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W here and when was your last 
walk? I’m lucky enough to live 
right on the edge of the New 

Forest so I walk my Newfoundland dog 
there two or three times a day. We can walk 
for miles across lots of different routes.
 
Did you enjoy making the River Walks 
With Charlie Dimmock series? It was a nice 
series to work on. We covered a lot in each 
programme and only had a day’s filming  
for each river, so it could be a bit hectic.  
But I got to meet all sorts of people who 
worked on the waterway or used it for 
entertainment and recreation. The rivers 
that most interested me were ones that 
went through lots of different areas and 
aren’t just rural. The River Yar, on the Isle 
of Wight, was pretty to walk along and 
changed considerably, from being quite tidal 
to just a little stream. It’s unusual too in 
that it’s so short – about 6-8km/4-5 miles 
– and yet it starts and ends at the sea.

So what makes your perfect walk? One with 
plenty of variety, not just countryside. It’s nice 
if you’re walking past interesting buildings or 
wildlife areas. I like to aim for something too: 
a nice lunch at a pub or a museum. People-
watching is great fun as well. I always like 
to take a seat along a path and just watch, 
although I guess that’s not really walking!

Do you have any pet peeves while you’re 
out and about? Littering. But the one thing 
that really, really annoys me is dog owners 
who pick up their dog’s mess in plastic bags 
and then hang it in a shrub or tree just yards 
from a bin. What’s the point in that? You’re 
better off not picking it up at all because it 
won’t decompose in a plastic bag. 

Has anything amazing or memorable 
happened to you on a walk? I’ve done lots of 
walks for charity and did part of the Great 
Wall of China in 2003 for breast cancer, with 
women who had survived or lost relatives to 
the disease. We were miles away from the 
well-photographed bit, and the wall was just 
a pile of soil 6-9m/20-30ft high. We camped 
and sometimes stayed with a local family, 
which was amazing. They were so friendly 
but they couldn’t understand why a lot of 
Western women wanted to walk along the 
wall in their tracksuits rather than get in a 
car and drive along the main road! When  
I do these sponsored walks it’s great meeting 
people who are connected personally to the 
charity. Walking gives you time to drop back 
and talk; to be alongside different people 
throughout the day who have such amazing 
stories to tell. 

It’s springtime: as a gardener do you get 
excited about a new year? Oh yeah! As soon 
as you see all the catkins dropping into the 
hedgerows you know spring is here. It’s 
such a quick process, from the trees being 
bare, to a sort of green haze starting around 
their edges and then, within two weeks, it’s 
green! It’s just fantastic and makes you feel so 
cheerful and positive knowing the weather’s 
getting better and the daylight hours are 
increasing. If you’re going out every day you 
really notice the change – it’s great to watch.

What spring wildlife and plants should our 
readers be looking out for in their gardens?
Lots of seasonal plants. It all starts with the 
primroses which flower in hedgerows and 
along banks now. Birds, too, are everywhere. 
My favourite is the song thrush, which is the 
gardener’s friend because it eats all the snails. 

CharlieSpringtime

From working in a water-gardening nursery, Charlie Dimmock was 
catapulted to fame as the bra-free presenter of the garden makeover 
show Ground Force. Now, with her River Walks series on UKTV, she’s 
swapped the trowel for the trail and tackles Britain’s biggest natural 
water features. Dominic Bates talked to her about doing Nelson 
Mandela’s garden and why spring gets her so excited.

“Walking offers a 
great chance to see 
other people’s 
gardens. I often think: 
‘Ooh! I quite like 
what they’ve done 
there.’ You can be 
quite nosy.”
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Do you get any inspiration for your gardening 
from the outdoors? I find lots of inspiration 
when I’m out walking. When I see the 
woodland in the New Forest, and the haze  
of bluebells coming up, I think: “Wow! I want 
that in my garden.” Walking also offers a great 
chance to see other people’s gardens. I often 
find myself looking and thinking: “Ooh!  
I quite like what they’ve done there.” You  
can be quite nosy. 

You became quite a male pin-up during your 
time on Ground Force – did all the attention 
to your choice of clothing annoy you? It was 
all good fun, I suppose. But it got a bit silly 
towards the end when they couldn’t even 
say my name without making some kind of 
reference to it [her decision not to wear a bra]. 
Alan Titchmarsh and Tommy Walsh got lots of 
attention from female viewers of the show.

What was it like doing a garden makeover 
for Nelson Mandela? It was pretty amazing. 
None of us thought we would be doing his 
actual back garden, just a garden he might 
visit. He lived in the back end of beyond; it was 
a three-day drive from anywhere with building 
materials. We had to make sure we had 
everything we needed or we’d have been stuck! 

Is it true you don’t own a TV? That was true 
until I became the president of a television 
and radio charity a few years ago and they 
bought me a TV as a present! I prefer listening 
to the radio. When the TV’s on, people stop 
talking to each other and just watch the screen. 
As a kid I was always out cycling around or 
damming up streams in the New Forest – a 
real tomboy. I think most children want to be 
out too but don’t always have the opportunity. 
People are getting too nervous now about 
letting their children out on their own.

Which would you most prefer to walk around 
– a Capability Brown garden or the wild 
outdoors? It’s impossible to choose! They can 
both be amazing in different ways. A natural 
landscape can make you think how small 
and insignificant you are in the great scheme 
of things. Whereas a landscaped view that 
seems natural but really isn’t can leave you 
astounded at how it’s done and the work it 
must have taken.

UKTV Gardens is showing River Walks With 
Charlie Dimmock all day on Good Friday 21 
March and weeknights at 7pm, 3-18 April.
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