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Prepare the ground if you are
planning to sow or turf a new
lawn, to give the ground time to
settle.

Test your soil to see whether
the pH needs adjusting, so
you can take action before
the main growing season.

Continue to refirm any young
plants lifted by frost.

Order young bedding plants
and summer-flowering bulbs,
corms or tubers.

Continue to put cloches in
position to warm the soil for
early sowings of vegetables in
March. They need to be in
place for at least three weeks
for the soil to benefit.

Sow quick-growing
perennials such as
campanulas and poppies to
flower this year.
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Urban Nature

The trend for retrofitting – or making energy-efficient
improvements to old properties – has left many
homeowners wondering where to begin. Now they can get
advice at a life-size model of a Victorian terraced house
in Bristol. Suzanne Savill reports. Pictures: Dan Regan

Vintage efficiency

For many people, this time of
year and its chilly temperature
has them running for the
warmth of the indoors, sitting in
front of a roaring log fire.

In fact, this time of year is
fantastic to get outdoors and
enjoy the wealth of wildlife busy
foraging for food; the crisp air
carrying the sounds of the
wildlife calls and bare branches
giving a chance to look at the
wildlife that usually hides
behind the leaves! And with
half-term on the horizon, what
better way to keep the kids
busy?

For the last three years, Avon
Wildlife Trust has combined the
excitement and adventure of
exploring woodland and looking
for signs of wildlife with the
comforts of a warm fire in our
Bushcraft and Survival Skills
courses.

Hidden deep in the woods of
our Folly Farm nature reserve,
children and families have
enjoyed putting their survival
skills to the test, working with
our tutors to learn how to make
shelters, make their own fire
using traditional skills, and how
to survive by living off the land.

Jo Morris, the trust’s learning
development manager, says:
“There is nothing quite so
satisfying on a chilly day as
creating your own fire from
scratch and nurturing it to toast
your marshmallows and cook
hot chocolate on while in the
woods.

“It gives you a warm glow to
be able to sit inside your
hand-made shelter, drinking hot
chocolate and eating toasted
marshmallows. It is great to see
children and families learning
and working together to make

their shelters and fires, being
outdoors together and just
having great fun. The X-Box
and TV are soon forgotten as
the camouflage stripes appear
and the first sparks are created.

“Eight-year-old Alex summed
up his experience last year
when he said that was the best
day ever, ‘I wish I could do that
every single day!’”

You can also join us at Folly
Farm for an exciting Owl Prowl
with owlman Chris Sperring on
Sunday, February 12, and
March 11. Watch the nature
reserve come to life in the late
afternoon and search for
sounds and sights of the tawny
and barn owls that live and hunt
in the nature reserve.

Woodlands are such magical
and inspirational places so why
not wrap up warm, head
outside and enjoy the woods
this winter, count how many
different signs of wildlife you
can see or hear and try to
capture on film the patterns the
low winter sun makes as it
filters through the trees. We‘d
love to hear your winter
woodland stories of what you
have seen signs of.

If you would like to know more
about Bushcraft courses or any
of our other courses please
contact Avon Wildlife Trust on
0117 917 7270 or courses@
avonwildlifetrust.org.uk.
● Family Bushcraft, tomorrow,
10am-2pm;
● Family Owl Prowl, Sunday,
February 12, 4.30-6.30pm;
● Half Term Bushcraft, for
seven to 12-year-olds,
Wednesday, February 15,
10am-2pm.

Jo Morris

A few months ago,
around 10,000 people
a day were making

their way through the
full-scale cutaway of a
Victorian house that is
now in the Create Centre
in Bristol.

That was when it was at the
Grand Designs LIVE
exhibition, which took place
over a three-day period in
October at the NEC in
Bir mingham.

Emma Winfield, the owner
of the Natural Building Store
in Bristol, who came up with
the idea of showing how to
retrofit in a life-size model of
a Victorian home, recalls:
“There were often so many
people going through it that it
was difficult for them to move
a ro u n d .

“Around 10,000 people were
going through it every day.
Research among visitors to
Grand Designs LIVE showed
it was the most popular
attraction after the Grand
Theatre, where people could
hear talks from Kevin
McCloud.”

Bristolians will be able to
enjoy more relaxed viewings
of the Victorian retrofit
terrace, as Emma transforms
it in situ at the Create Centre
until March 28.

“The focus will be on
providing practical
information on the best
approach for retrofitting solid
wall properties such as stone
cottages, and Georgian and
Victorian homes – in effect,
most of the UK’s housing
s t o ck , ” says Emma.

“There are a variety of fact
sheets that can be taken away,
and people come along to
events to see step-by-step
d e m o n s t r at i o n s. ”

There are three key themes
to the three-month exhibition:
Fabric First, which is
currently taking place; Warm
and Cosy, which begins on
Saturday February 18; and
The Generation Game, which
will run from Saturday, March
17, until the end of the
exhibition.

Emma explains: “We will be
going gradually through the
refurbishment process,
beginning by getting the
fabric of a property fixed so
that it is dry and structurally
sound.

“The next phase, Warm and
Cosy, runs until March 16 and,
will be about improving the
structurally-sound building
with insulation and
ve n t i l at i o n .

“Then The Generation
Game will look at natural

solar and renewable energy,
including wood-burning
stoves, biomass, solar thermal
for solar hot water, solar
electricity and air source heat
p u m p s.

“I believe putting solar PV
panels on your roof should be
the last measure, rather than
doing it before you do
anything else.

“T here’s not much point in
doing that if you haven’t first
reduced the energy use of the
proper ty.”

There will be a drop-in
event with live
demonstrations from 11am to
2pm for the launch of Warm
and Cosy on February 18, and
another at the same times on
Saturday March 17 for the
launch of The Generation
Game during Bristol Green
Doors weekend.

“T here’s a lot of publicity
about retrofitting at the
moment, but a lot of it is quite
generic or is coming from
companies with big
advertising budgets,” s ay s
Emma.

“For some home owners
there is a risk that they will
be swayed to make alterations
that are not right for their
proper ty.

“Most buildings built
before the 1940s and 1950s,
before cavity walls became

common, have solid clay
bricks and wooden joints, and
putting non-breathable
material inside them can do
more harm than good.

“I’m trying to give
independent advice that will
help people to assess what
solutions will work best for
their home, and the life-sized
Victorian terrace house is
part of demonstrating the
range of options, using both
natural and synthetic
m at e r i a l s. ”

The model Victorian home
was put together by Real
Refurbs, a collaboration
between the Natural Building
Store which Emma runs in
Bristol, the Low Impact
Living Initiative (LILI), and
Grand Designs Live.

Emma came up with the
idea after Grand Designs
LIVE approached the Low
Impact Living Initiative to ask
about running a sustainable
building area with
demonstrations next to the
Grand Theatre.

“The set was built and
funded by Urban Design and
Build,” she says.

“It was at Grand Designs
LIVE at the Excel in London
last May, and at the NEC in
Birmingham in October. The
feedback from the event in
May was so good that they

increased our area six-fold for
O c t o b e r. ”

When the Victorian terrace
retrofit exhibition at the
Create Centre concludes at
the end of March, the scale
model will then be moved to a
side gallery.

Emma says: “I’d like to see
it have a permanent space at
the Create Centre, but also be
taken out for events around
Bristol, such as being brought
to Cabot Circus for Big Green
week, so that people can see it
when they’re out shopping.
It’s all about trying to meet
people where they are at.”

The next live event at the
Victorian terrace retrofit at the
Create Centre
(www.createbristol.org) will be
Warm and Cosy on Saturday,
February 18, with live
demonstrations from 11am to
2pm.

It will look at ways of
reducing draughts and
retaining heat, including loft
insulation and solid wall
insulation.

A free fact sheet on Repairs
& Maintenance is now
available on the Real Refurbs
website at www.realrefurbs.
org, and a new fact sheet will
be added each week
throughout the exhibition.

Now’s the
time to get
growing – but
make sure
you prepare
well first

GET STARTED: Raising plants in pots indoors will improve the germination rate. Below: The Park Allotment near Victoria Park

Grow your own with Fiona Sanderson

W hatever the
February weather,
spring is just

around the corner, and
t h e re ’s nothing like the
feeling of spring for
encouraging a few new
ideas to germinate, and
maybe take root.

Perhaps, for the first time,
you are thinking about
“growing your own”; maybe
yo u ’ve just heard that you’ve
got an allotment, or you’re
hoping to move somewhere
with a bit of garden, or a
sunny spot by the back door
where a few herbs might be
happy to grow...

Welcome to a wonderful
wo rl d .

This year it might be all
about cherry tomatoes
nurtured in a hanging basket,
but who knows where that
journey will lead? Like any
journey, those who have made
good preparations are more
likely to get there than those
who have simply set off with
hope in their hearts.

Good preparations might
involve getting a good book,
asking a parent or friend who
gardens, or going on a course.
Beyond that, there are good
practical ways to set out, and
these are my thoughts on that
subject.

The first is never to take on
more than you can manage. If
you have just inherited an
allotment, find ways to make
the task of clearing and
preparation something that
you will only have to do once.
Remember that cleared
ground will quickly fill with
weeds if left empty, so try to

fill each area, or cover it up, as
soon as you’ve cleared it.

The next is to try to put in
systems for making things
easier as soon as you can,
while novelty and enthusiasm
still inspire you.

These might be water
saving and composting
systems, and crop rotation

plans that make it easier year
on year to maintain soil
fertility and structure. If you
can put the effort into these at
the beginning, then they will
be saving you time and energy
from that point on.

One important system that
can take a while to get the
hang of is to try to have new
seedlings started and growing
into strong little plants that
are ready to fill a space once it
is free.

This is perhaps the key
trick to making the soil work
for you, and is as effective on
an allotment scale as it is if
you are just growing in one
small bed.

Raising plants from seed on
a windowsill or similar means
that you improve the
germination rate, protect the
seedlings from pest damage,
and can time them to pop into
the soil when you are ready
for them.

Sowing them direct into the
soil risks wasting all that
growing time if the seedlings
d o n’t make it and you have to
start again.

Finally, finding your own
way to enjoy it is a real key to
lasting success, because you’ll
want to go back and do more.
For me, that’s about making a
space where I can sit and
enjoy the prospects of my
labour, and maybe reach out
and munch on a bit of it too.

Gardening

These pint-sized corms
provide a splash of colour in
late winter and early spring,
producing slender,
goblet-shaped flowers.

While the large-flowered
Dutch crocus, C. vernus subsp
albiflorus, are easy to grow
and bear blooms in white,
mauve, purple, yellow or
striped and look wonderful in a
pot or bowl on the patio, the
smaller-flowered specie crocus
are useful for early colour in
pots planted with other bulbs.

C. tommasinianus is one of
the prettiest, with its slender
pale lilac-blue flowers with
orange stigmas, opening in the
late winter sunshine.

It looks amazing naturalised
under trees in poor,
free-draining soil. Good
cultivars of this type include

Barr’s Purple, Ruby Giant,
which produces red-purple
flowers, and Whitewell Purple,
with purple-blue wide opening
flowers.

Crocus look great planted in
drifts of one or more colours
and are superb for naturalising.

These unusual veg are
not only delicious but
they provide an
eye-catching
architectural highlight
with their spiky leaves
topped with huge blue
thistle flowers.

It’s the hearts inside
the globe-shaped
flowers which are
edible, although you can also
boil the outer scales around
the flower and serve them with
melted butter or vinaigrette.

Globe artichokes need a
good fertile soil that is well
drained but doesn’t dry out in
summer, so dig in plenty of
organic matter before planting.
They can be sown in trays in a
greenhouse in February,
pricked out in March and April,
hardened off and then planted
out when they are 10cm high,
preferably in a sunny but
sheltered site, allowing at least
75cm diameter per plant.

Do not allow the
plants to flower in their
first year, as you want
the roots to build up
reserves for the
following year. You
can stop them
flowering by pinching
out all the flower buds.
When the plants
mature in year two,

restrict the number of main
buds to five or six.

Keep newly planted
artichokes well watered. Flower
buds on established plants
should appear from June
onwards and will grow to
around 1.5m (5ft) in height.

Harvest the artichoke flower
heads when they have reached
a good size and before they
open. They should be green
and tight with fleshy outer
scales. Once the flower heads
start to turn purple and scales
start to open they become
inedible.

BEST OF THE BUNCH – Crocus

GOOD ENOUGH TO EAT – Globe
artichokes

WHAT TO DO THIS WEEK
Keep beds clear of weeds.
Groundsel and chickweed in
particular should be removed
from around growing
chrysanthemums as they are
host plants for the
chrysanthemum eelworm.

Take cuttings from dahlia
tubers.

Weather permitting, take
hardwood cuttings of hardy
climbers now to save time later
in the spring.

Prune old canes of autumn
raspberries down to the
ground as soon as new
growth appears.

Transfer fuchsia cuttings taken
in the autumn into 5cm pots.

Sow parsley in pots indoors
or outdoors under glass,
sieving a light covering of
compost over the seeds.

A wonderful world
ENERGY-CONSCIOUS: Emma Winfield’s Victorian house exhibition at the Create Centre

Family woodland
adventures

Retrofitting


