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How to Use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken 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 recipes.





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.
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The slow track


My best claim to authority is that I love gardening, that I am passionate about plants and that I love dirt and the world around me. But there was a time when this passion drove me elsewhere. One day I found myself sitting at a computer and I lost the plot. Literally lost it, the place where I should have been – out in the dirt growing instead of writing about how others should do it. I’d become someone that would sooner talk about plants than grow them and it needed to be the other way round.


It’s an uneasy feeling knowing you’re not where you should be. I had a dream job making TV about gardening; this was supposed to be where it was at, but it wasn’t. To cut this story short, I changed jobs and went back outside. I met some guys I truly love working with, found a place where I could grow and cook and slowed right down. I joined up as a fully fledged member of the slow movement. I ate slow, travelled slow, gardened slow and even slowed down my bank account. Once I stopped separating my work from my identity, it all fell into place. This much I’ve learnt. Gardening is something you do, not something you buy. You don’t have to spend money to have a great garden. Slow gardening, like slow food, is taking time to savour. It’s the process, not the sudden transformation, that matters. When you build a little, dig a bit, plant a little, harvest often and, more importantly, don’t try to do it all at once, nature works with you.


If you find the right plant for the right place, your hardest job is done. Don’t try and make a Mediterranean garden if you are somewhere sodden; don’t aim for the tropical, if you are somewhere cold. Life has enough pressures without bringing them into the garden. Learn to garden for wildlife as much for yourself, make compost and leaf piles and let nature look after your waste. If you do all this, relax a little, then do a bit more, you’ll find you’ve slowed down enough to really enjoy your garden, wherever it is.
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Above and right: My (and many others’) spiritual gardening home – 6BC, Botanical Garden, New York.
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The Lower East Side in Manhattan is home to many community gardens, each offering a slither of green calm.
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The Lower East Side teems with gardening life even if it has happened on the street.








Scrap craft


When I was nineteen, I moved to New York to work at the New York Botanical Garden. I’d never lived in a city before. I was at once entranced and terrified. After what, at the time, I considered a dull country upbringing, the city pulsed with excitement. Yet I couldn’t quite accept that I wouldn’t have a green place of my own there.


I really searched that city for somewhere to live. When I had almost given up, I wandered into a neighbourhood where every second block seemed to be a garden. I didn’t really know where I was, except that I had to stay. I rented a room from a friendly hippie with a top-floor view over all these lovely gardens. One of those gardens was to become my home for that year. I had found a community that was making beautiful gardens literally from the street. This period was perhaps more influential than much of my formal training as a horticulturalist. I fell in love with the ethic, thrift and spirit that thrive in such settings. But mostly I learnt how to scrap craft with great effect.


Scrap craft is when you reuse or recycle unwanted items into something useful. It starts with ‘I wonder if I…’ and the end result is all sorts of cool stuff for the garden. Floorboards turn into compost bins, a chest of drawers becomes your new container garden and someone’s unwanted furniture your new patio table.


It’s a way to personalise your own environment without it costing the earth. It’s an independent cultural ethos far removed from our commercially driven world.


By being practical and having a set of skills, you can make your world around you, rather than buying someone else’s bland version. It’s very addictive, partly because there is nothing more satisfying that being able to say ‘I did that’. You start to make stuff that suits your home and the way you actually live. And instead of the impersonal elegance or, worse still, the mass ugliness of manufactured things, you get something that says and has a little bit of the spirit and personality of its maker – something made with your own hands for your own pleasure.


Our modern world has become very unrewarding – that long commute to nowhere with the only reward a shopping trip at the weekend. When you grow your own vegetables, make your own teas or recycle your kitchen waste in a bin that you made, you are taking control. You are rewarding yourself instead of waiting for someone else to. You are transforming your world by your rules and, by expressing your life creatively, the unexpected thrives. The best stuff so often comes from the most limited resources. It will take time to find all the boards, beams and screws when you’re going after salvage, but it beats going to a store and buying something with no character.


Whatever you end up creating and growing in your garden, find your own way of doing it, and enjoy the process. If you learn anything from this book, it should be that you can grow something; it can be anything, but your world will be even more enriched if it is something that you can sup or sip.
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Where are you going to garden?


Before you can grow anything, you need to work out where you’re going to do it. If you’re lucky you will have a dedicated garden space, but if your garden is not instantly identifiable because it doesn’t start from your back door, then you might need a bit of lateral thinking.


There are all sorts of places to garden. If you’re on the top floor of a north-facing apartment with no window ledges, then you’ll need to borrow your space from elsewhere. If you’ve got great big windows and plenty of natural light, then you could garden indoors, or maybe you’ll have to find some other shared plot. Many older houses and apartments have huge stairwells with a large window begging for at least some spider plants. Or there may be a sliver of land behind the building you’re living in; it may be concreted over and housing nothing but rubbish bins, but with a little effort you could turn it into a garden. Community gardens, fire escapes, porches, tiny front gardens, windowsills: all can be put to good use. There are few limitations for those prepared to dream and experiment.


Whatever your space, if you’re new to gardening a good way to start is with a few containers. The conditions are controlled and, as long as you remember to give the plants light and water, you’re bound to succeed. Even if you just have a couple of houseplants, a pot on a windowsill with a few herbs in it, or a single tub by your back door, it’s a start, and once you have got the hang of a small project you can start tackling bigger ones. You’ll find that gardening is a bug that bites quickly. You may have just one pot one day, but before you know it you’ll have plants all over the place.


A few key things need to be looked at before you get growing, whether you’re starting indoors or out. Firstly, assess how much light you’ve got, which also determines how hot it’s going to get. You cannot grow shade-loving plants in full sun, nor can you do it the other way round. Knowing your light conditions is half the battle. If you’re gardening outdoors, even in containers, you also need to think about shelter. Balconies, for example, are very windy, so you will need strong, tough plants that can cope with drying out and won’t snap – a good tip is to look for plants that naturally grow in the same exposed conditions, seaside plants happily adapt to life on a balcony.


All plants need water, so you will need a source of water and something to water with – a hose, a bottle, jug or watering can. And all plants need to get their roots into material to grow in, so if you’re not gardening in the ground you will need some kind of compost for your containers.
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Wind-swept balconies need tough plants such as grasses.
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California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) take advantage of even the smallest pockets of soil.
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A tiny veg patch in a front garden – pretty and tasty too.









Design with love


The single key to a stylish garden is love – it’s that simple. My work has taken me from grand designs and tiny courtyards, to balconies and sprawling back yards. I think I can safely say I’ve seen a lot of gardens. The ones that made my heart sing, the ones I can still recall in great detail, all had one thing in common – the people who made, tended and lived in them truly loved them.


Of course, some elements are more stylish than others, and to my mind, some plants beat others by miles for elegance and some are definitely cool. Naff furniture, piles of old plastic pots, old concrete paths and suchlike definitely don’t contribute to a stylish space. But on the whole, it’s doing your own thing – passionately – that makes a garden work. You need to decide what your style is and work with it. Half the battle with style is adopting the right spirit and following it through with conviction. If plastic gnomes and flaming bedding happen to be your thing, don’t let anyone put you off – just go for them unabashedly.


Being fashionable is risky. Fashion is about selling magazines, so what’s ‘in’ one year is going to be ‘out’ the next. If you think back to those popular nineties’ gardens that were all decking and blue glazed balls, you get the point. The only cast-iron rule is to choose the right plant for the right place; there’s no point trying to grow sunny plants in shady places, or putting plants that love dry conditions into heavy, wet soil. Otherwise, do your own thing, be a little daring, and be inspired. Confidence and originality will win out in the long run.
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Take time to get to know your space – observation is your most powerful design tool.
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Do a little at a time. Start designing from the back door and work outwards.






Principles and practice



Having said that, some design formulae are definitely worth looking at. You don’t have to abide by them, but the old mantra ‘learn the rules before you can break them’ stands true. All good gardens follow six golden principles – repetition, variety, balance, emphasis, sequence and scale – in one way or another. On top of these are secondary elements of colour, texture, form or shape and smell. These ideals apply as much to a collection of containers as to any scale of garden.


The truth is that most of us inherit a garden that may have got some basics right and an awful lot wrong. A strong design philosophy is all very well when you have a blank canvas to work from, but it’s not so easy when your garden already exists to someone else’s design. The best principle of all is always to work slowly.


Never take on the whole garden at once. Start from the back door and work outwards. Take the lawn for instance: you may well have far more than you want, or it may be in the sunniest place which you might prefer to use for vegetables or flowers. But don’t rip it all up at once as that would mean a lot of work and digging and weeding. Take it up as you need the space.


Follow the same approach when you’re buying plants – take it easy. If you run to the garden centre and max out your credit card on big plants, you may well come home to find they don’t like your windy site or aren’t suitable for the afternoon sun. Good design takes time, and that time should be spent learning about your space, your soil and the different aspects of your garden. Discover how the light changes your garden in different seasons, find out how hot it really gets in summer and how much shade falls as the day progresses. Don’t rush observation, which is your best design tool of all.



Playing with your space



How you divide your space really matters. All good gardeners know not to show the whole space at once; it’s really important to keep an element of surprise. The easiest way to do this is to have a winding path that will reveal new elements around each meander. In a postage-stamp space, you could get the same effect by cleverly placing mirrors to make it look bigger, or by using vertical spaces for hanging or climbing plants.


You can also use verticals to break up space so you can’t see the entire garden from one point. Don’t be afraid to use tall plants at the front of smaller ones; it adds intrigue. Verbascum, fennel and verbena are examples of tall, see-through plants that add height to plant combinations.


Always plant in odd numbers. Odd numbers of plants always look better than even; it just looks more natural. Check out Mother Nature’s own planting style and you’ll find a great mass in the middle and a few trailers either side (weeds growing in wasteland all fall into this pattern). This is called a drift. If all you were ever to do was to plant drifts of pleasing colours in your garden, it would look fantastic.


Stick to a very simple palette of hard landscaping materials, but don’t rein yourself in when it comes to colour. An all-white garden may be classic, but a little rule-breaking can be a lot of fun. Friction can work wonders and clashing colours can be very cool. Although bedding schemes can smack of the worst of dull municipal planting, if you plant bedding in great masses and allow it to run riot it can look fantastic.


Always remember that your plants’ needs come first, not yours. However lovely you think a combination might be, if the plants don’t grow in the same conditions it’s just not going to happen. You can’t plant shade lovers next to sun seekers, and there’s no point matching your spring bulbs to your roses because they are never going to appear together. If you want combinations to work, they need to flower at the same time.
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Understand your plant’s needs. These California poppies crave sun.
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A winding path reveals the garden slowly.
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Use texture, colour and height to give a space body, such as these grasses, see-through Verbena bonariensis (right), and pennisetum (left), which begs to be touched.










The golden principles of design







Repetition: By using a repetition of colour and form, you create movement and flow through the space.


Variety: Choosing a variety of textures and shades of colour will create an element of fascination and intrigue, so that the eye will want to keep looking around.


Balance: A balance of different elements will create harmony within the space. For example, if you use bold, clashing colours, set them against a calming background of green to harmonise the scheme.


Emphasis: The key to emphasis is to keep to a fairly strict use of elements and play them off against each other. This simply means using one element to emphasise another, for example, calm colours such as matt green leaves will highlight interesting stems or bark. Although clashing colours clearly emphasise one another, more subtle hues of the same colour will emphasise brighter ones in a less garish way.


Sequence: How do you physically move through the space? Where does this path lead? What’s around that corner? It is about using certain elements to move you towards a focal point.


Scale: You need to consider the context of your space and match the scale of object to that. Putting a tiny alpine next to a huge bamboo will make everything look out of scale.









How to choose a plant


Finding the right plant for the right conditions sounds easy but in practice can be much harder. I confess that I have a great mass of plants by the back door that I couldn’t resist buying or taking on, even though I didn’t really have appropriate places to put them.


There is often a yawning gap between where you would like a plant to go for aesthetic reasons, and where it really should be put. If you find yourself having to justify a site too forcefully, take a reality check – you’re probably just sending that plant to the compost bin. You’re also burning a hole in your pocket.


When you go to the garden centre, there are a few things you must think about before you head for the till. The two most vital considerations are what sort of soil the plant needs, and what sort of light conditions. You can meddle with your soil to make it suit the plants’ needs, to a degree. Chapter Three gives you the lowdown. But you can’t fiddle with light conditions. You either have sun or you don’t.


Light matters


All plants need light to make food. Most labels or books tell you how much light a plant needs. These levels are broken down into four categories – full sun, partial shade, light or dappled shade, and deep shade.


Some plants are flexible and can be placated with approximately the right light conditions, but some plants are adamant. A plant that likes full sun can be placed in partial shade, but it will give you fewer flowers and grow slightly lankier stems. A plant that likes partial shade can just about hack a life in full sun as long as its feet are moist during the growing season, but it won’t be entirely content. Anything that prefers to grow in deep shade will curl up and die if forced to live its life in the sun, and a plant that needs sun will wilt and die in deep shade.
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Hollyhocks (Alcea rosea) love full sun and well-drained soil and grow up to 2.5m, so they’re perfect for hiding ugly walls or as features in baked spaces.







Get the light right







Full sun means that plants are open to the sun without any shade for most of the day on sunny days. Plants that do well in these areas include drought-loving Mediterranean or desert plants, prairie or meadow plants and alpines.


Lavenders (Lavandula) love baking heat, but hate wet feet in winter, so make sure you’ve got good drainage.


Jerusalem sage (Phlomis fruticosa) has furry, grey leaves to trap air and moisture and beat off the midday sun.


Ice plant (Sedum spectabile) has dense, flat plates of tiny, star-shaped pink flowers in late summer and thick, fleshy leaves to hold moisture on even the hottest days.


Partial shade refers to areas that are shaded by buildings or trees and shrubs for up to six hours on sunny days. Partial shade is the easiest to work with and many plants thrive in these conditions.


Most gardens are in partial shade and only really committed sun- or shade-lovers fail in these conditions. Shade that lasts only for three hours or less is particularly good for flowering and fruiting plants.


There are huge amounts of plants in this group, some easy examples include lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis) with lovely foliage and acid green flowers, aquilegias or granny’s bonnet, and foxgloves (Digitalis).


Light shade is often used to describe shade cast by trees, shade that is dappled and creates a moving patchwork of light and shadows.


Dappled shade usually exists only from late spring to early autumn; once the leaves have dropped from the trees the area will be in low winter light. Light shade is most suited to woodland plants in the summer and spring bulbs that finish flowering before the trees are in leaf.


Wood anemone (Anemone nemerosa) is a low-growing perennial that creeps along the woodland floor. With lovely, showy, white flowers, it makes the most of what spring sun it finds.


Bleeding heart (Dicentra spectabilis) is a showy, clump-forming perennial that flowers in early summer. Striking, nodding, heart-shaped flowers have rose-pink outer petals and white inner ones.


Deep shade is usually caused by tall buildings or dense, evergreen vegetation. Little or no light reaches these areas during the growing season. A good example is at the base of an evergreen hedge, such as leylandii (x Cupressocyparis leylandii) or below a north-facing, tall building. Few plants grow happily here, except some ferns and woodland plants.


Lamium galeobdolon ‘Silver Spangles’ takes brutal dry shade in its stride.


Hedera helix ‘Glacier’ is a variegated cream and silver ivy that toughs it out against shady walls.


Euonymus fortunei ‘Emerald ‘n’ Gold’ or ‘Silver Queen’ are both candidates to send plant snobs into hysterics. They may be garish, but they are also wildly adaptable and take on any conditions except waterlogging. They can even be sculpted into hedges.


Lesser periwinkle (Vinca minor) is an invasive beast in most gardens, but if your city back garden is nothing but thin soil and shade you may be grateful for it.









Surviving the garden centre


Like any shopping experience, it’s easy to get whipped into a frenzy of buying at the garden centre and come out with lots of things you neither want or need. Personally, if you are going to spend money anywhere in your garden, I think it should be on plants, as long as you choose wisely. Even a special plant usually costs less than a pizza for two or a night on the town and they’ll be gone in a matter of hours. A well-loved plant can be with you for years, a lifetime or even beyond. However, thrift is at the heart of this book, and you should never spend money where it’s not needed.


Check the label


When you’re choosing plants, the first thing to check is what’s on the label. A good plant label tells you an awful lot. Unfortunately, there are a lot of bad labels out there. Every label should have a Latin plant name and, where appropriate, a common one.


We have Carl Linnaeus to thank for universal Latin names. He was an 18th-century Swedish scientist who loved order, so he came up with the binomial naming system which we’ve used ever since. He gave every plant a family name (genus) and a first name (species). Take the snowdrop (this is its common name). Under the Linnaean system, it is called Galanthus (genus) nivalis (species). Often the species name hints at what the plant looks like or where it grows, so nivalis translates as ‘snow-like’.


Naming starts to get a little more complicated, as both nature and humans meddle with things. You start with a species, then nature decides to dabble and you get some variants that have occurred naturally. These may be considered distinct enough to warrant a name, and are often prefixed by the letters ‘subsp.’ meaning subspecies, ‘var.’ meaning variety and ‘f.’ meaning form. The difference between these is semantics at this level, you just need to know they have occurred naturally. When humans decide to dabble, we create cultivars. These are selected, and artificially raised, distinct variants of the species, and we like to give them vernacular names such as Galanthus nivalis ‘Pusey Green Tips’.




What’s on the label?







Every label should have a Latin name and a common name, and ideally will tell you something about growing conditions, sun, shade, etc and a little about the colour, size and shape.


HHA means half-hardy annual. This means the plant needs heat or it will sulk. It will be around only for one season. Cosmos and many salvias are good examples. They originate from Mexico and germinate in hot, moist conditions, flower in late summer and autumn, and are killed off by the first significant frost.


HA is a hardy annual. These are tough as old boots, but short-term guests who are also only here for a season. For instance, love-in-the-mist (Nigella damascena) is sown in autumn, grows slowly over winter and flowers by late spring.


Bedding describes a plant that is used en masse for a showy, but temporary display. Think pansies and tulips, petunias and pelargoniums.


B means biennial. This sticks around for two years, and may seed itself to spring up elsewhere for another two years. The foxglove, (Digitalis purpurea) spends year one as a rosette of leaves and year two as a towering purple spire, then seeds itself all over the place.


P is perennial. Perennial plants are here to stay unless the label says ‘short-lived perennial’, in which case it may last only three years or so. Examples of long-lived perennials include hardy geraniums, day lilies (Hemerocallis), peonies (Paeonia) and balloon flower (Platycodon grandiflorus). Short-lived perennials include columbine or granny’s bonnet (Aquilegia), delphiniums, Iceland poppies (Papaver nudicaule) and pinks (Dianthus).
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Horticultural lingo



Labels rarely have very detailed information. To make sure you’re choosing something that will suit your space, ask a nursery person; they should be able to tell you more about a plant’s needs and how it grows.


Euphemisms


[image: Illustration] Prolific self-seeder is a plant that will make its way into all sorts of unwanted places. If it weren’t pretty, it would be called a weed.


[image: Illustration] Rampant means that it will quickly colonise an area, usually by spreading roots, and you may spend the rest of your time pulling it out.


[image: Illustration] Tender usually means it can’t cope with temperature less than 5°C.


Health check


Make sure your plant is in good condition and worth paying the full price for. Leaves should have a good green colour, no brown tips, no curling edges, no brown or black spots and no necrotic bits (that means dead bits in the middle or edges of leaves).


There should be no bare stems on a plant, unless it’s winter, and no damaged tips or broken stems. The soil should be clean, with no green mat growing on the top – that means it’s been sitting around too long.


Make sure there are no obvious signs of pest damage – so no munched bits (particularly at the edges as this is a sign of vine weevil, a hideous thing that loves the garden centre), no eggs, no critters running around, no webbing and no sticky residue on the surface of the leaves since this means aphids.


If a plant is small enough to handle, take it out of the pot and check the roots – any garden centre that stops you from doing this isn’t worth visiting. There should be healthy, white roots and plenty of soil visible. If roots are spiralling around a hard, central core of soil, this means the plant is rootbound and has sat in the pot for too long. Rootbound plants have a hard time getting established in the garden and often die.


Don’t be too seduced by flowers. Although we do it all the time, plants don’t actually respond brilliantly to being planted in flower. Plus you’ll get more out of a plant that’s not flowering its socks off because you’ll get a longer display.


Size and space


Some growers plant lots of young plants together in a 5-litre pot to make them look like a single, more mature plant. If you are careful and gently tease them apart, you can often get three or more smaller plants. They’ll need some love and good compost, but they’ll thank you for their new space and grow away quickly. This is sometimes done with perennials, and always with house palms, when growers germinate up to ten or so seeds per pot. The young seedlings grow up together to produce an impressive thicket, but after several years they all look very unhappy, as they have no room to grow. Instead of waiting for this to happen, repot the seedlings into large (10-litre) pots, with no more than five seedlings per pot, carefully spaced apart.
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Three Primula denticulata have been squeezed into one pot to make a bigger-looking plant. Carefully tease the individual plants apart. Next plant each into their new home with good-quality compost. Sit back and admire your thrifty work.







[image: Illustration]


A good garden centre will offer clever design combos, but make sure you know the final size of each plant. The eucalyptus at the back becomes a huge tree if not pruned.






Bargain hunting



Many garden centres have a reduced-price plant area. You’ll have to hunt to find it, usually tucked away at the back. Here the plants are probably covered in liverworts (the green mat on top of the potting compost), and they may be struggling a little with life. But with love, some new compost, a trim to shear off dead stuff, and a little feeding, you’ll be surprised what will grow. Try always to knock the plant out of the pot before you take it home to make sure that there are no white grubs or small, evil-looking weevils with shiny shells hiding inside. Those are probably vine weevils and you don’t ever want to let them near your garden. Shop around. I know it sounds obvious, but for some reason people don’t seem to do this with plants. So many growers offer mail-order plants online, so do a price comparison. It’s not only garden centres that offer seeds these days – you can find plants elsewhere too. Check out pound stores, supermarkets and ironmongers. Look out at car boots and yard sales. If you want home-grown plants, the internet is a good place to look for independent growers and small specialist nurseries. Plant fairs are good for unusual stuff; your local one may advertise online. Some supermarkets sell amazingly cheap houseplants and sometimes genuinely interesting low-cost bulbs.
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