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For my sister Imogen

This book is for you, to answer every gardening question you’ve ever asked me. Your curiosity, patience and endless enthusiasm shaped these pages more than you know. Thank you for reading, questioning, proofing and pushing me to make it better. I couldn’t have done it without you.



[image: A hand holds a small bunch of sweet pea stems in front of foliage. The flowers vary in form, with some ruffled and some smooth.]
A selection of sweet peas: ‘Theia-Bella’, ‘Suzy Z’, ‘Windsor’ with bronze fennel behind



GARDENER (FATHER)


It’s a long way down the garden:

the lawn, the winding path through shrubs

The orchard, the kitchen bit –

a few bean stalks blackened by frost

only half the patch dug over –

and now, hidden by brambles;

I find his potting shed. I break a web

as I enter – it is dusty, damp,

on the floor are flower pots and broken crocks

and rusty-lidded creosote.

There’s order too: tools hang on pegs,

seed packets, dibbers, old bone labels

lie on the bench, and underneath

are piles of yellowed newspapers

dated nineteen sixty-eight.

Your Harris tweed, elbow-patched,

hangs on the door. In its pockets

matches, pipe, Gold Flake baccy tin,

and a crumpled note: replace glass,

(twelve and a half inches by ten).

I look up at the window

its corners are festooned

with shrouds of bees and flies

I can see the prints of your thumb

in the putty round one pane.

by Jane Shelton (GJ, my grandmother)






INTRODUCTION

Why I Garden

Time passes differently in a garden. It’s not rushed, not sharp-edged or finite like it so often feels elsewhere. Instead, it unspools in petals and seed pods, in soft changes and quiet returns. I think that’s why I love it. The slow, faithful rhythm of the year allows me to think differently about time; it’s not measured by a clock, but by the natural cycle of all things. The first crocus cracks open the year. Then come the tulips, the foxgloves, the bees, the soft summer evenings. By the time the leaves start to fall, I can feel it in my bones, the shape of another year lived in flowers. As I write this, overlooking the winter garden glistening with ice, I can’t help but marvel at the fact that I’ve been tending to this plot for ten years. A fact that still surprises me, mostly when I find myself battling weeds taller than me, or realising I’ve planted something entirely wrong. Again.

Stepping into the garden can feel like stepping into a conversation between me, the land, the weather, the plants, and all the people who grew before me. Every time I tuck a seed into the soil, I feel more connected, more rooted. In the garden I find a place where griefs and torments can be buried, and sometimes something beautiful emerges. Except when the beauty that emerges is bindweed. I really struggle with bindweed. But even then, gardening holds everything; creation, identity, renewal, humility. Through the act of tending and enjoying, I’m constantly reminded of the chance the land gives to begin again. To just keep trying. Growing isn’t just about beauty or food or even joy. It’s about remembering that we’re not separate from nature, we’re part of it.

Gardening is more than just growing things; it is a personal journey for each of us who do it, and in many ways, an act of legacy. An unbroken thread that ties us to the countless growers who came before us, each other, and those yet to come. I often think about how seeds and knowledge, once shared around kitchen tables or at the edge of fields, have travelled across centuries and continents to end up in our hands today. It’s seeds that have really fuelled my obsession with gardening, that spark of possibility that lives inside something so small gets me every time. The techniques we use to sow, the plants we grow, and the lessons we learn along the way, are all echoes of a past where tending the earth was not just a necessity but an act of community, resilience and care. I like to think that I can feel that all in the bliss of working in the borders.

[image: Milli Proust stands among tall foxglove plants in a garden, holding cut stems in one hand and resting her other arm on a long-handled garden fork beside her. She wears work overalls and looks across the planting as dense greenery and trees rise behind her.]
In a garden, we become both stewards and creators, inheritors and innovators. Gardening asks us to carry forward with care, to move towards the future while honouring what came before. Seeds, cuttings, and plants all hold the past, present, and future within them. They carry the wisdom of centuries, from those who first cultivated the land, to those who coaxed wild plants into food and medicine, and to those who grew not only for sustenance, but for delight and wonder. When we pass down plant knowledge, whether through books, conversations or the simple act of giving someone a cutting or a packet of seeds, we’re keeping something alive that’s bigger than any one garden.

When I first arrived here in West Sussex and suddenly became custodian of a garden, I felt completely unprepared. My previous growing had been limited to a few pots and window boxes, dragged from flat-share to flat-share. They were a mix of triumphs (sweet peas spilling over the edges) and disasters (everything else). But there was enough magic in those pots to keep me going, to keep me dreaming, and they eventually led me here, to this piece of land that changed the course of my life. This garden became a place of solace, somewhere to work through life’s peaks and troughs, to focus my energy, to clear my mind, and to bury the parts of myself I no longer needed. It’s also been a place of joy and connection, where friends and family gather, where life hums and unfolds against a backdrop of beauty.

I love being a gardener. I’m not a designer or a horticultural expert, just a gardener who has built a space I cherish. It’s not perfect (ask me about the time I accidentally grew the world’s tallest teasel herefn1), but as I prepare to move on and pass this garden to someone new, I can say without hesitation: I have loved every messy, magical corner of it. A good garden, like life, evolves and grows with us. This one has felt alive, full of whimsy and charm, a good blend of productivity and beauty. And now, after a decade of loving this space, I want to share how I shaped it, not because it’s flawless, but because it’s been real. I hope it offers a little guidance, a little encouragement, and a nudge to help you build the garden of your dreams too.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is intended to feel like a conversation between friends over a cup of tea, you and I looking over your space and scribbling ideas, a companion to guide you through the small steps it takes to grow and care for your dream garden. You can read it cover to cover or jump to the sections that address your needs in the moment.

The chapters cover the essentials of understanding, starting and designing a garden. You’ll learn how to plan your space, calculate how many plants you’ll need and choose ideal varieties for year-round interest. There’s guidance on caring for your garden and practical advice on propagating plants at little to no cost. Seasonal tasks, personal stories, and lessons I learned are woven throughout the book. A detailed glossary at the very back demystifies unfamiliar terms.
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Nasturtium ‘Bloody Mary’


STARTING A GARDEN

The first time I sat in this garden, it felt as though the plants could see how little I knew. Faced with the daunting task of figuring out where to start, I was overwhelmed. My urge to garden was intense, but my knowledge was nonexistent. How do you configure a garden? What do you plant, and where and why? The sheer number of questions made me want to go lie down, and preferably somewhere without weeds.

It’s been one steep learning curve since then, and while there have been moments of great elation, there have also been moments when I wanted to shout, ‘What is wrong with this plant?’ only to realize, begrudgingly, that the plant wasn’t the problem. Starting anything new can be intimidating, but here’s the good news: you don’t need to panic. I’m here to help break it all down into manageable steps.

There are four key pieces of advice I wish someone had shared with me at the start. These concepts are good to keep in mind whether you’re beginning from scratch or thinking about what fresh ideas you can bring to a mature garden.

First, there isn’t a time limit. You don’t have to do everything at once. A garden isn’t like a reality TV makeover with a dramatic reveal. It’s more like a symphony, unfolding slowly, in movements. Some plants arrive like a bright fanfare, others linger in the background, building quietly over time. Each season brings a shift in rhythm, a new theme, a variation on the last. Gardens take time to mature, and that’s part of their beauty. Ten years into tending this space, I’m still learning, adjusting and occasionally tripping over my mistakes. The work of a garden is never done, and that’s where the magic lives. There’s life, death, movement, mud and plenty of beauty in between.

Second, you can start at any time of year. There’s no such thing as ‘gardening season’ because the rhythm of a garden is a continuous cycle. Summer offers inspiration, autumn invites action, winter gives you space to dream, and spring bursts with energy. No matter what time of year it is, there’s always something you can do, even if it’s just sitting and imagining the possibilities.

Third, right plant, right place. This golden rule of gardening, popularized by the legendary gardener Beth Chatto, is like finding your plant’s forever home. It’s all about matching plants to the environment they’ll thrive in. Think of a sunny border filled with cheerful perennials such as achillea (a personal favourite) and salvias (perfect under roses). Contrast that with the shady, cool charm of a woodland garden, where hellebores, dicentras and heucheras shine with their delicate blooms and striking foliage. By choosing plants suited to their environment, you’re not just creating a healthier garden, you’re working harmoniously with nature and reducing resource use (see more on page 75 and 77–83).

Finally, leave and watch or dive right in? Ah, the eternal question. The temptation to dive headfirst into pulling out, designing, and replanting can be oh-so-strong – trust me, I’ve been there, wide-eyed at a plant nursery, filling my arms with things I couldn’t even pronounce. But there’s wisdom in observing your garden for a year. Watch how the light shifts, note what plants already thrive and see how wildlife interacts with the space. If you have the luxury of time, this patience can help you create a more thoughtful, harmonious garden. That said, if your gardening space is temporary or you’re itching to get your hands dirty, there’s nothing wrong with diving in – just know that mistakes are part of the process.

Gardens, like people, are always evolving. You’ll make mistakes, learn lessons and uncover hidden joys along the way. Remember, this isn’t about creating perfection. It’s about creating a space that grows with you – a space that reflects your unique blend of hope and creativity, plus a fair amount of trial and error.

[image: Tall foxgloves stand in rows across a garden with woven supports and planted beds. A greenhouse and sheds sit behind the planting, and large trees rise around the space.]



[image: Chapter Header, THE ESSENTIALS; A garden filled with mixed flowers and tall planting stretches toward a small wooden shed set against dense trees. Supports and beds run through the space.]

PLANT TYPES

Plants can be grouped into different categories based on their lifecycle and growing conditions. Understanding these classifications helps you choose the right plants for your garden and manage them throughout the seasons.

ANNUALS

Plants that complete their entire lifecycle –germinating, growing, flowering and setting seed – within one growing season are known as annuals. Once their seeds are produced, the plants naturally die back. In short, if you get an annual plant, it will not be returning, unless it self-seeds or you save the seed and sow it the following year.

Tender annuals: These annuals love the heat and need warmth to thrive. They cannot stand winter’s cold and wet conditions. They’re particularly vulnerable to frost. They need warm soil and air to germinate and grow well, making them ideal for summer planting. Examples: celosia, marigold, zinnia.

Half-hardy annuals: These annuals shy away from cold. They are vulnerable to a hard frost, so they’re best started under cover. Examples: cobaea, cosmos, nasturtium, nicotiana, snapdragon, stock.

Hardy annuals: Tougher than their tender counterparts, hardy annuals can tolerate cold weather. These plants thrive in the ground rather than containers and can even be planted in autumn to bloom the following early summer. Sowing them in modules in autumn and overwintering them under cover is another great option. They can also be sown in spring for later blooms. Examples: ammi, calendula, cerinthe, cornflower, nigella, sweet pea, wild carrot.

BIENNIALS

Biennials follow a two-year cycle. In the first year, they germinate and grow foliage. After a cold period (vernalization), they flower and set seed (usually in the second year). Once they have set seed, they have completed their lifecycle and die. Sow these plants in early summer to enjoy their blooms the following late spring or early summer. Examples: angelica, dianthus, foxglove, hollyhock, Icelandic poppy, sweet rocket.

PERENNIALS

Plants that live for more than two years, returning season after season, are known as perennials. Depending on the type, they can offer long-lasting beauty and structure.

Short-lived perennials: Not all perennials are built to last forever. Some will live for only three to five years before fading away. Examples: aquilegia, lupin.

Herbaceous perennials: These perennials are non-woody plants that die back to the ground at the end of the growing season. In spring, they send up fresh new shoots, ready to bloom again. Examples: achillea, delphinium, nepeta, salvia, sanguisorba, sea holly.

PERENNIALS TREATED AS ANNUALS

Some plants that are technically perennials behave like annuals in cooler climates, flowering in one growing season. However, in their native or warmer climates, they can overwinter and perform better in subsequent years. Examples: amaranth, coneflower, rudbeckia.

SHRUBS

Shrubs are woody plants that are smaller than trees and have multiple stems. With their permanent framework of branches, shrubs provide year-round interest and structure in the garden. They can be evergreen or deciduous. Examples: choisya, forsythia, hydrangea, lilac, nandina, rose, witch hazel.

TREES

The giants of the plant world, trees have elongated woody stems or trunks that can grow in multiples or singularly. These perennial plants are essential for ecosystems, providing oxygen, improving air quality and offering habitat for wildlife. Examples: apple, beech, cherry, hazel, maple, oak.

BULBS

The underground storage bud of a plant that contains everything a plant needs to grow and flower. Examples: allium, daffodil, tulip.

CLIMBERS

Plants that grow vertically, grabbing onto walls, trellises or fences. They’re perfect to add height and softening hardscapes. Examples: clematis, jasmine, wisteria.
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Rose ‘Roald Dahl’ and common foxgloves (Digitalis purpurea and Digitalis purpurea f. albiflora)
A GARDENER’S ESSENTIAL TOOLS

Tools that earn their keep, season after season

Every gardener, whether a novice or seasoned expert, benefits from having the right tools. A well-rounded toolkit not only makes gardening more efficient but also more enjoyable. Each tool has a specific role to play, helping to make tasks more manageable. There’s no need to buy the entire garden shed right away – choose tools according to your current projects and collect them over time.

You don’t need to splurge on new tools immediately. Plenty of perfectly good second-hand tools can be sourced through online auction sites, second-hand shops and local networks. Garden centres, hardware stores and online retailers also offer a wide variety of new tools to suit any budget. Keep your tools in good repair (see page 196) and they will last for years.
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Trug with hand fork, trowel, secateurs, dibbers, and hori hori
BASIC GARDEN TOOLKIT

TROWEL

A trowel is indispensable for planting and bulb placement. Its small, handheld design allows precise digging in tight spaces, making it perfect for borders, pots and raised beds. Opt for one with a sturdy, ergonomic handle and a rust-resistant blade for durability.

HAND FORK OR HORI HORI KNIFE

Both tools excel at loosening compacted soil and tackling weeds, but the hori hori knife takes versatility to another level. With its serrated edge, it’s ideal for cutting through roots, slicing into the soil for bulbs or seedlings, and thanks to its built-in gradations, even measuring planting depths. I find it to be a truly multifunctional must-have.

SECATEURS

High-quality secateurs are vital for pruning, deadheading and shaping plants.

Bypass secateurs: (where the upper blade slices past the lower blade) Great for clean, precise cuts on live stems.

Anvil secateurs: (where the two blades meet, creating a forceful, sharp crushing action) Used for tougher deadwood trimming.

LOPPERS

For cutting back thicker branches or shaping shrubs, loppers provide extra reach and power. Look for a lightweight yet strong pair with adjustable handles for tackling both fine and heavy pruning tasks.

GLOVES

Protective gloves are a gardener’s best friend, shielding hands from thorns and dirt, and preventing blisters. Choose durable, flexible gloves suited to the task at hand – thorn-resistant gloves for pruning and lighter gloves for delicate planting.

RAKE

A rake is perfect for levelling soil in newly prepared beds, gathering leaves or clearing debris. Consider a soil rake for fine levelling and a leaf rake for broader clean-up tasks.

SPADE

A spade, with its flat, sharp-edged blade, is essential for digging, edging and cutting through tough roots. Invest in one with a long, sturdy handle and a comfortable grip for efficient digging with less strain.

HOE

Ideal for weeding and soil preparation, the hoe excels at removing surface weeds and breaking up clumpy soil to create a finer tilth for planting. Different types, such as draw hoes and Dutch hoes, are tailored to specific weeding and cultivating needs.

Draw hoe: Typically a sharp angled blade. Great for pulling soil towards you, slicing weeds and creating furrows.

Dutch hoe: Typically a stirrup shape to be used in a push-pull action. Used for slicing weeds just below the soil’s surface.

WHEELBARROW

A sturdy wheelbarrow is invaluable for transporting soil, compost, plants and tools. For smaller gardens, consider a lightweight barrow; for larger spaces, a heavy-duty model can handle bulkier loads with ease. I highly recommend choosing one with a solid ball wheel instead of an inflatable one if possible as wheelbarrow punctures can be a pain to deal with – it is worth holding out for a good one that won’t need much maintenance.

WATERING CAN AND HOSE

Both tools are essential for efficient irrigation. A watering can with a detachable rose head is perfect for gentle watering of seedlings, while a hose with an adjustable nozzle allows for versatile coverage.

TRUG

A trug is a lightweight, portable basket for collecting weeds, debris or harvested produce. It’s also great for carrying hand tools.
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SEED-STARTING TOOLS

PRICKING-OUT TOOL

This is very handy if you plan to be growing from seed. While your finger can suffice for making a small planting hole, a specialized pricking-out tool makes transplanting seedlings far easier. A fine-pointed tool, such as a sneeboer (see page 154), helps gently lift seedlings without damaging delicate roots, ensuring better survival rates during transplantation.

BUTTER KNIFE

A butter knife (with a round-tip blade) is the perfect tool for sliding seedlings out of pots and tray cells.

POTS

My favourite to use are 9-cm (4-inch) pots, I find them versatile for many sized seedlings. These are indispensable for growing plants from seeds and cuttings, or for housing tender plants. Choose a mix of sizes to accommodate various stages of plant development, and ensure they have proper drainage holes for healthy root growth. A pot can be anything that can hold soil and allow water to flow through freely. A great space-saving alternative are pot slips, which are essentially pots that fold flat.

SEED TRAYS

My preferred seed trays are: quarter sized (9.5 × 15.5 cm/4 × 6 inches), half sized (19 × 22 cm/ 7 × 9 inches), and a plug tray with 77 cells (35 × 50 cm/14 × 20 inches). These trays hold soil for starting seeds in an organized way, making it easier to manage and monitor germination. They are particularly useful for growing a large number of seedlings in a small space (see page 148).

PROPAGATING LIDS

These are clear plastic covers placed over seed trays or pots to create a warm, humid environment that promotes germination and protects young seedlings from draughts and temperature fluctuations. They’re useful for starting seeds indoors or in greenhouses, and helpful to protect freshly sown seeds from being nibbled by pests.
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WATER TRAYS

If you add water to these trays and place them underneath seed trays or pots, they allow plants to draw water up from the tray, keeping the soil moist without disturbing the seeds or seedlings. This is known as bottom watering.

PLANT LABELS

These blank stick labels help you keep track of what you’ve sown or planted, especially when working with multiple varieties. Write clearly and use durable labels to withstand weathering. You can use a little nail polish remover to clean off last season’s writing and make it reusable.

GARDEN PEN

I’ve had a few sorry seasons where my annotations on the plant labels faded quickly, leaving me unsure of what was what. Unlike permanent markers, a garden pen is made to write on plant labels and resist weather conditions, such as rain and sunlight, so it won’t smudge or fade.

GETTING THE BEST FROM YOUR PLOT

To get the best out of your garden, you’ll need to build up a detailed picture of the plot. It starts with the soil, holding it in your hands and working out its composition. Next is light, where it falls, at what time of day, and how that shifts and changes throughout the year. Then water, because noting where the wet and dry spots are is really important. Finally, the nature you have, seeing what is growing and thriving where, what sorts of weeds you have, and how the wildlife uses them. Over the next few sections, I’ll share information on each of these elements, hopefully equipping you with the knowledge to study your space, as well as a few pointers on choosing the plants that will flourish within it.

LEARNING YOUR PLOT

The most important and basic elements to learn about in your garden are Soil, Light and Water. These three elements are the most critical components of a plant’s life essentials.

In the planning stage of a garden, understanding and learning about these elements specific to your space is crucial. It will dictate what plants you can choose to bring into the space, ensuring that you will have the happiest and healthiest garden.

Knowing the space you have to work with is a helpful way of avoiding time-consuming and costly mistakes when starting a garden from scratch or doing a garden overhaul. I’ve spent a lot of time, energy and money trying to grow bearded iris in the heavy clay soil in my garden. On reflection, I could have simply grown them in pots and embraced the winter-wet-loving plants in the ground instead – this would have saved a lot of heartache. Having a greater understanding of your garden, its conditions, and strengths and limitations will help you make choices that are in tune with your soil, aspect and climate, helping you build a garden that will thrive and be beautiful.

[image: Foxgloves grow with rose among mixed flowers and foliage in a garden with narrow paths, low supports and dense planting. Large trees rise behind the garden, and soft light comes through the branches under a pale sky.]
Rose ‘Roald Dahl’ and common foxgloves
So how do we do this? How do we actively engage in the process of learning our space? Discovering the idiosyncrasies of the land has been one of my favourite and most rewarding parts of creating my garden. Try the following exercises.

TAKE PICTURES

Make it a habit to photograph your garden regularly, ideally every week or at least once a month. Jot down notes about any new plant arrivals – where they appear, when they emerge and how long they last. This simple practice helps to track growth patterns and seasonal changes, giving you valuable insight into your garden.

WATCH WHAT’S GROWING WHERE

If you’re working with an existing garden, take time to observe what’s already thriving. If possible, spend a full year identifying plants and noting their conditions. This will provide clues about your garden’s soil, light and moisture levels, as well as helping you to decide what you like or don’t like about the current layout. For support, try using one of the many plant identification apps available or use a plant encyclopedia.

[image: Milli Proust kneels and looks at a planting bed with flowers and foliage around her. The plants grow near a wooden structure.]
Malus ‘Royalty’, Physocarpus ‘Amber Queen’ and Cosmos ‘Xanthos’
OBSERVE THE ELEMENTS

Stand in your garden and notice how natural elements interact with the space.

Wind: Note where it hits the hardest and how strong it is on both calm and windy days.

Frost: Observe where frost lingers longest and where it thaws first.

Sunlight: Track how sunlight moves through your garden at different times of the day and year.

Moisture: Identify areas that stay wet or dry and where water naturally pools.

These observations will help you to identify microclimates – areas with unique conditions, such as full sun, partial shade or specific moisture levels. Use these microclimates to guide your plant choices and create comfortable spaces for sitting, eating and enjoying your garden.

FEEL IT OUT

Pay attention to how your home or surrounding buildings relate to your garden. Notice how they influence light and shade, and identify spaces where you feel exposed or overlooked. Look for spots you’re naturally drawn to for sitting or spending time, and use these insights to

LOOK AT THE SOIL






SOIL

The foundation of your garden
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SOIL PH AND TYPE

WHY IT MATTERS




	• Soil type

	• Soil pH



SOIL TYPES
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Heavy clay soil
HOW TO TEST YOUR SOIL TYPE








SOIL PH


HOW TO TEST YOUR SOIL'S PH


	• Observe the types of plants growing naturally in your area.

	• Use an at-home soil testing kit or send a sample for professional analysis.










SOIL HEALTH


SIGNS OF HEALTHY SOIL






SIGNS OF UNHEALTHY SOIL



MICROBES: THE UNSUNG HEROES


Threats to microbes


	• Soil compaction from heavy machinery or rain.

	• Poor drainage or excessive wetness in clay soils.

	• Extreme pH levels (too acidic or too alkaline).



EARTHWORMS: THE SOIL’S ENGINEERS


How to support earthworms


	• Avoid chemical fertilizers and pesticides.

	• Add organic matter, such as compost or mulch.

	• Leave the soil undisturbed as much as possible.



Worm-friendly practices


	• If you want to use fertilizer, choose a natural one, such as compost and comfrey tea (see page 204), or seaweed extract.

	• Mulch with organic materials to maintain moisture and temperature (see page 50).

	• Minimize digging to preserve the soil’s structure and ecosystem.



HOW TO NURTURE HEALTHY SOIL




	• Add organic matter regularly (compost, manure or leaf mould).

	• Minimize disturbance by avoiding unnecessary digging.

	• Test your soil annually to monitor pH and nutrient levels (see page 24).

	• Mulch to retain moisture and regulate soil temperature.





WATER

The key to balanced, thriving plants
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Fritillaria meleagris (snakeshead frittilary), which flourishes in areas where water lingers
OBSERVING WATER IN YOUR SPACE



	• Are there spots where water pools after rain, lingering on the surface instead of draining away?

	• Are there areas where water never seems to reach, leaving the soil dry even after several rainy days?






	• Bog-loving Fritillaria meleagris (pictured above) will flourish in areas where water lingers.

	• On the other hand, Fritillaria imperialis and F.elwesii thrive in well-drained, drier conditions.



MAKING THE MOST OF WET AND DRY SPOTS







LIGHT

Making the most of light and shade
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Yew topiary balls, Narcissus ‘Tête-à-tête’, and Euphorbia wulfenii in early spring in the perennial border
HOW LIGHT INFLUENCES DESIGN



LIGHT AND SHADE IN YOUR GARDEN


Start by observing:


	• Where does the sun rise and set?

	• What obstructions (trees, walls, buildings) impact the sun’s journey?

	• Where does the shade fall, and for how long at different times of the day?



SHADE AS A FEATURE


PLANTS AND LIGHT



UNDERSTANDING SUNLIGHT REQUIREMENTS
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