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			Introduction

			Growing your own fruit and vegetables has so many advantages. Nothing beats the taste of produce homegrown for flavor rather than for how well it travels or for uniform size and shape. Then, of course, there is the excitement and magic of watching your produce grow and the delight of the first harvest. Finally, let’s not forget the superior levels of nutrients in freshly picked vegetables and the chance to work with nature in a fast-moving world where a connection to the land can seem ever more remote.

			At a time when we are becoming far more aware of the importance of the quality of what we eat and the impact food production has on the environment, growing your own is incredibly popular. However, there are still those who are put off by a lack of knowledge and time. But for previous generations, growing your own was second nature.

			I remember, as a child, following my grandfather around his pristine, traditional vegetable garden as he gathered a basketful of faultless produce for my family to take home. As we worked our way around the magical plot, I would nibble on tender peas straight from the plant and strawberries warm from the sun. For him, growing great vegetables was just a part of life. As an enthusiastic gardener I always wanted to give my family the same fantastic experience, and while I’d previously dabbled, it wasn’t until a few years ago that my family bought a rural retreat and I had the chance to build a real vegetable patch.

			There was, however, a major drawback: for the most part, I would only be able to tend my vegetable patch on weekends, and even then there would be plenty of other demands on my time, such as my work and, as a mother with three children, a chaotic family life. Hiring help wasn’t an option because I actually enjoyed the business of gardening, working with the seasons and having time to connect with nature and wonder at its marvels. For me, tending the vegetables myself is all part of the pleasure. I discovered that with a few tricks up my sleeve I could spend very little time in the garden for most of the year and still get a good yield. After several years of amazing productivity my weekend vegetable garden has proved to be more successful than even I could have hoped.

			In this book I explain the strategies that have made my weekend vegetable patch a success despite my limited and fragmented time for gardening. A mixture of common sense, time-saving techniques, and knowing what is really important makes growing vegetables easy. I confess that at times my vegetables have been beleaguered by weeds and subject to mild and sporadic neglect, but harvests have always been good and phenomenally tasty. True, more care may have given me marginally better yields, but I still produce more than enough to make the whole project worthwhile.

			So read on and follow my advice for achieving a successful and beautiful low-maintenance vegetable garden. Good luck, but most of all, enjoy!

			 — Clare Matthews
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			A small sample of the myriad of marvelous tastes, colors, and textures you can look forward to from your vegetable plot.

			The Keys to Success

			Once you have decided to embark on a grow-your-own project, the first step is to plan a layout for your vegetable plot that is practical, easy to manage, and not too ambitious. The way your vegetable plot is laid out, its size and the arrangement of the beds, the construction of the paths, and even the location of the garden will go a long way toward determining how easy it is to maintain and how productive it will be.

			Plan Ahead

			
					Decide what you want to grow at the beginning of the year, make a “to grow” list, and stick to it. Place an order with a nursery for delivery in late winter so that your seeds, plants, tubers, and sets arrive at just the right time for planting, relieving you of a great deal of planning and thinking.


					
Carefully consider how many plants you need to grow to feed your family and plan exactly where to plant them. Giving away tasty homegrown vegetables feels great, but an extreme glut of one crop is a waste of time and growing space. Leafing through nursery catalogs is tremendously inspiring but there is no point in ordering plants you don’t have the space to grow. The listings on pages 48–161 give a very rough indication of how much of each crop it is reasonable to grow, but this is only a starting point. Experience will show what works for you.


					
Use a notebook to keep lists, information on successes and failures, and repeat sowing plans handy. This doesn’t have to be anything fancy, just practical, as it will inevitably end up a bit grubby.Keep It Simple



					
Grow a high proportion of undemanding crops that deliver a prodigious harvest for the minimum of work, especially if you are a beginner. These generous, forgiving plants are the mainstays of the low-maintenance vegetable plot. Avoid the unreliable, demanding prima donnas of the vegetable world. Information on the easy-going plants and their fussier fellows are on pages 44–47. Just because a plant is undemanding doesn’t make it less worth growing—potatoes are one of the least fussy there is, but nothing compares to the taste of freshly dug potatoes.


					
Choose varieties with disease and pest resistance wherever possible. This gives an obvious head start in protecting precious crops. The plant listings on pages 48–161 suggest some disease-resistant varieties, but since this is such an advantage, plant breeders are developing new cultivars all the time.[image: ]

Both the leek ‘Pancho’ and beets (beetroot) ‘Boltardy’ are reliable, useful cultivars that taste great.



					Grow most crops from transplant (plug plants), or young plants ready to go straight into the garden. This will save a great deal of time, although initially it may feel like a bit of a cheat as we tend to think that real gardeners labor over seed trays, wrestle with the problems of germination and damping off, spend hours pricking out, and worry about keeping the greenhouse at the right temperature. However, if, like me, you just don’t have time for all this, leave it to the experts and order healthy young plants to arrive at your door at just the right time for planting. It is more expensive than growing everything from seed, but I don’t run a greenhouse and my homegrown vegetables are still much less expensive and tastier than those sold in stores. I also get exactly the number of plants I need, making harvests more predictable.


					Only grow from seed when it can be sown directly into the ground and won’t require a great deal of pampering.


					Use the organic “no-dig” system described on page 166 to manage the soil. This means that the traditional, physically demanding tilling (digging over) of the plot each autumn becomes unnecessary. Instead, a mulch of compost (garden compost) or well-rotted farmyard manure is spread on the soil early in the year and the worms are left to do the rest, dragging the organic matter down into the soil. Applying mulch is easier than digging, and what’s even better is that this shortcut uses natural processes to improve fertility and is actually better for the soil than all that time-consuming hard labor.


					Use a variety of mulches to reduce weeds and the need to water. Many materials suitable for use as mulches are quick and easy to spread and freely available. Applying mulch suppresses weed growth, reduces moisture loss from the soil, and is much easier than weeding. See pages 168–169 for information on marvelous, time-saving mulches.


					Install a simple irrigation system and water wisely. Watering is a chore that seems to overwhelm many vegetable growers, quite unnecessarily, and people are inclined to water too much or in the wrong way. I am positively miserly with water, encouraging plants to put down good roots and so become much less susceptible to drought. There are many plants that will not need watering most of the time, but there are times when you have to water, for example when plants are getting established, and on other occasions when a few gallons of water will really boost yield. The most basic of irrigation systems can take care of the work and the worry of watering. Components can be bought at most DIY stores and are easier to put together than most children’s construction sets. If you leave the garden to fend for itself for long periods, then an adjustable irrigation system is essential. See pages 36–37 for more on this.


					Don’t run a greenhouse. The maintenance takes time, keeping the ventilation and temperature just right is an exacting task, and purchasing and running a greenhouse can be costly. By buying crops as small plants or sowing seed directly into the soil, the need for a greenhouse is avoided and things are kept simple.


					Take steps to prevent problems with pests and diseases. This is a much easier strategy than trying to eradicate a pest or disease once it has a good foothold, especially if, like me, you have decided to do without chemical quick fixes. If you only visit your plot on the weekend or once or twice a week, plenty of damage can be done before you know it, robbing you of your eagerly awaited harvest.


					Talk to local experienced gardeners. Ask them about the soil, what grows well, and which pests are a problem. This is a much quicker route to accumulating knowledge than spending years gardening on a trial-and-error basis. Most gardeners are only too happy to share their tips and triumphs and bemoan their failures.[image: ]

Perfect for Halloween, these ‘Racer’ pumpkins are remarkably simple to grow and a great first plant for children. However, they occupy a good deal of growing area and may not be a sensible use of space in a small plot.

Work on the Soil



					Good, fertile soil gives you the best chance of growing trouble-free fruit and vegetables. There is little point in launching enthusiastically into the planting and sowing of seeds until your soil is somewhere near right. It is the one area where you just can’t cut corners. Put simply, the soil nourishes the plants that will hopefully nourish you, and a fertile, living soil is more likely to produce the bumper crops we all want.


					Plants in fertile soil will be stronger and better able to withstand hardship. The “no-dig” system described on page 166 delivers a fertile soil naturally.Adopt a Relaxed Approach



					
Know which tasks take priority and focus on them in the time you have. If you are short on time the secret to gardening well is knowing how best to spend what little you have. Getting seeds and plants into the ground is always the most urgent task (if this doesn’t get done there will be no vegetables), along with checking on what needs watering or adjusting the irrigation system. Anything else can wait if it has to.


					
Turn a blind eye to innocuous weeds in unimportant places until you have time to deal with them. Some weeds really can be left, without guilt, for a while. Others are best tackled quickly to save time and trouble later. The details of this pragmatic approach to weeding are explained on page 179.


					
Expect a few failures. All gardeners have them, and sometimes they are completely inexplicable.


					
If you are producing tasty fruit and vegetables you have succeeded, even if your plot is not glossy-magazine perfection. Have realistic expectations; with buckets of time, money, and staff anyone could run a perfect-looking plot, with row upon row of vegetables of every description and the soil looking good enough to eat. Most of us, however, have to settle for something a little less than perfect, but that can still be brilliantly productive.Make It Enjoyable



					Grow produce you really want to eat. Keeping the initial bout of enthusiasm going is vital—if your vegetable plot project is to work it needs to have tangible rewards, so growing things you can’t wait to eat is important. Why waste time and space growing cabbage if you rarely eat it when you could be growing something you find delicious?


					Begin with just a few crops to avoid the vegetable garden becoming a burden. Keeping everything on a manageable scale ensures that your grow-your-own project remains a pleasure and not a chore. As soon as it begins to feel like a weighty responsibility, the pleasure evaporates, leading to neglect and failure. Start small, gain skills and confidence, and then take on more. This is particularly relevant if time is in short supply.


					Make your plot a great place to spend time and have some fun. If time in the garden is precious, it is much nicer to spend that time in a pretty, charming, comfortable space, even if you are working. Include decorative set pieces and benches or chairs for a quick cup of tea or coffee. Use companion planting and flowers for cutting to infuse the productive rows with color and scent and your vegetable patch will soon become a wonderful place to spend time. Pages 214–217 explain how to make your kitchen garden special.[image: ]

Having a few basic tools in a handy trug or basket that can be grabbed en route to the vegetable patch is a real time-saver.

[image: ]

PART I: Design, Construction, and Planning

If you want everything in your vegetable plot to run smoothly and without unnecessary effort, getting things right at the planning stage really helps. A bit of thought, research, and time spent considering the space available will ensure that you get your garden off to the best possible start. Moreover, with easily maintained beds, practical paths, and a “to grow” list, the garden will keep the family savoring nutritious, homegrown produce throughout the year. Building your garden will be the most costly and time-consuming part of your grow-your-own endeavor, but you don’t necessarily need DIY skills or an enormous budget. There are myriad ways to build a garden, from a simple bed dug in an area of grass to an intricate, geometric pattern of brick-edged raised beds.

Design

Choosing the Right Location

Choosing the right location is the best way to start if you want to grow great vegetables with the minimum of effort. Give the vegetable plot the best growing space in the garden and you will be saving yourself the struggle of trying to modify an area that is less than perfect. While it is perfectly possible to improve the negative aspects of some sites, it is just easier not to. The ideal location is fairly sunny and sheltered with good, well-drained soil that is not prone to flooding, becoming waterlogged, or drying out completely, and where there is no competition from the roots of large trees or areas of shade.

Some difficulties can be overcome. A windy site, for instance, can be protected by adding a windbreak in the form of fencing or a trellis or wires held on posts that are used to support rugged climbers. Poor soil can be worked on and beefed up or escaped by building raised beds (see pages 17–18) and a shady area might be opened up by careful pruning. If the plot has to be close to the house, it can be prettied up enough to be proud of. But regardless of the situation, be realistic about what you can achieve.

The Basics

Give your vegetable plot the area with the most favorable growing conditions in the garden. The ideal is a fairly sunny, sheltered spot, with good soil and good drainage.

Size

Having a large, beautiful, and bountiful kitchen garden is a wonderful dream, but it pays not to get too adventurous too soon, especially if you are a first-time gardener. Getting behind with the work on the vegetable plot or having too many problems with pests and diseases to deal with can soon lead to poor yields and, worse, disillusionment. It is much better to have a patch half or a quarter of the size of the dream garden in your imagination, enabling you to enjoy the time you spend in the garden and gather a healthy harvest. The project is then a pleasure and a triumph rather than a burden, and you can always expand your plot as your knowledge and confidence grows.

My vegetable plot, for example, has been extended twice and is now four times its original area. It started from very tentative beginnings with just ten small, pretty raised beds covering an area of 182 square feet (17 square meters) with the addition of four much larger growing areas during the second year. This all went well, so I added another four large beds in the third year, giving me a total growing area of just over 720 square feet (67 square meters). The final addition was a modest asparagus bed, and while I would dearly love more space, this is the maximum area I’m comfortable managing, and I know not to be too ambitious.

If you have a community garden plot and the space is too daunting to begin with, try sharing with friends or offering a section to a fellow community gardener whose plot is bursting at the seams. Or it is perfectly acceptable to allow half to lie fallow for a while under a mulch of heavy black plastic or green manure until you are ready to expand.

The Basics

Start small, gain confidence and skills, then expand your plot.

[image: ]

These chunky lumber beds look fantastic, are incredibly practical, and will last for years.

Raised Beds

Growing in beds, raised or otherwise, is an alternative to the open or community garden-style productive garden. It is very efficient and offers plenty of benefits for those trying to cut down on the time spent maintaining their vegetable garden. I really don’t think I could successfully manage my plot any other way. It reduces an overwhelming expanse of land into easily tackled chunks, saving time and effort.

A raised bed is a planting area with a soil level significantly above the natural soil level, normally contained within a frame and surrounded by permanent paths. Although often constructed from wood, raised beds can be made from just about anything durable that will form a frame to hold soil. Brick, stone, or low hurdles all work well, although hurdles are not particularly robust or long-lived. The simplest raised bed is constructed of lumber—reclaimed scaffolding boards are perfect—which are nailed or screwed to stakes hammered into the ground. My first set of raised beds was made by a local carpenter out of very chunky lumber with lovely mortise and tenon joints at each corner. They are effectively freestanding “flat pack” beds that can be taken apart and rearranged or reused elsewhere. A product of my doubts about how successful my weekend vegetable plot would be, the design gave me the option of transforming the beds into something else, somewhere else, should my doubts have proved right.

[image: ]

Chic metal raised beds give the vegetable plot a contemporary feel.

The Basics

Raised above the normal soil level and constructed of wood, brick, or other durable materials, raised beds allow you to create excellent, fertile soil and escape problems with bad drainage or thin soil. Crops can be grown more intensively in raised beds, giving you a better harvest for less effort.

Advantages of Raised Beds



					Perhaps the most important advantage of all is that raised beds allow you to escape unfavorable soil. This enables you to ensure the best growing conditions possible by filling your beds with a 50-50 mix of good-quality topsoil and well-rotted organic matter to produce great soil and, in turn, vigorous, productive plants. Where the underlying soil is very wet, the ground below the bed needs to be tilled and some gravel or sand worked in before the new soil is added to ensure good drainage. In most circumstances the beds need only be about 12 in. (30 cm) deep, though in very damp areas the depth can be 24 in. (60 cm) or more to ensure good drainage. Higher beds are also an excellent option for gardeners with back problems.


					When growing in raised beds you only need to maintain, water, weed, and cultivate the core growing area. The beds can be planted more intensively by arranging plants with less space between them than in the traditional open vegetable garden or community garden plot, so you get more tasty produce for the area maintained. Closer spacing also cuts down on weeding, too, since more of the soil is covered with plants and the weeds are deprived of light.


					The soil in raised beds warms up more quickly in the spring than soil in an open vegetable garden or community garden plot, allowing plants and seeds to get a faster start.


					Having neat islands of raised garden surrounded by paths makes working in the garden convenient and allows you to harvest crops in all kinds of weather since there is no need to walk on the soil. This is very handy when you are short of time and can’t be picky about when you venture outdoors. Growing in beds also works very well with the time-saving “no-dig” method described on page 166.


					Plants are easily protected from frost or pests in a neat, regular, confined area. Wire or plastic pipe hoops that neatly span the bed can hold row covers, chicken wire, or insect-proof mesh.


					A crisp pattern of well-constructed beds will give you a head start in keeping the garden looking neat and well tended. A pretty arrangement of beds instantly makes the garden look more appealing and decorative, adding value and elevating the humble vegetable patch to “truly beautiful kitchen garden.” Taking the time to give your plot what is often termed “good bones,” being a strong, structured design, will go a long way toward engendering the illusion of tidiness even through those inevitable times of slight neglect.


					If you are lucky enough to have great soil, raised beds may seem unnecessary. In this case, laying out a series of low beds at the existing soil level bounded by permanent paths will give many of the same advantages and can be managed in the same “no-dig” way.[image: ]

This large, ornamental vegetable garden has an arrangement of low beds. Bay trees and teepees add height.

Layout

The way you choose to lay out your beds will have a big impact on how simple they are to tend and how the garden looks. The neatness and beauty of your plot may not trouble you as you may be in it only for the delicious food, but for most gardeners creating a wonderful space and an area to be proud of helps make tending the garden more of a pleasure and less of a chore.

How Much Growing Area?

This will be governed by how much space you have available, what kind of crops you hope to grow, and how much you want to take on in the first year. If you aim to concentrate on salad greens, tomatoes, and cucumbers you will only need a few small beds, perhaps measuring 3 x 4 ft. (1 x 1.2 m). If you want to grow bulk crops like onions and potatoes then more cultivated space and larger beds will be more practical, perhaps 10–16 x 4 ft. (3–5 x 1.2 m). A combination of large and small beds will suit most people and will make for interesting design possibilities. I started with 182 square feet (17 square meters) and this was easily manageable, but this setup lacked the longer beds ideal for bulk crops.

What Size and Shape Beds?

The basic rule is that a bed can be as long as you like but only ever less than twice your arm’s length wide, meaning that you can tend the bed, weed, harvest, and mulch without ever having to walk on the soil. However, in reality very long beds can become a nuisance as you move around the garden. Square and rectangular beds are easiest to cultivate; while intricate shapes, triangles, and circles may look fantastic, they are hard to construct and tend. It is well worth carefully measuring your area and drawing out your proposed pattern to scale, leaving space for decorative elements like benches, trees, or whatever takes your fancy. There is nothing wrong with taking the easy option either; if you plan to use scaffolding boards, making beds the length of each board or half a board cuts down work and is economical. If you have old paving stones to use for paths, make the length of your beds fit neatly with these to avoid cutting stones or having oddly constructed paths and corners.

[image: ]

An intricate pattern of box-edged beds makes this vegetable plot very attractive, although maybe not the easiest to maintain.

The Basics

Beds should be narrow enough to be tended without stepping on the soil, ideally between 3 ft. (1 m) and 4 ft. (1.2 m) wide, and as long as is practical. Complex-shaped beds are likely to be less convenient.

Paths

There is nothing more irritating than trying to maneuver a fully loaded wheelbarrow around tight corners or in confined spaces. So at least some of your paths need to be wide enough to turn a wheelbarrow, keeping in mind that if all has gone to plan by mid summer the beds will be literally overflowing with an abundance of vegetables. To save space, secondary paths can be just wide enough to walk along, so long as all beds are accessible from the major pathways.

The surface of the path is also important. If you are converting a patch of lawn to a productive garden, then the temptation might be to keep the areas of grass between beds as the paths—this is cheap and easy, and I have to concede that carefully mown, lush green grass paths look fabulous. However, mowing the paths takes time, trimming or clipping up against beds is fiddly, and lush green paths soon become slippery or threadbare when the weather is very wet or hot. All-weather surfaces are much more practical; gravel, brick, or concrete slabs work well. For ease, economy, good looks, and practicality, gravel wins for me. It never gets slippery, drains easily, and constructing a gravel path can be done quickly by almost anyone. Any weeds are a cinch to remove as there is little to get their roots into.

Building a Gravel Path

To lay a gravel path in a vegetable garden it is sufficient to cover the area of the path with a heavy-duty weed-suppressing landscape fabric. If possible, tuck the edges of the fabric under the sides of the beds to keep weeds from finding even the hint of a chink of light. Pin down the fabric with large-headed plastic landscape fabric pins and allow a generous overlap where edges meet, then add a 2–3 in. (5–7.5 cm) layer of gravel. Any more and walking becomes hard work; any less and bald patches constantly appear. The same method could be used to build a bark chip path, but this is not nearly so practical or attractive. Bark chips tend to hold moisture, clogging together in wet weather, sticking to boots and barrow, and eventually they will break down and need regular replenishing.

[image: ]

A decorative brick path is a practical and attractive option in the vegetable garden.

The Basics

Main paths should be wide enough for a wheelbarrow to turn, even when the beds are overflowing with luscious vegetables.

Use a rugged, all-weather surface.

[image: ]

This beautiful path of brick diamonds infilled with gravel is lavish in width and construction, in keeping with this rather grand vegetable garden.

Designing the Beds

Ignoring practical considerations will result in a garden that is not as straightforward to look after as it could be. However, practical and delightful can go hand in hand. If you are concerned only with the practical, you have less to think about in laying out your garden, but also much less to look forward to!

A simple geometric pattern of beds works well in both respects. This approach naturally creates vistas and spaces for focal points—this might be a simple bench or standard bay, a rustic scarecrow, or even a piece of sculpture. It is your garden—you can make it as decorative as you want and in your own style, for you to enjoy. Ballerina fruit trees, teepees, standard bays, and trellises can all be used to add some height. (This aspect of the vegetable garden is dealt with on pages 214–217.) As you draw out the pattern of your beds, don’t forget to leave space for some decorative and fun elements if it appeals to you.

[image: ]

The best temporary garden seating is the traditional deck chair—perfect for relaxing in after a burst of gardening.

One word of caution—the kitchen garden tradition, seen perhaps at its most grand in the chateaux of France, often employs a multitude of small box-edged beds, or those edged with lavender. This looks fantastic but really cuts down on the growing space in each bed, and larger beds are required for bulk crops such as potatoes. It can be frustrating to see a large part of the growing area you have worked hard to create supporting an unproductive plant and suffer the inconvenience of working over the low hedge.

If you start small, your successes will undoubtedly inspire you to extend your vegetable patch. It is worth considering how you might do this when planning phase one, leaving options for the further seamless development of the plot. After a couple of seasons growing, you will have a better idea of what works for you and your family.

The Basics

A strong, geometric pattern of beds looks good.

Include decorative elements that appeal to you.

[image: ]

My vegetable garden in its first year during early summer. It soon became a favorite place to relax in and watch the vegetables grow.

Construction

Preparing the Ground

It would be a rare and fine thing if you were fortunate enough to be starting your vegetable garden in an area of perfect, cultivated soil; it is probably at best turf or more likely a neglected mixture of weeds and brambles. There are a number of ways these might be dealt with, some much less work than others. It is worth remembering that getting the preparation right and making the soil as weed free as possible at this stage is in fact a time-saving strategy—dealing with weeds in an empty plot is much simpler than when they pop up among a row of onions or carrot seedlings.

Clearing the Ground by Digging

There is no way to dress it up—clearing the ground by digging is backbreaking, time-consuming, hard work where attention to detail is paramount. If you are a time-poor gardener this may not appeal to you, although I have heard of those who have tried to evoke a party spirit to make the task more bearable, inviting friends along to help, with the promise of good food and wine later! Great, so long as the quality of work stays high. Essentially, this is weeding on a grand scale, and as such the golden rule of weeding applies—“get the entire root out.” The longer the space has been neglected the tougher the job will be, as some perennial plants have roots that spread great distances and to amazing depths. Any short section of root or rhizome left in the ground will grow into a new plant. The reality is that it is impossible to successfully remove all the roots and this is but the first strike in an ongoing battle, so it pays to make this clearance as effective as possible to make regrowth weak and easy to manage. If you are anxious for a quick fix don’t be tempted to try a rototiller—this will just cut weed roots into tiny pieces and replant them all over the area, spreading the problem and ensuring weeds will persist for years to come.

Clearing the Ground by Covering

This is really only an option if you are not in a hurry to get growing. Rather than removing the weeds, they are killed by depriving them of light by first trimming or stamping down the top growth and then covering the whole area with thick cardboard, thick black plastic, or heavy-duty weed-suppressing landscape fabric. This must be held down securely and in a way that you are happy to look at for some time as it could take up to three seasons for the toughest of weeds to die. You could compromise and clear half your plot the hard way by digging and cover the remaining part of the garden for a couple of seasons and then perhaps grow potatoes in the covered area. Growing potatoes on newly cultivated ground has the advantage of keeping weed regrowth down, since soil is moved around as they are earthed up. Alternatively, growing potatoes through a sheet mulch of black plastic also suppresses weeds.

Clearing the Ground by Spraying

Using a chemical spray to clear the ground takes maybe the least effort, although it is not as straightforward as you may think. The results are not instant, plants may take several weeks to die, and established weeds will probably regrow and require a further treatment. So the whole process may take a couple of months. There are several suitable chemicals on the market, but read the manufacturer’s instructions carefully and choose one fit for the purpose, rather than one that persists in the soil. If, like me, you’d prefer to run your vegetable patch without resorting to herbicides and pesticides, this isn’t an option. It’s a personal choice, but I choose to grow as organically as I can, since I will be feeding the food I grow to my family and friends.

Preparing the Ground by Deep-Layer Mulching

As an incredibly time-efficient way to clear a new area of ground and simultaneously create a fertile growing medium, deep-layer mulching (or lasagna gardening) will appeal to those who like a good shortcut. This method of establishing a new growing area is not without work, but it is less tedious and requires no weeding, plus you create a great growing medium in the process. I have used this method to both clear ground and rescue beds that have been neglected, and it has worked well.

Basically, the turf or weeds are buried under a layer of either corrugated cardboard or a thick wad of newspaper, followed by layers of organic matter, and finally compost or topsoil. Buried under the thick layers and deprived of light, the weeds should die and the paper layer will gradually rot away. Annual weeds do not survive being deeply buried. In theory some perennials might, but in my experience few do and those that do reappear are weak and easy to deal with.

Deep-layer mulching can be done within the raised bed frame or in low beds, where it will raise the soil level into a nice, free-draining hump. There is a whole range of organic material that can be used to build up the layers, but if you have anything you suspect may contain weed seeds it should be put under the cardboard or paper weed barrier. The trick is to add the material in layers—lush green material should be followed by a coarser material like old plant stems or straw so that decomposition happens quickly and effectively. Use layers of about 6 in. (15 cm) thick or less, build up a minimum of 10–12 in. (25–30 cm), and finish with a layer of homemade compost or topsoil. You could build mulch deeper than this if you have the material available or if you add to the bed over time, starting in the autumn for planting in the spring, say. As the material rots to produce a fantastically fertile growing material the level will drop. Accumulating the material may take a bit of planning, but fortunately almost everything you need should be available for free. Stables are normally only too pleased to part with manure, grass clippings can be begged from neighbors, and coarse garden and kitchen waste stockpiled. You can do this over a number of weeks so long as you get enough material down to begin with to check the weeds. In the first year the resulting soil may be a little rough, depending on how you have built your layers.

Suitable Materials for Deep-Layer Mulching



					Well-rotted manure


					Hay (below the weed barrier)


					Straw

					Plant-based kitchen waste


					Leaf mold

					Leaves (use in thin layers or mixed with something else as they tend to clump together in a mat)


					Grass clippings


					Wood ash

					Seaweed

					Plant debris

					Newspaper

					CompostThe Basics

Time consuming, removing all top growth and roots by hand.

Rototilling can increase a weed problem.

Killing all plant life by excluding light with a covering for at least a year.

Using chemicals to kill all plant life.

Covering the area to be cleared with paper or cardboard and a thick layer of organic matter produces a very fertile soil.
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Transformed from rough ground to fertile bed by deep-layer mulching, in an hour or so the area is ready for planting.
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Creating a Deep-Layer Mulch Bed



			

			
					Trim or stamp down the vegetation growing on the area to be cultivated and remove any large pieces of debris or stones. Water the ground thoroughly if it is dry. Lay down the cardboard or newspaper several sheets thick, covering the whole area and leaving a generous overlap of at least 6 in. (15 cm) where pieces meet.


					Start adding layers of organic material, each about 2–3 in. (5–7 cm) thick. Alternate lush green material, such as grass clippings, with coarser material like straw or old plant stems, including layers of compost if you have it.


					Add a final thick layer of compost or topsoil. If you are planting small seeds in your bed, then the final layer will need to be a fine (and probably store-bought) planting mix.


					The deep-layer mulch bed is now ready. Beans, potatoes, zucchinis (courgettes), summer squash (marrows), winter squash, and perennials such as rhubarb will thrive in their first year in the rich mix you have created.First Phase of My Vegetable Patch

A fair bit of time and expense went into the construction of my first small vegetable garden, although subsequent phases were much less lavish. However, such time and expense are not essential, and the general principles I employed will apply to many vegetable gardens. I started with an undulating area of rough grass peppered with weeds such as dock, creeping buttercup, and dandelions. I decided to have this leveled to make matters simpler. If you embark upon any leveling activity, be sure to preserve as much topsoil as you can and return it to the site over the subsoil once it is level. Also avoid creating what is known as a pan, where the soil becomes compacted and then drains badly.

I share my rural garden area with rabbits, deer, and badgers, so to avoid also sharing my vegetables I surrounded the plot with 6 1/2 ft. (2 m) high wildlife-proof fencing. The beds are made from 8 3/4 x 2 in. (22 x 5 cm) lumber with mortise and tenon joints at the corners. I had the wooden beds put together by a local carpenter, and I designed them to be freestanding and essentially “flatpack” so once they were hammered together on-site I could shuffle them around to get the best layout possible.

Very heavy-duty weed-suppressing landscape fabric was used to cover the areas of the paths and tucked firmly under the edges of the beds and pinned down with a good overlap. It really is worthwhile making sure the weeds have no way through.
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A weed-suppressing landscape fabric covers the soil and was cut from the insides of the beds where necessary, leaving a generous margin to prevent weeds from finding a way through.
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The corners of the beds are held in place with mortise and tenon joints cut by a carpenter.
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Gravel paths leave plenty of space to maneuver wheelbarrows around the garden. The simple layout looks neat and tidy.
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Making Rope Supports

Vegetable gardens can be a bit flat, so to give mine some permanent height I designed some triangular rope supports in L-shaped beds at the corners. They have proved very practical, with hairy, synthetic hemp-like rope giving good grip to beans and sweet peas, and they look good even when not being used. I chose this synthetic rope because it not only looks natural but also provides years of service in the garden.



			

			
					Sturdy posts slot into the corners of the beds using a clever half joint cut by a carpenter.


					To add stability, a couple of screws pass through the posts into the edge of the frame. Pre-drilling the holes makes this easier.


					Holes are drilled at regular intervals on the edge of the frame and vertical posts, and ropes go from one side of the frame through the post to the other, keeping the rope taut.[image: ]

Filling the Beds



			

			
					Fill the beds with a mixture of topsoil, well-rotted manure, and compost before the gravel paths are put down, as this is inevitably a messy job. If drainage is likely to be a problem, the area below the bed will need some work (see page 18).


					As a rough guide, add one wheelbarrow of organic matter for every barrowful of topsoil used.


					Add the soil and organic matter in thin layers. Spread them out and avoid compacting them too firmly.


					Fill the beds to just below the top edge—the soil level will fall naturally as the soil settles. The beds are now ready for planting. I also spread a 2–3 in. (5–7.5 cm) layer of local gravel over the weed-suppressing landscape fabric and the paths.Adding to My Vegetable Patch

I built my original vegetable plot in early spring since I gardened in that season and decided I could cope with more. Initially, I thought I would neither want nor have the time to grow bulk crops such as potatoes, onions, and leeks, so I went for small, neat raised beds, but I found I could take on more space and the idea of some larger beds appealed to me. So the following spring I created large beds measuring 5 x 18 ft. (1.5 x 5.5 m) outside the protective fencing, in the shape of a capital E. I reasoned that if I chose what I grew here wisely the wildlife might not be an issue. So far this has worked well with onions, garlic, potatoes, and leeks. For other crops I give temporary protection (see pages 184–187).

The new beds gave me a burst of enthusiasm and the chance to grow a lot more produce, including cut flowers. This was more work and I tolerated a few more weeds, but the rewards were worth the effort. The following spring I added three more large beds the mirror image of the first, separated from them by a gravel area with herbs planted in pots and a large gazing ball. This gave me yet more space, more work, and a little more chaos but the garden still works well. Sometimes it is not that neat, things do occasionally get out of hand, and my raspberries may spend a few weeks sharing their bed with buttercups or the zucchinis (courgettes) with the occasional nettle, but they all get dealt with eventually and the harvests of truly succulent, nutritious fruits and vegetables are still excellent.
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My low-maintenance vegetable garden in early summer.

Irrigation Systems

Although I advocate watering wisely for a whole range of reasons (see pages 180–181), there are times when watering is an unavoidable necessity and a time-consuming chore. Pottering around with a watering can on a summer’s morning can be enjoyable, but if you are a time-poor gardener or someone who has to leave the garden to fend for itself for long periods then it’s just not possible. A great many crops can be left without water, but recently planted transplants (plug plants) or young seedlings need to be pampered a little and given ample water to help them get established. A very simple automatic irrigation system is the solution. Components are available from DIY stores or online and simply push together to form a system tailor-made for your plot. It is important that the system is equipped with a basic timer so you can set it for as long as is necessary and that the delivery nozzles can be turned off, since you will not need to irrigate the whole garden all the time.

The timing device attaches to a series of black plastic hoses that run around the garden and through each bed, and T-pieces and L-shaped connectors mean that you can make the shapes you need and divide the hoses if necessary. Narrow feeder tubes can then be joined to the main hose and an appropriate dripper or nozzle. The main hoses can easily be hidden under the gravel or paths. A simpler option is a length of soaker hose that can be attached to a timer and moved around from bed to bed as needed. However you build your system, you must have the ability to turn areas off as you will rarely, if ever, want to water everything at the same time. Realistically, you will need to review what is getting watered at least every one or two weeks.
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 The force of the water flowing through this nozzle causes it to spin, delivering water over a wide area. This is not a good choice if large leaves will stop the water from reaching the soil.
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A simple nozzle that can be turned on and off delivers water to a small area at soil level, so little is lost.

There are some more traditional and homespun methods of giving thirsty crops like the zucchinis (courgettes), cucumbers, and pumpkins a constant supply of water. One of these is based on ollas and is traditionally used in South America. These are large, bulb-shaped terracotta pots buried in the ground at the center of a bed with the mouth just showing. The pot is filled with water, and as the plants and evaporation remove water from the surrounding soil, the water seeps through the body of the porous pot to replace it. Very simple, yet very effective.

The Basics

If you are short on time, can only visit your plot occasionally, or need to leave your plot unattended for long periods of time, then install a basic automatic irrigation system.

Everything you need is available from DIY stores or online.

Research the available components and draw up a basic plan before buying. 

Making a Simple Irrigation System

A simple olla system can be made using two large terracotta flowerpots as follows:



			

			
					Close the drainage hole in one pot using a piece of tile and silicone sealant.


					Place a generous amount of silicone sealant around the top of the rim of one pot and balance the second pot on the sealant so the rims match perfectly. Leave it to dry overnight.


					Dig a hole in the center of the area to be irrigated large enough to accommodate both pots and set the pots in the hole so that the open drainage hole is uppermost. Backfill the hole so that the base of the pot is about 1 in. (2.5 cm) above the soil.


					Water the bed well and fill the olla—a funnel may be helpful. Top up whenever the water level is low.[image: ]

Two terracotta pots joined by a generous layer of silicone sealant to form a single vessel.
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The joined pots are buried in the soil where needed with just the top showing an inch or so above the soil.

Planning

Carefully planning what to grow and where to grow it is just as important for making your vegetable patch efficient as planning your garden. This kind of planning is invaluable for beginners and experienced vegetable growers alike.

The Basics

Make a well-thought-out “what to grow” list early in the year and stick to it.

Place orders with mail-order nurseries in time for delivery to your door at the right time for planting.

Planning What to Grow

The ideal time to plan what to grow is in late winter, before things in the garden are stirring. It is always exciting to leaf through seed catalogs and fire up your enthusiasm for another year in the garden. The detail of which crops are a good option for the low-maintenance vegetable garden is covered in What to Grow starting on page 42, but it is worth considering the principle and value of having a plan here.

Make a realistic list of what you would like to grow. Use a photocopy of your garden layout plan to mark what you plan to grow where—this will help to curb over-ordering and ensures you have space for everything. The listings on pages 48–161 give guidance on how much space you might want to allot to each crop and should be used as a very rough guide to help you out until you gain experience. Once you have made this list, stick to it. It is easy to be seduced by colorful seed packets, unusual varieties, or perky young plants at the garden center or nursery but try to resist. I have succumbed to such temptations and regretted it since I try to shoehorn in this unnecessary indulgence.

If it is your first year, leave space in your plan for the permanent plants that will produce year after year. Choose their location carefully and consider the shade that tall plants, such as raspberries, might cast over neighboring beds.

The most time-effective way to deal with obtaining plants and seeds is by mail order. Seed catalogs and the Internet have a wealth of varieties available and solid information. You can place your order early in the year and plants and seeds should arrive at your door in good time to get them in the ground. If you get it right this is a once-a-year task.
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If you plan and place a mail order early in the year, young plants, like these leeks, arrive at your door carefully packaged, ready to plant out at just the right time of year.
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A sturdy box with index cards and a lid is a practical way to keep seed packets tidy.

Making Lists

A vegetable garden notebook is invaluable. Each year I begin with a list of the plants and seeds I have ordered, and a plan of where I aim to grow them is always tucked in the back, along with the plans from previous years. The other important list is an inventory of every variety of any crop I have ever grown with comments. It is a handy reminder of what has done well, what has tasted particularly good, and, most importantly, what has failed to thrive. When I plan my order at the beginning of the year, a glance at this list makes life easier. While it is always fun to try new varieties, it is good to have the guaranteed bumper harvest of proven favorites.

This notebook can also record a timetable for repeat sowing of crops to ensure an extended harvest and tasks to be done. Often when you have a short time in the garden, the valuable first ten minutes can be spent deciding what to do or a whole 30 minutes can pass by with a bit of general, pleasurable pottering and nothing worthwhile achieved, so my notebook holds a sort of rolling “things to do” list, which I update each time I garden, so, in theory at least, vital tasks get done. It sounds a bit rigid, but if I have 20 minutes and I know peas need sowing, strawberries need straw around them, and the onions need hoeing, it seems to get done. By midsummer the list gets very short and most of my time in the garden is spent picking vegetables, which is much nicer than time spent in the supermarket.
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If you are a busy person, crops that need repeat sowing are easily forgotten, so a simple list of what to sow when is invaluable. This second batch of peas is being sown just a few weeks after the first; as the first batch finishes producing, the second should begin.

The Basics

Keep a simple notebook with lists of plants ordered.

Use it to plan your time and keep track of repeat sowing.
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A vegetable garden notebook and a basic plan of what is going to grow where help the vegetable plot to run efficiently.
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Part II: What to Grow

Choosing what to grow is one of the key factors for a successful and easily managed vegetable garden. Some crops are tolerant and easygoing and will reward little care with a bumper harvest of great-tasting vegetables. Others are prima donnas who have particular demands that must be met, often at great effort, for them to produce successfully, and there are plenty that fall in between. Since we are looking for the maximum reward for the minimum effort the prima donnas are out (unless, of course, they are your favorite and worth the fuss, at the expense of growing other things). One cultivar of a plant may be much easier to grow than another, either in general or specifically because of the conditions in your garden. It is far easier to choose plants that will thrive in your particular circumstances than face the challenge of a relentless battle to provide what a particular plant requires. For example, peppers and eggplants (aubergines) will struggle in colder areas without protection and perhaps artificial heat, so may not be an option if your vegetable plot is cooler and exposed.

Choosing What to Grow

Your vegetable garden is all about providing you with great things to eat, so start by listing all those fruits and vegetables that your family will enjoy feasting on, things that will make the project worthwhile. There is a common vision of vegetable plots with orderly ranks of parsnips, runner beans, rutabagas (swedes), and leeks and a tendency to think that your patch should include these. The reality is that if you are putting your precious time into growing something it should be a vegetable that’s a staple in your kitchen and something you will eagerly anticipate harvesting.

Once you have made your list check the ease with which things are grown and the suitability for your plot. There are some crops that I don’t recommend in a low-maintenance plot, unless you are fanatical about them and are willing to take on the challenge of growing them (see pages 46–47). The second consideration is how much space you need to dedicate to each crop to get a good harvest. Each entry in the listings on pages 48–161 gives a good idea of this. Ask yourself if there is space in your plot. If you only want to maintain a small space, then plants with a big space requirement, however easy to grow, may be unsuitable. Statuesque artichokes, for example, may deliver a gourmet crop, but each plant will probably deliver two or three suppers each year and occupy 11 square feet (1 square meter) of your plot, permanently. Third, look at when you can expect to harvest each crop; if you are away for long periods, it would be a shame to miss the best of anything.

Below are three lists detailing the “very easy to grow,” the “easy to grow,” and the “fairly easy to grow.” Those in the first list are forgiving plants that will reward very little care and even neglect with basket-loads of flavorful produce. The second-list plants are just a little more demanding of your time or conditions, but certainly not a challenge—in most cases what makes them more difficult than those in the first list is the need to protect them from pests or their need for water. The third category need a bit more fuss. Much of the fruit falls into the second category purely because it requires pruning, although it has the advantage of being a permanent fixture.

Complete beginners and those really wanting very little to do would do well to grow plenty of things from the “very easy” list and have a really rewarding first season.

The Basics

Grow what you like to eat.

Choose plants that give abundant harvests for little care, especially to begin with.

Don’t try to grow a bit of everything.

How Easy Are They to Grow?

Very Easy


	Potatoes

	Zucchinis (courgettes)


	
Onions and shallots


	Rhubarb

	Runner beans

	
Jerusalem artichokes


	Leeks

	
Spring onions


	
Perpetual spinachEasy



	Kale

	
Pumpkins and squashes


	Salad leaves

	Radishes

	Garlic

	Artichokes

	Celeriac

	
Peas and snow peas (mangetout)


	Strawberries

	
Black currants


	Blackberries

	Gooseberries

	Raspberries

	Red currants

	Asparagus

	
Beets (beetroot)Fairly Easy



	Carrots

	
Broccoli and calabrese


	
Green beans (French beans)


	Cabbage

	
Fava beans (broad beans)


	Sweet corn

	Swiss chard

	Lettuce

	Tomatoes

	
Peppers and chili peppers


	Cucumbers

	
Eggplants (aubergines)Choosing Which Cultivar to Grow

Growing your own is all about great flavors, so always, always go for cultivars known for their great taste. Beyond this there are a number of characteristics to look for that will really cut down your workload and ensure bumper harvests. The listings on pages 48–161 suggest a few well-proven varieties to try, but there are new selections available every year. Seed catalogs and seed packets are marketing tools, but good ones are also crammed with information about how varieties are likely to perform.

The Basics

Look for flavor, heavy production, and disease resistance.

What to Look For

Look for prolific production over a long period of time. It is common sense that if one plant will give you 10 percent more vegetables than another or will deliver vegetables for several weeks longer, then you are getting better value for your time and money. Resistance to pests and diseases is also an important factor to consider. Tending a crop for weeks, eagerly anticipating a fantastic harvest, only to find it ravaged by pests or ruined by disease is incredibly disappointing. So it is not surprising that a great deal of effort has gone into developing plants that will not suffer attacks from common pests and diseases. Protecting crops from things like carrot fly and cabbage root fly, for example, is time consuming and not always effective, so choosing cultivars with built-in resistance really makes sense, especially if you have experienced a problem before. Unfortunately, resistance does not mean complete and guaranteed immunity.
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The zucchini (courgette) cultivar ‘Orelia’ gives a remarkably bountiful harvest of nutritious yellow fruits.
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One of the easiest crops to grow, onions require no care beyond weeding to give a great harvest.

Flavor

The exact taste of the produce you grow will be dependent on many things: the variety, of course, but soil, climate, and watering all have a part to play. Fruits grown in direct sunlight are likely to be sweeter and the more water some crops receive, the more diluted the flavor is. There can even be a variation between plants. I have two ‘Oregon Thornless’ blackberry plants that are only 10 ft. (3 m) apart, yet one produces the most fragrant, sweet berries, while the berries from the other, though they look the same, are only fit for cooking. So, although a variety is renowned for its superlative flavor, this might not be true in your garden; you may need to experiment with what works.

Permanent Productive Planting

Probably the ultimate in achieving the best recompense for endeavor, the permanent plants in the vegetable garden are the ultimate low-maintenance, productive plants. The most time-economical plot would consist just of perennials and fruit. The range is obviously limited, but for the most part the plants will produce year after year with just a good layer of mulch in spring and perhaps a quick prune. The plants are more expensive at the outset, but the longevity negates this cost and the bit of extra effort that has to go into planting to give them a great start. An asparagus bed could last for ten years, so it is worth including at least some permanent occupants in the plan for your plot.

What Not to Grow

Everyone has their own personal “what not to grow” list based on experience and dislikes. I once even read of someone who would not grow peas and another who found homegrown onions no better than those in stores. I couldn’t disagree more. Succulent peas, fresh from the pod, are one of the most popular treats on my vegetable plot, grazed regularly by my children, so popular in fact few make it to the table. I find homegrown onions superior in flavor and sheer juiciness, and are such a staple in my kitchen I couldn’t do without them. The climate and soil you have will also play a part in determining which plants will flourish and which will take extra work to coax them to produce a decent crop.

Here are the things I would suggest not growing unless they are a particular favorite.
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Although they need 11 square feet (1 square meter) of garden space all year round and have a short season, artichokes are really easy to grow and a great treat for their fans.
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Planted as container-grown plants or bare-root after the first year, rhubarb will provide plenty of tasty stems for just a good layer of mulch once a year.

Rutabagas (Swedes)

There are several reasons not to grow rutabagas (swedes)—their growing season is long and they will occupy space from early spring right through to late autumn and winter. It is true that they can be harvested at a lean time in the garden, but at that time they are inexpensive at the store and the flavors for me are just not that different.

Cauliflower

There are some fantastically appealing cauliflower cultivars, but to grow a good cauli you have to be pretty exact with feeding and watering if they aren’t to bolt (send up flower spikes).

Spinach

The problem with spinach is that it is so prone to bolting (sending up flower spikes) if conditions are not absolutely right. A much better option is to grow spinach beet, often known as perpetual spinach. The leaves can be cooked and the young leaves used in salads just like spinach. It will produce for at least a year and maybe more, even lightly through the winter in mild areas. It is a versatile food that really earns its keep. There are those who would point out its lack of spinach’s delicacy, but for the most part this really doesn’t matter!

Celery

Growing good celery is very difficult. It requires a constant level of moisture in the soil—the slightest period of drying out and it won’t perform. Celery also needs extremely good, fertile soil and regular feeding throughout the growing period. Most cultivars need each plant to be provided with a newspaper or cardboard collar secured with string around its stems and then the plants need “earthing up” three times to blanch the stems. On top of all this, slugs and snails love them. Celeriac offers a similar flavor for much, much less effort, and it can be grated in salads, roasted, or used in casseroles.

Florence Fennel

The delicate flavor of fennel would earn it a place in the vegetable garden were it not for the exacting conditions it requires. It is not hard work to grow, but any challenging conditions and it will bolt and, once this has happened, it is inedible. Lack of water, root disturbance, poor soil conditions, changes in temperature, or cold nights could all cause it to bolt. To get tender stems the plants require “earthing up.”

Eggplants (Aubergines) and Peppers in Cold Areas

Both of these plants are reasonably straightforward to cultivate if you have the right climate or a greenhouse, as they need a fair amount of heat over a reasonably long summer to produce a worthwhile harvest. If you garden in a cold climate, you may be able to get a decent harvest by growing the plants in pots in a sunny spot sheltered by the house. Eggplants (aubergines) hail from tropical climes, so it is not surprising that they should struggle in a chilly, damp environment.

Summer Squash (Marrows)

Growing a good summer squash (marrow) needs much the same conditions as growing good zucchinis (courgettes), and they are very straightforward. However, they take up quite a bit of space for the reward and unremarkable flavors. Each plant needs about 11 square feet (1 square meter) and will deliver only two or three summer squash (marrows) (any further flowers have to be removed to get fair-sized fruits). For me, they are not a great treat to eat and the flavors of homegrown and supermarket summer squash (marrows) are much the same.

Vining (Cordon) Tomatoes

Rather than growing vining, or cordon, tomatoes (the upright plants that require support and regular tying-in, as well as their side shoots pinching out and trusses removing) it is far simpler to grow outdoor bush tomatoes that require none of the effort and give an excellent crop of magical, fragrant tomatoes.

Dealing with Shade

Choosing what to grow wisely also requires assessing the limitations of your plot. Dealing with shade is one of the toughest problems to face, since most fruit and vegetables will do best in a sunny, sheltered spot. Deep shade is usually impossible to work with, but if your plot is partially shaded there are plants that will produce reasonably well. Trying to coax sun lovers to produce is probably a waste of resources. Fruiting plants generally need at least six hours of direct sunlight during the growing season. Root crops may tolerate less, but leafy vegetables are the best option for a partially shaded spot as scorching sun can actually damage delicate leaves.

Plants That Will Tolerate Partial Shade



	
Perpetual spinach


	
Summer cabbages


	
Spring onions


	Radishes

	Salad greens

	Gooseberries

	Chard

	
Jerusalem artichokes (will grow just about anywhere)


	
Red and black currants


	Rhubarb

	
Peas and beans (only very light shade)[image: ]

Part III: Low-Maintenance Vegetables

Salads and Greens 

Podded Vegetables 

Roots and Tubers 

Brassicas 

Stems and Bulbs 

Fruiting Vegetables 

Allium Family 

Berries and Currants 

Edible Flowers 
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Salads and Greens

Perpetual Spinach (Spinach Beet) • Swiss Chard • Lettuce • Salad Leaves

Perpetual Spinach (Spinach Beet): Very Easy

Delivering exceptional value for its space in the garden, spinach beet will provide a succulent crop of leaves for salads or cooking, from not long after planting through the following spring, with only the minimum of care. A whole year of productivity from one set of plants! It is an obliging plant used in place of spinach, a few leaves being harvested from several plants each time. In fact, it is one of those wonderful plants that reward regular harvesting with yet more tender leaves. Spinach beet is a tidy grower, especially when picked regularly, and can be used to edge beds. It has the reputation of being a poor man’s spinach; maybe the leaves don’t look as tempting as spinach, but they taste good, cook well, and just keep growing in more temperate areas even through winter when spinach won’t grow, and will deliver a great crop on dry soils where spinach would run to seed! A perfect beginner’s crop that will also grow well in a container.
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These young plants have already provided several harvests and will go on to produce tasty leaves for months to come.

Varieties to Try

Named varieties are rarely available.

Plant or Seed?

Plants.

Spacing and Planting

6 in. (15 cm) between plants, 12 in. (30 cm) between rows. Stagger plants. Grows well in blocks.

When to Plant

Mid-spring.

When to Harvest

Early summer, just a few weeks after planting depending on weather conditions.

How Many?

Twenty plants should give a good harvest.

Repeat Sowing

No.

Ideal Conditions

Very unfussy.

Maintenance

Pick a few leaves from each plant regularly, but start by picking lightly so plants get well established. In temperate areas, they will grow through the winter without protection but in some areas the ferocity of the weather may damage the leaves, so to avoid this they can be protected by floating row covers (fleece).

When to Water

Will withstand dry soil but rewards watering in very dry spells.

Common Problems and Solutions

None of note.

Swiss Chard: Fairly Easy

With large, crinkled leaves and thick, colorful stems, midribs, and veins, Swiss chard may be unfamiliar since it is one of those crops that can only really be enjoyed at its best if you grow your own. It soon wilts once harvested and isn’t often available to buy. Picked young, the leaves can be cooked whole, but larger leaves need the tough stems removed before cooking. These can either be composted or cooked separately. Young leaves with their bright stems liven up a green salad.
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A few of these succulent young leaves can be taken from each plant and used in salads.

Varieties to Try

Swiss chard, sometimes known as Silver chard, has deep green leaves and thick white stems. It reaches about 20 in. (50 cm) high and is the most productive and robust of the chards.

‘Northern Lights’ has a mixture of brightly colored, shining stems that always strike me as slightly artificial. This chard will certainly add a burst of color to the garden, though it is not such a strong grower as the less flashy Swiss chard.

Ruby chard, as its name suggests, has glowing, ruby-red stems and its leaf is a very dark green, making it a real eye-catcher. Like ‘Northern Lights’ it is easy to grow but won’t deliver as much leafy greens as Swiss chard. Very ornamental and will grow well in containers.

Plant or Seed?

Transplants or small plants.

Spacing and Planting

8 in. (20 cm) between plants, 16 in. (40 cm) between rows. Stagger plants.

When to Plant

Late spring.

When to Harvest

Start cutting the leaves, a few from each plant, as soon as they are large enough to use. As the stems are quite thick, you will need to cut them with a knife rather than picking or pulling them. They can be harvested until cut down by the frost, but even then if left in the ground they may regrow a little in the spring. At any time they can be cut to the ground and will sprout a crop of succulent baby leaves.

How Many?

Twenty plants.

Repeat Sowing

No.

Ideal Conditions

Very unfussy.

Maintenance

Pick regularly to ensure plenty of new leaves. Large, coarse, or battered leaves aren’t worth eating—instead, put them on the compost pile.

When to Water

In dry spells.

Common Problems and Solutions

Protect small plants from slugs and snails if they are a problem in your garden (see page 185).

Lettuce: Fairly Easy

There is an astounding range of lettuces available to grow in your vegetable garden with an amazing range of leaf shapes and colors, from frilly red to crisp green and undulating bronze. They are the backbone of summer salads, looking equally attractive in the garden as on the plate. I like to have some fun with the planting of lettuces, alternating contrasting leaf shapes, forms, and colors, and adding in a few marigolds to make a very pretty bed. There are cultivars recommended for growing over the winter months, although since these aren’t easy to manage, it is better to choose one of the host of other salad greens that are more reliable. I have planted beds of overwintering varieties, given them all the protection I could muster, and still the plants have been lost. Summer lettuces take up little time and thrive if the soil and watering are right. Choosing varieties that work well as a cut-and-come-again crop suits the low-maintenance gardener because it means you can have a constant supply of sensational small leaves for salads and sandwiches from just one planting, which is perfect when you are trying to save time.
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