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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.


[image: ilustration]
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.
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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’.
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For my mum, Jill

‘He went into the conservatory and looked out through the tinted glass, but
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.

Forrest Reid, dpostate

KYLE BOOKS
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