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1
 HOW IT ALL
 STARTED:
 From Pocket Money to Plant Obsession

Some people fall in love with gardening as adults. For me, it started long before I even knew what gardening really was. I didn’t grow up with a trowel in one hand and a copy of a gardening magazine in the other, but I did have something better: family holidays to Holland and a grandma who taught me the difference between a dandelion and a daffodil (and wasn’t afraid to tell me off when I got it wrong!).

One of my earliest, most vivid memories is standing in a tulip field just outside Uden, a little town nestled in the south of the Netherlands. I must only have been five or six, but I remember it hitting me like a lightning bolt: My God, these things are real. They’re actually growing. As a child, seeing that kind of colour, row after row of red, orange, pink and yellow tulips stretching out to the horizon, felt like stepping into a painting.

Uden itself isn’t some huge bustling city. It is small, friendly and totally in love with flowers. It has that classic Dutch charm: neat little brick houses with well-kept front gardens, cycling paths everywhere, and a sense that everyone, no matter how small their space, knew how to make things grow. It wasn’t about being fancy; it was just part of life. Even as a kid, I could feel how much the Dutch valued nature. Their gardens weren’t just somewhere to sit, they were places to live.

I remember standing in that field, tulips taller than my little legs, staring out at windmills in the distance and feeling something. Awe, maybe. Wonder. A little hint of what would become a full-blown obsession years later. That was the moment. The seed was planted – literally and metaphorically.

The thing is, gardening in Holland is like a national sport. Much like the Brits, the Dutch love a good front garden. They adore their plants. But there’s a calm confidence to it – it’s not showy, it’s just what you do. The country is full of open gardens, allotments and little plant stalls on the side of the road. And being surrounded by that culture on our family summer trips, well… it definitely rubbed off.

It’s no coincidence that I’ve always associated gardening with good times. For me, those holidays to Uden weren’t just breaks from the school routine. They were filled with family, fresh air, cycling through tulip fields, and sitting around outdoor tables with homemade food and flowers in jars. It all felt incredibly wholesome, even before I knew what ‘wholesome’ meant.

Looking back, I think that tulip field might’ve been my first moment of mindfulness. I wouldn’t have known the word then, but I remember being completely in that moment. No distractions. Just colour, sunlight and a strange little feeling that plants were kind of magical.

That’s the thing about gardening: it can get under your skin before you even realise it. One minute you’re kicking about in a field, thinking, ‘Wow, these colours are mad,’ and the next you’re twenty years older, obsessing over soil texture and debating whether to deadhead in the morning or after dinner.

As I got older, when I wasn’t gallivanting around tulip fields in Holland, I was earning my pocket money in a much less glamorous, but just as important patch of earth: my nan’s garden.

My nan was getting older. I called her ‘Oma’ (Dutch for grandma), and like most nans’ gardens in the nineties, hers was a well-loved, slightly over-planted jungle of hanging baskets, clipped lawns and borders that definitely didn’t weed themselves. She needed help and I needed cash for sweets and Pokémon cards (I’m still into those, by the way!), so a deal was struck.

Here’s the thing though: if you pulled out the wrong plant, you knew about it. Oma had no problem giving me a proper telling-off if I mistook one of her prized perennials for a weed. I learned pretty quickly to tell the difference between a dandelion and a delphinium, not through books or YouTube tutorials, but through trial, error and a very expressive Dutch-British woman with high standards.

She had a tidy little lawn, and I was in charge of keeping it that way. Edges trimmed, grass cut, borders weeded. There was a bird bath in the middle, a proper centrepiece, and baskets everywhere, overflowing with trailing lobelia, petunias and fuchsias. It was a floral explosion and she loved it. It’s funny, looking back now. Hanging baskets are a bit of a family signature. Oma adored them. My mum adored them. And, yep, I’m still trying to get mine to look half as good as theirs.

I can still picture it: me with a trowel that was way too big for my hand, sweating over a stubborn root, muttering under my breath while Oma watched from the kitchen window with a cuppa. And yet… I loved it. I loved being outside. I loved the little victories, like clearing a border and standing back to admire the neatness. And I really loved that I was getting paid to do something that didn’t feel like a chore.

Nan wasn’t a veg grower, flowers were her thing, but she passed on loads of little lessons. Water in the morning, not at night. Deadhead as you go. Don’t plant too close together, even if you don’t think it’ll ‘fill out’. And, of course: if you’re not sure what it is, don’t yank it out. She’d sometimes get plant names muddled up (English wasn’t her first language), so we’d make up nicknames together. I wish I could remember some of them now; they’d be perfect for this book. But what I do remember is the laughter, the learning and the quiet pride I felt every time she said, ‘That looks lovely, Yonny.’ She could never pronounce her Js.

And then, just as I was starting to really enjoy those little garden jobs, life threw me a curveball.

I was ten when my mum sat me down and told me she had cancer.

There’s no guidebook for that moment. No how-to manual for suddenly growing up, for taking on responsibility when all you want to do is ride your bike and argue about what’s for tea. Life shifted overnight, and so did I. I had to step up at home, for my younger brother, for my dad, and oddly enough, one of the first places I found comfort in all the chaos… was the lawn.

Gardening had already been gently seeping into my life through my nan, but this was different. Now, it was my job to take care of the garden, especially the grass. I became the unofficial ‘Head of Lawn’, armed with a basic mower, a determination to impress and a growing love for neat stripes

Mum, despite everything she was going through, loved her garden. And she was the undisputed queen of the hanging basket. Honestly, they were outrageous, overflowing, Technicolor explosions that practically dripped with blooms. Geraniums, trailing fuchsias, busy lizzies... you name it, she could make it flourish. No garden-centre basket ever came close to Mum’s. I still try to recreate them, year after year, and none ever quite match up. But I keep doing it anyway. It’s my little tribute to her.

She also loved Wimbledon, and summer was her season. There was nothing she liked more than sitting out in the garden, cold drink in hand, watching the tennis and admiring her baskets. Even now, when summer rolls around and the grass is green and the baskets are blooming, I swear I can still hear her voice, gently correcting me on how to water or trim something.

As I got older, the garden became more than a place of chores, it became my escape. A little patch of calm. I used to push the mower back and forth, watching the lines appear, and feel the weight of everything lift, even if just for a while. It wasn’t just about grass. It was about control in a life that felt uncontrollable. It was about peace, when everything else felt like chaos.

She passed away when I was 18. Eight years of fighting, of hope, of heartbreak. My youngest brother was only eight. I suddenly found myself in a house full of men. My dad, my older brother, my little brother, and very little communication. Feelings didn’t get discussed. Emotions weren’t something we really knew how to handle. But I had two things that helped me cope: the gym and the garden.

The gym gave me strength. The garden gave me stillness.

And honestly, that balance still defines who I am. My day off now usually features gym in the morning, garden in the afternoon. And always, always mowing the lawn with those crisp clean lines. It grounds me. Connects me. Reminds me of where I started and how far I’ve come.

For a while after Mum passed, I lost the love for gardening. The family garden had been hers, and it felt wrong to touch it. I kept the lawn neat, that was my job, but the rest of it I left. I didn’t want to change her space. I didn’t want to ‘move on’ from her. So I didn’t plant. I didn’t weed. I just cut the grass. And for those couple of years, that was enough.

But eventually, a new garden and a new chapter called.
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THE FIRST HOUSE: PLANTING MY ROOTS

I bought my first house at 23 with my then-girlfriend Jen (now my wife – proof that gardens do help you grow things that last!). We didn’t exactly pick a dream home. It was more of a fixer-upper, and by that I mean everything needed doing. One winter, I found myself standing in what should have been the bathroom, roofless, while snow fell in around me. That’s when I realised two things: 1) we were slightly mad, and 2) there’s a fine line between character building and frostbite.

Because we couldn’t afford a skip, the garden became the unofficial dumping ground for the renovation. Brick rubble, broken bits of tile, abandoned bathroom fittings, you name it, we heaped it in the garden. Every time I added to the pile, a little part of me winced. I couldn’t shake the guilt that I was destroying nature. I felt like I was suffocating something that had the potential to be beautiful. Even under all that chaos, I knew the garden was quietly waiting for its moment.

After about six months of beans-on-toast, blood, sweat and borderline tears, we had the house sorted enough to breathe. And then it was time for the garden. Finally.

It was a classic long, thin, terraced garden with a big silver birch off to one side and a patchy stretch of grass trying its best to stay alive. No borders. No shape. Just grass, trees and potential. I knew most of the basics about gardening and I was buzzing. I had a blank canvas.

I did what anyone would do. I turned to Monty Don.

Every Friday night, I parked myself in front of the telly and watched Gardeners’ World. Back then, it was just half an hour long, but that half hour felt sacred. Monty became my mentor. He didn’t know it, obviously, but I was basically enrolled in the Don School of Gardening. His calm, no-fuss style made gardening feel approachable. He never made it feel like you had to be perfect, just present.

I also hit the internet hard. Websites, books, forums, anywhere I could soak up plant names, sun-vs-shade rules, bulb-planting guides, soil tips… you name it. I was a sponge. I planted my first conifer (and I think I nailed it!). Within six weeks, I was absolutely hooked. Obsessed.

Then, just as I was starting to get into the swing of it... we sold the house.

Classic, isn’t it? All that effort, all that learning, and not a single border finished. If I could give any advice here, it’s this: always take pictures of your work before you move house. Because all I’ve got from that garden is memories and one very confused-looking conifer in someone else’s garden now.

HOUSE NUMBER TWO: GROWTH, GRIT AND GARDEN

House number two felt like a fresh start. This time, the place didn’t need quite so much doing up (thankfully!). That meant one thing: I could throw myself straight into the garden. And trust me, I was ready.

This garden was a bit of a puzzle, shape-wise. It was a small, south-facing space set across different levels, like a garden that couldn’t decide what it wanted to be. A conservatory led onto a patio, then steps up to a lawn, and beyond that a small triangular wedge where the sun hit hardest. South-facing gardens can be a blessing and a curse. You get the best of the sunshine, but so does every weed, pest and crispy-leaved plant. Hydration becomes a full-time job.

Now, if I’m being honest, my favourite aspect for a garden is west-facing. You get a lovely golden-hour glow in the evening without being blasted all day long. But I was determined to make this south-facing garden sing.

First things first: I needed a decent shed. Not just a slap-up shack, something smart. A shed with swagger. I popped it at the bottom of the garden as my hub, a kind of potting palace where I could pretend to be more organised than I actually was. Then came the planting.

I planted my very first apple tree here, a Granny Smith, which I picked because it’s self-fertile. I had no idea if any neighbours had apple trees, so better safe than sorry. And the first time I saw apples forming on my tree, I felt like a proud parent. It’s wild how something so small can give you that deep feeling of achievement. (And let’s be real, they tasted better because I grew them.)

This garden, despite being smaller, felt like mine in a way the first one never did. I felt comfortable. It was the first place where I could slow down and try things properly. I experimented with tomatoes, cucumbers, courgettes, anything that looked remotely edible. And – here’s where it gets a bit nerdy – I became truly obsessed with my lawn. Not just cutting it, caring for it. Scarifying, aerating, feeding, edging. I was Googling fertiliser ratios at 10pm like it was revision for a life exam. I started learning how to stripe it properly. I swear to you, getting the perfect line became my personal Everest. I’ll go into full lawn care geek-mode later in this book. I bet you can’t wait!

I also love a shady, woodland-style border. South-facing gardens don’t exactly scream woodland vibes. But I got creative. I had a row of conifers at the bottom of the garden, so I lifted the lower branches to let in some dappled light underneath and turned that area into a mini woodland oasis.

This was also the house where my daughter, Lissy, was born. One of my favourite memories from this garden is her waddling barefoot across the lawn for the first time. I remember telling her (probably too seriously for a toddler), ‘No shoes on the grass, please!’ Gotta start them young, right?

That moment stuck with me. The garden wasn’t just a place for plants anymore, it was where life happened. First steps, sun-soaked lunches, tiny fingers helping me ‘plant’ things (and occasionally dig them back up again). It cemented what I already knew deep down: gardening wasn’t a hobby for me anymore. It was part of who I was.

By the time baby number two was on the way, my boy Max, our little triangle garden was starting to feel a bit tight. I’d crammed in as much greenery as possible, but when you’re trying to juggle a lawn obsession, two kids and dreams of bigger borders, it was clear: we needed more space.

HOME, IN EVERY SENSE OF THE WORD

So, off we went to house number three – our current home, and the garden you probably know from my social media. When we moved in, the garden was... well, let’s just say it had ‘potential’. It was a basic rectangle: scraggly lawn, gravel paths that looked like a sad Zen garden, and a tin shed that had seen better decades. There were no borders, no structure and absolutely no personality. I walked out onto that lawn and thought, ‘Right, this is going to take some serious graft.’ And then I immediately got a wave of anxiety over just how bad the lawn was. For a lawn-lover, it was a crime scene. Brown patches, tufts of something pretending to be grass, moss doing the conga in the corner. Honestly, I felt personally offended.

The house needed a lot of work, too, so gardening had to wait a bit. Most of our budget went into building an extension. But you know me, I couldn’t leave the garden alone for long. So I did the next best thing: I started buying plants and keeping them in pots. My patio slowly turned into a mini nursery. If there was a sale on perennials, I was there. Compost going half price? I’m bulk buying. I basically had a garden centre operating from my back doorstep, just waiting for its moment.

And just when I thought I was finally ready to begin transforming the space… I went and snapped my Achilles tendon playing rugby.

Now, if you’ve never snapped an Achilles, let me save you the suspense: it’s painful, dramatic and absolutely ruins your gardening plans. I needed surgery and crutches, and suddenly the idea of digging out borders or laying a patio felt like a distant fantasy. It hit me hard. Gardening was my therapy. My escape. I was worried sick about my mental health. Not being able to train at the gym, not being in the garden, and not being able to work as a firefighter (my day job). It felt like my whole outlet for stress had been taken away.

That’s when I rang the Fire Fighters Charity. I explained I was worried about my mental health, and I’ll never forget what the person on the phone said: ‘What’s stopping you from still doing something?’ And they were right. I was on crutches, not in a coma.

So, I adapted. I started doing seated upper-body sessions at the gym. I hobbled around the garden, slowly, planting what I could, planning what I couldn’t. (Let’s just say I became very good at dragging compost bags around with one foot.) And, because I’m nothing if not stubborn, I ended up building an entire patio in front of my shed while still recovering. Maybe not the smartest move, but we’ll call it ‘occupational therapy’. (I also have a very handy brother-in-law who helped!)

Once the shed was up and the patio was down, it was ‘go time’. The dream woodland border I’d been mentally designing for years was finally going to happen. I had plants that I’d been nurturing in pots for two years





FROM MY GARDEN TO YOURS















	A little, often.
	Learn by doing.
	Enjoy the ride.
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CONCLUSION
 Stay Green, Stay Gorgeous

Sitting down to write these parting words made me realise just how much has gone into these pages. Not just information, but memories, honesty and all the moments that shaped why I do what I do. This book wasn’t something I ever saw coming, and the fact that you’ve stayed with me right to the end is something I’ll never take for granted.

I haven’t written this as an expert with a perfect garden or a spotless record. I’ve written it as a bloke who adores his little patch of earth, who still gets excited when a new shoot appears and who has made every mistake under the sun. Every tip in here, from mowing the lawn to dealing with dahlias, compost heaps and kids with watering cans, comes straight from real life – all my early mornings, muddy boots and quiet evenings where I told myself ‘just one more job.’

Gardening has never been about perfection for me. It’s about progress. It’s about learning something new every season and forgiving yourself when it all goes wrong, because it will. Something will die, something will get munched, the weather will throw a strop and you’ll definitely forget to water something important. But gardening always gives you another chance. Another spring. Another seed. Another bit of ground waiting for its moment.

If there’s one message I hope you take from this book, it’s simple: your garden should look like your life. Not a magazine. Not your neighbour’s. Yours. Whether it’s a balcony, a sprawling plot, a messy lawn, or a few pots on a table, your space tells your story. And honestly? It’s the imperfect ones that have the most soul.

When I posted that first photo of my shed, I never imagined it would lead to me writing an actual book, chatting to you through these pages. It all started with the idea of sharing what I loved, hoping it might make someone else smile or give gardening a go. I didn’t expect the sense of connection, the messages, the comments, the photos of your gardens. They reminded me that there are thousands of us out there, all trying to grow something good, not just in our borders but in ourselves.

Gardening doesn’t just change your garden. It changes you. It teaches patience. It gives clarity when life gets loud. It grounds you, literally. There’s something about putting your hands in soil that resets your whole day. For me, it’s been therapy after long shifts, a place to breathe, a steady reminder that growth never happens overnight.

Some moments stay with me:

The first snowdrop pushing through.

The smell of freshly cut grass.

A robin keeping me company while I turn the compost.

That quiet look around after a long day outside, thinking, ‘Yeah. I did that.’

Those tiny moments – not the perfect photos or big reveals – are what hook you for life.

And whether you’re reading this in a greenhouse, a kitchen, or a flat with a window box, I know you understand that feeling. That spark that turns you into someone who watches the sky for rain, who gets excited about worms, who talks to plants (don’t lie – you absolutely do). You stop seeing ‘dirt’ and start seeing ‘life’.

So, whether you dipped into this book for quick advice or read it cover to cover, I hope it made you feel like part of something, because you are. Every thriving border and every ‘not-sure-what’s-going-on-here’ plant has a gardener behind it doing their best, learning as they go.

To everyone who’s followed me online, asked questions, shared photos, or sent messages, thank you. You’ve helped build a community I’m proud of. What started as a couple of posts about a shed has turned into something real, something that matters, something I never expected.

If I could leave you with one final bit of advice, it’s this: don’t overthink it. Don’t wait for the perfect weather, the perfect plan, or the perfect equipment. Just start. Plant something. Anything. A bulb, a seed, a cutting from your mate. Some of my best successes came from moments where I had no clue what I was doing. You learn by trying and that’s half the joy. And when it goes wrong, laugh. Every gardener has a disaster story. A plant that refused to live. A squirrel with a personal vendetta. A compost bin that could’ve walked off on its own. Those moments give your garden character.

As you close this book and step back into your outdoor space, I hope you take something with you – curiosity over perfection, joy over frustration, connection over comparison. That’s what keeps you growing, in the garden and in life.

Now, go get your hands dirty. Check the pots you forgot about. Give your plants a little pep talk. Sit outside for a minute and look at what you’ve created, even if it’s small, messy, or a work in progress. It’s yours. Your peace. Your therapy. Your little patch of magic.

And as always –

Stay Green, Stay Gorgeous.
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