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THE MAGIC IN VEGETABLE GARDENING

‘Rien de plus simple, ni de plus beau, qu’un potager.’

Saint Ignatius 1491–1556

(‘There is nothing simpler, nor more beautiful, than a kitchen garden.’)
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Self-sown Verbena bonariensis dominates the scene in Hadspen Gardens, Somerset, south-west England.

THIS BOOK IS FOR ALL VEGETABLE LOVERS who want the best of both worlds: a vegetable garden that is beautiful and productive. Above all it is for any would-be vegetable grower who ever dared voice the thought: ‘My garden is too small to grow vegetables’. For lurking behind those simple words are all the old prejudices against vegetables: they are dull and ugly; aesthetics and vegetables don’t mix; if you must grow vegetables, grow them tucked away out of sight. This book sets out to explode these myths and to show that a magical vegetable plot can be created in even the smallest of gardens.
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Lettuce seedlings nestle up to red cabbage, which can display an astonishing range of colours.





MY POTAGERS
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The woven fence around the Little Potager made a lovely sheltered enclosure. Here is the summer scene with Chinese chives and runner beans in flower.

Our vegetable patch in Suffolk, east England was about 0.2ha (½ acre) of old farmland. For over 20 years my husband Don Pollard and I ran it mainly as an experimental market garden. We collected salad plants and oriental vegetables from around the world, tried them out there, and then encouraged seedsmen to list them so that they could be introduced to gardeners and chefs elsewhere. This never left much time for the flower borders in the rest of the garden, so I always tried to make the vegetable garden as pretty as possible.

The odds were stacked against me. For sound practical reasons the vegetables were grown in long narrow beds, broken up by greenhouses and inelegant polytunnels. While this system produced everything from oriental vegetables to tomatoes, it was scarcely the perfect backdrop for an idyllic vegetable garden.

I took the first steps towards creating that idyllic vegetable garden in the mid-1980s. At that stage the entrance to our kitchen garden could only have been described as a mess. Near the gate, however, was a smallish area, roughly 29 sq m (35 sq yd), perfect for a little herb garden. And then it hit me that a space of that size is all that many people have for a whole garden. Could I instead create a pretty miniature vegetable garden there, decorative enough to enliven the entrance, but suitable for any urban, suburban or even rural front garden, where the desire for ‘something pretty in front’ conflicts with the longing to grow vegetables? The idea of the Little Potager was born.

Over the next two or three years the Little Potager evolved. It was an oval-shaped plot divided into four main sections by a central arch, with these sections subdivided by diagonal lines of herbs. Within a formal framework, the planting was relatively informal. At that stage I had three objectives: it had to be decorative; virtually everything in it had to be edible or have a practical use; and I wanted it to look good all year.

Early on I realized that the third requirement was going to be the hardest to fulfil. The Little Potager tended to be at its best in mid-summer, but that was the key time for planting winter vegetables such as curly kales and red ‘Treviso’ chicory. This would mean disturbing the summer vegetables, but to delay would mean sacrificing the quality of the winter vegetables. That was when the idea of the Winter Potager was conceived: grouping and making a feature out of the vegetables that retain some colour or form in winter. For the plan, see p.36.

Time and again, when I nipped out to the garden, I was stopped in my tracks by the beauty of something in the potagers. It could be the evening light on dill seedheads or the brilliance of red orache among red cabbage. Who needs a herbaceous border, I thought so often, when you have a potager?

But the time came to move on, and in 2002 we left Suffolk to retire in Ireland. Our new coastal home in County Cork was about 700 metres (½ mile) from the sea, with a milder, wetter and far windier climate than in our previous home. Our future garden was essentially a fertile grassy field, wrapped in a neat L-shape around the south-facing farmhouse, but completely exposed to the blistering salt-laden, south-westerly wind.

As nothing would thrive without shelter, the first task was to establish artificial windbreaks by nurturing hedges and a three- to four-tier shelter belt of trees and shrubs on the gentle slope in front of the house, roughly 35 × 30m (38 × 32yds), where we planned to make a potager. Besides being beautiful, I wanted the potager to produce crops (quickly), incorporate secondary windbreaks and be low maintenance.

From the moment I set eyes on this piece of ground I visualised a fan-shaped potager, inspired by the Munach Herb Garden in Denmark. There, in concentric semi-circles radiating across a sloping field, each vertical strip was planted in one of the colours of the rainbow – the strips separated by dwarf blue willow hedges.

Our potager fan is laid out in three semicircles defined with grass paths. Its ‘spokes’ are windbreaks and supports for cordon soft fruit and raspberries, with a central alley of apples trained as espaliers, single and cross-over cordons linked with arches of apples, climbing berries, hops and sweet peas.

At the top, the fan opens into two borders, one planted in blues and silver, the other in pinks, purples and reds. ‘Pie slice’ beds fit between the spokes: an asparagus bed, strawberry beds over a three-year cycle, rotating potato, vegetable and cutting flower beds, an orange and yellow bed and a white and green bed. Colourful chards, salads, red and blue kales and globe artichokes sneak into all the beds. At tulip time, orange-stemmed chard gleams among golden tulips, black tulips glow beside red kale and beet.
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The final element in the new garden was a raised bed potager: four beds made from recycled plastic boards and two curved-end beds of stone. All beds are linked with arches of rebar and wire net.





WHAT IS A POTAGER?

The term ‘potager’, which some people find pretentious and others puzzling, has crept into use since the eighties to describe a decorative vegetable garden. There is no straightforward answer to the question ‘What is a potager?’, because the term has come to embrace two styles of vegetable gardening – humble on the one hand and grand on the other – as well as various sorts of garden in between.

At the humble end, ‘potager’ is the French word for a kitchen garden, derived from its original role in providing the ‘pot herbs’ for soup or ‘potage’. This evolved naturally into the garden where all the household vegetables were grown, and to many people, that’s precisely what it still is: no less, no more than a plain kitchen garden. Then there’s the world famous ‘potager’ at Château Villandry in the Loire Valley. This renaissance kitchen garden, which is laid out in patterned parterres outlined in box edging, is a glorious tapestry of texture and colour created by the skilful planting of vegetables and herbs. It has been so influential for thousands of gardeners all over the world that ‘potager’ has also come to mean a formal, designed, ornamental kitchen garden.

[image: images]

In a typical modern potager vegetables and cutting flowers intermingle, while apple arches (seen left) create vistas.

The story doesn’t quite end there, for the blending of vegetables, flowers, fruits and herbs ‘Villandry-style’ has been adopted, adapted and modified in many much smaller gardens, which their owners also think of as ‘potagers’. At the less formal end of the scale some are barely distinguishable from the traditional cottage garden. Of course, the old French ‘potager’ was itself a cottage garden, with fruit bushes and trees cultivated alongside vegetables which, in turn, mingled with both herbs and flowers, grown for medicinal and culinary use.

It seems to me appropriate to steal the word ‘potager’ and apply it today to any vegetable garden, of whatever size, which has been touched with the paintbrush of imagination. And at the risk of being pretentious, I feel it should be pronounced in the French way, ‘pot-a-zhay’, with equal stress on each syllable.

[image: images]

Whereas the walled Victorian kitchen garden was laid out on a formal plan, wide borders of flowers introduced the colourful elements of cottage gardening.
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With the skilful mingling of vegetables with culinary and medicinal herbs, a garden can have the textures and tones of a decorative border while being essentially productive.





THE THREADS OF INSPIRATION

Gardeners have always been influenced and inspired by other gardeners, either to keep abreast of fashion or as part of the enthusiastic exchange of plants, ideas and experience that characterizes the keen gardener. Indeed today, with so much gardening information dispensed via the media, it is very hard not to be affected by what other gardeners are doing. In far flung corners of the gardening world, from stately homes and châteaux to allotments and community plots, there will be vegetable lovers who will have forsaken orderly rows in rectangular beds and ‘gone creative’. I have a hunch that for a great many of these gardeners, the original inspiration was the ornamental potager at Château Villandry, or the late Rosemary Verey’s well-known potager at Barnsley House, Gloucestershire, west England. What intrigues me is how the makers of these gardens drew their inspiration from the past.

When the Spanish scientist Joachim Carvallo bought the 16th-century Villandry château in 1906 and set about its restoration, the gardens were laid out in what he considered to be an utterly inappropriate ‘English parkland style’. Almost all traces of the original garden had been obliterated: no plans were ever found. So where did he look for inspiration? Naturally enough, in the plans of other 16th-century château gardens. From these he retrieved the concepts of a formal layout around a broad central axis or alley, the intricately patterned beds with spindle-shaped pear trees at the corners, the carved fretwork of the fences and the cloister-like enclosing alleys of trellised grape vines and limes, trained overhead to form a vault.

Many of the features of Renaissance kitchen gardens had their origins in the monastic tradition, and it was to this source that Carvallo turned for further inspiration. He immersed himself in a study of abbey gardens (principally those of the Benedictine order) from the 17th century back to the abbey communities of the 10th and 11th centuries. Both their physical and spiritual dimensions moved him deeply. To him, the art of gardening was at its pinnacle as practised by the medieval monks who ‘ennobled’ a basic necessity of life. So monastic symbolism is woven into the fabric of the Château Villandry potager, and can be seen most obviously in the numerous cruciform-shaped beds, but also in the standard roses, which create eye-catching beacons of colour throughout the garden. (Thirty-six in each of the nine squares, to be precise.) According to tradition every monk would plant a rose, to symbolize himself at work, in the herb-edged bed for which he was responsible.
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The monastic tradition has been a source of inspiration to gardeners. In this drawing of a monastery in Turin, northern Italy, each hermit monk had his own garden alongside his house, while communal beds between were planted with herbs and vegetables.

It may have been the 15th-century Spanish ecclesiastic, Saint Ignatius, who unknowingly bequeathed to Villandry its unique character. Expanding on the theme that God created everything for man he said, ‘It is not enough to cultivate vegetables with care. You have the duty to arrange them according to their colours, and to frame them with flowers, so they appear like a well laid table.’ In interpreting these words, Carvallo created the brilliant spectacle which is the ornamental kitchen garden at Château Villandry.

Villandry is a stunning demonstration of the visual qualities of vegetables, but it is a hectare (nearly 2½ acres) in extent, which is the standard size of the classical French château potager, and hardly the scale to strike a chord with the ordinary vegetable gardener. That chord, however, was struck by the late Rosemary Verey’s potager at Barnsley House. In her own words, ‘It’s about the size of a tennis court and its surround.’ This is a scale with which we can all identify. Since its creation in the late seventies, thousands have visited it, been captivated by it and returned home inspired, if not always to make a potager of their own, at least to incorporate some of its features into their vegetable gardens. It had that sort of magic.
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The drama at Villandry comes from the bold planting of decorative vegetables. The ornamental kales have tremendous impact when grown en masse.

What is it about Barnsley House kitchen garden that countless people found so beguiling? The short answer might be its colour, patterns, shapes and height. If you were visiting in summer, the first overwhelming impression was of the fragrant, bee-buzzed, blue-grey lavender borders overflowing on either side of the entrance path. Indeed, there is always some colour from flowers, be it the ‘Little White Pet’ roses, trained as standards in the centre, the hazel arches of old-fashioned sweet peas or the autumn planted tulips that pushed their way through the strawberry leaves in spring.

Follow the paths around the garden, with their changing patterns of bricks, and you became aware of the underlying symmetry of the potager. The four main squares were divided, in different ways, into box-edged beds of varying shapes and sizes. The corners may be marked with boxwood trained into balls or pyramids, or mopheads of golden privet. Interplanting within the beds made more patterns; elsewhere equally dramatic effects were obtained by devoting a bed to one vegetable alone, such as globe artichokes.

But what I think distinguished the garden at Barnsley House from any other was Rosemary Verey’s imaginative touch with fruit, best seen in the quartets of apples and pears trained as elegant goblets in the beds by the entrance, and the screen of espaliered apples at the far end of the potager where branches were grafted together to make enclosed, arching circles. Covered in pretty blossom in the spring, laden with fruit in summer and autumn, or bare-branched throughout the winter, they were not just beautiful features in themselves but played key parts in filling and framing the garden from one season to the next.

Many of the decorative features within Rosemary Verey’s garden were derived from her study of garden history. Where the potager was concerned, her Saint Ignatius was the 17th-century Yorkshire parson, William Lawson and his wonderfully practical books on gardening, The Country Housewife’s Garden and A New Orchard and Garden. In her book, Rosemary Verey’s Making of a Garden, she revealed that she still considered herself to be one of Lawson’s ‘country housewifes’.
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The patterns at Barnsley are based on the designs of the 17th-century writer William Lawson, and have proved as practical now as they were then. The network of paths allows weeding without treading the soil.

From Lawson’s books came the idea of a garden divided by a network of paths into patterns of small and narrow beds ‘so the weeder women did not need to tread the soil’. The design of the Barnsley goblet squares is taken from a garden plan in his A New Orchard and Garden. It was Lawson’s idea, too, to introduce flowers into the vegetable garden, for although he advocated that there should be separate gardens for flowers and vegetables he felt that ‘the division need not be too severe’, and a ‘vegetable garden could include a comely border’. He also suggested devoting single beds to crops such as globe artichokes, cabbages or carrots.

Rosemary gleaned other ideas from sources as far apart as a medieval illuminated manuscript and the famous ‘King’s Kitchen Garden’ at Versailles, France. It was a visit to this key 17th-century garden, where the master gardener de la Quintinie perfected so many practical and beautiful methods of fruit training, that inspired most of her experiments with fruit at Barnsley House. Indeed it was in the King’s Kitchen Garden that Rosemary first saw apples and pears trained in the elegant goblet shape, which became one of the best known features of her garden. She worked with a local nurseryman to recapture the art of this skilful training.

[image: images]

A simple trellised arbour at Barnsley House potager, clad each year with a golden-leaved hop.





CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES

Before starting to write this book I indulged in the ultimate luxury for any committed vegetable grower: taking time off in the middle of the main growing season to visit other people’s gardens. I would have loved more time to wander at a slower pace and further afield to the north of England and Scotland, to more distant parts of Europe and to the southern hemisphere. There is no doubt, however, that the gardens I did see in the British Isles, France and in three weeks in North America, revealed a rich spectrum of creative vegetable gardening, from highly ordered, formal gardens to those where nature, in the name of ecology, had a free rein. I also saw many gardens where vegetables, herbs and fruits were woven into the main garden. Asparagus in the herbaceous border, climbing beans over the front porch, squashes along the garden fence, alpine strawberries and mint as ground cover and flower beds edged with lettuce or rosette pak choi: these are the sort of things I love to find.

Where you choose to pitch your vegetable garden in the vast spectrum of possible styles is a personal matter. The size and location of the garden and the priority given to feeding the household are all factors to consider, but the key lies in the yearnings of whoever wears that ‘head gardener’ sweatshirt.

[image: images]

Interplanting keeps the beds full in Rosemary Verey’s potager at Barnsley House. Here red cabbage is flanked with leeks and intercropped with spinach.

Of all styles of potagers, it is probably the classic formal potager that is the hardest to achieve. It demands an elegant setting, typically the dark green of a well-established yew, box or holly hedge, as a foil to colourful planting, or a mellow brick wall against which fruit and ornamental climbers can be trained into various shapes. On the whole (there will always be exceptions that prove the rule), it requires a fair amount of space, so that vistas, focal points and features, seats and arches can be accommodated gracefully and paths made wide enough to be seen. It will be a hard taskmaster in terms of skills and labour if you are aiming for the beautiful precision of box (Buxus sempervirens) or evergreen honeysuckle (Lonicera nitida) edges around patterned beds, or the drama of clipped topiary features. All these, of course, take up quite a lot of space. When a formal potager works, however, it is a wonderful place.

The majority of gardeners seeking to inject a colourful, creative note into their vegetable patch opt for the ‘semi-formal’ approach, which can take an infinite number of forms. The basic garden plan, for example, can be a symmetrical pattern of formal beds, but planted in an informal style. A single circular, rectangular or oval bed can be carved into segments defined by culinary herbs, then planted with bold blocks of coloured and textured vegetables. The semi-formal, but very simple device of surrounding vegetables with a border of colourful annual flowers spells instant cheerfulness. So ‘semi-formal’ is a chameleon category. Where the style is well-regulated and orderly it will claim kinship with the classic, aristocratic potager. If informality and a degree of laissez-faire win the day, it will come close to the popular concept of a ‘cottage garden’. It can, of course, be any size.

To me, Hadspen in south-west England, when managed by Nori and Sandra Pope, was a glorious example of a semi-formal potager. Within the 1ha (2.5 acre) walled garden, a wide border followed the contours of the brick-faced wall, with flowering and climbing shrubs, perennials and annuals planted in a palette of colour graduating from yellows through oranges, reds, purples and pinks back to yellow. This was the backdrop for the 0.3ha (¾ acre) fruit and vegetable garden. Vegetables grew in ranks of rectangular beds (mainly 1.1m (3½ft) wide and 2.5m (8ft) long) stretching down the sunny slope away from the wall. Not that I was aware of the beds when I was there in mid-summer, for this was the sort of exuberant, carefree garden where nasturtiums romped through the sweet corn, self-sown Verbena bonariensis struck a purple pose alongside red cabbage and pumpkin tendrils saucily embraced the runner beans. In a corner bed a dark spire of seeding rhubarb stood out starkly against the giant umbelliferous heads of angelica. The picture was completed by a mellowed rhubarb forcing pot and a hazel wood pyramid of brilliant bicoloured ‘Wiltshire Ripple’ sweet peas. That, I caught myself thinking, is landscaping with your kitchen garden plants.
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In Hadspen Garden, Somerset, hazel tepees of sweet peas, seeding spires of rhubarb and old terracotta blanching pots rise above broad-leaved artichokes and rhubarb.

Some of the prettiest vegetable gardens I know could be described as miniature cottage gardens. There is Susan Brooke’s little garden in Buckinghamshire, central England, where maroon clematis and ‘James Grieve’ apple ramble on the arch over the greenhouse door, flanked by two trimmed balls of box. It’s a crowded spot, where both vegetables and fruit have to compete for space among a profusion of geraniums, roses, sage and lavender. It makes the prettiest of pictures, though, it has to be said, is not the most productive method of growing fruit and vegetables (see the Plan of an Informal Potager, pp. 30–1).

In the typical permaculture, organic, ecological or ‘biologique’ vegetable garden there’s a lot of the cottage-garden look. To judge from the large number of potagers run on organic lines my own included – avoiding toxic chemicals and being creative with vegetables are practices that go together perfectly. The decorative elements also fulfil a purpose. Interplanting different vegetables both helps to prevent the build up of pests and diseases, and creates appealing patterns. Planting flowers such as French marigolds (Tagetes sp.) and pot marigolds (Calendula) among vegetables introduces colour, as well as attracting beneficial insects and deterring harmful ones.
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The abundance of edible and useful flowers in my first ‘Little Potager’ gave it the appearance and feel of a traditional cottage garden.

Allowing some vegetables and herbs to run to seed almost unfailingly adds a touch of beauty, and in so doing provides nectar for insects and food for birds. This is the reason why, in the demonstration ‘suburban’ garden at the Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT) in mid-Wales, something is left to seed in every bed. Members of the Umbelliferae family, such as parsnip, fennel and sweet cicely, are favourites: they supply nectar to myriads of small unseen insects and parasitic wasps. And to think that a lot of conventional gardeners have never even seen a parsnip bloom.
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The shrub rose Rosa moyesii is an example of a decorative plant with beautiful flowers and hips, which can also make a valuable contribution to the kitchen.

Before visiting CAT it had never occurred to me that growing vegetables in greenhouses and polytunnels could be anything other than prosaic. But seeing the results of ‘designer beds’ in greenhouses, with lots of flowers and herbs included for ecological reasons, opened my eyes to the opportunities for being creative ‘under cover’ (see Plant Protection, p. 147).

The ‘forest garden’ is a unique type of ecological garden, pioneered by the late Robert Hart in his 0.05ha (⅛ acre) garden in Shropshire, western England. There’s no pretending that the forest garden, with its emphasis on fruits and nuts, perennial vegetables and herbs, is likely to become the standard vegetable garden, but it is potentially such a beautiful, creative form of food garden, that it deserves a few words. Its sole purpose is to be as self-perpetuating and, in gardening terms, ‘low-maintenance’ as a multi-storeyed forest. Robert Hart’s garden combined tall fruit trees as the ‘upper canopy’ with lower-growing nut bearers and fruit trees on dwarfing rootstocks. Carefully selected shade-tolerant varieties of fruit, including currants and raspberries, formed the shrub layer beneath, and there was a place for trailing berries, wild and alpine strawberries, root crops and herbs as ground cover.
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Pot marigolds, here mixing casually with violas and Alchemilla, have medicinal and culinary uses, but also attract beneficial insects and are colourful.

The annual vegetables were planted on mounds and in miniature clearings between the trees, and included leeks, onions, oriental mustards and self-seeders such as American land cress and salad rocket. The result was a calm, peaceful garden of extraordinary diversity. A ‘Brandt’ vine rambled up an old damson tree, forgotten salad plants such as bistort and alexanders nestled along the pathways elbowed by perennial sorrel and ‘Good King Henry’, and there were herbs everywhere.

Even the most decorative of the trees can, potentially, meet a need. Among the more glamorous denizens of this forest garden were the nut-producing shag bark hickory (Carrya ovata), the honey locust (Gleditsia triacanthos) with its long edible pods, the crimson-flowered rose Rosa moyesii, which produces edible hips in autumn, and beautiful natives such as white-beam (Sorbus aria) and wild service tree (Sorbus domestica), which earned a place for their tasty berried fruits. (See Further Reading, p.201.)
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Umbelliferous herbs, such as angelica, not only look dramatic when they run to seed, but also provide insects, such as aphid-eating hoverflies, with nectar.





THE HOME OF THE EDIBLE LANDSCAPE
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A typical scene in a New York Community Garden, where soil-starved urban dwellers use their creativity to turn the concrete jungle into a paradise of plants.

And so to North America, where the barriers against growing ‘edibles’ in the front yard started to crumble in the early 80s. The phrase ‘edible landscaping’, which translates as consciously designing useful plants into the garden landscape, was coined by writer and environmentalist Robert Kourik. The garden designer Rosalind Creasy became the concept’s most prominent practitioner, and in no time this Californian idea had been taken up enthusiastically all over North America, in both rural and urban areas.

In Europe, making a decorative feature of the vegetable garden is predominantly a country pastime and urban examples are rarer, so in New York and Boston I headed straight for the city community gardens. Instead of the rigid formality typical of most European allotments, you find imaginatively laid out gardens, plots of varying shapes and sizes, shaded nooks, ponds and pergolas, colourful communal areas – all of which, more often than not, are created on what had been a derelict lot.

There’s colour everywhere. It seems that almost every plot growing vegetables has a few flowers and herbs mixed in, or a cheery stand of sunflowers, amaranths, Tithonia or Cleome in the background. The fact that plots are often tiny, some as small as 1.2 × 1.8m (4 × 6ft), has something to do with it. Why choose between food or frivolity when the answer could be to have both? I loved the ingenious recycling of whatever material is at hand, such as the paths pieced together from mosaic tile fragments, assortments of bricks and stonework reworked as edges, centrepieces and seats, and discarded timber used to contain raised beds. In short, these gardens were fun.

Wherever I went on my travels, people seemed to be getting enjoyment out of growing vegetables. Take the children’s garden in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden. What joy to thread through the bamboo cane pathways of the squash maze, brushing aside the vines of watermelons, cucumbers and summer squash or to perch on a tree stump in the hayhouse, shaded by runner and lablab (hyacinth) beans.
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Nothing is grown at Sooke Harbour House, Vancouver Island, unless it is edible. Even plants in the window boxes find their way to the kitchen.

At Cook’s Garden Seeds, south Vermont, I found a memorable example of ‘vegetable art’. Shep Ogden had made a huge gateway at the entrance to the trial ground from a complex structure of giant bamboo poles. Lablab beans clambered upwards, intertwined with Cobaea, morning glory and canary creeper. ‘Tromboncino’ squashes 45cm (18in) long hung down dramatically, while skyscraper stands of coloured sweet corn took centre stage. There were even a couple of wooden garden seats nestled between angled bamboos and you had to brush aside a few pretty, white Datura flowers and encroaching bottle gourd leaves in order to sit there.

I must just mention the entrepreneurial creativity of the ‘parking strip gardens’, which I saw in Seattle and Portland. What an inspired idea to replace those boring strips of grass at the front of the house with productive grape vines, sweet corn, tomatoes, flowers and even shrubs and certain approved fruit trees. ‘The mad pumpkin planters of Wallingford’, I’m quoting a Seattle resident, went a step further one night and planted neighbourhood traffic islands with pumpkins. Now that’s what I call creative vegetable gardening.

I saw countless examples of imaginative vegetable gardens, few larger than the size of a tennis court (without the surround) and many much smaller. There were elegant designs, ingenious designs, supremely practical designs, all making an art out of supplying the kitchen, which brings me to Sooke Harbour House, Vancouver Island, which is renowned for its exquisite food. Beautifully situated overlooking the sea, at first sight it’s just a conventional garden. Then it peels back its disguise. Everything here has a culinary role, from the kiwi over the front door to the dominating big leaf maple in the driveway and the giant firs on the perimeter. The colourful front borders are planted only with edible flowers, such as beebalm, tuberous-rooted begonias, borage and fuchsias. The window boxes are crammed with strawberries, herbs and nasturtiums. Corsican mint, which is used to flavour ice cream, innocently creeps on the stone steps and there are huckleberry hedges and banks of bearberries.

[image: images]

Each New York Community Garden has its own character, often a reflection of its ethnic base. Recycled materials are ingeniously used in making beds and paths.





ECSTASY OR ANGUISH?

Potagers, ornamental vegetable gardens, call them what you will, are seductive masters. Create one of your own, and it draws you to it like a magnet. There’s a deep satisfaction in a beautiful, purposeful garden. Beware though, if you are serious about producing vegetables, of forfeiting productivity to the easy charms of herbs, self-seeding flowers and topiary shrubs. ‘There’s nowhere left to plant’ is not an uncommon cry and, ironically, the larger the garden, the worse that problem can be.

There will be disappointments. The glorious visions that are conjured up when sowing or planting don’t always materialize and the painful memories of my own failures lurk in my written records: ‘Camomile path engulfed by chickweed; cat scratched up lettuce seedlings; first cabbage planting lost to pigeons; drought causing very slow pumpkin growth; ‘Treviso’ chicory disappeared. Rats again?’. There are bound to be highs and lows: no garden can be beautiful all the time.

Creating the effect that you want, whether immaculate tapestry or what I love to call ‘sweet disorder’, will be the most challenging of propects. No price can be put on the excitement of finding a combination that works, or a new, beautiful vegetable variety that proves perfect for your plot. Ecstasy, you can be sure, will far outweigh the anguish.
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Where annual flowers like cosmos are allowed to self-seed, glorious splashes of colour result. Here, they have chosen lavender and opium poppies as neighbours.
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At the Occidental Arts Center, California plants are left to seed with enchanting results. Here flower buds of the ‘Roja’ rocambole garlic create intriguing patterns.



ELEMENTS OF DESIGN

[image: images]

As this winter scene shows, the design of a potager can be a source of delight in summer and winter alike.

ONE OF THE JOYS OF A DECORATIVE vegetable garden is that practicality and beauty go hand in hand. Take paths, the arteries of any kitchen garden. They must be serviceable, for they bear the traffic, enabling the work and harvesting to be done in even the poorest weather. Yet the patterns they make, their colour, and the texture of their surface give the garden character in summer, and are a main source of delight in the bare winter months.

The same is true of fences, walls and trellises. They enclose and shelter a garden but good use can also be made of them for trained fruit and climbing vegetables. Arches, tunnels, and arbours are attractive in their own right and double as supports. Topiary herbs and strategically placed pots of bay can be key elements in a design and supply the kitchen. And what is lovelier than the sight of a mellowed terracotta rhubarb blanching pot? There are many ways to make picturesque virtue out of practical necessity.

[image: images]

The shapes and textures of garden artefacts often prove an excellent foil to plant vegetation.





GETTING STARTED


THE SITE

In practice, we rarely have much choice about where to grow our vegetables, herbs and fruit. We have to make do with the garden that comes with the house or, in the case of community gardeners, whatever plot is allotted to us. Within existing constraints, however, vegetables, and to a lesser extent fruit, should get the best site available (see the ‘perfect plot’ described below). If they are grown in a really unsuitable place, making them productive and attractive becomes a herculean task. If this is true in a standard kitchen garden, where aesthetics are not a priority, it is absolutely critical in a decorative situation. Vegetables must flourish if they are to look good and radiate a healthy glow. There is nothing beautiful about unhealthy, unproductive, struggling crops.

The perfect plot is level, open in the sense of not being heavily shaded by buildings or, more importantly trees, sheltered, and has fertile, well-drained soil. A level site is obviously the easiest for the gardener to work, but there are always exceptions. Gentle slopes that catch the sun can be wonderful for bringing on early crops, while in areas prone to frost, slopes allow potentially lethal frost to drain away downhill through a gap in the lower hedge or fence, rather than sit in a frost pocket, which may damage the crops. On a steeply sloping site moisture and nutrients are lost in drainage, and on a very steep slope there is a risk of soil erosion. To minimize these effects, steep slopes should either be terraced, which can make a very dramatic garden, or at least be cultivated in the main with rows running across the slope to keep the soil in place as much as possible.

While some vegetables and fruits tolerate dappled shade, a reasonable amount of sunlight is a prerequisite of healthy growth, hence the need for an open sunny site. In a newly acquired garden, take time to observe which parts of the garden are most shaded and avoid these areas for growing vegetables. Instead plant spring bulbs or shade-tolerant ornamentals or, if feasible, use them for structures such as a garden shed, or compost bins and rain butts.

The requirement for shelter may seem incompatible with the need for an open site, but this is not the case. In fact shelter from wind is probably the most undervalued factor in vegetable growing. Protection from even light winds has been proven more effective in increasing yields than optimum watering and optimum fertilizer use. So most vegetable plots will benefit from having some sort of windbreak. Ideally this should not be a solid barrier, but a permeable barrier that allows the wind to filter through and reduces its force, without casting any significant shade.

[image: images]

Hard work has created this garden from what was poor soil. Optimum use is made of the site by growing herbs on the poorer part and vegetables in the fertile half.

The most important factor affecting the success of a vegetable plot is soil fertility. The broad definition of a fertile soil is one that is well drained (waterlogging is the kiss of death for vegetables, herbs and fruit), with a slightly acid to neutral pH (soil testing kits can be used to measure this), and a crumbly soil structure that is rich in plant foods or nutrients and retains moisture. It is a complex subject, but the quickest and most effective way to improve fertility is to work as much organic matter into the soil as possible, with well-rotted manures and garden compost being the most appropriate sources.

Don’t despair if you find yourself with a garden of low fertility. Start by creating ‘pockets’ of fertility. Dig shallow trenches 15cm (6in) deep, fill them with used potting compost, or even good commercial potting compost straight from the bag, cover this with a thin layer of sieved soil and plant out (or sow) any shallow-rooting vegetables such as dwarf beans, lettuce, seedling salads or spring onions in them. Getting something to grow is the first step along the road to fertility, as it kick starts the biological activity. (For further reading on shelter and soil fertility, see p.201.)


THE STYLE

The choice of style for a vegetable garden, of course, is a personal one, and some of the many possibilities are discussed in chapter one. Is your idea of beauty the military precision of well-defined, wood-edged beds separated by white gravel paths? Or does that seem clinical and cold? Is your dream plot irregularly shaped with edges softened by creeping herbs tumbling over onto the paths? How high a priority is productivity? Box edges and elaborate paths take up precious space that could be used for growing vegetables, herbs and fruit…can it be spared, especially in the smaller garden? Do you have the time to look after formal edges, hedges and topiary features on top of the normal demands of vegetable growing, which are not inconsiderable?

To some extent the size of the plot affects the decision. Perhaps the only general rule is that the smaller the site, the simpler the plan should be. An elaborate formal potager must have a large site. Yet a very small plot can be equally well served by a simple, formal plan or a totally informal layout. I think of vegetable gardens as small, medium or large. Small was represented by my first two potagers, both about 29 sq m (35 sq yd) in area. The playing area of a tennis court, 260 sq m (312 sq yd) represents a medium-sized garden and anything larger than a tennis court definitely qualifies as large.

The shape of the site must be taken into account. A triangular design would sit naturally in a triangular plot. A narrow rectangular garden would be the ideal setting for a formal grid of rectangular beds, but equally a network of gently curved beds on either side of a meandering central path could form the framework for an informal, imaginative garden.
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While a classic design is the basis of this potager in upstate New York, the wooden fencing, gravel paths, stone edges and decorative centrepiece are made from low cost, local materials.


DRAWING UP THE PLAN

Very few people have the talent to walk into a garden, visualize what they want, put in a few marker canes linked along the ground with a bit of hosepipe – and there it is, it works. For ordinary mortals it is still surprisingly difficult, even in a small garden, to visualize how everything will fit together when you are in the midst of it. The alternative is to design the plan on paper and, in the vast majority of cases, this is the better approach. Professional designers all seem to agree that if it looks good on paper, it works on the ground.

Before going to the drawing board, spend as much time as you can in the garden to be, picturing the various possibilities. Position a plank to represent a garden bench; put in canes to indicate the ultimate height of any fruit trees you plan to plant; watch carefully for shadows cast by nearby trees or buildings. If the garden is visible from the house, consider what it will look like from the downstairs windows, and the pattern it will make when seen from the first floor. Imagine linking it to the rest of the garden with arches or tunnels of fruit and climbing vegetables. Keep these factors in your mind as you set about the design.
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A potager in the making in Wales. Although trees, shrubs and perennial herbs take a year or so to become established, a garden can look pleasing in its first year.

There are four stages in designing a garden:

1 Surveying (measuring) the site and preparing a sketch.

2 Making the scale drawing.

3 Designing the garden on the scale plan.

4 Setting out the design on the site.

Surveying the site The key tools are a 20m (60ft) builder’s measuring tape, ideally with a hook on the end that can be fixed around a spike or dug into the ground, a rubber, pencils, a large pad of paper and several long wooden canes. It goes without saying that it is a great deal easier to carry out this job when two people are involved.

To get an accurate plan of the area, every key measurement should be made from two directions, i.e. from both ends of a fixed line (see diagram 1). In this diagram the fixed line AB is an existing hedge, separating the house from the area where the potager is being made. To ensure that the information being recorded is as accurate as possible, the position of every key feature, such as the bed edges or the centrepiece, should be measured from two points, in this case from both ends of the fixed line AB, to give a pair of measurements. Measurements can also be taken from existing features such as established trees. If a boundary fence is a straight line (LM on the diagram), it can be measured out in equal sections, approximately 3m (10ft) apart, marked with long canes to give an extra set of reference points (L1, L2, L3). Or you can establish an additional line yourself with canes. It is important to make a note of changes in level on the site that might affect your design, the direction of north and south, the areas of deepest shade and any variation in soil type and drainage. This information will help you to decide on the positioning of features and plants in the garden.

Making the scale drawing Once you have recorded all the measurements on your sketch, it is time to make an accurate scale drawing of the site. It is best to draw the plan on tracing paper, which should be fixed to a board or desk top with masking tape. Draw in pencil so you can rub out. The task is much simpler if you have a scale ruler (purchased in art supply shops). If not, lay the tracing paper over graph paper. For an overall plan of the whole garden, a scale of 1:200 or 1:100 is practical. If you decide later to make a detailed planting plan use a scale of 1:50 or 1:20. Write the scale on the side of the plan, with arrows to show the points of the compass.
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Elaborately sculpted box forms the centrepiece of this elegantly designed garden on the west coast of the United States.

Draw in the fixed line first, and use it, as you did outside, to determine the other key points on the site. Use compasses and the paired measurements you made outside to position boundaries and key points accurately on your scale drawing. For example, to get the exact position of the corner M in relation to your fixed line AB, take the pair of measurements from your sketch: point A to point M = 18m (60ft), and point B to point M = 12.3m (41ft). Set the compasses to the scaled-down size of A–M, set the point on A and draw an are on your plan in the general area of point M, then set the compasses to the scaled down B–M, set the point on B and draw another arc. Point M is where these arcs intersect.

Continue in the same way for all the other measurements (points N and O). When you have completed the scale drawing, cover it with a clean sheet of tracing paper, and make a fresh pen and ink copy. It is a good idea to use a heavier line for the more important features. This is your scaled site plan or survey drawing.

Designing the garden Put a clean sheet of tracing paper over the site plan, and start working out ideas. You can overlay one tracing on another to make gradual changes, or start again with a clean sheet of paper if necessary. However romantic the garden you have in mind, remember it is a working garden so do not overlook the practical considerations. Beds should be a manageable size with good working access. If they are much wider than 1.2m (4ft) it is hard to reach the centre from the surrounding paths. Beds situated against fences are awkward if more than 60cm (24in) wide. Some of the paths should be wide enough for manoeuvring heavily laden wheelbarrows. Play with practical shapes first, then develop what looks good.

Indicate all measurements that you have worked out clearly on the final version of the design. These will be the basis for setting out the design on the ground. If the plan is to scale, you can measure any required distance with the scale rule as you go along.

THE SITE PLAN
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1 The first stage in drawing up a garden plan is to measure the site accurately, so that a scale drawing can be made. In the above case an existing hedge, AB is used as the fixed line of reference. To pinpoint the boundary corners and key features precisely, measurements are taken from points A and B, or other existing features such as trees. Draw the site plan on tracing paper. A scale ruler is a useful aid for making a scaled drawing of the site plan.

Setting out the design on the ground For this stage you need the long measuring tape, string and the marking pegs: hooked metal pegs, or substantial wooden pegs are ideal for this. A 25cm (10in) wooden peg with a 7.5cm (3in) nail hammered into the top of it for attaching string makes a highly visible marker. Flexible hosepipe is very useful for marking out beds with curved outlines, alternatively trickle dry sand out of a bottle.

Let’s look specifically at marking out three features in the design shown in Figure 2: the circle centred at X, the straight line C–C5 that backs the three easterly beds, and the curved edge G3–G4.

To position the mid-point X of the circle (Diagram 2):

1 Measure the distance from A–X on your plan, and use the scale to convert it to the distance on the ground.

SETTING OUT THE DESIGN

[image: images]

2 With the scale plan as a guide, the key points can be laid out in the garden as above. Measure the distance on the plan and use the scale to convert it to the distance on the ground. Flexible hosepipe can prove handy for marking out curved beds.

2 Insert a peg at point A at the west end of the hedge, attach the tape measure to it and measure out the scaled-up distance. Mark an are in the ground at the point where X will be.

3 Do the same from point B. Where the arcs intersect will be point X, the centre of the circle. Mark it with a peg.

4 From this central point measure out the radius of the circle, and, keeping the tape taut draw out the circumference. Mark it with pegs and string, or with a trickle of sand.

To establish the straight line C–C5:

Use the same method as outlined above. Again, take the measurements on the plan as the basic reference, and convert them into measurements on the ground.

1 For the first corner C, take measurements from points A and B.

2 For C1 take measurements from A and B, and so on.

3 When the line C–C5 is completed mark it out with pegs and string. It can be used as the basis to mark the curving inner edges of the individual beds between G1 and G6.

4 Use the same method to establish the outer corners of the beds G and G7. Use A and B as reference points, or points on the line C–C5 if this is more convenient.

To position the curved edge G3–G4 (Diagram 3):

The simplest way to do this is to take parallel ‘offsets’ – the lines Z1–Z2, Z3–Z4 and Z5–Z6 – at right-angles from the fixed line C2–C3 (see Diagram 2). Use a T-square to get the right-angles. You can make a rough one by nailing together a wooden triangle with sides of 5:4:3; practical dimensions would be 20, 16 and 12cm (10, 8 and 6in).

1 Put markers at Z1, Z3, Z5 along the baseline at 1m (3ft) intervals. The more markers you have the more accurate the final shape will be. Indicate them on your scale plan.

2 Measure the distance Z1–Z2 on your scale plan. Measure the equivalent distance on the ground, starting with a right-angle at Z1. Put in a marker at Z2.

3 Repeat for Z3–Z4 and Z5–Z6.

4 Finally link the small gaps between the marker pegs by eye, marking the curves on the ground. Provided there is a straight line you can use as a basis, taking parallel offsets is a useful way of marking out irregularly shaped beds.

Needless to say, if the curved edges were designed as segments of a true circle, the procedure would be easier. It would be a question of tracing a larger circle from the central point X.

POSITIONING CURVED EDGES

[image: images]

3 Setting out curved edges can be tricky. The best way to do it is to establish a straight edge (C2–C3) and then take parallel offsets from it. Place markers at intervals along the fixed line and then link the gaps by eye, forming the curves on the ground.

[image: images]

In summer the underlying plan of the potager at Ballymaloe Cookery School, southern Ireland, is hidden under a panoply of vegetables, herbs and edible flowers.





PLAN OF A FORMAL POTAGER

The set of beds in the plan opposite forms part of the formal potager at The Old Rectory, Northamptonshire, central England. There are seven sets of beds of varying patterns, shapes and sizes. Some are connected to their neighbours with arches or shared L-shaped bed, others are segregated by a trellis of espalier pears. They are all enfolded by a framework of brick walls and a yew hedge. A network of brick and concrete paviour paths, laid in simple patterns, is another geometric element in the design.
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Neatly clipped box edging with sharply-cut topiary pyramids at the corners of the beds determines the character of the potager.

Skilfully clipped box hedge provides the bold outline for the central square and rectangular beds, each corner accentuated with a neatly trimmed box pyramid. (Pyramids proved easier to train than the rounded balls of the original plan.) While standard roses and red currants strike a note of elegant formality in the outer L-shaped beds, the rustic hazel arch in the centre, re-made every year, has its own distinct, cottage garden informality. Here, the cup-shaped, long-stalked green-purple flowers of Cobaea scandens mingle with climbing purple French beans. Everywhere herbs exert their charm. Creeping and carpeting thymes are tucked into every corner, rosemary, purple sage and marjoram cluster at the entrances, lavender dominates the central path, densely planted chives are given a bed of their own, with clipped wall germander (Teucrium × lucidrys) making a smooth rounded edging.
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The simple device of a central arch linking the beds enables edible and ornamental climbing plants to be grown together with dramatic effect.

The more sprawling vegetables such as courgettes, marrows, potatoes, tomatoes and chard are given fairly free rein in the outer beds, but striking patterns are created in the confines of the inner beds. In one of them, narrow bands of peas criss-cross the beds, with contrasting triangles of carrots and spinach within the arms. In another, double rows of leeks separate squares of red and green lettuce. Sweet corn is surrounded by circles of radish, some of which will be allowed to flower amidst the corn. A bed of globe artichokes demonstrates the impact of planting these blue-grey, thistly plants en masse. The sides of the central beds vary in length from 2.1m (7ft) to 2.4m (8ft).

Where paths meet the boundaries, standard trees, such as variegated Euonymus, are grown to make a natural focal point. Elsewhere tender citrus fruits and olives, slightly tender vines, and a standard, fine-leaved box are grown in beautiful, large terracotta containers. These are placed at key points in the potager, then taken into the conservatory for protection during the winter. (Author’s note: The original box edging became diseased [see Box disease, p.52], but has been successfully replaced by Buxus microphylla ‘Faulkner’.
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