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INTRODUCTION


 


This is a book for gardeners who can’t garden yet.


People with ideas. Enthusiasm. And the foolish optimism of someone who has absolutely no idea what they’re doing. Gardeners like me, when I started.


Not to alarm you, but I’m not actually a Gardener. Not a professional Gardener with a capital ‘G’ at any rate. I haven’t taken a single horticultural course; instead, I’ve spent the past seven years monkeying about in my own garden, merrily making every faux pas it’s possible to make, before learning and moving onto the next. With a little help from the following pages, you’ll know roughly a thousand times more than I did when I started, learning from my own jam-fool mistakes without having to make them yourself. This is a book designed to be as unintimidating as it’s possible to be while brandishing a sharp garden fork and an over-excitable nature.


The fact is, I’m still learning – I always will be. And what could be better than that? Gardening shouldn’t be the preserve of the expert. To shamelessly paraphrase Nigella Lawson, ‘if you needed a professional qualification to [grow stuff], human beings would have fallen out of the evolutionary loop a long time ago.’


Your first ever strawberry. Your first tiny courgette. Your first weirdo malformed potato . . . This is the stuff of proper contented human achievement.


So, this is a book about gardening. But this is also a book about happiness.


Not that I knew that when I started. I was on a far simpler mission at the time: write the definitive antidote to all the fusty old-man-grumbling-at-a-hyacinth gardening books in the world. When I began growing stuff, it was a choice between 1: a heavy tome filled with austere-sounding Latin names, 2: Alan Titchmarsh, or 3: phone your granddad. No offence to Alan, but I have absolutely no intention of fitting a novelty water feature into my tiny back garden. (Though a sparkly disco ball hanging from a tree? That’s another matter.)




Now I don’t know if you’ve ever attempted to write a book before, but fook me, it’s a big job. As I sat down to turn almost a decade’s-worth of gardening potterings into some sort of coherent structure I turned, perhaps inevitably, to my photos. All 1.5GB of them. Photos taken in our garden. Photos of friends. Of each other. Of BBQs and birthdays. Vegetable triumphs and failures. Mum and Dad helping us to build the shed. Drinks in the last of the day’s sun. Drinks well after the last of the day’s sun. From our first tiny rented balcony – our downstairs neighbour shouting at his shoes, as I learnt to grow tumbling tomatoes and nearly successful raspberries – to our current little garden, these were memories of our happiest times. Small, quiet, personal happiness found, quite literally, in our own back yard.


This is perhaps the most unexpected thing that I’ve found as I’ve taught myself how to grow. Spend a few hours a week pootling about with plants and you won’t simply have created something lovely to look at, won’t only have created your own food from scratch; you will have created a small slice of contentment. From the very first morning that you spend up to your elbows in mud, a change occurs. A proper connection with the natural world, re-discovered, right in the heart of your little human soul. This is a happiness we can all enjoy. A genuine escape from an absurdly fast and stressful life.
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And life truly is absurdly fast and stressful at the moment. Ludicrous working hours, non-existent job security, standard of life steadily dropping as the cost of living resolutely rises. Add an average of eight hours and 41 minutes per day lived in front of a digital screen and it’s little wonder that anxiety and depression are at an all-time high.


In the UK, 70 per cent of working adults in their late 20s and early 30s say their emotional health has deteriorated since 2005; an enormous 60 per cent of all working adults, when you take every age group into account. That’s roughly 19 million of us in Britain alone putting a brave face on things every day.


This steady decline in happiness seems to me to go hand-in-hand with our continued removal from the natural world. Perhaps unsurprisingly, hours spent in front of a computer screen in an air-conditioned office are not conducive to happiness. As Hugo Bugg, the 2014 Chelsea Flower Show’s youngest winner in over two decades, so eloquently put it, ‘people look out of the window and see the sun shining, and they just want to put away their screens and be with nature.’


As a Dorset lass who’s worked in London for over a decade, the natural world has seemed a long way away at times. I’ve spent much of my adult life attempting to wrestle near-obliterating depression to the floor and, unexpectedly, covering myself in compost while trying to coax a Brussels sprout from a misbehaving brassica is one of the few things that’s genuinely helped. Saved me, even.


Today, I arrived home late, half-crazed from commuter rage, genuinely concerned that I may be experiencing a low-level heart attack having discovered twenty-three new emails on my phone. I decided to ignore them, dropped my laptop and bags on the sofa, and stepped into the garden.


The last of the day’s light hung low over the back of the house – flagstones still warm under my toes, the scent of tumbling honeysuckle mixing with an entire street’s worth of summer evening BBQs – as I checked on the vegetables. There were courgettes ready to be harvested. Mangetout to tie back. And a caterpillar invasion to be dealt with. At some point, my husband, Tim pottered out with a bowl, reaching past me to pick tomatoes from the vine for dinner, as though it was the most natural thing in the world.


After a while I noticed two things: One. It had become so dark I couldn’t see the mangetout in front of me. Two. I felt better. Calm. Relaxed. Covered in aphids . . . and happy.




It won’t say as much in the following pages. You’ll find helpful things instead, like how to plant beetroot, how to support cherry tomatoes, or how to grow yourself a constant supply of sweet peas. However, the effect is profound. There’s more joy to be found in your first hilariously wonky carrot than a lifetime of Moschino jackets. A big claim, considering how much I love conspicuous 80s regalia.


The best thing of all? I don’t live in a countryside idyll, rich in space and time. I live in London, in a garden flat (estate-agent speak for basement). Working 80 hours a week running a brilliant yet frantic creative agency. Our garden is small. Long and weirdly narrow. But it’s our long and weirdly narrow garden, damn it. And we transformed it, all by ourselves, from post-apocalyptic wasteland, to a joyful, colourful, plant-filled sanctuary all our own.


Whatever space, time, or vague hint of ability you have, this book is written for you. From a small sunny windowsill, to the dark awkward corner you try not to look at from your window. This is the first step in a life-long love affair.


One last thing before we crack on. I’d like to reiterate perhaps the most important rule of gardening, in my opinion: there is absolutely nothing wrong with completely fudging up. The time I accidentally used neat tomato feed and fried the baby tomatoes. The time I got drunk, fell over, and broke the beetroot. The time the horseradish overpowered me and tried to take control of all that I held dear. Take this book as a jumping-off point; start with a few things that tickle your fancy, then go and commit some ingenious new fudge-ups all your own. Wear them with pride. Laugh. Then try again.


In fact, I’d love to hear about them. Share your failures on Instagram #HowToGrowBook @HollieNuisance and we can all commiserate together. Share your triumphs, too. I’m all for a distraction from work.











HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


 


Evidently, this is a book, so reading the words is an excellent idea. However, if, like me, you’re a fickle look-at-the-pictures page flicker, fear not – I’ve made the important information as easy-to-digest as is humanly possible. From planning your garden and deciding what to grow, to keeping your plants alive, trouble-shooting and deciding what to make with your home-grown produce once you’ve picked it, you’ll find everything you need to know to get growing. I’ve even broken it all down into handy chapters and sub-sections for you – perfect for dipping into and checking back on in the sunny months to come.


Try to behave yourself and resist skipping the first ‘Before We Begin’ chapter. This lays out everything you need to think about before you get over-excited in the garden centre and spend all your pocket money on unnecessary tools or easy-to-kill plants. You’ll learn how to plan and design your garden, what you’ll need to do to keep all your new plants alive and how to make your garden inviting to wildlife – even in the heart of the city.


The following herb, vegetable, salad, fruit and flower chapters will act both as inspiration for what to plant and as a detailed guide as to how to look after them – from planting all the way through to harvesting. I’ve arranged them within each chapter in order of when to plant them out, and it goes without saying that every plant is on the easy end of the growing scale. I don’t want to see anyone crying into their veg patch at such an early stage of their growing careers.


You’ll also find a handy key next to each plant . . .


 










	ANNUAL, PERENNIAL, BIENNIAL


	Whether the plant is annual, perennial or biennial, aka ‘how long your plant will live’. An annual will grow and produce fruit or flowers in one season before falling over and dying; a biennial will grow in the first year then flower or fruit in the second year, then die; a perennial will grow and produce fruit and flowers every year, year after year after year. Like Morgan Freeman.
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	Whether you’ll be planting from seeds, bulbs, seedlings or even, on occasion, young trees.
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	When to plant your seeds, bulbs, seedlings or plants.
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	How much sunshine your plant will need. Full sun means direct sunshine for 6–10 hours a day, partial shade means 3–6 hours direct sunshine per day, shade means pretty much never receiving a single shaft of unobscured sunlight.
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	How much space your plant will take up once fully grown.
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	When to pick your veg, fruit, salad, herbs and flowers.








WINDOWSILLS, BALCONIES, FRONT STEPS AND TINY SPACES


You’ll find a [image: Images] symbol in every section of this book. If you only have a tiny space, don’t for a minute think you can’t grow some damn fine vegetables. Even if you only get two hours of sun each day, there’ll be something in here for you. If you only have a narrow windowsill, let me introduce you to trailing tomatoes, edible flowers and good old-fashioned herbs.


In short, don’t panic; you can grow all sorts. Truth be told, with a little inspiration, a few pots will look far better than many of the big, soulless, professionally landscaped beds in the land. Here’s to container gardening.




POTENTIAL DISASTERS


Not to alarm you, but there are all sorts of things that can go wrong with your plants – almost infinite ways in which Nature can come at you, and even more infinite (a million mathematicians just sighed) ways in which you can mess things up yourself. But don’t worry; in each section, I’ll be flagging the most prevalent problems/easily avoidable mistakes for each plant listed. These are usually things that I’ve got wrong myself; luckily I’m sharing my many mistakes so that you don’t have to make them yourself. However, there are some general problems, too, that are common to all plants and so are worth mentioning here, such as keeping your beds weed-free and protecting your crops against marauding squirrels, mice and the Damn Pigeon.


There are also the myriad pests and diseases that could suddenly harass your precious garden (see here for some tips to keep them at bay). My advice? Don’t worry about it too much. If caught early, most things are fixable. And remember . . . if all is lost, have a strong drink, chalk it down to life’s rich tapestry of learning through disaster and try again next year.


GARDENING WITHOUT A GARDEN


One last thing . . . What if you don’t have any outside space at all?


I say, schnaffle some out. The shared gardens of an apartment block will have more than enough room for a vegetable patch. Go and pitch your heart out to the residents’ association (I still, to this day, remember the never-ending notices from ‘Residents’ Chair, Peter Croissant’ at an old Soho flat. That really was his name). Similarly, unused patches of land in the local area have huge potential. From the little squares of soil around the trees in pavements (people plant everything from pansies to beetroot in these near me. I’ve seen it with my own eyes), to bigger strips of neglected land in your local community. Helpfully, local transport and conservation trusts are increasingly supporting community groups wanting to turn these over to vegetables. In the UK, British Waterways, Network Rail and the National Trust are prime examples. Go seek them out.
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THE ESSENTIALS


Gardening can get expensive if you let your inner Michael Jackson take hold. There are so many shiny things to tempt you as soon as you set foot in a garden centre; so many ‘must-have’ tools, sprays, widgets and accessories. Ignore them all. The truth is, you need very little to get started, just these basics.


TOOLS AND KIT


Thick gardening gloves – to protect your hands from scratches and accidentally caressing slugs.


A small garden trowel and fork – essential for every gardener.


A hand rake – makes weeding super quick and easy.


Garden twine – to tie up everything from beans to sweet peas.


A handheld waterspray bottle – for spraying everything from bug spray to tomato feed.


Sharp secateurs – for snipping, harvesting and pruning.


Bamboo canes – to construct supports for plants to grow up.


A garden broom – to sweep away leaves, etc. and keep surfaces tidy.


A big garden spade and fork – if you’re lucky enough to have a garden with flowerbeds.


COMPOST AND FEED


Multipurpose peat-free compost – for using in beds.


Tomato feed – for pretty much all veg, not just for tomatoes.


Bonemeal – as a feed, in particular for roses and rhubarb.


Fertiliser pellets – to feed plants gradually over time.


Peat-free potting compost – for planting in pots.







WHAT TO PLANT WHEN


Here’s every plant in the book, arranged into handy tables showing you when to plant and when to harvest.


The simple rule when choosing what you want to grow is, what do you fancy eating? What do you fancy looking at as you relax in the sunshine? What do you want to amaze your friends and family with when you rock up at Sunday lunch, arms laden with home-grown produce? Take the pick’n’mix approach, that’s what I say.


However, there’s something very important you should know before you flick through the following pages: I don’t grow all of this every year. If only. Alas, I simply don’t have the space. If I’d tried everything in the first year I would have been totally overwhelmed, had a breakdown somewhere between the carrots and the mangetout, and may never have written this book. Inadvertently saved by my miniscule garden once again. It’s far better to plant a little too little than way too much.


HOW TO PLANT YOUR PLANT


Water your seedling with the fine spray of a watering can while he’s still in his multi-celled tray or plastic pot. Then ‘pop’ him out by pushing your thumbs up underneath. If that doesn’t work, a quick sharp tap with a trowel while holding the pot upside down should do the trick. Loosen your seedling’s roots by teasing them out of their soil ball, then dig a hole in the soil, slightly larger than the pot he came in, and tuck your plant in, roots down. Fill the hole back in, firming the soil to ensure he doesn’t wobble. Then it’s one last water for luck.
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KEY
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HERBS
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VEGETABLES
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OVERWINTERING VEG
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SALAD
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FRUIT
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FLOWERS
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SEEDLINGS


Ninety per cent of everything we’ll be growing in this book will be started from pre-grown seedlings rather than seed. Also referred to as young plants, these are the little plants you find in multi-celled boxes and small plastic pots lined up in rows and rows at the garden centre, ready for you to take home and plant.


Now this is something that’s left me wracked with worry over the years. If I use pre-grown seedlings, am I not a proper gardener? If I haven’t grown every single thing from seed, am I a terrible horticultural cheat? The beetroot I’ve tended for five months; watered, fed, pruned and defended from slugs, dug up, washed and finally served for dinner, are they less of an achievement because they originally came from the grow-your-own section of a national DIY chain?


Of course they’re ruddy not.


When you’re starting out, you have neither the space, nor the money, for a greenhouse. (Oh, how I dream of the reliable and controllable growing conditions of a greenhouse. Or patio glasshouse. Or consistently sunny enormous bright windowsill.) But more than that, I truly believe that you’ve got enough to learn, experiment with and generally muck up without adding the pressure of sowing seeds into the mix. Give yourself a break.


There’s a world of seedling options right on your doorstep (which rather indicates that we’re not the only ones taking this shortcut), so we won’t be stuck with boring varieties. Ladies and gentlemen, we’re using seedlings.


N.B. On a few occasions, such as when growing wild rocket and meadow flowers, you’ll see that I recommend seeds. Nobody panic – I’ll only do this if seeds are the easiest, most prolific and economical way to go.







THINGS I WOULDN’T BLOODY BOTHER WITH


GOOD LORD I’ve had some unmitigated disasters in my time. Yes, there’s hilarity to be had in total failure (and an excuse for a vodka martini), but there are certain things I wish someone had told me when I first started out gardening.


Cauliflower, for instance. In the scheme of happy-go-lucky, easy-to-grow vegetables, cauliflower is on the Joan Collins end of demanding. Everything in the world wants to eat, infect or undermine it. It hates having too much sun. Or warmth. Or, conversely, heavy frost. It needs an outrageous amount of room to grow properly. And we’re never speaking again. One site even said, ‘best left to commercial growers’. THEN WHY IS IT IN THE GROW-YOUR-OWN SECTION? Cauliflower rage descends.


Similarly, Brussels sprouts are complete wankers. I had romantical ideas of growing them for Christmas dinner. How I laugh now. To say that caterpillars like them is to say that crack cocaine is a tad moreish. They were shredded, only to make a miraculous recovery, start to grow little Brussels sprouts balls . . . and then promptly unfurl their leaves in protest. *sigh*


Artichokes, aubergine, sweetcorn and celery are going to give you an equally hard time in your early gardening years. I say, start with the easy chaps. Happily, the plants featured in this book are just that.







LONG LIVE THE LOCAL GARDEN CENTRE


Get to know your local independent garden centre. No longer the preserve of blue-rinsed retirees, the modern garden centre is a thing of calm escapist joy. W6, just under the railway arches by Ravenscourt Park, in London, is my local haunt – a dangerously close 10-minute walk from our flat.


In my experience, you can ask garden centre staff the most foolish questions in the world and they still won’t laugh in your face. Not only will they give you advice and emotional support in times of garden woe, they’ll also order in most things for you. Fancy a posh golden beetroot variety? They’re on it. Need a carrot suitable for a shallow window box? No problem.


#THEINTERNETS


I don’t know if you’ve heard of it, but The Internet is a wonderful place. It even sells real-life plants. There are all sorts of options, from small dedicated fruit and veg nurseries to the big ‘uns – all of which have a huge range and can send everything from mangetout seedlings to a hazel tree through the post. The only thing I’d advise is that you place your order a good few weeks before you need your plants, as some of these small nurseries take things in their own sweet time. Oh . . . and make sure you’ll be at home when they arrive. It won’t surprise you to hear that a tray of sweet peas left in a hot cardboard box for three days will die a horrible death.


If, like many of my city dwelling friends, you don’t own a car, or you live far away from a big garden centre, online ordering is in fact an absolute necessity. Take it from me, lugging three massive bags of compost home on a 40-minute bus journey involving three changes should be avoided at all costs.







THE BIG’UNS


And then, of course, there are the large DIY chain stores. Nothing wrong with these guys. Their grow-your-own ranges are getting bigger and bigger every year. When I started, I bought seedlings from UK institution Homebase. In fact, I still get my little yellow ‘Taxi’ courgette there every spring.


KEEPING YOUR PLANTS ALIVE, AKA WATERING


You’ll find a section under each plant called ‘Keeping them alive’ (which is pretty important. No one wants a death in the family). Though each vegetable, fruit, etc. will have its own particular quirks, one thing is true of all plants . . . the need for water. It is, in fact, all about the soil. Not too dry, not too wet. Generally, the best way to tell is to stick your finger into the soil, just near the main stem of your plant. If it’s moist, but not soggy, to the touch, it’s right. Water your plants early in the morning, or from late afternoon onwards when the air is coolest, so that you don’t lose water to evaporation. If it’s been raining regularly, you probably won’t need to water. If we’re having a hot sunny spell, water twice a day. Simples.


N.B. If you notice me using terms such as ‘a good water’ or ‘water well’ when it comes to planting your seedlings, I mean giving them a proper drink to settle them in (the soil they come with is often very dry). About 30 seconds or so with a hose on sprinkle setting or watering can for each plant will do it.







NICE HOSE *FNAR*


If you’re lucky enough to have an outside tap, treat yourself to a hose on one of those windy-round stands. It’s so easy to step outside, turn it on and splash a bit of water on everything before work, then run out at the end of the day and do it again. I’ve taken conference calls in one hand while watering the garden with the other. We got a plumber to install an outdoor tap when we were doing up the flat. Like a real grown-up. I tend to use a wide sprinkler setting when watering, which covers a big area and doesn’t blast little plants with too powerful and narrow a jet of water.


If you don’t have an outside tap, DON’T PANIC. You can run an extra-long hose from an inside tap, out of a back door or window, or take a more old-fashioned approach . . . an enormous great watering can. This comes with the added benefit that you can tone your arm muscles at the same time as watering. I always go for a bright, colourful neon design (because I’m a ponce), but something with a wide head and big capacity will do. It’s actually a good idea to have one on standby anyway, in case of hosepipe bans. Jennifer Aniston arm muscles all round.


Handy hint: One of the greatest pieces of advice my dad has ever given me is this: when you have plumber/electrician/‘chap’ in, think of every single job you could possibly want doing in the house – your main cost is calling them out in the first place. Paul the Plumber sorted out our outside tap while fixing the loo. Thanks, Paul.
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PEST CONTROL


You know what, there’s no real stopping the army of hungry little nuisances that you’ll discover in your garden. And I’m not sure I’d feel comfortable with a full-scale chemical genocide – it’s their garden too. In fact, many insects are remarkably beneficial. Aphid-munching ladybirds, pollinating honey bees, even wasps and certain beetles. However, sometimes action needs to be taken against the little rogues who are going to do your plants harm. The oldest, most organic tactic of all pest control is the simplest: companion planting . . .
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COMPANION PLANTING


 


Companion planting, aka the selfless sacrifice of one plant for another. Some plants can be planted purely to lure dickhead pests away from your favourite crop. French marigold and mint (see here) are brilliant at deterring all sorts of harmful insects due to their pungent smell. Nasturtium (see here), on the other hand, does the exact opposite, attracting caterpillars away from your precious crop and sacrificing itself. What a hero. Pop a few of these in amongst your vegetable patch and they’ll act like Kevin Costner in The Bodyguard.


Handy hint: To plant French marigolds, find a sunny spot in your veg patch and plant them 60cm apart. Water at the base of the plant rather than from overhead to get maximum water uptake, and deadhead regularly to ensure lots of new blooms.
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SLUG PELLETS


�


Alas, I can’t live without these. Having tried everything else, these bright blue specks are, in my experience, the only answer to the ever-advancing tide of hungry slugs towards my precious vegetables. However, there are options. Look out for those labelled as child and pet safe. You can even find organic options. Sprinkle generously around all newly planted seedlings and any particularly munchable plants such as rhubarb and beetroot and, well, everything really.
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TIMMY’S HOMEMADE FLY-DESTROYING SPRAY OF AWESOMENESS


Greenfly, whitefly, tiny munching caterpillars – all dispatched with a single spray of Timmy’s invention. I once drenched every inch of our rose in this when it was under heavy bombardment from roughly one million caterpillars. Miraculously, the rose survived. I didn’t see another caterpillar all summer.


Why does Timmy’s mix work so well? It’s the combination of ingredients. The strong smell of the garlic and tobacco repels aphids and co.; coffee is poisonous to slugs and snails; chillies scorch the skin of soft-skinned/shelled pests and soap makes the mixture stick to the leaves of the plant. All without harming the crop you’re protecting. Clever.


Here’s what you’ll need:


500ml tap water


3 garlic cloves, peeled and finely sliced


1 tsp coffee granules (not decaf)


3 dried chillies, crumbled


A dash of Tabasco


½ tsp washing-up liquid


Water/plant spray bottle


Mix together in a truly George’s Marvellous Medicine manner and transfer to a spray bottle, laughing evilly as you go. Then spritz the affected area whenever you see a problem.


Handy hint: Never spray plants in hot, sunny weather or you may end up scorching the leaves. The cooler hours of morning and evening are best.
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