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FOREWORD

Growers and gardeners who are career changers are uniquely evangelical. I know this to be true because I am one, and it’s one of the many things that I have in common with Marianne and Camila. We take nothing about working with plants for granted; every part of the process is a revelation. This wonder is what makes this book from the force behind Wolves Lane Flower Company an exquisite and generous offering.

I had the privilege of working in a greenhouse adjacent to Marianne and Camila in North London for one glorious season, and it was there that I was able to witness the sheer volume of love, graft and dedication they both put into farming flowers with regenerative, nature-centric principles at the heart of their work. As a food grower, my focus is most often on taste and, for a time, I failed to appreciate the significance of growing the kinds of plants that confer beauty. Marianne and Camila changed that for me. Carrying home a backpack filled with their sunflowers and offering a stem to each person I saw smile on seeing them is how I came to see the importance of what they do.

Under the shadow of unfolding climate catastrophe and biodiversity loss, I find myself filled with questions. How might we practise joy? How can we express ourselves artistically? How can we cultivate splendour on a planet that is being systematically dishonoured? Well, we can grow nectar-rich blooms that are alluring to both the human and the more-than-human and do so in a manner that is respectful of the natural systems that uphold us. We can encourage flowering plants to thrive so they blossom into reminders of what we are being called to protect. We can grow the flowers that adorn our celebrations and, when they wither, compost them to nourish the soil in which we might grow the plants of our collective future.

Marianne and Camila operate at the intersection of so much of what we need in this moment. They embody a practice of nurturing the soil and growing that is whole-hearted and earthy, regenerative and generous, and offers up the bountiful beauty and abundance that we so require as human beings. That is what their gorgeous book will help you to do too. It will show you how to grow flowers seasonally, sustainably and successfully. And it will encourage you to grow the types of plants that will gladden your heart, call the butterflies and bees to share your garden and be tied into scented posies to offer to those you love.

If you take all the advice and lessons in this book to heart, your flower-growing adventures will undoubtedly be magnificent.

Claire Ratinon, organic food grower and writer
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INTRODUCTION

How to Grow the Flowers is a compilation of lessons learned in seasonal and sustainable flower growing. Our hope is that it will enable and empower flower enthusiasts to grow and enjoy flowers at home, finding beauty throughout the entire year. It is a manifesto, of sorts, for change in the floral industry, and a nod to our floral hero Constance Spry. Spry’s How to Do the Flowers was written in 1952, an iconic pocket-sized book that already says so much of what we are passionate about: seasonality. Spry inspired generations of florists and flower enthusiasts to use and spot the best ingredients available, those that reflect a unique moment in time, and to work with the natural beauty of flowers – their curves, imperfections and growing habits. Her aim was always to reflect nature back at herself from the vase. Embracing the seasons is the first step to a more sustainable relationship with flowers and we hope our book will inspire you to appreciate the fleeting beauty of truly seasonal flowers.

If we can, you can

This book isn’t the musings of two veteran flower farmers, growing on acres of land. There are a host of trailblazing (mostly) women who have been growing flowers for generations before us and have written all our well-thumbed favourite flower-growing bibles. However, as relative newcomers, just four years in, we know how paralysing it can be to translate the information and images in those books into even the smallest patch of productive growing space. Sometimes the sheer abundance of beauty and opportunity in those pages are enough to intimidate even the most confident gardener. We are just two thirty-somethings, career changers, without formal training or any qualifications in horticulture.

We’re urban growers, growing on a tiny scrap of land sandwiched between terraced houses and a cemetery on Wolves Lane in North London. We hope that our warts-and-all approach to sharing our flower-growing journey, full of epic failures and head-in-hands mistakes, will boost the confidence of flower lovers whatever the space you have to grow in: from south-facing 30m/100ft gardens to postage-stamp sized patios. Really anyone can grow flowers.

Seasonal = sustainable

Back in April 2017 when we sowed our first cornflower seeds, we set ourselves two imperatives for our tiny enterprise: the flowers had to be both seasonal and sustainable. You’ll see that there are instances of abundance in this book when we’ve succumbed to a certain amount of pictorial flowery exhibitionism. We want to take you on a tour of the seasons, not what flowers can be found at the flower market or the florist’s shop but what we can grow in our climate throughout the year. Within this context, in the northern hemisphere it means that there will inevitably be a fallow period when fresh flowers are scarce and we have to wait for the new season to begin. At Wolves Lane we’re well versed in the joy of anticipation. When you plant some tulips in November and wait until April the following year to see them bloom you fully appreciate the happiness and profound connection with nature that flowers offer.

We don’t earn even half as much money as we once did, but our relationship with the earth and the alchemical process of growing plants has been galvanising, grounding and satisfying. Since we set up Wolves Lane Flower Company we’ve grown thousands of flowers and produced three baby boys between us. While having children is in some ways a huge life distraction, they have given us enormous focus and drive in our environmental efforts. There’s nothing more terrifying than staring down the barrel of the climate crisis through the eyes of our children, and their children. It’s with this in mind that we’ve written about growing flowers and about those two imperatives: seasonality and sustainability.
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‘If something is completely beautiful, I am perfectly happy to behold it and then let it go; even though you think you forget it you never do.’

Constance Spry, Garden Notebook, 1940
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‘This joyful experience is not limited to those who can grow or buy rare and expensive flowers, but is for everyone, school-child or student, town or country-woman, for everyone who loves a beautiful thing and will take a little trouble.’

Constance Spry, How to Do the Flowers, 1952


Helen Lewis, the Creative Director from Pavilion Books, who commissioned this book, first came across us while on the hunt for ‘Belle Epoque’ tulips for a photo shoot. What started off as a conversation about spring bulbs ended with the suggestion that we might like to write a book on growing flowers. At the time, we had only been growing for two years, so we howled with laughter and baulked at the idea that anyone would read anything that we had written on the subject. We were already members of Flowers from the Farm, the UK’s flower-farming network for small-scale growers, so we were acquainted with some of the female powerhouses of the industry and shuddered to think of their reaction to two urban upstarts writing anything supposedly new about flower farming. Helen Lewis waited it out and persisted, albeit gently, for a couple of years. Fast forward to March 2020 and the world closed down, Covid struck and everyday life was put on hold. If we’d been sceptical about writing a book on flower growing pre-Covid, the pandemic changed all of that. Our tiny business was inundated with requests for people wanting to volunteer, career changers wanting to retrain, florists wanting to source British flowers for the first time in their lengthy careers, Londoners wanting to send flowers to loved ones; it seemed that the void left by human contact was being filled with flowers.

So it felt like the right moment to harness that collective need for flowers into a book that we felt was missing. While How to Grow the Flowers is about growing seasonally at home, we also wanted it to spill the beans on an industry that falls short when it comes to sustainability. An industry that regularly exploits the idea of a natural ecological product without any clear commitment to safeguarding environmental standards, habitats and the welfare of the people growing the flowers.
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We hope that the information that we’ve shared will encourage flower lovers and consumers to start asking the right questions about the provenance of their flowers, to stop thinking about flowers as just another commodity but as the product of a fragile and vital ecosystem, one that we are all part of and all responsible for protecting.

Some context

The global cut-flower industry is worth approximately $29.2 billion and projected to grow to $41.1 billion by 2027. That’s a lot of flowers zipping around the globe, many of which are grown on flower farms close to the equator. The UK’s flower consumption makes up a small part of that gargantuan figure with an industry worth £1.4 billion, still not a figure to be sneezed at. However, less than 15% of those flowers are grown on British soil and mostly by big growers working under acres of glass in Lincolnshire and Cornwall or over hectares and hectares of farmland.

A UK-grown bouquet is responsible for roughly 10% of the carbon emissions of its Kenyan or Dutch equivalent. As growers we know exactly what additives and amendments we include in our growing and harvesting processes – basically compost, microbial teas and white vinegar to clean our buckets. While pesticides, herbicides and fungicides applied to our food are regulated and scrutinised (although arguably not enough), the cut-flower trade is more like the wild west. The range of chemicals used in industrial farming is frankly terrifying – chemicals which are used to treat seeds, sprayed liberally throughout the growing period and then again in the post-harvest conditioning process.

Over the last fifty years, industrial flower production and consumption have peaked with very little awareness of the costs to the environment. We hope this book convinces you to swing the dial back. This book isn’t about finger pointing or bad mouthing industrial farming. It is about informing flower lovers about what it takes to grow flowers – both abroad and at home – to reconnect us with flowers as living things inextricably linked to our health and happiness.

Just begin

Perhaps it’s trite to say if we can do it, so can you, but the truth is that nature does nearly all of the hard work for us. Encased in those little brown seeds is a complex genetic code that tells the plant exactly what conditions it needs to grow and thrive. The microorganisms in healthy soil provide the ideal growing conditions for that to happen. You become a conduit between earth and seed, intervening in a sort of botanical destiny for the plants; really they already know what they’re doing.
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The unheated glasshouse at WLFC.


This is not an expert gardening manual, nor is it a glossy coffee-table edition of irresistible floral designs. It is a testament to our passions: growing flowers and protecting the future of our planet. We hope that flower lovers and people new to growing will derive useful lessons from this book. Growing isn’t about getting it right, it’s about sticking close to the seasons and getting started. The cyclical nature of gardening means that there is no beginning, and there is always something you could have done six months before to set you up in a better position today. That’s OK. The best thing to do is just begin.

We’ve structured this book into the four seasons, starting with autumn, as really this is the beginning of any grower’s calendar. Within each of the seasons there are four subsections, Soil, Seed, Tend and Harvest, to give you the rundown on the essential jobs or things to know at any given time of year. In the UK our seasons are still reasonably pronounced and distinct – although this already feels like it’s changing – but we hope that flower lovers and people new to growing across the planet will find useful lessons in this book. We’ve included a floral project for each season and some useful resources at the back, including a glossary to help debunk some of that, at times, mystifying ‘gardener speak’. Occasionally we’ve included some wise and pertinent words from floral designer extraordinaire, Constance Spry. Dip in and out or follow through the year to get in step with the cycle. Just get growing!

Flower projects, mechanics and how-tos

Among the images of floral arrangements and seasonal bunches in this book you will find four seasonal flower projects. While we don’t consider ourselves elite floral designers we do love to be creative with the flowers that we grow, and we encourage you to get creative too. We’ve provided a simple how-to guide for each project so that you can try them at home, and we have listed all the mechanics and sundries that you will need. All sorts of different methods and techniques can be used to achieve the same look, so if you’re not confident in floristry, what we would say is just try experimenting a little and you’ll soon find that it’s mainly just a load of chicken wire and moss!

Sphagnum moss

The 30 species of moss that fall under the umbrella name of sphagnum moss are protected in the UK because they play a vital role in creating peat bogs, which are important habitats and carbon sinks. It’s very important that you source your moss sustainably. Sphagnum moss doesn’t look like the uniform bright green moss you’ll find at a floristry wholesaler. It will be a mix of spongy textures and colours ranging from pink and orange to brown, so don’t be surprised when you open the bag.

Sphagnum moss can hold eight times its weight in water so it’s hugely valuable as a floristry sundry, but please make sure to use it again and again. If you forget to take your mechanics apart and your moss dries out, simply tip it back into the bag it came in and give it a generous watering, then leave it a cool, dark corner for a week and the moss will rehydrate.

A note on plastics

Using plastic in gardening is almost unavoidable. We do our best to keep our plastic consumption in check by repairing our pea and bean netting and weed-suppressing membrane if they become damaged. We avoid single-use plastic, and reuse everything from plant labels to our recyclable pots. We invest in sturdier plastic seed trays so that we can use them over multiple seasons. We don’t use any cellophane when wrapping or transporting our flowers for clients.

‘The object of a flower-holder is to keep the stems firmly in any position that may be required. I am yet to find anything which achieves this better than crumpled up large-mesh thin wire netting.’

Constance Spry, Winter and Spring Flowers, 1951
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SEASONAL BUNCH

If there’s one thing that differentiates growers from gardeners it’s that all garden plants are fair game for the vase. Nothing is safe. Once you switch on your cutting radar, ideas for ingredients to trial are everywhere. The head gardeners and garden proud we know are rarely fans of letting us scissor-wielding florists loose among their herbaceous borders. They have painstakingly created a composition of colour and texture and this fragile, fleeting beauty can feel like something to preserve as long as possible, not snip at its peak. While we’re all for an abundant garden, there is no harm in some light editing in your backyard to bring the outside in.

No floristry qualifications are needed; we’re not suggesting a painstaking exercise in composition and colour but rather a quick snip to capture a moment in time. To truly appreciate the ebb and flow of a season and how each year of growing is unique, nothing beats getting out and cutting a handful. On each day we photographed Wolves Lane for this book we cut a bunch of what caught our eye. What was at its best just then. Due to print deadlines, winter is a little under-represented here, but don't let that put you off. There is always something to snip if you look hard enough.
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8th September
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13th October


[image: No image description]
19th October
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5th November
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1st December
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26th March
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5th April
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5th May
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2nd June
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17th June
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8th July
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13th August
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‘Agreeable as it may be to rush off to the shops and buy exotic and out of season flowers something is lost if the materials natural to the season are overlooked.’

Constance Spry, Winter and Spring Flowers, 1951












AUTUMN



AUTUMN

WHY DID WE START GROWING FLOWERS?

If you’ve picked up this book then we hope that we won’t need to work too hard to convince you to sow some seeds or take a cutting or two. We weren’t so much convinced as propelled to start growing our own flowers. Ten years of working as producers in the fashion and theatre industries respectively had given us the enormous privilege of working with fantastic creatives on out-of-this-world projects. Weren’t we lucky? But for anyone who doesn’t know what a producer does, they look at a computer screen for most of the day, appease stressed creatives and juggle conference calls and site visits. A decade of Excel spreadsheets is enough to make anyone reconsider if they really like what they’re doing and if they want to do it for another ten years. We realised how unhappy we were in our ‘fabulous’ laptop-bound London jobs. It sounds like a cliché, but we longed for an existence, let alone a job, with more connection with nature, with life out of doors, in step with the seasons. We lived gardenless throughout our twenties, always spying on what the downstairs neighbours were growing, making trips back home to luxuriate in the familiar hug of our parents’ back gardens.

The trigger was Marianne’s wedding in 2015 when she cobbled together a band of friends and neighbours to put together the flowers for her West Country wedding. All the flowers came from the gardens of family friends who offered whatever they had a glut of at that particular moment. Delphiniums, sweet Williams and cornflowers arrived by the armload. All the rest came from Organic Blooms, trailblazing organic flower farmers based just ten minutes away from Marianne’s childhood home. After seeing what the British flower season could offer, we were hooked. We joked about a life of soil, working together in the future, living the good life, probably eating a lot of soup but surrounded by flowers. Admittedly we had both always loved flowers and gardens, but the floristry industry had always presented us with more problems than we could solve. We worried about the carbon footprint of imported stems, the use of damaging pesticides and fertilisers and the unknown working standards and welfare of the people, mostly women, at the bottom of the flower chain, working on these far-away flower farms. Solving these problems will be the work of generations of florists, flower lovers and farmers. Our only option was to grow them ourselves.

How we grow flowers

As we entered our thirties we moved into homes with tiny postage-stamp gardens and Marianne became the proud tenant of a 30m/100ft allotment. So we had already been growing flowers for a few years when the opportunity presented itself to rent a glasshouse at Wolves Lane and grow on a larger scale. We jumped in, somewhat foolishly given our inexperience. We agreed to three core sustainable parameters that would form the foundation of our ethos and what Wolves Lane Flower Company stands for: we would grow seasonal flowers without chemicals, we would only work with other British-grown stems when we needed to supplement our own stock, and all of our floristry would be free of floral foam. Initially these guidelines were a response to those niggling floral-industry problems. We couldn’t convince every florist to only work with truly seasonal flowers, or at least buy imported stock from Fairtrade farms; we didn’t have the reach or the voice. What we did have was naivety and ignorance about how farming, even micro-farming, works, which allowed us to embrace organic regenerative farming practices without machinery, systems or any idea of just how much compost we would need. Yes, we run a business with an environmental message and practice, but fundamentally we need to sell flowers for that business to work. What we learned through the first year of trial and error, a lot of failures and plenty of tears is that by putting the environment and biodiversity at the forefront, we benefit in more ways than just being able to pay the rent.
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The geum crop, which had previously been covered in aphids.


We had terrible pest problems for the first few seasons, we still do with certain crops, but working without chemicals has without doubt benefited the ecosystem at Wolves Lane. Our roses and geums were absolutely infested with greenfly throughout the spring season of 2018 and 2019. We wiped the pests off but really it was a losing battle until 2020 when the ladybirds found their way back to our scrap of land which they had evidently crossed off their viable-habitat list. We were looking after nature and over time nature started to look after us. It only takes one tangible, meaningful connection with the natural world to see how important our actions are to the environment around us. It sounds so obvious but nature is so easily forgotten or sidelined in the city.

Growing our own seasonal blooms meant that we had the luxury of working with exquisite, wonderful flowers simply not available at the market or wholesalers. Lots of flowers don’t travel well, aren’t profitable enough in a voracious capitalist system, or are simply unknown to the farmers in Kenya and beyond. We, and all other small-scale flower farmers around the world, get to choose what we grow and arrange with. We do have to work with unknown climatic conditions but we’re never hampered by the availability of a bloom at the market; we just cut what we want to include in a vase or bridal bouquet. And because we grow what we love, we nurture that crop and nurture the place where we grow it – perhaps not as much as our children, but not far off!

We’re better florists for not using floral foam. Anyone can stick stems into sponge but every time we need to build an installation, we have to do it in the time frame and conditions of the project in question. In not
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	‘Fox Tail’ amaranthus

	Mint

	‘White’ globe amaranth

	‘Tinkerbell’ tobacco flower (Nicotiana alata)

	‘Potomac Lavender’ snapdragon

	‘Purity’ cosmos

	Mint

	Dahlia ‘Honka Fragile’

	‘Lady of Shalott’ rose

	Dahlia ‘Totally Tangerine’

	Borage

	Linaria purpurea ‘Canon Went’

	‘Snowmaiden’ scabious

	Dahlia ‘Waltzing Mathilda’

	Zinnia ‘Señora’

	‘Polidor Mixed’ cosmos

	‘Orange’ strawflower

	Zinnia ‘Jazzy Mix’

	Nicotiana ‘Whisper Mixed’ (tobacco plant)

	Verbascum × hybrida ‘Southern Charm’

	Dahlia ‘Otto’s Thrill’

	‘Lichfield Angel’ rose

	‘Popsocks’ cosmos

	‘Potomac Lavender’ snapdragon

	Acidanthera

	‘Queeny Lime Orange’ zinnia

	‘Tower Chamois’ China aster

	Love in a puff

	Dahlia grown from open-pollinated seed

	‘Merlot Red’ scabious

	‘Sprinkles’ ornamental grass

	‘Pink Pokers’ statice

	Showy amaranth ‘Hot Biscuits’

	Chrysanthemum ‘Talbot Parade Salmon’

	Borage

	‘White’ globe amaranth

	Rudbeckia hirta ‘Goldilocks’

	Velvet trumpet flower

	‘Bright Rose’ strawflower

	Dahlia ‘Cameo’

	Dahlia ‘Salmon Runner’
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