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To my Grandmother, always my inspiration & always in my heart
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Introduction


I started The Balcony Gardener because of my difficulties in finding gardening products and plants suitable for my own small outdoor spaces. I wanted to make the most of my balconies and create an area where I could sit, look around, relax, and grow my own little bit of green in the midst of the city. Growing different types of shrubs, flowers, herbs, and small vegetables in such a small space has been a joy. Looking out on the flora and visiting fauna is not only uplifting—my garden is also a source of great pride. For this reason, I would like to encourage others to create an area where they can relax at the end of a long day and feel those benefits too.


New developments in gardening products also mean that gardeners can use any available space very efficiently, so now you can have your own garden even on a wall or windowsill. In this book, I have tried to give some helpful advice as a starting point to inspire you on your own horticultural journey, and I hope it helps.


Getting started


We all live busy lives and, if you have never had a garden before, it can be a daunting thought not knowing where to begin. I know that this was how I felt initially and, looking back, my balcony garden started out as not much more than two pot plants. So, I would suggest that you start small. By small, I mean growing easy-care and low-maintenance plants at first to start to build the foundations of what you want to achieve. There is nothing worse than spending lots of money and seeing everything die in front of your eyes. This will certainly dampen any hopes and dreams you may have, but, in saying that, you don’t have to be especially skillful to create a garden. You simply have to appreciate that plants are living things, which means they need water, food and light, a little tender loving care, and a habitat in which they can thrive. This may sound rather glib, but that really is all there is to it.


Designing your outdoor space


By carefully selecting plants that you like and which complement each other, as well as sourcing contemporary and vintage accessories to reflect your tastes, you, too, can create the outdoor space you deserve. So, turn your garden into an extension of your home, and pay as much attention to the decorative features as to the planting. Consider, for example, how you might include outdoor lighting, furnishings, and other items to create a special oasis of your own. If you are on a budget you can be thrifty and reuse old cans, wooden crates, and even old pallets, as well as antique or thrift (charity) store finds.


Growing your own


The growing popularity of gardening, especially the desire to “grow-your-own,” reflects a positive shift in values. For many gardeners, growing vegetables and herbs is a form of self-sufficiency, and what nicer way could there be to enhance your life than cutting home-grown herbs for cooking or inventing a dish from what you’ve grown. I personally love entertaining, particularly when using ingredients in my cooking that I have grown myself.


Record your progress


It’s a good idea to take photos of every season once you’ve got started; believe me, there is nothing better than documenting how you have grown in knowledge and practice, however narcissistic this may seem. I don’t believe a year goes by in which I don’t adapt an idea or experiment in some way. I don’t think you can ever know everything about gardening, but that to me is the joy—forever being surprised!
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THE BASICS


This is where to begin if you’re a first-time gardener. Here, I have outlined the basic techniques that you will need to follow in order to start balcony gardening. I show you how to choose and plant up your containers and care for your plants, as well as how to combine plant colors successfully. I explain how you can enhance your urban space with those extra-special finishing touches to make it truly your own. Once you have mastered these basics, you can go on to create your ideal ornamental garden or even a mini-allotment.







Before designing and planting a balcony or roof-top garden, think carefully about the style you’d prefer, how often you’ll entertain there, and whether you may want to grow some vegetables or herbs. But, most importantly, consider how much time you will be able to give in order to maintain your new urban oasis.


Essentials before you begin


One of the first things I say to people considering a balcony or roof garden is that it’s essential to check with a qualified architect or structural engineer first to find out how much weight your roof can take and whether planning permission is needed. You’ll also have to ascertain whether your balcony or roof garden is waterproof. This may sound strict, but it’s worth following the correct regulations initially to avoid paying for the damage if, for example, you flood your home or make the roof or balcony collapse under the weight of heavy containers. Ideally, position containers on the perimeter of a balcony or roof garden near load-bearing walls or over a load-bearing beam or joist.


Dreams and possibilities


You will then need to give some thought to the plants that will actually thrive there, as well as how you want to use your new outdoor space. The points I’ve outlined here are not intended to be rules because there are always exceptions (and I don’t think that being too stringent makes for much gardening enjoyment). However, plants are living things and following these guidelines will help your garden flourish:


Be selective Choose containers that create focal points and spend money on a couple of larger containers rather than on lots of smaller ones. Too many plants or ornaments can make a small space look overcrowded.


Think about light When container gardening, tailor your planting to the available light. If you have low levels of sunlight, use shade-tolerant plants with lush foliage such as hostas, heucheras, ivy, and grasses.


Create a backdrop Start with evergreen plants such as box and sweet bay. Lavender also provides a year-round green base, but it won’t flower all the time. Then, add your favorite colors with flowering perennials such as Agapanthus, bleeding heart, campanula,and clematis that have a long blooming period and will come back next year.


Use odd numbers Planting in odd numbers gives the most aesthetically pleasing results, so plant one, three, or five plants in a container.


Restrict the color palette Don’t overdo the number of colors in a planting scheme; it will look too busy and make your garden look smaller.


Start with herbs It may not be possible to grow an entire vegetable patch, but start with a small container or window box packed with your favorite herbs or salads. Not only do you get the satisfaction of growing your own produce but these crops can also be used in cooking. Mint, chives, rosemary, parsley, and a salad mix are good varieties to start with.


Grow vegetables Once you’ve mastered herbs, move on to other crops. Vegetables such as tomatoes, salad onions, carrots, eggplants (aubergines), beans, cabbages, potatoes, and radishes, as well as fruits like strawberries, will all thrive. Remember that the amount of sunlight will influence what you can grow.


Care and maintenance Whether you are growing ornamental or edible plants (or both), follow regular watering and feeding routines to get the best results.
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Essential kit


Part of the fun of gardening is choosing gardening tools and equipment and then pottering around your roof terrace or balcony. Obviously, the list of essential tools is not as extensive as for a garden on the ground, but here I’ve suggested items that I’ve found the most useful.
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Watering cans and garden hoses


You’ll probably find that a couple of smaller watering cans are more useful than one large one, which will be heavy to lift when full of water. A watering can with a long spout can also be useful in helping you reach in between plants in a larger container. You’ll probably need a rose attachment to deliver a softer shower when watering seeds or delicate plants like seedlings or annuals. It’s also a good idea to choose a watering can that you find easy to carry because you’ll be spending a lot of time watering your plants in summer. You can, of course, water plants with a garden hose. If you don’t have an outdoor tap for the hose, then you can buy special hose attachments to fit on indoor taps.


Trowels and hand forks


These are vital tools for the balcony gardener; you’ll be turning to them time and again for breaking up potting mix, digging out holes for new plants, and weeding. You can buy trowels and hand forks with wooden or plastic handles, but invest in stainless-steel tools if possible because they are more effective. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, try out the tools in the shop first to find out which ones are the easiest to handle. My first trowel and hand fork are still in their packaging because they were so uncomfortable to use.


Hand pruners


Even on a balcony or roof terrace, there will be wayward plants that need trimming or cutting back, so a good pair of hand pruners (secateurs) is absolutely essential. If you are growing bamboo or laurel as screening plants, roses in pots, or evergreens such as box or holly, then at some stage these will need tidying up, pruning, or shaping.


Seed-sowing equipment


When growing vegetables or herbs, always buy good-quality, preferably organic, seed so that your produce is free from chemicals. Also buy some coir pots for sowing your seeds in, as these are more environmentally friendly than plastic pots and polystyrene plant trays—they simply rot down in the potting mix when you transplant the young plants to their more permanent containers.


Brackets for window boxes


When suspending window boxes and troughs from a balcony, make sure that they are securely fixed. Always hang the box or trough on the inside of the balcony and not over the edge where they could fall and injure someone. You can buy adjustable balcony brackets to match the filled weight of the window box: small brackets for a small box (weighing 44lb/20kg) and large brackets for a large box (weighing 88lb/40kg). Also available are balcony hooks for both normal and wide balcony ledges, as well as wall hooks.


Plant labels and other useful items


Labels are indispensable, especially if you are going to forget the names of the plants or seeds you’ve just planted. I suggest you make using labels a part of your planting routine, so that you automatically insert a label (written in indelible pen) in the pot as soon as you’ve finished. There is no need for plastic labels, either; why not use metal, copper, or slate ones, which are much more decorative? Consider also raising your containers slightly off the “ground” with special pot “feet.” Not only do these allow for extra drainage, but they may also help deter slugs. Other useful items include string or twine, wooden post supports, and metal wire for tying in plants, as well as a trug for harvesting crops.





Spray bottles


Use plastic spray bottles to mist plants indoors and tackle unwelcome pests and diseases with organic chemical products. For safety’s sake, label the bottles with their uses and always follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully.




A pair of gloves Wear a pair of gardening gloves when you are handling potting mix and pruning plants, for example. You can, of course, wear a very practical, rather utilitarian-looking pair of gloves, but there are some beautifully patterned ones available that make garden pottering much more stylish.
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Choosing and preparing Pots


I think that one of the most exciting aspects of a “non-traditional” garden is the fun you can have choosing, creating, and arranging containers. You can afford to play around with various layouts, colors, heights, and combinations while creating your own green space.
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When choosing and arranging any type of container, consider the size of the available space, as well as what colors work well together. This stage is an opportunity to experiment with different materials, textures, colors, and shades. In general, if you have a small space to fill, then opt for one large pot or a variety of smaller containers made from a similar material or color, so that the space looks well filled and abundant, but not too cramped. Here, I’ve outlined a few key points to help you when choosing your containers:


Container size Will your choice of container fit the available space? As a general rule, the bigger, the better. So, try to find the deepest containers you can, but which will not be overly heavy when filled with potting mix— this will help reduce the amount of watering and extra feeding you’ll need to do.


Moving containers Consider how you will transport the containers to your balcony or roof garden and if they will need moving around once there. You can use a wheeled trolley to move larger pots. Where possible, move the container to its final location before planting.


Grouping containers When arranging your planters in groups, it is more aesthetically pleasing to have containers of different heights, and place the taller ones at the back (as you might arrange plants in a border).


Matching plants to pots Check that the containers are large enough to accommodate the selection of plants you wish to grow.


Giving terracotta an aged look If you like the idea of using traditional terracotta containers but don’t have the luxury of waiting for them to weather, then why not age them artificially yourself? You can do this by applying plain yogurt to the surface of the terracotta with a sponge. This encourages lichens and mosses to grow, making your container seem older than it actually is. To create uneven (and therefore more realistic-looking) effects, vary the amount of yogurt over the surface of the terracotta pot.


Container choices


There are containers in a range of shapes and sizes to suit different budgets, from the exceedingly expensive through to the relatively low in price. They are also available in lots of interesting materials, including terracotta, wood, wicker, metal (it is best to use lead- effect for older properties, and stainless steel or galvanized zinc for modern ones), ceramic in a range of colors (which are ideal for creating color-themed displays), and stone. If you opt for terracotta or stone containers, then check that they won’t be too heavy for the weight-bearing capacity of your balcony or roof garden. You’ll also have to check that any imitation terracotta or stone pots are properly frost-proof.


If weight is an issue, then opt for fiberglass containers that look convincingly like traditional materials but are much lighter, making them ideal for gardens in the sky. Remember that containers made from non-porous materials such as metal, plastic, and fiberglass will lose less moisture than those made from porous terracotta. Wire baskets can also look attractive, either as a container for other small pots or lined with coir fiber or moss (like a hanging basket) and planted up themselves.


As well as store-bought containers, you can also use recycled items like olive oil cans, tin baths, and vintage fruit crates, as long as they are prepared properly first.


All in the preparation


If you prepare your containers thoroughly, your plants will reward you with abundant flowers and crops.


Clean the container Use a stiff-bristled brush to give the inside and outside of the container a good scrub with some warm, soapy water before planting up.


Add drainage holes All containers must have drainage holes to prevent the plants from becoming waterlogged. You can make drainage holes with a drill or with a hammer and heavy-duty nail.


Use drainage material Cover the drainage holes with some broken pieces of terracotta pot (or “crocks”), small stones, or small pieces of polystyrene—old plant trays are ideal for this and, being lighter, will help to keep down the weight of the pot.


Line the container If the container is made from a porous material such as wood or wicker, prevent it rotting by lining with plastic sheeting fixed in place with staples. Line recycled containers such as wirework baskets with moss or coir fiber first .
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All About Potting Mix


When you visit your local garden center, you will inevitably be greeted by stacks of plastic bags filled with different types of potting mix for container planting. This can all seem rather confusing, especially if you are a beginner, so I’ve put together some helpful tips on how to choose the right potting mix for your plants’ needs.
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There are basically two types of potting mix: soil-based and soil-less (usually either peat- or peat-substitute- based). Choosing the right mix for the job is vital for the long-term health of your plants and so it’s important to understand the differences between the mixes. The following will help you make an informed choice:
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