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INTRODUCTION



There is no doubt that gardens are getting smaller.


Motivated by profit, developers of new housing estates in the countryside give their properties increasingly tiny plots, and as more and more of us move to the cities and urban areas, houses are converted into apartments with little or no outside space and existing gardens are developed into further new housing, eating up the green space.


It can feel like the concrete and tarmac are starting to take over and this is not just a loss for us, in terms of gardens. It also has a huge impact on wildlife and the overall environment, not to mention our mental wellbeing and health.


But growing space is there if we look for it. It’s on the walls and roofs around us, on windowsills and down narrow passageways. And although all of these sites have challenges, they are by no means impossible to overcome. All over the world people are grabbing outside space on fire escapes, ledges and walls and creating beautiful productive gardens.


Our aim in this book is to show you all the places where it is possible to grow plants and to offer practical solutions to greening these otherwise barren, sterile spots. We have come up with 30 inspiring but simple projects to help you make creative use of every bit of the space you’ve got – no matter whether it’s a wall, a basement, a balcony or a roof. Some of the projects are more ambitious than others but all are intended for the first-time grower, as well as the more experienced gardener who has downsized to a much smaller plot.


If you don’t have a traditional garden or yard, it can be easy to think that gardening is not for you, but everyone and anyone can grow something, no matter how cramped their space, and this book will show you how.
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Tony Woods (left) and Kay Maquire (right) love the challenge of turning even the trickiest space into a place where plants will thrive.
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Even the smallest space can become a beautiful floral garden.
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WHY SMALL SPACES ARE DIFFERENT


When you’re making inventive and creative use of the space around you, you are often forced to garden and grow in places that are not ideal. In a large garden you have the freedom to choose where your plants go and how to divide up the space according to your requirements. Plants are grown in the open, away from rain shadows and shade as much as possible; bins and compost heaps are hidden from view; and boundaries hold little influence over your design.


But the smaller the space, the less flexible it becomes and the greater the challenge for the grower. In a tiny basement, roof terrace, or stairwell you are stuck with what you’ve got. The site may be overlooked by passers-by or be next to a busy road; it might be shrouded in shade, battered by the wind, or scorched by the sun. Perhaps it’s just a windowsill or an awkward passageway running next to the house. All of these are typical challenges faced by the small-space grower, yet they definitely do not make an area impossible to cultivate.


Start to see every outdoor surface and spare ground as potential growing space and you’re halfway there. Designers have come up with all sorts of clever and imaginative tricks to make a space look bigger, brighter, or longer, and you can always rely on plants for their incredible adaptability. A whole range of trees, shrubs, and perennials have evolved in the most remarkable ways to tolerate harsh conditions, and you will find that whatever challenge your particular site holds, there are plenty of exciting plants that will grow there.
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In a small space it is often best to keep to a clear design and a simple colour palette. Trees and climbers draw the eye up and away from boundaries and neighbouring plots, while lush, bold plants give an intimate jungle feel.
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The raised beds around the edge of this rooftop garden are filled with wispy grasses and the elegant spikes of Gaura lindheimeri, which provide privacy without blocking the view completely.





MICROCLIMATES


Every garden has its own individual microclimate, which is often quite different from that of the surrounding area. Even within a garden there will be distinct areas, each with its own conditions, and when you’re growing in unusual and innovative spaces such microclimates can be even more pronounced.


Many things can influence the microclimates within a plot. It’s crucial to know exactly what range of conditions you have so that you choose the right design and the best plants to grow there.


The aspect of your space – whether it faces south or north, and the way the sunlight moves across it – will create different pockets of sun and shade, warmth and cool. In the northern hemisphere, a south-facing wall will be warm and dry, baked by the sun for most of the day, while a north-facing one, shrouded in shade, will be quite the opposite. East-facing walls are bathed in the morning sun, and walls that face west warm up slowly, catching the sun only at the end of the day.


Any space that is elevated or exposed such as a windowsill, balcony, and rooftop is likely to be battered by high winds. Such blustery conditions can also be a problem in side returns and passages, where the wind gets funnelled through tall buildings and whipped along these draughty corridors. Wind not only damages and desiccates plants but also lowers temperatures. It can turn an otherwise peaceful haven into a cold, uncomfortable one.


Conversely, gardens crammed in and surrounded by buildings are often protected from the wind, and this shelter can increase temperatures, making a space warmer than its surroundings so that a broader range of slightly tender plants will grow there.


The individual features within a garden will create mini-microclimates too. Buildings, trees, and tall plantings provide a natural windbreak, creating shelter and making it less cold, yet they can also cast shade. This can lead to cooler, damp conditions, while spots in a rain shadow in the lee of a wall or balcony will be parched and dry.



WIND


Wind is one of a gardener’s biggest enemies. Although often associated with plots by the coast it can be a problem with small spaces too.


Any growing area high up is exposed to the wind, so growers on balconies, rooftops, and windowsills will all have to brace themselves against it. But down on the ground, narrow plots, hemmed in by buildings such as basements, side returns, and passageways, can suffer too. Wind trapped by buildings is forced through these narrow channels, building up speed and damaging any plants that are in its way. It shreds foliage, breaks fragile stems, and scorches leaves. It stunts and slows the growth of trees and shrubs and halts young plant development completely. Wind dries out plants and potting compost, lowers temperatures, and stops pollinating insects from reaching plants.


But wind doesn’t have to prevent you from gardening. There are many plants that have adapted to being whipped by the wind but erecting a simple shelter against it first can have a miraculous effect. Always use a semi-permeable shelter (that is, one that is only 50 percent solid), which will filter the wind, rather than a solid fence or wall, which will block the wind and cause further problems. When wind hits a solid force it bounces up and then over it, landing heavily on the other side with even greater force and turbulence


Hedging with wind-tolerant plants, and screens made from woven bamboo or rush, as well as willow and hazel hurdles, are all perfect shelterbelt material and will make a huge difference in the range of plants you can grow. (See plants that can tolerate wind.)


Plants, particularly trees, in pots have a habit of toppling over in strong winds, especially when the trees are in leaf, as the leaves act like sails. Anchor any pots down.
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Growing in a place that is exposed to the wind can be one of the most challenging sites for a gardener. Fortunately plants such as these New Zealand flax (Phormium tenax) have adapted to cope with it.





SHADE


When you’re eking out growing space, it may often be overshadowed by something. Walls, trees, and buildings all cast shade, which can also be found at the base of a hedge, in a dank corner of a basement, or beneath a neighbour’s balcony. A plot facing north or east could be shrouded in shade for most, if not all, of the day.


Plants need sunlight to survive but the amount they require varies. Many have adapted to cope with different light levels, while lots of plants grow perfectly well in shade even though they prefer full sun (they’ll just produce fewer flowers or fruit). All plants have their own light level preferences, but whichever depth of shade you have there will be something gorgeous to grow in it. If you improve your soil with a generous helping of well-rotted garden compost or leafmould, your plant options will increase.
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The bright globes of white alliums popping up through a carpet of lady’s mantle add a flash of light to this shady spot.





The key is to know the depth and type of shade that is cast across your plot. Once you have worked this out you’ll learn which plants you can grow. Watch your plot and note the main areas of sun and shade throughout the day. Shade from an evergreen tree or a high wall can be parched and dense, while the dappled shade beneath a deciduous tree can be moist and enough to take the edge off a bright summer’s day.




DIFFERENT LIGHT LEVELS


An area is described as in full sun when it is open to the sun for most of the day and is not shaded by trees and buildings.


Partial shade is a spot that is open to the sky but direct sunlight is blocked by trees or walls. It may still receive 2–6 hours of full sun each day as the sun moves across the sky.


Light shade is a site that receives sun for only a couple of hours a day, while dappled shade is the blotchy shade cast by the foliage of trees.


Dense shade is the darkest area, where tall buildings and trees block the light for most or all of the day. Dense shade is often found beneath evergreen trees – the classic dry shade at the base of a leylandii tree or at the base of a wall.
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Plants with white flowers such as this hydrangea are a wise choice in a shady garden. When surrounded by a tapestry of green leaves they stand out and catch the eye.
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Ferns are well known for their love of shade, and there are hundreds to select from, in a variety of sizes and leaf colours, that will add gorgeous textures and hues to a gloomy spot.





POLLUTION


Growing spaces that are open to the elements – a front garden, rooftop, balcony, or windowsill – can all suffer from exposure to pollution, and for the plants that are growing under flight paths, next to busy roads, and near factories the accompanying dirt, grime, and fumes can be a significant problem.


As traffic thunders past a windowsill or is held up in a traffic jam beside a basement area, deposits from vehicle exhausts settle on plant leaves. Salt from the road splashes onto them, while chemical deposits, dust, and particulates in the air cover them in dirt, clog leaves, and block pores, thereby reducing photosynthesis and each plant’s ability to take up water.


For many plants this will stunt and weaken growth, making them more vulnerable to attack from pests and diseases. It will also reduce flowering and fruiting and eventually lead to premature death.


If pollution is an issue, protect your plants by erecting a shelterbelt around them (see Wind and Top Plants for Exposed Sites). Otherwise, opt for plants that are tolerant of airborne pollution: berberis, holly, and cotoneaster are all tough plants that will thrive in a hedge and help to shelter your plot.
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A dense hedge is an effective barrier against both the noise and air pollution that can occur when your garden is close to a busy road.





ACCESS


How you get into a very small space, and therefore how you bring in plants, trees, pots, tools, and anything else you might need, can be a real struggle. Many can be reached only by going through the house or by navigating narrow doorways or steep stairways. This can make carrying bulky, heavy loads difficult, if not impossible. Therefore always check access points before you plan anything, and measure the width of doorways, windows, passages, and stairways.


Unless you can find some way to overcome access problems, the route into your space will dictate exactly what you can and can’t have in it, and as a result the whole feel of the space itself. It will influence the size and type of materials you use and the plants you grow.


If you’re not doing major building work and just want to bring in plants, potting compost, and pots, check if there are any other ways of getting everything in. Ask friendly neighbours if you can lift things over their walls or through their windows. It may be possible to winch things up the outside of the building rather than lugging it up endless narrow stairways. But, whichever way you go, always protect your access points – put down plastic sheeting and protect doorframes with cardboard and tape.
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When access is tight use a number of smaller planters rather than just one or two large ones – they will have just as much impact, without the effort and strain of moving heavy pots.






WATER


Access to water can be a big problem when you’re growing plants in a place that isn’t typically a garden or where they would usually grow. Growing spaces created on rooftops, stairwells, windowsills, and passageways are unlikely to be anywhere near a water source, let alone an outdoor tap. They are also often exposed to high winds, baking sun, and rain shadows, all of which can leave plants parched and desperate for a drink.


Lack of water is the main cause of death in plants, and in small spaces many things can cause drought. Ideally plants are grown in sheltered spots away from the shade and shadow cast by buildings, trees, and walls, but in small spaces this is rarely possible. High winds on balconies, rooftops, and windowsills dry out compost as well as desiccate and damage leaves, thereby reducing their ability to take up water. Down on the ground, surrounding structures and nearby trees cast rain shadows, which prevent water from reaching your plants. In these situations watering can become a demanding, almost full-time job, and if you don’t have a tap nearby, you can be driven to despair. Fortunately there are ways to make watering less of an issue.


• Wherever possible install an outdoor tap (faucet) – lugging endless watering cans back and forth through the house is enough to make anyone despair. If this is impossible, collect water where you can – off guttering and by diverting downpipes into water butts and tanks, whether store-bought or home-made. Recycling grey water from sinks and baths can also help, as long as you use eco-friendly detergents and soaps. (For more water-saving tips.)


• Before you even consider a windowbox ensure it can be watered easily – either from inside your home or with a long-handled hose from outside.


• Always grow the right plant for your space. Choose plants that can cope with drying winds, high levels of heat, and drought.


• Make sure you grow plants in the best soil or potting compost – one that is moisture-retentive but free-draining is ideal. Dig in well-rotted garden compost or other organic matter if you need to improve its structure.


• Mulch everything. A layer of garden compost, chipped bark, even grass clippings will lock moisture in the soil and stop it evaporating and drying out.


• Weed regularly to stop weeds competing with your plants for moisture.
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Having a water source close by is essential wherever you are growing. If it is not possible to install an outdoor tap, a water butt is a great substitute.







TRICKS TO MINIMIZE WEIGHT


• Use fibreglass and plastic pots rather than terra-cotta, metal, and stone.


• Line containers with polystyrene chips and old plastic pots as drainage material, instead of adding weighty gravel or terra-cotta crocks.


• Choose multipurpose potting compost rather than a heavier, soil-based one.


• Attach pots to adjacent walls rather than sitting them on the ground so that the walls take the pot weight and not the roof or balcony.


• Keep pots at the edges of your space, where they will have a higher load-bearing capacity, rather than dotting them around the middle.





WEIGHT


Any surface that’s not on the ground and was not intended to support plants or a garden can involve weight issues. Balconies, rooftops, even windowsills are all reliant on the strength of the buildings that support them. Therefore, before you do anything, check how much weight your space can take.


The title deeds of your home may give you information on the load-bearing capacity of your roof or balcony; otherwise a structural engineer or architect can advise on the strength of your space, the load it can take, and the best way to distribute that weight.


All plants, even a lawn, need soil to sustain them – on average shrubs require a depth of 30–45cm (12–18in) of soil to thrive, while trees can demand a depth of up to 1m (3ft). However soil is heavy, and even more so when it’s wet. Add this together with the weight of the containers, drainage material, and mulch – plus any accessories such as seating, tables, and barbecues – and they will all start to take their toll.


PRIVACY


Small gardens are often overlooked by neighbouring buildings, windows, balconies, or people passing by, and the lack of privacy can become a real source of irritation. When a growing space is created among buildings and on rooftops it can feel particularly exposed, and it can be a considerable challenge to overcome this without making your space feel dark, enclosed, and out of context with its environment.
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Despite being overlooked, this narrow fire escape has become a thriving green oasis providing a degree of privacy.





Wherever you are growing, make a note of any area that is most open to the public gaze and concentrate your focus there. The trick is to create a feeling of privacy, yet still let in the light and retain the views.


Use semi-transparent screening such as woven willow and hazel or else plan a living fence with plants and hedging rather than erecting a solid barrier, which blocks everything out. Grow climbers on trellis or up obelisks to create a sense of height around you. Plant containers with light, airy plants such as grasses and palms, and mix these with denser plantings of box (Buxus) and other evergreen shrubs.


If the privacy problem comes from above, with a basement or balcony being overlooked, grow trees if you have the room or build a pergola or arbour to mask your growing area.


Remember that plants change with the seasons. For example, deciduous trees and shrubs lose their leaves each year but at a time when you may not be outside so often and so may be less bothered by being seen. Meanwhile evergreen trees and other plants provide year-round screening but will also cast dense shade. A balanced combination of both types is a good solution.




[image: Illustration]


Semi-transparent plants such as this palm (Trachycarpus fortunei) help to provide some privacy without making the space feel hemmed in.








WHY GET GROWING?


Plants transform our lives in so many ways. They add vibrancy and colour, clean the air we breathe, insulate buildings, and bring wildlife closer. They can help us make friends, keep our houses safe, and, remarkably, cut down on crime. Bringing plants into our lives through gardening enables us to benefit from all of these things – and you don’t need hectares of land to be able to do so.


You may be lucky enough to have a small balcony, a basement garden, or a roof you could use for planting. You may have only a windowsill, but the simple pleasure of growing a few tomatoes or a basket full of flowers is the same wherever they’re positioned, and the motivation for doing so is also the same.


People start gardening for lots of reasons such as a wish to grow their own food or get fit. They know that gardening connects them with nature and makes them happy and healthy, and they just want to give it a go.


If you’re not already convinced of the benefits, we aim with this chapter to highlight the many things that make gardening so great and why. No matter where you live and what outdoor space you have, you can give it a go.


BEAUTY


One of the main incentives to start growing is the simple desire, if not need, to have plants around us, because plants are beautiful. All year round, they present us with something wonderful to look at. From the first green shoots of spring bulbs pushing through the earth, the ruby-red of strawberries waiting to be picked in summer, and fluffy golden seedheads to the fiery tints of leaves in autumn and the sprinkling of frost on a bare stem in winter, nature paints a glorious picture for us every single day.


Plants bring colour – in endless shades of green and joyous hues; texture – from spikes to fluffy seedheads; noise – whispering, rustling grasses and rattling seed pods. Plants add vitality and spirit to our lives, and as human beings, and once upon a time hunter-gatherers (albeit 10,000 years ago), we are innately and instinctively drawn to them. Nature is something we need and if we can have it near us, by growing and gardening ourselves, so much the better.
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Even a simple windowbox can bring nature into our lives and brighten our days. This spring box planted with bulbs and evergreens will lift the spirits.







[image: Illustration]


Plants add jubilant colour and zing. The achillea, dahlia, and persicaria in this raised planter will burst into bloom in midsummer and carry on their display until they are knocked back by the first frosts.
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Growing your own food is a great way to start gardening, and easy, speedy veg such as radishes will give you a fresh home-grown crop in just a few weeks.
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Seedheads touched by a sprinkling of frost are a stunning sight on a winter’s morning
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Gardening is a great way to get closer to nature and wildlife. Just one pot of lavender will bring the bees buzzing to your space.





THE ENVIRONMENT


Plants and gardens play a vital part in our lives but they have a beneficial effect on the environment too, particularly in our towns and cities. The presence of green space, however small, is proven to reduce temperatures, insulate buildings, and prevent urban flooding, and the more of them there are, the better.


Towns and cities are naturally warmer in spring and summer than the cooler suburbs and countryside. This “heat island” effect is due to the combination of heat-absorbing surfaces (such as roads, roofs, pavements, and walls) and the heat coming from cars and buildings.


Conveniently trees and other plants can help to regulate these high temperatures. The shade they cast cools the air, as does the water that is naturally lost through their leaves (in a process called evapotranspiration). Streets and neighbourhoods with gardens and green spaces are considerably cooler in summer than streets without them. These lower temperatures not only reduce the dangers that high temperatures can pose to human heath but also cut down on the need for air conditioning and therefore energy consumption.


Plants can help keep us warm in winter too. Trees and hedges act as windbreaks, creating shelter and protection against cold winds, while green walls and roofs are particularly useful in insulating buildings, thereby keeping down heat costs and reducing energy use.


Trees and other plants, and the soil they grow in, also assist in preventing urban flooding. Without plants and soil to soak it up, rainwater simply runs off roofs and hard surfaces and flows into the drains nearby. In times of heavy rain this can increase pressure on the drains and eventually lead to flooding. Plants on the ground in beds and borders and on green roofs and walls catch this rain and help to slow down run-off and the demands that it puts on urban drainage.
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The plants on this greened roof not only look good but also help to reduce the urban temperatures and keep the building below warmer in winter and cooler in the summer.






HEALTH



Gardening is good for you! Horticultural therapists have long understood the positive health benefits that gardening brings. Just looking at plants and gardens makes us feel better, while the act of gardening is good for the soul – it has been proven to lower blood pressure, increase brain activity, and leave us with a heightened sense of wellbeing.


Gardening assists us in staying connected with the seasons and the natural world. This is critical for our mental wellbeing but it is also a brilliant distraction, taking our minds off whatever is bothering us as we pluck out weeds, water pots, and tie in plants. There is a natural motivation to get out and do something when you have plants to tend – often year-round – and you get a wonderful sense of satisfaction and achievement as you work.


But gardening isn’t just relaxing; it is great for physical health too. The energetic activity of gardening increases the heart rate, stretches muscles, and gives us a good workout every time we pick up a spade, keeping us fit and our joints strong. And if you grow your own food, you are more likely to eat better – and appreciate fresh, healthy, vitamin-packed fruit and veg that is free from chemicals and air miles.
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Tending to a garden, with all the digging, weeding, and watering this entails, is a satisfying and rewarding way to keep fit.
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Growing your own food is a great way to ensure you enjoy plenty of fresh fruit and veg.
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