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introduction

By definition, towns and cities are densely populated areas. As a result, green space is always at a premium and any urbanite who has access to their own private garden probably knows just how lucky they are.

Outside space in a city comes in all shapes and sizes. Back and front gardens are still the most traditional, but there are also shared communal gardens (complete or divided up), roof terraces, balconies, front steps, side alleys, houseboats and many other interesting spaces to grow in. They may start off being barren and uninviting but with imagination, creativity and application it amazes me how quickly they can be transformed into valuable green havens; the perfect antidote to fast city living.

Urban areas are often far detached from the natural world, yet it’s in our DNA to want to grow things and surround ourselves with plants. The considerations are undeniably different to those in rural settings, with issues like privacy, boundaries and shade (cast by buildings) coming into play and many spaces don’t have any soil at all to dig into. These are viewed as limitations, but an exciting aspect of urban gardening is finding solutions, making over outside spaces beyond recognition, and breathing life into them.

There are many directions to go in and no rights or wrongs, yet with each decision and path chosen a garden is developing and your personality is being stamped onto it. Elements like paving, boundaries, containers, furniture, water and sculpture help define its structure but the plants will always play the starring role with their inimitable colours, textures, movement and fragrance, sprinkling their magic dust around to draw the seasons into our cities.

So, how do you want your small garden to feel and what kind of plants do you want to grow? Maybe an urban jungle full of dramatic architectural plants? Or packed with colour? Perhaps a soothing space for a spot of green bathing after a stressful day’s work that also works nicely as a venue for inviting friends over for a drink?

Whatever you want it to look like and be used for, greening your own plot is far from being a selfish act. The wider environmental benefits are significant too, helping to reduce pollution and minimise the heat island effect (a result of the hardscape in cities). The plants will increase biodiversity, and many will be an important year-round resource for wildlife.

Gardening can be a solitary or communal act, as you choose, yet it is undeniably infectious, in turn changing neighbourhoods and the way people feel about their surroundings. One person starts on their front garden or takes on a spot of ‘guerrilla gardening’ by planting up the tree pit in the street and before you know it everyone’s at it, swapping cuttings and seeds, talking to each other, and building a community based on their love of city green.

There are no downsides to gardening. It’s good for our physical and mental health and feeds our souls. Sure, we all have some failures along the way, but learning from them is all part of the process. I guarantee you’ll get far more out of making a garden than you put in and I hope this book both inspires and offers practical help for anyone looking to green up their urban space.

Joe








design considerations
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These are the key things I consider when designing city and town gardens. Keep it simple, try to tick off most of these points to form a cohesive design and you won’t go far wrong.

Sitting and versatility

A key decision that can dictate the entire layout of a small space is where to sit. In the sun or shade? Near the back door or at the end of the garden? I’d rather have one large, generous and versatile (place to sit/do yoga/pot up plants/peel potatoes) area than two pinched areas neither of which feel quite generous enough.

Big things in small spaces and feature placement

A common oversight is to place (and plant) many small things in small spaces, which makes them feel busy and cluttered. Fewer and larger elements (think architectural plants/large pots/sculptural pieces) provide balance and greater impact. When placing, view the garden as an art gallery, each piece holding a space around it and perhaps framed by an arch, by plants, or by the window frames from inside. Maximise any long views where possible to draw the eye, even if this means snipping some branches off a shrub or two to see a feature. Objects are often plonked on the ground but usually look better brought up closer to eye level, perhaps raised on plinths, blocks or fixed onto walls.
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Wow, this really draws the eye!
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Imagine how different this would feel with dark paving and gravel.
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Tone

How light or dark a material or plant is – as opposed to its colour – often goes overlooked but can have a huge bearing on the overall atmosphere of a garden. In dark shady spaces, generally avoid tonally dark surface materials (dark slate/stone/bark chippings) and look to lighter stone or pebbles and boundary treatments. It can make a huge difference to how airy and welcoming the garden feels and how much light is bounced back into the house.

Views from inside

If you have views from inside out into the garden, make the most of them, as during the winter months they will become priceless. A percentage of evergreen plants viewed from the inside makes a huge difference. Aim to create foreground by bringing wispy or easily trimmed (not too blocky) plants close to the window.

Movement

When one walks into any garden one is ideally drawn through it both physically (perhaps heading somewhere to sit) and visually (planting or feature compositions drawing the eye towards them). This ‘movement’ makes all the difference to its success. No, it doesn’t mean lots going on, it’s more about the placement and revealing of certain elements as one moves through. I appreciate that in tiny gardens this may be difficult to achieve, you may only have one way to go and look but making the most of it is what it’s all about!



Space for planting opportunities

This is my bugbear. Builders and many landscapers love to pave right up to house and boundary walls (so you can get a broom into the corners!) and space for plants is an afterthought. Plants tend to grow better and require far less maintenance when grown in the ground (as opposed to pots) and they also bring a garden to life. If you’re having paving installed, consider leaving generous gaps near the windows, along boundaries and especially in corners to soften the space and envelope yourself in plants. If you’ve inherited a mostly paved garden, lift a slab or two and see if you can dig out, place topsoil and plant up.

Scale, proportion and lines

Sketch it out on a simple plan or take photos and draw over them on a tablet. Look for clues, try taking lines from the windows and doors out into the garden and then some horizontally across the garden, perhaps from a fence post or brick pier, to see if they help break it up, add some proportion, connect to what’s already there and help organise it in some way. If you know what size paving unit (see the Surfaces chapter) you’re going to use, see it as a grid for laying over the garden plan and a good starting point. You can then apply all my other suggestions above (sitting/views/space for plants/movements and other considerations like privacy and garden style) on your sketch (use coloured pencils or an app on your tablet), which will help see it better. A design should start coming together like a phoenix rising from the ashes!








city garden style

[image: No image description]
© NICOLE CUBBIDGE / Alamy Stock Photo


Gardens are very personal spaces, and the most important thing is that the urban gardener loves their own plot, even if others don’t so much. Objectively, however, some spaces are undeniably more successful than others. The garden maker may have an affinity with plants, a passion, and a great eye (which certainly helps), but we all have it within us to create something special and individual to us. I have seen hundreds if not thousands of gardens over the years and, for me, the key to the realisation of that dream garden is always ‘focus’. Focus on where you’re heading and what you’re trying to achieve. Ah, it may sound easy and simple, but with gardening there are unlimited ways to go and decisions to make with tens of thousands of plants in a kaleidoscope of colours available, and umpteen materials and features to choose from. It’s easy to be led down the wrong (garden) path.

Focus and keep your eye on your vision. In successful gardens, everything feels as if they’re working together, the concept bold and result harmonious, and, as with all good design, greater than the sum of its parts. Coming up with a ‘garden style’ to aim for may sound daunting but it’s a hugely exciting aspect and I want to help you to make that key decision. Choose a feel and mood to embrace and give it an identity, your identity. Over time, all
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