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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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