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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 to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


The Victorians used to endlessly debate the nature of horticulture. Was gardening an art or a craft or a science? When I first learned about the fervour of these debates I found them faintly ridiculous. Now, however, they seem very relevant. I think, perhaps, it is time we had a debate of our own. And ours should be based on ecology and sustainability. We should be arguing the case for gardens as an essential and untapped part of our ecosystem; a place for productivity and reducing our personal impact on the world’s resources.


For too long the default garden has been the square lawn, flanked by lines of plants, bought in non-recyclable, plastic pots, from who knows where and grown using who knows what methods. We have scattered chemicals and expected our gardens to be clinical, clean and neat, free from pests and fallen leaves. But many of us now feel that the outdoors should not be sanitised. I am not ‘modern’ by any stretch of the imagination; computers overwhelm me; give me a book over a screen any day. I was one of the last people I knew to get a smartphone and I have no idea what the latest fashion trends may be. Modern in the context of this book does not mean visually on-trend. The ‘modern’ school of thought I want to explore is that our little patches of earth can be a larder, a beauty shop, a wildlife haven, an apothecary, an escape, a connection to nature and to our community; a patch of productive wilderness.


Thousands of years ago cultivating plants started off as a means of guaranteeing food, but later a garden became either a must-have status symbol for kings, queens, courtiers and cardinals – or a purely functional space for growing necessities to eat, brew with and make herbal medicine with. During the Age of Enlightenment across Europe, horticulture became part of the hunger for scientific, engineering and artistic progress. Large nurseries and botanical institutions sent plant hunters across the globe, to wherever respective empires were being built. These intrepid botanists brought plants back home to study, to propagate from and to sell. This is a legacy that is still being unpicked – the ramifications of which, ethically, ecologically and culturally, are being faced up to by botanical institutions and historians, particularly in the western world. Horticulture, however seemingly innocent, can have real-life impacts on the global political landscape. Bioprospecting did and still very much does have a significant contribution to political and economic instability in low and middle-income countries.


We have grown up in a world where if we want something, we buy it. We have taken flora from all over the world without questioning how sustainable or how rare and endangered the plants are in their native habitats or how they are used by indigenous peoples. We have become desensitised to our plants’ amazing, diverse appearances and very few of us stop to think where these plants have actually come from or how they were collected.


It is worth saying at this point that my own personal history of gardening has brought me slowly to consider these things. I started without questioning the traditional ‘wisdom’ and confess to having used chemicals, dug ground, weeded meticulously and mercilessly and bought plants from who knows where in my time. Slowly, though, through meeting amazing people, discussing and practising lower-impact methods and finding inspiration from lots of research. I’m convinced more and more emphatically that there are other ways to garden. Ways that are not only less harmful, but can actively improve the world around us and our own lives with some very simple changes.


The modern gardener


Modern gardeners have a huge desire to reconnect with nature, and to do this in a way that impacts minimally on the planet. Physically, a modern garden can be any size or shape. It can be a pot, a balcony, a little plot or even a shared public space that we work in with other people in the community.


Aesthetically, the ‘modern’ garden can be anything at all if it suits our tastes, and provides us with a usable and social space, where form is essentially less important than function. As well as being a space in which we can do our bit to provide for the planet and all its creatures, we also want our gardens to provide for us – not just our food, but the materials that feed into the lifestyle choices we make and our hobbies: I have found that making dyes, alcohol, cosmetics, teas and even medicines from the plants that I grow indoors and outdoors has really changed the way I garden and the way I shop, and I would actively encourage everybody to explore the other properties of plants.


As well as enriching our lives, we want our gardens to inspire, educate and tempt our children away from their screens. In short, modern gardeners ask an awful lot from our gardens, and feel the need to use it to give back to nature. We can – and should – expect all of these things from an outdoor space.


The aim of this book


Progress isn’t all about money and technology, it’s about sensitivity, understanding, resourcefulness and in some ways, restraint. The legacy for this modern generation of gardeners could be a world in which we begin to turn the tide on the ‘progress’ we have made hitherto. So throughout this book I will look at ways of reducing water and chemical use whilst still managing to keep pests from taking over and at how each of us can make our gardens a haven for wildlife. These small steps to rebalancing the natural world may seem insignificant but eventually they will create vital links through the country and the world to help improve things globally. The book will also be peppered with useful recipes for all kinds of things that I have learnt through my time as a gardener and from some of the wonderful cooks, herbalists and generally lovely people I have been lucky enough to work with.


My aim is to encourage self-reliance, sustainable practices, thinking about further-reaching impacts of the gardening decisions we make, and encouraging everyone to reconnect with some of the processes we have lost. This is about being cutting-edge by stepping back: relaxing, balancing our needs with environmental concerns, and gardening in a time frame that suits us.
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1 Wildlife + Eco-friendly Gardening
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Wildlife in the garden really matters. It matters for the sake of the wildlife itself, and it also matters for the sake of the garden. A garden that welcomes all creatures can provide a safe haven in a world that is increasingly perilous for native species of insects, mammals, birds, spiders, invertebrates and the whole magical plethora of organisms that exists in the air, the plants and the soil. Creating a space that provides for these species will, in turn, start the processes of building a rich, diverse, self-sustaining and healthy ecosystem within your garden. That includes bacteria and fungi, many of which we will never even know are there, but which are crucially important to our environment, the health of our plants, and even to our own physical health.


At first this can reduce productivity, but once this tapestry begins to build up, you will find that you become more successful as a gardener. There will inevitably be a few pests and nuisances on your plants, but a balanced ecosystem brings natural predators to stop any one pest gaining too much dominance. This will mean that far less intervention is required from you to maintain your garden to a healthy standard, and also that far more pollinators are present to give you bumper crops and flowers.


Being eco-friendly comes into every part of the gardening year, from buying plants to planting, maintaining the garden as well as disposing of waste. The elements of eco-friendly gardening and wildlife-friendly gardening can go hand in hand, maximizing productivity, reducing waste, saving you time and money and making your garden a tangible contributor to improving the environment at large.









Key considerations for wildlife



Creating environments


Every species requires a different environment. Some like it dark and dusty, others damp; some prefer the safety of the trees and others burrow in the ground. Providing varying, distinct environments within your garden, no matter how small, will be doing a huge service to many endangered and infinitely valuable species.


Breeding sites


Producing and raising offspring is crucial to a species’ survival. Providing various suitable breeding sites in your garden will pay dividends – think water, nooks and crannies, trees or shrubs and a place free from pets. Try not to disturb these areas. You can add to any natural features by also providing nesting boxes targeting specific bird, bat and mammal species.


Feeding sites


Once the wildlife is in the garden and breeding, it needs sustenance. The more wildlife you have in the garden, the more competition there will be for the available resources, and the last thing you want is them turning to your crops for food. The best thing you can do is provide varied natural food sources for your wildlife, including plants. When we think of providing food for our wildlife, we tend to go straight to the birdseed, yet this will only provide sustenance for a few species. It’s better to create a varied and rich ecosystem filled with seeds, fruits, insects, invertebrates, plant material and everything in between. This will provide abundant food for a huge variety of species. Frogs eat mainly insects and slugs, snakes eat frogs, bats eat night-flying insects, birds eat worms and insects or fruits and seeds, insects eat other insects or decaying plant material and so on.



Drinking and bathing


Water is the backbone of life. A pond, no matter how small, will provide drinking water and bathing for every kind of insect and animal. Many insects and amphibians also rely on water as part of their life cycle, either for breeding or as a nursery for juveniles. For that, a larger body of water will be really helpful, with a deep end of at least 60cm (24in) and a shallow end, preferably with a beach of stones. Be sure to provide a slope of wood or stones so that any accidental swimmers can clamber out again. Fish are a no-no for wildlife ponds, as they tend to feed prolifically, and most insects and amphibians will struggle to drink there, let alone breed or live.
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WILDFLOWER MEADOW OF CAMASSIA, BUTTERCUPS AND MIXED GRASSES PROVIDING A SPECIES-RICH HABITAT





Burrowing and nesting


Nests can be created in a host of places: boxes, trees, buildings, the ground, in plants, in the open and in little nooks and crannies. Providing space for nests but also material with which to make them is really helpful. Most animals are pretty resourceful and can forage nesting material, but reducing their journey time reduces the risks they take and ensures their enterprises are more successful. This is especially important in urban areas, where the larger landscape may simply not offer much in the way of nesting material.


Many animals use leaves, grasses, hay, twigs, chewed-up wood, mud or similar organic materials, while others will just crawl into a welcoming space to set up residence, so providing bat and bird boxes can be helpful. Many species simply burrow into the ground. Insects have various preferences but insect houses are easy to make and a fun project for children. Pile up sticks and leaves, stones and bricks, and drill little holes. It is all useful for different kinds of communal and solitary insects and can also make a striking garden feature.




Plants for wildlife


Plant choice can have a huge impact on the effectiveness of our wildlife gardens – think about choosing plants to provide fruits, seeds, leaves, spikes, pollen, nectar, twigs, nesting material, hiding places, shade and basking places for insects. The list goes on. Remember that specific animals need specific plants, so do your research. Anything with double flowers will not provide pollen, seeds or fruit, so is fairly useless for wildlife.


Spiky branches offer safe nesting sites, big leaves create shade for small mammals and sunbathing for butterflies, while ground-cover plants provide spaces for beetles to hunt and hide. Try to provide flowers: scent, pollen, seeds, fruits, colour, stems and leaves for as much of the year as possible, in as much of the garden as possible! By filling your garden with the greatest variety of plants as you can, you’ll attract the widest range of animals, insects, fungi and bacteria.
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CINNABAR MOTH CATERPILLARS FEEDING ON THE BIENNIAL WEED RAGWORT (SENECIO JACOBAEA)









Hawthorn jelly


Makes 4 x 450g (1lb) jars


1.3kg (3lb) hawthorn berries


1 teaspoon spices of your choice (ground ginger, nutmeg, cinnamon, allspice)


1 litre (1¾ pints) water


juice of 1 lemon


1.3kg (3lb) sugar


Hawthorn, or mayflower (Crataegus monogyna), is a lovely plant that provides so very much in the garden or in a hedgerow, offering a safe haven and bountiful feast for nesting birds and pollinators. It’s also an incredibly useful plant for us. The edible spring leaves are great in salads, and the autumn berries, or haws, can be used in lots of dishes and drinks.


1. Thoroughly wash the berries and remove any stalks.


2. Place the berries and spices in a large pan, cover with the water and simmer on a low heat for 2 hours.


3. Strain through muslin into a clean pan and discard the haws. You can leave it to drip overnight if it’s easier.


4. Add the lemon juice and sugar to the strained liquid and place back on the hob over a low heat, stirring until the sugar has dissolved.


5. Increase the heat and bring to the boil. Boil for at least 10 minutes or until it reaches setting point. To test, drip a little of the mixture onto a cold plate. If it wrinkles on the surface when it’s tilted or pushed, then it’s ready.


6. Pour the jelly into sterilized jars, put the lids on, and store in a cool, dark place until you’re ready to eat it.


N.B. Add herbs of your choice for extra medicinal benefits.
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Safe passage


Although we want wildlife to stay in our gardens, the reality is that most of us will have visitors that come and go. They will move from their nest or den to breed, feed and drink. Corridors that allow movement around the garden, without running too much of a risk of attack from predators, will allow the wildlife to make successful homes in our plots. These corridors can be little hedges, big hedges, clever layered fences, pergolas covered in climbers or even flower beds. It helps to connect different areas with these corridors, as wide open spaces are inherently dangerous to wildlife.


Entry and exit points


Many species (particularly ground-dwelling ones, like hedgehogs) may struggle to get safely in and out of our gardens but they need to access the wider world, to find food and mates. Be sure to make small holes at the base of your boundaries, or leave small gaps here and there to allow wildlife to come and go freely.


Hibernation


Not all animals and insects hibernate, but for those that do, a warm, cosy and safe space is essential. Hedgehog houses are becoming increasingly popular for this reason. Many solitary bees also hibernate and will benefit from a little tube, like a bamboo cane, in which they can lay their eggs and spend the winter. Be mindful of the species that may be quietly sleeping in our gardens in wood stores, compost heaps or sheds over the winter months and try to cause them minimal disturbance. Checking bonfire piles for hedgehogs is also a very worthwhile enterprise in autumn and winter.


Human and domestic animal disturbance


Dogs, cats, children, hedge trimmers, chainsaws, loud noises, sharp teeth – all of these things are part and parcel of a working family garden. They are not, however, hugely beneficial to healthy, happy, well-rested, long-lived wildlife. If you know that your garden suffers from any or all of these afflictions, and you have the room, I would strongly recommend fencing off an area and leaving it solely to the wildlife. Having a space like this can be a fantastic educational tool for children. Cutting the hedges at the right time of the year (not in the spring or early summer) will mean you are not destroying birds’ nests. It is illegal to disturb a bird’s nest intentionally, so check before attempting any maintenance on hedgerows, shrubs and trees.


Chemicals


The simple rule is DON’T USE THEM. Destroying even one species with chemicals – whether a plant, fungus or insect – will invariably destroy a whole swathe. There are no species-specific chemical interventions. Poisons work their way up and along the food chain. For example, cats have been known to be poisoned by eating birds who have eaten slugs who have eaten slug pellets. Use instead biological pest controls, such as nematodes and larvae, which can be bought with ease, and target specific species.


Strong fertilizers in the ground can upset the balance of microbial life both above and below the soil. Natural sources of fertilizer like manure and compost are much less harmful. Basically, if you want wildlife, stop using chemicals. And an added bonus is that this will also save you money and time.
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BLACKFLY-INFESTED CARDOON, BENEFITING FROM A PREDATORY LADYBIRD








Acceptance


Rats, snakes, spiders, wasps, flies, foxes, fungi, bacteria. The list goes on. None of these things fills a gardener with joy – especially if you own any livestock. They are nonetheless a part of the natural world and there isn’t really any feasible way of excluding them and welcoming only the things we want. The answer is to embrace these supposedly undesirable characters at least in some parts of the garden and educate ourselves about their vitally important jobs.


Many wasps and flies will pollinate as well as provide a fantastic decomposition service, and spiders and wasps will be effective pest controls. Bacteria facilitate many natural and essential processes, including inside our own bodies, and more and more research is indicating that the fungi in the soil offer channels of communication and help plants with nutrient uptake and even to fight disease through a frugal web that connects their roots. They enable life to exist. So, we need not, and should not, remove them.


Keep other problem species away from the house. Feeding the birds at the far end of the garden will keep any rats away, for instance. Avoid rat poison, which will have a hugely harmful effect on the rest of the wildlife and even your pets, as the poison moves up the food chain. If rats are becoming a problem, provide bird food in other forms such as fruit, or stop feeding the birds until the rats have moved on. Foxes and snakes can be helpful in keeping populations of other species in check.
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Key considerations for eco-friendly gardening



Peat vs. peat-free composts


Peat, which has long been used in composts, is a finite resource that is proving very difficult to regenerate. Peat bogs are threatened habitats that provide for many species, including the sphagnum moss that creates the environment itself. Horticultural peat currently makes up 1 per cent of the peat used worldwide; the vast majority is used for fuel. However, horticultural peat is usually taken from the oldest and deepest peat reserves, which release a huge amount of stored CO2 into the atmosphere when dug up. There are loads of viable alternatives out there.


1. Sandy composts are really great for succulents and cacti as well as many bedding plants (such as pelargoniums) and Mediterranean herbs that need good drainage.


2. Bulrush compost is a good multipurpose product, completely renewable and (in Europe) doesn’t have far to travel, making its carbon footprint relatively light.


3. Composted sheep’s wool has a growing momentum and is highly rated as a comparable alternative to peat. It is totally renewable and requires few air miles.


4. Coir products are very popular. As a by-product of the coconut industry, they are fairly sustainable, but the associated deforestation of tropical rainforests in order to grow the coconuts in the first place makes this a less sustainable product.


5. Soil-based composts are really reliable and create strong plants that will adapt quickly once in the ground. However, they are heavy, so less eco-friendly in transit, and can be prone to waterlogging.


6. Local authority compost made from green waste and homemade compost are really good products – cheap or even free to make and high in nutrients – but they can contain a lot of weed seed unless sterilized, which, of course, reduces their ‘green’ credentials.
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Homemade compost


This is a great way to reduce your impact on the environment while keeping your garden and, in particular, its soil in tip-top condition. You can put most garden waste on a compost heap. Too much grass will turn to sludge, but a little is great to increase nitrogen levels. Leaves can be included with other compost materials or added to a separate bin to make leafmould, a rich material that helps to bind the soil. Small twigs and charred wood are great for the compost heap (usually no thicker than a finger), or shred or chip woody material to get it smaller. For a healthy compost heap:


1. Start with a little soil or compost in the base, as this will contain much-needed microbes to get things started.


2. Try to avoid composting too many weed seeds and always avoid putting perennial weed roots in the compost heap. These can survive the composting process and be troublesome later on.


3. Do not put cooked food or meat in the compost, as the smell will usually attract rats.


4. The smaller the material, the quicker it will break down.


5. Make sure the heap is kept a little moist.


6. Remember that composting is carried out by living things: bacteria, fungi, wasps, flies, maggots, bugs and all kinds of creatures. Having a compost heap will give a home to all of these species, many of which will help by reducing pest numbers in your garden.


7. Turn it regularly, moving the contents of one bin into another to mix.


8. Be very careful before disturbing a compost heap, as it could harbour lovely lizards, mammals and even snakes and spiders – some of which, in certain countries, can have a nasty bite!


9. Compost generates heat as it rots – some is needed to get things moving but if it gets too hot, the rotting process can slow. This is another reason to turn the heap every few months.


10. Use your compost in the late winter or spring, or in very cold areas in the autumn, as a thick mulch on the soil. This will protect your fragile plants as well as feeding the ground without digging, ready for the year ahead.


11. Look into new and innovative composting systems like bokashi, compost tumblers and wormeries, all of which produce high-intensity feed for your plants as a by-product.


12. As well as making traditional compost, try making biochar (see here), which is great for slowly releasing accessible nutrients, reducing smells and helping soil structure and water retention.


13. Compost tea is a great liquid feed for plants and can be made with a range of materials such as nettles, comfrey, weeds and tithonia (in tropical regions). Simply soak the plant matter in water for a few weeks or months and dilute the liquid to feed your plants as you water.






Watering regimes


This is an important consideration, especially in increasingly unpredictable climates. We use such a lot of water and it is a resource that is by no means infinite. Only 1 per cent of the world’s water is clean and drinkable and it seems such a waste to use it on plants when rain readily falls from the sky in many areas and does the job just as well. Here are some ideas for reducing water wastage:


— Consider some of the amazing and innovative ways of harnessing water, including SUDs (sustainable urban drains), grey water recycling, reed beds, water butts and rain gardens.


— Choose perennial plants, plant them in the right place and establish them well to reduce their future watering needs.


— Water plants rarely, but water them well. This encourages them to grow strong and deep roots, making them far less likely to dry out in the increasingly hot, dry spells, as they are able to access water from deep in the ground.


— Gather and collect storm water from flooding for use later. Boreholes, wells and reservoirs can do this, but try creating channels and ditches, even using upturned umbrellas, to funnel water into tanks as an effective water-saving solution.


— In the event of excessive rainfall, trees and floodplain species can provide a great way of soaking up flood water to avoid flash floods.


Garden maintenance


To maintain a garden in an eco-friendly way requires thoughtful planning of layout and material choices (see here). A lumpy, bumpy lawn, for example, will probably require a mechanical cut but you might think about creating a perfectly flat lawn that could be cut with a push mower that requires no power other than your own arms. At every point of maintenance, try to cut out big, motorized machinery, reduce your chemicals and even reduce your maintenance so that areas are allowed to go a little wild, giving extra benefit to wildlife. That could mean leaving some twigs and leaves on the ground, or only mowing your lawn once a year, letting a few weeds slip through the net, or leaving a patch completely undisturbed for years at a time.
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MEADOW FULL OF OX-EYE DAISIES (LEUCANTHEMUM VULGARE) UNDER FRUIT TREES
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Plastics


From fake grass to plastic pots, seed trays, packaging and (heaven forbid) plastic plants, our gardens have been reliant on plastic in recent decades. The greatest offender is the plastic flower pot. However, there is some progress: the ubiquitous black plastic pot, which cannot be recycled, is slowly being replaced by a grey/taupe alternative that industrial recycling machinery can recognise and process.


There are some recycling and reuse schemes at garden centres, but some problems still need addressing. Most garden centres do not grow their own stock but buy in from wholesalers, so have very little or no use for plastic pots. Before they can be reused, pots need to go through a cleaning and sterilization process to avoid spreading pathogens, like flat worms or Xylella fastidiosa, around the country or the world. This sterilization incurs a cost, both environmental and financial.


Plastic pots are perfectly suited to their job: they are lightweight, provide good drainage and are cheap to manufacture if they break. Plants are generally happy in them. They are not good conductors of heat so roots don’t quickly overheat or freeze, and the flexible sides make removing and repotting plants a fairly simple process. All of these issues must be addressed before alternatives can be considered – not just by the gardener, but by global and national policy and by the industry. An awareness of these issues by amateur gardeners, though, does get people thinking, and a collective consciousness and campaigning can lead to change, or pressure for change, as well as innovative solutions.
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