Mulching

My garden, recently the subject of radical works, was replanted last year just as the prolonged drought and hot weather began. It is predominantly clay with a lot of flint pebbles. It has been enriched with much organic material over the years but the recent garden works have brought a lot of raw clay to the surface. I also have a lot of plants in pots. 

I have been experimenting with various mulches. 

Mulching serves three purposes

· To suppress weeds and/or to prevent them germinating, 

· To conserve water. 

· Ornament

The aim is to provide an even cover, over damp but not waterlogged soil, and deep or impervious enough for weeds to find it difficult to push through. A mulch through which water can percolate is an advantage, and is essential in pots. 

It should always be remembered that 

· Green mulches generate heat as they decompose and all organic mulches take up nitrogen as they decompose.

· A mulch, in particular an organic mulch, can cause collar rot if placed against a trunk or stem, so there should always be a gap of at least three inches between mulch and stem and this should be checked regularly.

· The mulch should be of a different particle size and consistency to the soil otherwise moisture is drawn up by capillary action, and there is evaporation. For that and other reasons stated below I do not think that compost makes a good mulch. 

· Mulches should be put down when the ground is wet but not saturated, and in particular after planting out.

Mulches may be organic or inorganic, and biodegradable or non- biodegradable. 

I like to use materials which would otherwise go to waste, or “found” material. 

I do not find that organic/biodegradable mulches are very suitable for pots, although they can be used at a pinch. The aim is to find something which is attractive, allows water to penetrate easily and is reasonably weed suppressant.

Inorganic mulches are not really suitable for beds and open ground plants unless they are in a very defined area (such as cobbles in a planting hole in pavement: see below). Pebbles, glass, slate or stone chippings, can be laid over a membrane, which is itself the weed suppressant. I always think that this is a bit of a waste.

Open ground plants have access to water in a way that pot plants do not. Thus, impervious cover over the root can be given to plants such as clematis which must have shade over the roots. A stone slab will provide coolness and shade. I have tried this and would recommend it.

Biodegradable mulches

Cocoa shell

This can be bought in garden centers, B & Q, Homebase etc. It is a byproduct of the chocolate industry. It comes in plastic sacks which have to be disposed of (although they make good rubble sacks) and of course there is the bio energy cost of transport to be considered. 

It is pleasant to handle whilst dry and has a rather chocolaty smell but the granules are a good size and consistency and provide even overall cover for bare ground and around new plants. It tends to blow around and the birds and other wildlife scatter it. It is easy to apply: just open the sack, scoop out handfuls and throw. 

It does get very slimy and mouldy when wet and smells rancid for a bit and then can be dangerously slippery.  It rots down quickly and is an excellent soil conditioner. I have used it all over my new beds and will continue to do so in certain areas while the garden establishes. Best in raised beds with a lot of bare soil. It can be used in pots but since it rots down so quickly it has to be constantly reapplied. Not good for covering bare earth where you are going to walk. 

Bark and wood chippings

These can be bought commercially and in various grades. They are excellent for covering for instance bare ground between trees, earth, paths on open ground etc as a deep weed suppressant and they take a good time to rot down. Bark chippings are quite aesthetic. Wood chippings are best used for playgrounds and large areas where they provide a good cover. I  personally would not use either on a herbaceous bed but would in a shrub border where there would be little digging around. Heavier than cocoa shell and less likely to be distributed over paths. 

Cardboard

As well as providing excellent composting material (providing it is broken up), sheets or pieces of cardboard are excellent around the roots or trees and shrubs. Cardboard is however extremely unsightly and needs to be weighted down. When dry it is stiff and unyielding but it it does provide weed free cover. When wet it begins to degrade almost immediately to a wonderful crumbly texture. Excellent when out of sight round the base of a shrub. Corrugated is the best. I have also seen it used throughout a fruit and vegetable garden in Devon.

Newspaper

Newspaper is not as good as cardboard but it would do at a pinch. It needs serious weighting down and does not rot as well as cardboard. It should only be used well mixed, and sparingly, in compost.

Leaves and leaf mould

Sometimes I make leaf mould separately from other compost because leaves take such a long time to rot. It is a very precious though nutrient free substance which I would use as a special potting material if I had the patience and space to wait for two years.  What I do tend to do is to wait until the leaves have congealed into a damp mass so that they will not blow away and then I put them round trees and shrubs in a north facing border: I do this particularly round my tree fern. Dry leaves from deciduous trees can also be tucked around plants immediately once fallen but do blow away and cannot be weighted down effectively: you need to find a very sheltered spot. 

Leaves from evergreen trees are not suitable for leaf mould or mulching. They compost, in small quantities, although slowly. 

Compost

I make a lot of compost both from garden waste and kitchen waste. I have never managed to produce weed free compost and in any event I think that compost is best used as an individual top dressing round plants, or dug in, rather than an overall weed suppressant. It becomes part of the soil very quickly and is easily disturbed by birds and wildlife. 

Shredding

Home made woody shredded material produced with a shredder is an excellent mulch used fresh or partially composted. It is best used on a bed rather than pots.

Shredded paper

I use a paper shredder and I have put shreddings round the roots of plants well tucked away in corners. Messy, not particularly pretty, not very easily rottable. OK in compost, if well mixed in, and not in excess.

Straw

In the days when I had a vegetable garden I bought in straw which is excellent for putting round soft fruit and of course strawberries. It blows around terribly but it is quite pretty particularly in dry weather until it goes a bit grey and mouldy in winter. Not all of it rots down in a season and it needs to be topped up the next year. I would only use it on a flower bed if I had nothing else.

Living mulches

Living ground cover conserves moisture as well as transpiring it. This year I planted out courgettes: they are coarse and rampant with huge leaves and covered a lot of bare ground. I did the same with self-seeded morning glory (ipomea) and nasturtium. Nitrogen fixing living material (e.g. peas, including sweet peas, and beans) would be even better. 

Bracken/fern

Where this is available it is said to be effective (although acid) and it is quite pretty. 

Used cat litter

I read in an article that Mulch and Mix is a good substitute for cat litter and can be used as a mulch afterwards. Wood based cat liter is also available. 

It must be remembered however that cats can harbour the very unpleasant disease toxoplasmosis and there are significant hygiene problems even if the nastiest bits are flushed away. 

Weeds

Uprooted weeds can be used as a mulch.

Grass clippings

Grass clippings can go slimy en masse and they produce a lot of heat whilst fermenting and can blow around. However, tucked into corners and away from the roots of plants they provide ground cover and rot down after turning a nasty bilious shade.

My view: use sparingly in the growing season: don’t use where they are visible: and if you compost them make sure that they are well mixed in with other material.

Egg shells, coffee grounds, tea leaves

The first two are said to be effective against slugs. Coffee grounds can be bought in Starbucks: but they come in non-biodegradable packets, and a packet does not go very far.

Old clothes/sheets/towels/carpet

I have never used these (although I have put old sweaters at the bottom of a planting hole). Extremely unaesthetic, slow to rot, but I would think effective.

Non-biodegradable mulches

Commercial cobbles

These can be bought from B & Q, Homebase etc. They are large and unsuitable for pots. They are sold in large plastic sacks.I have placed some in a planting hole at the base of a south facing wall. I have a tree, a clematis and a trachelospermum in the hole. All are in their first year and are flourishing. 

Verdict: ideal for this purpose: unsuitable for all but the largest pots, unsustainable for ordinary beds.

Hydroleca

Hydroleca is available from garden centers and DIY shops. It is made of expanded clay and is absorbent: it is recommended for putting under pots in greenhouses and to provide humidity.
I have a liquidamber in a large square mock lead container and two bags of hydroleca provide an extremely effective weed suppressor and moisture conserver. It looks very nice in that quantity and in that setting.
Pebbles 

My garden yields an inexhaustible supply of pebbles (and other rubbish). I have taken to saving all this material when digging around. The broken glass, plastic, etc I put into the rubbish collection but I use the rubble for drainage in pots and troughs or weighting down layers etc.

The pebbles I sort roughly if I am feeling aesthetic: if I am really taking trouble I use only whole rather than broken pebbles, and I sort out the sizes. I use them to mulch pots. Smaller ones for small pots, larger ones for larger pots.

Free, easily available, and it doesn’t matter if they get into the soil when a pot is emptied: excellent for conserving moisture, easy to weed: a fantastic mulch material for this purpose and very pleasant to look at. Water percolates through easily. They do tend to grow a lot of weeds since seeds are easily blown between then where they find a nice cool root run but they are easy to weed. For some reason the wildlife rarely seem to scatter the pebbles.

Commercial small pebbles

Because I have so many of my own I have never bought these. They should be good.I do have some very small size rounded gravel around sempervivum in pots: I think it originally came from the fish tank! It looks rather pretty and is suitable for small pots and small plants. 

Commercial grit

Garden centres and DIY shops sell coarse grit: I am not sure whether this is the horticultural grit beloved of garden writers used for lightening clay soil: I suspect this is coarser. 

I use it on a sink garden and for potted herbs. It seems to attract weed seedlings and it can get rather slimy and mossy but for smaller items which need particularly good drainage around the stems and for herbs it is ideal. I wouldn’t use it round a large shrub in a pot. It can be quite sandy and it breaks up at bit, so it can then be put on the garden.

Slate

I have never bought any commercial slate clippings but I find various bits in the garden. At the moment I have some around some potted lilies and hydrangeas.It is reasonably aesthetically pleasing, the flat surface provides good cover against weeds and not much purchase for seeds to get in but does not provide such a good surface for water percolation: it tends to splash. The birds and wildlife scatter it out of the pots.  Often used over a membrane (see above). Probably best used in a confined space on the open ground with drought resistant plants. It can look nice in an alpine or Mediterranean bed. 

Sea shells 

I have seen whole shells used very attractively in pots.

Mussels, oyster, clam shells etc must be boiled until sterile. They can also be crushed. Crushed shells are sold in garden centres and are said to be slug repellent. I have not tried this. Although they are not strictly biodegradable, oyster shells (of which we found caches of Victorian remnants in a previous garden) do tend to crumble a bit after a while. 

Plastic 

Nasty but effective for suppressing weeds when clearing ground. It must also be weighted down. Black plastic warms the soil. Much used commercially of course. Pretty indestructible and can be reused. I would prefer to use cardboard. 
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