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INTRODUCTION

According to the United Nations, 55 per cent of the global population lives in urban areas, meaning that many people have limited or no outdoor space. But there’s good news: you don’t need land to create a green sanctuary. Wherever you live, you have space for a tiny window garden – it can be as simple as a few pots of herbs in your kitchen or as elaborate as a lush indoor jungle. Window boxes, hanging baskets and wall planters will extend your outside growing space, allowing you to select a much wider range of edible and ornamental species. 

So, whether you’re keen to have a go at cultivating delicious fruit and vegetables, want to help protect wildlife or dream of creating a relaxing indoor oasis, this book will give you the knowledge you need to get growing. In the following pages, you’ll also find advice on essential equipment and how to select and care for your plants, as well as tips on creative garden design. And last but not least, have fun with the suggested ideas for upcycled containers and customizable makes.




 

 

 


THE WONDER OF WINDOWSILLS

Window gardens may be small, but they can have a big impact. Houseplants don’t just amp up the aesthetics of your home; they improve your physical and mental health, too. And growing outdoors, in window boxes and hanging baskets, benefits wildlife, the environment and your local community.  

 

 

 

 

TINY BUT MIGHTY

Whether you’re a complete novice or already have green fingers, you can – with a little ingenuity – experience the joy of gardening in even the tiniest of spaces. Gardening can seem daunting if you’re a beginner, and it’s easy to become overwhelmed. However, a window garden is a manageable place to start and easy to tailor to your lifestyle and interests. You’ll quickly discover that growing in containers is fun, functional and fruitful.

If you’re an experienced gardener, don’t fear downsizing. It’s surprising how much you can grow in a small space – you simply need a new tiny-garden mindset. A window garden isn’t limiting; it’s liberating! Tiny gardens take less time, effort and expense to maintain but allow you to be adventurous and experiment with plants and design – from hanging gardens to terrariums, the possibilities are endless. What they lack in size, they can make up for in character, style and visual impact. 

 

 

 

 

GARDENING FOR PHYSICAL HEALTH

The links between gardening, plants and health have been recognized throughout history, and for centuries, gardens have been a valuable source of food and medicinal substances. Home-grown fruit  and vegetables are richer in nutrients than supermarket produce, as vitamins start to degrade rapidly once crops are harvested, so growing even a small amount of food at home will help to improve your diet.

If you grow a few pots of herbs, you can make your own herbal remedies for everyday ailments. Mint is excellent for digestive discomfort, sage soothes a sore throat, lavender treats insomnia, and thyme and oregano help to ward off coughs and colds. Plants in your home are proven to improve air quality, reduce fatigue and headaches, lower blood pressure, and encourage restful sleep. Gardening counts as exercise, too. Planting, pruning and picking crops can burn 200–400 calories an hour – and carrying bags of compost or wielding a watering can help tone your muscles.

 

 

 

 

GARDENING FOR MENTAL HEALTH

It’s now widely acknowledged that access to green spaces positively affects mental and emotional wellbeing. Growing plants is one of the easiest ways to connect with nature, particularly if you live in an urban environment. Gardening is a naturally mindful activity. It encourages us to be present in the moment and concentrate fully on the sights, textures, scents, sounds and tastes of the task.

Watching plants transform through the seasons can also increase our awareness and acceptance of change. Research shows that caring for plants alleviates psychological stress, depression and anxiety while boosting mood. Studies suggest that houseplants may even improve attention span and increase productivity. So, if you work from home, why not green up your office space by adding a spider plant, peperomia, or parlour palm to your desk? You’ll then be able to enjoy that uplifting feeling when you spot a new leaf unfurling in the greenery around you or catch the scent of a flower in full bloom. 

 

 

 

 

GARDENING FOR WILDLIFE

The key principles of wildlife gardening are to provide shelter, food and water – you don’t need acres of land to create habitats. Mount a bird box or solitary bee hotel on an outside wall to provide roosting and nesting places. Hang bird feeders from wall brackets or attach them to windows to give you a close-up view of feathered visitors. Attract pollinating insects by planting a window-box nectar bar: simple, single-petalled flowers like poached egg plants (Limnanthes douglasii), nasturtiums (Tropaeolum majus) and calendulas (Calendula officinalis) are the easiest for bees and butterflies to feed on. These blooms also attract predatory insects such as lacewings, hoverflies and ladybirds, which devour aphids and other garden pests. Water is vital for all creatures to drink and bathe, so consider creating a miniature pond or water feature – or make a drinking station for bees by filling a large plant saucer with pebbles and water.

 

 

 

 

GARDENING FOR GOOD

Even the tiniest gardens have valuable environmental and social benefits. Plants remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and capture particulate pollution from vehicles, making them powerful weapons in our fight against climate change. Growing climbers on the exterior walls of your house will help to keep it cool in summer and provide insulation in winter, while installing a rain garden planter can help to manage rainwater run-off from your roof, thus reducing the risk of flooding. And let’s not forget that home-grown fruit and vegetables have zero food miles, so growing your own can reduce your carbon footprint.

Using plants to screen a balcony or window provides privacy, as well as absorbing urban noise pollution. Improving the appearance of your neighbourhood is a wonderful way to give back to your community – a flourishing window box or hanging basket will wow passers-by, and studies have shown that crime and antisocial behaviour are less prevalent in greener urban environments. 


 

 

 

WINDOW GARDENING 101 

Are you keen to get growing but not sure where to start? This chapter is your fast track to understanding the basics of indoor and outdoor growing, from terminology and essential equipment to sowing, planting and garden design. It will also tell you everything you need to know about sourcing seeds, plants and creative containers. 

 

 

 

 

STAYING SAFE

Planters may not feel heavy when you put them in position, but they’ll weigh a lot more once they’re full of compost, water and growing vegetation, so before you start constructing your tiny garden, check how much weight your balcony, bracket or windowsill can safely support, and – where possible – choose lightweight containers and compost. Always ensure that window boxes and hanging baskets are securely attached to prevent them from falling and causing damage or injury.

It’s also important to know that some plants are toxic to people and/or pets. Window boxes and hanging planters will help to keep plants out of the reach of curious toddlers, cats and dogs. However, if you’re growing on an indoor windowsill, it’s wise to choose plants that won’t cause any harm if a child or furry companion attempts to chew the flowers or foliage.

 

 

 

 

ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT


	Hand trowel – in a tiny garden, a hand trowel is probably the only tool you’ll need. A standard-sized trowel is ideal for digging in window boxes, hanging baskets and containers. However, if you are also growing indoors, in smaller containers or terrariums, you may want to invest in a miniature trowel. It will help to avoid messy overspills of compost.

	Plant labels – they will help you to keep track of the seeds you’ve sown. They’re also useful for identifying plants when they’re dormant or have finished flowering. You can recycle wooden ice-lolly sticks or coffee stirrers or use an empty yoghurt pot cut into strips. Write on your labels with a pencil or waterproof marker pen.

	Trug – a shallow plastic basket that is flexible, cheap and easy to clean. It has many uses, including collecting garden prunings and spent flower heads, carrying tools, mixing compost and containing any mess when potting up plants.

	Secateurs or snips – a good pair of these are useful for pruning, deadheading and cutting flowers. Keeping them clean, sharp and well-oiled will prolong their life and ensure that they are cut cleanly, which reduces the risk of damaging stems or spreading disease from plant to plant.

	Watering can – a 5-litre (1.3-gallon) can is ideal for window boxes and outdoor containers, and it’s an essential tool whether you’re gardening inside or out. A smaller can is more convenient for watering hanging baskets and indoor planters, but you could make do with a jug or a repurposed water bottle with a spray head. Look for watering cans that include a fine rose head, as this will allow you to water delicate seedlings and plants without damaging them.

	Plant mister – this spray bottle will deliver a fine mist of water to your houseplants and is an effective way to boost humidity.



 

 

 

 

THINK OUTSIDE THE POT

There are so many items you can repurpose as one-of-a-kind planters: vintage teacups, glass jars, enamelware, baskets, vegetable crates, lengths of guttering, old pallets, box picture frames, old boots – or even tiny ones by using empty seashells, coconut shells or eggshells. Also, look out for metal food cans with attractive vintage labels or decorate plain ones with acrylic paint. If your chosen planter has no drainage holes, you’ll need to make some by drilling into the base. In case the item is too fragile for that, use a layer of pebbles in the base for drainage. Alternatively, plant a smaller pot with drainage holes and set it inside your decorative container. 

Also, consider how to make the most of your space: you could turn a spice rack into a wall-mounted herb garden, plant up the pouches in a hanging shoe organizer to create a living wall, or suspend plants from clothes rails or kitchen utensil hanging racks. The only limit is your imagination! 

 

 

 

 

SOURCING SEEDS AND PLANTS

Garden centres sell a wide range of indoor and outdoor seeds and plants, and many supermarkets stock a variety of houseplants. Alternatively, if it’s not convenient for you to go to the shops – or you’d struggle to transport an unruly shrub or collection of prickly cacti home – you can purchase online and get plants delivered to your door. You’ll find a profusion of independent nurseries on the web, specializing in everything from herbs to carnivorous plants and aquatics to tomatoes – perfect if you’re on the hunt for something out of the ordinary.

Buying mature plants can be expensive, but people often give away surplus ones for free on Freecycle and Facebook Marketplace. Attending a community seed and plant swap is a great way to connect with other gardeners and share unusual or heirloom varieties. Also, if your friends and family have established gardens or houseplant collections, why not ask if you can take cuttings or gather seeds from their plants?

 

 

 

 

SOWING SEEDS

Growing from seeds won’t give you immediate gratification, but it’s easy, cheaper than buying established plants and immensely satisfying. All seeds need to germinate is the right combination of temperature, light and moisture; however, different species have different requirements, so follow the directions on the seed packet. 

Plastic food tubs, cardboard egg cartons and toilet roll tubes make handy seed trays. It’s a good idea to fill the containers with seed compost, which encourages better germination, as it has a finer texture and is lower in nutrients than multipurpose compost. Use a watering can with a fine rose head, wet the compost and let it drain; then sprinkle the seeds thinly and evenly over the surface and cover them with more compost. Most seeds should be buried at a depth equal to their own diameter, but some – for example, snapdragons (see p. 100) – need light to germinate, so they shouldn’t be covered. If you’re sowing seeds indoors, position the seed tray on a sunny windowsill and rotate it daily to prevent the seedlings from getting leggy (growing tall and floppy due to lack of light). A repurposed plastic clamshell container (the kind used to sell berries, for example) makes a









	Water – regular watering is essential, but too much can be as harmful as too little, causing wilt, yellowing foliage and leaf drop. If you push a finger deep into the compost and it feels dry, it’s probably time to water – do that early in the morning or evening, so the liquid doesn’t evaporate before reaching the plant’s roots. A good soak once or twice a week is more beneficial than a daily sprinkle. You can add water-retaining granules to the compost to prevent hanging baskets and window boxes from drying out too quickly.

	Light – plants need light for photosynthesis – the process they use to convert sunlight, water and carbon dioxide into energy – but some species require more of it than others. Most plants prefer bright indirect light; however, some (like cacti) need bright direct light, while others, such as ferns, will grow happily in partial or full shade. If you provide too much light, a plant’s foliage will wilt or burn. If it receives too little, you may notice leggy growth as it stretches for the sun.

	Protection – hardy plants can survive outside year-round, but tender plants need to be brought inside during winter (check the seed packet or plant label). Bricks act like storage heaters, absorbing the sun’s heat during the day and releasing it at night, so plants grown next to a wall have some protection from unexpected frost. Wind can dry out compost and damage plants, snapping stems and scorching leaves, so try to position window boxes and baskets in a sheltered position.

	Compost – a good quality peat-free multipurpose compost is suitable for most plants, but acid-loving plants, like Japanese maples (see p. 106), need ericaceous compost. Plants like cacti, succulents and orchids also need specialist compost to thrive. Loam-based compost retains water and nutrients for longer, so it’s a good choice for planting trees and shrubs.

	Nutrition – compost only contains enough nutrients to feed plants for a few weeks, so feeding is essential. Liquid fertilizers give an immediate boost, while controlled-release granular feeds will slowly provide nutrients over several months. Keep established plants happy and healthy by scraping off the top 5 cm (2 in.) of compost each spring and replacing it with fresh. You may not have room for a composting bin, but a wormery or bokashi bin is small enough to fit on a balcony or inside a kitchen cupboard and will allow you to turn your food scraps into free, nutrient-rich compost and liquid feed that your plants will love.

















	Thrillers – they are big, bold statement plants that add drama. Their height and striking foliage, or eye-catching flowers, create a focal point in a container. Plant thrillers at the back of window boxes and wall planters, but if you’re planting up a hanging basket or container that will be viewed from all sides, position them in the centre.

	Spillers – they are trailing plants that will cascade over the sides of a container, softening its edges and giving the overall display a sumptuous, established look.

	Fillers – they complement the thrillers, hide any bare compost and give a display more volume. Fillers can either be plants that grow in compact mounds or those with delicate, airy stems – you can use one type of plant or choose two or three different species.











	A shrub, dwarf tree or bonsai

	A large, architectural or unusual plant

	A plant with brightly coloured foliage or flowers

	A collection of foliage plants with contrasting colours and textures

	An ornamental feature, such as a bird box, statue or lantern

	A pond or water feature

	A large, colourful or quirky container






























	Cut-and-come-again – varieties of vegetables or flowers that can be harvested a few leaves or stems at a time, allowing the plant to continue growing and producing all season long.

	Deadhead – to remove dead flower-heads to promote repeat flowering.

	Direct sowing – to sow seeds straight into an outdoor container, where you’d like them to grow or flower.

	First frost/last frost – the date when you can expect the first and final frost of the year; the latter signals that it is safe to plant out tender plants, and the former that they need to be brought inside.

	Free-draining – compost that allows water to drain at a moderate rate, retaining moisture but preventing waterlogging.

	Germinate/germination – the process by which a seed comes out of dormancy and sprouts into a seedling.

	Perlite – a lightweight, white granular growing media made from expanded volcanic glass. When mixed into compost, it improves drainage.

	Pinch out – to use your fingers to pinch off the tender growing tip of a plant above a leaf node (the small swellings on the stem that leaves emerge from) to promote stronger, bushier growth and more blooms.

	Prick out – to carefully move a very young seedling from the pot where it germinated into a larger pot of its own to continue growing. When pricking out, always handle the seedling by the leaves, never by the stem.

	Repeat sow – to regularly sow seeds in small batches for a continuous supply of vegetables or flowers. This is also known as successional sowing.

	Seedling – a tiny plant raised from seed, usually with its first set of leaves.

	Sow thinly – to sprinkle seeds sparingly over the soil to prevent overcrowding.

	Staking – to tie a plant to a cane or stake for support.

	True leaves – the foliage leaves that emerge after the seed leaves.
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