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Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk


At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content, but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.


At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better: be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables or writing a novel.


At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.


You can go direct to www.pocket-guide-to-edible-gardening.co.uk which is part of the main How To site.


How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in its books. Now when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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Until recently, growing vegetables in kitchen gardens and allotments was viewed largely as a preserve for old men and retirees, where the secret lives of gardeners carried on in make-do-and-mend shanty towns of sheds, dwellings and peaceful havens away from the noise, worries and trappings of modern times: a world of pipe-smoking, double-digging, giant-veg growing, moonshine-brewing, magic and mystery which was accessible only to the very young (as grandchildren, for a treat) or those approaching the autumn of their years.


As recently as the year 2000, allotment sites countrywide were neglected and falling into disrepair as their incumbents either gave up or took their seed packets to the great veg patch in the sky. Hotbeds of cultivation became overgrown wastelands, havens for the creatures that make their homes in long grass but hardly conducive to growing your own food. Surviving plots were tended by a hardy breed of gardener who, through the repetitive spirit of their actions, kept the fields and dreams they shared alive.


Something happened after 2001. Whether it was the 9/11 atrocity or something else is unclear, but suddenly reps in the gardening trade noticed sales of vegetable seeds starting to increase and, a few years later, outstripping those for ornamentals. In tandem was a renewed interest from ordinary people (that’s you and me) in how to grow vegetables.


Suddenly folk were clamouring for allotments. Derelict land was being reclaimed by a new generation of gardeners. These were often younger people with families – frequently they were women! A revolution was happening and it carries on still, to this day.


The great thing about this revolution is that it is universally inclusive. It is not a club where you have to give funny handshakes or pass a dodgy induction ritual. It is a world of possibility which embraces anyone prepared to invest the time and effort which are the only demands.


Writing as ‘Dirty Nails’, through his weekly articles in local and regional newspapers, Joe Hashman has been demystifying the art of edible gardening to a public audience since February 2004. His urge to grow vegetables and fruit stems from a love of nature and good, locally-produced, wildlife-friendly food. He is now the author of several books which combine his passion for gardening with the natural pleasures of being outdoors ‘in amongst it’.


Helen Lanchbery supplied the illustrations. They’re based on scraps of paper and scribbled notes supplied by the author. With five grown-up children who were raised on food she grew and preserved herself from the family veg patch, Helen has drawn on her life-long experiences as a gardener to provide beautifully interpreted visual guidance for the reader.
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Your Pocket Guide to the Edible Garden holds green and not-so-green fingered hands through the fruit and vegetable gardening year. It answers those awkward but essential questions regarding how deep, how far apart, how to look after fruit and veggies, when to do this and that.


Your Pocket Guide to the Edible Garden is not meant to sit on the coffee table or be lost in your bookshelves. It’s a practical manual which wants to live in your pocket or toolkit and be consulted throughout the seasons, just as you might turn to an experienced old friend for advice and guidance on edible gardening matters.


Your Pocket Guide to the Edible Garden sees the knowledge and experience of author Joe Hashman and illustrator Helen Lanchbery condensed into clear and concise language. This little book aims simply to empower you and enhance your chances of success on the plot.


Good luck. Growing your own food is a wonderful, soul-enhancing thing to do. We wish you every success and pleasure on the way.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is divided up into the months of the year. The months are divided into related subjects. Each subject contains information some of which include a further reference. The first three letters of this reference point you to the month and the number directs you to where the entry lies within that month. Throughout the text you will be guided to references made earlier or subsequently which contain further (relevant) advice. Within the text, these references will always be bracketed and in bold print, e.g. (Jul 54), which refers to potato blight.


The illustrations are numbered too. They are referred to in the text with their individual number and the page which you’ll need to turn to see them, e.g. (Fig. 62, p.76), which is called: Cross-section of how to plant an asparagus crown.


But before we begin…



UNDERSTANDING PROPRIETARY GROWING MEDIA


Don’t make the mistake of purchasing cheap commercially produced potting composts for raising your veggies from seed or in containers. The results from such ‘bargains’ are often disappointing. Having failed miserably to muster my charges in the past, the lesson I’ve learned is that you get what you pay for. Nowadays I’m happy to dispense a fair price for a decent product.


In the greenhouse or potting shed, peat has long been the gardener’s traditional compost of choice. It is long lasting and provides a stable, moisture-retentive, well-aerated medium. Peat is partially decomposed plant debris and occurs naturally in the cool, waterlogged environments of bogs and moors. It takes thousands of years to form and in the latter half of the 20th century, 94% of British peat lands were destroyed by the horticultural industry.


The repercussions for wildlife have been serious. Many rare or specialized plants and animals are declining rapidly due to habitat loss. There is also a global warming issue connected to peat extraction; being of plant origin, vast quantities of carbon dioxide are locked up in these bogs. The removal and use of peat liberates this CO2 and the combined effect with other sources is to unnaturally alter the climate.


Happily, alternatives are now on the market which offer options to the home grower. Composts made from recycled timber residues and green waste are more environmentally friendly. Being precisely formulated with added ingredients for a natural balance of essential trace elements, they give veggies the best chance of maximizing their potential. Having tried and tested a number of different brands, I’ve found New Horizon Peat Free Multi-Purpose to be great value for money. It is perfect for sowing seeds, taking cuttings, potting up seedlings and growing edibles in containers.


John Innes (JI) potting composts


JI potting composts are loam-based but do contain a small percentage of peat and yet less of sand. Loam is prepared commercially by stacking turf for a minimum of six months before being sterilized with heat or chemicals. It contains a high degree of organic matter and provides a reservoir of food and trace elements for plants from seed to adult stages. With slightly differing amounts of added ‘base fertilizer’ JI Composts are specifically tailored to meet the needs of veggies throughout various stages of development:


JI Seed Compost has a low nutrient level which is ideal for germinating seeds and rooting cuttings.


JI Number 1 contains a small dose of base fertilizer matched with the requirements of young seedlings at the pricking out stage (when they are moved from communal trays to individual pots).


JI Number 2 is a good all-round general compost but with more base fertilizer for potting on young plants and cuttings.


JI Number 3 has extra fertilizer with chalk. It is perfect for use in containers where crops are to remain for a long period of time.


Other options


Coir is another possibility. Made from coconut husks, it is clean, easy to handle and completely renewable. Coir makes an excellent growing medium but crops cultivated in it long-term do need to be fed regularly because it is also quite free-draining.


You can also make your own seed compost. Flick forward (Jan 1/Fig. 1, p. 9) for instructions.



GREEN MANURES


Organic matter comprises a small but crucial percentage of most soils in this country. Soil organic matter, or SOM, is any part of the growing medium which once lived, either plant or animal, in various stages of decomposition.


SOM is at its best nutritionally when it becomes humus. In this very well-rotted state, humus can be identified as the dark brown, porous and spongy component of a soil. In a heap, it smells sweet and rich. It is as humus that the nutrients in SOM become most readily available to plants. Additionally, SOM reduces erosion on light and sandy soil by binding particles. In heavy clay, it breaks up the sticky clods and makes ground easier to work.


Home-made compost and animal dung are obvious examples of how SOM can be integrated into the plot but the reality is not always that simple. For instance, the quantity of kitchen and other waste required to produce sufficient compost to treat even a small garden is immense. Dung is often heavy, mucky and difficult to source reliably. This is when ‘green manure’ comes into its own.


Green manure is simply the name given to plants which are cultivated whenever ground lies empty for more than a few weeks specifically to benefit the soil and/or subsequent edible crops. A range of plants is available for this purpose these days, selected for one or more soil enhancing qualities. All are ‘non-invasive’, which means that they won’t take over your growing space.


Members of the pea and bean family (such as alfalfa and red clover) are popular choices because they fix atmospheric nitrogen in their roots. This provides food for crops that follow. Some are especially deep-rooted. Lupins, for example, can plunge down two metres and dredge otherwise inaccessible minerals to the surface.


Others produce copious quantities of leafy top growth and extensive root systems which protect soil from wind erosion and nutrient leaching by winter rains; annual Italian ryegrass or buckwheat, for example. The dense foliage of mustard also suppresses weeds and shelters pest-eating animals such as frogs, toads and beetles. However, as a member of the cabbage family it would be unwise to grow mustard immediately before or after related edible species (Fig. 183, p. 206).


Phacelia is a wildlife-friendly favourite. Feathery leaves provide lots of SOM. Some should always be allowed to mature and flower because they are beautiful and adored by bees.


Green manures sown from seed are easy to handle and relatively cheap. Good preparation is important, so make a seedbed which is weed-free and raked to a fine tilth. Then broadcast-sow the seed by hand, scattering handfuls in a controlled manner with a backwards sweep of your arm and flick of the wrist. Rake seeds a centimeter or so into the surface.


Green manures can be usefully chopped down with a hoe or spade at any point before they flower or become woody. Allow them to wilt before digging in to the top 15cm layer of soil. If you prefer not to dig, green manures can be allowed to decompose on the surface.


Most green manures are suited to employment throughout the growing period from spring to autumn. Field beans and perennial rye are exceptions. These grow in winter too, so can stand happily on vacant land from harvest time until the following spring. Big-seeded beans are best planted 5cm deep, at 15cm intervals, in rows 30cm apart.


Free green manure is available simply by hoeing a carpet of weeds before they set seed.
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January is the month to firm up your planting plans for next season.


Sort out seeds. It makes really good sense to put them in alphabetical order, neatly in a box. Write down what you intend to sow (or plant) and when, in a year-planner. Resolve to keep notes of your successes or failures, the weather, tips from other growers and observations of the natural world.


Purchase and prepare seed potatoes. Invest in composts and other essential little bits and bobs.


If you have somewhere under cover then you can start to sow some seeds. Think of the cabbage tribe, salads, turnips and radishes in pots, or some more exotic vegetable fruits if you can provide a little heat.


There should be plenty of roots and greens still in the ground, in the store shed, or standing on the plot.


Provided the soil isn’t locked up by frost, as you fetch in the dinner, clear and weed the ground as well. A little-and-often approach is the secret to ensuring that your well-cultivated patch remains under easily manageable control.


Daylight hours are short but already discernibly lengthening. By mid-month, give yourself an extra half-hour after work to exercise your back: do some productive bending and stretching whilst listening to bird life settling down in the hedges of an evening.


In January you can lay the foundations for your edible gardening year.


Think big, get excited and practical but, if the weather and circumstances are against you, don’t panic – there is plenty of time yet!



General jobs to do


1.     Prepare your own home-made potting compost (Fig. 1, p. 9).


2.     Wash dirty pots and trays in warm soapy water (Nov 20).


3.     Potter and tidy ready for the spring rush (which will be coming soon)!


4.     Check over all veg in store. Discard any showing signs of going off (Nov 16).


5.     Dig out stinging nettle and willowherb roots where not wanted. Drown them in a bucket of water (Nov 6) or burn (and save the ashes).


6.     Mulch the plot with well-rotted manure or compost (Nov 10).


7.     Tickle about here and there while harvesting.


8.     Define plot edges by digging and weeding thoroughly (Mar 11).


9.     Take measurements for any planned alterations to the dimensions of your edible garden (Fig. 2, p. 10).
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10.   Do some hedge trimming if the mood takes you and this job is not yet done (Fig. 3, p. 11).


11.   Tidy away junk and rubbish accumulations. Get rid of useless and broken ‘litter’ but find a place for useful bits and bobs.
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12.   Pay allotment fees to the local council if you‘re fortunate enough to rent a plot.


13.   Remove couch grass from comfrey bed while the latter has completely died down and the wiry underground stems can be easily extracted (Jul 6).


14.   Clear and dig over a sunny, south-facing bed for early crops to be planted in the near future. Putting down a sheet of black plastic will serve to hasten the warming process and enable big-seeded veggies like broad beans, peas and radishes to go in sooner.


15.   Ventilate the greenhouse in the mornings, in mild weather (Mar 3).


16.   Keep night cold at bay in your greenhouse by covering a lighted candle with a clay pot and letting it burn during the hours of darkness (Fig. 4, p. 11).


17.   Ensure greenhouse gutters and fixings are in good working order (Feb 18).



Leaves & greens


18.   CABBAGE. Sow Summer cabbages such as Filderkraut, Hispi F1 or Greyhound. Pop seeds 1cm deep into trays of multi-purpose or JI Seed Compost with about 3cm between each one. Firm and moisten (Feb 20). These will need ‘pricking out’ when large enough to handle comfortably (Feb 27). With care (and a little luck) they should yield heavy, flame-shaped hearts before the main butterfly season in July and August – a ‘cultural control’ which avoids pests rather than playing into their hands, so to speak. Repeat a sowing in February and March to get a succession of vitamin-rich greens.


19.   KALE. Clean yellowing leaves from kale and other brassicas to keep plants clean and fresh.


20.   LETTUCE. Pot on Winter Density and other lettuces into fresh compost to give them a boost (Apr 22).


21.   Sow lettuce. Lobjoits Green Cos, Dynamite or Salad Bowl are suitable varieties to sow now (Feb 20).


22.   CORN SALAD. Sow corn salad (Apr 41).


23.   Maintain bird-scaring devices over crops, especially cabbages and greens (Apr 18).


24.   WINTER PURSLANE. Plant out winter purslane which has been nurtured in the greenhouse then hardened off (Apr 2). Tap them out of their pots and tuck the undisturbed root-ball into a warm, preferably south-facing bed with 20cm all round. Do the same with corn salad plants which have been grown in pots.


25.   LEAF BEET. Remove outside leaves from chards and beets. Give a little feed to see if a fresh flush of edible portions can‘t be persuaded to sprout (Jun 56).



Roots, tubers & stems


26.   POTATO. Purchase seed potatoes and set them out to ‘chit‘. Healthy chits, or sprouted growths, are stout and rich in colour. If the chits appear drawn and pale then provide a more naturally illuminated position. At planting time, chits can be reduced to two or three to encourage fewer but bigger potatoes, or leave them all intact if you want lots of small spuds. Some gardeners don’t bother but the fact is that chitted potatoes are already growing at planting time (March or April usually) and get going quicker than unchitted ones. This will be beneficial if blight strikes come high summer and all the tops have to be removed (Jul 53/54). Subsequent swelling will stop so all growth made between now and then is important in terms of the weight of your haul at harvest (Fig. 5, p. 13).


27.   Cover chitting spuds with newspaper at night if temperatures threaten to go below freezing. Do not allow them to get frost-bitten (Feb 34).
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28.   JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE. Weed amongst crop while harvesting. Ensure every last piece of the Jerusalems is removed to completely clear the site because they are very invasive.


29.   Plant selected healthy tubers in a freshly-prepared site. Blemish-free tubers plunged into fertile soil, 15cm deep, at 30cm intervals should be perfect. Fuseau is a smooth variety and much easier to deal with in terms of washing and preparation in the kitchen. Some Jerusalems can be knobbly beyond belief!


30.   CELERIAC. Tend celeriac by stripping off limp outside leaves. Maintain a bracken or straw mulch to protect from frost if weather is extremely cold (Fig. 6, p. 14).


31.   TURNIP & RADISH. In pots of multi-purpose compost, sow F1 Market Express turnip and French Breakfast radish. They will grow from seed to harvest in these, so pop them in 1.5cm deep at 4cm intervals. Keep moist and on a sunny shelf in the greenhouse or porch for small and early portions in a few weeks’ time (Apr 45).


32.   SWEDE. Tidy lines of swedes while harvesting.
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Veg fruit


33.   TOMATO, PEPPER & AUBERGINE. Sow in the house on a warm windowsill if 18–21°C can be consistently provided. Sow them 5mm deep in trays for future pricking out (Feb 27) into 9cm pots.



Onion tribe


34.   LEEK. Sow leeks in a tray (Feb 48) for immature edibles in high summer or an early autumn crop of full size. Try Roxton F1 for the former or Carentan 2 for autumnal liftings.


35.   Clear remaining leeks from the main bed and heel in near the house (Mar 67).


36.   ONION. Top dress winter onions with wood ash. Just sprinkle it along the rows to give your charges a little fillip.


37.   Sow seeds of a maincrop onion such as Bedfordshire Champion. Sprinkle evenly and not too thickly over a tray of seed compost in exactly the same way as for leeks (Feb 48). Keep moist but not wet with a little artificial heat, between 15–20°C.


38.   SHALLOT. Firm in loosened shallots to encourage good root anchorage (Fig. 7, p. 15).


39.   GARLIC. Plant garlic, such as Printador (Feb 50).
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Peas & beans


40.   PEA. Sow Feltham First Early peas 4cm deep in pots or cardboard tubes full of potting compost (Feb 52).


41.   BROAD BEAN. Cover with fleece if the weather gets nasty.


42.   RUNNER BEAN. Dig a trench for runner beans. Line it with flat newspapers to retain moisture then start to fill with green kitchen waste (Apr 84).



Edible flowers


43.   SUNFLOWER. Take down remaining sunflower stalks and sling on the compost heap.


44.   GLOBE ARTICHOKE. Remove globe artichokes in pots from the greenhouse and place in a sunny spot outside to harden off, but do protect from frosts (Apr 2).



Fruit garden


45.   APPLE, PEAR & PLUM. Wassail all fruit trees with cider and toast on the evening of Twelfth Night (Fig. 8, p. 16).


46.   Prune apple and pear trees unless the air temperature is freezing, in which case delay until the temperature rises (Mar 93a/93b).


47.   Clear soil in vicinity of step-over apples and other ‘restricted‘ (Feb 63) forms.


48.   RED & WHITE CURRANT. Secure nets over red and white currant cordons to stop bullfinches eating the buds. Keep in place until the discreet ‘strigs’ of pale flowers come out.
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49.   RASPBERRY. Prepare a site for raspberries. They are a long-term perennial crop (i.e. comes back year after year). Prepare thoroughly as soon after New Year as possible, when the soil is neither frost-bound nor waterlogged. A sheltered site that gets plenty of sun is ideal. This is especially important for raspberries that ripen in autumn – sunshine late in the year can make all the difference to your returns. Avoid sites prone to waterlogging. In scrupulously weeded ground, excavate a trench that is 75cm wide and 25cm deep. Work in as much leaf mould, compost or well-rotted manure as can be spared, by the barrow-load if possible. Lighten heavy soils with grit – thoroughly mix this with the soil whilst refilling the trench. Budget for 45cm of space between each plant. If preparing more than one row, allow 2m between them. Rows that run north to south will receive an even amount of sunshine as the sun moves across the sky. East to west orientation is liable to be shaded on the far side all day. Bear this in mind. Also, insert stout posts firmly at either end of the rows, 2m in height. Fix wires between these for any summer fruiting raspberries, at approximately 75cm, 1.35m and 1.95m intervals. These will support the canes so must be taut and secure. No need to erect supports for autumn varieties – they are bushier in habit. Do all this a month before planting to allow the ground to settle. Alternatively, for plants to be grown individually (i.e. not in a row), prepare the ground as described at the foot of single 2m posts.
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Figure 3
Hedge trimuming.
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Figure 5
Setting out seed potatoes to pre-sprout, or ‘chit’.
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Figure 8
Wassailing apple trees.
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Figure 2
Making raised beds.
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Figure 4
How to keep frost at bay in an unheated greenhouse.
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Figure 6
Protecting standing cxops with bracken or straw in very harsh weather.
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Figure 7
Firming recently-planted shallots which have become loose.
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Figure 9
Preparing a planting pit for figs.
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