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Introduction


Increasing concern about climate change has made us more conscious of where our food comes from and how it is produced. We know about the unwelcome effects of industrial-scale farming and the negative influence that humans have had on the environment. Sustainability and green issues are at the forefront of many people’s minds, and there is a general desire to live healthier lives while lessening our impact on the planet.


We have learned that it is better to eat seasonal vegetables that are locally grown, rather than those that have been flown thousands of miles around the world to reach our stores and markets. As a result, more and more of us are “growing our own.” One great advantage of this is that it allows us to harvest crops minutes before eating or cooking them—and to understand fully the meaning of the word “fresh.”
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Chilies come in many different varieties and are well suited to being planted in colorful empty olive-oil cans.


Vegetables deteriorate very quickly after they are picked, because the natural sugars start to turn to starch; and by the time commercially grown vegetables reach the stores the flavor is already greatly diminished. That is why frozen peas (which are frozen immediately after harvest) are superior in flavor to so-called fresh peas, which may not reach the stores until a day or two later. Don’t just take my word for it. When you start to grow your own vegetables, do a little experiment. Pick and eat a lettuce or carrot or whatever you grow, and then eat a store-bought version, and you will have your proof—there’s no comparison.


Pesticide residues, which are still found in commercially grown vegetables, can be harmful to human health, so if you want to be sure that your produce is pesticide-free, you need to cultivate it yourself. Store-bought organic vegetables are relatively expensive—another good reason to grow your own.


Gardeners who grow their own produce are doing real work—the kind of work that originated with our ancient farming ancestors.
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Borlotti beans quickly climb up tall canes, producing a heavy crop of speckled red pods. These are left to ripen on the vine and are harvested by opening the dried pods.


Given such a long history, you might be discouraged by the thought that there is too much to learn, too much tradition to absorb; but this knowledge is widely spread, and many people are happy to share their experience, whether by word of mouth or through books and manuals.
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This old, sturdy, wire potato harvesting basket makes a useful container for growing tomatoes.


It is a fact of nature that plants will grow. Your role is to help to create the right conditions to encourage and enhance that process.


Urban gardening


There is a widespread trend among city dwellers to grow vegetables in the smallest spaces—on windowsills and balconies, in patios and backyards. Unlike many fashions, this one is really welcome. It represents a movement away from the processed and the packaged, away from mass production and shopping—and, importantly, it challenges the domination of supermarket culture. Do we really need particular vegetables and fruit to be available all through the year? Does a strawberry eaten in the middle of winter, grown in a huge industrial greenhouse, bear any relation to an indigenous one grown in the open air and ripened by the sun? Do we want to buy a little packet of plastic-wrapped (cling-film) green beans cultivated in a far-off place and sprayed many times? And do we want to pay high prices for these dubious fruit and vegetables?


More and more people are saying no to these questions. Among them are those of us who do not have much outside space but want to grow our own and enjoy some of the advantages that were traditionally gained from gardening on a vegetable plot or in a larger garden. This is easier than it sounds; many vegetables are adaptable and can be grown in reasonably compact containers.


Many people opt for a grow bag—especially for growing tomatoes. These sausage-shaped plastic bags, filled with potting mix, will fit on a small balcony, but they have little else to recommend them. For one thing, they’re extremely ugly; for another, they’re difficult to water. Various gadgets have been designed to help with the watering and to prop up the plants. But the best thing to do with a grow bag is to cut it open and use the mixture in a more attractive container.


Gardening for children


If you have children, encourage them to become involved in cultivating the produce they will eventually eat. This will teach them where and how food is grown, and they will come to realize that treating the earth with care and respect can bring delicious fresh rewards. Sowing seeds and watching them germinate and thrive is a real pleasure, and this small world of growth, harvest, and renewal that you have created will connect you and your family to the vast ecosystem of nature.
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Chard will grow well in a roomy window box on a sunny windowsill, and adding an attractive shell mulch will help to retain moisture in the potting mixture.




Gardening organically


Gardening organically is about working with nature. It is not a scientific process; it is just common sense—and has long been practiced by thoughtful gardeners. If you are growing all your vegetables in pots in a small space, it is not easy to be completely organic, since this would involve making your own compost to feed and enrich the soil. However, if you follow the famous adage “Feed the soil, not the plants,” you will be well on the way to creating healthy, sturdy, pest-resistant plants. Where possible, buy organic potting mix.


If you have enough space, make yourself a compost pile; besides reducing the amount of organic waste going to landfill, this will give you a continuous supply of rich compost to add to the soil that you will doubtless have to buy. Avoid pesticides, since these kill beneficial insects as well as those that may be devouring your crops. In reality, aphids are wonderful food for garden birds and for ladybug (ladybird) and syrphid-fly larvae; slugs are loved by frogs and toads; and snails are a delicacy for thrushes—you may have been lucky enough to hear a thrush tapping a snail shell on an “anvil” stone to reveal the nutritious flesh inside. An organic gardener values and protects these creatures. Feed your crops occasionally, especially while they are producing fruit. Use a natural fertilizer such as seaweed extract or homemade comfrey liquid (see page 16).
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Besides your vegetables, bees will pollinate your flowers.
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Adding freshly cut comfrey to your potting mix adds a boost of useful nutrients and encourages good cropping of your vegetables.


The organic method includes companion planting: pairing vegetables with flowering plants that encourage beneficial insects and predators as well as plants with a scent that repels other potential pests (see page 29). It really is a logical system.
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Bees love borage flowers for the rich, sweet nectar they produce. Borage is an annual and grows quickly into a sturdy plant covered in clear blue starlike flowers.




getting started
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The art of growing food crops is neither mysterious nor difficult. Before the widespread proliferation of supermarkets, many people managed to grow a few staple crops in order to feed their family.


We still have the same needs; perhaps we are not so poor, but many of us would like to grow at least some healthful crops to supplement our family diet. And so gardening, particularly vegetable growing, is becoming extremely popular. Gardeners are very generous people and so you will not have to look far to find help and advice. And a huge range of gardening books and magazines is available, from which you can glean much useful information.


If you are intending to grow a few vegetables in containers in a small urban space, it’s not difficult to get started. You won’t need many tools—a small trowel and fork will be useful, as will a dibble for making holes in which to plant seeds and seedlings.


A few sacks of general-purpose potting mix are essential, and a bag of well-rotted manure is useful to enrich the soil for hungry crops, such as beans and zucchini (courgette).


The nicest task will be finding and recycling suitable containers, and you will find inspiration on the following pages. Some of the projects use mulches to retain the moisture. Besides being practical, mulches can be decorative, if you use collected shells or pebbles.


Perhaps even more fun is the selection of plants. You’ll find a dazzling variety of cultivars from which to choose; but remember that, aside from annuals, you need to choose plants that will survive in your hardiness zone. Your local garden center or nursery will offer plants suited to your zone. When buying plants or seeds by mail order, remember to take this into consideration.


Don’t worry too much about pests and diseases. These are unlikely to cause much trouble, and your plants will be healthy if you try to be as organic as you can.
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Choosing containers
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Colored, rubber, all-purpose tubs make excellent, practical, and decorative planters.
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This roomy supermarket basket has been planted with spinach, holding enough potting mix to ensure a healthy crop.


The choice of containers is endless. If you use your imagination and invention to recycle items you already have, you will not only devise interesting planters but also add striking decorative touches to your outside space. Outside space is now often considered an extension of inside space. Just as you might choose a piece of furniture, a vase, or a picture to enhance an interior, you will want to choose pots and other containers to make your exterior space interesting and beautiful.


Once you start looking, you will find all sorts of objects—some discarded, rescued, or borrowed—that can be adapted or converted to make containers for growing produce. Traditional terracotta pots are lovely, but you may prefer the decorative qualities of empty olive-oil cans, for example. If color is your thing, consider acquiring some brightly colored plastic garden buckets. Old baskets can be lined with plastic to conserve moisture; galvanized buckets and tubs and wooden wine or fruit boxes are among many other options.


The planting projects in this book use a wide variety of containers, each of which has been carefully chosen to match the crop and give it the best chance of success. Some crops need less space than others. For example, quick-growing salad can be sown in a shallow container, such as a dishwashing bowl or a kitchen colander, while rooted crops, including carrots, need more depth. Beans need a long root run; but radishes, being speedy croppers, can thrive in a more limited space.
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Strawberries, both wild and cultivated, grow happily in old wooden fruit or wine boxes.
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Arugula (rocket) grows quickly and almost anywhere. All sorts of kitchen containers are well suited to this easy crop.
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Similarly, radishes are a quick-growing crop and will thrive in these small plastic bowls, and also look pretty.





Composts and soils


The most important aspect of any gardening, and the key to real success, is to make sure that your soil is fertile, well balanced in essential nutrients, and moisture retentive without being too wet. Enthusiastic beginners often become downhearted at the poor progress of their plants, not realizing that an initial investment of time, thought, and research into soils and potting mixes will provide bounteous rewards.


Start your own compost pile


If you have enough outside space, the best thing to do is to start a compost pile or bin. There are many ready-made closed systems available, most of which consist of a large plastic bin with a close-fitting lid. Among the benefits of a compost pile or bin is a reduction in the amount of waste that needs to be collected from your home. Above all, you will have a rich compost full of beneficial organisms, including worms, to add to your purchased soil. You can buy worms to add to a composting bin. These will devour your vegetable waste and convert it into much sought-after wormcast, a particularly fine and fertile compost.


Potting mix


Don’t use homemade compost or pure wormcast for sowing. Vegetable seeds need a sterile soil with no weed seeds or pathogens, which might damage the young seedlings. Poor soil can cause “damping off,” in which the base of the new stem rots and the previously healthy seedling flops over and dies.


It is advisable to buy a special seed-starting mix, which will contain a limited quantity of nutrients and fertilizer—you don’t want the seedlings to romp away with a lot of lush leafy growth and little strength.




comfrey liquid


Very rich in nutrients, comfrey liquid is believed to have almost magical properties. It is easy to make yourself. Comfrey is a common plant that grows tall and dense; its flowers are much loved by bees. If you have space, you could grow a patch specially but, if not, you may be lucky enough to find some, perhaps in a friend’s garden. Cut a plant to the ground – it will quickly regrow. Chop it up and follow the instructions on page 91. Then just add a large splash to a can of water before watering. Tomatoes, peppers, zucchini (courgette) and eggpplant (aubergine) will all benefit from a weekly feed. Comfrey leaves can also be dug into compost or used to make an excellent mulch.
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