in the jar. These layers 
can clearly be seen after the week’s 
settlement period. If different soils 
have been used, groups should be able 
to see a difference in the settlement 
pattern (profile). 

 2 Each dry soil sample should be sieved to 
remove any large organic material, large 
grit or stones and then ground to a fine 
consistency in a mortar with a pestle. The 
sample can be collected on a piece of 
kitchen towel (e.g. labelled sample A or B). 
When enough finely ground soil has been 
collected, it can be ‘measured’ out into the 
jar e.g. a cupful, half a jar.

 3 Add the agreed volume of water and the 
agreed volume of dishwasher tablet solution.

 4 Label the jars ‘A’ and ‘B’ making sure that 
you stick the labels underneath the jars so 
the results will not be obscured.

 5 With the lids screwed on tightly (!) shake 
the jars for the agreed length of time.

 6 Place each pair of jars in a safe place where 
they will not be disturbed for a week.

 7 Examine the soil in the jars after the 
settlement period and compare what  
you see.
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Preparation: Three days to collect and dry 
the different soil samples

What you will need
To collect and prepare the soil samples

 Trowel  

 Two containers for the two soil samples, 
labels

 This activity tests the texture of two known 
soils taken from very different areas  
i.e. sandy and clay, so that you obtain two 
different texture results. You then have a 
reference point for the results if you also test 
an ‘unknown’ sample (prepared earlier), or 
prepare and bring in your own soil sample. 

To complete the soil texture test

 Container of soil sample A (dried sandy soil)

 Container of soil sample B (dried clay soil)

 Optional – Container of ‘unknown’ soil 
sample C

 Small scoops to ‘measure’ the soil

 Pestles and mortars for grinding the soil 
particles

 Sieves (2mm mesh if possible), kitchen 
towel, water in spray bottles, sticky labels 
and a marker pen

 Copies of the Instruction table (see 
overleaf). Plastic gloves – this activity can 
get a bit messy!

What to do 
Preparing the soil samples  

 1 Choose an area that has sandy soil. Scrape 
away the top 10cm of the soil surface. 
Discard this layer because it will have had 
compost and other materials added to it 
over the years and will not be the ’true’ soil 

type. Dig down further to collect your soil 
sample. Each person will need a ‘cupful’ of 
this soil. This is sample ‘A’.

 2 Repeat the sampling process with a soil 
known to have a high clay content. This is 
sample ‘B’.

 3 Optional – If you are testing an ‘unknown’ 
soil sample, collect it in the same way as 
described above.

 4 Spread each soil sample out on white paper 
(not newspaper) to dry, which will take at 
least three days. When the samples are 
dry and crumbly put them back in their 
containers labelled ‘A’, ‘B’, ‘C’. 

What type of soil is this? 
A simple method to test the texture of your soil

Soil contains three types of particles: 
sand, silt and clay. The different 
proportions of these give soil its 
particular characteristics. When you 
know your soil type you will also know 
what you can add in order to improve it.
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The soil texture test

 1 Sieve each soil sample to remove any 
large organic material or stones and 
then grind it to a fine consistency using 
a mortar and pestle. Collect the sieved 
sample on a piece of kitchen towel 
(labelled sample ‘A’ or ‘B’). 

 2 Take a handful of the soil, add some water 
and mould it into a ball. Do not make it 

too wet; it should be glistening if it is held 
towards the light. Add dry soil if it becomes 
too wet.

 3 Follow the instructions in the table below 
to identify the soil texture by a process of 
elimination. Follow instruction 1 and see if 
it applies. If it does, stop there and note the 
result. If it doesn’t, move onto instruction 2 
and so on.
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Hints and tips
 A mixture of sand, silt and clay particles 

is called a ‘loam’. Loam with a high 
proportion of sand particles is called a 
‘sandy loam’, one with plenty of silt is a 
‘silty loam’ and one with plenty of clay is  
a ‘clay loam’.

 People use the words ‘soil’ and ‘loam’ 
interchangeably but technically they are 
different:

i) Loam is a mixture of sand, silt and clay 
particles.

ii) Soil is loam plus lots of other things e.g. 
bacteria, decaying plants and animals 
(organic matter).

 Sandy soil is lightweight, easy to dig, and 
free-draining. It cannot hold onto nutrients 
and is ‘poor’ soil. It warms up quickly 
in spring but dries out in summer. Add 
well-rotted organic matter e.g. manure or 
compost to improve its water retention.

 Clay soil is dense and heavy to dig, holds 
water well, but can become waterlogged. It 
holds onto nutrients and is ‘rich’ soil. It warms 
up slowly in spring but retains moisture in 
summer. Add coarse organic matter or grit 
to improve aeration and drainage.

 Silty soil holds water, is hard to drain and 
holds limited nutrients. Add organic matter 
to improve the soil.

Instruction What you have to do to the soil sample Results

1 

2 
 

3 
 
 
 

4

After moistening the soil, will it make a permanent mark on 
your hand?

Make the soil into a ball about the size of a Brussels sprout. 
Make sure it is moist and glistens in the light. Now squash the 
ball top to bottom between your finger and thumb. Does it 
break up and fall to the ground?

Again, make the soil into a ball about the size of a Brussels 
sprout. Squash it top to bottom as before in instruction 2, 
but this time hold it still for three seconds once it is squashed 
and then shake it gently for a further three seconds. Does the 
ball break up and fall to the ground after being shaken?

Mould your soil sample into a ‘worm’ and bend it around to 
make a circle. Does the sample make a perfect circle with no 
cracks?

No – the soil sample is  
pure sand
Yes – Move on to instruction 2

Yes – the soil sample is  
sandy loam. (It will NOT be a 
dark colour) 
No – move on to instruction 3

Yes – the soil sample is a  
silty loam (It will also be a very 
dark colour, almost black)
No – Move on to instruction 4 

 Yes – the soil sample is a  
clay loam
Yes, AND the sample is a yellow 
or orange colour – the sample is 
likely to be pure clay
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Preparation: Collect the materials and 
prepare an answer sheet

What you will need
 Ten different fertilisers (or their empty 

packets and bottles) e.g. Vitax Q4, 
Growmore, Maxicrop, Blood Fish and 
Bone, chicken manure pellets, magnesium 
sulphate (Epsom salts), high Nitrogen 
fertiliser e.g. Baby Bio for houseplants, high 
Potassium fertiliser e.g. Tomorite, fertiliser 
with sequestered / chelated iron 

 Answer sheets (see ‘Hints and tips’ below)

 Photocopies of the contents table from one 
of the compound fertiliser packs e.g. Vitax 
Q4 pelleted fertiliser.

What to do 
 1 Hand out the fertiliser packs and answer 

sheets to group members. 

 2 Ask everyone to examine the contents 
tables and to write down the nutrients in 
each fertiliser on their answer sheet.

Fertilisers 
What’s the point and what’s the difference?

There is always a big array of fertilisers 
on display in garden centres and the 
choice can be confusing. In this activity 
different fertiliser products are compared 
and their best use on plants is discussed.
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Difficulty level:
moderately hard

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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 3 Ask them to consider whether the fertiliser 
is balanced (i.e. is a general fertiliser) or 
has a higher proportion of one nutrient, and 
would be particularly beneficial for certain 
plants e.g. higher potassium.     

 4 When everyone has found out as much 
as they can, take each fertiliser in turn and 
confirm which nutrients it contains and in 
what percentage. Discuss which plants 
would benefit from each fertiliser. 

Hints and tips
 If soil or potting compost contains plenty of 

well-rotted organic matter, then plants will 
be getting most of the nutrients they need 
for healthy growth. Garden compost, well-
rotted manure, spent mushroom compost, 
poultry manure and seaweed contain much 
lower concentrations of plant nutrients 
which they release slowly. They are good 
for soil structure and fertility. 

 Most fertilisers are really the same sort of 
product wrapped up in different packaging! 
Fertilisers are concentrated sources of 
plant nutrients that ‘feed’ plants rather than 
the soil and are especially useful for plants 
in pots, and for fruit and for vegetables.

 The ‘BIG three’ nutrients needed by all 
plants are the elements Nitrogen (N), 
Phosphorus (P) and Potassium (K), and 
most fertilisers contain one or more 
of these. These major nutrients are 
displayed on fertiliser packaging as NPK 
and are always written in this order. 
Sometimes a sequence of numbers 
is displayed instead e.g. 7:7:7. The 
numbers refer to the percentages of N, 
P and K in the fertiliser; in this case, it 
would be a balanced fertiliser with equal 
percentages of N, P and K. 

continued overleaf
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Hints and tips (continued)

 Nitrogen (N) compounds in the fertiliser 
promote growth of green leaves, so use 
a fertiliser containing higher Nitrogen 
(N) to increase the foliage of a plant e.g. 
Cabbage, Grass, foliage houseplants and 
young plants before they are mature 
enough to make flowers.

 Phosphorus (P) compounds promote 
good root and shoot growth in all plants.

 Potassium (K) compounds promote 
flowering and fruit production, so use 
a fertiliser with a higher potassium 
(K) content to increase the number of 
flowers and fruit e.g. Petunias, Cacti, 
Tomatoes.

 Other ‘minor’ nutrients are needed by 
plants in smaller amounts i.e. Boron 
(B), Calcium (Ca), Copper (Cu), Iron 
(Fe), Magnesium (Mg), Manganese 
(Mn), Molybdenum (Mo), Sulphur (S) 
and Zinc (Zn). Minor nutrients are often 
included in fertilisers and are listed on 
the packaging. Seaweed extract contains 
lots of minor nutrients and so it is often 
included in fertilisers.

 It is important to read the instructions on 
fertiliser packaging so that your plants 
get just the right amount of fertiliser. 
Too little causes problems for plants but 
so does too much. Additionally, excess 
fertiliser causes ‘run-off’ that gets into 
water courses and causes pollution. 
Sadly, and unintentionally, amateur 
gardeners cause a great deal of water 
pollution in this way.

 Elements such as nitrogen, phosphorus 
and potassium are the most useful part 
of fertilisers, rather than compounds such 
as phosphorus pentoxide and potassium 
oxide. You will usually see two ratings on a 
label, one for the compound (oxide) rating, 
and then in brackets, the actual rating for 
the element. It will often appear as e.g. 
Potassium oxide soluble in water: 7% 
(5.8% K).

  Example: ‘Growmore’ packaging states 
that the fertiliser inside has a ratio of 7:7:7 
for NPK, but actually contains 7% nitrogen, 
3.1 % phosphorus and 5.8 % potassium, 
i.e. 7 : 3.1 : 5.8.  Growmore is therefore, 
a high-nitrogen feed, rather than the 
‘balanced’ fertiliser commonly assumed. 
Garden soils are more likely to lack nitrogen 
than other elements, and so deservedly 
Growmore remains popular, especially as a 
spring fertiliser.

 On some packaging, you will see the 
contents listed in line with both Republic of 
Ireland (RI) and UK regulations. These (RI) 
regulations just state the actual content of 
pure NPK and so are more straightforward.

 Camellias, Rhododendrons, Blueberries and 
Pieris grow best in acidic soils. If the soil 
becomes alkaline (limey), some nutrients 
get ‘locked up’ and cannot be absorbed 
by the plant which then becomes nutrient-
deficient. A common deficiency disorder 
in these plants is ‘lime-induced chlorosis’ 
where the leaves turn yellow because they 
lack iron. Fertilisers with sequestered or 
chelated iron solve the problem. 

Tomorite

Vitax Q4

Baby Bio

etc.

Name of %  %  %  Other nutrients  This fertiliser is useful for: 
fertiliser Nitrogen Phosphorus Potassium present 

Answer sheets



Sow & Grow Activities Resource Pack

Preparation: Collect the materials together

What you will need
 Rolls of white kitchen towel 

 General, pelleted or granular fertiliser  
e.g. Vitax Q4 or Maxicrop (sold in 1kg boxes)

 Vermiculite

 Raffia or large elastic bands.

What to do 
 1 Put two sheets of kitchen towel (still joined) 

on the work surface.

 2 Put a thin layer of vermiculite over the two 
sheets of kitchen towel but leave a margin 
of 2cm around the edge.

 3 Put a handful of the pelleted fertiliser on 
top of the vermiculite and spread it out. 
Remember to leave the 2cm margin all 
around the edge of the kitchen towel.

 4 Carefully fold up the kitchen towel to make 
a small parcel (aim for a cube but the shape 
doesn’t matter as long as the contents do 
not spill out).

 5 Tie up the kitchen towel with a piece of 
raffia so it looks like a ‘parcel tied with 
string’. This can be a bit fiddly so working  
in pairs will help.

 6 Alternatively, use two elastic bands in a 
criss-cross pattern instead of raffia, to make 
it easier to ‘tie’ the parcel.

 7 Repeat the whole process until you have 
enough Nutraballs for your shrubs or 
hedges.

Nutraballs
The long-lasting gifts for your shrubs and hedges

Shrubs and hedges need a regular 
supply of nutrients (fertiliser) for healthy 
growth. If it is just scattered around, 
fertiliser can leak away unused, into 
waterways causing pollution.
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

10 minutes for  
each Nutraball
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Hints and tips
 The fertilisers, vermiculite and raffia are all 

available from garden centres.

 Use Nutraballs to provide shrubs and 
hedges with the nutrients they need for 
balanced and healthy growth, without the 
risk of causing water pollution.

 Hedges are plants too! They often get 
neglected where fertilisers are concerned. 
They will grow much more healthily if 
they are given Nutraballs. You will notice 
the difference especially if it is a flowering 
hedge!

 Do not add too much vermiculite and 
fertiliser as this can ‘overstuff’ the parcel 
and cause it to split.

 The second Nutraball you make will always 
be better than the first one!

 Each Nutraball provides the plant with a 
steady supply of nutrients for 18 months.

 Bury your Nutraballs at the base of plants 
near the ‘feeding roots’. Each Nutraball 

should be planted on the ‘dripline’ of the 
shrub or hedge i.e. where the tips of the 
leaves drip water onto the soil.

 Bury Nutraballs at one metre intervals 
along the hedge or around the dripline 
(circumference) of the shrub. Bury them  
at a depth of 10cm.

 How Nutraballs work. The vermiculite 
‘holds’ onto the nutrients (fertiliser) and this 
prevents rapid leaching i.e. the nutrients 
stay where they have been put and do not 
get washed away. The action of the water 
in the soil makes the vermiculite release 
the nutrients slowly so that the shrub or 
hedge plant can take them up as it needs 
them. This happens over 18 months in 
most soils, so the plant gets a regular 
supply of nutrients. 

 Make a note in your diary of when you 
buried the Nutraballs. You need to plant 
new ones in 18 months’ time. Write 
yourself a little reminder!  
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Preparation: Gather reference books and 
draw the plan of the ‘existing’ garden

What you will need
 Large sheets of thick paper (A3) or cardboard 

(a flattened cardboard box works well!) 

 Copies of the ‘existing’ garden plan (A4 or 
A5 size – see example overleaf)

 Marker pens and scissors

 Pictures and lists of plants suitable for 
different garden conditions (see ‘Hints and 
tips’) 

 General stationary such as pens, pencils, 
rulers, glue, post-it notes and sticky labels.

What to do 
 1 Hand out copies of the ‘existing’ garden 

plan and the A3 pieces of paper/cardboard 
to pairs or small groups. Explain that this is 
what the garden looks like ‘now’, but they 
are going to give it a fresh new look.

 2 Ask them to draw out just the garden 
boundary on their A3 paper so that it almost 
fills the paper, and to mark the direction of 
North on their plan. 

 3 They should now decide who lives in the 
house and what they want from their 
garden e.g. The age of the adults and if 
there are any children or pets? What do they 
want from their garden e.g. a place to relax, 
to play, watch wildlife or to grow things?   
How much time do they have for gardening 
e.g. every day, once a week, once a 
month? Do they like ornamental plants 
or want to grow some of their own fruit 
and vegetables? Does anyone have a 

disability and need adaptations e.g. raised 
beds, ramps, a sensory garden? Do they 
want structures in their garden e.g. paths, 
greenhouse, arch, wall, statues?

 4 Once they have decided on their scenario, 
they should now draw on their plan any 
items shown on the ‘existing’ garden they 
might want to keep in their ‘new’ garden 
e.g. the deciduous tree and the patio. 

 5 They can design their ‘new’ garden using 
pens or post-it notes or cut out pictures of 
particular plants from the magazines and 
brochures to show their ideas. The books 
will help with names of plants that grow 
best in particular situations e.g. shade or  
full sun.

 6 Encourage participants to consider factors 
such as sun and shade, hard-landscaping 
such as paths, year-round interest, access to 
the garden and planting schemes. The sky is 
the limit for different garden ideas.

Design a garden 
Let your imagination run wild!

This is an activity that promotes  
creativity and discussion. It works  
well with pairs or groups, and can  
be done at any time of the year.
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity: 1 hour
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Hints and tips
 The scenario of who lives in the house and 

what their needs are can be decided by 
you beforehand, or discussed and decided 
during the activity by the whole group or in 
separate small groups and pairs. Another 
approach would be for one participant to 
act as a ‘client’ for the rest of the group.

 The garden and scenario can be as 
simple or as complicated as you wish. 
For example, you could use the plan of a 
single flower bed for participants to cut out 
and stick pictures of favourite plants; or 
make the shape of the garden much more 
complex and add in additional challenges 
like a hedge on the neighbour’s side. You 
could also base it on an existing garden 
that needs refreshing. 

 Collect a variety of plant resources for 
this activity e.g. old gardening magazines, 
plant and seed brochures, library books 
on garden design or plants for different 
places. The RHS website is a good starting 
point for finding different plants and there 
are some apps for use on tablets that give 
lots of ideas for plants suitable for different 
growing conditions e.g. shady places, hot, 
dry borders. Books will also list different 
plants for all year-interest e.g. evergreen, 
autumn colour, climbers for summer 
colour, small shrubs, shrubs for ground 
cover, perennials for attracting wildlife. 
Plants that are harmful e.g. to children, 
pets or in general can be found on the RHS 
and RSPCA websites.

 Check that everyone understands how 
important the ‘aspect of the garden’ is i.e. 
which direction things face. Remember 
though, that North is not the same as 
‘North-facing’.

i) North-facing – generally dark, cold and 
damp as the early morning sun from 
the east soon disappears. The area next 
to the house or fence is completely 
shaded. Choose plants that appreciate 
the shade.

ii) South-facing – generally hot, dry and 
bright with gentle sunshine across the 
garden from the east first thing. It will 
have full exposure to the midday sun 
and heat radiating from house walls in 
the evening. Frost tender plants can 
survive in this garden as it is warm all 
day.

iii) East-facing – there will be sun in the 
morning but the sun disappears behind 
the house in the afternoon so it is 
cool and shady after midday. A patio 
will be good at breakfast time but the 
afternoons will be chilly.

iv) West-facing – the area near the house 
will be in shade for most of the morning 
and a cool retreat in hot weather. Most 
of the garden is in sun at midday and a 
seating area will bask in evening sun.

 A good plenary is to get the pairs or small 
groups to describe their garden designs to 
each other, explaining their different choices.

House Patio

25 ft

Deciduous
tree

Evergreen fir hedge

Rear gate

N

Example of a garden plan
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Preparation: Collect the materials

What you will need
 Sheets of A3 paper or card

 Glue sticks

 Scissors

 Old gardening magazines, plant and seed 
brochures

 A colour wheel. 

What to do 
 1 Each person will need one A3 sheet of 

paper. Ask them to create a title for ‘their’ 
garden and to write this somewhere on  
their piece of paper (see ‘Hints and tips’).

 2 Ask everyone to browse through the garden 
magazines and brochures and cut out any 
pictures of the things they would like to see 
in their garden. They may also want to cut 
out catchphrases and headlines to reflect 
the focus of the garden e.g. ‘Filled with 
Flowers’, ‘Winding Path’.

 3 They should arrange the pictures and 
catchphrases to reflect their design, perhaps 
grouping some items together to show 

colour combinations. Once there are  
enough items to cover the sheet of paper 
so that none of the background paper is 
showing, they should stick them all down.

 4 Leave the mood board to dry and use it as 
a focus for discussion or as a reminder of 
what was planned when the time comes  
to create the garden.

Garden mood board

A mood board is commonly used when 
considering how to decorate a room but 
it works equally well when capturing the 
look and feel you want for your real or 
imagined garden. It is a great activity for 
the winter months.
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to complete this activity:

30 to 40  
minutes
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Hints and tips
 This activity is an opportunity for individuals 

to be reflective and creative. It also works 
with pairs or small groups but in this case, 
it may be more successful if the group 
has chosen a ‘Title’ from a list you have 
prepared ahead of time. Each garden ‘Title’ 
should reflect what someone would like or 
require from a garden. The garden can be 
real or imaginary, e.g.: 

  A place to enjoy plants and wildlife; 

  A place to relax and unwind; 

  A place to give a sense of wellbeing; 

  A place of peace and calm; 

  A place that is fun and funky; 

  A place that is chic and minimal; 

  A place with a Spanish theme; 

  A garden to delight the senses.

 Another approach is to create a 
‘retrospective’ mood board; one that 
reflects what someone remembers from 
a garden they have known e.g. a garden in 
their first home, one from their childhood 
or one they used to visit.

 As an add-on exercise – once the mood 
boards have been completed, ask people 
to describe what they have in their gardens 
and why. This works best in pairs but also 
works in a whole group.

 Use a similar approach to decorate a cover 
of a notebook or garden journal, or to 
decorate a box or tub e.g. for storing seeds 
or to give as a present.

 The colour wheel is a device used by 
artists and designers to explore how 
colours relate to each other and why some 
colour combinations work better than 

others. Colour wheels are readily available 
online or in art and hobby shops. 

 Colour is a powerful tool and can convey 
an atmosphere, mood or message. Colours 
can be warm and vibrant (reds, yellows and 
oranges), and convey a mood of liveliness 
and excitement, or cool (blues and whites), 
and convey a mood of calm, space and 
tranquillity. Try these colour combinations:

i) Complementary colours – select 
plants in colours that are across from 
one another on the colour wheel, e.g. 
red is across from green, orange is 
across from blue, and yellow is across 
from purple. The high contrast between 
these colours creates a vibrant look but 
can also be ‘tiring on the eye’ after  
too long.

ii) Harmonious colours – select plants 
in colours (hues) that are next to each 
other on the colour wheel, e.g. red and 
orange, blue and turquoise, or the two 
colours on either side of blue. These 
colours match well and are pleasing on 
the eye. More plants of one colour can 
be chosen to dominate whilst the other 
adjoining colours support it. Adjoining 
colour groups can create a ‘warming’ or 
‘cooling’ effect on the colour scheme.

iii) Triad colours – selecting plants in three 
colours that are evenly spaced around 
the colour wheel, e.g. green, orange and 
purple. This creates a sense of vibrancy.

iv) Monochromatic colour schemes 
are fun in a garden. Select plants that 
have the same colour flowers but are 
different in size and have contrasting 
foliage size and shape.
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It is well worth planning trips and visits in 
advance to explore the options, get the best 
deals and ensure a good turnout. However, a 
trip for a few people is often as enjoyable as a 
trip with a larger number, and a visit arranged 
spontaneously between two people can 
brighten up the dullest week! The suggestions 
below are starting points for discussion. 
Details have not been given as some further 
investigation is needed once you are clear about 
when you want to visit, how far you want to 
travel and how much you want to spend. 

 1 Visit each other’s garden. Group members 
take it in turns to act as the ‘host’ for a 
morning or afternoon. Hosting is simple: 
provide a place for people to meet, make 
them a cup of tea, provide delicious biscuits, 
and have a look at the garden. The time to 
be host again will come around in a few 
weeks by which time the garden will have 
changed and there will be lots of new 
talking points. 

 2 Local gardens, parks or community 
areas. There are many hidden horticultural 
gems in your locality. Explore these one by 
one or ‘on tour’. Community volunteers get 
involved in the annual ‘Britain in Bloom’ and 
vie for RHS ‘awards’. See if your locality 
takes part and what it was awarded this 
year. (See www.rhs.org.uk).

 3 Local garden centres or nurseries. Visit 
garden centres or nurseries for a few 
hours and include lunch or tea with friends. 
Many cater for a wide range of interests: 
gardening, crafts and Christmas goodies!

 4 Horticultural shows. Cities, towns and 
villages have horticultural societies and often 
hold annual flower shows. These are worth 
a visit to see the variety of offerings and to 
meet up with local enthusiasts. Pay an entry 
fee for non-members, or join in and enter 
one of the classes yourselves!

 5 Gardens in the National Garden Scheme 
(NGS). These are private gardens opened 
for charity, raising funds for eight caring 
charities including Macmillan Cancer 
Support, MS Society and Hospice UK. 
Details are in the annual Yellow Book NGS 
Gardens to Visit, available in bookshops 
and on-line. County booklets are available 
in garden centres (Free or for a donation). 
Alternatively, look at the NGS website 
(www.ngs.org.uk), or download the NGS 
app and search for ‘Gardens near you’.

 6 Gardens run by the Royal Horticultural 
Society (RHS). The RHS charity vision is to 
‘enrich everyone’s life through plants and 
make the UK a greener and more beautiful 
place’. The excellent RHS gardens are well 
worth a visit whatever the season. For RHS 
members entrance is free to the RHS and 
Partner gardens. Members can take a ‘free’ 
guest to RHS gardens. Each month there 
may be 120 other Partner gardens open. 
Visit the RHS website for more details and 
events. See www.rhs.org.uk

Ten suggestions for gardening trips and visits

There are so many lovely places 
connected to gardening that are worth 
a visit. Some of these will be local to 
you, some further away.

44

Ten suggestions for gardening trips and visits

Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete this activity:

At least half  
a day

44
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 7 RHS Flower shows. Twelve Shows 
run from April to September and all year 
round in London. They are held in RHS 
Gardens and in Cardiff, Malvern, Chelsea, 
Chatsworth, Hampton Court, and Tatton 
Park. Ticket discounts are available for 
members using advanced booking.  
See www.rhs.org.uk

 8 National plant collections and specialist 
nurseries. There are many of these around 
the country and they are often open to 
visitors by private arrangement. 

 9 National gardens e.g. Kew, Wakehurst and 
National Trust gardens e.g. Sissinghurst. 
For details see websites www.kew.org.uk  
and www.nationaltrust.org.uk

 10 Arboretum special collections and 
conservation, e.g. Westonbirt Arboretum, 
The Lavender Fields at Selbourne and the 
gardens of The National Council for the 
Conservation of Plants and Gardens (Plant 
Heritage). See details at www.forestry.gov.
uk/westonbirt, www.thelavenderfields 
co.uk and www.nccpg.com
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Ten suggestions for gardening trips and visits

Hints and tips
What you will need to consider

 Who is going to oversee the organisation 
of the visit? One or preferably two people 
are needed.

 How many willing participants will there 
be?

 Enough lead-in time to choose a mutually 
agreeable date and time of the visit.

 The individual needs of the Group:

i) Is someone in a wheelchair?   
How many steps are there?  Are there 
toilet facilities / disabled toilets?

ii) Are there refreshments available,  
or will everyone take their own?

iii) Adverse weather arrangements  
e.g. if the forecast is for heavy snow.

 The price of tickets if you need them for 
your visit. Tickets are sometimes less 
expensive if purchased in advance.

 Everyone’s contact details e.g. mobile 
phone number if they have one. It is 
sometimes a good idea for everyone 
to provide the contact number of a 
partner, friend or neighbour in case of an 
emergency.

 Travel arrangements and costs. 

i) Can everyone travel independently  
or does anyone need a lift?   
Could everyone car-share anyway?

ii) Is the place you are visiting on a public 
transport route so that some people 
could travel on the bus or train with 
travelcards?
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Difficulty level:
moderately easy

Approximate time needed 
to complete each activity:

30 minutes  
to 1 hour

to

45
  
Mango – a journey of discovery

 
Choose a ripe Mango and carefully remove 
all the juicy flesh. (Delicious eaten as part of 
the activity!). You are left with a large, hard, 
surfboard-shaped object. This is the woody 
(lignified) pit or stone. Wash and scrub this 
stone so that it is no longer slippery as this  
will make the next part much easier.

Now use a pair of large kitchen scissors to cut 
off a tiny part of the edge of this stone at its 
top end, so that you make a little hole. Insert 
the end of a blunt knife or a teaspoon handle 
into the tiny hole and twist it so that you ‘open 
up’ the stone. Do this very carefully so as not 
to damage what is inside. Work the spoon 
handle around the edge of the stone twisting 
it as you go, to open up the stone further. 
Eventually the stone will split into two halves. 
Nestled inside you will discover one of the 

biggest and most beautiful seeds you’ll find.  
It will still be attached to the woody stone by  
a ‘thread’.

The Mango is a single-stoned fruit that in 
botany is known as a drupe. (A Cherry is 
another example of a drupe). For a bit of fun, 
you can plant the Mango seed and wait for 
it to germinate. The seeds of some Mango 
varieties are ‘poly-embryonic’ i.e. they have 
several plant embryos inside. When these 
seeds germinate, several shoots will emerge! 
If you want Mango fruits from your new 
Mango plant you will have to be very patient 
because Mango trees only produce fruits 
when they are six or seven years old!  Trees 
grown commercially grow from a graft and 
will fruit in three or four years. The Latin name 
for the Mango tree is Mangifera indica but 
there are many different varieties that produce 
different colours, sizes and flavours of fruit.

Further activities (A)

Here are some other suggestions for 
gardening-related activities. A brief 
description has been given for each 
activity to provide some idea of what is 
needed. Further information is readily 
available from the Internet.
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Are they Heathers or Heaths? 

Most people have heard of and would 
recognise a Heather plant, but in fact many of 
them would undoubtedly be Heaths! Both are 
slow-growing, evergreen, spreading plants that 

are good ground cover in the garden and can 
also be grown very successfully in containers. 
Choose Heaths and Heathers carefully and you 
can have a beautiful winter-flowering container, 
or one that flowers from summer right through 
to autumn.                                  

 Heaths Heathers

Latin name Erica carnea Calluna vulgaris
Common names Mountain, Winter or Snow Heath Ling or Scotch Heather
Species Over 700 species and 100+ cultivars Single species but over 700 cultivars                          
Flowering time Winter and spring Summer and autumn
Foliage Needle-like leaves Scale-like leaves
Foliage colour Dark green, lime green, yellow, bronze Green but varies with cultivar 
Height  15 to 30cm high 60cm high 
Spread Up to 60cm wide 60+ cm wide
Soil type Moist, well-drained soil Well drained soil    
pH type  Prefers acidic soil but tolerates alkaline Must have acidic soil (ericaceous)
Temperature Less cold-hardy than Heathers More cold-hardy than Heaths
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Pricking out (Potting-off)

Pricking out is the term used when young 
seedlings are transplanted from the seed 
trays in which they were sown to individual 
pots or other seed trays where they have 
more space to grow. Half-hardy annual plants 
such as Petunias, Salvias and Tagetes are 
good seedlings to prick out as they need to 
be started off indoors and protected until the 
frosts have passed. Lots of other half hardy 
annuals, including vegetables such as lettuce, 
are available.

Prick out seedlings from seeds sown in 
preparation for this activity, or from a previous 
seed-sowing activity. Take care to note the 
germination times on the seed packets. Sow 
into sieved multi-purpose compost or seed 
compost. It is better to sow seeds thinly and 
evenly rather than too closely together. Tagetes 
have reasonably large seeds that are easy to 
handle, but Petunia seeds are so tiny they can 
be mixed with sand first for easier sowing. 

When some seeds germinate, the seed-leaves 
(cotyledons) emerge and are evident before 

the true leaves grow e.g. Sunflower. Other 
plants have seeds where the seed-leaves 
remain below the surface of the compost e.g. 
Pea. Prick out the seedlings as soon as they 
are big enough to handle because the sooner 
they get into their own pot where they can 
grow undisturbed without their roots getting 
tangled with other seedlings, the better.

Fill the new 9cm pots or seed trays with multi-
purpose compost (mix in some perlite for extra 
drainage).

When picking out, only hold the seedling by 
its seed-leaf or true leaf making sure that you 
do not touch the stem or roots as they are 
extremely delicate. Use a dibber to gently prise 
out the roots of the tiny seedling from below. 
Use the dibber again to make a well in the new 
compost and gently lower the seedling into 
it. Plant the seedling lower than it was in the 
original compost i.e. right up to its seed-leaves, 
and firm the compost around it using the 
dibber. This will make for a sturdier plant that is 
not leggy. Water from below. The RHS website 
www.rhs.org.uk has advice and a video to 
help with seed sowing and pricking out.
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When is a ‘bulb’ not a bulb?  

           That is the question!
 

The term ‘bulb’ is often used to refer to any 
rounded, knobbly part of a plant that grows 
underground. In fact, many are not bulbs but 
different structures altogether. A true bulb is a 
structure made up of a very short stem with 
fleshy leaves that act as a food store during 
dormancy; basically, if it looks like an onion it is 
a true bulb! Dormancy is when a plant ‘closes 
down’ to survive unfavourable conditions such 
as winter or drought. The food in the bulb gives 
an energy boost to the new shoots when 
favourable conditions return e.g. in the spring.   
Like true bulbs, corms, rhizomes and tubers 
are perennating organs that allow the plant to 
survive dormancy.

In this activity, you need to collect at least 15 
different bulbs, corms, rhizomes and tubers, 
and then ask the group to identify which is 
which and the name of the plant it came from. 
Answer grids can be prepared in advance if 
appropriate. The differences between the 
structures can be explored in discussions. 

Examine the internal structure of bulbs and 
corms by cutting them in half.

a) A ‘true’ bulb – contains a bud (growing 
point) at the bottom of the bulb, scales 
(modified fleshy leaves that are full of stored 
food e.g. starch), a basal plate at the bottom 
of the bulb and small fibrous roots, e.g. 
Allium, Daffodil, Dutch Iris, Garlic, Hyacinth, 
Hippeastrum, Lily, Nerine, Shallot, Tulip.

b) A corm – appears solid throughout as  
it consists mainly of a swollen stem adapted 
to store food, e.g. Crocosmia, Crocus, 
Gladiolus, Freesia.

c) A rhizome – an underground stem, that 
grows horizontally. Some are swollen with 
stored food, e.g. Bearded Iris, Cannas, 
Ginger, Lily of the Valley, Turmeric.

d) A root tuber – a fleshy, swollen root that is 
full of stored food, e.g. Anemones, Carrot, 
Cassava, Dahlias, Parsnip, Sweet Potato, 
Turnip.

e) A stem tuber – a thickened underground 
stem that stores food e.g. Begonias 
(tuberous), Caladium, Cyclamen, Potatoes.
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Quizzes using plant photographs

 
This is an activity where the possibilities are 
endless! It has the added bonus that once a 
resource is made, it can be used again and 
again, or adapted to the audience. You will 
need 20 coloured photographs of different 
plants (some examples are shown on the last 
page of this resource pack). A4 sized photos 
are best. Make sure that only one type of 
plant features in each photo. These photos 
should be labelled 1 to 20, printed on card and 
laminated for durability. Make sure that you 
keep a note of which plant is in each photo 
as it is easy to forget! Make a generic answer 
sheet if it is appropriate for the group. You can 
obtain photos in different ways:

a) Take the photos yourself in the same or 
different months of the year. Use your own 
or a friend’s garden or visit one run by the 
RHS, NGS or National Trust where there are 
hundreds of photo opportunities.

b) Use the photographs from old flower 
calendars e.g. Gardeners World magazine 
calendar. These are good as they feature 
garden plants that are in flower or fruit in 
each month of the year. 

c) Download ‘stock’ photos from the Internet. 
Ensure that the photographs are accurate 
and acknowledge their source.

You can create other ‘sets’ of photographs that 
have different themes e.g.

a) Plants through the year – what plant is in 
January, February, March...? 

b) What herb is this and what is it used for?

c) Flowers that grow from bulbs, corms, 
rhizomes or tubers.

d) What tree is this (in winter/summer), or 
what tree does this leaf come from?

e) Monocotyledon or dicotyledon plants (see 
activity 1 ‘What’s in a Bean?’)

f) Annual, biennial or perennial? What bedding 
plant is this?

g) What weed/plant disease/garden pest is 
this?

h) What fruit/vegetable/part of the plant is this?

This activity works well with individuals, pairs 
or with a group working together. To encourage 
discussion and build confidence start with 
individuals, then pair them up to share and 
agree answers, and finally get the whole group 
to agree. Care is needed if you have a mixed 
group e.g. novice and experienced gardeners, 
participants who are partially sighted or 
someone who has difficulty recalling names. 
Mix and match your photo-sets to make 
quizzes with different themes e.g. plants with 
red, white or blue flowers.

Further activities (B) 49
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Herb-infused oils 

Infused oils are a great way to add flavour to 
cooking and to use as a dip for fresh artisan 
bread. As well as herbs, you can use other 
plant-based ingredients. Try: Basil, Chillies, 
Chives, Citrus fruits (use the zest and small 
strips of peel from an orange, a lemon and 
a lime), Cloves, Fennel, Ginger, Lemon 
balm, Marjoram, Mustard seeds, Oregano, 
Peppercorns, Sage, Shallots, Rosemary, 
Sundried Tomatoes, Tarragon, Thyme.

Here is one method that uses fresh herbs. 
Pour a bottle of a light variety, high quality 
olive oil into a pan that is at least twice as 
deep as the oil when it is in the pan. Add a 
small bunch of fresh Thyme and some small 

sprigs of Rosemary that have been washed 
and dried thoroughly.  This is important as 
herbs may have come into contact with 
soil. Add two cloves of garlic, and some 
peppercorns. Heat the oil up to 120ºC.  
Use a cooking thermometer to be accurate. 
Steep this mixture at this temperature for  
10 minutes but make sure that the garlic does 
not burn. Do not ‘fry’ the herbs in the oil as 
this will make them crispy. Set the pan aside 
to cool completely. 

Decant the oil into a suitable bottle (the original 
olive oil bottle is fine), or clean jars with airtight 
lids. Label the bottle with the contents and the 
date. The infused oil can be used immediately, 
stored on a shelf for up to 30 days or in the 
fridge for 90 days. 
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Cut-flower Bingo

This activity is based on the long-standing 
game of Bingo but uses photographs and 
examples of cut flowers as its inspiration. 
It takes a while to set up the ‘player cards’ 
initially, but once made (e.g. printed on card 
and laminated) these can be used again. The 
game has one Caller and several Players, 
and the winner calls ‘Bingo’ when they have 
achieved the agreed Bingo target e.g. a row, a 
column, the four outside corners or all of the 
flower photographs.

The Bingo ‘kit’ consists of:

a) A bunch of cut flowers from the garden or 
the florist. You need at least 20 different 
sorts. This is the ‘Caller’s Bunch’. Optional – 
two vases of water, each suitable for holding 
the 20 flowers.

b) A ‘Caller’s list’ of the names of the 20 cut 
flowers.

c) A set of eight or more Players’ cards. Each 
card has photographs of 16 out of the 
possible 20 flowers in the Caller’s Bunch. 
Each player’s card must have a different 
combination of 16 flower photographs.

d) Optional – small counters (perhaps dried 
beans!) to ‘mark off’ the card.

The Caller chooses a flower from their list and 
holds up the flower at the same time. They 
may choose to call out the name or leave the 
Players to identify it. The flower can also be 

handed around the group. It is then put into 
the spare vase. Players who have the photo of 
this flower on their card ‘mark it off’. The Caller 
then picks a second flower at random and 
holds it up. This is repeated until someone calls 
‘Bingo’.

Bingo ‘templates’ are available on the Internet 
e.g. Bingocardcreator.

This game can be adapted in many different 
ways e.g. summer flowers, herbs, deciduous 
trees, autumn leaves, winter twigs, spring 
bulbs, common weeds, garden pests, 
beneficial insects, garden birds, items in the 
potting shed.
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Gather seeds from a large range  
           of seed-heads and store them in  
     home-made seed packets

 
Many plants make seeds that are good for 
collecting, drying and storing to sow next 
year e.g. trees, shrubs, perennials, alpines, 
annuals, biennials, bulbous plants, ornamental 
grasses vegetables and herbs. Some people 
who save seeds every year are known as 
‘Brown Baggers’ because they save the seeds 
in brown paper bags. However, it doesn’t 
have to be like this as you can make your own 
beautifully decorated seed packets to indicate 
the type of seeds you have saved.

Not all seeds are worth keeping. Hybrid plants 
(F1 plants) produce seeds that are not ‘true’ i.e. 
they will not develop into plants that look like 

their parent, or are sterile. It is interesting to 
see what develops though!
When saving seed always save from the best, 
disease-free plants. Seeds are mature when 
flowers have faded and the seed-head has 
formed and is dry. Collect the seed-heads and 
put them in a paper bag, one plant type per 
bag. Label and date the bags carefully.
If necessary, dry the seeds further in their 
paper bags before putting them in your 
decorated paper bags or envelopes. Keep the 
seeds dry and cool until ready for planting. 
If you choose succulent seeds e.g. Tomato, 
Pyracantha, Cotoneaster you need to remove 
the seeds from the fruits first. Do this by 
mashing up the fruits in water and then leaving 
them for several days (this will smell!). Strain 
the material and then dry the seeds.

Flower 1

Flower Bingo

Flower 20 Flower 2 Flower 19

Flower 3 Flower 18 Flower 4 Flower 17

Flower 5 Flower 16 Flower 6 Flower 15

Flower 7 Flower 14 Flower 8 Flower 13

photophoto

photophotophoto

photo photo photo

photophotophoto
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Difficulty level:
easy

53 Grow your own plants from seeds and 
grow them on. Then swap your plug 
plants with others who have done the 
same but with different plants.

54 Purchase plug plants e.g. Impatiens 
(Bizzie Lizzies) and distribute one to each 
participant. The plants must be identical to 
start with. Run a competition over six to 
eight weeks to see who can grow the 
best plant. The differences at the end of 
this time can be quite surprising. Award a 
prize to the winner.

55 Bring in a selection of herbs from the 
garden or supermarket and hand them 
around for people to identify. A selection 
of 20 or more is easy to obtain, especially 
if you include different scented Mints or 
Thymes. Discuss the culinary or medicinal 
use of the herbs, perhaps providing 
recipes.

56 Purchase supermarket herbs then split 
them up and pot them on. They are often 
quite leggy as they have been grown 
quickly and are contained in polythene 
bags that act as mini-greenhouses. If you 
chop the tops off the herbs and put only a 
few plants in each new pot, they can do 
surprisingly well.

57 Buy a pH testing kit from a garden centre 
and test how acidic or alkaline your soil is. 
Test different soil samples collected from 
different places or ask participants to bring 
in a sample of their own soil. This activity 
works well if you also discuss different 
types of plants i.e. lime-tolerating and 
lime-hating (acid-loving) plants.

to

Twenty more suggestions  
for table-top activities

Here are some other ideas you can 
research and try yourself. There is plenty 
of advice on the Internet and on video 
websites such as YouTube.
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58 Make paper plant pots for seedlings.  
You could make paper pots using  
different methods and then discuss  
which would be best. Wooden kits are 
available to make simple round pots out 
of newspaper, and there are plenty of 
video clips on the Internet to demonstrate 
how to make more complicated square 
ones with wings or more robust square 
ones (see photo). Seedlings do well in 
these biodegradable pots.

59 Sprout seeds in jars to add to delicious 
salads. There are plenty of sprouting 
seeds and microgreens on the market to 
grow at home using simple and easy 
techniques.

60 Grow a range of plants using seeds and 
plants obtained in the supermarket. Try 
Avocado (be patient but the setting up is 
fun!), carrot tops, parsnip tops, swede 
tops, potatoes from the ‘eyes’ and a piece 
of the tuber, seeds and pips found in fruit 
(some will be sterile).

Approximate time needed 
to complete each activity:

30 minutes  
to 1 hour
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61 Purchase some ‘seed’ potatoes (these are 
just potato tubers sold for growing) and 
run a competition over the season to see 
who gets the biggest crop. The only rule 
is that the one potato each participant 
receives must be planted in a container or 
bag.

62 Make ‘edible containers’ by planting a 
range of plants that are good to eat, in 
one container or pot. There are lots of 
herbs that do well in pots and an 
increasing range of fruit and vegetables 
that are small enough to plant in a 
container e.g. Bush Tomato ‘Gold Rush 
Currant’ (determinate type), Runner Bean 
e.g. ‘Hestia’, dwarf Raspberry e.g. ‘Ruby 
Beauty’.

63 Make your own arty seed paper to give as 
a gift. First make your own paper from 
recycled paper pulp and then add in the 
seeds such as wildflower seeds, or 
cat-grass. The dried seed paper can be 
made into gift tags or stuck onto cards. 
(Look at websites e.g. NASA climate kids 
or Internet videos for instructions).

64 Make a Christmas wreath. Purchase or 
make a simple circular wire frame and 
attach fragrant foliage and other seasonal 
embellishments with floral wire. Aim to 
make the whole wreath from natural 
products e.g. different evergreen foliage, 
pine cones, dried citrus slices.

65 Make a Willow frame for seasonal 
wreaths. Use long, thin, flexible twigs 
pruned from Willows in the springtime to 
make a circular frame. This can be made 
with little or no wire as the stems can be 
woven in and out of each other and they 
hold together. Foliage can then be 
inserted into the frame to make the 
wreath. The frame can be used again.  
Any thin flexible branches can be used  
to make a wreath base e.g. grapevine.

66 Lavender wreath. Use bunches of dried or 
fresh Lavender stems and tie them in 
sequence to a wire or Willow wreath 
frame with florists’ wire. The result is quite 
beautiful! ‘How to’ videos are available on 
the Internet. Other aromatic shrubby 
herbs can be used instead of Lavender.

67 Gardeners’ Question Time. Ask each 
participant to write out three questions 
about their garden plants or houseplants 
on three pieces of paper. Pool the 
questions and then see if there are any 
questions that are similar; this will often 
be the case. Discuss each question in 
turn and allow everyone to chip in to the 
discussion. Often the answer to the 
question can be found within the group.
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68 Garden and houseplant quiz. Ask each 
participant to write three to five questions 
on separate pieces of paper. They should 
also write down their name and the 
answer to the question on each piece. 
The ‘Quizmaster’ reads out each question 
in turn and the group discusses and 
decides the definitive answer. The person 
who wrote the question may not answer 
unless everyone is ‘stuck’.

69 Plant, weed or flower quiz. Ask each 
participant to bring in three examples of 
plants, flowers or weeds they know. 
Spread all the examples on a table and 
put a numbered card (or a playing card) 
next to each one. Ask everyone to identify 
the examples. If you choose to identify 
weeds, the discussion could include 
natural and chemical methods of getting 
rid of the weeds. If participants bring in 
flowers they could be asked to share a 
memory about why the flower is special 
to them.

70 Plant a display of air plants. Tillandsia 
species originate in South and Central 
America. They are epiphyte plants that 
perch on trees and do not need any soil. 
You can glue or tie air plants onto strings 
or pieces of display wood to make an 
interesting and attractive display. The 
plants need to be kept in an atmosphere 
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that has some humidity. Do not use 
copper wire to attach the plants as this is 
toxic to the plant. If you use glue, choose 
one that is waterproof and is transparent 
when dry. Do not use toxic superglue. 
Airplants can also be displayed in holes 
drilled into logs.

71 Make your own seed tape. Use strips of 
biodegradable paper such as kitchen 
towel and glue the seeds onto it at the 
right planting distance. Read the back of 
the seed packet to find the correct 
planting distance (after thinning). Once 
the glue is dry, keep the tapes in a dry 
cool place until the seeds are ready to 
sow. The glue can be made from flour 
and water.

72 Seed, leaf and twig collage. Seeds come in 
all shapes and sizes and there are always 
plenty of ‘out of date’ seeds to spare from 
gardeners and garden centres at the end 
of the season. Leaves can be dried flat 
between sheets of a magazine before 
being stuck on, and twigs can be pruned 
to shape with secateurs. Use coloured 
cardboard as a base for the collage and 
waterproof glue that is transparent when 
dry. An alternative base for the collage 
could be a glazed tile which can then be 
sealed with transparent varnish when the 
collage is complete (see photo).
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Examples of photographs for activity 49 


