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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Gardening is, put simply, the act of growing plants. The available space does not determine whether or not you are a gardener. You may yearn for an acre of land somewhere, and yet you live in a flat in a city. Perhaps you only have room for a narrow box on a windowsill, or maybe you are lucky enough to have a little outside space in the form of a balcony. These spaces, though small, have the potential to be filled with the colour and vibrancy of plants, bringing you, and those around you, constant joy.


Plants are amazingly adaptable, and, wherever you live, there is something you can grow. For thousands of years, and all over the world, plants have been evolving and adapting to cope with all kinds of harsh conditions, which means that even the tiniest, dingiest, windiest balcony can support plants, and they will not only survive, but thrive.


The most unlikely spots can become a garden. Even though windowsills, walls, ledges, fire escapes, doorsteps and balconies can be more challenging places to grow than a traditional garden, it is still possible to transform them into thriving, productive growing spaces. They can be shrouded in shade, next to a noisy, busy road, exposed to rough winds or scorched by the sun. None of these situations are ideal, but nor are they impossible to overcome.


Look around and imagine everywhere and anywhere as potential growing space – every inch you have, every surface and wall, can support plants. If you’re itching to get growing, don’t let a lack of space or a seemingly unpromising site hold you back; chances are, there is more to it than meets the eye!
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is a practical guide to growing in some of the smallest and trickiest spaces, from windowsills to the urban balcony. With simple projects and clear advice, it is an inspirational book that can either be dipped into or read from cover to cover, depending on where and how you wish to garden.


[image: illustration]


CHAPTER 1 looks at the benefits of filling small spaces with plants, not only for us, but for the wildlife and broader environment around us. It also addresses the challenges that these tiny, often tricky spaces can present.
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CHAPTER 2 covers the importance of growing the right plants in the right place. It explains how even the most challenging environments, from the shadiest terrace to the windiest balcony, can be beautiful, thriving growing spaces, as long as you choose the plants that can cope with your conditions.
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CHAPTER 3 consists of projects to get creative with, ranging from wildlife-friendly and edible pots, to containers that will thrive and overcome the tricky conditions found up high or in tiny spaces. Each project includes a list of plants and equipment, and clear steps on how to create it.
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CHAPTER 4 is a practical guide, covering everything you need to know to keep your plants and small-space garden going, from the tools needed, to simple advice on good growing techniques, including planting, sowing, watering and feeding.


Finally, the book ends with a glossary, explaining technical terms, and a resources section including websites, books and other inspirational sources that will help you get going with your small-space garden.






Chapter 1


EVEN THE SMALLEST SPACES CAN BE GROWING SPACES


Plants can and will grow even in the tiniest of outdoor spaces; you only have to look at the weeds growing in paving cracks and on building ledges to appreciate their tenacity. Obviously, there is a big difference between a weedy front step and a welcoming, lush oasis: the trick is to use the plants that will best suit the conditions of your outdoor space to create the small garden of your dreams.


Just being able to see plants, even just a few pots, will lift your mood and delight your neighbours and visitors. Plants also provide valuable food and shelter for bees, butterflies and other wildlife. Planting a small-space garden can even be good for the local house prices: it’s a win–win situation!


This chapter shows just how good a few plants in a small space can be. Overcoming challenges from wind, shade and drought is covered in depth, so that even the most cramped and dingy spaces can be transformed into a horticultural haven.








[image: illustration]





SMALL SPACE POSITIVES


Tiny gardens and small growing spaces crammed into, or eked out of, small spaces might have their challenges, but they also have their own unique advantages.


EASY TO MANAGE


Growing in a small space can be much easier than in a large garden. Soil can be limited or non-existent, but little raised beds, pots and containers need much less maintenance than bigger borders and great stretches of land. Having fewer plants requires less work and fewer resources, such as water and feed, than growing on an allotment, or in traditional garden beds and borders.


Small-scale gardening also gives us a uniquely intimate relationship with our plants. When immediately outside our doors and windows, we are far more likely to give them just a few minutes of our undivided attention every day, rather than neglecting them and then struggling to dedicate hours at the weekend catching up.


Plants kept close at hand are easy to monitor, which means you are more likely to spot any problems early. You will notice, for example, if plants are struggling from a lack of water, and give them a drink before it’s too late, or spot weeds when they are still at the seedling stage, and nip them out – this stops them from flowering and scattering seed, which would cause much bigger problems in a few weeks’ time!
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AMAZING GROWING OPPORTUNITIES



Making the most of every inch of space, squeezing growing spots out of unusual and unique places, can often result in the establishment of individual microclimates. Balconies and windowsills, for example, are often positioned between other flats and houses, so they can have an aspect and temperature that are quite different from those of the broader climate around them.


Your small area may be shady or overlooked, but if it is high up and hemmed in by buildings and walls, it is also likely to be sheltered and have slightly higher temperatures than the surrounding area, which could provide amazing growing opportunities.


Just a few extra degrees could be all you need to grow more tender and unusual plants than in a conventional garden. Sheltered sites are far less likely to suffer from frost, which could lead to enjoying home-grown figs or tending a tropical-style oasis right outside your back door.


Your plants can also flower earlier and for longer. Dahlias and other such plants that usually get knocked back by the first frosts may well be flowering long into winter. You may also get crops such as strawberries earlier than in a conventional garden, and lettuces all year round.




LESS HARDY PLANTS FOR A TROPICAL TOUCH


Bottlebrush (Callistemon citrinus ‘Splendens’)


Banana (Musa basjoo)


Canna (Canna indica)


Begonia (Begonia)


Soft tree fern (Dicksonia antarctica)


Japanese sago palm (Cycas revoluta)


Canary Island date palm (Phoenix canariensis)


Chusan palm (Trachycarpus fortunei)


Citrus, such as lemon and kumquat (Citrus x meyeri ‘Meyer’, Citrus japonica)


Olive (Olea europaea)
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NURTURE YOUR CREATIVITY



If a garden space isn’t obviously available, it forces us to be creative. Consider everywhere as a potential growing spot and take inspiration from the resources you have. Gardening doesn’t have to be limited to the horizontal plane. Exploit the walls around you by putting up shelves and hanging planters, and turn railings and banisters into supports for climbers to scramble up and over. The opportunities are there – it’s just up to you to find them.
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BRINGING THE OUTSIDE IN


One of the best things about growing plants on a balcony, doorstep or windowsill is their proximity to home. Immediately visible from inside, even from the comfort of your armchair, these little gardens are so close by that they can resemble a beautiful house extension. Having greenery and nature in such close proximity creates an instant connection to the outside world. This creates a more soothing place, and can also make the property feel and look bigger.


Even the tiniest area, when filled with plants, can become a focal point, enhancing the look and feel of your home. You could even extend this effect by choosing your interior-design theme to complement your plants, picking out the same colours so that your room really does appear to extend beyond the boundaries of your four walls.
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THE BENEFITS TO US


It’s definitely possible to grow in any small space, and clearly it has its advantages, but is it worth the hassle? What differences can it make to our lives?


One of the main reasons people start growing is simply to have beautiful plants around them. The sheer vitality of plants can add another dimension to our lives, from the first crocus popping up in a window box to a bright summer hanging basket or the frosted leaves of a clipped box ball – and it’s all happening just outside the window.


When growing a plant on a windowsill or balcony, all you have to do is reach out a hand to feel the soft, velvety leaves, sit quietly to notice its scent or hear the wind rustling through its branches.


WELL-BEING


The early humans were hunter-gatherers, living and eating according to the seasons, and today we retain some of their innate connection with plants. Growing and tending to plants helps us to stay connected with the changing seasons and the natural world, which enhances our well-being and our mental state.


Horticultural therapists have known for a long time that plants and gardening have lots of positive health benefits. Simply looking at plants makes us feel better, and the physical act of gardening is positively good for us. Watering pots, nipping out weeds and harvesting crops are a gentle distraction from our busy lives. Such tasks are also proven to increase brain activity and lower blood pressure. Every time we stretch and bend while gardening, we raise our heart rate and give our muscles and joints a work out. Growing plants keeps people fit and well in both mind and body!
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SCENT


The heady scent of jasmine or the sweet fragrance of a rose is better than any synthetic perfume or air freshener, and when they are growing so close to your living space, the smell can be even more prevalent and enjoyable. Scented plants turn a space into a fragrant oasis. A powerfully scented plant, such as Phlox paniculata, tobacco plants (Nicotiana sylvestris) or Rosa ‘Cornelia’, will fill the air, seducing your senses every time you open the window or step outside. See here for more on scented plants for a small-space garden.
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GROWING YOUR OWN



Growing your own food is a great way to start gardening, and, as an added bonus, there is fresh produce to eat at the end of the day. There are plenty of easy-to-grow fruits and vegetables that will thrive in tiny spaces. Annuals, such as radishes, can be grown from seed and are quick to crop, giving you a tasty harvest in just a few weeks, but a slower-growing perennial, such as a cordon apple or pear tree (a fruit tree trained to grow as a single stem), will be just as rewarding. Home-grown food comes with the added benefit of being fresh and healthy, and the reassurance of knowing exactly what is in it.
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PRIVACY



Living in a crowded city, especially in an apartment block, generally means you have less privacy. Windows are often overlooked by neighbours or passers-by. Balconies, by their very nature, have no privacy at all. It can be difficult to relax out there, by yourself or with friends, and can make you not want to use your balcony at all. Plants can help to change all this.


Growing plants in window boxes, on steps and on balconies is a simple and cheap way to add a sense of privacy. Denser growing plants, such as sweet box (Sarcococca confusa), can create a screen, while plants with more delicate foliage, such as grasses (Deschampsia cespitosa) or Argentinian vervain (Verbena bonariensis) will add privacy without blocking out light or your view. Some trees and shrubs can lose their leaves in the autumn, so, if you use your space all year round, opt for evergreens.
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POLLUTION PREVENTION



Urban living can be a noisy, dirty, brutal existence with cloying, belching traffic fumes all around and the rumble of planes up above. Amazingly, plants can help combat this and make our immediate environment healthier. Many plants are tolerant of urban pollution, thriving in even the most extreme situations, but they also absorb and filter fumes, preventing them from affecting us. All plants absorb carbon dioxide and turn it into oxygen, but the stems, leaves and branches can also trap particles in the air and absorb gaseous pollutants. These are then washed away when it rains, allowing us to breathe air that is less toxic.
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