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A WORD FROM FERN
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The Patch: The Big Allotment Challenge is the happiest, most engaging programme I think anyone could wish to watch. The moment I first walked into the walled garden that surrounds our competition allotments, I was beguiled. The colour, the scent, the sheer volume and diversity of the plants growing so joyously, couldn’t help but make me fall in love with it all.


I have been gardening, pretty haphazardly, since I was a little girl. My mother is an excellent grower. She had me planting pansies and hollyhocks at a very early age and taught me to appreciate the way nature, no matter how you wish to tame her, has a determined way to do her own thing. The best bits of artistic planting are often because a stray heartsease seed wandered in among a throng of marigolds.


On The Patch, our nine teams of gardeners worked for 16 long weeks before the competition even started. Their knowledge and research into the fruits, flowers and vegetables they were asked to grow deepened with each passing week. By the time our team of experts arrived, the contestants could hold their own with the deep horticultural questions that were thrown at them. Or not. Although it was a serious competition, there were many moments of fall-about hilarity. Imagine a kind of Carry On Up The Allotment and you’ll get the picture.


Our allotmenteers kept their humour and shared their wisdom with great generosity. What they managed to grow, make and eat from their abundant crops was astounding.


For my part, I came home and pored over seed catalogues, picking and choosing things I had never grown but had fallen in love with on the show. My entire garden has had a winter overhaul. I’ve ruthlessly dug out and given away plants I have grown bored of. I am ready for my garden to become My Patch: My Big Allotment Challenge. I hope you are too!


I am ready for my garden to become


My Patch: My Big Allotment Challenge.


I hope you are too!
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INTRODUCTION



Whether you want to grow a single pot of herbs, or you’re launching into owning an allotment for the first time, there’s nothing like growing something (anything) yourself. Maybe it’s the child in us that never ceases to be amazed when an unpromising thimbleful of seed germinates and grows into lush, verdant greenery, and as if that’s not enough, goes on to reward us with fabulous flowers or delicious fresh food.


All that nurturing, watching, watering and feeding: there’s a huge sense of satisfaction as the garden bursts into life. Secretly, of course, we know it wasn’t all down to us and that nature had a lot to do with it. But among the stresses and strains of life, growing your own is wonderfully rewarding. Quite apart from the productivity, there are the rewards and sense of well being associated with spending time outside.


If the notion of devoting every weekend to the allotment and ending up with loads of bolted lettuces has always seemed somewhat daunting, now’s the time to bury that idea. This book, which accompanies The Patch, is about looking at growing your own in your own way – it doesn’t have to mean germinating seed and hours of backbreaking work; you can do as much or as little as you fancy. There’s nothing easier than growing herbs in a container outside the kitchen door, yet they bring fabulous flavour to your cooking every day of the year. Or if you crave a houseful of fresh flowers, but baulk at the cost of buying them, what could be easier than sprinkling some cut-and-come-again annual seeds in late spring and waiting for them to bloom? For the cost of a packet of seeds, you’ll get loads of flowers that would cost considerably more. It’s wonderful to be able to wander down the garden on a summer’s evening to cut beautiful flowers. All you need to do is put a few in a vase or jug to bring the outside in, lend the room a seasonal feel and perhaps fill it with perfume.


In GROW, you’ll find all the information you need to get started on growing your own; choosing the best place to plant, preparing the soil, feeding, watering and nurturing your crops. There’s also an A–Z guide on growing the most popular (mainly easy) fruit, veg, flowers and herbs to help you decide what is best for your site and your needs. Whether you have the time and desire to germinate seed, or you’d prefer to buy a few young plants ready to grow on, this book aims to give you everything you need to be able to cultivate the most popular crops, complete with invaluable advice from the show’s horticultural expert, Jim Buttress.


If flowers are what you are after, there is plenty of information on how to grow, when to cut and how to condition your blooms to ensure they last in water. A simple container might be all you need for everyday flowers, but there are times when it’s lovely to be able to create more theatrical designs, so in MAKE expert florist Jonathan Moseley shares the professional how-to skills of creating designs for tables, pedestals and wreaths, and also divulges his own inimitable tips on how to add lashings of flair and theatricality.


When it comes to edible crops, the great thing about growing your own is that you can crop when everything is perfectly matured or deliciously sun-ripened. Nobody will need to tell you when that will be. Your eyes will see, your fingers feel and your nose smell. Walk out into the strawberry bed on a hot midsummer’s day, and there will be no doubt that they are ready for the picking. In autumn, when the air is filled by that sweet fresh perfume of ripened apples, you may find it difficult to resist sneaking one off the tree. But you may also be frustrated by the abundance. How can you possibly keep up with the harvest as it just keeps on coming? Thane Prince believes that, when faced with plentiful harvests, deep down inside all of us there is a desire to collect, preserve, set aside for harder times. Preserves not only capture the harvest, but also provide intense flavours, adding a piquant point of interest to any dish. Finding and using both new and favourite ingredients in different ways has been a special passion of Thane’s all through her years as a professional food writer and recipe tester. It’s a passion she shares with us in EAT, with her favourite staple preserves, and her choice of recipes created by the allotmenteers in The Patch.


This book is about getting back to basics, reconnecting with nature and your own little bit of the outside and cultivating your own harvests – but doing it your way. It’s about growing flowers as crops alongside fruit and veg and it’s about delicious recipes for preserving the goodness of the harvest.


SO GO ON, GROW, MAKE, EAT!
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MAKING PLANS:
WINTER


Planning the plot


Discover your soil type


Essential tools


Sowing and growing kit


ROOTS AND SHOOTS:
EARLY SPRING


Potting compost


Starting off seedlings


Hardening off


Greenhouse growing


Planting out


Planning the watering


Pest control: The slitherers and soil dwellers


Welcoming garden guests


BEGINNING TO BURGEON:
EARLY SUMMER


Fertilisers


Mulch


Weeds


Sowing outdoors


Plant supports


Diseases and airborne pests


10 steps towards an eco-friendly garden


ACTION STATIONS:
HIGH SUMMER


Protect the produce


Collecting seed and refreshing the colour


Extending the harvest


THE GLUT AND TIDY UP:
AUTUMN


Harvesting and storing


The autumn dig


Making compost


The big tidy up


Planting spring bulbs




Whether you’re already a keen gardener or you just can’t wait to get started but don’t know where to begin, this is the go-to section for all the basic gardening techniques. Organised loosely into seasons, it takes you through all the stages of growing your own from planning the plot and germinating seeds right through to harvesting the crops and ‘putting the garden to bed’ at the end of the growing year. So whatever time of the year you want to start, you can flip to the relevant part of this section and get going!


The seasons are intentionally loose because the whims of the weather mean you can never be exactly sure when one will progress into the next. One year, Easter will be veritably balmy and the next icy cold. Some summers are hot and long; others late and wet. Sometimes, just one hot weekend transforms a spring-like garden into one that’s burgeoning with early summer life. So be fairly flexible about what you do when; it’s more about sensing the right time to move the garden onto the next stage. Having said that, broadly speaking, certain things do happen at particular times of the year, so by arranging them seasonally, this section serves as a reminder as to when you need to be thinking about what. For example, if you don’t spend time setting up the battle lines with the slugs and snails early in the year, you may have a bigger battle later on. On the other hand, you won’t have to worry about those airborne pests yet, so spare yourself the trouble!


Not everything is hard and fast, though. For example, if you possibly can, it’s best to dig in your compost in the autumn. But if you only took over the garden in the spring, or you simply didn’t have time to dig over before the frosts took hold, no problem – do it in the spring. If you don’t have a greenhouse or it’s too late in the year to start germinating seed, no worries – nip down to the garden centre and choose some good strong young plants. They’ll get going super speedily and before you know it, you could have a garden of flowers and herbs and salads for the cropping.


ORGANIC GARDENING


A big reason why many people want to grow their own food is because they like to know it (at least some of it) is pesticide - herbicide and chemical fertiliser-free. Organic gardening aims to create a healthy environment in which pests can be kept under control by natural predators, soil can be replenished with good-quality compost and organic fertilisers, and weeds can be kept at bay with good garden practice. These ecological methods might not be quick fixes like their chemical counterparts, but once the balance has been restored and nature is doing a lot of the work for you, you’ll find there simply aren’t so many problems to deal with. Aiming to be organic is a good start, both for your garden and for the ecology of your neighbourhood, but there are times when even the most dedicated organic gardener reaches for the chemicals, especially where stubborn perennial weeds are concerned. So if you feel defeated by the dandelions, mare’s tails or, worse still, Japanese knotweed, do what you have to and don’t feel guilty!
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LEARN AS YOU GO


Gardening is something of a learn-as-you-go process, so if you’re new to it, don’t be overambitious. It’s better to grow just one or two easy crops successfully than overstretch yourself and be disappointed if they fail. A good place to get started is to use the A–Z section beginning on here. The information will help you work out which crops are most worthwhile for you to grow in the time and space you have available. For example, if you have a small patch, you won’t want to grow leeks, which need plenty of space, take a long time to mature and aren’t particularly expensive to buy in the shops. Herbs, on the other hand, can be costly (and often go soggy in the fridge before you’ve had a chance to use them), but are easy to grow in containers, can be picked as you need them, and will flavour your dishes all summer long.


Whatever you grow, gardening can become addictive, and that’s because there is always something to learn. You might decide to have a go at a few exotics for fun, such as aubergines, peppers or chillies, or concentrate on getting the most from your space through successional planting. Alternatively, you may become engrossed in the idea of companion planting and how nature works to create balance. One thing’s for sure: your garden is unique. It is a certain size, has its own microclimate, its own soil make-up and, most of all, it has you with your passions. Only by working in your garden will you learn what suits you both. Enjoy the journey!
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JIM BUTTRESS



I feel really honoured to be the Grow Expert for THE PATCH. The programme is so genuine about gardening and the way ordinary folks can enjoy their allotments in their own ways, dealing with the problems that the professionals often egg over. THE PATCH generally dispels the myth that gardening is just a load of hard work, and reminds us that fun can be had with whatever time and space you have available. A great deal can be grown even in containers. My three favourite easy-to-grow veg – courgettes, runner beans and tomatoes – can all be grown in pots!


Allotments have changed a lot in recent years. People don’t grow endless lettuces and 20 feet of runner beans. There’s more emphasis on successional planting: little and often, and growing the ‘exotics’, like aubergines and peppers. People are much more adventurous now. And there’s great camaraderie on the allotments. People have barbecues, or set up shops to swap produce and they also sell sundries. Many have notice boards with a holiday calendar, inviting people to help themselves, rather than let the crops go to waste, in return for looking after their plot while they are away.


The programme showed that a pretty allotment just adds to the enjoyment of gardening. I personally think no garden should be without cosmos, which provide continuous colour all summer. Gardens with flowers and vegetables are both productive and pretty! It’s an idea with a long tradition. In the nineteenth century, going down to the allotment on a Saturday with a can of something was heaven for the men from the coal and ship-building industries. At the end of the day, they’d bring home the fruit and veg plus a big bunch of dahlias.


I’ve so enjoyed sharing my lifetime’s enthusiasm for gardening. How many people can boast that their hobby has paid them a living? It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do!







[image: image]





MAKING PLANS:
Winter



RIGHT NOW, WHEN DAYS ARE SHORT AND THE WEATHER IS BRUTAL, GETTING OUT INTO THE GARDEN PROBABLY COULDN’T BE FURTHER FROM YOUR MIND. BUT THIS NATURALLY QUIET TIME OUTDOORS OFFERS THE PERFECT WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY TO PLAN FOR THE BUSY SEASONS AHEAD … AND, AS WITH ANY JOB, THE BETTER THE PREPARATION, THE BETTER THE END RESULTS. YOU REALLY WILL REAP WHAT YOU SOW.
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Frost flowers


Even in the dead of winter, the garden never really dies. Robust yellow jasmine flowers start to appear in December and shine through the frosts and snows of winter, providing a warm glow in the icy landscape.
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Winter greens


You can enjoy greens early in the year by sowing winter spinach in the autumn. Mulch them well as they grow, then, as the days begin to lengthen, scrape it away to encourage new growth for cropping until the spring greens are ready to harvest.
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Feathered friends


Look after birds through the barren winter months. Tempt them into the garden with water, fatballs and seeds. They’ll more than pay for their bed and breakfast later by tucking into pests before they have a chance to get at your crops.
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Snowdrop secrets


The first of the spring bulbs, snowdrops push through the ice and snow in defiance of freezing temperatures. If you don’t have any in your garden, buy and plant them now while they’re still ‘in the green’.
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Happy gardener


If you need incentive to get on with planning when faced with winter’s cold bare earth, hang up a reminder of the pleasures your garden will bring all summer long.
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Violet surprise


Pretty little Iris reticulata are surprisingly robust, appearing in gardens to cheer bare earth in late winter/early spring.



PLANNING THE PLOT



Growing your own is hugely satisfying, and the great thing is you don’t need acres to do it! Even if all you have is a windowsill, patio, or a balcony, there is still plenty you can grow. With a little planning you can achieve a lot – it is all about being clever with the space you have and deciding how much time you have to devote to gardening, along with choosing what you can grow productively, depending on your soil, site and situation (see here). Whether you have no more space than a windowsill, or you’ve just taken on an allotment, here are some simple ideas to get the most out of your space.


WORKING WITH THE SPACE YOU HAVE


If you have a garden but have never embarked on growing your own produce, you can always start out by planting a few crops in selected spots. Perhaps set aside a dedicated corner of the garden, grow some plants in pots or hanging baskets, or nestle a few among ornamental plants in sunny borders. Growing them this way will also have the benefit of adding interest, height and colour to your garden too; for instance, runner beans look wonderful growing up supports or fencing at the back of borders, and in fact when they were first introduced to Europe from the Americas back in the 17th century, this is exactly how they were used – nobody even considered eating them! Equally, raspberry canes and espaliered fruit trees will happily grow against walls or fences and provide an interesting edible backdrop to your border planting.
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A whiteboard offers scope for changing your mind while planning. You could also use different-coloured pens to mark up catch crops and intercrops for each section.
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Bamboo canes can be used to mark out areas to make it easier to transfer your plans to the ground. They can also serve as clear divisions between crops that look remarkably similar as seedlings.


If you are growing edibles within decorative borders, look for vegetables that are particularly attractive – courgettes have wonderful yellow flowers, and cabbages or lettuces add colour and texture. Rhubarb has huge, dramatic leaves and pretty pink stems that look good positioned at the back, lush purple-veined beetroot leaves make a great addition in the middle, and pretty little radishes can be tucked in at the front, as can the chives with their delightful pink pompom flowers. Finally, of course, cutting flowers can offer great swathes of extra colour to your herbaceous border.


If a sunny patio is all you have, containers are perfect for growing herbs, salads, tomato plants, cucumbers, courgettes, runner beans, chillies, sweet peppers and aubergines. Potatoes can even be grown in dustbins or special potato pots and will produce a decent harvest.


In gardens that are short on floor space but have lots of vertical room, such as balconies, walls or pergolas, hanging baskets can offer useful places to grow smaller crops. They look lovely planted up with herbs outside the kitchen window for fresh flavour all summer long or with strawberry plants that trail fruits and runners unhindered. They are ideal for salads, too, as slugs can’t reach the tasty leaves.


If you do decide to set aside part of the garden as a vegetable plot, or you are lucky enough to have an allotment, even with so much space you need to plan carefully to get as abundant a harvest as possible and to make sure you are working as much of the land as you can manage – and not overstretching yourself at the same time.


CHOOSE A SITE


So, the first consideration when growing your own is picking the most suitable spot in your garden. This is down to a few factors: light, shelter and a well-drained soil. Most fruit, vegetables and cutting flowers like a sunny spot, so often a south-facing site is best, away from prevailing winds. Walls and fences will help protect plants from damaging gusts, but make sure they do not cast too much shade over the area. For the same reason, plan carefully if you want to plant a tree or hedge in the same space.


Bear in mind the microclimate of the plot – every garden has pockets that are hotter or colder than others. For example, if the area you’ve chosen is in a dip, it might be susceptible to frost, which would shorten your growing season, or perhaps it is a real hotspot where Mediterranean crops will thrive but plants such as lettuces might find the heat too much.


Healthy crops start from the roots up (see here), so try to choose an area where the soil is naturally well drained, to prevent rotting roots, and that is fairly fertile (although this is less of a worry because you can do a lot to improve its fertility by digging in good-quality compost – see here).



MAKE A PLAN



Plan your growing areas so you can easily reach every corner for weeding, pest control and harvesting without stepping on the soil. In practical terms, if you are growing in beds, this means the ideal size is 1.2m (4ft) deep, 1.5m (5ft) wide and as long as you like with 60cm (2ft) paths either side. You might go for long straight rows, or smaller squares, where all the beds are 1.2m (4ft) square or less; or use similar principles to make a more freeform plan with curved beds.


CHOOSE YOUR CROPS


Once you’ve chosen the best spot in your garden and taken into consideration any less-than-perfect factors that might affect a harvest, then you can start to think about what you might want to grow and where those crops would thrive in your plot. With your shortlist to hand, use the A–Z section (here–here) to work out which crops are best suited to your site. Start with the sun lovers (tomatoes, for example), and give them the sunniest position. Next, choose an edge spot for large-leaved spreaders, such as courgettes, so those space-hungry leaves can drift onto the path and you can reach them for regular harvesting. Pick out corners for long-season crops, such as onions, leeks and potatoes, so they are not dominating useful spaces over the year. Think, too, about what crops you could plant amongst them to get the most out of this space (see Intercropping, here).


VEGETABLE PLOT STYLES


The classic allotment garden is wonderfully ordered with regimented areas for each crop. It’s still a pleasing style and very workable because it neatly allows for pathways (see above), but there are many other styles that work equally well. Here are some examples.




Crop rotation


Traditionally, vegetable patches are divided into areas for growing different kinds of crops, so that they can be rotated to avoid the build up of pests and diseases and to achieve a balance of nutrients in the soil that meets the different needs of each group. The main groups are roots (potatoes, carrots, parsnips and beetroots); brassicas (cabbages, kale, radishes, swedes and turnips); legumes (peas and beans); the potato family (including tomaotes); and onion family (including garlic and shallots). When deciding what to plant where each year, you should try to follow the best rotation: brassicas follow legumes, onions and roots; legumes, onions and roots follow potatoes, and potatoes follow brassicas.






FREESTYLE



You don’t have to stick to one style, you could, for instance, combine elements of a potager layout with those of a classic allotment garden. Loosely based on the quartered principle, each quarter is then further divided up into smaller beds, providing plenty of walkways, with easy access to each crop. Like the potager, it is a pretty mix of flowers, fruit and vegetables, but with the divided-up beds it has all the hallmarks of a classic allotment plot.
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1 Alyssum


2 Amethyst


3 Beetroot


4 Blackcurrant


5 Blueberry


6 Broad Beans


7 Cabbage


8 Carrot


9 Chrysamthemums


10 Cosmos


11 Courgette


12 French Beans


13 Garlic


14 Gladioli


15 Iris


16 Lettuce


17 Lily


18 Mangetout


19 Onions


20 Osteospermum


21 Pak Choi


22 Potatoes


23 Radish


24 Rhubarb


25 Rose


26 Runner Beans


27 Sapphir


28 Shallots


29 Stock


30 Strawberry


31 Sunflower


32 Sweet Pea


33 Sweetcorn


34 Swiss Chard


35 Zinnia



POTAGER STYLE



These pretty traditional French gardens were designed to geometric formal lines with all the produce arranged for visual appeal around large plants as a central focal point. Climbing plants, such as beans, were used to give height, scrambling decoratively over arches and tripods. Each of the quarters can have its own particular style: one being used for fruit, another for salad vegetables, another for flowers and the final one for robust vegetables such as potatoes, runner beans, cauliflowers and courgettes. The quarters are not restricted to food crops, though, they can each feature flowers too.
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1 Amaranth


2 Blackcurrant


3 Beetroot


4 Broad Beans


5 Carrots


6 Courgette


7 Dahlias


8 Echiops


9 French Beans


10 Garlic


11 Gladioli


12 Herbs


13 Lavender


14 Lettuce


15 Mangetout


16 Onions


17 Orach


18 Peas


19 Potatoes


20 Quinoa


21 Rhubarb


22 Rose


23 Strawberry


24 Sunflower


25 Sweet Pea


26 Sweetcorn


27 Shallots



CLASSIC PLUS



There’s something very pleasing about the ordered rows of crops in a classic allotment – and it’s that very orderliness that makes it very efficient: easy to keep tidy and easy for harvesting. This patch has been divided into two halves – one side for vegetables and the other for flowers.
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1 Achillea


2 Ammi


3 Artichokes


4 Asters


5 Astrantia


6 Beetroot


7 Blackcurrant


8 Blueberry


9 Borage


10 Cabbage


11 Carrot


12 Cauliflower


13 Celery


14 Chrysamthemums


15 Cornflower


16 Cosmos


17 Courgette


18 Dahlias


19 Didicus


20 Echiops


21 Fennel


22 Gladioli


23 Gypsophilla


24 Herbs


25 Lettuce


26 Lily


27 Nigella


28 Onions


29 Pak Choi


30 Peas


31 Potatoes


32 Radish


33 Rhubarb


34 Rose


35 Rudbeckia


36 Runner Beans


37 Stock


38 Strawberry


39 Sunflower


40 Sweet Pea (bush)


41 Sweet Pea (cordon)


42 Sweetcorn


43 Zinnia




Consider the flowers


If you love to fill your home with cut flowers, growing your own produces an easy crop that makes economic sense, so build this into your plot plan. Quite apart from looking pretty amongst your fruit and veg, they are also beneficial for your harvest, attracting pollinating insects and distracting pests from your crops (see Companion planting, here).






COMPANION PLANTING



By positioning particular plants near to each other, you can enlist nature to help out with pest control, pollination and fertilisation. The interactions of plants are incredibly complex and much is still being discovered, but here are the basic principles, along with some useful examples. (The A–Z, here–here, gives information on the best companions for individual plants.)
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Pests detest the pong of Tagetes marigold. Plant them near your crops and they’ll steer clear!
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The Three Sisters – sweetcorn, runner beans and squash – make perfect companions to each other. The corn supports the beans, the beans retain nitrogen in the ground and squash retains moisture round everyone’s roots!


PLANTS THAT DETER THE PESTS


Strong-smelling plants, such as those from the allium (onion) family, herbs and some flowers can ‘mask’ the smell of target crops, protecting them from pests. Some even repel insects.


Onions and shallots are good guards for carrots, tomatoes and cabbages, whilst also producing a useful crop.


Tagetes marigolds have an odour that pests really don’t like, so they can act as a shield for endless pest-prone crops whilst offering a lively splash of colour to the vegetable patch.


Mint is a useful herb that can deter endless pests. However, it is very invasive and will take over if given half a chance, so should be planted in containers or in pots that can be buried in the ground.



SACRIFICIAL PLANTS



Since you can’t totally eradicate blackfly, whitefly or aphids, offer them something extra tempting on the menu so they’ll leave your crops alone. Bolted lettuces can give the slugs plenty to dine on before they get to your crops, nasturtiums make a tasty treat for blackfly, and calendula marigolds both lure aphids off runner beans and attract pollinating insects.
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Calendula marigolds (pot marigolds) attract ladybirds, lacewings and hoverflies, which all like nothing better than an aphid dinner, so plant them near aphid-attracting vegetables.
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Plant nasturtiums near crops that are vulnerable to blackfly and also cabbage white butterflies and you’ll find they become the pests’ top dinner choice, leaving your veg clear of critters!


PLANTS THAT ATTRACT THE POLLINATORS


Bees and butterflies love scented flowers (especially blue ones!), which act as a beacon to attract the insects and tempt them to pollinate your crops while they’re there! Favourites are lavender, scented roses, purple ‘species’ foxgloves, cosmos and zinnias.


PLANTS THAT OFFER NUTRIENTS TO OTHER PLANTS


Legumes are able to take nitrogen from the air and store it in nitrogen-fixing nodules in their roots. This gives them a valuable source of nutrients during their lifetime, but this skill outlives them because when they die the nitrogen is returned to the soil to be used by other plants. The best crops for this are: runner beans, peas, sweet peas and lupins.



DISCOVER YOUR SOIL TYPE



Winter is a slow season in the garden or allotment, so it is an excellent time to plan and prepare for the following year and a busy spring of planting. If you’re new to your plot, this preparation should start with getting to know your soil. Before you plant anything it is important to determine your soil type and texture (whether it is basically clay, sand, or, if you are lucky, loam) as this will guide you in your decisions about which plants will be happiest and most productive in your plot.


Put simply, soil types range from heavy clay to light sand, but the ideal middle ground that we all aim for is loam – which has an easy-to-work, crumbly texture. If the earth in your garden is waterlogged in winter and hard-baked in summer, you probably have clay. This type of soil will be high in nutrients but it can be compacted – and therefore starves plant roots of oxygen – and difficult to work, particularly in wet conditions. If you have clay soil, for optimum results you will need to aerate and lighten it, to improve its workability. If, on the other hand, your soil is light, free-draining and easy to work, it’s probably sandy. Your challenge here will be to bulk it up to prevent nutrients draining away before hungry plant roots can reach them. The best way to lighten clay soil and bulk up sandy soil is to dig it over in the autumn and work in plenty of good-quality humus to gradually change its structure (see Soil improvement, here).


A key to understanding which plants are likely to grow best in your garden is to test whether your soil is acid or alkaline (the pH value). If you have (or have inherited) a flower garden stocked with a variety of plants, you shouldn’t need to bother with this test because you’ll be able to see what is growing happily. However, if you’ve just taken over a new plot, it’s winter so not much is growing, or if at any other time of year newly planted plants just aren’t thriving, test the soil’s pH value using a kit that you can buy from any good garden centre. Follow the directions to find out if you have the ideal pH balance of 6.5 to 7, below this and acidic, or above it and alkaline. If you have acidic soil you can redress the balance and get it closer to the ideal neutral level by adding lime (see Vegetable gardens, opposite), but an alkaline soil is not so easily corrected. Horticulturalists sometimes add acidifiers to alkaline soil, but in practice this is time consuming and expensive and often over months and years the soil will revert back to its natural pH value anyway. Remember the pH can vary across a large garden, so take samples in a few different areas. The great thing about pots is you can choose your soil.


[image: image]


It’s well worth getting to know your soil before you choose the crops you’d like to grow – it will help you get the most from your garden.


FLOWER GARDENS


Most plants bought in garden centres will thrive in the average garden, with the exception of acid-loving plants such as rhododendrons, azaleas, heathers and camellias, which need acidic soil. Always check the soil requirements of exotic-looking plants, such as the glorious blue Himalayan poppy (Meconopsis betonicifolia), which is one that will only perform in acid soil. If you really want to grow acid-loving plants, but you don’t have the right conditions, the best solution is to grow them in containers filled with ericaceous compost (see here).


If your soil is highly alkaline, take inspiration from alkaline landscapes, such as Britain’s well-drained chalkland, Mediterranean hillsides or American prairies. Choose from cornflowers, lavender, rosemary, bay, echinacea, rudbeckia, agapanthus, delphiniums and philadelphus.


VEGETABLE GARDENS


If you are going to be growing predominantly vegetables in your plot, it is important to know that crops prefer a slightly acidic soil, one with a pH value of 6.5. If yours is more acidic than this, don’t worry, you can raise the pH value by digging in garden lime. This needs to be done about a month before you plant – any earlier and the rains are likely to wash it away, any later and the lime could damage new roots. Lime works slowly and accumulatively over the years, so don’t expect instant results.



ESSENTIAL TOOLS



Garden tools not only need to be robust, but also well designed so they’re comfortable in your hands and angled to make the job easier. Stainless steel is popularly used for tools and toolheads as it’s strong, slides into the earth easily, keeps its looks and is easy to maintain; carbon steel is the choice of many professionals as the edges stay sharp longer. Toolheads can either be stamped out of sheets of steel, or forged – the latter are stronger, better quality and generally last longer. Always keep tools hung up off the floor to keep their edges sharp and, if they’re not stainless steel, to stop them rusting. Sharpen cutting tools regularly, clean off any soil and oil them for protection.


There are some wonderful tools out there for keen and more experienced gardeners, but if you’re just getting started, you only need a few essentials.


SPADES AND FORKS


Spades are essential for digging over the soil and excavating holes or trenches for planting. A good spade should be fairly straight from the handle down to the cutting edge, and the top of the blade should be flattened so you can put your foot on it. The handle should be riveted into position. When choosing a spade, lift it to check the weight then test for comfort by pressing down on the handle with your hand as if digging. Spades range in size from large heavy digging spades to the smallest, the border spade.


Forks are used to break up compacted soil and are good for lifting plants because their spaced prongs cause minimal damage to roots. When buying a fork, again check for weight, comfort, and a strong joint between head and handle. If you buy only one fork, buy a digging fork. If you can afford more than one, get a potato, or spading, fork too, which is larger with flatter tines, or a border or lady’s fork, which is the lightest.


RAKE


These are used to prepare the ground for sowing or planting out (see here), to break up the soil surface and create a fine tilth (so it looks like breadcrumbs). There are two main types: one has solid teeth and is used to prepare seedbeds, level soil or to remove stones from the soil surface. The other is a spring-tine rake, which has longer, finer, more flexible teeth and is drawn across the soil surface lightly to collect leaves, moss or grass clippings. When buying, check that the length of the handle feels comfortable for you.


HOE


These long-handled tools are used mostly for weeding. The Dutch hoe is the most popular; its long handle and angled blade makes it easy to push and pull between plants to uproot weeds and break up clods of soil. You can also use its edge to mark out sowing lines. A swoe, which is sharp on three edges, is also useful for uprooting weeds and is ideal for small areas. When buying, stand it up to see how long it is – the most comfortable length will reach your nose!


[image: image]


A Dutch hoe makes short work of young weeds, but its edge also works brilliantly to create shallow trenches for sowing seeds.



TROWEL/HAND FORK



This little hand spade is essential for container gardening, digging out perennial weeds and planting small plants. Choose one with a deep bowl, which will make quick work of digging out holes and shovelling compost, and another with a narrow blade for working in tight corners. Don’t buy trowels with channelled blades or crevices that can trap soil and unwanted spores or weed seeds. The hand fork is invaluable for prising out weeds or lifting smaller plants without disturbing their roots.


[image: image]


Good-quality hand trowels and hand forks that are comfortable to use, plus a pair of sharp secateurs, are essential everyday tools.


SECATEURS


A good pair of secateurs is essential for precise pruning and making clean cuts. There are three basic types: bypass secateurs, which have two sharp blades that pass each other; anvil, which has one blade that works against a flat surface, and ratchet, which you can squeeze and release several times as you cut through thick stems.


BULB PLANTER


These handy tools make quick work of planting out bulbs. A metal cylinder has a handle and markings on the side to show the correct planting depth for your bulb. Twist the planter into the ground up to the appropriate marker, lift out the soil plug, pop in the bulb then cover with the removed soil.
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