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IN PLANTS WE TRUST


As a kid growing up on a council estate who found solace when visiting her grandparents’ plant-filled home, I’ve always understood the power of nature to transform. So when I started my floristry business, Grace & Thorn, my philosophy was simple: to help people bring plants and flowers into their lives – however concrete their space may be.


As more and more people cram into cities, space is becoming sacred. The houses we buy are smaller, landlords prevent us from personalising our properties – and owning a garden... who does? But, as a result, we’re reclaiming the space around us as our own urban jungles. Throughout London, I see nature tumbling over balconies, lining up on windowsills and blocking up walkways. And within these walls, inside our homes, nature is taking over, too. Greening up your gaff is an easy, inexpensive and landlord-friendly way to style your home, breathing life into it without having to do much at all.


Indoors or outdoors, dressing a space with plants and flowers has never been so mood-
shakingly exciting. Not only does it give us a feeling of instant style gratification but it is the gift that keeps on giving – we can watch them grow like our very own children. And if we look after plants, they will look after us, improving our health, happiness and homes (see here for more on their endless benefits). No wonder everyone wants a piece of plant ass!


It’s impossible to scroll through Instagram without realising that plants are having an ‘it’ moment, but I do hate the idea of nature being in fashion. I wrote this book to be a plant bible for anyone who wants to green up their home – or ‘gaff’ as we like to call it. Whether you’re green-fingered or not this book will help you understand your plants’ needs in order to understand where to place them: bathrooms can become fern-filled rainforests and sunny windowsills home to desert-dwelling cacti.


I want this book to open your eyes to plant possibilities everywhere, to help you remember your plant names and learn not to overwater! But before we get started, let’s get one thing straight: I am not a botanist nor a horticultural expert. Everything I know, I know by doing. I’ve run my florist for five years and have learnt a few things along the way. I get that many people are overwhelmed by plants, so I’m taking everything back to the roots – Odyssey-style. This book isn’t meant to sit on your coffee table; I want you to take it with you on the Tube or the bus. Use it, water it and may soil fall from between the pages.



[image: image]






[image: image]






GOING BACK TO MY ROOTS


I feel like a fish out of water when I am in a room without flowers or plants. I almost struggle to breathe. Luckily, so many people are riding the botanical wave right now that I am very rarely found in that situation.


I constantly seek out plants and flowers wherever I go, looking out for the different ways they have been displayed and arranged. Hosts will find me rude as my eyes flit around the place, looking for what green goodies they have hidden on shelves and tucked into corners. Plants and flowers bring life into a room. Plants are like the steady family that are always there, while flowers are the flighty, flirty friends that add that touch of vibrancy and fun to every party they attend.


I love how more and more florists are defying traditions and arranging flowers in the most beautiful, natural way. But don’t get me wrong, it’s not always been so pretty. Even after the original rock ’n’ roll florist, Constance Spry (we’ll meet her later), shook the petals off the traditional twentieth century, flowers fell into a rut again. Think garage flowers all struggling to breath in luminous green cellophane and hideous netting. People fell out of love with them because they were being poorly presented. I was one of them. Before I started Grace & Thorn, I hardly ever bought flowers for myself. I used to feel intimidated walking into a florist and, if I’m honest, pretty uninspired. It was always the same old flowers, same old cellophane and the same old colour combinations.


I fell in love with nature in the back garden, behind the bike shed.


Inner-city London wasn’t where my love for nature was nurtured. My mum and dad never had green fingers and our gaff certainly never had a plant in it (until I opened my shop that is). It was during regular trips to my nonna and grandpa’s house in leafy north London where my love affair with flowers and plants began. 


My nonna and grandpa were originally from Puglia, in the south of Italy, and their house was my sanctuary. Being the eldest of four, with working parents, I had to grow up pretty quickly. My nonna and grandpa’s home was a respite from my otherwise grey, urban childhood.


Going there was like opening the door to the Emerald City of Oz or making my way through the wardrobe to Narnia. I found paradise and excitement around every corner. Imposing and grand to a child, their Victorian home in an ordinary London suburb had countless eccentricities: from the grandparents in it to the ornate vintage Italian-style bar that housed rows of dusty old spirit bottles. And it was that passionate Italian blood running through my nonna’s veins that nurtured the mini Kew Gardens that swept through the entirety of the house and into the back yard. 
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Their garden was full of rambling roses, grape vines, runner beans and tomatoes, and their house, well, that was almost as green as the outside. Massive cheese plants propped up with bamboo took over the living room, spotted begonia plants, lemons and scented geraniums dominated the windowsills and the tops of the cupboards – every corner of their house was crammed with plants. They used to get me working for them, too: weeding, crushing grapes in an old barrel for their homemade wine with my bare toes and picking my first real tomatoes ready to place on top of our homemade pizzas!


I vividly remember reading the book The Secret Garden when I was in primary school. Plonked in the middle of built-up Islington, north London, our playground had a huge locked wooden door on one side that only the caretaker could enter. Crowds of children would press their small faces up to it, trying to peek through the gaps and spy the magical walled garden beyond. Looking back now, it was probably just somewhere the teachers could sneak a fag on their lunch break, but at the time, the garden was a wonder to me: crumbling, overgrown and, at times, quite sinister. Something about it gave me a sense of intrigue and peace.
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Never really a natural academic, I found it hard to concentrate at school. My mind was always wandering and my schoolbooks were covered in doodles of trees and flowers. It was the walk to primary school that I loved the most. Walking through Camden Passage in Angel with its shops filled to the brim with antiquities and curiosities, we used to cut through, down along the canal, which was idyllic on a spring day – a far cry from the harsh concrete exterior of the building I lived in. I also loved going to our local park, Victoria Park (or Vicky Park as it’s known affectionately to locals). Vicky Park has always been a haven for the working classes of East London, right back to the Victorian times, when this may have been the only bit of greenery an East End kid would ever encounter. Even when I was a child, it was a huge treat for us to go – my parents were quite strict and we were never allowed to go on our own.


Vicky Park has a massive pond and I remember loving the huge weeping willows we stood under while we fed the ducks. Back then there was no posh coffee shop like now, but the park was a magical place for a city child, and proof that nature did actually exist! My nonna and I would collect caterpillars and keep them in empty coffee pots with lettuce leaves. I can’t remember what happened to them, poor things, but I always remember that nature made me really happy. 
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When I was 14 we moved to Enfield, another leafy suburb on the outskirts of London. I DIED AND WENT TO HEAVEN. We moved to a bloody tiny house for how many of us there were: two parents, four kids and THREE bedrooms! BUT we had a 100-foot garden. Bliss. It was in this garden that I found peace and solace from three younger siblings and an Irish and Italian mum and dad! While my brother and sisters were out playing with friends, I was playing with plants and flowers in the garden.


SO… to cut a long story short, what did a child from a concrete council estate do with all this love for nature? I got a job in recruitment, where I stayed for 13 years.


During that time, I married, moved to Surrey and finally had a garden of my own. Instead of bumping into me at parties, I was tending to plants in the garden. My garden became my obsession. Fast-forward eight years, I got a divorce and moved back to London. Moving to Canary Wharf – aka Skyscraper City – I couldn’t have been more miserable. From country living to this? I missed my fields, woodlands and garden. I headed back to my home turf of Islington but after a year of living in a flat without any outside space, I moved into my sister’s dreary basement flat just so I could have a garden again! YES! Sod the damp, I had some green back in my life! It was the start of a new chapter, but I still felt like I was missing something. I just couldn’t put my finger on it…


I drifted from one recruitment job to the next and this wasn’t like me at all – I was Steady Eddie: stable and reliable. In one year I found myself at three different companies and I realised that no matter where I was, I just hated it. I was at a loss. I was done with recruitment but as far as I was concerned I didn’t have any other skills – I left school at 18! Feeling totally lost and not sure where my life was heading, I called up a business coach I knew from my first company. After much consoling, he suggested I try the Myers Briggs Humanmetrics Test. The test asks you LOADS of questions and then it analyses your answers to work out your personality type. Sound too good to be true? Well, it got mine down to a T! I quickly looked up the suggested careers for my personality and three jumped out at me. The first was interior designer. I LOVED interiors and was forever changing my home around and scouring vintage shops and eBay for bits and pieces to fill it with, so I signed up for an evening class. This started and finished very quickly, as there was just too much theory work involved. The second was gardener. I obviously loved gardening, but it was the third one that caught my imagination: florist!


I signed up to the best course I could get into and I knew from day one that this was what I wanted to do. I went to bed dreaming of flowers and woke up thinking of them. But I struggled with the traditional teaching – we were told to keep our bouquets rounded like a ‘pregnant belly’ and I just couldn’t do it! I loved the flowers but hated the formal ways they were displayed. My instinct was to let them be free! My teachers despaired. But despite that, I felt that I had finally, at the age of 34, found my calling. After I completed my course, I did a couple of work experience stints but soon got bored with sweeping floors and stripping stems. I kept being told there were no jobs out there, and certainly nothing for someone with zero experience. So what did I do?! I shit myself and went back to recruitment, didn’t I?!


But I couldn’t stop thinking about flowers. I practised making floral displays in my living room, read endless books and watched hours of YouTube videos. I knew it was what I needed to do, but I just didn’t know how. When my boss pulled me into the office one day and said, ‘Your head’s not in this, is it?’, I quit. ‘No’, I responded, ‘I think it’s best I go!’ And so I did. For the next six months I was unemployed, spending my days moping around watching Gossip Girl and smoking rollies.


I used to frequent the Bricklayers Arms in Shoreditch quite a bit as that’s where my sister and her fashion mates used to hang out. When I say ‘frequent’, I would turn up and basically try and convince them all that they needed my flowers in their lives! A couple of them felt sorry for me and gave me a shot. YESSSS!


I didn’t make any money at first because I would buy the flowers to do a practice run and then buy them all again for the real deal! I used to, and still do, always worry that the person receiving what I’d done won’t like it… it drives me insane but that’s what pushes me to do the best job I can. Always. I soon started getting orders from my mates and when Valentine’s Day came round I managed to get out 20 bouquets without a hitch! The flat was full of flowers and I drove my poor flatmates insane, but seeing my Facebook feed full of pics of my flowers gave me such a buzz! I wanted MORE!


Then I got really lucky. One of my friends who was then head of PR for Whistles asked me to come up with an arrangement (four little jam jars full of flowers in a wooden crate, called The Pandora’s Box, and still our best-selling product!) to send to all the top editors in London. My other mate worked at The Sunday Times Style magazine, so I called her and said, ‘My flowers are on the way to your office! BIG THEM UP FOR ME!’. She called me and said they were already on the editor’s mood board. After that, Style did a feature on florists and there I was… on a three-page spread with the UK’s best florists! My inbox that Monday morning was full! One email from L.K. Bennett asked if I wanted to do their annual Chelsea in Bloom competition. What? I didn’t even know what that was! I hadn’t even done a wedding at that point! I remember telling my mate and him saying, ‘Bloody Hell, Nik, this is like an episode of Faking It. Can you pull this off?’.


OF COURSE I COULD!


I managed to find myself a small windowless basement studio (what was it with me and basements?) in Dalston and with my friends and boyfriend by my side we installed six windows and went on to win the People’s Choice Award.


Soon I needed to look for a larger studio space and that’s when I found my beloved shop on Hackney Road. The rest is history, as they say. A history full of tears, exhaustion, love, laughter, fall-outs, sleepless nights, self-doubt and joy, BUT, most of all, I was alive again… I was living and breathing what I loved to do. I now knew what was missing that I could never put my finger on before: nature.
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Before we get started, let’s get one thing out in the open: everyone kills plants. Me, probably Monty, and most definitely your mate with green fingers. There, I said it. My advice? Don’t be a fusspot. Did you know, one of the easiest ways to kill a plant is overwatering it? Put that watering can down! To keep your plant alive, you have to understand where your plant has come from – you have to go back to its roots. Think about it this way: plants have evolved over thousands of years to adapt to specific conditions, be it succulents storing water in the dry desert or ferns needing less light under the damp canopy of the Amazonian rainforest. Sure, you might not be able to put Tarzan up for the night, but your house already presents you with many microclimates that recreate the natural wonders of the world. From a hot, south-facing windowsill, to the top of a kitchen cupboard that gets all the steam from your kettle, you just have to think a little differently about your space. And the same goes for what you give your plant. If it only rains twice a year in the desert, does your cacti want all that water? If a fern has evolved on the forest floor, why have you left it scorching on your unshaded sill? Once you understand these principles, may you all live happily ever after.


This book is designed to teach you everything you need to green up your gaff, Grace & Thorn-style. From the plants to the pots and everything in between, it’s time to roll up your sleeves and get your hands dirty. I understand that walking into a florist can be a bit mind-boggling, so see this as your private tour. I’m going to guide you through the palms and petals out into the hot, dry desert where we can observe the cacti. We’ll hang out with cheese plants under the canopies of the rainforest, and stop off for a glass of Italian rosé and sniff the scented geraniums on the way! To help you find your bearings, I’ve split stuff into sections. Start from the beginning, middle or end. No Google Maps required.
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Chapter 1: Back to the roots


Whenever someone comes to me with a plant problem, the first thing I tell them to do is to go back to the roots, back to where the plant has come from, to understand what it needs. In this first section you will learn the types of environments your favourite houseplants come from, then we’ll look at where these environments might exist in your home. With this knowledge, you’ll know what plants will thrive in your gaff and the perfect place to put them. Simple.
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Chapter 2: Starting a plant family


Now we’ve learnt what plants will be happy in our gaff, it’s time to green it up! See this as the plant parents’ starter pack. From where to go plant shopping to making the perfect purchase to finding your botanical BFF. I am also keen to get you to see plants differently, as one man’s plant trash may be another man’s plant treasure. We’ll also be looking at our four-legged friends and finding out how to make harmony in the home.
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Chapter 3: Pot luck


OK, I confess, at Grace & Thorn, we’re all pot-heads! We spend hours sourcing the perfect pots, from ceramics to copper and we even paint our own, too. You’ll learn all you need to know to repot your plants and how to style and arrange them, à la Grace & Thorn. Learn how to help your tiny plant babies shine and let the big ones graduate to show-off school. Be prepared to up the style ante with green, green and more green.
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Chapter 4: How not to kill your plants


Here we learn how to make your plant babies strong, healthy and really, really good-looking! I mostly get asked the same plant questions all the time, so I decided to put all the relevant info together in one place. We’ll check into a Houseplant Hospital and even perform divine intervention by bringing dying plants back to life. Amen.
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Chapter 5: Free your flowers


Palms and petals. Flowers and foliage. At Grace & Thorn the two go hand in hand. We’re obsessed with all things green, and while we concentrate on houseplants in this book, flowers are also a BIG part of our story. Instead of giving you all the deets on flower arranging (that would take a whole other book), we’ll look at the basics of the bouquet, from our fave florals and foliage, to creating a hand-tied display. Expect a few floristry rules to be broken.
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Chapter 6: Plant porn


Plant directories are so overwhelming. In the Grace & Thorn Plant Encyclopaedia (aka Plant porn), instead of listing every plant out there, I’ve just included my absolute faves and their key rules for care. Even better: all the plants in this book are on the low-maintenance side of the scale. You’re welcome.
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A potted history: history of the houseplant


Whether it’s for their fragrance, style or to make a banging G&T, people have been bringing plants into their homes for thousands of years. And even before homes were invented, ferns hung out with dinosaurs in their gaff: the planet! The history of the houseplant is wicked – from female pioneers growing gardens upside down to sailors risking their lives to bring citrus trees back across the oceans. We give a knowing nod to the Victorians trying to combat pollution with the humble fern, and then have our minds blown as a houseplant reference book becomes the second biggest seller after the Bible. But throughout all this, one thing holds true: over thousands of years we’ve all been plant obsessed. You, me, your great-great-great-great nan – oh, and T-Rex.
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No one actually knows when the first plant was brought inside, but the first recorded examples can be found in artworks from Ancient Greece. The Greeks decorated almost every part of their lives, from their streets to the insides of their homes, so it’s no wonder that they turned their attention to plants. Ancient Egyptian records indicate the first official trade of flora between countries, and the badass Egyptian Queen Hatshepsut grew frankincense in her temple in 1478 BC. In ancient China, the Chinese pimped their homes with plants to signify their wealth, and Roman villas were scented with the blossom of citrus trees. In around 600 BC, King Nebuchadnezzar built botanical bliss down by the rivers of Babylon. He made the gardens for his wife, Queen Amytis, who missed the green hills of home, filling them with fragrant blooms – every plant you can imagine and trees hanging from the ceiling!


In the seventeenth century, the gap year was invented by adventurers who left their homes to explore the world. Plant discoveries from far and wide were brought back by blustering sea captains, who often did a little macramé on the side! Sir Walter Raleigh returned with the humble tomato plant and is claimed to have introduced Britain to the orange by returning with pips from the unknown citrus fruit. Many plants were lost at sea or did not survive their new climates, but the fruits of those plants that did make it allowed for great experimentations into how to keep these tropical species alive in our cooler temperatures.


Houseplants got their first shout out in The Garden of Eden, a MASSIVE book written by Sir Platt in 1652. He wrote of ‘cultivating plants indoors’. Over three hundred years ago, the first book aimed at the ‘city gardener’ (sound familiar?) remarked on how fellow citizens indulged their love for gardening in the little space the city offered by, ‘furnishing their rooms or chambers with basins of flowers and bough pots’. Pots were a big deal in the eighteenth century, when they started to be mass-produced for commercial uses. Leading the charge was Mr ‘mum’s favourite dinner plate’ Wedgwood, who saw opportunities in the expanding craze for keeping plants indoors. He wrote that the perfect pot ‘stands firm but not look heavy… to hold a good quantity of flowers… to be different earth, colour or composition, from the common earthenware of the time… and to come at a moderate price’. High five, Mr Wedgwood! We have a lot is common, especially when it comes to his Hedgehog pots. Let’s call them ancestors of the animal heads we have in the G&T shop, except that in his pots you could plant the seeds to bloom like the hedgehog spikes. Neat.
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If I could travel back in time, it would be to the Victorian era. This is probably because those years were a BIG deal for houseplants. As a result of the pollution created by the industrial revolution, plants really suffered. Along came Mr Warde, who developed the Wardian case – which you and I know as a terrarium – to look after his ferns. This glass case also provided perfect protection for plants transported from across the seas, and so a whole new world of plant possibilities opened up as a consequence. (See here for more on terrariums and how to make your own.) Thanks to the Wardian case, Grace & Thorn’s local borough of Hackney was once home to one of the largest hot-houses in the world! Conrad Loddiges had come to the suburban village (ho ho) of Hackney to become a gardener. He started a small seed business, writing to people all over the world, asking them to send him seeds they had collected from wilder climates. As his collection grew, he was responsible for introducing both rhubarb and rhododendron into Britain. Nice one, Conrad. Loddiges’ was one of the first nurseries to see the potential in the Wardian Case – on a much grander scale – and their notoriety blossomed. Like us at Grace & Thorn, Loddiges believed that the best way to look after a plant is to understand where it has come from. Loddiges created a revolutionary heating system that mimicked the conditions of a tropical rainforest. With banana trees as tall as the ceiling and ‘magical inside rainfall’, visiting Londoners were amazed by the heady jungle located just off Mare Street in East London. Due to rising property values in the growing ‘village’ of Hackney (also sound familiar?), Conrad’s son found it increasingly difficult to negotiate a new lease from the landowner and, alongside the growing pollution in London affecting the plants, Loddiges closed his doors. Still today, Hackney hosts two massive palm trees outside the town hall. Ever wondered how they got there? Well, now you know.


The nineteenth century saw advances in the home and as domestic heating improved, plants moved from hot-houses to conservatories and into our living rooms. The arrival of the sash window from Holland led to the design of windowsills and balconies and houseplants flourished, natch.
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The twentieth century started a snobbishness when it came to having flowers in the home. One social rule maintained that if you mixed up your floral arrangements, it suggested that your garden was too small to grow enough of one variety. Pfft.


One lady then shook all the petals off what had become a petty, dull industry. Her name was Constance Spry, the Fairy Godmother of the anarchic florist. When everyone else was cramming identical flowers into tight vases, Spry was creating all-foliage bouquets, adding vegetables, berries and other non-traditional elements. She’d rummage around in the cupboards of her clients and bring out unusual and outrageous objects to be used as vases. Constance caused controversy even after her death: the announcement of an exhibition of her work at The Design Museum caused the two museum’s founders to threaten resignation, claiming flowing arranging was ‘styling’ not ‘design’. Say, what? Constance, we salute you!


The modernisation of the 1950s meant that what families gained in up-to-date, modern housing, they lost in precious green space. Homes were now flats and, as people looked for ways to make their flats more appealing, the humble houseplant became No. 1 in every how-to home magazine. The introduction of Scandinavian design, after the war, had an obvious impact, as people wanted clean and fresh-looking homes – something plants can offer in the pot load. This craze carried on well into the ’60s, when a Dr. Hessayon published the ultimate houseplant book, Be Your Own House Plant Expert. Astonishingly, it was claimed to be the biggest-selling reference book after the Bible! But by the end of the twentieth century things had started to go stale. Younger women, especially, started to see plants as a burden – another thing to look after on top of everything else.
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