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To Dan – for everything.
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Pelargoniums in a little window recess in the hallway.





‘There is scarcely a cottage without some plants in the window; indeed, the windows are often so much filled up with them that the light is too much obscured.’

Gertrude Jekyll, Old West Surrey, 1904
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INTRODUCTION

As I write this, there are five very leggy pelargoniums in worn terracotta pots sitting on the windowsill next to me. It’s the middle of winter, and for the past week or so the days have been disappointingly grey and dingy – everything trapped in a damp half-light. A clear, frosty morning, when the low sun sends long shadows racing up the surrounding hills, would be a welcome treat any day now.

But, despite my own misgivings, these pelargoniums remain unbothered by the drab weather and are happily shooting towards the ceiling in spindles of leathery green foliage. There are canes now to scaffold the tallest ones. They were sunk into the pots last autumn as the loftiest stems began to collapse – supporting themselves finally became too demanding.

In a few months’ time, this windowsill will be transformed. The pelargoniums will have found a new home outside, and in their place will sit treasured ceramic pots that struggle to contain endless nasturtiums in blazing reds and oranges. There may even be a jug of bearded irises – if they haven’t gone over already – and perhaps a tiny cup with one or two of the first sweet peas. Colour and perfume will have replaced this monochrome chill: summer changes everything.



[image: ]
A leggy Pelargonium ‘Clorinda’ in an old terracotta pot is supported by canes in a bedroom at the cottage.




It was spring when I first viewed what would become my home in Somerset, England. I’d spent my twenties living all over London, and always within an easy tube ride of Oxford Circus in the centre of town. But on the cusp of 30, I found myself on a narrow country lane waiting for an estate agent. Hedgerows as tall as I’d ever seen towered above me. They guarded endless open country that was dotted here and there with primroses, red valerian and the remnants of old farm buildings. Birdsong was everywhere. It bounced frenetically around the lanes as tits and finches busied themselves attending to crowded nests. I knew I didn’t want to leave the city completely, but I was also craving something slower. Somewhere to breathe, and a garden to fall in love with.

I established a basic history of the cottage some time after moving in. It was built in the late 17th century and belonged to a neighbouring farm as a very modest labourer’s cottage. Two extensions followed: another bedroom was added in the 19th century and the kitchen was extended in the early 20th century. As such, the house today is an intimate patchwork of rooms bolted together here and there. Its ceilings are low and the windows are small. Beams jolt at odd angles, floorboards don’t quite align properly, and doorways make a failed attempt at being perfectly rectangular.
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Cow parsley (Anthriscus sylvestris) lining the little lane that leads to the cottage in early summer.


The cottage being as old and piecemeal as it is somehow lends itself to a quiet anarchism from which I derive a lot of pleasure. I’m not overly fussy about straightening any pictures that find themselves askew on my walls, and I’m not quick to correct a lampshade that’s fallen out of position; in fact, I enjoy seeing these inanimate objects behaving like petulant schoolchildren. To me, it brings the house alive, and is, in some way, faithful to the wonderfully imperfect and informal nature of the house. Things land where they land, and there’s a tremendous sense of freedom in that.

The main garden is to the front of the cottage on a slope. It sits in a triangle created by two merging lanes that run either side of it. An old stone wall forms the boundary for most of the way, but as the garden starts to end, it’s then replaced by hedgerow. It was pleasant enough when I arrived – mostly lawn with the odd shrub here and there – but from the very beginning I knew that more space was desperately needed for planting. I had a dream of creating a jumbled cottage garden; a space that seemed impossibly full and where plants jostled with one another – just like the ones I’d read about in Gertrude Jekyll’s books. And so, the lawn had to go. In its place I created large beds that would soon become riots of colour and display all my favourite flowers in endless quantities. Lupins crash against alliums. Foxgloves and hollyhocks rise above hardy geraniums, nepeta and penstemon. Regal lilies and roses provide the perfume. Later come salvias and dahlias that fire the garden into the depths of autumn. Hard landscaping was kept to an absolute minimum – reserved only for a path and a small seating area – to give every square inch over to plants.
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In spring, a rich tapestry of colour is created by planting tulips in large groups across the cottage garden. Here, the pinks of ‘Whispering Dream’ jostle with the burgundy of ‘Amber Glow’ and the burnt orange of ‘Annie Schilder’.
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Daffodils on parade in the studio. Displayed rising out of old horticultural show vases, they take on a charming anthropomorphic air of authority – as though they were a line of security guards protecting something precious.




The rooms of the cottage are a kind of stage. A platform for evolving melodramatic performances brought in from the garden. One day it’s armfuls of daffodils parading on tabletops, the next it’s tulips. There’s never a script or even a plan; the plants and flowers improvise their show as they go along.

It’s not just about the immediate ornamental appeal that they bring to a room; for me, it is somehow more than that – something more enduring and total. Plants and flowers have become an intrinsic part of the interior decoration, and without them nothing would be the same. Displays made up of mountains of flowers tumbling out of vessels have a way of elevating the cottage; they bring a certain intensity of life and spirit that cannot be replaced with anything else. And, from a more personal perspective, these displays bring me a deep sense of grounding. They’re reassuring connections to moments that remain constant year after year.
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Blown-out crocus flowers in little ceramic pots can be found all over the cottage in late winter.


My living space continues into the garden. Not in the literal sense (I don’t have an old Cecil Beaton-style conservatory overflowing with camellias and pelargoniums – although I wish I did), but in the figurative sense. I want to feel an easy and natural transition between the indoors and the outdoors – as though one were really part of the other. In fact, I suppose I’m on an eternal mission to dismantle any notion of having left the magic of the garden behind when you walk through the door and into the cottage.

Ultimately, that’s what this book is all about: the ways in which life can be lived, at all times, as close as possible to the things that we grow. A love letter to the garden and the plants and flowers it brings to the house. All gardens, large or small, have a unique ability to take us out of the everyday and present something of the other to our daily lives – foreign realms that work to their own rules and timetable. Bringing this botanic world inside is, for me, endlessly exciting; it’s the slightest sprinkle of anarchy and disorder on a life that is otherwise driven by expectations, deadlines and never-ending administration.
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Pelargonium ‘Australian Mystery’.


In many ways I’m always looking to capture something that lives in the vivid technicolour of my imagination. A world that has somehow now largely been lost: the gardens in old black-and-white photographs that were the life’s work of some enthusiastic plantsperson or cottager. Where annuals were prized and revered, and where large areas of paving were simply unthinkable. Places that slotted perfectly into the surrounding landscape and said something about those who created them.

I’m forever fascinated by the history of cottage gardens and the stories of their owners. My little library is filled with old books that trace these botanical histories, and over the years they have become a comforting escape for me to dip into every now and then. The knowledge and observations that sit within those pages have taught me so much and shaped how I think about the garden and its plants and flowers today. I suppose, in many ways, I owe everything to them: those garden writers, some largely now forgotten, who through nothing more than enthusiasm and a full life in close proximity to plants pioneered new ways of seeing the world around us.
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A single stem of Papaver nudicaule ‘Champagne Bubbles’ on a kitchen ledge.


There’s a single thread that binds all the chapters that follow together: celebration. Everything I display, both inside and out, comes from a need to celebrate the majesty of colour, scent, shape and texture found within plants and flowers. My life is improved and enhanced immeasurably by them, and, to me, it’s unthinkable that a year might go by without filling the insides of the cottage with endless displays of everything the garden has to offer. I indulge the images and ideas that race through my mind – everything a complicated, and sometimes chaotic, reflection of my imagination – and I suppose my hope is that somewhere along the way this book might inspire you, wherever you live, to do the same.
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A display of Muscari armeniacum ‘Peppermint’ in winter.





A MUSEUM OF
THE GARDEN


On the kitchen table in early spring any number of things could be going on. If it’s the weekend, there may be bowls of vegetables waiting to be peeled, newspapers waiting to be read, and pages of work from the week just gone waiting to be put away. But no matter what comes and goes on that table, there’s a constant. An enduring display that remains as life moves around it: a little indoor garden.

I can expect fritillaries leaping from painted cups, daffodils – in huge groups of all kinds – rising from favourite jugs, blown-out crocus falling over the edges of the tiniest bowls, and small terracotta pots packed full of muscari that, when the light catches them, look like glistening oceans. Any other function the table is expected to perform will have no choice but to work around this indoor facsimile of the garden. Within a month it will all have changed. Those same jugs will be a home for drooping tulips, and it will be clouds of cow parsley that are brought indoors by the bucket-load to exhibit in the most prized pots.

But with a garden full of flowers, it would be reasonable to ask the question: why?
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Bright, unruly and endlessly charming: nasturtiums (Tropaeolum majus) displayed in an old loving cup by the window in summer.
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Tulips, as many as will fit, spilling out of a glass jug in spring.




Why go to the trouble of bringing so much of the garden inside when it can be enjoyed outside in its totality?

I suppose my answer lies somewhere in the deep fascination I have for things being displayed; the idea of a collection of objects that someone has taken the time to curate in such a way that, as a group, they tell a particular story. Displays of objects are around us all the time, but we most often encounter them in a commercial context: products carefully exhibited in shop windows, on roadside billboards and throughout the pages of magazines. The role of the display here is to sell, but, for me, I can trace my interest back to those instances as a child when objects were presented in ways that were intended to inform and instruct.

In school holidays, the best days were always those when my brothers and I would be taken by our parents to the big museums in the city. Those vast monolithic buildings of endless corridors and rooms, where voices bellow and echo if spoken in anything other than a whisper, are the first instances I can remember of being completely captivated by objects laid out on display. There was one room, in the oldest museum in town, that would have me mesmerized for days: a room I now know is referred to as the entomology collection, but back then was simply the room with the insects. It was a colossal space with a mezzanine, cold and always dark, where endless freestanding wooden display cases were positioned along each wall. Inside the glass-fronted cabinets sat the most seductive assortment of butterflies, moths, beetles, spiders and crustaceans, each one seemingly more jam-packed than the last. They were all arranged in perfect rows with each specimen neatly labelled on slips of paper that had started to fade with age, and colour radiated from each display in ways that seemed to light up the darkened room – colours I don’t think I’d ever seen anywhere else. I’d spend what felt like hours carefully studying everything.

[image: ]
Iris reticulata ‘Clairette’, one of the most elegant bulbs to force indoors in the winter.


Being in that room felt terribly exotic. It was a world far away from the one I was used to – a sort of magical cocoon of alien creatures that I could dip in and out of. I’d come home and spend days drawing what I’d seen. I’d be careful to mimic the ways in which they had been displayed in exacting rows. My fascination lay as much in the conscientious way in which they had been presented as in the specimens themselves.

[image: ]
A pumpkin display in the studio after harvest.


And, although now older and more worldly-wise, that same enchantment at being in a museum has never really left me. That sense of immersion in a place dedicated solely to the discovery and exploration of objects – all thoughtfully packaged and presented to us – still excites me. I think it’s the sense of trying to find a bigger purpose or context in the way disparate things are grouped together that really captures my imagination. Collections of insects are interesting, but it’s the wider significance they take on when formally arranged that, for me, elevates them into displays of wonder and intrigue.

I suppose we’re all creating something of a museum in our homes. We accumulate so many decorative things throughout our lives – objects, books, photographs, art, treasured keepsakes – that each adds, in some small part, to the individual story of ourselves, and we display them in our homes like little insights into our lives for anyone that may visit. They say something about us to the world: stacks of books might reveal an interest in wildlife or politics; collections of art may hint at a particular fondness for colour; furniture choices might be indicative of a love for a certain movement in design. Rarely do we display things by accident; every object we place in our home is a calculated and tangible extension of the sparks that light up our imagination, and in this way, we’re all curators of our own museum.

Mine is a museum of the garden. Visitors to the cottage will probably be able to glean all the information they need to know about me from the displays of plants and flowers that fill all the rooms. The house is like my own exhibition space for a highly personal show that, although permanent, is ever changing. Collections of colour and texture
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