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Introduction

We are gardening more than ever. According to surveys, more than half the population in America and Europe are getting green-fingered, and data shows that numbers are rising.

Humans have been creating gardens for thousands of years. The cultivation of plants emerged around 12,000 years ago in the context of agriculture and producing food. In many ancient civilizations, rich and powerful people chose to pursue it for aesthetic purposes, with Egyptian tomb paintings providing evidence of ornamental horticulture, including lotus ponds and “pleasure gardens”, full of palm trees, acacias, tamarisk and willows. The Persians, Greeks and Romans were renowned for their beautiful gardens, and the Hanging Gardens of Babylon were among the Wonders of the Ancient World.

Throughout history, there have been many innovative styles of gardening, reflecting different cultural values and aesthetics. In China and Japan, gardens often expressed a balanced relationship with nature, skilfully blending rocks, water and ornamental plants. In contrast, the grand gardens of Renaissance and Baroque Europe emphasized grandeur and formal design. By the nineteenth century, British landowners commonly employed designers such as Capability Brown to craft vast landscapes. More recently, as modern housing made gardens accessible to more people, “cottage gardens” enabled naturalistic displays in confined spaces.

Gardening offers a great antidote to the pace of modern life, providing benefits for physical, mental and emotional well-being. Many people find gardening helps them feel connected to nature, with the simple acts of watering, digging and pruning providing physical and mental benefits. The soothing melodies of birds and bees, and the rustling of leaves in the breeze enhance the sense of relaxation, making gardening a truly restorative activity.

As our awareness of the plight of the planet grows, gardening has become an excellent way to support biodiversity. Eco-friendly practices are regaining prominence, making it easier to garden in ways that not only minimize harm, but often have positive impacts on the environment. In The Little Book of Gardening, we will celebrate these sustainable methods and explore how gardening can help us welcome the wild into our own habitats.

The information in these pages will also help tailor your gardening activities to suit your lifestyle and location, offering new ideas and tips, along with some tried-and-tested favourites. You will be guided through the basics of choosing tools and plants, the terminology of gardening, and a few horticultural dos and don’ts. You’ll also find advice on planning a garden, managing pests and diseases, and dealing with unpredictable weather.

Whether you’re a beginner looking to develop your skills, expanding your existing knowledge, tackling a large-scale project or getting started in a small yard, The Little Book of Gardening is the ideal companion. It will help you garden at your own pace, in your own time and in your own way.






Chapter One
 Gardening Essentials



In this chapter, we’ll explore some of the essential equipment needed to maintain any garden, whether large or small. From versatile tools that make everyday tasks easier to specialized items for specific needs, having the right gear can make all the difference. You’ll also find a handy list of dos and don’ts, some troubleshooting tips, and important precautions to keep in mind. So first, let’s take a look at some of the tools every gardener should have.




Gardening Tools

[image: ] Spade

Garden spades come in many shapes and sizes. A good spade should have a balanced weight, a long, sturdy shaft, and a comfortable, secure grip. Lighter spades with wider handles are easier to manage, and placing your foot on the head for added leverage should feel comfortable.

Tilted handles are ideal for shallow digging, while spades made from a single block of forged steel are better suited for deep digging and tackling tough soils or overgrown roots. Curved heads suit sandy, loose soils whereas heavy soils like clay may require square-point spades or shovels.

[image: ]   Hoe

Used a bit like a brush, hoes are great for severing dead plants or rubbish or tilling and cultivating soil. Their small heads provide for close shaping of soils, and they are an effective way of loosening earth.



[image: ] Digging fork

Digging forks are ideal for turning soil and breaking up thick, tangled roots. Some gardeners use two forks placed back-to-back to separate stubborn clumps of roots. The prongs or “tines” are thinner than the heads of spades or hoes, allowing them to penetrate deeply into the ground or dislodge stones without severing roots as a long blade might.

[image: ] Trowel

A trowel is invaluable for weeding, transplanting and close-up digging. It should feel comfortable to grip, with a good weight balance between handle and head. For heavier, deeper digging, stainless-steel blades are ideal, while lighter jobs, like digging holes for small plants or aerating soil, are easier with trowels that have lightweight aluminium heads. Increasingly, garden trowels are being made with composite materials like fibreglass, offering a blend of durability and lightness.



[image: ] Secateurs

Secateurs are essential for pruning, deadheading, cutting back and snipping off unwanted twigs and growth. There are three main types:


	[image: bullet point]  Anvil: These act like knives against blocks, enabling sharp, clean cuts. Suitable for cutting through thick stems and dead wood.


	[image: bullet point]  Bypass: With two blades that bypass each other like scissors, these secateurs are suitable for fresh, soft growth. To maintain their effectiveness, the blades should be kept sharp using methods like sandpaper, wool scouring pads or sharpening stones.


	[image: bullet point]  Ratchet: These have anvil or bypass blades, but also include ratchet springs, making it possible to chop or prune in gradual cuts. This design is particularly useful for cutting wood or stems, especially for gardeners with limited hand strength or those recovering from injury, as it requires repeated squeezing and releasing of the handles.






[image: ] Loppers

Similar to secateurs, loppers are available in anvil, bypass or ratchet forms, but they are mostly used for pruning trees, tall bushes and shrubs. Unlike secateurs, loppers have long handles and large blades, providing greater leverage and cutting power. Some models also feature levers to increase cutting force.

[image: ] Shears

Shorter than loppers, garden shears are handy for pruning thick shrubs and branches, or snipping hedges. Their long handles make it easier to cut at different angles, and they come in both anvil and bypass types. Lightweight shears with durable handles and steel blades are the easiest to use and provide clean, precise cuts. Shears designed for hedge or grass cutting feature long, narrow blades, while those intended for delicate plants like roses have smaller, sharper blades. Lawn edging shears are distinct, with blades set at a sharp right angle to the handles, often reinforced with chrome for added toughness.



[image: ] Rake

Rakes are essentially brooms for the garden, with tines or “teeth” that effectively gather and remove leaves from grass, making them invaluable for tidying up lawns. Rakes come in wood, metal or plastic form. Rakes with extendable shafts are useful for easy transportation and storage.

[image: ] Lawn mower

Lawn mowers come in many variations, ranging from electric and cordless models to non-motorized “push” mowers. For smaller yards and gardens, push mowers are often ideal, while electric self-propelling mowers are better suited for larger spaces. Many modern mowers are designed to be lightweight and offer additional features like adjustable cutting heights. When choosing a mower, it’s worth researching the options on the market and considering factors such as horsepower, cutting width and fuel type.



[image: ] Watering can or hose

While many gardeners let rainfall take care of much of their garden’s water needs, a good watering can is still essential. It’s often helpful to have several cans in different sizes. Small, long-spouted cans with upright handles are perfect for precise watering of seedlings and individual plants in rockeries or small plots. Larger, more capacious cans are ideal for watering clumps of plants and borders, without needing to refill frequently.

When selecting a watering can, consider factors like durability – will it crack if dropped on concrete? – and spout reach – will you be watering amid dense foliage? Value and comfort are also important, especially if you’ll be using it for extended periods. Some gardeners avoid open-topped cans, which can cause splashes, while others like cans with two spouts, providing different pouring options. Cans with alterable spouts or nozzles allow you to flip between modes of pouring, such as spray and sprinkle.

A garden hose should be chosen on the basis of need. For example, sprinkler or soak hoses are designed for plants or lawns – they have perforated sides which spray or leak water into the air or allow it to trickle into the soil. Rubber hoses are ultra-durable, while a vinyl hose makes for easy handling. Most gardeners prefer brass nozzles for minimizing leaks. Modern garden hoses often come in kits, complete with accessories like extenders, valves, soakers, splitters and adaptors for multiple spray options.

An eco-friendly, cost-effective take on watering equipment is the water butt – a container for storing rainwater. This is excellent for conserving water, reducing tap water use and saving on your water bill, especially during dry weather or hosepipe bans. Rainwater is rich in organic matter and nitrates, slightly acidic, and free from chemicals like chlorine.

If a shop-bought water butt is not an option, try storing water in plastic containers, thus adding an element of recycling into your gardening.
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[image: ] Other equipment

Other items that make gardening easier include kneeling pads, or “kneelers”, which take the strain off your knees, joints and back. These pads make it easier to grapple with ground-based tasks without crouching. Most garden centres sell kneelers with foam cores which conform to the shape of your knees. Alternatively, you can create your own kneelers by stuffing old pairs of jeans with fabric scraps and stitching the ends – a great way to make gardening more comfortable while embracing a zero-waste approach.

A wheelbarrow is a superb way of transporting materials such as soil and compost, or leaves for composting.

Garden twine, along with stakes or canes, is invaluable for tying plants that need support, like tomatoes, or marking spaces for planting in rows.

Cloches act as mini greenhouses protecting plants from frost or pests, while a cold frame is used for similar purposes, but tends to be kept over plants for extended periods. You can make your own cold frame out of bricks and glass.



*Dibbers make holes in the soil for sowing seeds, transplanting seedlings or planting bulbs. A pH testing kit reveals the pH (acid/alkaline) levels of your garden’s soil, which can be useful for selecting appropriate plants.

A knife can be useful for tasks like weeding and dividing, measuring soil depth, or mapping out rows for planting. Gardening knives come in various forms, the most popular being the “patio knife”, whose thin blades are designed for weeding between paving stones, while the budding knife is used for more delicate tasks. For maintaining larger features like hedges, tools like hedge trimmers or edgers, typically electric, are essential.

Finally, while many gardeners like to feel the soil beneath their fingernails, a good pair of gloves is a must-have, even as a “just in case”. For everyday gardening tasks like planting and pruning, thin, light gloves provide adequate protection against prickles and dirt. For more demanding landscaping jobs, more heavy-duty gloves may be required.

Now that we’ve considered the vital tools of gardening, let’s explore some common gardening terminology.





Gardening Glossary

Use this gardener’s glossary, split into three sections, to familiarize yourself with terms and phrases you may come across.

[image: ] Associated with plants and their biology

Annual – A plant that completes its life cycle (from seed germination, through flowering and fruiting, to death) in one season.

Anther – Pollen-bearing part of the stamen.

Apical bud – Primary growth point located at the tip of a stem, where new growth originates.

Basal – The area at or close to the base of a
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DoS and Don’tS of Gardening
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Troubleshooting









Bacterial wilt










Camellia flower blight








Cankers











Cucumber mosaic virus








Downy mildew











Fireblight








Grey mould










Onion white rot








Powdery mildew








Rusts













	

	

	

	












	Take regular breaks and rotate tasks to avoid repetitive strain injuries.

	Consider warming-up exercises like slow stretches to prepare your body for physical activity. 

	Maintain good posture while gardening; stretch your back periodically and avoid uncomfortable positions.

	Avoid contact with chemicals and wash your hands thoroughly if you do handle them.

	Know which plants are poisonous to humans or animals and learn how to handle them safely.

	Always wear gloves – they’re useful for protecting your hands from cuts, irritants and dirt.
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