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There is something innately generous about plant people. Wherever they are on earth or whatever their background, they can always be relied upon to be up for sharing the fruits of their labour, nifty growing tips or even old family recipes. It is only because of this enormous generosity that this book has been made possible, so right from the start I would like to extend a huge thank you to all the dozens of fellow plant geeks that helped in so many ways to make this project a reality.
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Introduction
Join the revolution!
So what’s wrong with spuds, sprouts and swedes?
As every glossy magazine and middle-class dinner party conversation will tell you, we are living amid a great ‘grow your own’ revolution. What was once exclusively the preserve of the ‘flat cap and whippet brigade’ has now been opened up to a wider audience of young, urban foodies.
Yet, for some bizarre reason, if you sift through the hype and actually look at the beds and borders of the new generation of ‘allotmenteers’ fuelling this boom, the contents still look a whole lot more ‘wartime ration book’ than ‘fancy fusion menu’. The whole concept of ‘growing your own’ has somehow got itself stuck in a weird 1940s time warp and most growers (newbies and veterans alike) appear unaware of options beyond spuds, sprouts and swedes – the allotment equivalent of powdered eggs and spam. But things simply don’t have to be this way!
With well over 2,500 edible plant species – everything from kiwi fruit to sweet potatoes – perfectly happy to grow on our blustery North Atlantic island, it is crazy that pretty much every book on growing fruit and veg since the Second World War has drummed on about the same 20 or so crops, which represent less than 1 per cent of what we can actually grow. The fact is, the British diet has become infinitely more exciting and varied, drawing on ingredients and inspiration from all around the world in the last half century. Put simply, we don’t eat the same stuff we did two generations ago, so why on earth should we be stuck growing it? 
I believe we should stop growing crops that are cheap to buy, widely available and whose flavours differ little from the shrink-wrapped supermarket offerings. Let’s take a look at the evidence: I recently phoned the upmarket London store Harrods and asked for its most expensive potato. I wanted it gift-wrapped and delivered to my door. It turns out that biodynamic, heritage spuds flown in from California are still cheaper gram for gram than if I were to buy one of those woven potato-growing barrel kits that are in all the catalogues. Planted in this way, it can make growing your own potatoes one of the single most expensive ways to get hold of them – and I guarantee you won’t be able to taste the difference in a blindfold test. For someone like my grandad in the 1940s with no cut-price superstore five minutes down the road and acres of Welsh countryside to farm, growing potatoes made complete sense. For someone like me, in the 21st century, growing potatoes on my postage stamp-sized suburban patch just doesn’t.
The fantastic news is that by simply swapping common, low-value crops for a range of easy-to-grow, genuinely productive cutting-edge ones, you can turn your yard veg patch back into a living larder of ‘superfoods’ and exotic delicacies. You just have to get out there and give them a go! 





[image: hyperlink]




	
			

			


Learning from those  adventurous Victorians 
Despite today’s global warming and the UK’s ethnically diverse society, the Victorians and earlier generations of Brits were far more adventurous with food than we are. They grew everything from saffron (in huge plantations in places like Essex’s Saffron Walden and London’s Saffron Hill) and hardy Chilean guavas (reputedly Queen Victoria’s favourite fruit) to Inca berries (for which the great Mrs Beeton developed a delicious jam recipe). In fact, the change in crops came with the First World War when the decisions about what was grown were taken out of the hands of thousands of tiny independent growers and instead put under the control of a few government officials. It was then that the more exotic yet surprisingly commonly grown crops were ditched in favour of staples such as cabbages and potatoes and a century later they have never really made a comeback. 
My homegrown revolution promise
This book isn’t about growing unconventional crops for the sake of it. It’s about taking the plunge and growing delicious, high-yield foods that are expensive to buy, yet easy to grow. This idea, of course, does include many allotment favourites like strawberries, tomatoes and asparagus, but in this book I have focused on the plants that are not in your standard allotment starter kit and everything that’s been selected has been tested twice by me.
To ensure the genuine ‘garden worthiness’ of the plants, I ran a 24-month trial growing more than 120 different edibles in my own garden to choose those crops that are objectively as high yielding, easy to source, low maintenance and, of course, good to eat as the much more conventional fruit and veg currently found in the average British backyard. My experiment ran over two of the poorest summers and coldest winters on record in Britain and used only crops and kit that I could source from an average garden centre (or order in five minutes online). No greenhouse, heated propagators or team of gardeners in sight, just me, a watering can and a whole lot of determination. 
One of the things that I found most interesting was that many extremely common and widely recommended crops are actually far harder to grow than some of the truly weird and wonderful entries, despite enormous amounts of breeding and glowing supplier recommendations.






	
			

			


Five of the real stars
Some commonly recommended crops that didn’t make it past my battery of tests include aubergines, patio peppers, cauliflowers, celery and soya. Among those that did pass with flying colours are the following five stars:
• Tomatillos – a lime-flavoured tomato-like fruit that sells for £2 each in fancy Mexican grocery stores. Each plant gave me an astonishing 10kg of fruit. 
• New Zealand spinach – a thug that took over my garden, but gave me more spinach than I could eat from June to November and all from just a single sowing! Far tastier than your regular spinach.
• Dahlia yams – delicious tubers that are tastier and more productive than spuds, with the added bonus of a constant stream of huge florist-ready flowers from July onwards.
• Alpine ‘snow’ strawberries – a conveyor belt of almost artificially-flavoured mini strawberries from April to November that seemed invisible to birds and were avoided by slugs.
• Asparagus peas – foolproof to grow, covered in beautiful burgundy flowers and delivering finger-long ‘peas’ (more a bean really) that cost over £5 per 150g pack at my local Asian grocery store.







	
			

			


About this book
In this book, I’ve provided all the information anyone, from the complete novice to the skilled expert, needs to know to grow, cook and eat many exciting and often overlooked foodie treats. Before you dive on in, here are a few tips on how to navigate through its pages to become the ultimate urban farmer.



Common names
Although most crops have several common names, when it comes to more unusual fruit and veg, this number often spirals even higher, as the plants aren’t mainstream enough (as yet) for us Brits to have decided on a universal label. When marketers wade in with a raft of snappy trade names this gets even more confusing – some species can be known by over a dozen different names, making it a headache when it comes to tracking them down.
In this book, I’ve made a deliberate decision to select one common name based on what I feel is most popular in the UK right now and what best describes the plant’s edible use. For a species that is often known by an exotic-sounding name in another language I have opted for the English version instead. For example, ‘New Zealand yam’ is probably easier for us to remember than ‘oca’, the Andean Quichua dialect’s name for the same crop. Where the crop is also a common garden plant that is only really known for its ornamental value in the UK, I have added specificity to highlight its edible nature – such as Hosta ‘greens’ or Dahlia ‘yams’. Finally, if it has a handful of common names that are used pretty much interchangeably, I have highlighted its alter egos in the body of the text.
Scientific/Latin name
Although a little tricky to pronounce, scientific names are brilliant if you want to cut through the confusion, as each plant will have only one correct scientific name, despite potentially having a hoard of common ones. So if all else fails you can be sure that by going by the scientific name you will make a spot-on identification (it’s like verifying someone using their passport number as opposed to their nickname). These scientific names are italicised next to the plant’s common name at the beginning of each profile.
Photos and illustrations
The close-up images are designed to show the plant’s structure and colour in full intricate detail, so you can be sure you have got their ID absolutely correct. Further assurance is provided by the full plant illustrations, which are also helpful for getting a clear picture of the ideal adult shape and stature of the plant – indispensable when planning your plot and anticipating how each plant will behave with its neighbours.







	
			

			


Key to symbols
As to how much light, moisture and space is required for each plant, as well as tolerance for frost, and the level of skill necessary for growing, just follow the quick symbols key below:



-10°C



0°C



-5°C






	
			

			





	
			

			


To the uninitiated gardening can sometimes seem complicated and confusing, full of rules that have to be memorised by heart before you can even approach a plant, but this simply isn’t the case! Over millions of years plants have evolved to pretty much look after themselves. All gardeners really need to do is replicate the conditions of the habitats in which their plants thrive – with just a few tweaks to maximise harvests. Use my ten commandments and you’ll get maximum yield with minimum work.
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 1:  Let there be (loads of) light
It might be easy to take light for granted but it is arguably the single most important factor in plant growth. Yet frustratingly for home gardeners it can also be the trickiest to control. Get it right though and you can improve yields by up to an astonishing 50 per cent. Let me explain how ...




Catch the best rays
Plants’ leaves are effectively living solar panels, designed to capture the maximum amount of energy from sunlight and use it to fuel their growth. This means that for the vast majority of crop plants, the more light you can give them the more vigorous their growth, and the higher your yields will be. But it doesn’t stop there; for many crops, light intensity determines sugar content, especially with fruiting plants.  
The effect of increasing the intensity and duration of light is so dramatic that commercial greenhouse growers often place their plants under specialised ultraviolet (UV) lamps at sunset, thereby tricking the plants into growing right through the night. While I’m not expecting any homegrowers to start stringing up lights over their vegetable patch, there are three  simple  tricks to give your crops as much light as possible. 
1. Face south
The easiest way to ensure maximum light levels is choose the most southerly facing aspect of your plot for growing. This aspect receives the sun’s rays for the longest period of the day, in addition they will also receive more warmth during the day. To figure out where south lies on your plot firstly make a note of where the sun rises (east) and sets (west) each day. Then stand with your left hand pointing east and right pointing west and you will then be facing south. For technology geeks an instant way to check is to use the compass function on your smartphone or look up an online map while standing in your garden. 
2. Dodge the shade
Even if you don’t have the luxury of having a south-facing plot there will be areas that are less eclipsed by shade than others. Look high – roof gardens, balconies, hanging baskets and pots and troughs attached to walls – as generally the further away from the ground you go the more sunlight will be available. Of course you could ditch the backyard altogether and start growing in your front garden – for so long just the preserve of the boring lawn but coincidentally almost always sunnier than the back garden.  
3. Reflect light in
Cunning use of reflectors can bounce light into and around your garden. This trick is  simply  painting your walls and fences white or using a pale-coloured decking or gravel as ground cover. You can even use mirrors, such as the cheap, shatterproof acrylic types widely available from DIY stores or online that are pre-cut to size (up to 1.8m square). You can now buy flexible sheets of mirrored plastic on a sticky-back roll that can be hung like wallpaper on a north-facing wall.
In shady spaces using reflectors not only increases the net amount of light but also  means that light comes from a variety of directions. These extra sources of light reduces the tendency of plants to arch dramatically towards a single light source, giving them a more balanced shape and improving productivity. 







	
			

			


Crops for shade
If, despite your most valiant efforts, you still find yourself gardening in a rather gloomy site, there are a few crops you can get away with growing in shade. Some real exotics like wasabi, hosta greens, fiddlehead ferns and Japanese hardy ginger positively prefer shade. Here are just a few examples:
• Fruit – Alpine ‘snow’ strawberries, Chilean guavas, huckleberries and blue sausage fruits.
• Veg – mushrooms, New Zealand spinach, water- cress, bamboo shoots, squash flowers and leaves, fiddlehead ferns, wood sorrel, hosta greens, chop suey greens, borage, dahlias, Queensland arrow- root and Chinese chives.
• Herbs and spices – Tasmanian mountain pepper, Japanese hardy ginger, Vietnamese fish mint, meadowsweet, wintergeen, green tea, sweet cicely and wasabi. 
The silver lining
While bright sunlight does indeed promote luxuriant growth and high sugar levels in most crop plants, it can also trigger the development of bitter or spicy chemicals and tough fibres in a few species of leaf and stem crops such as lettuce, rhubarb, borage, cardoons and dandelions. Growing these plants in shade will give you leaves that are larger, softer and paler, and that taste milder. Although not  ideal from the plant’s perspective, these leaves are far superior in flavour and texture for greedy gardeners.
You can capitalise on this phenomenon by deliberately excluding light to certain parts of a full-grown plant for a couple of weeks to sweeten it up before harvest. To plant geeks this process is known as ‘blanching’ and can be easily done by placing an upturned bucket over an adult plant or wrapping the base of a cardoon or borage plant in a 30cm-wide length of corrugated cardboard or hessian sacking. Leave in place for a couple of weeks and the plant’s levels of bitter chemicals (which are only produced in the presence of direct sunlight) will naturally drop, turning the tissues a paler colour and elongating the stems, making these a whole lot tastier. 







	
			

			


2: Don’t let your hose  runneth over
It’s no surprise to anyone that water is fundamental for plant growth. Watering is easily the single most time-consuming chore in the garden but up to 50 per cent of the water used is wasted. Getting it right can save you hours of work, not to mention a hefty water bill.




My watering crash course
1. Little and often is NOT the way
Unless you’re watering seedlings or extremely shallow-rooted species, the most common mistake among gardeners is to give their plots a daily ‘once-over’ sprinkling with a hose. This type of watering only really moistens the top few centimetres of the soil and doesn’t reach the majority of the plants’ roots. Within an hour or so this surface moisture is simply evaporated off by the sun. 
Instead, give plants a proper soaking once or twice a week allowing water to permeate right down to the deepest roots and you will see two key benefits:
•	The plants have an underground store of moisture to draw on over several days, giving them a more constant irrigation.
• The total amount of water used and your time spent watering will be greatly reduced. 
2. Target water to where it’s  most needed
To get water to reach the parts of the plant that need it most (the roots) there is a simple Blue Peteresque device that can be knocked together from the contents of your recycling bin. This instant remedy is as simple as taking an old two-litre plastic milk or soda bottle and cutting the bottom two centimetres off with a serrated knife. Buried upside down with its open neck 15–25cm below ground level and its cut end sticking out of the ground, the bottle will act as a perfect sump (a pit or well that collects water) to store and direct water deep below ground. Make up a good few of these bottomless bottles and space them at 50cm intervals along your beds. Simply fill each of them to the brim with a hose or watering can once or twice a week.  Apart from in the most scorching weather, that is all the watering you need to do. 
For larger plants and shrubs, a mini-moat can be created by bulking up soil in a ring around the planting hole which will work in the same way, trapping water around the plant base and preventing it from running off. 
3. Seal in moisture
Most of the moisture lost from watering is through evaporation; therefore sealing in this water with a layer of organic material such as chipped bark, leaf mould, compost and cocoa shells can help dramatically reduce the loss of moisture. This technique, known as mulching, has a variety of other benefits:
• It provides a barrier to any germinating weed seedlings from the soil below. These weeds cannot raise their heads, therefore cutting down the time you would spend removing these potential competitors. 
• It creates a thick blanket to insulate the soil below, protecting delicate roots from biting frosts and scorching summer temperatures. As the mulch naturally breaks down over a season or two, it even helps enrich your soil. 
Any fibrous, well-composted plant matter will do this job just brilliantly – spread it all around your plants in a layer about 5cm thick.







	
			

			


4. Water in the morning
Watering in the morning gives the soil time to absorb the moisture before the hot midday sun evaporates this off. Although there is no scientific basis behind the age-old gardening belief that watering at midday can scorch plants’ leaves, the rapid evaporation (apart from being wasteful) can leave residues of salts, minerals and fertilisers that were dissolved in the water and which can damage plant cells. 
Another good reason to water early in the day is that watering in the evening can leave plants sitting in cold water, which they cannot effectively take up and this can promote fungal diseases that thrive in cool, wet conditions. These conditions also provide slugs and snails with the perfect moist surface to travel over on their nocturnal raids. That said, if your plants are in a really desperate need of a drink in the middle of a dry summer, it is better to water them as soon as possible, whatever the time of day, rather than risking long-term drought damage.
Watering & flavour
Watering can have a big impact not only on crop yield, but also on taste. Generous regular soakings have the effect of pumping plant cells full of water. In general, a lot of water makes the resultant crop more tender and succulent but also dilutes the naturally occurring chemicals dissolved within them. In the case of leaf and root crops, plenty of water can prevent the build up of bitter or fiery flavours and stringy fibres, which suits most people’s tastes. Regular soakings are great if you want a crisp, mild radish, but perhaps not so much if you like your rocket to have a really pungent kick. 
With fruit, however, being too trigger happy with the hose during the ripening stage can result in a watery, insipid crop. The excessive moisture dilutes the sugars within the fruit cells, watering down the flavour. Abundant watering is often the reason why those giant supermarket strawberries usually lack that all-important  strawberry flavour. Although you do get larger yields with liberal waterings, flavour almost always suffers. 







	
			

			


In order to get the best of both worlds:
•	Irrigate fruit crops generously throughout the whole growing season, especially during the key stage when the plants are in flower and the little green fruit are swelling.
•	Reduce irrigation to a minimum when fruit reach their maximum size and start to change colour on their way to full ripeness. 
This same process also works on leaf and veg crops. If you are keen on some really intense flavours, simply reduce watering a week or two so before you plan to harvest.
Drought-proof crops
If you live in one of the drier parts of the country, or just want to reduce your watering responsibilities to a bare minimum, there are a wide range of options for drought-tolerant edibles out there. Hailing from arid or semi-arid parts of the globe, many of these plants will usually only need watering when newly planted and once established they can pretty much take care of themselves. Here are some drought-proof crops that won’t let you down:
• Fruit – olives, figs, huckleberries, Inca berries and pineapple guavas.
• Veg – artichoke, sea kale, purslane, asparagus peas, oyster leaves, red strawberry popcorn, fenugreek and tomatillos.
• Herbs and spices – lavender, society garlic, marigolds, eucalyptus, manuka, scented geraniums and saffron.
Crops for boggy areas
Most standard ‘Dig for Victory’ style texts suggest that a sodden, boggy patch of ground is useless for crop growing. However, the great thing about the crops featured in this book is that many are adapted to a wide range of habitats, including aquatic and near-aquatic environments. Some good examples are water celery, bamboo shoots, watercress (if the water is very clean), Queensland arrowroot, sweet galingale, wintergreen, hosta greens, fiddle-head ferns and wasabi. 







	
			

			


 3: Create the  promised land (i.e. the perfect soil)  



There is an old-school adage that gardening is not the art of cultivating good plants but the art of cultivating good soil. As much as I cringe slightly at this hippy ‘worship the earth mother’ tone, I can’t help but entirely agree with the idea behind this sentiment. Get your soil right and the plants will do the rest of the hard work for you.




An ideal growing mix
Although soil requirements differ from plant to plant, in my opinion the ideal formula for a growing mix for the majority of fruit and veg crops is:
•	Four parts loam (i.e. regular garden soil).
• Two parts organic compost – any kind will do. You can often pick organic compost up at no cost at many council recycling centres, make your own from garden and kitchen waste or buy it in large bulk bags from builders’ merchants (by far the cheapest way to buy it).
• One part fine horticultural sand – be care- ful not to use builders’ sand (which can con-tain large amounts of lime) but sharp sand specifically sold for horticulture and available from builders’ merchants.
Here, the compost acts like a sponge, helping improve water and nutrient retention in the mix. Additionally, sand helps improve drainage, especially in heavy clay soil, giving it a lighter, more friable texture to allow the roots of young plants to spread freely. If you are gardening on a free-draining soil with an already high sand content, simply reduce the amount of sand in the mix, and conversely add a couple of extra spadefuls of sand if you are gardening on particularly heavy clay soil.
In beds and borders
To create this mix in beds and borders simply:
• Place a good 15cm layer of compost and 8cm of sand over the surface of the soil and then dig in well with a spade or fork to a depth of at least 45cm. This digging might be a bit of a workout for an hour or two but once thoroughly incorporated you will almost certainly never need to do it again. 
• To boost the mineral and nutrient content, sprinkle over pelleted chicken manure, horse manure or blood, fish and bone, which are all sold at most garden centres, according to  the package directions and mix in well. 
You should end up with an area of soil that has a light, airy texture (like the top of an apple crumble) that will be slightly raised above the surrounding soil level. 
The ‘no dig’ method
Apart from this first thorough dig when setting up a bed, I prefer to leave nature to its own devices as frequent digging can destroy soil structure, encourage the germination of buried weed seeds and harm useful critters like earth-worms and beneficial soil microorganisms (the horticultural equivalent of probiotic bacteria).  Ditching the annual chore of digging, I opt for a technique known as the ‘no dig’ method. Simply, apply a thick mulch of well-rotted organic matter like compost, leaf mould or 






	
			

			


manure over the whole site, once each year during spring, and plant your new crops directly into it. Worms will soon incorporate this top layer into the soil below, naturally creating a rich, crumbly, well-aerated texture. There is one caveat though: these beds are now a ‘no stepping area’, because walking over this area will instantly recompact the soil.
In tubs, troughs and pots
Despite the huge range of specialist composts for fruit and veg that are available in garden centres, I find that my growing mix works far better in tubs and planters than pure compost alone. Its high loam content means it retains moisture for far longer, contains a broad range of minerals, which help ensure healthy flavourful crops, and also gives plants a far stronger base in which to anchor themselves. Having such a complete mix also means nutrients do not get exhausted as quickly as pure compost, so you don’t need to replace it every year as if you had used a shop-bought mix. Incidentally, because you can knock the formula together using low-cost (and often free) ingredients, you will pay a fraction of the price of those highly branded, quirkily packaged pre-formulated mixes.
Fertiliser for newbies 
No matter how wonderful your soil, plants always benefit from a bit of a nutritional pick-me-up, which can dramatically improve overall health, raise their disease resistance and boost both their overall yield and flavour. Here are my top tips:
• Unlike watering – where the opposite is true – the ‘little and often’ approach ensures that the supply of minerals and nutrients is spread evenly throughout the crop’s season. This approach also avoids the erratic bursts of soft, sappy disease-prone growth that excessive fertilising can cause.
• I like to use an all-purpose liquid feed mixed in the water that I use to irrigate. I apply  it once a week right through the growing season from April to September. Don’t be tempted to fertilise any later in the year because this can encourage the plant to burst into soft, fresh growth that is prone to frost damage in the winter. 
• There are many mixes available in garden centres but I prefer to make my own, which (depending on the size of your garden) can save you a good £100 throughout the season for very little effort. And the best thing is two key ingredients in my brew are common native weeds (see Tips & tricks, page 51).
• This same liquid feed, further diluted at half strength, can be sprayed as a foliar feed onto your crops’ leaves to give them an extra nutritional boost.
Acid-loving plants
The only plants that I ever buy liquid fertiliser or specialist compost for are a small range of horticultural divas known as ericaceous plants. These species include green tea, cranberries, blueberries, gardenias and citrus. They hail from regions of the world with acidic soils and are so well adapted to these conditions that their health quickly suffers in alkaline environments like my chalky-soiled backyard. Symptoms include yellowing of veins in the leaves, leaf loss, delayed growth and severely impaired flowers and fruiting.
Of course, if you live in an area with acidic soil like most of Cornwall, Scotland and the Lake District these plants are a breeze to grow. However, if like me, you live in a hard water area (i.e. your kettle furs up) or your soil contains small white lumps of chalk or limestone, these plants will need some serious extra cosseting. To get around these problems I suggest the following: 
• Grow these species in pots with a mix of neutral top soil (which you can pick up from garden centres or builders’ merchants) and ericaceous compost (a slightly acidic growing medium sold by garden centres for plants like rhododendrons and camellias). 
• Water with an organic ericaceous fertiliser, which helps keep acid-loving plants happy even when watered with hard tap water. Pretty clever stuff!  
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 4: 
Pick the chosen ones
Once you’ve engineered the perfect growing conditions, now comes the exciting bit – a spot of botanical treasure hunting. A little planning at this stage of what you want to grow can make a massive difference to your success in the year ahead. So get a pen and paper and sketch out your ultimate wish list. My top three rules for helping you decide will ensure you don’t waste your precious time.




Top three rules
Rule 1: grow veg you like to eat
I am always surprised by the number of people that dedicate huge amounts of time and effort cultivating the stuff they believe they should grow in a veg (or fruit) garden as opposed to what they actually like to eat. Just because a book, even this one, recommends a particular list of species, it doesn’t mean you need to slavishly follow it – the best guide is always your taste buds. 
Rule 2: plant at least six species
Even if you have only a small space to play with, don’t be tempted to stick to only two or three crops. Planting a broad range of species on your plot means: 
• You will never worry about having an enormous glut of any one crop, which can put anyone off a favourite fruit or veg. 
• You reduce the risk of crop failure caused by the build-up of any one plant-specific pest or disease.
Rule 3: repeat performers make for an easy life 
While most traditional crops are annual plants (species that are sown, harvested and die in the same year), perennial crops that come back year after year will provide you with a reliable annual harvest from just a single planting – so you do far less work for exactly the same reward. Many of the really expensive crops (think artichokes, asparagus and strawberries) fall into this category, making growing them all the more logical. Fortunately, most of the crops in this book belong to this labour-saving group, making them the perfect slacker option for busy foodies.
Sourcing guide 
Once you have completed your wish list, the next step is to get out and gather up what you need to get started. Other than the well-trodden route of garden centres (see Supplier directory, page 269), here are my hints for track-ing down botanical treasure.
Seed swapaholics 
Before you even reach for your wallet, there is a way to get your hands on some of the most rare and unusual varieties of heritage fruit and veg often without paying a penny – seed swapping.
Public seed swaps all over the country provide growers with a unique opportunity to exchange the seeds of weird and wonderful varieties with absolutely no money changing hands. I especially love ‘Seedy Sunday’ down in Brighton. This is held every February, with visitors asked either to swap seed packets or to make a donation of 50p per packet to cover the costs of organising the swap and is an absolute gold mine for one-of-a-kind plant finds. 
Due to gardening trends and some confusing EU regulations that limit what seed companies can actually stock, many of the more uncon-  ventional fruit and veg varieties are becoming 
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increasingly tricky to find. Without seed swaps, hundreds of delicious varieties, which may have taken thousands of years to create, are in imminent danger of extinction. Can you think of a better excuse for a bit of freetail therapy?
Heritage Seed Library
Another amazing resource is Garden Organic’s Heritage Seed Library, a unique botanical ark housing seeds from more than 800 endangered crop varieties. Garden Organic is steadily intro- ducing a range of exciting exotics from British-grown seeds. Membership is open to anyone, and on joining you can access these crops free of charge. Volunteers called ‘seed guardians’ are responsible for growing these rare varieties in their own gardens to replenish the library’s stocks and keep these crops going. If you fancy doing your own bit of backyard conservation, get in touch with the library!
Mail order 
Apart from seed swaps and the standard garden centre route, mail order is often overlooked as a means to seeking out botanical treasures. All the large seed companies and most tiny independent companies now sell online, meaning a previously unimaginable variety of species are just a few clicks away. Online auction sites like eBay make it possible to get live plants shipped from suppliers literally anywhere in the world (complete with official plant health certificates of course).







	
			

			


5: Spare the secateurs,  spoil your harvest
When I was growing up I always thought pruning and training were ridiculous exercises: loads of convoluted techniques and confusing rules to remember, only to hack back perfectly healthy growth that surely was the whole point of gardening anyway? However, once you learn the effect just a snip or two can have, pruning and training suddenly goes from laborious chore to clever chemical engineering.




Removing a plant’s leaves and branches can have a profound effect on its internal chemistry, triggering the production of various hormones, which in turn dictate how the plant grows. Although the exact method of pruning and training varies between crops (full information for each plant is detailed in its profile), the following is a general introduction.
Fruiting plants
Fruit-bearing crops can be chemically manip-ulated into producing far higher yields and better quality fruit than would occur in nature, simply through a little basic pruning and training.
Stimulating flower & fruit formation 
Many fruiting plants produce hormones in their growing tips that inhibit flower formation fur-ther down the branch. Left to their own devices this would result in tall, upward-shooting growth, with relatively few fruit, far out of reach at the top of the plant. As a remedy, try:
•	Pruning these growing tips out frees dormant flower buds lower down from this chemical control, resulting in the production of significantly more flowers and fruit all along the branches. 
•	Bending vertical boughs down at an angle (from anything to fully horizontal) and adding ties to keep them in place has the effect of slowing the flow of sap inside the branch. Similar to pruning, this ‘training’ of branches stifles the tree or bush’s natural upward growth, releasing hormones that instead stimulate the formation of flowers and fruit.
•	Thinning out clusters of newly formed fruit early in the season to leave just one or two mini fruits per bunch redirects all the plant’s energies to these, resulting in fewer but much larger fruit come harvest time, instead of loads of tiny misshapen fruitlets.
By combining the above techniques for pruning and training you can significantly increase your total fruit yield while simultaneously improving its quality.
Improving fruit flavour
Removing dead, congested and crossing branches from the centre of a tree or bush allows sunlight into the centre of the canopy to its developing fruits. Exposure to light raises the sugar production and generation of various aromatic compounds in the fruits, resulting in a vastly improved flavour. 
In order to achieve this effect all over a fruiting tree, you should aim to create an open, wine glass-shaped overall structure that is balanced on all sides.
All plants
For most crops only a minimal amount of pruning is required. This is largely either done to 






	
			

			


encourage fresh, healthy growth, restrict water loss when transplanting or to stave off infection. 
Regenerative pruning
In most plants, the removal of leaves or branches sets off an internal chemical reaction, trigger-ing the production of growth hormones that encourage the development of vigorous new shoots. Pruning takes advantage of this tendency and is particularly useful for plants that have become old and tired, producing with tough, woody, sparse growth. 
A generous hacking back, followed by a good dose of water and fertiliser, can help rejuvenate your crops, quickly inducing a flush of fresh, green leaves. This pruning is usually done in spring and early summer. Any later in the year and this new tender growth may not have time to mature enough before winter sets in.
Restricting water loss
Water evaporates from little pores on the bottom surface of leaves in much the same way as sweat does from human skin. The vacuum created by the loss within the plant’s vessels is what draws water up the stem from its roots. If these roots are damaged, for example by being dug up or transplanted, they may not be able to absorb enough water from the soil to replace the amount lost through its leaves. 
Snipping off some of these leaves (or in some cases entire branches, depending on the size of the plant) helps redress this balance, ensuring that newly transplanted specimens don’t suffer from drying out.
Staving off infections
Pruning off dense leaf growth from a con-gested canopy allows light and air into the centre of the plant, which helps reduce the chance of fungal infections that thrive in shady environments with poor airflow. This thinning is particularly effective for lush-leaved plants like courgettes, squash and tomatoes that are notoriously vulnerable to fungal attacks in humid summers, as well as tender plants like citrus trees when they are brought under cover in winter.




Unpruned: spindly, congested growth with all the fruit at the top



Pruned: open structure with loads more fruit along the branches 






	
			

			





	
			

			


6: Love thy neighbour,  nuke thy enemy
There is nothing more soul-destroying than having months of hard work fall prey to an army of marauding pests. Learn to spot the differences between your allies and enemies and you too can win the war on bugs. 



Allies
Earthworms
If you like the idea of outsourcing hours of digging and fertilising to an army of assistants, then these little guys are without a doubt your best friends in the garden. Creating networks of thousands of tiny tunnels in your plot, earthworm activity functions like an air  pump, drawing oxygen into the soil and helping release carbon dioxide. This aeration is vital for:
•	Healthy root growth. 
• Boosting the numbers of beneficial microbes that live in soil. 
•	Allowing water and nutrients to drain into the ground effectively for maximum absorption by your crops’ roots. 
Worm action can shift up to 150kg of soil per year in the average 4.5m x 4.5m small garden, helping draw up minerals from deep in the ground, while at the same time helping mix in organic material from the soil’s surface.  That’s 150kg less soil per year that you need to dig to get the same result! 
To keep the little guys happy:
• Provide a regular supply of organic mulch (like compost, leaf mould or finely chipped bark) layered over the surface of your beds.
•	Avoid pesticide use at all costs.  
Ladybirds 
Capable of devouring as many as 5,000 plant-munching aphids in their lifetime, ladybirds are the perfect allies in the war on bugs. Attract- ing them into your garden depends on two key factors: 
• Giving them enough aphids to eat (if your garden is anything like mine this factor  won’t be a problem).
• Providing them with a source of pollen, which is also an important part of their diet. Ideal sources for their pollen buffet include the blossom of chives, coriander, fennel, dill, calendula, marigolds and angelica. 
Bees
Without a healthy number of bees buzzing around your garden, the yields of your fruit crops will be severely compromised. That’s because bees are vital for successful pollination. With a global crisis in bee numbers, it’s in the interest of all allotmenteers to encourage these little critters into our gardens. Here’s how:
•	Planting brightly coloured flowers among your fruit and veg will both attract bees and add to its aesthetic value. 
•	Pick up a bumblebee nesting box (available at  most garden centres) to help lure a colony into taking up residence in your plot. These boxes mimic mouse and rodent burrows, which are the natural winter hibernation habitat for bumblebee queens. The best designs provide a dry, dark, ventilated cavity with a 






	
			

			


small entrance hole that the bees can access at ground level. 
•	According to an entomologist buddy of mine, one top tip is to stuff the central nesting box chamber with leftover bedding from a pet hamster or mouse cage. The scent of the rodent pheromones apparently act like catnip to queen bumblebees.
Enemies
Slugs & snails
Very few pests can decimate a crop in a single night the same way slugs and snails can. But before you reach for the slug pellets, which apart from a raft of dodgy chemicals, also contain various substances that actually attract these pests into your garden, there are a range of truly effective natural alternatives out there.
Garlic spray
My weapon of choice for unwanted pests is a simple garlic spray. Particularly effective on slugs and snails and flying insects, it is simple to make:
• Blitz a bulb of garlic with a litre of water in a blender or pestle and mortar. 
• Leave to stand for a couple of hours and strain out the particles.
• Spray all over your plants in the early evening when those slugs and snails are just getting set to make their night-time raids. 
The sulphur-based compounds in garlic not only kill but deter these pests and unlike pellets will not be harmful to garden birds, swooping down to scoff their remains. Adding a handful of fragrant marigold leaves, which contain naturally occuring insecticidal chemicals, will make your garlic spray even more effective.







	
			

			


Aphids & whitefly
Just like slugs and snails, many flying insects are sensitive to the chemicals found in plants of the onion family, making my garlic spray (see above) a really effective way to limit their numbers. Neem oil-based insecticides (see Tips & tricks, page 51–52) will also stop them in their tracks. If you really want to wreak vengeance, why not mix up your very own deadly cocktail of neem oil and garlic spray for a real double whammy.
Mice & rabbits  
All mammals, it seems (apart from humans),  hate the taste of chilli. Making up a simple spray using chilli will coat your crops in a  spicy film that will be effective against everything from mice and rabbits to squirrels and deer, deterring them without causing them any harm. 
Another effective trick is to sprinkle black pepper generously over your seed beds or  on the soil above newly planted bulbs.
Mildew & mould
All you need to do is give your diseased plants a quick douse in my chamomile and milk spray (see Tips & tricks, page 52). It might sound more like a cutesy scented hand soap than a deadly antifungal agent, but its range of naturally occurring antimicrobial chemicals are all but mild mannered for tackling mildew and other moulds.
Caterpillars
Apart from simply picking these off your plants and popping them on the bird table, the simplest way I know to control caterpillars is with a good spritz in homemade garlic spray.
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7: United they stand,  divided they fall



It may sound counterintuitive for those brought up on images of regimental rows of single veg varieties, but mixing and matching your crops to create little intermingled communities is the easiest way to reduce your work while boosting your yield. Practised by traditional cultures all over the world from the ancient Chinese to Native Americans, this agricultural matchmaking is known  as ‘polyculture’ and exploits symbiotic relations between plants to improve their growth. Sound a little wishy-washy? Let’s take a look at the evidence.




Polyculture: the benefits
They fertilise themselves
Plants in the bean and pea family possess a miraculous ability to increase the fertility of the soil by capturing nitrogen (a major plant nutrient vital for healthy leaf growth) that’s floating around in the air and ‘fixing’ it in their roots. Any other nearby plants growing in the same soil will benefit from the increased richness, kicking out larger, stronger leaves. Species that will particularly benefit are leafy, salad-type crops like lettuce, rocket and so on.  
Also, because different crops have different nutritional requirements, siting a mix of species in the same bed means that they can’t all deplete the soil of one specific nutrient because each crop takes and gives back different elements to the soil.
They team up to deter pests 
Many aromatic plants like tomatoes, marigolds, lavender and garlic have evolved a host of chemicals that repel and destroy pests, helping keep them safe from insect, bacterial and  fungal attacks. In fact, this role is one of the key functions of aromatic chemicals in plants  like herbs. While we humans love their smell, pests hate them. Deployed in a fragrant cloud around their leaves or roots, those chemicals give the same protection to any other plant growing nearby. 
Some species go even further to repel their herbivorous enemies (like greenfly) by attracting the predators of these pests (like parasitic wasps), thereby recruiting their own deadly security force to keep themselves safe. As different plants have evolved different chemical cocktails to repel pests, the more variety of fragrant plants in a plot the greater the likelihood of cast-iron pest protection. 
This muddled-up mix of smells can also work indirectly to confuse pests that locate plants based on their smell; throwing off the pests’ olfactory sat-nav and sending them off on the wrong track. As gardeners, we can even hijack these chemicals to create our own natural, highly effective insecticides (see Tips & tricks, page 51). Even if they do make it past these defences (which a few inevitably will), the diverse mix of crops ensures that pests never get an endless supply of their favourite food, so there is far less chance of crop-specific baddies taking up permanent residence in your garden.
They attract pollinators 
Flowering plants have evolved a range of ingenious strategies to attract beneficial pollinating insects like bees and butterflies by producing brightly-coloured ‘billboard’ petals and pheromone-packed perfumes. Of course, the more flowers in your plot, the more chance it has of becoming perfect bee and butterfly bait, helping to increase your yields of fruit crops by ensuring 
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