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Gardening is an ancient practice. The first gardens grew amid heaps of gall blad-
ders, flesh-boiled skulls and faeces – middens at the edge of nomad camps. Some 
lucky plant seeds landed in these rubbish pits, grew, flourished and eventually 
attracted a human carer. Way back in deep time, much further back than the gar-
den mythologies of Abrahamic lore, these first gardens began a process of kin-
making. This process has only grown in complexity since, as gardens evolved 
into diverse forms. Private gardens in eleventh-century Japan, for instance, were 
about much more than nurturing seeds. They sought to domesticate cosmic forces 
through the principles of geomancy. When stones, plants and water were laid out 
according to the proper tenets of their life forces (as dictated by geomantic phi-
losophy), a garden could provide a safe haven for whoever lived there.1 For these 
Japanese garden designers, gardening was a means to embed one’s household 
within the forces of the universe. Other gardens have sought to cultivate food-
stuffs for subsistence. When Polynesians arrived on New Zealand around 1000 
C.E., they brought with them the kumara, a sweet potato. Having hunted to extinc-
tion easy sources of protein within the first few hundred years of settlement, the 
settlers gradually became ‘hunter-gardeners’.2 But the sweet potato was not just 
a useful root vegetable – it was imbued with its own form of spirit and related 
to Rongomātāne, the Māori deity of cultivated foodstuffs.3 In much more recent 
history, Australian philosopher Val Plumwood cultivated a garden from a mix of 
local, native and exotic plants chosen to provide food for visiting animals, as well 
as aesthetic and ecological appeal. Her garden’s mixed ecology reflected Plum-
wood’s philosophies of belonging, as well as her desire to adapt European garden 
traditions to a different climate and to live with often tricky bush animals and 
ecologies.4 Good gardening requires tangled relationships of all kinds between the 
earth and many different creatures.

Whatever its form, gardening is always tensed against the future. The gardener 
has to calculate, intervene, attempt to control and so shape the future. Gardeners 
must anticipate plant growth, alloying this with their memory of how soil, weather 
and plants interact, and with the practical graft of digging, sowing and trading 
seeds or tools. One of gardening’s core appeals is the way it brings about a trans-
formation of the gardener: perception no longer ‘stops at the surface of nature’s 
living forms; it looks to the depths in which they stake their claims on life and 
from which they grow into the realm of presence and appearance’.5 I understand 
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gardening to require collaboration with, rather than control over, the more-than-
human world. These acts of collaboration – tangled, multispecies – are utopian 
because they stake themselves against the future, gambling that the garden will 
flourish. Gardening requires the gardener to let go, to deal with uncertainty and 
the unpredictability of plants, to accept the limits presented by the deep history of 
human–plant relations.

Even at its best, of course, gardening is extremely violent. The thoughtful 
North American environmental commentator, Michael Pollan, confessed how, as 
‘a child of Thoreau’ steeped in the wilderness cult, he was totally unprepared for 
the realities of gardening.6 Pollan’s romantic dreams were quickly dashed by the 
woodchucks eating his seedlings and the meadow grasses supplanting his peren-
nials. He had to kill. Weeds, he came to see, were not just plants out of place, 
but fearsome predators. Eventually, he relinquished his plans for a harmonious, 
locally embedded garden and erected a large fence. Pollan came to see his gar-
den as a working compromise – neither imperial imposition of human desire, 
nor dependent on the benignity of nature. As a fundamental dynamic, gardening 
means channelling one possible future over another; a garden excludes certain 
beings, denies others the chance for life, even as it extends hospitality to some. 
Pollan’s experience reminds us that the garden is about shattered hopes, killing 
and failure as much as it is about earthy goodness and reaching toward the future. 
Feminist writer and gardener Vita Sackville-West perhaps put this best when she 
wrote that ‘the true gardener must be brutal, and imaginative for the future’.7 
Dark, violent powers are as necessary to gardening as the life-giving soil.

In this book I articulate what I call the ‘domestic wild’. My argument is that 
the domestic wild emerges from gardening’s strange temporalities and the uto-
pian, violent nature of its creaturely entanglements. The domestic wild involves 
encountering the wild in the familiar and, conversely, cultivating the familiar out 
of what appears wild. That is to say, the domestic wild only comes about in places 
that are dwelt thickly, over time – it is not simply a tamer version of bigger, 
bolder nature spaces. I am interested not just in how species come together in 
the garden, but in how the garden works according to multiple temporalities: as a 
cross-kingdom exchange between plants and humans stretching way back in deep 
time; as pervaded by myth, story and history; as animated by the imagination of 
the future and the weight of the past. The book explores how gardeners inherit the 
material remains, stories and traces from the past, and how they transform these 
living histories through forward-looking experiments.

This book takes inspiration from ‘gardening elders’ – people who have been 
gardening for a long time and who have built up storehouses of practical wisdom. 
I develop a close account of gardening in one city, London, by telling stories about 
experienced, skilful gardeners who relate to plants in intimate ways and who feel 
significant attachment to their small plots of land. Their gardens are the kind of 
everyday places one might glimpse from a train as it cuts through British cities. 
They are gardens not made to showcase flowing lines and sweeping vistas, but are 
mundane taskscapes, replete with watering cans and jobs undone, that move to 
rhythms of everyday life (Figure I.1). The typical British suburban garden tradi-
tionally features a lawn, beds for vegetables and flowers and perhaps a few mature 
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small trees. They offer significant habitat for a whole range of species, and tend 
to be hotspots of species richness when compared to monocultural agricultural 
land.8 For instance, amphibians are in decline in rural areas but doing well in Brit-
ain’s urban gardens, as are bumblebees, while a recent study recorded a quarter 
of Britain’s native insect species present or passing through one typical suburban 
garden.9 Domestic gardens also support blackbirds, robins, wrens, finches, tits, 
woodpeckers and many other birds, as well as increasingly precarious species 
such as the house sparrow, song thrush and starling.10 The practices of gardening 
certainly have the potential to be enchanting, to engage our sensing bodies with 
other creatures.

Gardening in Britain has changed in recent years. The rise in home ownership 
and aspirational culture since the 1980s means that for the majority of home own-
ers the garden is now an outside room for entertaining and living in, rather than 
primarily a place for plants.11 Planning policy has more or less abandoned the 
notion that every home owner should also be an enthusiastic gardener. In London, 
moreover, a significant area of gardens has gone from ‘green to grey’: vegeta-
tion cover in private domestic space decreased by 12 per cent between 1998 and 
2008.12 We are witnessing, then, a hollowing out of gardening culture set within 
the wider nature disenchantment of late modernity. That is not to say, of course, 
that significant proportions of the population do not continue to garden enthusias-
tically, nor that the British predilection for gardening is over – some 20 per cent of 

Figure I.1 Raji’s north London garden
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the adult population self-identify as ‘serious’ gardeners who devote considerable 
resources to their plants.13 Of course other forms of gardening are much more 
radical and take on an explicit politically or sustainability-minded mission. One 
could think of guerrilla gardeners, community gardens, therapeutic gardens or any 
number of examples from gardening’s radical history.14 But rather than examine 
these self-consciously transformative gardening practices, this book attempts to 
understand the latent promise of everyday, suburban gardening. This book turns to 
these serious gardeners as practitioners of a certain way of life, a way of life that 
involves dwelling closely with plants and other creatures amid the contradictions 
and temporalities of the garden.

My underlying motivation for writing this book is that we live on a wounded 
planet. We know all too well that fossil fuel combustion has altered the planet’s 
climate and that human activities have transformed biomes on a continental scale: 
nearly 40 per cent of the earth’s land surface is now given over to agriculture.15 
Human activities have transformed the natural world at the micro scale too, as 
toxic chemicals alter species’ processes of sexual reproduction and plastics infest 
ecosystems. In the twenty-first century, there are few places or earth processes left 
that do not carry the traces of human activity.16 It is clear that a renewed intimacy 
between humans, land and creatures is necessary. Gardening can provide some 
hope here, as an ethos and practice of everyday experiment in making and dwell-
ing in landscape, a binding up of various inclinations, sensations and responses 
that join the gardener and the world. In any ecologically sane future, it is clear 
that the world’s cities will have to change, to welcome more fulsomely productive 
and ‘unproductive’ creatures as well as ecologically attuned human inhabitants. 
Cities, despite their tendency to soak up capital and natural resources, nonetheless 
offer potential for cultivating new ecological subjects. This potential is one reason 
to study London. My argument, then, is that the domestic wild offers the means 
to cultivate a renewed sense of intimacy, even amid spectacular horizons of plan-
etary loss. This book sets out to find a sense of the wild at the heart of modernity 
and the privileged domestic intimacies of London.

Before introducing the places and people involved in this particular form of 
gardening culture in more detail and providing an overview of the structure of 
the book, I introduce the book’s two major themes, those indicated by its subtitle: 
nature and memory. These are the ingredients from which gardening’s domestic 
wild emerges.

Nature and the wild
In a seminal book, Uneven Development, Marxist geographer Neil Smith set 
out his now influential thesis that capitalism increasingly makes nature to order. 
Through the arrangement of natural resources, the intensification of nature’s 
use, and the emergence of new forms of biocapital, Smith argued that in the late 
twentieth century nature had been replaced by ‘second nature’ – nature internal 
to the dynamics of capitalism.17 Our current planetary conjuncture, in which 
humanity has become increasingly potent in shaping earth processes, marks a 
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Introduction  5

high point in the internalisation of nature. The relationship of part-to-whole has 
flipped: instead of capital being contained by earth processes, earth processes 
are now internal to capital. ‘Life on earth’, Žižek writes, now ‘hinges on what 
goes on in what was formerly one of its parts (the socioeconomic mode of pro-
duction of one of the species on earth)’.18 This thesis has been echoed in laments 
of nature’s end, most famously in Bill McKibben’s eponymously titled The End 
of Nature.19 In a similar vein, Stephen Meyer’s The End of the Wild captures the 
despondent reaction to humanised nature. Meyer wrote that in this new era: ‘Life 
will just be different: much less diverse, much less exotic, much more predict-
able, and much less able to capture the awe and wonder of the human spirit. 
Ecosystems will organise around a human motif, the wild will give way to the 
predictable, the common, the usual’.20 Our new planetary ecology seems grey 
and uninspiring.

Many remain sceptical about such epochal language. Instead of a nature– 
culture dualism that has been eroded by historical events, a broad movement across 
the social sciences and social theory has advanced the claim that the world has 
always been comprised of entanglements between humans, creatures and agents 
of all kinds. This movement has been inspired by the philosophies of, among oth-
ers, Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway and Gilles Deleuze and their antipathy to onto-
logical hygiene. Scholars from animal studies to the environmental humanities, 
from more-than-human geography to multispecies anthropology, have worked to 
expose how a great violence lies at the heart of modernity – a violence done to the 
animal and the vital earth by denying that they are active political and historical 
subjects.21 Instead of a world of human action and inhuman passivity, these schol-
ars study a world in which nonhumans and even objects exhibit vitality, being is 
in process and history is emergent.22 From this analysis, nature and culture are 
conceptual abstractions and so our present era – although it is an era of great loss –  
is not a loss of the wild brought about by the enclosure of nature within culture. 
Rather, the twenty-first century has witnessed a step-change in the intensity of 
planetary circulation and metabolism.23

Proliferating environmental crises seem to cry out for new ways to imagine our 
relations to the earth. We cannot appeal to a pristine nature or any site of inno-
cence: attempts to live less destructively with nonhuman others must begin from 
the complex, compromised present. Eschewing grand critique, this book situates 
its ethical mission in particular places and particular bodies. I draw on feminist 
philosophers who advocate modes of ethical living that remain grounded in lived 
experience.24 That is to say, they prefer forms of ethical reciprocity that emerge 
from the relations between particular beings in particular sets of relationships, 
rather than ethics that are based in abstract principles. According to Bruno Latour, 
the emergence of a new multinatural, multispecies way of life that does justice 
to the entanglement of all Earth-kin will be ‘slow and painful’. This far-reaching 
project will also inevitably, at least at first, remain anchored to the ‘ruins of natu-
ralism’, the historic and intellectual legacies of independent Nature.25 This book 
takes up one promising forward-looking narrative that is weighed down by its 
own intellectual legacy: the wild.
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Historically, the wild has been located in the distant other, the alien or the 
unknown. In animals, wildness has been associated with autonomy and freedom 
of movement. The wild is caught up in the historic baggage of wilderness – a 
concept whose misanthropic and violent imperial heritage is now well known.26 
The critique, simply put, is that wilderness was an imposition of a particular (elite, 
privileged) ideal of nature on to diverse cultural ecologies. The wilderness ideal, 
moreover, for a long time blinded environmentalists to struggles of ecological jus-
tice, Indigenous empowerment and the urban green. But is it possible to rehabili-
tate a different sense of the wild, while acknowledging this critique of wilderness? 
Instead of the noble free-ranging wolf, can we see the wild in the scavenging 
urban fox? Instead of worshipping the towering redwood, can we sense the wild 
in the surreptitiously planted mustard seed?

Jane Bennett has done much to sketch out what this kind of wild is like.27 For 
Bennett the wild emerges from the ruins of romantic naturalism – she acknowl-
edges its heritage – but rather than being limited to a few sacred sites, the wild 
exists all around us, if only we can train our senses and our intellect to see it. This 
sense of the wild is founded on the realisation – affirmed by the natural and social 
sciences – that all creatures exhibit vitality and invention. Building on Bennett’s 
ideas, Jamie Lorimer finds the wild in ‘everyday affective site of human–nonhuman 
entanglement’: multispecies sites of encounter which he labels as commons.28 
Lorimer’s account of the commons focuses on conservation, from urban roofs, to 
rewilding, to ecotourism. He argues that a sense of the wild can flourish even amid 
political ecologies shaped by science, bureaucracy, reason and – controversially –  
neoliberalism. He proposes a new conservation paradigm based less on secu-
ritising spaces for nonhuman refugees and more on processes of partnership and 
mutual experimentation. This book lines up in parallel with these and other recent 
attempts to offer a forward-looking, hopeful narrative of the wild after Nature. 
This sense of the wild emphasises that while creatures do not always behave as 
expected and are subjects of their own lives, we can only glimpse their vitality 
through some kind of relationship. Wildness emerges within specific encounters 
and relationships, rather than being an essence of a thing. Wildness does not begin 
from estrangement and alterity, but from relation and togetherness. It can there-
fore be found in the domestic, the homely and the everyday.

Gardening shrugs in the face of the nature–culture dualism.29 Gardening has 
never really been something done by humans to plants, but has always been a 
process of mutually beneficial interkingdom exchange.30 This book attends to the 
vital forces of all sorts of objects (statistics, trees, television, slugs, crumbling 
bricks), and shows the ways in which wildness lingers in these things. However, 
the domestic wild goes beyond a vitalist understanding of animating affective 
relation between bodies or materials. While the garden is a relational achieve-
ment, spun by many agents and species, there is more to the garden than this 
collecting together. There are always things and forces which exceed or escape 
togetherness.31 Thus, latter chapters advance the idea that gardeners relate less to 
the material being of plants and the affects that such relations provoke and much 
more to the ‘possibility of a plant’ – to the plant’s reserve, a virtual time-space of 
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potential being, rather than a plant’s appearance. The outcome of any relationship 
in gardening is always hedged with an irreducible uncertainty. It is in this consti-
tutive uncertainty (expressed in quite different ways through each chapter), rather 
than in the affective charge between beings, that I locate the domestic wild.

Living memory
Deborah Bird Rose has suggested that relationships between creatures, human 
and otherwise, occur in knots of ‘ethical time’. Ethical time encompasses the past, 
for a creature – human or otherwise – experiences life as a gift from its fore-
bears. Their life comes about thanks to generational labour, prior creatures which 
worked to sustain and channel flows of material being, energy and information. 
This creates a sequential temporality – a ‘narrative breathed across generations’ – 
that is more than a mechanistic process of evolution and descent, but about vital 
exuberance and creativity.32 In effect, the sequential descent of creatures through 
time creates earthly temporalities. Rather than taking place in time, sequential 
interactions through generations create the very temporality of ecology. Creatures 
become living embodiments of past times.

Yet ethical time also occurs in the present, amid relationships where each life is 
sustained by the lives and deaths of fellow travellers. These mutually sustaining 
relationships bequeath a kind of first ethics, an ethics closely tied to ontology and 
life’s flourishing. Both the present and the past are then knotted together in ethical 
time. This knot, I imagine, is no neat bow, nor a slip knot designed for easy cast-
off, but more like a fraying, tangled mess of twine found at the back of a cupboard. 
This idea of a multispecies knot of ‘ethical time’ echoes recent developments in 
how we now think of historical time more generally. Sanctioned, official narrative 
is no longer always accepted as the central nervous system of history; history is 
not, if it ever was, adequately understood as an explanatory description of past 
events. In its place has emerged a livelier sense of history as co-mingled myth, nos-
talgia and memory.33 It is above all memory, however, that has replaced the orderly 
fictions of linear time and the ‘marching black boot’ of oppressive grand history.34

Memory, in contrast to history, is how we experience the past. Traditional social 
science holds the past and the present to be separate, and treats time as either dia-
chronic (progress through stages, historical time, time outside perception) or syn-
chronic (a slice of time, a description of a subject at one point in time). This makes 
memory problematic, since it involves both kinds of time. A basic phenomeno-
logical understanding of time holds that we only experience the world as an ever-
ongoing present. While it calls up the past, either as a narrative or as fragments 
of feeling, memory takes place in the present. That is to say, we only experience 
the world in each current moment as it happens. The past does not have a separate 
existence: ‘The past and present do not denote two successive moments, but two 
elements which coexist’, writes Deleuze; ‘one is the present, which does not cease 
to pass, and the other is the past, which does not cease to be’.35 Since memory calls 
the past into present being, memory is like Deborah Bird Rose’s knot of ethical 
time: the sequential and the synchronic tangled together.

15041-0123-1pass-r03.indd   7 01-04-2016   07:39:16



8 Introduction 

Wildness comes not just from the behaviour of creatures and matter in the 
present, but from the strange temporality of the past in the present: from living 
memory. Traces of memory animate the garden. The garden hums with its mul-
tiple pasts, and here lies the domestic wild: an old tree, planted by a grandfather; 
a garden fork, bought as a Christmas present; a dead plant, once loved but now 
decomposing. Such memories have real force. The book aligns to a new broad-
ened historical consciousness, a consciousness which attends to fragments of past 
subjectivities or forgotten stories set not within a chronological succession of 
events, but as a collage of collected moments, memories and experiences.36 This 
approach has close affiliation to the more-than-human and material turns, evi-
dencing a desire to pay closer attention to the lively lived experience of the world. 
The key leitmotif for scholars working in this vein, such as Hayden Lorimer or 
Caitlin DeSilvey, is reanimating the past, rather than simply retelling it.37 This 
form of historical consciousness is concerned less with the politics of memory 
than with memory as an embodied act, as something that occurs in terms of sen-
sory engagement with people and place.

In this book, I draw on the philosophies of Paul Ricoeur and Jacques Derrida, 
as well as the phenomenological theories of Edward Casey, Tim Ingold and Kevin 
Birth. For each of these thinkers, in very different ways, the past is never simply 
context, what came before, or done and dead. Rather the past can be spectral, ani-
mating and elusive. The past flows through each chapter in this book, as I show 
gardens thick with memories, histories and things that once were and thus, in 
some sense, still are. Each chapter of this book therefore inhabits what Lauren 
Berlant calls the ‘temporal genres of the stretched-out present’.38 The book exam-
ines place, national, autobiographical and plant memory, as well as other varie-
ties. While each of these forms of memory is very different, each also works to 
a similar dynamic. Memories become folded inside subjects, and this enfolding 
works to give a subject a sedimentary coherence, as successive layers become laid 
down as strata. But these strata are not orderly.39 They are dynamic and continu-
ally coming into being, layers deforming and reforming into new arrangements. 
Memory is also a line of flight that is always dissolving the self-sufficiency of 
a subject. The wild can therefore be found in the way that the past works in the 
present – always creative, never certain, often subversive.

Domestic intimacies
Gardening has its dark sides. Leftist critics usually treat the suburban garden with 
disdain: too petty, too humdrum, too myopic. Adorno, for example, despised the 
political passivity of twentieth-century domestic gardening. He wrote that ‘The 
caring hand that even now tends the little garden . . . but fearfully wards off the 
unknown intruder, is already that which denies the political refugee asylum.’40 
Similarly, Zygmunt Bauman employed the idea of the gardening state in his anal-
ysis of modernity and the holocaust.41 As a central authority, the gardening state 
viewed society as an object of design to be cultivated and its weeds poisoned: 
not a happy metaphor. For Bauman, the gardener imposes a plan on their plot, 
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‘uprooting and destroying all other plants, now renamed as ‘weeds’, whose unin-
vited and unwanted presence, unwanted because uninvited, can’t be squared with 
the overall harmony of the design’.42 The politics of nativism are implicit in the 
way that gardening prioritises the close at hand.

The historic imposition of British forms of gardening on very different ecolo-
gies in other parts of the world has done very real damage. Today, in Australia, 
mainstream garden culture is heavily influenced by aesthetics that devalue indig-
enous plants in favour of styles that mimic the European. Similarly, the North 
American lawn aesthetic, a cultural import popularised by the chemical industry 
in the mid-twentieth century, creates ‘sterile, monocultural’ domestic landscapes 
‘soaked in poison’.43 Yet in both of these cases, movements have emerged to 
challenge these imperial legacies. In Australia, for example, attempts are afoot 
to transform domestic gardens into more sane ecological spaces by bringing in a 
greater number of fire-resistant or drought-tolerant native species or welcoming 
a greater number of visitors, be they weeds or animals. This loosens up the stric-
tures of nativism by recognising prior presences and stories. In parts of the United 
States, too, xeriscaping is becoming more popular, although it still faces high 
hurdles in overcoming the social expectations of status display.44 In London, too, 
as we shall see, gardeners are increasingly aware of the need to foster biodiversity, 
such that ecological sensitivity is growing.

Domestic gardening is also big business. Globally, the gardening industry turns 
over some $89 billion a year. Western Europe and North America remain the larg-
est markets (41 and 40 per cent respectively), although industry analysts hype up 
the potential for strong future growth in South and East Asia.45 Six billion pounds 
a year are spent on gardening in the UK, including £600 million on chemicals, as 
well as patio heaters, plastic fripperies and hot-housed just-in-time instant plants 
destined to die early deaths.46 The contemporary domestic garden is not a site of 
resistance outside, but is intimately networked within capitalist modes of produc-
tion and consumption. Indeed, recent work on community gardening emphasises 
that even this radical form of gardening struggles to escape the orbit of neoliberal 
economy and ideology.47 Yet scholars working on anti- or post-capitalist modes 
of economic exchange stress that the search for a pure site ‘outside’ capital is a 
distraction from the task of building up and out from actually existing forms of 
everyday economies.48 And although suburban gardening may be part of a grow-
ing industry, the experience of gardening elders shows that there are vestiges of 
gift networks, marginal economic exchange and old crafty practices. These are 
enough to suggest that, in contrast to the dominant liberal–democratic capitalist 
paradigm which depletes the world in the name of economic growth and progress, 
gardening can still increase the world’s reserves of vitality and intimacy.

The domestic is nonetheless a troubled space. Feminist scholars have exposed 
how home is seldom a safe, secure retreat cut off from the world. Rather than 
an unproblematic, taken-for-granted basic element of society, the home is a key 
site in social and cultural reproduction predicated on a host of gender and class 
power relations.49 The domestic is often taken to define the sanctioned boundaries 
of love; boundaries usually set by a heteronormative Anglo-American vision of 
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intimacy. The interdependencies of home can be stifling, repressive and violent. 
In such a space, the risk is that bringing animals and plants into care-full relation-
ships merely gathers nonhumans within the pre-given family fold, rather than 
rework the nature of domestic love itself.50

This is an important critique. I do not disavow the difficulty of the domestic – 
its nativism, its commercialism, its stifling heteronormative bonds of love – but 
I do aim to offer an affirmative analysis, to work from the lives of existing garden-
ers rather than to impose progressive demands on to them. My treatment of the 
domestic is inspired in no small part by the thinking of feminist science studies 
scholar Donna Haraway. Haraway has a knack for inhabiting critically difficult 
places and reworking them from the inside out: her work on primatology, a dis-
cipline then implicated in producing family ideology through its models of sex 
and kinship; her cyborg manifesto, using Cold War technoscience to shift feminist 
thinking; and her work on companion animals, which aimed to broaden our under-
standing of making kin.51 This latter shift was prompted by the way that domestic 
animals had been devalued compared to their wild cousins, and the way that – as 
she saw it – the domestic had been dismissed as banal and uninteresting.52 This 
book attempts to follow Haraway’s approach and ‘stay with the trouble’, to try 
and work through difficult sites and stories by showing how gardeners transmute 
the often toxic legacies of nativism and commercialism.

Gardening in suburban London
This book is rooted in research with committed gardeners conducted between 
2009 and 2011. This involved qualitative research with 42 gardeners living in 
London, as well as archival and desk-based research into gardening culture. These 
gardeners were aged between 40 and 94, from a variety of backgrounds broadly 
representative of the class and ethnic diversity of London’s population (further 
details are provided in Appendices 1 and 2). They were recruited through gar-
dening clubs, snowballed sampling and word of mouth. Each research encounter 
involved life-history interviews in which people narrated their experiences of gar-
dening in whatever format seemed appropriate to them. This included a variety of 
memory work, from excavating photographs from personal archives, to reminis-
cence, to describing past gardens.53 Participants also ‘showed me their garden’, 
demonstrating their practices, describing the rhythms of gardening, their visions 
of past and future spaces and the lives and deaths of particular plants.54

While 63 per cent of British adults over the age of 45 regularly garden, the peo-
ple I discuss in this book see themselves as serious gardeners: those who devote 
large amounts of time to tending their plants, rather than treating their gardens as 
merely an outside room.55 Their gardening styles are not, by and large, primar-
ily motivated by environmental values nor do they necessarily express socially 
transformative intentions. The median age of the gardeners who feature in this 
book is 67. There are some practical explanations for this. Serious gardeners tend, 
on average, to be around this age. Most gardeners progress through a typical life-
course, with a full commitment to a garden emerging after retirement and after 
any children have left home. Furthermore, gardening practice sediments in body, 
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mind and memory over a long period. Developing and articulating a sense of the 
domestic wild requires acknowledging the skill of ‘gardening elders’ and their 
embodied expertise built up through the twentieth century.

Cities are made through ongoing processes of socio-natural transformation, 
themselves the outcome of wider processes of interrelated economic, political 
and environmental processes.56 London inherits a complex legacy from these 
processes, from its Royal Parks, through small Victorian and Edwardian green 
spaces constructed in response to concerns over the city’s moral geographies, to 
the sidelining of green space in postwar planning, to contemporary visions of 
London comprising a green grid worthy of national park status.57 London’s great 
expansion between the world wars, during which the city grew by some 50 per 
cent in area with only a 10 per cent growth in population, stands out as one of 
the most far-reaching shifts in its urban nature. Outlying agricultural land and 
estates were converted into public and private suburban housing estates. These 
new developments aimed to provide ‘homes for heroes’ to the lower and lower 
middle classes and had a strong ideological commitment to provisioning domes-
tic green space.58 This grew from the Victorian belief in gardening as a morally 
uplifting activity; historically, the suburb was a compromise between nature (the 
countryside) and culture (the city). The garden was crucial to this vision: early 
suburbanites believed in ‘the ideal of a balance between man and nature in a soci-
ety that seemed dedicated to destroying it’.59 Having one’s own patch of outside 
space remains a powerful cultural norm in the UK.60 Suburbia, we might say, is 
both built on and generative of certain ways of thinking about, representing and 
relating to nature. The result of successive rounds of ideologically charged urban 
restructuring is that today there are extensive areas of greenspace across London. 
London remains a remarkably green city, with over 100,000 hectares of green 
space (about 63 per cent of its total area), and private gardens form the bulk of 
this area, with at least two million domestic gardens taking up around 24 per cent 
of the city’s surface.61

Suburbia has not bequeathed us many positive narratives. Twentieth-century 
critics saw suburbia as the mass-produced outcome of homogenising socio-
natural processes dominated by capital. Marshall Berman’s classic account of 
modernity had precious little to say about the suburbs, while geographer David 
Harvey dismissed suburbia as a great blight of apolitical conformity.62 Subur-
bia’s politics are usually understood as grounded in self-interest and ‘defensive 
anxiety’: a bland subtopia inhabited by shuffling, undead shoppers.63 In the face 
of symbolic violence against suburbia, this book chooses not to counter, but to 
refuse the world frame offered by critics. After all, undaunted by academic scru-
tiny, the appeal of suburban living has endured.64 Much of this book concerns 
the gardens and gardeners of these suburbs, places of which the casual Lon-
don visitor will probably not have heard: Barking, Barnet, Cockfosters, Enfield, 
High Barnett, Hither Green, Hounslow, Lee, Romford or Upminster (Figure I.2). 
Other gardens and gardeners discussed throughout the book are located in the 
inner suburbs, Edwardian communities that preceded London’s interwar expan-
sion. This book seeks to rehabilitate – paraphrasing E.P. Thompson’s famous 
dictum – the suburbanite from the ‘condescension of posterity’.65
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12 Introduction 

Figure I.2 Park Drive, north London streetscape

Overview of the book
In the first chapter, ‘Inheriting Landscape’, I open up the idea of living memory 
by tracking across a wide time frame, from early memories of growing up in 
suburbia to the present day. The chapter begins by outlining in more detail the 
historic origins of London’s urban green, focusing in particular on the city’s inter-
war expansion, before exploring several ways through which this past lives on in 
present-day landscapes. One focus is on the privet hedge, a plant which embodies 
interwar histories of conformity. In looking at how the past is presented through 
the body of the privet hedge, the chapter opens up the possibility that the past may 
also be absent, yet retain a palpable force on landscape. Chapter 1 emphasises 
that landscape and subject are never consonant – the garden is presented not as an 
earthy, embracing, vital cocoon, but as a landscape constellated by antecedents, 
holdovers or remains. Wherever they are, gardeners inherit a garden with material 
traces from the past – design, framework, mature trees, dreams, or perhaps only 
some broken crockery in the soil. But they also inherit a landscape replete with 
meaning, landscape storied by those who lived there and storied by narratives that 
circulated beyond the home but came to rest there. Chapter 1 mobilises an argu-
ment, then, that the work of inheritance is a central question of gardening; a good 
gardener deals with the force of the past and the afterlives of others in ways that 
are both faithful and transformative.
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Chapter 2, ‘Dig for Victory and the Demands of Remembering’, continues to 
analyse the living past, but moves from the focus in Chapter 1 on landscape to 
a focus on national memory. It takes Dig for Victory, Britain’s iconic wartime 
vegetable production campaign, as its focal point. The chapter makes a number 
of cuts into the ways that the memory of Dig for Victory was made and contin-
ues to circulate. These include unearthing from the archive a gap between state 
and citizen in their motivations for gardening during wartime and deconstructing 
the production of a historic truth horizon. Taking up Homi Bhabha’s work on 
national narrative, the chapter further shows how present-day gardeners neces-
sarily relate, not always explicitly, to the rhetorical figures of national memory.66 
Finally, the case of Dig for Victory demonstrates how nostalgia can be a progres-
sive force for contemporary environmentalism, rather than simply a conservative 
tool of nationalism or a commodity form. Overall, Chapter 2 argues that because 
the past never finishes coming into being, it possesses a dynamic potential to 
shape the future.

In the book’s third chapter, I turn fully to the experiences of the gardeners them-
selves. I invoke Ricoeur’s stress on narrative as constitutive of self and subject as 
an important counter to material and vitalist philosophies. The chapter investigates 
how forces of narrative, memory and reminiscence create ‘authentic gardeners’; 
memory in this chapter is found in the smoky, elusive, dream-like past of self-
narratives and biographies. The chapter shows how gardeners define themselves 
in opposition to a popular narrative about the ways through which capitalism has 
reworked gardening in Britain. These serious gardeners believe that mainstream 
gardening has changed from being about vernacular creativity to a lifestyle choice 
characterised by a hollowed-out relation to plants and concerned only with con-
sumption and property value. I demonstrate that committed gardeners define their 
attachment to the earth by anchoring their authenticity in childhood body memory 
and through their stories about participating in gift economies. Chapter 3 sees 
gardeners as ‘beings of fiction’, and gardening as a work of fiction, rather than a 
material, embedded, felt relationship with the earth.

‘The Possibilities of a Plant’ takes the reader to the intimate relations between 
gardener and plant and so into the heart of gardening. Chapter 4 develops an antic-
ipatory ecological ethics of gardening. The chapter builds on recent advances in 
plant science that demonstrate that plants are active, intelligent, communicating, 
remembering, future-invocative and adaptive beings. It also draws on philoso-
pher Michael Marder’s articulation of the specific excellences of plant subjects. 
The chapter’s central claim is that gardening is about knowing and caring for the 
future and the possibilities of becoming at least as much as it is about caring for 
individual beings. In other words, the gardener’s relationship is less with a com-
pleted, tangible, material plant and much more with the virtual time-space that 
denotes what Goethe called the ‘possibility of a plant’. Focusing on the complex 
role of colour in the garden, the chapter shows that anticipation in gardening does 
not abandon the present in favour of some imagined future-to-come, but rather 
cultivates the future in the present. Chapter 4 concludes with several wider lessons 
that might be drawn from the way that suburban gardeners care for the future and 
coax plants into being.
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I turn to the dark side of gardening in the final chapter, ‘Awkward Flourishing: 
Death of the Unwanted’. I look at the killing practices required that valued life in 
the garden might flourish by asking why and how suburban gardeners deal with 
pests. The chapter confronts the contradiction that care, concern and curiosity 
towards animals and their capacities seem to exist alongside human-directed vio-
lence and death. The focus is on two of the most significant garden pests, squirrels 
and slugs. I show that – contra the normal expectations of biopolitics – rather than 
seek to secure their desired plants at the expense of disvalued life, gardeners begin 
from the question of how much killing they can do, given the constraints of prac-
ticality, sentimentality and regret they operate under. Having set the contours of 
their death-politics, gardeners then set out to help plants flourish. From the multi-
ple lifeworlds inhabiting the garden, some sort of balance can be reached – not a 
harmonious kind of balance where the lion lies down with the lamb and violence 
is exiled, but a balance in which life and death find a flourishing disequilibrium, 
at least for a time. Finally, in a short conclusion, I reflect on the wider significance 
of the domestic wild.
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