She’s everyone’s Garden darling.  The gorgeous Charlie Dimmock talks exclusively to Phil Penfold for Walker’s Nurseries. Charlie is fronting Urban Gardens Week, which runs from April 12 – 18th.
What do floating pennywort, parrot’s feather, New Zealand pygmy weed, water fern and water primrose have in common? Well, watch out, all you plant species, because gardening guru Charlie Dimmock is on a quest to track you down and to root you out.

The former Groundforce star has been asked by the government and by garden centres to front a campaign to rid the ponds, lakes and waterways of the UK of all those plants, each of which, says Charlie “is highly invasive”.  She explains: “The fact is that they all look very pretty indeed, and they were nearly all brought to this country for decorative purposes. None of them is native to these islands.  Think of them as aquatic versions of Japanese knotweed.  They all looked pretty and attractive enough – until people started noticing that once they’d established themselves, they were simply taking over, and in a lot of cases, killing off everything around them, and beneath them. Far from being attractive plants that you’d love to have in your pond, they’ve become rampant pests”.

And, says Charlie, “they multiply so easily – and quickly.  Some of them can grow as much as 20 cm in a day – and in fact, you could use a simple stop-frame camera to show that growth. It’s alarming – and amazing as well.  And it’s not confined to any part of Britain – it’s a horrible problem across the nation, and we want to stop it before it gets any worse. The problem is that people pull up these plants, and instead of burning them or letting them die naturally, they either chuck them into another river or stream or pond nearby, not knowing the havoc they are going to cause…or they let the nasty things slip out accidentally into adjacent water, and once it gets out into the wild it is terribly difficult to get rid of.  They were loved as exotic plants – but now they are nothing more than a perishing nuisance.
“I live not so far from the New Forest, and they have a terrible problem down there with parrot’s feather in particular.  It squishes out all our native pond and bankside life, and grows to such an extent that other plants don’t get the sunlight they need – think of it as a water-loving version of the Rhododendron! These plants just such all the oxygen out of the water, so that harms the fish and all the other pond life as well. It interferes with boating, and with angling as well – and it’s alarming how many small children can see what they think is a solid green ‘carpet’ on the water, and think that it is safe to stand on!  In fact, it can be deadly. They are a virulent nuisance -  nothing less. The campaign I’m heading up, Be Plant Wise, will inform gardeners how to identify these pestilent plants, and what to do when they encounter them. And I’m delighted that so many garden centres across the land will be displaying our information throughout the year. It’s being backed by the government, and also the Scottish parliament and Defra.”
Charlie (44) was born in Southampton, (Charlie is the shortened form of her real Christian name, Charlotte, and her mother very nearly called her Willow, with a second choice of Daffodil!), and grew up in Romsey in Hampshire. “It is safe to say that I was not an academic child”, she laughs, “rather far from it, in fact.  I was always a tomboy, always charging around, falling off my bike, getting stuck in bogs and coming home filthy and often dripping wet.  I think that I must have been the total despair of my parents.  But my grandfather, bless him, was a gardener, and a very keen one, and I used to spend a lot of time with him, and somehow the bug for growing things, and constructing things bit me, and it all developed from there.  As a young teenager I used to have a weekend job at a local garden centre as well, and that was an amazing learning curve – talking to people and discussing their gardens with them, and finding out all about plants.  That’s the great thing about gardeners, you know – they love to pass their knowledge on.”

In fact, “passing the knowledge on” was the key to Charlie’s success on TV, because she was the manager of Water Mill Gardens in Romsey when a BBC producer dropped by and had a chat with Charlie about a pond that he was wanting to create at his nearby home.  From that came a one-off programme for television, and a few years later her name popped up when the production team were wanting an expert on water features for the first series of Ground Force. Along with Alan Titchmarsh and Tommy Walsh, the programme became a national institution, and ran for eight years, and hundreds of editions.
“We still keep in touch”, says Charlie today, “and we always send each other Christmas cards – but we’re not ‘in your pocket, see you every day’ friends.  Those days were fun – mostly – but everyone has moved on, and inevitably you go your own ways. I’m still doing gardening, and still being creative in my own way – you’ll never ever find me in an ‘inside job’, or behind a desk.  That would simply drive me bonkers”.

She has a high profile “to the extent that people bump into me in all sorts of weird and wonderful places, and while they know me, they think that I should know them instantly as well – that’s what television does for you when you are in someone’s front room, sharing space with them.  Tommy and I were doing a programme together not so long ago, from a garden centre, and two lovely ladies from Yorkshire wandered in, a long way from  their home turf, and they started chatting to us as if we were long-lost relatives! And when-ever I get a taxi, you can bet your life that the driver will always have an opinion about gardening matters, and will always ask me what ‘that Titchmarsh bloke’ is really like”.
The other question that a lot of people seem to want to ask is why she never ever appears to wear a bra.  “The answer is the same for anyone who summons up the courage to ask”, she giggles, “it is simply because with my shape, and the physical work that I do, I find them very uncomfortable, and they just, well, get in the way…end of story”.

She is passionate about teaching young children how to garden “and getting them interested in the nature around them. I’ve been ‘adopted’ by some local schools in Hampshire, and I go and talk to the kids about the importance of growing their own fruit and veg.  I think that they are far more interested in all of that when they get to eat the – literally – fruit of their labours.  And I’m also very keen to pass on the message that certain plants will encourage bird, butterflies and all manner of insects into gardens and allotments. Get children involved, and you are laying foundations for the future”
She recalls that “some of the gardens that we created for Ground Force weren’t, to be honest, my cup of tea, and not what I would have personally wished to have lived with, but that was the choice of the people who called us in – and you can’t agree with everyone, can you.  There was one woman who wanted everything within sight gravelled over. Well, she’s the one who had to live with it!  But we did, by and large, meet a LOT of very nice people, and I loved nearly every second of it.  I wasn’t unhappy when it finished, however, because I think we’d done what we could with the show.  And if I am perfectly honest with you, I was getting increasingly weary of living out of a suitcase, week in, week out, and only skidding in to home to unpack, wash my clothes, iron them, and to throw them back in the suitcase again.  It may sound very glamorous, but living in a hotel, and eating hotel food, night in and night out for weeks on end isn’t the way that I wanted to live my life forever…”

She’s single, and lives with her horse “a rather grumpy old mare, called Rosie” in an adjacent field.  “And anyone who starts making ‘grumpy old mare’ comparisons with me, you can stop right there”, she laughs.  “Rosie is a lovely old lady, retired from riding.  I also have a dog and a cat – Summer and Tara – and I adore having my pets around me”.  The rest of the Dimmock smallholding consists of lawns, patios (one is under a tree, for shade in high summer) and raised begs, and also a “sizeable” fruit, vegetables and flowers area “because there’s noting nicer that eating what you have grown yourself, or cutting the flowers for the kitchen table.  And yes, she does have a pond, “which is lovely – but sadly a lot of the frogs who lived in it didn’t survive the arctic conditions of last December, despite my being very careful to keep a large hole in the ice.  Male frogs are very lazy – they just sink to the bottom of a pond to hibernate, and inevitably they just froze to death.”

Tragedy hit her life at Christmas 2004, when her mother and stepfather, who were on holiday, were caught up in the Asian earthquake and the horrific tsunami that followed.  “That is something that is deeply personal”, says Charlie quietly, and adds: “it’s not something that I want to talk about in public – now, or ever”.

Last Christmas Charlie tried her hand at something completely new – traditional pantomime. “I had wings and a wand for a stint playing Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother at the Theatre Royal in Windsor, and if anyone asks me again, I’d love to do it all again.  I had such fun. I can’t wait for panto time to come round again.  I spent a joyous couple of months flying high – literally – over the stage. But anyone who tells you that the harnesses that you have to wear are nice and comfortable is telling you a great big fib, because they’re not…and then coming in to land and having to do a dance in one is one of the most awkward things ever.  But my greatest worry was having to learn and then say a lot of rhyming couplets, most of which were very complicated.  If I’d done a Spoonersim on some of them that I had to deliver there would have been a lot of red faces in the audience, and some rather worried parents.  Fortunately, I managed to get through it all without mishap. All in all, my first panto appearance was a lot of fun – something else under my belt!”

She says: “One of the nicest things was being able to get back to see my dad on Christmas day, and my half-sister, and to make Christmas dinner for them.”  She admits:  “I just love rising to a challenge – in whatever field of endeavour it may be in. And I don’t like to let anything beat me!”

And she doesn’t like to throw much out, either.  “I am passionate about recycling”, she admits, “nearly everything has another use if you think laterally, and if it doesn’t, well, just put it into the recycling sacks and bins, so that someone else can do the work for you…you know, I just HATE waste!”
