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IN PLANTS WE TRUST

As a kid growing up on a council estate who found solace when visiting her grandparents’ plant-filled home, I’ve always understood the power of nature to transform. So when I started my floristry business, Grace & Thorn, my philosophy was simple: to help people bring plants and flowers into their lives – however concrete their space may be.

As more and more people cram into cities, space is becoming sacred. The houses we buy are smaller, landlords prevent us from personalising our properties – and owning a garden... who does? But, as a result, we’re reclaiming the space around us as our own urban jungles. Throughout London, I see nature tumbling over balconies, lining up on windowsills and blocking up walkways. And within these walls, inside our homes, nature is taking over, too. Greening up your gaff is an easy, inexpensive and landlord-friendly way to style your home, breathing life into it without having to do much at all.

Indoors or outdoors, dressing a space with plants and flowers has never been so mood-
shakingly exciting. Not only does it give us a feeling of instant style gratification but it is the gift that keeps on giving – we can watch them grow like our very own children. And if we look after plants, they will look after us, improving our health, happiness and homes (see here for more on their endless benefits). No wonder everyone wants a piece of plant ass!

It’s impossible to scroll through Instagram without realising that plants are having an ‘it’ moment, but I do hate the idea of nature being in fashion. I wrote this book to be a plant bible for anyone who wants to green up their home – or ‘gaff’ as we like to call it. Whether you’re green-fingered or not this book will help you understand your plants’ needs in order to understand where to place them: bathrooms can become fern-filled rainforests and sunny windowsills home to desert-dwelling cacti.

I want this book to open your eyes to plant possibilities everywhere, to help you remember your plant names and learn not to overwater! But before we get started, let’s get one thing straight: I am not a botanist nor a horticultural expert. Everything I know, I know by doing. I’ve run my florist for five years and have learnt a few things along the way. I get that many people are overwhelmed by plants, so I’m taking everything back to the roots – Odyssey-style. This book isn’t meant to sit on your coffee table; I want you to take it with you on the Tube or the bus. Use it, water it and may soil fall from between the pages.
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GOING BACK TO MY ROOTS

I feel like a fish out of water when I am in a room without flowers or plants. I almost struggle to breathe. Luckily, so many people are riding the botanical wave right now that I am very rarely found in that situation.

I constantly seek out plants and flowers wherever I go, looking out for the different ways they have been displayed and arranged. Hosts will find me rude as my eyes flit around the place, looking for what green goodies they have hidden on shelves and tucked into corners. Plants and flowers bring life into a room. Plants are like the steady family that are always there, while flowers are the flighty, flirty friends that add that touch of vibrancy and fun to every party they attend.

I love how more and more florists are defying traditions and arranging flowers in the most beautiful, natural way. But don’t get me wrong, it’s not always been so pretty. Even after the original rock ’n’ roll florist, Constance Spry (we’ll meet her later), shook the petals off the traditional twentieth century, flowers fell into a rut again. Think garage flowers all struggling to breath in luminous green cellophane and hideous netting. People fell out of love with them because they were being poorly presented. I was one of them. Before I started Grace & Thorn, I hardly ever bought flowers for myself. I used to feel intimidated walking into a florist and, if I’m honest, pretty uninspired. It was always the same old flowers, same old cellophane and the same old colour combinations.

I fell in love with nature in the back garden, behind the bike shed.

Inner-city London wasn’t where my love for nature was nurtured. My mum and dad never had green fingers and our gaff certainly never had a plant in it (until I opened my shop that is). It was during regular trips to my nonna and grandpa’s house in leafy north London where my love affair with flowers and plants began. 

My nonna and grandpa were originally from Puglia, in the south of Italy, and their house was my sanctuary. Being the eldest of four, with working parents, I had to grow up pretty quickly. My nonna and grandpa’s home was a respite from my otherwise grey, urban childhood.

Going there was like opening the door to the Emerald City of Oz or making my way through the wardrobe to Narnia. I found paradise and excitement around every corner. Imposing and grand to a child, their Victorian home in an ordinary London suburb had countless eccentricities: from the grandparents in it to the ornate vintage Italian-style bar that housed rows of dusty old spirit bottles. And it was that passionate Italian blood running through my nonna’s veins that nurtured the mini Kew Gardens that swept through the entirety of the house and into the back yard. 
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Their garden was full of rambling roses, grape vines, runner beans and tomatoes, and their house, well, that was almost as green as the outside. Massive cheese plants propped up with bamboo took over the living room, spotted begonia plants, lemons and scented geraniums dominated the windowsills and the tops of the cupboards – every corner of their house was crammed with plants. They used to get me working for them, too: weeding, crushing grapes in an old barrel for their homemade wine with my bare toes and picking my first real tomatoes ready to place on top of our homemade pizzas!

I vividly remember reading the book The Secret Garden when I was in primary school. Plonked in the middle of built-up Islington, north London, our playground had a huge locked wooden door on one side that only the caretaker could enter. Crowds of children would press their small faces up to it, trying to peek through the gaps and spy the magical walled garden beyond. Looking back now, it was probably just somewhere the teachers could sneak a fag on their lunch break, but at the time, the garden was a wonder to me: crumbling, overgrown and, at times, quite sinister. Something about it gave me a sense of intrigue and peace.
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Never really a natural academic, I found it hard to concentrate at school. My mind was always wandering and my schoolbooks were covered in doodles of trees and flowers. It was the walk to primary school that I loved the most. Walking through Camden Passage in Angel with its shops filled to the brim with antiquities and curiosities, we used to cut through, down along the canal, which was idyllic on a spring day – a far cry from the harsh concrete exterior of the building I lived in. I also loved going to our local park, Victoria Park (or Vicky Park as it’s known affectionately to locals). Vicky Park has always been a haven for the working classes of East London, right back to the Victorian times, when this may have been the only bit of greenery an East End kid would ever encounter. Even when I was a child, it was a huge treat for us to go – my parents were quite strict and we were never allowed to go on our own.

Vicky Park has a massive pond and I remember loving the huge weeping willows we stood under while we fed the ducks. Back then there was no posh coffee shop like now, but the park was a magical place for a city child, and proof that nature did actually exist! My nonna and I would collect caterpillars and keep them in empty coffee pots with lettuce leaves. I can’t remember what happened to them, poor things, but I always remember that nature made me really happy. 
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When I was 14 we moved to Enfield, another leafy suburb on the outskirts of London. I DIED AND WENT TO HEAVEN. We moved to a bloody tiny house for how many of us there were: two parents, four kids and THREE bedrooms! BUT we had a 100-foot garden. Bliss. It was in this garden that I found peace and solace from three younger siblings and an Irish and Italian mum and dad! While my brother and sisters were out playing with friends, I was playing with plants and flowers in the garden.

SO… to cut a long story short, what did a child from a concrete council estate do with all this love for nature? I got a job in recruitment, where I stayed for 13 years.

During that time, I married, moved to Surrey and finally had a garden of my own. Instead of bumping into me at parties, I was tending to plants in the garden. My garden became my obsession. Fast-forward eight years, I got a divorce and moved back to London. Moving to Canary Wharf – aka Skyscraper City – I couldn’t have been more miserable. From country living to this? I missed my fields, woodlands and garden. I headed back to my home turf of Islington but after a year of living in a flat without any outside space, I moved into my sister’s dreary basement flat just so I could have a garden again! YES! Sod the damp, I had some green back in my life! It was the start of a new chapter, but I still felt like I was missing something. I just couldn’t put my finger on it…

I drifted from one recruitment job to the next and this wasn’t like me at all – I was Steady Eddie: stable and reliable. In one year I found myself at three different companies and I realised that no matter where I was, I just hated it. I was at a loss. I was done with recruitment but as far as I was concerned I didn’t have any other skills – I left school at 18! Feeling totally lost and not sure where my life was heading, I called up a business coach I knew from my first company. After much consoling, he suggested I try the Myers Briggs Humanmetrics Test. The test asks you LOADS of questions and then it analyses your answers to work out your personality type. Sound too good to be true? Well, it got mine down to a T! I quickly looked up the suggested careers for my personality and three jumped out at me. The first was interior designer. I LOVED interiors and was forever changing my home around and scouring vintage shops and eBay for bits and pieces to fill it with, so I signed up for an evening class. This started and finished very quickly, as there was just too much theory work involved. The second was gardener. I obviously loved gardening, but it was the third one that caught my imagination: florist!

I signed up to the best course I could get into and I knew from day one that this was what I wanted to do. I went to bed dreaming of flowers and woke up thinking of them. But I struggled with the traditional teaching – we were told to keep our bouquets rounded like a ‘pregnant belly’ and I just couldn’t do it! I loved the flowers but hated the formal ways they were displayed. My instinct was to let them be free! My teachers despaired. But despite that, I felt that I had finally, at the age of 34, found my calling. After I completed my course, I did a couple of work experience stints but soon got bored with sweeping floors and stripping stems. I kept being told there were no jobs out there, and certainly nothing for someone with zero experience. So what did I do?! I shit myself and went back to recruitment, didn’t I?!

But I couldn’t stop thinking about flowers. I practised making floral displays in my living room, read endless books and watched hours of YouTube videos. I knew it was what I needed to do, but I just didn’t know how. When my boss pulled me into the office one day and said, ‘Your head’s not in this, is it?’, I quit. ‘No’, I responded, ‘I think it’s best I go!’ And so I did. For the next six months I was unemployed, spending my days moping around watching Gossip Girl and smoking rollies.

I used to frequent the Bricklayers Arms in Shoreditch quite a bit as that’s where my sister and her fashion mates used to hang out. When I say ‘frequent’, I would turn up and basically try and convince them all that they needed my flowers in their lives! A couple of them felt sorry for me and gave me a shot. YESSSS!

I didn’t make any money at first because I would buy the flowers to do a practice run and then buy them all again for the real deal! I used to, and still do, always worry that the person receiving what I’d done won’t like it… it drives me insane but that’s what pushes me to do the best job I can. Always. I soon started getting orders from my mates and when Valentine’s Day came round I managed to get out 20 bouquets without a hitch! The flat was full of flowers and I drove my poor flatmates insane, but seeing my Facebook feed full of pics of my flowers gave me such a buzz! I wanted MORE!

Then I got really lucky. One of my friends who was then head of PR for Whistles asked me to come up with an arrangement (four little jam jars full of flowers in a wooden crate, called The Pandora’s Box, and still our best-selling product!) to send to all the top editors in London. My other mate worked at The Sunday Times Style magazine, so I called her and said, ‘My flowers are on the way to your office! BIG THEM UP FOR ME!’. She called me and said they were already on the editor’s mood board. After that, Style did a feature on florists and there I was… on a three-page spread with the UK’s best florists! My inbox that Monday morning was full! One email from L.K. Bennett asked if I wanted to do their annual Chelsea in Bloom competition. What? I didn’t even know what that was! I hadn’t even done a wedding at that point! I remember telling my mate and him saying, ‘Bloody Hell, Nik, this is like an episode of Faking It. Can you pull this off?’.

OF COURSE I COULD!

I managed to find myself a small windowless basement studio (what was it with me and basements?) in Dalston and with my friends and boyfriend by my side we installed six windows and went on to win the People’s Choice Award.

Soon I needed to look for a larger studio space and that’s when I found my beloved shop on Hackney Road. The rest is history, as they say. A history full of tears, exhaustion, love, laughter, fall-outs, sleepless nights, self-doubt and joy, BUT, most of all, I was alive again… I was living and breathing what I loved to do. I now knew what was missing that I could never put my finger on before: nature.
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