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INTRODUCTION

50 Ways to Start a Garden is here to help and inspire you as you take those preliminary steps into the exciting world of horticulture. Whether you have inherited an overgrown jungle or are staring at a blank canvas; whether you have a small or moderate-sized garden outside or just space inside for a few house plants, starting your own garden will make your space look better and feel more relaxing and inviting. Furthermore, surrounding yourself with plants, all pumping out oxygen and soaking up carbon dioxide, will provide you with cleaner air and, therefore, improve your physical health and mental wellbeing, too.

Getting started, you will learn how to assess your growing space so that you can choose appropriate plants for it. There is also a section on which tools you will need, and you’ll be introduced to a selection of different design or planting styles, so you can pick the ones with maximum appeal and that fit with your lifestyle. Some suggestions are quick fixes requiring very little maintenance, whereas others require more time and investment.

There are 50 ideas to incorporate in your gardening – including information and projects for both indoor and outdoor gardens – from adding height to creating a no-dig garden; from making a dry garden to installing a rockery. There are also some handy step-by-step projects that are easy to follow and require no or little DIY and/or gardening skills, such as creating a wildlife pond and weaving a willow screen. In addition, there are a number of plant profiles, featuring some of the best species of certain groups of plants that you might want to start growing, such as herbs, cacti, alpines, vegetables and fruit.

So, what are you waiting for? Pull on your wellies, don your gardening gloves and get stuck in.
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Foliage plants are a wonderful addition to an indoor garden, providing an exciting range of colour, texture and height.
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Assess your growing space

Creating a garden is exciting, as well as providing an opportunity to express your personality. It might be tempting to get stuck in straight away, but before getting started, it is important to assess the site. This will help you make the best choices about what to grow and where.

If you have space to grow plants outside, there are a few questions to ask yourself before starting, no matter how big or small the plot. Is the garden simply somewhere to sit outside and enjoy the surroundings, or do you want to get your hands dirty and enjoy the thrill of growing your own plants? How much time to you have to look after your garden? Should it be easy to care for, or do you have enough time on your hands for more complex elements? If you live a busy life, opt for something minimal, such as a gravel garden, a relaxed seating area and a few seasonal drought-resistant plants in containers (see Design a no-fuss garden).

There are some practical considerations when starting to grow plants. If growing outside, consider issues such as where the bins will go, whether there is space for a compost heap and where the tools will be stored. If growing indoors, you will still need space to store a few basic tools (see Get the right equipment). You should also ensure the plants are not going to be knocked or damaged, or are not going to have to be moved every time you need to open a cupboard door or window. Consider the speed at which plants grow, because some may need more care or maintenance, such as frequent repotting or trimming. If you want low-maintenance house plants, choose ones with slow-growth habits.

What’s your style?

This is an opportunity to be creative. Would you like your outdoor space to be formal or informal? If the former, then you may want to incorporate straight design lines, clipped hedges and geometrical shapes, and include features such as topiary, sculptures, mowed lawns and symmetrical planting schemes. Informal features have a more relaxed feel to the overall design, which could include wildlife areas, mixed planting, rambling roses over arches and lots of plants jostling with one another.

There may be other themes that could be emulated such as Japanese (see Be inspired by a Japanese garden), Create a dry garden/Mediterranean, subtropical (Create a garden jungle) and potagers.

Once you have considered the above, draw up a plan to identify the location of paths, storage areas, compost heap, pots and planters, and the overall structure.
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Even in tiny courtyard gardens there are plenty of opportunities to surround yourself with plants, in containers or trained up walls and fences.



Light and shade

It’s important to assess the growing space for the amount of sunlight it receives during the day, so that you can put your plants in the best location to suit their needs. In the northern hemisphere, the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, so usually a south or southwest-facing garden, windowsill or balcony will receive the most sun. Anything facing north may not receive any direct sunlight.

The great thing about plants is that there are plenty suited to all sorts of different conditions ranging from deepest shade to brightest sunlight, so choose plants accordingly and they should thrive.

If growing plants on a windowsill, be aware that the glass magnifies and intensifies direct sunlight, so be careful that foliage and flowers do not burn, and the compost does not dry out.

The answer lies in the soil

Most plants have a specific type of soil they require to survive. If growing indoors, plants are almost always grown in a type of potting compost, so it is easy to provide the correct conditions. Simply check the label or look up the plants’ requirements in a book or online, and choose an appropriate compost. Also check watering requirements, as many house plants do not like overwatering.

When growing outside, there are a few more variables regarding a plant’s growing medium. Some prefer light, sandy soils with low fertility, others prefer something heavier with more nutrients. Always read the plant label when buying from the garden centre, to see what the soil requirements are.

Clay soils are usually fertile but can be hard to dig and have poor drainage, becoming water-logged in winter. Sandy soils are light, low in fertility and free-draining, so plants may need more watering and feeding than in clay. Plants that prefer drier conditions or are drought-tolerant are best suited to this soil. Adding organic material such as garden compost or manure can improve the conditions for both clay and sand.
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A fine late-summer display can be made of fiery heleniums with veronicastrums, Chinese astilbes and grasses, as they all tolerate the same range of soil and light requirements.




Soil test

It may be worth doing a pH test to find out your soil type. Some plants require an acid soil, often referred to as ericaceous. This includes rhododendron, camellias and blueberries. If the soil in your garden is not on the acid side of neutral (pH 7), grow acid-loving plants in containers, in ericaceous compost. Soil-testing kits are available online or in garden centres.
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