



[image: ]





[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]



Contents

Introduction



Techniques & Tools

Planning ahead for a successful harvest

Choosing & buying suitable seeds or plants

How to establish all kinds of crops

How to nurture & protect your crops

Stress-free watering

Harvesting & storing crops

Solving common problems

Metre-square year-round planter

Fruit

Vegetables

Herbs

Edible Flowers

Glossary

Index

Acknowledgments

The fruit and flowers of a strawberry plant prove that container crops can be as attractive as they are tasty.




There’s a home-grown revolution going on…

Try growing your own delicious food
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Kay Maguire: ‘Growing your own makes you happy, healthy, and it’s fun too!.’

Over the last few years there has been a surge in the popularity of growing your own food, and it’s estimated that a quarter of Britons now do so. In many instances this trend has been fuelled by concerns about climate change, rising food costs, ‘air miles’, and the simple desire for fresh, healthy, ‘real’ food.

It’s probably no coincidence that this has occurred during a time of global economic crisis. Although growing some of your own food won’t solve your financial worries, any gardener will tell you that gardening makes you happy and keeps you sane. Add to that the fun, sense of satisfaction, and utter joy that eating something you have grown yourself brings and it is no wonder so many people are giving it a go.

And I don’t believe it’s a passing phase. Apart from the fact that the growing-your-own movement has been driven by real need – whether financial, environmental, or a yearning for delicious food – it is also kept going by the interest of gardeners. Once you’ve dabbled in this hobby there’s little inclination to retreat!

I began growing food in the late 1970s, with my Dad on an allotment; and 30 years later we are both still at it. There’s just no comparison between the plastic-wrapped fruit and veg on the supermarket shelves and something you have grown from seed, tended, and nurtured against the worst of the weather and munching slugs. The food is fresh, healthy, often free from chemicals and guilt, and tastes amazing.
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Pots of herbs and salad leaves are easy to look after and develop quickly, so are great first crops to get you started in growing your own food.

Growing crops in pots gives absolutely everyone the opportunity to have a go. The greatest uptake of grow your own has been in towns and cities, with urban gardeners grabbing what space they can. Urban areas generally enjoy sheltered microclimates – often sun traps – which are just perfect for growing fruit and vegetables.

Therefore anyone with a windowsill or access to the space on which to stand a few pots can grow a little food. It’s the perfect solution if you have very little space, as you can use wall pots, windowboxes, and hanging baskets. Even if you have little or no earth, you can still grow food on a roof terrace, balcony, or patio. As you can see, you don’t need an allotment or a large garden – in fact you don’t need a garden at all.
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Figs grow almost better in pots than in open ground, because constriction around their roots encourages them to fruit well.

Because pots have their own dedicated soil, it is possible to try crops you couldn’t otherwise. For example, you can sow carrots in the fine-textured compost that they relish, and ignore any surrounding garden soil that may be very stony, or you can enjoy container-grown, lime-hating blueberries in a garden that may have chalky soil. In a pot you can also confine thuggish, invasive plants such as mint and horseradish, while nursing tender crops such as citrus or grapes, moving them to shelter in winter in cool-temperate areas. Pots are therefore the answer if your garden has difficult or tricky soil for example, if it is boggy or very dry and poor.

Container-grown plants can look great too, creating a striking feature on a patio or by a front door. The effect is enhanced when the crop looks particularly attractive. Beans, chard, and rhubarb, for example, all look wonderful, and lettuces come in a wide range of colours and textures. Edible crops can be mixed with containers of ornamentals to stunning effect. You can overcome the problems associated with monoculture, too, by encouraging a host of beneficial insects drawn by an array of enticing flowers.
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Tomatoes have long been a favourite crop for growing in pots, but these hungry, thirsty plants do need regular care.

RHS Grow Your Own Crops In Pots gives you everything you need to know about growing fruit, vegetables, herbs, and other edible plants in pots, from getting started to when to harvest. It includes pot sizes, feeding regimes, and compost types, and recommends varieties that fare best in a pot. You can then feel confident to have a go, even if you have never grown an edible crop before. Fortunately most plants look after themselves provided they are fed and watered regularly. If things do go wrong, you will learn from it and get it right next time. By keeping container-grown plants close to the house, they will be quick to access and easy to care for.
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Carrots grow really well in containers, where you can give them the perfect, stone-free soil they need.

Begin with your absolute favourite food, whether it is strawberries or peas, and then move on to something a little different next year, such as squash, borlotti beans, or pak choi. You will soon discover that growing edible crops is fun and very satisfactory – and might just change your life.
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Crops that are grown simply for their edible leaves can create a stunning display, full of varied textures and visual interest, when combined in a carefully chosen container.


Techniques & Tools
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Planning ahead for a successful harvest
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Before you start, think carefully about what your crops need. Give them the best possible chance with the ideal spot – most require warmth, good light, and shelter. Keep container-grown plants well out of the wind, where they would dry out quickly. If you can, plant them up in situ. Pots full of compost, even small ones, are heavy.

Make sure your container is large enough for your crop, and remember that the smaller the pot the greater the demand for water and nutrients. Quick, shallow-rooting crops such as salads or strawberries can go in grow-bags and hanging baskets. Most crops require a pot at least 30cm (12in) in depth and width, and fruit trees and crops such as rhubarb and horseradish may need pots as big as 90cm (36in), if not bigger.

There are hundreds of lovely pots out there, in myriad designs, so consider their size, shape, weight, and material before you choose.

Terra cotta This is the traditional choice of pot. It looks great and is heavy and stable, which is handy for large, tall crops, although not if they need moving to warmer shelter over winter. Terra cotta is porous, so dries out quickly and is not frost-proof unless it says so. Glazed terra cotta is slightly tougher than unglazed.
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Terra-cotta pots look fantastic, but may need lining with bubble wrap to help in reducing the drying out of compost and to insulate plant roots in winter.

Plastic and fibreglass As well as being cheap, tough, and retaining water well, these materials are light and the pots comparatively movable.

Metal adds a modern touch or a retro look depending on type. It is tough, light (unless lead), and retains water well. Metal gets cold in winter and hot in summer and will eventually rust, so insulate and protect the insides with cardboard or bubble wrap before planting.

Wood is light and strong, but needs lining with plastic to stop it rotting.

Hanging baskets and windowboxes are great for making optimum use of vertical space and can contain a surprisingly large harvest.

Recycled containers Old sinks, baths, olive-oil tins, old boots, wine crates, buckets – the list of usable containers is endless. You can grow crops in just about anything as long as it is big enough and sturdy enough with adequate drainage holes. Drill some yourself if you need to.

Grow-bags These cheap alternatives to a pot are perfect for shallow-rooting crops.
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Different crops will thrive in all sorts of containers whether traditional wooden troughs, grow-bags, or recycled plastic tubs. Just ensure all containers have good drainage holes before planting.


Essential kit for crops in pots



     ■Pots

     ■Potting compost

     ■Drainage material

     ■Mulching material

     ■Hand trowel and handfork

     ■Watering can/hose and rose

     ■Secateurs

     ■Stakes, canes, twigs

     ■Twine

     ■Cloches, fleece, netting

     ■If you are busy, away a lot, or simply have lots of pots, invest in an automatic or drip irrigation system
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Certain crops may benefit from additives to the growing medium. Perlite (centre) and vermiculite (right) will both help improve drainage for plants that need a lighter compost.
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Always use fresh potting compost when sowing seed or potting up. Recycling old compost can be problematic because it often harbours disease.
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When planting up pots it is a good idea to add slow-release fertilizer to the potting compost, to help plants once they have used up the original store of nutrients in the compost.

[image: ]

A mulch of gravel or pebbles will help to conserve moisture for this herb collection and will also keep water away from their crowns to prevent rotting.

Potting composts

The very best thing you can do for your crops in pots is provide them with good-quality potting compost. Multipurpose, soilless compost is a perfectly good growing medium for most crops, but it does vary in quality, so do not just go for the cheapest. Since it is light and free-draining, multipurpose compost dries out quickly and can be difficult to re-wet.

If you are growing tall crops or plants for longer than a season, use a loam-based compost, which is heavier and more stable than a soilless one and it also holds onto water and nutrients better. Specialist composts are also available, depending on your crop – look out for ericaceous compost for blueberries and specific citrus compost. And don’t be tempted to use ordinary garden soil because it may contain pests and diseases.

You may need to add perlite or horticultural grit to the compost to improve drainage. Also mixing in food such as slow-release fertilizer granules, garden compost, or well-rotted organic matter, as well as rootgrow to aid root development, at planting will give your plants a good start. Water-retaining gel can stop pots drying out, but don’t add so much the compost gets waterlogged.

Old pots are useful inside larger containers to reduce the amount of compost needed, making them lighter and cheaper to fill.

Fertilizers

If you did not add slow-release fertilizer when planting, any nutrients contained in potting compost will be exhausted after about six weeks. It is then up to you to feed your plants. You can topdress with dry fertilizer, or use a liquid one. A regular balanced feed will improve all your crops, but for maximum fruit you need one that is potash-rich. Chemical fertilizers such as liquid tomato food are available, but organic feeds, usually made from seaweed or comfrey, are also excellent all-rounders. Alternatively you can add comfrey leaves to compost at planting time or make your own liquid tea by soaking comfrey leaves in a bucket with water for a few weeks.

Drainage materials

Good drainage is absolutely vital in pots. Water must be able to flow away freely, so make sure you line the bottom of the pot with plenty of drainage material – crocks (broken pieces of terra-cotta pot), stones, gravel, and pieces of polystyrene packaging are all good. Cover the holes at the bottom of the pot with such drainage materials to stop them getting blocked by plant roots or soil. Raising pots up onto feet, bricks, or blocks of wood also improves drainage and is especially helpful if conditions are wet.

Mulches

Mulch is a key ingredient when growing in pots. It is, quite simply, a layer of anything that sits on the surface of the compost. It reduces moisture loss, acts as a barrier against weeds and pests, prevents compaction, and helps to insulate plant roots against cold weather. Mulch can also reflect or absorb light and heat depending on its colour. Look out for slate, pebbles, crushed shells, and glass beads. The best type of mulch feeds your crops at the same time. Bark, well-rotted organic matter, home-made compost, and leafmould all provide extra nutrients as they break down.

[image: ]

There is no doubt that edible crops can also look attractive. This sweet pepper easily holds its own with the black-eyed Susan (Thunbergia alata).


Choosing & buying suitable seeds or plants

Hundreds of crop varieties are specifically selected for container growing. Sometimes called patio varieties, they have been bred to be compact and bushy and include types of peppers, tomatoes, squash, peas, and beans; almost every fruit, vegetable, or herb has at least one container variety. They will certainly give you a good chance of success, but you do not have to grow only these.

Choose varieties that aren’t too vigorous, and in cool-temperate areas look for varieties that crop quickly or early – this is important with vegetables such as tomatoes or aubergines that need a long growing season and would otherwise struggle in a short summer outdoors. When choosing fruit trees opt for those on dwarfing rootstocks or they simply won’t survive in a pot.


Catch crops & intercrops



All plants grow at different rates, which is good news if you want to make the most of the space in your pots and sow fast-growing crops in otherwise bare patches of soil. Sow intercrops at the same time as slower-growing crops such as beans, parsnips, or onions and harvest them while you wait. Alternatively sow catch crops in spaces that appear as you harvest other crops. You can sow whole rows or just dot in a few seeds as gaps pop up.

     ■Beetroot

     ■Carrots

     ■Chard

     ■Lettuce and salad leaves

     ■Radishes

     ■Spinach

     ■Spring onions



Once you’ve chosen your varieties, always get the best-quality seed and plants you can. Now is not the point at which you try to cut costs. Organic seed and young plants are widely available, but consider growing heritage varieties too. Most of these have long histories of cultivation, and they are frequently more interesting and tastier than those on general offer. They are also open pollinated, which makes them ideal for seed-saving at the end of the year if you fancy having a go (see p31).
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Radishes are perfect for growing with other crops. They are fast to harvest, ready as little as six weeks after sowing.
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Most crops have at least one variety, and probably more, that will thrive in a container. Included here are purple-leaved basil, variegated oregano, and red-edged lettuce.

When investing in a fruit tree look for a nursery that holds local varieties. A tree that has been bred with your local environment in mind is likely to be happier, healthier, and more successful than any other. Otherwise visit a specialist nursery where you will get specific advice about container growing and the best rootstocks and types of tree.

What can’t grow in pots

Sadly a small number of crops are definitely best left in the ground. Perennials such as Jerusalem and globe artichokes are simply too big and greedy for even the largest pots, while a crop such as asparagus, which takes years of patience to bring to harvest, would yield only the smallest of crops in a container, albeit a fine one.

Most brassicas need firm soil to keep them stable and to produce a decent heart, something difficult to achieve in a pot, and they are slow growing. If you have any open garden at all grow these beautiful plants there instead.
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Always look for strong, healthy plants when buying fruit trees. They are an investment and will be with you for a long time.


How to establish all kinds of crops

If you don’t have the time, space, or inclination to grow your crops from seed, or have simply missed the opportunity, young plants are readily available to buy as seedlings, plugs, or larger plants ready to plant out. Although fewer varieties are offered compared to seed, plants are usually ready from spring onwards. You will have more choice if you go to specialist nurseries rather than your local garden centre.

If buying tender vegetable plants such as beans and courgettes harden them off before they go out permanently, once the danger of all frosts has passed. Acclimatize them over the course of a week by putting your new plants outside during the day and bringing them indoors overnight so that they gradually get used to the change in temperature and general outdoor conditions. When you finally plant them out, do it in the morning if you can, so they have the whole day to settle in. Make sure you are ready to pot up your new purchases as soon as they arrive, otherwise keep them well watered until you can.
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Tomatoes, whether sown by you or a nursery, will need growing on indoors before they are ready to go outside.

Planting up young plants

1 Water the plants while still in their pots.

2 Line the bottom of the pot with drainage material (see p15) and add potting compost (see p14) to just under the depth of your new plants. Mix in any grit that might be needed for drainage or slow-release fertilizer now.

3 Tease apart the plants’ roots if there is more than one plant in the same pot, and plant individually, firming the compost in gently as you go. Leave 2cm (¾in) between the top of the compost and the pot rim to make watering easier.

4 Mulch with gravel or organic matter, and water the plants in well. Make sure slug and snail control measures are in place (see p32).

Seed sowing directly into pots outdoors

Most crops can be sown directly outside when the time is right, usually as the days get warmer in mid-spring, and this is easily the simplest, cheapest, and most time efficient way of growing most vegetables and many herbs.

1 Break up any lumps of compost with your hands or a hand rake.

2 Water the compost – this stops smaller seeds being washed around and helps germination.

3 Mark a drill, or make holes with a dibber.

4 Sow pinches of seed thinly in the drill. Drop larger, individual seeds into the holes.

5 Keep the compost moist while seed germinates.

6 Thin out seedlings to give them space to grow well. Thin to their final spacings when they are about 3cm (1¼in) high.
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Most seedlings such as this spinach need thinning so that plants have room to grow well. Overcrowding can lead to weak, disease-prone plants.

Starting seed indoors

Some crops such as tomatoes and aubergines need to be sown indoors if your climate does not have the long, warm summers such plants need to germinate, mature, flower, and fruit. By growing such plants from seed you can benefit from the large selection of seed varieties. You will also get a head-start with other more tender crops that cannot be sown outdoors until later in the season, such as beans, courgettes, pumpkins, and sweet corn.

Fortunately you don’t need much equipment. A propagator is handy, although a warm, bright windowsill will do. Any small pot (with drainage holes) including old yogurt pots will work, or make your own from newspaper or recycled toilet roll tubes. Otherwise modular trays with individual cells are well worth investing in – one seed goes in each cell, so no thinning is required, and they are ideal for crops such as coriander and peas that hate root disturbance.
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A warm, sunny windowsill is a good first home for many seedlings and young crops, provided that it is well lit.

1 Fill pots or a modular tray with potting compost and tap down so that it settles.

2 Water the compost with a fine rose.

3 Thinly scatter seed onto the surface of the compost or make a shallow hole and push individual seeds into each, following the instructions on the seed packet for sowing depth and germination conditions.

4 Cover the pot or tray with cling film or an inverted, clear plastic bag, and seal.

5 Place on a warm, light windowsill and keep the compost moist while seed germinates.

6 As soon as seedlings appear take off the cover.

7 When the first true leaves develop transfer the seedlings into larger individual pots. When doing this always handle the seedlings by their leaves rather than their stems, and plant each seedling up to its first true leaves.

8 Pot on again, a few weeks later, into larger pots.

9 When frosts have passed, harden off plants and then plant out into their final containers.

Planting a fruit tree

Make sure your pot is large enough – your tree will be in there a long time. Go for a pot a couple of sizes bigger than the one it came in; a pot 40cm (16in) in diameter is a good-sized first one, but remember in a couple of years the tree will need potting on into a bigger container. If you have a bare-root tree, make sure the roots have plenty of room to spread out.

1 Soak trees in water to give them a good drink before planting.

2 Line the bottom of the pot with drainage material (see p15). Add sufficient soil-based compost on which to sit the rootball and gauge the depth. You should be able to see the soil mark on the stem, showing at what depth the tree was previously planted.

3 Plant it at this depth, making sure there is a 3–4cm (1¼–1½in) gap between the surface of the potting compost and the rim of the pot.

4 Fill in around the roots with compost, firming gently until the tree is sitting snugly in the pot.

5 If your tree needs staking, use a short stake – you only want to secure the roots against the wind, not to stop the whole tree from moving. Knock two thirds of the stake into the compost and tie it loosely to the tree.

6 Water in well and mulch.
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This standard peach will need potting on into ever larger pots every few years as it grows, until it is in its final pot of about 60cm (24in) in diameter.


How to nurture & protect your crops

[image: ]

There is no getting around the fact that plants in pots need more attention than those in the ground. They are living off a limited supply of water and food and are reliant on you to keep that supply topped up. Do so and most of your crops should tick along quite happily, but occasionally plants need a little extra attention – some require pruning or tying in to supports, others may need protection against pests or moving to a sheltered spot.

Whatever the task is it won’t be difficult – the beauty of growing in pots is that everything is small scale. Give your crops what they need, and it will make all the difference to the harvests you reap at the end of the season.

Be vigilant. During the summer growing months you need to check your pots every day, sometimes twice, but a quiet stroll in the mornings or with a glass of something in the evenings is a small and surprisingly pleasant price to pay to ensure your crops are in good shape. As well as ensuring you don’t miss anything – be it wilting leaves, a munching caterpillar, or a crop that is ready for picking – such a routine will save you time and effort in the long run.

Watering

This will be your main occupation when growing plants in pots; you may as well face that fact right from the start. Never assume that recent rainfall will have done the job for you, especially if pots are sitting in rain shadows cast by a wall or fence. Make life easy for yourself by keeping pots close to a tap and by investing in a decent hose – ferrying watering cans backward and forward becomes anything but a labour of love after a while, no matter how small your area for containers. Get a spray gun with a rose pattern or a rose for your watering can to avoid compacting the soil surface. If you are planning on having lots of container-grown pots invest in a suitable irrigation system.
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Watering your pots will be your main job in the summer months, with some crops such as tomatoes needing watering every day. Do this early in the day or in the evening.

Feeding

Feeding is almost as important as watering, and different crops all have their own needs. Most plants require a regular feed during the growing and fruiting seasons. Once the nutrients in the compost run out – after about six weeks – it is up to you to provide the source of nutrients. One of the easiest ways to remember when to feed your crops is always to do it on the same day of the week. It should then slot neatly into your routine and hopefully you won’t ever forget.
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Regular feeding is vital for strong, healthy, productive plants. Use ready-made fertilizer, diluted if appropriate at the recommended rate, or make your own comfrey tea (see p15).

Ensuring crops are in good condition

It may seem a bother, but keeping your plants well tended increases yield and makes sure they are in good health. Herbs benefit from regular picking and pinching out of the growing tips to encourage lots of young, bushy growth, while edible flowers need constant deadheading to help more flowers to develop. Support tall plants such as beans, peas, cucumbers, grapes, and trained fruit trees with wigwams, obelisks, and canes, tying them in every now and then to guide them in the right direction. Give fruit trees and bushes at least an annual prune to keep them in shape, promote fruiting, protect them from disease, and extend their lives.
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Mint plants are always best grown on their own in pots rather than with other plants, which they can overwhelm.
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Place pots together to create a mini microclimate. Plants will provide shade for each other, and humidity is increased.


Planning for holiday cover



Before you go away:

     ■Move plants to the shade, grouping pots together to help increase humidity.

     ■Place generous-sized saucers beneath all pots and fill them with water.

     ■Mulch plants if you haven’t already, to prevent moisture loss.

     ■If you are away for only a few days make your own drip-feed bottle. Punch a small hole in the lid of a little water bottle filled with water. Turn it upside down and bury it cap-end in the compost. The water will slowly seep into the soil.

     ■Splash out and invest in an automatic watering system.

     ■Ask friends or family to check on plants while you are away.



Pollinating

A small number of crops benefit if you help them with pollination. Fruit trees such as peaches or plums may be in flower when few pollinators are about; in this case transfer the pollen from flower to flower with a small brush by rubbing gently on the stamens. Wind-pollinated sweet corn may need a swift tap to the tassels to help pollen dust the female flowers below. Pollination information can be found where appropriate in the individual directory entries, but some tips include:
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Bees are most welcome pollinators, buzzing around flowers like this raspberry in spring and summer.
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If insects are lacking in your garden or you are growing on a windy site, help plants such as aubergines by pollinating flowers gently with a small brush.

aubergines – brush flowers (see p82);

chillies and sweet peppers – brush flowers carefully (see p83);

plums – rub blossom with a brush (see p53);

runner beans – mist flowers with water to help them set (see p118);

strawberries – rub flowers gently with a brush (see p70);

tomatoes – shake or mist flowers to transfer pollen (see p76).

Potting on

Every two or three years all perennial plants need transferring into larger pots filled with fresh compost. If possible give them the next pot size up, but once they reach the largest size – generally 50–60cm (20–24in) in diameter – just give their roots a prune before replanting them in fresh compost in their previous pot. In the years when potting on is not done give plants a boost by scraping away the top 5cm (2in) of soil and replacing it with fresh compost every spring.
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Protect fruiting plants such as strawberries from the birds with a diamond-mesh netting. Support it on hoops and stretch it tautly across plants so as not to trap birds.

Providing the optimum growing environment

Having raised strong, healthy plants it is important to nurture them in as helpful an environment as possible. That 5cm (2in) layer of mulch is a vital weapon in helping your plants grow strongly and healthily so they are more able to resist pests and diseases. It is also a good idea to erect barriers to protect your plants if you suspect problem pests such as birds, insects including caterpillars and beetles, or even hungry mice, are likely to attack (see pp32–35).
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An industrial container such as this makes a great raised bed. It is wide and deep enough to grow a whole range of crops.
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Ladybirds are invaluable in the garden and are one of our main helpers in the war against aphids.

[image: ]

A nest-box will help to attract birds to the area.

Encourage beneficial insects and natural predators into your garden by growing as diverse a range of plants as you can. Mix things up by placing pots of different crops next to each other and plant combinations of crops in larger pots. Growing herbs, flowers, and well-known companion plants with your fruit and veg will attract pollinators such as bees and helpful insects such as ladybirds, hoverflies, and lacewings (see box opposite). This is much easier to arrange if using pots than on a veg plot, where plants are often grown in rows and blocks of single crops. Think of your pots as a community of plants. Diversity will bring balance and if you can mix in some helpful, beneficial plants then all the better.

Having an area of water nearby, even a tiny one, can also bring in birds and insects, even frogs and toads if you are lucky. A bird bath would help, but a large, glazed pot, filled with water and a couple of aquatic plants, could attract some surprisingly helpful visitors to help tackle any pests.


Companion plants



Certain plants can be grown together so that they benefit each other in some way. Such companion plants are believed to encourage beneficial insects, repel or deter pests by masking the smell of a host plant, or even sacrifice themselves by attracting pests away from a neighbouring crop.

Key companion plants

Basil has insect-repelling leaves, which are said to protect tomatoes from aphids.

Marigolds (Tagetes) are said to deter aphids from beans and whitefly from tomatoes.

Garlic chives have a powerful smell, which is said to protect carrots from carrot fly and can repel aphids from raspberries.

Lavender is a great draw for pollinators and its strong scent is said to confuse pests.

Nasturtium is reputed to lure aphids away from beans and brings in beneficial insects.

Coriander exudes a scent that is believed to repel aphids and carrot fly.

Borage is said to protect tomatoes from hornworm and is a great pollinator magnet.
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