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Looking down from my bedroom window onto a dew-covered dahlia and annual rainforest in early autumn. Watering, picking and feeding is key to keeping the show going into deep autumn.







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



This book is an invitation and somehow, I hope, an education on how to garden in a truly small space. It is a calling out against what is small-garden dysmorphia, where gardens with lawns, sheds and even greenhouses are indeed called small.


The chapters follow a year of growing to create specific displays of plants – one each for spring and for summer – for a flamboyant and defiant show in pots; it is about the plants themselves and how these alone have the power to transform daily life into the beautiful.


A good friend once called my garden a path of pots; an apt title, really, for a space that measures 5 metres (16 feet) long and is filled cheek by jowl with containers on either side, leading from the pavement to our front door.


Make your world alive; even a window box has the power to unleash vitality for the greater good of your mind and of the planet, a nurturing of flora and fauna alike, creating visual and mental sanctuaries.
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Spring tulip gala. A garden of pots allows you to treat the space like a stage – they can be moved around as you see fit. The wisteria, whose ever present trunk coils loosely around the cottage, is sinensis ‘Amethyst’, and it has the most beautiful, richly scented rose mauve blossoms. My mum, Jill, planted it 30 years ago.








The yard
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The flower jungle is bluntly cut dead by paving and concrete. This makes gardening in such an environment arguably more dramatic. Chocolate cosmos, gladioli ‘Espresso’ and dahlias ‘Waltzing Mathilda’ and ‘Schipper’s Bronze’ thunbergia.





Where we live once had an uneven dirt surface of sandy gravel resembling a dry riverbed that formed great pools when it rained, creating a paradise for dabbling in Wellington boots for my younger brother and me. Our little cottage is the first of several in a line, side by side with a façade of sandstone – the row was once a malthouse. Derelict buildings used to tuck us away from the surround of the town, despite us being slap bang in its middle. We could not be seen from the road. These are now gone, knocked down – no bad thing in the name of redevelopment but in this swoop, a magnificent giant of a copper beech tree was felled too, opening up a vast sky and revealing us suddenly to the neighbouring town. The resulting sun has been the only reward, and all the plants mentioned in this book relish its rays.


An endlessly roaring new road that allows traffic to speed along, out into the ever-more-packed heart of a connecting, rapidly engulfing city landscape, never stops. Our town has almost lost its green belt now. Gone within my lifetime are its inner town playing fields and the farmland outskirts, as more and more dolls’ houses relentlessly pop up.


The romantic farmyard surface of the yard is no more. It has been replaced with a smooth, uniform, health-and-safety-clipboard-ticked-off canvas of porous cubes. Safe and tamed, no more scuffed knees, no more puddles, dull, flat and human. And so it is the garden that has been the saviour in what would otherwise have been an irreversibly changed place to live. It offers, right by the door, an exciting stamp of colour and vibrancy that, vitally, brings life. This in turn gives me hope, essential hope, within what is now an Earth being smothered by us, humanity. We may have forgotten what Eden is but through gardening this connection can be made strong again.


The garden is central to my life; it is a daily therapy. Its seasonal highlights and growing calendar fill my head with the excitements and longings of its emerging and temporary beauty. I am constantly thinking about the next season. This growing of flowers from spring to autumn is an ever-changing, living ballet that adds mental vigour through the year. It requires months of planning, patience and constant care. You can never be truly head stuck if you immerse your mind in the needs of a flower garden. This is deliberately not low-maintenance gardening but a time-requiring, orchestrated, beautiful, admittedly expensive obsession and addiction. I like the challenge of growing a floral jungle to block out the rawness of what urban living often is – an existence devoid of life, sterile and detached.


The realities for my generation, in not having enough money to garden, involve situations such as mine, where you may still live with parents or rent. Gardening in pots allows a garden to be transported from one situation to another. We may not be able to put down our roots as readily as plants do, but containers mean anyone can grow a garden that can be moved easily.


To be a gardener is to be an artist; you are painting a living picture, one that is never finished but that continues to evolve, delight and draw on our mind’s imagination. There seems to be an abhorrent idea that beauty is something you can only aspire to and achieve in a grand house or in a large garden. But beauty doesn’t bow to this; it can be nurtured in the smallest space, and here it can be truly fabulous. Perhaps, best of all, is its potential to connect and support the natural world around us, a world that is just waiting to be given the vital help to thrive once more.


VISIONS AND DREAMS


My ultimate dream, in terms of space, would be to have a modest half-dirt, half-cobbled brick courtyard surrounded by partly converted stables. It is good to dream big, I think, and then to convert elements of this imagination into reality, somehow.


Figs would be espaliered across the courtyard’s loose mortar walls. A room-like setting, reminiscent of the Dutch painter Melchior d’Hondecoeter’s scenes of fowls and flowers. The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel meets My Family and Other Animals; dilapidated but romantic, a floral aviary really, ornate cages and terracotta pots with tortoises.


Best of all, though, this illusion of grandeur would be completely detached: no neighbours, no traffic noise, no plastic dustbins. What a privilege it must be to be able to stagger out drunkenly into the night, half-naked, singing ‘MacArthur Park’ to oneself amongst the flowers, without worrying that the neighbours might call the police.


I am not, however, desperate for a larger garden. I find the challenge of conquering the restrictions of an urban environment hugely thrilling. I love small town gardens, by which I mean gardens where plants come first in abundance. I have no desire for endless herbaceous borders, which so easily become tired and full of perennial weeds. Give me a flock of dolly tubs any day, ideally on old bricks or York stone. An old orchard would be, admittedly, heaven though, for hens.


So many urban gardens are given up to paving, decking, Astro turf, gravel, bark chippings, barbecues – even plastic flowers. We are often told that UK gardens collectively cover some one million hectares – more than the combined area of national nature reserves. But I shudder to imagine how many hectares consist of hard standing rather than cultivated soil. I walk past hundreds of these shells each day, coffin gardens!
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An avenue of beetroot purple hyacinth ‘Woodstock’, and hyacinths ‘Anastasia’ and ‘Kronos’ and Muscari latifolium fill the air with perfume. All of these bulbs are perennial in habit and provide nectar for pollinators in early spring.
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Viola ‘Tiger Eye Red’. Having arrived as seedling plugs a few weeks previously, they are grown on for a while in these old terracotta pots where they look striking, gaggled together on an old bistro table outside. They will all be planted into larger pots before the winter as they would quickly outgrow and then go to seed in these.







[image: ilustration]


The tulips here include the peony type ‘Palmyra’, the lily flowering tulip ‘Sarah Raven’, the classic orange and freesia scented ‘Ballerina’ and the plum smoke blush-toned ‘Ronaldo’.







ARCHIPELAGOS OF GALVANISED METAL & TERRACOTTA


I garden in pots because I do not have a choice, but I rarely resent this as it is like having great living vases of growing flower arrangements. You can fill pots easily, cramming them with colour and textures, creating islands of flamboyance.


Good, big pots elevate the garden helpfully for a small space. This is wonderful as you get floral grandeur that is uplifted to almost hip height immediately. Plants such as violas that you would otherwise have to get on your knees to properly study require just a light bow to admire. If you place large pots around seating, a tulip behind you can seemingly be perched on your shoulder like a parrot. Summer flowers can be literally in, around or above your face, towering and engulfing.


Pot gardening is fast and satisfying because the whole job of planting and replanting is done very quickly, a sharp look for a whole season can be prepared within an afternoon. You can also treat a container garden like a changing stage, with the pots as props that can be moved around as you see fit. Compare this to having to maintain a constant expanse of earth that at times can be either a great mud slick or baked hard, requiring a good dose of backache to get it looking ship-shape.
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Our home is attached to a derelict building whose back wall sheds white paintwork to give a glimmer of what would have once been a handsome red brick façade. I quite like its beaten-up look though.









The right size pots


Big is essential for scale and ease of care. Large and heavy pots are more resistant to storms, too, and this is worth remembering in our increasingly hostile climate. For summer especially, remember that a pot needs to act as an anchor for something that is going to grow tall and be rocked about in the wind; if it is not heavy or broad enough, the whole thing will topple over.


One summer, we got hit horrendously by flash flooding; it was an almost Biblical flood. The yard was deep in water, as was the high street. It was a strange scene, and when such a thing happens you are a mere parasite scrambling about.


Thankfully, though, our garden was not lost; the large pots all stood firmly against and above this flash tide and as the waters calmed and drained away, there remained our little garden by the door, still on its brick carpet, the water line just below the rim of the pots. So despite the dismay inside the house, we just stood about the door and looked shocked into the faces of flowers, watching the bees return. How people mentally survive being flooded in the winter I do not know; it must be one hell of a mind-freezing situation to be in.


So it pays to go big with pots for many reasons; little pots usually make a small space seem smaller and they require a constant nannying of watering and feeding because they get hot and restrain the potential of many plants rather than allow them to flourish – unless you want succulents, that is. For the record, I don’t, not ever!


The only time I use small pots – old terracotta ones – is in the spring for small bulbs. They are also useful for planting up plug plants, and can look beautiful planted with violas, but even these will be far happier in larger pots as they are all about keeping their roots cool and moist.


The pots that I use more often, which are substantially bigger than small terracottas, are old coal buckets. These are much more generous, holding around 9 to 12 litres of compost. Even if all you have is a doorstep, plonk the biggest pot you can find into that space as it will make your gardening life so much easier and allow for a display that is as lavish as is possible. Most dahlias, annuals such as cosmos and sunflowers, and roses will only thrive in large pots; they need them to grow big root systems that will in turn result in masses of flowers.


Not all annuals are this demanding, though, and if all you have is a balcony then the amount of weight it can safely support will have to be considered. Window-box annuals that are happy to grow shallow root runs, such as nasturtiums, marigolds, cornflowers, linaria, panicum, violas and borage, will all thrive here (if they get some sun) and they will billow up and go over the confines of the window box.


Herbs will be happy within small planters, too, but nothing will enjoy drying out to a crisp. The best lavender I have seen was growing in the top of a brick wall, planted in a narrow slip in the wall’s top. It flourished because its snake of a home had a depth of rocky soil so the roots could grow down deeply into this chasm. Lavender is reliable and in the winter pots that hold it will form silver domes of the grey-blue foliage that will need to be cut back in the spring. It requires good drainage, but the soil can be a mix of sharp sand, grit and decent compost. Over the winter, goldfinches will enjoy eating the seedheads, unless you have collected them for lavender bags. To my horror, I keep seeing fake sprays of lavender in cafés and in window boxes lately – a huge sign of things going terribly wrong when herb royalty is replaced by plastic!
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Regardless of size, pots must all have drainage holes that are then covered with either broken pot shards, polystyrene or grit for drainage.
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Small pots are usually only used in the autumn for planting tiny spring bulbs such as iris, muscari and fritillary.













HANGING BASKETS


I’m not crazy for hanging baskets, but if you are going to go for these, absolutely go to town with them! Again, like pots, go for the largest basket that the bracket can hold – I like the ones that look as if they have been made from aged raffia and are of a deep triangular shape, as this allows more depth for the roots than ones that are bowl-shaped. Line them with pierced compost bags and several pairs of old socks before you add the compost, as these will soak up and hold moisture. Thunbergia alata looks especially nice tumbling out of a hanging basket and the fronds of Panicum ‘Frosted Fountain’ or ‘Frosted Explosion’ bubbling up and all over like a bird of paradise’s crown. You’ll see that I use panicum quite a lot for its Champagne froth-like sparkling seed heads. They remind me of the famous Champagne bar that I pass getting off the train when arriving into London’s St Pancras station from Nottingham. I don’t care for Champagne much though, gin is my poison if you’re offering.
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Thunbergia alata ‘African Sunset’, a warmth-loving annual that really gets going in later summer when its bonnet-brown blobbed middles cheerfully open. It will climb through the foliage of dahlias providing good contrast to the dark foliage. Plant it out as a large, well-grown plant when the nights become properly warm; it will sulk otherwise.









All-important drainage


Regardless of whether they are large or small, all containers must have one thing in common: drainage holes. These are either made with a good clout nail or preferably drilled in, as this is gentler on the base. If pots cannot get rid of excess water the soil quickly becomes waterlogged and the plants within them rot – it is incredible how fast even a large pot will become a swamp if water is not able to drain away.


Before a pot is filled with soil, it is vital to cover the drainage holes with a layer of material that encourages the water to drain away swiftly and prevents the holes becoming clogged up. This layer of drainage, or clinker as we call it at home, needs to be a least a few centimetres (inches) thick, and made up of old crocks, broken roof slates, pea shingle or torn-up pieces of polystyrene. In a galvanised container, polystyrene is especially helpful as it stops the compost being in direct contact with the bottom and helps preserve it. If wet compost sits directly on top of it, it can cause constant rust, to which modern replicas of dolly tubs made of thin zinc are vulnerable.


Indeed, all plants, regardless of the season and their size, will be doomed to failure if their soil is waterlogged. I have seen dahlias in huge pots sulk and collapse within a fortnight due to their tubers rotting in constantly wet soil. The problem is that to begin with such plants give the impression that they need watering, so often they are given an extra drink. Always finger-test the soil first to be sure; if it feels wet, hold back the water and investigate, as the drainage holes of the pot may have become blocked.


But how much water should pots be given and how often? Climate change is making our springs hotter, so even this season’s display often needs to be watered as if it were summer – once every two days if it becomes maddeningly hot. For the summer displays, watering lightly but often is important while the plants root into their pots, then, after two months, you should start to drench your pots with a full watering can. Never, though, water the foliage unless you are watering in the evening; water into the low side of the growing mass of plants. If you are using a hose then stand with the hose and count down from 50 to one, to ensure the pot gets a good soak. In the summer, saucers beneath small pots will allow them to soak up water from their bases overnight.


Once the summer show is growing well, the foliage will act like umbrellas and so any rain, even if it is heavy, often will not penetrate the soil surfaces, making watering at all times over the summer essential. If you have a downpipe on your house wall, consider giving room to an attractive urn-styled, fake terracotta water butt – one that you can take the lid off to then plunge the watering can into will make watering much quicker.


If you have a bath often rather than a shower in the summer, then using a long tube to syphon the water out of the window and down into the garden, just as if you were cleaning out an aquarium, is an idea to perhaps try in the name of sustainability!
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Tin bath being prepared for autumn bulb planting. Drainage is essential for all bulbs and holes have been drilled into the bottom.
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One layer of tulip bulbs in a shallow tin bath, packed closely together, less than 2.5cm (1in) apart. Several different varieties are all mixed up together in a bucket and are then planted.
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Snow on the pots. The cardoons, kale and wallflowers take the elements in their stride. All the pots swiftly drain excess winter wet thanks to their drainage holes.
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Tulip ‘Brownie’ is like delightful toffee popcorn. Here it is paired with an underplanting of Cleopatra-worthy viola ‘Tiger Eye Red’. The buds of the late ‘Black Parrot’ will succeed this early flowering peony tulip.
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Viola parade in terracotta bowls and pots. Violas ‘Honey Bee’, ‘Tiger Eye Red’, ‘Frizzle Sizzle Burgundy’ and ‘Frizzle Sizzle Yellow Blue Swirl’ with faces like those of budgies.
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Allium cristophii, Nectaroscordum siculum, Martagon lily ‘Sunny Morning’, Oriental poppy ‘Patty’s Plum’ and Eremurus ‘Cleopatra’ have enough scale to hold the garden in between the spring and summer show.









Islands of amboyance


If you have your heart set on terracotta you need to buy pots that have a frostproof guarantee, and also oxide within the clay, as this encourages a weathered look as the salts and calcium leach through. Terracotta is porous, so in winter, when temperatures fall below zero, they can crack. This can be a real annoyance if it is an expensive pot, but placing them very near to the walls of a house protects them, thanks to such microclimates being warmer. Raising them off the floor using the dinky terracotta pot feet that you can buy is good protection, too, as it ensures air circulation under the bases and improves drainage.


With small, newly bought terracotta pots, the best way to age them is to dunk them in a pond or in a water butt, then a coat of algae will grow quickly on them, Even a bucket can be filled up with rainwater for the task – it must be rainwater for the algae spores to be present. I have an upside-down dustbin lid propped up on bricks on the floor of the yard that we use as a bird bath and trios of terracottas take turns soaking in this, while providing little bathhouses to the precious town frogs! The water is emptied and refreshed weekly so that it does not harbour mosquitoes, and birds and bees also visit it to drink; all gardens should have watering holes for wildlife. After a month of being submerged, the teracotta pots will start to slime up and, once dried, will look marvellous.


Large terracottas too big to be submerged can be painted generously with organic, natural yogurt in the summer, which will then go green. For the algae to take, the pots need to be kept damp and away from full sun for a few weeks so that the spores can really get growing. When planting them up for summer, line their insides with old compost bags as this will help them to stay cool and reduce moisture loss.
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Aging small terracotta pots by soaking them in a rain water-filled bird bath. Ours is an upturned metal dustbin lid. It is refreshed weekly to prevent mosquitoes but this small amount of water has attracted a frog, demonstrating water’s power as an aid to wildlife, especially in urban situations.





DOLLY TUBS, GALVANISED BATHS AND METAL BINS


When I say pots, however, what I mean are galvanised baths, dolly tubs or old metal bins, not terracotta or expensive coppers – the latter would be stolen from a front garden sooner or later! I have come to realise, though, that not many people know what a dolly tub is. These barrel-shaped, ribbed-sided old dears were the original elbow grease washing machines used by almost every household in the nineteenth century. They would have been positioned by the back door and filled up daily with hot soapy water. To assist with the handwashing, they had a wooden dolly (a pole for stirring the clothes around in the tub) also known as a dolly-peg – in Yorkshire, the dolly tub is aptly called the Peggy tub! What I love about them is their shape, like a hardboiled egg with its pointed top sliced off awaiting the dunk of a soldier. They accommodate everything that I want to grow in a garden well and comfortably. The downside is that they now carry a price tag that reflects their antiquity.


Much cheaper and just as helpfully big are galvanised dustbins. Try to buy them secondhand so that they are already roughed up and weathered down, as until they lose their shine they look awful. The old, thick metal ones that were once used as actual dustbins are the best, as they are made of proper galvanised metal, with good, thick handles on them.


Old cattle troughs are wonderful, if space allows, as they will fill whole corners of terraces and gardens like great beached whales. Seek out local farmers who will usually be willing to sell you old and leaking troughs that are already aged and bashed about. They are very heavy once filled, however.
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through the vivid colours of the window pane, it wasn’t a garden that he saw,
but a tropical landscape with tigers and panthers burning in the shrubberies,

and blue parrots screaming soundlessly in the trees.
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