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Introduction

Life on Littlebury Road

In 2014, my life changed when my partner Chris and I, along with our cat Rumbles, saved enough of a deposit to buy the small, one-bed, ground-floor flat we’d been renting for six years in the heart of London. On the site of an old Victorian plant nursery, it had a small patio with a narrow side return, tiny compared to most suburban or rural gardens, but in London we were the lucky ones. Many of our friends still rented or had balconies as their only outside space.

Somewhere between education, partying, a career and fighting to get on the property ladder, I felt I’d lost my way. In fact, I had never really found it. My work was stressful. I struggled to sleep and being available 24/7 on email and social media set my heart racing. My physical health suffered; I was regularly ill. I spent the majority of my time inside or squashed together with other passengers on my daily commute. I thought the feeling of dissatisfaction was normal, to be waited out until retirement.

The turning point was the day Chris and I planted the first plants and bulbs in our new garden to celebrate it being ours. Burying the roots in the soil and then watching Rumbles playfully trying to dig them back up, my worries briefly melted away, and a spark of happiness ignited.

Childhood memories trickled back: of sowing tomato and nasturtium seeds and taking cacti cuttings to sell for pocket money. I was excited to see the space I was creating grow and change over the coming months and years. Obsessively I filled the garden with exciting plants to learn how their quirky foliage and striking flowers grew.

It took a long time before I realised what was happening to me. I was better able to deflect stresses and anxieties, and apparently insurmountable problems at work felt insignificant compared to what awaited back in the garden. Life, all life, the thing I had loved as a boy, that had been around me all along, was helping my world make sense.

I had euphoric moments when discovering other gardens and visiting the countryside. I began to feel connected to something bigger than me, and that somehow the things I planted and cared for were making a real contribution. The more I planted in the garden, the more insects and birds visited.

Inviting nature back into my life gave a peace I hadn’t experienced for thirty years, and opened my eyes to the responsibility I had to the ecosystem I was nurturing.

Learning what it means to be a gardener

Our garden is a funny little space, overlooked by at least eleven other homes. Planes on their way to Heathrow roar overhead every few minutes and sirens on the nearby high street can be heard. Despite this, it always seems to be a peaceful sanctuary.

As plant and wildlife numbers rocketed I realised what I was doing didn’t feel like gardening in the ordinary sense. It felt urgent and important. I didn’t understand why until I noticed certain things: how I’d pay attention to the seasons; that a new plant brought a different insect; how certain plant colours and textures transformed the feel of the space. I protected spider webs in autumn (helping me to overcome my arachnophobia – up to a point) because they caught aphids and mosquitoes, and looked pretty covered in dew.

Yet when people think of the word gardener, images of mowing lawns, clipping hedges or digging come to mind. To me, being a gardener is much more than that. It’s about heart, mind and soul, a way of thinking and approaching life. A gardener doesn’t need a garden, they simply need to be interested in the living world around them, to understand how everything grows together, plants and wildlife, an ecosystem in which we also belong.

Freedom to grow

With 55 per cent of the world’s 7.8 billion people living in urban areas (83 per cent in the UK), lack of personal outdoor space is the reality of our time. For those without a garden there are opportunities to get stuck in thanks to community gardens and allotments. My 5m × 6m (16 × 20ft) patio is largely unsuitable for edibles because of the amount of shade, so I started growing vegetables properly in a tiny, raised bed in our local Eden community garden, giving me a number of meals and a determination to reconnect with what we ate.

In 2015 I applied for allotments locally, to be met with twenty-seven-year waiting lists. Eventually I struck lucky further afield on the outskirts of the city, coincidentally in the London suburb of Wallington. Eleven km (7 miles) and two train rides away but four times the size of our garden, it was vast, and I was in love. Here I grew vegetables, fruit, herbs and cut flowers. Finally, I felt free to be me.

Gardening and ecology

Though we have known about habitat destruction, animal extinction and climate change for decades, we have hastened rather than halted it. The Living Planet Report 2020 showed a 68 per cent decrease in population sizes of mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish between 1970 and 2016, while exhausted natural resources and violent weather systems already impact our lives.

Gardening alone can’t save the planet, but if we all look at ways to grow organically and nurture diverse wildlife, it can make a contribution. Too much land has been turned over to livestock and agriculture: fields filled with single-plant crop monocultures and smothered in insecticides. Every garden, park and allotment is a precious oasis for wildlife living on the edge of extinction.

Steps towards a greener life

I began studying horticulture with the Royal Horticultural Society and Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, leading to me quitting my office job. I decided to dedicate my life instead to conservation while sharing the health benefits of nature and gardens with others. Now, as a landscape designer and writer, I create beautiful gardens full of wildlife and share what I learn through that process.

This book holds the essential tips I’ve learned from my personal and professional journey to help you make the most of your outdoor space, to benefit both yourself and nature. It will teach you the fundamentals of how to build an ecosystem that is loved by wildlife and I hope it will also help you appreciate our place within that ecosystem.

For those affected by stress and anxiety, I hope this book helps you to cope and encourages a connection with nature, which has helped me immensely. Gardening can’t eliminate these strains from our lives, they are part of who we are, but it can provide a permanent thread to find yourself again, when you need it.

Allow yourself to fail

Importantly, I want this book to reassure you that it’s ok if things go wrong, that it’s fine to make mistakes and that no one in the world can possibly know everything about gardening and nature. That’s a good thing, because the joy of the natural world is not in perfection, or knowing it all, but in learning and discovering. Gardening is about admitting we don’t have all the answers but being willing to pick up the seed packet regardless.



One
Living green

From the beginning I wanted an organic, wildlife-friendly garden using sensible materials. But as an artist and designer, I didn’t want to sacrifice creativity. Good design makes a space usable and comfortable, while art invites deep thought and conveys the way other people see the world. I wanted to prove to myself that planet-friendly gardens and designed gardens could meet in the middle.

Our garden took on a tropical slant as I was drawn to quirky leaves of Canna, Ricinus and Schefflera, nestling them among local species to create an oasis of pink and purple exotica set against London’s terracotta brickwork and grey concrete.

As our garden changed, I knew I was changing. Something had woken inside me that grew with our garden. My increasing awareness of the plants around us, at home and on our streets, helped me see nature’s purity and that connection made me stronger to face each day. Gardening was turned on its head: I wasn’t helping the garden, it was helping me, leading me towards a greener life.

How gardening changes you

Feeling surrounded by plants and wildlife is, in many respects, similar to the way our ancestors would have lived for hundreds of thousands of years. The period in which we have lived in modern homes, removed from nature, is but a pinprick on humanity’s timeline. Wherever I grow something I feel I belong. It’s no surprise that this feeling is strongest in our garden because it’s the space I’ve given the most time and thought.

Building a connection with your garden

This sense of belonging, or connectedness, is created by a series of physical and psychological touch points that usually make us feel happy and secure, such as a hug, laughter with friends over dinner, love for a partner. The strongest connections are built through nurture and care.

Simple actions in the garden help our sense of belonging too: planting a bulb is itself a small connection with the earth, as is hearing the joyful sound of birdsong. Rather than a series of chores, gardening can be a practice of constant care, and reward us for it.

At times I feel so closely attached to our garden that even when I’m away, I need only think of it – Have pond skaters arrived? What vegetables shall I grow this year? – and my worst stresses and worries can subside. The garden is a constant daydream to tap into for support.

It’s also fun, which helps. Gardens are enjoyable to plan and nurture, but it’s the many actions, experiences and memories, creating thousands of tiny connections over time, that bind us to our gardens.

Finding a purpose

Caring for anything, whether it’s a person, a plant or an animal, is an expression of empathy, an understanding of what that other life is going through and needs. To be able to help is fulfilling – it makes us feel good. The lockdowns imposed during the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted just how essential nature is to our wellbeing as people sought to reconnect with it in whatever way they could.

My garden and allotment provided me with a much-needed respite during that time, and I’ve reflected on how they always repay me tenfold for any attention I give them. Biting into a homegrown apple, spotting a combination of plants flowering as hoped or giving birds a place to nest is rewarding, the garden throwing a connection back at me.

Nature has always put life into perspective for me. Feeling responsible for the life in our garden has been a healthy antidote to my stress and anxiety, and this was certainly the case throughout the pandemic. Treating our garden as more than just an outdoor living space has brought nature’s ability to instill wellbeing to our backdoor; and I can even find it indoors thanks to my houseplants.
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Dead-heading Dahlia ‘Rothesay Rose’ to encourage more flowers.
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Common carder bee, Bombus pascuorum, feeding on Symphyotrichum novae-angliae ‘Violetta’.

Of course, it’s not just humans who are connected to gardens. They contain whole ecosystems, a matrix of relationships between all life: plants, fungi, worms, insects, birds, animals. Remove one link, such as pollinating insects, and the entire network unravels.

We are better for being connected to the ecosystem and it to us. This connection gives us something we all seek: a purpose.

You are key to a planet-friendly garden

As I’ve grown with our garden, I’ve increasingly roamed the countryside too, drawn to seeing wildflowers and insects in their natural habitat, such as the Pasque Flower (Pulsatilla vulgaris) and common blue butterflies (Polyommatus icarus). Coming home each time to our garden I soon realised that the only difference between it and a wild space is me. Leave a garden to its own devices and nature takes over. Instead, my regular pottering has shaped ours in the same way as a bird builds a nest.

Helping or hindering wildlife is our choice

Humans are curious creatures, so similar to other animals in many respects, and yet so different. Our ability to care for and nurture a wide range of living things, and to be creative at the same time, is one of the gifts to set us apart.

We can be destructive too: well over 50 per cent of the world’s forests no longer exist because we’ve cut them down. Industrial agriculture using insecticides turns fields into black holes for wildlife, and plastic litters our soil and oceans. Habitats for wild creatures and plants are vanishing – many will soon be gone. And even if we aren’t directly contributing to those extinctions, our lack of action plays a role.

Increase plant diversity

Gardens are a great place to start helping. From the beginning I grew plants that I knew would add a food source for wildlife, an astrantia for hoverflies in summer here, a hellebore for bumblebees in winter there. Sure enough, the insects arrived, often drawn to flowers like magnets the second I’d planted them. It’s amazing how fast insects find flowers. The more I planted with this mindset, the more wildlife arrived and the more beautiful the garden became.

Gardens can become very diverse ecosystems with our assistance, because we can increase the range of plants and habitats in relatively small spaces. Left to their own devices, gardens will certainly turn back into beneficial wild spaces, but to fewer species. We need to be there to prevent a shrub shading out a smaller plant, to water something struggling in drought or to dead-head plants for longer flowering seasons.

Our role in the garden is to steer it into being the best it can be for wildlife while using our creative flair to do so in a way that is also best for us.
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Exotic and regionally indigenous plants all serve some purpose for wildlife and I’ve jumbled them together to ensure the greatest diversity.
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Male Polyommatus icarus, common blue butterfly, feeding on common bugloss, Anchusa officinalis.

Nine steps to a greener gardening life

These principles transformed my garden into a space that not only helped me but wildlife and the planet as well.

1 Don’t use insecticides: one squirt can kill thousands of different insects, including beneficial ones, throwing your garden’s ecosystem out of whack. There are two main types of insecticide: systemic, which soaks into a plant and stays active, killing for weeks or months; and contact, which suffocates insects before being washed away. Systemic is the worst, but neither is needed.

2 Don’t use weedkiller: weeds are unwanted plants, usually because we don’t like their look and they spread seemingly uncontrollably. Understanding how they grow removes the need for weedkiller. I hoe and hand fork them out or starve them of light with a cover of card, weed-suppressant matting or compost mulch.

3 Use natural fertilisers: seaweed, free-range chicken manure pellets and homemade compost (see here) are excellent, removing the need for chemical fertilisers.

4 Release and feed the soil: soil holds more life within it than lives above it. But this only works if the soil isn’t paved over and has plants growing in it, allowing plant material to decompose and be absorbed into it. Worms and microorganisms feed on the plant material and turn it into nutrients.

5 Banish plastic: there is too much waste plastic polluting the planet and we all need to reduce the amount we use. Gardening is filled with plastic from pots to compost bags, making it hard to avoid, but it is possible. Reuse the pots you have to keep them from landfill and stop buying new ones. For raising seedlings I love peat-free fibre pots and soil blockers, even toilet rolls can be used (see here)! Bamboo-based pots and terracotta pots are great for larger plants.

6 Reduce transport miles: grow your own plants, veggies and cut flowers from seed, which release far less atmospheric carbon in transport and packaging than bought plants.

7 Make your own compost: this is one of the best things you can do to be planet-friendly. Ensure an even mix of green and brown waste, turning it a couple of times a year, and use an
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Focusing on organic gardening


Bad insects are food for the good



Beware of hidden poisons


Controlling pests organically



	Use your hands: aphids can be wiped off or squished with your fingers, quickly reducing the population. The less squeamish can treat caterpillars and asparagus beetle the same way.

	Hose: aphids on firm stems of roses or broad beans can be washed off gently with a hose.

	Shake them off: vine weevil, lily and rosemary beetle can be shaken off the plant on to a white sheet spread beneath to catch and spot them, and dispatched.

	Biological control: you can boost your good insect numbers by buying extra ladybirds to eat aphids, microscopic wasps to kill mealybugs and nematodes for various uses. All are available online. Nematodes are microscopic soil organisms that can be mixed in watering cans and kill slugs and the ground-dwelling larvae of crane flies (leatherjackets) and vine weevils.

	Move them: I don’t kill caterpillars or snails anymore. Instead, I move them somewhere else in a box or jar. I transport snails about half a mile down the road to a wild spot where they won’t find their way back, because they have a homing range of 20m (65ft).
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Make your own natural fertiliser
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