



[image: ]






[image: image]





Contents


Introduction


[image: Illustration]


1 What to Grow


I’ve never grown vegetables before – where do I start?


How do I choose which tomato to grow?


I’d love to make my own jam – where do I start?


Can I grow my Christmas dinner?


Can I grow my own botanicals for cocktails?


Are big vegetables always better?


How many squash plants should I grow?


Do heirloom varieties taste better?


Can I grow my own booze?


Do I need a vineyard to grow my own wine?


Do I have to grow more than one apple tree to get a crop?


Can I grow lemons in a cold climate?


Will my olive tree grow olives?


Do edible flowers actually taste of anything?


Can I grow plants from kitchen scraps?


What’s the most environmentally friendly way to grow new plants?


Do I really have to sow all my vegetables from seed each year?


What can I pick from my veg garden in winter?


Can I grow my morning cuppa?


Which home-grown herbs make the best tea?


Is it worth growing grains in your garden?


Is growing veg good for the environment?


Can I grow my own beanpoles?


What’s a forest garden?


Which veg are easiest to grow in an eco-friendly way?


[image: Illustration]


2 Where to Grow


How much space do I need to be self-sufficient?


What qualities should I look for in a good veg garden?


What food can I grow in a shady courtyard?


I can’t bend down much – what can I grow?


Do I need to rotate my crops?


Can I grow potatoes in pots?


Can I grow veg on my compost heap?


Do grow lights make seedlings grow better?


Do I need to use plastic pots and trays to grow my veg?


Can strawberries grow in shade?


Can I grow a whole veg garden in a container?


Do I need soil to grow my own food?


Is it a good idea to grow food in my front garden?


Can I grow fruit trees in pots?


Can I grow carrots in my kitchen?


What can I grow on the roof of my shed?


Can I use my hedges and fences for growing food?


How much veg can I grow on my balcony?


Can I put a veg bed on my patio?


Should I put a pond in my veg garden?


Do I have to remove the turf before I build my raised bed?


Can I use my pond to grow things to eat?


Are Brussels sprouts too big to grow in pots?


How can I get my hands on more growing space?


Do I have to grow my veg in rows?


[image: Illustration]


3 Incredible Edibles


How should I get my veg beds ready to plant?


If I add sugar to the soil, will it make my tomatoes sweeter?


Is it worth thinning vegetable seedlings?


How do I make my vegetables more nutritious?


What is leafmould?


Does pinching out tomatoes really help?


How do I know my seeds are still alive?


Should I grow maincrop or baby veg?


Can I compost my weeds?


My container crops are looking sick – what can I do?


Do I need to pollinate my greenhouse crops?


How can I make my own fertilizers?


How much should I be feeding my veg plants?


Do I have to do lots of digging?


How do I make compost without a compost bin?


Help! My compost has turned gloopy!


Do home-made pest remedies really work?


Can other plants help my veg grow better?


How can marigolds help my tomatoes grow?


Will my veg taste better if eaten the moment they are picked?


Which veg taste better if you grow them yourself?


Does how you feed and water make a difference to flavour?


How can I make sure there’s something to pick from my veg garden every day of the year?


Should I sow my seeds into pots or direct into the ground?


How do I keep my containers watered?


It’s stopped raining! What should I do?


What’s so bad about peat?


What’s the best way to deal with garden waste?


Is it worth making my own potting compost?


[image: Illustration]


4 What’s Eating My Crops?


How can I climate-proof my plot?


Can I eat my weeds?


Why have my strawberries suddenly wilted?


Can anything stop blight?


What crops will be a feast for me and for wildlife?


How can I get rid of slugs?


Should I spray caterpillars and aphids?


Do bug hotels help in a vegetable garden?


Are some vegetables immune to disease?


Why have I got so many weeds?


What’s eating my veg?


How can I harvest herbs and let the bees enjoy their flowers?


Should I feed the birds?


Why are the leaves on my raspberries turning yellow?


My onions are going rotten – what’s wrong?


Can bugs help protect my plants?


Do carrots grow straighter in drainpipes?


Is my rhubarb meant to flower?


[image: Illustration]


5 Harvest and Beyond


Can you ever guarantee a good harvest?


How do I know my winter squash is ripe?


Should I wash the mud off my potatoes before storing?


Help! I can’t eat all this!


Can I keep beetroot in the ground all winter?


Can I make my own fruit juice?


Can I use seeds from my vegetables to grow next year?


Should I freeze, bottle, dry or ferment?


To blanch or not to blanch?


Will one bad apple really ruin the whole barrel?


Is getting tips from social media a good idea?


How do I plait my garlic?


How can I make my harvest last longer?


What’s square foot gardening?





Further reading


Credits




How to Use This Ebook
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You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


GROWING VEG AIN’T WHAT IT USED TO BE. A quiet revolution is under way in our veg patches and it’s turning the old, comfy world of flat caps, double-digging and ramrod-straight rows on its head.




A


QUICK ANSWERS


The ‘A’ box under each question offers you the quick and dirty answer in the shortest form possible. Read on for the main text, which offers additional context and plenty of extra detail.





Nowadays, flowers, herbs and edible perennials are creeping in among the allotment carrots and cabbages. Traditional monoculture planting is giving way to riotous cottage-garden jumbles where kale and sprouts share a bed with nasturtiums, lettuces and French beans.


You might see a keyhole garden in one corner, or a bed neatly divided into squares, each densely planted with salads. Some veg patches aren’t even in the ground: these days you’re as likely to find veg growing in windowboxes, on balconies and even on windowsills indoors as edible houseplants. Veg climb up walls, or scramble over the roof, and potatoes grow in pots.


Putting away the spade


We know more about the importance of soil ecosystems and how our plants plug into complex relationships between countless teeming life forms beneath our feet to access nutrients and moisture – so spades are for mulching, not digging, and composting is big. And while growing veg that’s showbench perfect is nice, it seems less important these days than flavour, and how good it is for you to eat. So nobody minds a few holes here and there: and some creepy-crawlies are positively welcome.


This new, more relaxed approach to vegetable growing goes hand in hand with modern-day worries about climate change, biodiversity loss and food security. These weren’t concerns that troubled Victorian gardeners in the 19th century, with their nicotine-and-sulphur scorched earth approach to gardening, but we’ve now realized it’s not an either/or. You can grow your own food in a way that’s positively good for the wider environment.
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21st-century veg growing is all about colour, flavour and variety.





Gardening with a lighter touch


Throughout this book, you’ll learn how to grow vegetables with a lighter footprint on the earth: how to garden without plastic, in ways that encourage biodiversity and help your veg patch lock away carbon, so making your own contribution to tackling climate change.


You’ll also find out how to become more self-reliant, using the resources around you to create compost, save seed and even make garden sundries from beanpoles and trellis to string, plant labels and pots. And you’ll discover how the natural world itself can help you protect your plants from pests and boost plant growth to deliver plentiful harvests full of flavour and excitement.
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Grow your own and your food comes just as nature intended: no chemicals, no plastic, no compromise.






Cutting edge gardening


Chapter one is all about gardening at the cutting edge. Your five a day gets so much more exciting when you can grow your own: if you’ve ever fancied having a go at growing heritage tomatoes, edible flowers, botanicals for boozy cocktails, olives or lemons – this is where you’ll find out how.


You’ll also find 21st-century veg growing techniques explained, from forest gardening and permaculture to no-dig and lasagne beds, allowing you to garden in harmony with the wider world around you. You’ll discover how to harness the power of herbal teas to boost your wellbeing; if you prefer builder’s tea, you’ll discover how to grow that at home, too.


When you grow in unconventional spaces you need to think sideways, and upwards – so chapter two sends you up the wall and onto the roof to extend your growing space wherever you live. Find out how to co-opt patios, windowsills, fences and hedges for growing food, and explore the amazing range of food you can grow in containers, from fruit trees to potatoes. This is also where you’ll find out about innovations like artificial lighting, hydroponics and naturally dwarfing ‘patio’ varieties, so you can grow food even if you have no garden at all.


Building self-reliance


Turn to chapter three to find out how to make the most of the resources around you to grow incredible edibles, from creating your own plant fertilizers to techniques that help ensure pollination. Learn those little gardeners’ tricks to give you better results for less effort, and read how you can manage your garden to enlist the full power of nature on your side. Partner plants that help each other grow better, turn your soil into a powerhouse rich in natural nutrients and use the magic of recycling to boost every plant in your garden using only materials you probably already have. In chapter four, you’ll learn how nature can also be an invaluable ally against pests and diseases. Read about how to diagnose many of the more common diseases you’ll encounter, and what to do about it; and find out how to strike a balance between a healthy garden ecosystem, where slugs and aphids are a valuable part of the food chain, while also guarding your crops so you still have a harvest to pick. Garden alongside and in harmony with your local wildlife and you find natural predators do much of your pest control for you, leaving you free to enjoy planting and harvesting instead.
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Higher temperatures due to climate change are making it more feasible to grow lemons and olives, even in previously cool-climate gardens.






Garden yourself green


Finally, in chapter five you can read how to make the most of your harvest. Just by growing your own food you’re slashing your carbon footprint, lifting yourself out of the carbon-hungry, high-pollution dependency on intensive agriculture, imports and plastic packaging. Follow the advice in these pages and you’ll measure your food miles in metres and eat organic for a fraction of the cost of buying it in the shops. Home-grown food often tastes better, and when it’s picked it’s at the point of ripeness and cooked within minutes of harvest the nutrients are at their peak, too.


So turn the page to leave Victorian veg growing behind and step into a brave new, gentler and kinder world.
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Growing your own is good for you: the amount of fruit and veg people eat increases by an average of 40 per cent when it’s home grown.
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Q I’ve never grown vegetables before – where do I start?


SO YOU WANT TO START GROWING YOUR OWN? You’re in good company! Millions of new gardeners venture out each year, seed packets in hand, to try growing their own food for the first time. But starting a new veg patch from scratch can be daunting – so where’s the best place to begin?




A


The most important thing is not to get too carried away. When you’re bursting with enthusiasm, it’s easy to take on more than you can cope with: much better to start small, with one or two veg beds or a few containers while you learn the ropes.





Choose a sunny spot for your first veg bed, clear away any weeds and then add goodness to the soil. Covering the bed with 5–8cm (2–3in) of garden compost or soil improver will give veg seedlings the goodness they need. Don’t bother to dig it in; the worms will do that for you.


Start planting from mid-spring. You’ll want to grow everything, but choose three or four reliable favourites. Concentrate on growing the veg you most like to eat, learn to grow those well, then get more adventurous.
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Sow courgettes in pots on a windowsill indoors, then plant them outside once they're sturdy youngsters and raring to get growing.







FIVE OF THE BEST STARTER VEG


Baby-leaf salads Great in containers and crops within a month.


French beans Heavy-cropping and delicious.


Courgettes Satisfyingly big and ridiculously productive.


Kale The easiest member of the cabbage family to grow.


Chard Just like spinach, but super easy.





Seeds or plug plants?


There are lots of veg that are easy to grow direct from seed: potatoes, beetroot, chard and carrots, for example. Seedlings are particularly vulnerable to slug attacks and drying out, so have a go with seed – but buy a few ready-grown plug (baby) plants from a peat-free supplier as well. Then you know that even if things go wrong while you’re learning how to keep seedlings safe, you’ll still have a crop to pick. Keep your veg garden watered in dry spells and check regularly for slugs. An insect-proof mesh protects pest-prone brassicas (broccoli, kale and the like), which might save you some heartache.


Picking and (best of all) eating fresh food you’ve raised yourself is an absolute joy – and you’ll soon be wondering what to try next.




TOP TIPS FOR BEGINNER GROWERS


Water seed drills before you sow so your seeds are in damp soil from the start.


Sow into pots and seedtrays to make it more difficult for slugs to find seedlings.


Don’t be in a hurry to sow because if you wait until mid-spring, it’ll be warmer and seedlings will grow faster.


Have patience if you’re starting a new veg patch – it’ll take a few seasons for all the goodness you add as mulches each year to build up.


Try not to worry if things don’t go as well as you hoped; there’s always next year!
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Although you'll want to grow absolutely everything, concentrate on a few easy veg while you're still learning the ropes.









QHow do I choose which tomato to grow?


ONE OF THE DELIGHTS of growing your own is discovering a world of varieties you never knew existed, from purple carrots and spherical cucumbers to stripey tomatoes. But with over 10,000 different tomatoes to choose from, how do you know which to grow?




A


Major on tried-and-tested tomato varieties. Then add an unusual wild card variety, just for fun: it’s fine if it doesn’t work out, as you’ll still get a harvest from your reliable croppers and there’s always another one to try next year!





Each variety of vegetable behaves differently, so it’s really important to know what you’re growing. Variety governs flavour, but also the way the plants grow, when they produce a crop and how prone they are to disease.


Do your homework


Look out for local tomato festivals or explore greengrocers, farmers’ markets and specialist growers where you’ll often find named varieties on sale, which you can buy to try.


Once you have a list of a few favourite varieties, look them up in seed catalogues to find out how they grow. If you’re growing in containers, bush varieties (known as determinate) are ideal, as they are compact and bushy and don’t need extra support. But they almost always produce small cherry tomatoes. For larger tomatoes, you’ll need a cordon (indeterminate) variety. These are tall plants that require sturdy supports and regular training – but you’ll get heavier crops and a greater range of sizes, colours and flavours.


Blight-resistant varieties prevent you losing your harvest to disease, which is especially helpful if you are growing tomatoes outside in a damp climate. In cooler parts of the world, early-maturing varieties like ‘Latah’, ‘Bloody Butcher’ or ‘Incas’ also help boost your chances of picking ripe fruit even in so-so summers. Keep notes and fine-tune your selection each year until you’ve found the combination that works for you.




HOW TO CHOOSE A GOOD VARIETY


Look for AGM on the seed packet This is the Royal Horticultural Society’s Award of Garden Merit and means the variety has been extensively trialled before experts gave it the thumbs up.


Do your research Search catalogues or read trusted reviews online to find varieties with qualities you want, perhaps disease resistance, good flavour or a compact habit for growing in containers.


Ask around If you know any experienced veg growers, they’ll be delighted to share their must-grow veg varieties with you – and there’s no better recommendation than first-hand, local experience!
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TOMATOES TO TRY


‘Shirley’ Go-to salad tom that is super reliable and has an excellent flavour.


‘Marmande’ Superb French heritage beefsteak with a mouth-watering flavour.


‘Sungold’ One for the sweet-toothed with cascades of yellow cherry toms.


‘Losetto’ Bush tomato with outstanding blight resistance and a long harvest.


‘Rio Grande’ Big, meaty plum tomatoes ideal for cooking.









QI’d love to make my own jam – where do I start?


TUCKING INTO YOUR OWN SWEET, fruity, home-made jam at breakfast is one of the real pleasures of a home-grown lifestyle. So what do you need to grow your own jam and how do you do it?




A


First, plant some fruit bushes! Most jams are made from soft fruit – among the easiest and most generous plants you can grow. Loganberries, autumn-fruiting raspberries, redcurrants and blackcurrants are particularly heavy croppers and should give you plenty to eat fresh with lots left over for making jam.





Most fruit is perennial, so you plant once and harvest for years. Choose traditional raspberries, strawberries and blackcurrants, or luxury fruits like blueberries, figs, cherries and Japanese wineberries – all pickable from your back garden, delicious fresh and great for jam too.


You won’t have to find room for many plants: one loganberry, for example, produces about 8kg (16lb) of fruit a year, while raspberries give you 2.5kg (6lb) per cane (depending on the variety). Strawberries are less productive, but you’ll still pick 300–400g (10–14oz) of fruit per plant.




IT’S ALL ABOUT THE PECTIN


Pectin is a natural substance that keeps fruit cell walls elastic. Once cooked with sugar it turns gelatinous, helping the jam set. So fruits that have naturally high pectin levels – including apples, blueberries, blackberries and loganberries – are easiest to turn into jam. Fruit picked slightly underripe is also higher in pectin.


To make jam from fruit with low pectin levels – such as strawberries, cherries, rhubarb and raspberries – combine with a high-pectin fruit in a two-fruit jam or use jam sugar, which contains added pectin.
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Bramble,
Rubus fruticosus





Fruit-growing tips


Fruit can either be grouped together in a berry patch or blended into the garden: crab apples make pretty ornamental trees and blackcurrants are handsome shrubs. Grow wineberries against a fence and fill containers with strawberries. Blueberries, which like acidic soil, can be grown in pots of peat-free ericaceous (acidic) compost if your soil is neutral or alkaline: keep damp and grow two varieties for the best crops.


Fruit doesn’t require much fuss: mulch in spring and prune once a year (stone fruit – like cherries and plums – in summer; berry fruit – like apples and pears – in winter). Protect from birds, who adore berries as much as you: build a fruit cage or make individual cages for each plant. Just remove once fruiting is over so the birds can take care of pests for you.





FRUIT JAM RECIPE


You will need


• 1.5kg (3lb) fruit (unwashed) * 1.5kg (3lb) granulated sugar (with added pectin if required)


• 6 sterilized jam jars


1 Put some saucers in the freezer. Then tip the fruit into a heavy-bottomed pan and heat for 10–20 minutes until the juices start to run. Add the sugar and stir until dissolved.


2 Whack up the heat until the jam is boiling fast. After 10 minutes’ bubbling, drop some jam onto one of the chilled saucers. If the jam wrinkles easily when you push it with your finger, then it is ready; if not, re-test every five minutes until you get a set. Let the jam settle for 15 minutes, then spoon into sterilized jars.


* You can make jam from frozen fruit – just don’t wash it before freezing to stop your jam being too runny.
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QCan I grow my Christmas dinner?


SERVING UP A HOME-GROWN CHRISTMAS DINNER on 25 December is a pinnacle of achievement for any vegetable grower. So how’s it done? Can you really settle down to a home-grown feast on the big day?




A


You can grow almost all the ingredients for your Christmas dinner, as long as you start early – just after the previous Christmas has finished – and plan meticulously to bring everything together on the day.





Growing your own Christmas dinner is cheaper and you know everything on the table is grown with love and without chemicals. Every family’s traditional favourites are different, so start by making a wish list of what you’d like on your plate.


Roast potatoes are top of the list for most people, often followed by Brussels sprouts, but you can also add carrots, parsnips, leeks, swede and perhaps red cabbage for braising. Then there’s sage and onion for the stuffing, plus other Christmas herbs such as rosemary, thyme and parsley. Don’t forget redcurrants for the jelly to accompany the turkey.


Which variety?


Choose varieties carefully: ‘Moss Curled’ parsley, for example, stays green through winter and a few unusual gourmet veg, such as multicoloured carrots, add extra Christmas bling. For superb roasties, go for floury maincrop potatoes such as ‘Cara’, ‘Picasso’ or blight-resistant ‘Sarpo Axona’. Grow through summer, then harvest the whole crop and store in sacks until Christmas Day.
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Brussels sprout, Brassica oleracea Gemmifera Group








AT-A-GLANCE GYO CHRISTMAS TIMETABLE


Winter


• Sow onions indoors.


• Plant bare-root redcurrant bushes.


• Buy organic maincrop seed potatoes.


Spring


• Sow leeks, parsnips, kale, red cabbage and sprouts.


• Plant evergreen herbs.


• Plant potatoes.


• Transplant onion seedlings outside.


Summer


• Early: Sow carrots, swede, turnips and beetroot.


• Mid-: Harvest redcurrants and make redcurrant jelly.


• Late: Harvest and dry onions.


Autumn


• Harvest potatoes, dry in the sun for a few hours, then store in hessian or paper sacks.


• Dig up carrots, parsnips and other roots and pack in boxes of damp sand.


• Lift some leeks and re-bury in loose soil for easy harvest in case it’s frosty.


Christmas


• Harvest sprouts, sage, rosemary and parsley.


Day


• Plunder your stores, pull up leeks and dig root veg as required.


• Enjoy the best meal of the year!
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Redcurrants, Ribes rubrum
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Parsley, Petroselinum crispum
















Forward planning


Sow faster-growing veg such as carrots, turnips and beetroot until late – early summer is about right – to time it’so they reach their peak as the cold weather arrives. You can leave these in the ground until Christmas, but lift some of your crop to store in boxes of damp sand where they will be safe from marauding slugs and mice. Then, on Christmas Day, all you need to do is pop out and pick the sprouts, plus handfuls of aromatic herbs, and then get cooking!






QCan I grow my own botanicals for cocktails?


BOTANICALS ARE THE BIGGEST THING in drinks right now. Adding herbs, fruits and flowers to plain old vodka, gin or iced tea transforms drinks into vibrantly flavoured cocktails that taste of nature – and most are from plants you can grow in your garden.




A


There’s a dazzling range of fruit and herbs you can grow for infusing with alcohol, tea or water. Grow soft fruit for sweetness and herbs for spicy warmth; for a taste of the wild, tuck in a damson tree for small, intensely flavoured plums or blackthorn bushes for an autumn harvest of sloes.





For a good universal botanical, plant rhubarb. It is easy to grow and very prolific. Plant rhubarb in winter, in rich, moisture-retentive soil in sun or partial shade. Then add soft fruits: iced tea or vodka steeped with raspberries, blackberries and cherries is summer in a glass. If you haven’t got room for a dedicated berry patch, some varieties can be grown in containers. For tangy, citrusy flavours grow yuzu (Citrus x junos), a wild lemon from Japan that makes a tough little shrub hardy to -8°C (18°F) for a well-drained, sunny spot. Its intensely lemony juice is delicious with cucumber, mint, sugar syrup and tonic water.


Herbal botanicals add spicier, aromatic notes. Make a simple syrup by adding a sprig of fresh herb to 100g (3½oz) of sugar and 200ml (7fl oz) of water. Heat until the sugar dissolves, then leave to steep for an hour. Add a tablespoon to each glass: try rosemary with lemon juice in gin, or mint and ginger in lemonade.
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Yuzu,
Citrus x junos







RHUBARB GIN RECIPE


You will need


• 1kg (2lb) rhubarb


• 400g (14oz) caster sugar


• 800ml (30fl oz) gin


1 Cut the rhubarb into 3cm (1in) pieces. Place in a jar with the caster sugar (if you wish, add extra botanicals like sliced ginger or raspberries now) and shake. Leave to steep.


2 Next day, add the gin to the jar and shake again. Leave it for a month, stirring every few days. Strain through a muslin-lined sieve into a sterilized bottle.
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THREE OF THE BEST HOME-GROWN BOTANICAL INFUSIONS


Sloe gin Ripe sloes mellow gin to a rich fruity tipple similar to port. If you can bear it, leave to mature for two years as it gets better with age.


Damson vodka The clean, crisp bite of a good vodka marries perfectly with plummy, fruity damsons (Prunus domestica subsp. insititia): damson brandy is another sumptuous combination of fruit and alcohol.


Raspberry and mint iced tea Botanicals lift iced tea to new heights: make a pot of tea, pour over raspberries, sugar and mint leaves and leave to cool. Strain, add cold water and serve over ice.
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Never crush fruit botanicals: leave soft fruits like raspberries whole and for thick-skinned fruits – such as damsons and sloes (see above) from blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) – just prick the fruit all over with a pin to release the flavours.








Botanical mixology


There’s more to explore, from bergamot leaves (Monarda didyma) to lemon balm (Melissa officinalis) and even cherry blossom. Partying with home-grown botanicals leaves you feeling better, too: infusing drinks with herbs, leaves and flowers can relieve stress, soothe pain and help you sleep better.


And if you’re wondering what to do with the leftovers, booze-infused fruit makes a wickedly indulgent ice cream topping. Or you can turn it into mildly alcoholic jam or even chocolates.






QAre big vegetables always better?


RECORD-BREAKING VEG ARE THE STUFF OF LEGENDS: carrots 5m (16ft) from end to end, onions weighing 8.5kg (18lb 12oz) and massive pumpkins that need a fork lift to move them. It’s tempting to measure your own against the champions – but is big always better?




A


It’s natural to feel proud when you grow a monster cabbage or a leek as thick as your wrist. But deliberately growing for size requires extra heat, fertilizer and water, with super-sized carbon emissions to match. The end result is often tasteless and tough, whereas smaller veg offer maximum tenderness and flavour for a fraction of the effort and environmental impact.





The size of a vegetable is governed by variety. No matter how good a gardener you are, you’ll never persuade an excellent but medium-sized onion such as ‘Centurion’ to grow as fat as record breakers like ‘Kelsae’, capable of bulbs with girths measuring over 80cm (3ft). So choose your variety carefully: good choices for mega-veg include ‘Atlantic Giant’ pumpkins, ‘Tropic Giant’ cabbages, ‘Gigantomo’ tomatoes and ‘New Red Intermediate’ carrots.


Maximize your veg


You’ll also get bigger fruits if you remove the competition. Many veg produce lots of smaller fruits, but reduce the quantity and the plant concentrates all its energies on the fruits that remain. Limit the number of trusses on tomatoes to between four and six per plant and once pumpkin or squash fruits start swelling, select the best three or four on each plant and remove the rest for fewer but larger fruits.
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Pumpkin, Cucurbita maxima
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Realize the full potential – and size – of all your veg simply by growing them well. Veg grow biggest and best when they bask in sunshine, yet have their roots in rich, damp earth. So make sure the soil is as good as you can get it by keeping it mulched with nutrient-rich, moisture-retentive organic matter such as home-made garden compost or well-rotted farmyard manure. Keep weeds at bay, so your veg don't have to compete with other plants for nutrients or water, and water during dry spells to keep everything growing on strongly.


Don’t go too far


Size isn’t everything. Many veg have a best-by date: let them grow past this point and skins get tougher, root veg like carrots and beetroot develop woody cores and any flavour is lost. Record-beating champion veg may be impressive, but they’re largely inedible – letting a lot of what would otherwise have been good food go to waste.


So pick your veg at their peak, whatever size they are. If in doubt: pick young. Runner beans may grow to impressive lengths, but they’re much more delicious when picked small, slender and stringless; beetroots and turnips are best pulled at ping-pong ball size (certainly no bigger than a tennis ball). Carrots are ready once you can feel shoulders 3–4cm (1–1½in) across just beneath the soil. You may not bag a place in the Guinness Book of Records, but you’ll be much better fed.
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Beetroot are at their most tender pulled at around the size of a ping-pong ball, before they’ve had time to develop a woody core.









QHow many squash plants should I grow?


YOU’LL WANT TO MAKE SURE every square foot of ground in your veg patch is working hard to feed you and your family. But how do you know how much space to give each plant – and how do you work out how many you’ll need?




A


Squash plants are enormous: the largest grows more than 1.5m (5ft) across. They can also be prolific, so you get a big harvest from each plant: summer squash, like courgettes, produce two or three fruits every few days, while winter squash make three to five – sometimes huge – fruits per plant. This means you don’t need many: four squash plants is plenty to feed a family.





Working out how many veg plants you need depends on how many people you’re feeding, what you like to eat and how much space you have available.


You’ll want to grow more of your favourite veg, so set aside extra space for veg you really like. Then major on compact plants that give you heavy, long-lasting harvests. French and runner beans, cut-and-come-again lettuces and mangetout peas all give great returns for the space they take up. But don’t rule out big plants: purple sprouting broccoli, kale and courgettes are so prolific you need only two or three plants for a plentiful supply.
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