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Introduction

Let me tell you a story. It’s about a garden. The garden was large for its city location, and its owner had made sure that every inch of it was full to bursting with flowers. There was neither rhyme nor reason to the placement of each plant. Nature weaved its merry tapestry in the borders and the place buzzed with life. It was beautiful and magical and overgrown; a law unto itself, and people loved it, soaking up its summer bounty. But its owner spent her time swinging wildly between love and loathing for her garden. She loved the wildness and the colour, but it also made her feel panicked and overwhelmed. The grass grew out of control and her children opted for the park instead of the garden; there was nowhere to sit and relax, or eat, or walk about. The garden had got away from her and the balance between human and nature, represented by a garden, had got wildly out of whack.

This was me a few years ago, looking forlornly out of the window, with three small children to look after and wondering if I would ever have time to stay on top of the garden, along with everything else that needed my attention. It seemed impossible; I was accustomed to gardening at weekends or setting aside entire days to ‘deal with the garden’, spending hours at a time getting things back under control, only to find myself in the same situation a couple of weeks later. I stopped gardening altogether for a while, and then I made the commitment to redesign the garden with the intention of minimising my workload. The flowerbeds were dramatically reduced, and I kept to a painfully tiny palette of plants to fill them. I got rid of any and all containers smaller than 40cm (16in) wide and put in a path around the edge of the garden so that I’d have easy access to the flowerbeds from both sides. And guess what? The same thing happened. That first summer, as I was enjoying the new space, that old feeling of being overwhelmed returned, just as strongly as it had before, except that this time, because my garden was no longer ‘wild’ there was nowhere to hide, and when I ran out of time to tend to it, it actually looked worse than before; bare and unkempt s opposed to abundant and messy.

I realised changing my garden wasn’t enough; I needed to change the way I interacted with it too. So, I decided that instead of trying to carve out large tracts of time in my busy life once in a while, instead I would go out and do something small every day. I looked carefully at my schedule and realised that in all honesty, I had no more than five minutes every day to give to the garden. I started to go out every day, rain or shine, whether I felt like it or not, and do something for my garden for five minutes. I would pick random things – the quickest, easiest things first, and then I began to tackle larger endeavours, five minutes at a time, over a period of days. Sometimes I would spend more than five minutes, caught up in the moment, and find I had actually done an hour. Often I would do less than five minutes; three minutes of weeding squeezed in right at the end of a day, or two minutes of deadheading snatched while the children weren’t pawing at me. After a couple of months of this, I looked outside and realised this approach was working far better than I could ever have imagined. The garden was cared-for and inviting, and the lawn was mown, and my children were playing on it. But more importantly, I was enjoying my own space too – actually sitting down in my own garden. Finally, it was doing the job for which it was intended; to be a happy space for me and my family to enjoy.

The purpose of this book is to take the decision-making out of the process and act as a springboard to catapult you out into your outside space; it’s packed with five-minute things you might want to try over the gardening year, which you can pick and choose at random when you have five minutes to spare. These little bursts of activity are set under different headings: Spruce, Chop, Nurture, Fuss and Project. I tend do one thing from each heading over the course of the week. You can find the formula I follow at the back of this book (see here), but everyone is different, and the important thing is just to begin – just pick one thing at random from the relevant month in this book, and go out and start on that, because at some point in the very near future, you’ll look behind you and realise how very far you have come.

Happy gardening.
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A note about the five-minute thing

If you decide to use the five-minute approach to gardening, you should know that the timing aspect can be pretty elastic. There are days when you’ll have the time (and inclination) to stay and keep going for much longer than five minutes, and there will be other days, when you can literally only manage 300 seconds. The point is that we can ALL stop what we’re doing and go outside for five minutes. That’s the idea that gets us out there and doing something positive. Yes, you can take this whole thing totally literally if you like – set a timer and do proper five-minute bursts – and your garden will look lovely, and you will benefit too, because you made the time to go outside. But you can also let the mood take you for longer, and you’ll be able to go a bit deeper, and understand your garden a bit better … it’s not set in stone; it’s up to you.

Important things

In order to use your five minutes effectively, you need to work towards:

Having tools, outdoor shoes and gloves easily accessible.

Having water easily accessible, in cans or a hose, ready to use (see here).

Having only large containers (wider than 40cm/16in in diameter).




January

‘The shortest day has passed, and whatever nastiness of weather we may look forward to in January and February, at least we notice that the days are getting longer.’
Vita Sackville-West

Let’s begin by saying that too much messing about with the garden at this time of year can actually do more harm than good; trampling all over your borders, for example, will cause compaction, while a flurry of seed-sowing will, in the long run, just leave you deeply anxious and depressed. So, with that in mind, here are some gentle five-minute endeavours for those itching for action and needing to get out and sniff the air.
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SPRUCE

Start at the back door

If you really can’t bear the idea of stepping outside (and I wouldn’t blame you in a wet, cold miserable January), just use this trick to get you going. Start at the back door. Put your gloves, coat and boots on, look outside and go directly to the first thing your eyes fall upon that’s looking a bit like it needs some attention: it could be a gone-over perennial you haven’t dealt with; or it could be something you’ve left in the garden that shouldn’t be there. Whatever it is, go directly towards it and deal with it. Once that’s done, you’ll probably want to do some more … but if not, then just go inside. It’s all good.

Sweep away

Yes, you’re still sweeping – not leaves, but possibly snow and definitely the general detritus that seems to build up at this time of year, firstly because it is generally wet or damp, and things stick when it’s wet or damp, and secondly because when there is less to look at in the garden, one’s eye gets caught by the rather more mundane stuff. So, sweep away Cinderella, and regard this as your five minutes of wholesomeness before you retreat back indoors to eat the rest of the Stilton.

Weed every day you can

Honestly, honestly, if you can do a bit of judicious sprucing up in the borders or pots every day, then unwanted weeds will never become a problem for you … they just won’t. Unless it’s snowing or pitifully cold, then a bit of weeding, with a podcast and a kneeler will do all the good things for your mind, body and soul. Put a timer on, and some headphones, and just go for it.
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Gritting

It really is a good idea to get your grit on at this time of year, firstly because it is bound to become icy or snowy when you least expect it, and secondly because it is an awful bore to spend the new year with a broken leg. Go out and get some bags of grit and put them, together with a pair of gloves and a shovel or trowel, wherever you think they’ll be most needed when the time comes.

Pond care

Check your pond (or body of water). If you have fish then it’s a good idea to float a football on the surface to stop it icing over. And if you haven’t done so already, take five minutes to clear a few leaves out. This five-minute leaf removal system is a good thing to keep going with (like brushing your teeth every morning) whenever you pass your pond or happen to be lurking near it. A pool clear of soggy, mouldering leaves will lift even the most neglected of gardens due to light refraction; it’s one of those endeavours that pays great dividends.

CHOP

Brown crispy or soggy bits

You may have ignored all this at the end of last year. You may have been given this book for Christmas and decided to ‘do something about the garden’ for the first time. Whatever the case, if there are brown, crispy or soggy bits of plant in your garden that don’t look fabulous, then go out and take five minutes to chop them down right now. Immediately. Chopping away old stuff is one of the best ways to get to know your garden intimately.


Bring in some winter scent

Here are my favourite scented winter plants that you can and should chop bits off to make you feel better when it’s all glum and dark. If you don’t own any of these then I suggest rectifying that error. The Sarcococca is probably the easiest of them all – happy in a pot and seemingly oblivious to poor treatment and conditions – but they are all winners.

• Sarcococca confusa (sweet box)

• Daphne odora ‘Aureomarginata’ (winter daphne)

• Lonicera × purpusii ‘Winter Beauty’ (winter-flowering honeysuckle)

One sprig from any of these beauties, put into a vase and brought into the warm, will envelop your home in the most glorious scented cuddle. Do it. Now.
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NURTURE


Supermarket basil pots

You need a dose of summer. You need it. Do this, and your pot of supermarket basil will last for ages, rather than becoming a throw-away item within days.

Take one large supermarket basil plant, remove it from its pot and divide it gently and carefully into three sections. Plant each section with a little more multi-purpose compost in a separate pot, similar in size to the basil’s original home. Firm gently and water in well. Let everything bed down for a week or so, and then start harvesting your three pots of basil, removing single, large, luscious leaves and tips to encourage bushy growth and allow light to the emerging baby leaves below. Enjoy this taste of summer, indoors for weeks on end, and repeat ad infinitum.



FUSS

Check your houseplants

Knowing where your houseplants come from is the easiest way to establish their care needs. Desert plants (such as cacti, succulents and so on) can deal with a lot temperature-wise but you’ll kill them if you over-water them. If in doubt (and particularly in winter) less is more. A cactus or succulent will often come back from a shrivelled corpse if you have forgotten to water, but will seldom survive an overzealous hand with the watering can. Tropical or rainforest plants, like most orchids, Monstera (Swiss cheese plant) and figs need a warmer environment with moist air, as you might expect. This means spraying the leaves when you remember and keeping things pretty dry in the pot too, especially during the winter.

Obsess about your winter gaps

This is a very good way to fuss as it simply involves staring out of the window, or at a few hastily taken photos of your flowerbeds. Think about how you might improve your outlook for winter and then consider putting in some of these winter wonders, which, by the way, will look good all summer too:

Hellebores: evergreen leaves, out-of-this-world gorgeous flowers in winter.

Ferns: evergreen of course. Never not chic.

Scented winter shrubs (see here).

Topiary and hedging: whether evergreen or deciduous, these provide a solid framework in the garden when there’s nothing else to look at.

Order seeds for the spring

Don’t go mad now; it’s very easy to bite off more than you can chew. Just bear in mind that the average packet of seeds could fill a small garden, so you need to be conservative and strict with yourself. Create a longlist, and then try to chop it in half. Then chop it in half again. Here are my favourite seeds to sow in the spring.
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Cobaea scandens (cup and saucer vine): can be sown as early as January indoors and will cover a large wall, with zero help from you, within weeks. Available in white or purple.

Centaurea (cornflower): the most obliging of subjects. I like to sow them direct in April, but you can also start them off earlier, indoors. If you love them, then you might want to sow some more in late summer too, for bigger, earlier flowers next year.

Euphorbia oblongata (Balkan spurge): the most wonderful filler plant, both in the border and the vase. I sow a tray or two in February or March and plant out into each and every gap.

Nasturtium: so easy; just poke the seeds into the ground in March and you’re away. After this initial effort, they will self-seed beautifully around the garden, and you will find yourself pulling the odd one out, rather than putting them in.

Nicotiana (tobacco plant): it is well worth the effort of sowing these tiny seeds for pots on the terrace as the scent is out of this world. I sow them indoors in March or April.

Do remember though, that you don’t have to raise seedlings yourself; most things can be bought as tiny plug plants, which you then pot on and plant out, these include:


Alpine strawberries (see here)

Chilli peppers (see here)

Tomatoes (see here)



Snowdrops

Order snowdrops if you don’t have any. You need them. You do.

Twigs for support

Hazel is being harvested at the moment and it’s a really good idea to stock up on some twigs and/or bean poles for the year ahead. Hazel twigs can be bent into half-moon shapes and pushed into the ground to prevent plants falling over onto lawn edges. They



Project: Microgreens











Deep clean the shed


Mulching


Turning your compost
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