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How to Use This Ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





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




Introduction


Here at Glebe Cottage, we love growing our own vegetables and fruit. It is no fairy story that homegrown produce is qualitatively different from supermarket offerings. It’s fresh and wholesome and there is never a doubt about what a lot of good it’s doing you. You know about its provenance and you know that far from it having a massive carbon footprint, gobbling up energy and water and being flown from places afar, that it has the lightest footfall, transported from plot to plate.
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Home-grown tastes so good too. Think of new potatoes retrieved like hidden treasure from Mother Earth, cooked briefly – perhaps with a leaf or two of mint – until your fork meets with no resistance and you consume mouthful after mouthful, smothered in butter, sad when your plate is empty. The taste of home-grown strawberries is beyond compare, and you can pick and eat them at the perfect moment of ripeness.


From my childhood I remember the aroma of tomatoes warmed by the sun, and the smells as water from the watering can hit the path in the greenhouse as my grandfather tended them and nipped out the side shoots. I know now that my children and grandchildren can share that experience. Lettuces that go crunch, warm, waxy yellow beans dressed with olive oil on a summer’s evening or hands warmed on a bowl of leek and potato soup on a cold winter’s day… it is a joyful experience.


To sow seeds and watch them develop into mature plants, to collect them, cook them and eat them, relishing every mouthful, is hugely rewarding. How exciting to prune your apple tree and months later, literally, enjoy the fruits of your labour, or in February chopping down to the ground your autumn fruiting raspberries, knowing that by late August you’ll be eating bowlful after bowlful of scented, succulent fruit.


Growing our own teaches us about our place in the world, about caring for our precious planet and the earth itself. For us, the soil is alive, we don’t dig here at Glebe Cottage, respecting the balance that nature creates and nurturing the earth. We feed our soil and it feeds our plants. When you sow your seeds or pull roots from the earth, you are joining a practice that dates back thousands of years to the time when our early ancestors recognized that they could grow food rather than depend solely on foraging and hunting. For us, growing our own is a whole lot easier, and by saving our own seed we have access to thousands and thousands of varieties, collected and packaged to ensure maximum viability. We can share seed with fellow allotmenteers, neighbours, family and friends. Knowledge can be shared too, and although a sector of the veg and fruit growing population are competitive about what they grow, most fellow growers are only too pleased to share information and experience. We hope you’ll find plenty of that within these pages. They contain not only a well-written text but one that shares a precious wealth of experience. The RHS gardeners write from what they do, accomplished women and men of the soil every one.
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When we came here to Glebe Cottage more than forty years ago, we wanted to grow our own, even more so when our daughters arrived. We had two early RHS publications to guide us – The Vegetable Garden Displayed and The Fruit Garden Displayed. They were very good, but I wish we’d had access to this book. It is completely in tune with the current ethos – that so many of us can grow our own and that in doing so we can enjoy the most delicious veg and fruit available.


Carol Klein





Why grow veg?


In a world where we are becoming increasingly alienated from what we eat, growing our own vegetables is a fundamental way to reassert the connection between ourselves and our food. There is nothing more important to our wellbeing than what we eat. ‘You are what you eat’ may be an old adage, but it makes a very topical, valid point. When you grow your own you know exactly what’s in and on your vegetables.


Supermarket selections


We all know vegetables are good for us, but what a difference there is between those we buy and those we grow. Bought vegetables are selected for uniformity and their ability to be packaged neatly to fit supermarket shelves. Their production and distribution is governed by logistics often on a global scale. Vegetables are shipped and transported around the world and up and down the country. They may be kept in cold store, irradiated, washed in chlorine to destroy bacteria and treated with preservatives to prolong their shelf-life. Plant breeders’ priorities are to produce crops with high yields that ripen simultaneously so machines can move in with the greatest efficiency and harvest the lot. But when convenience is everything, freshness, taste, choice and seasonality often go out of the window.


Year-round fresh food


In real life, you don’t want all your vegetables to mature at the same time. By growing your own you can stagger your sowings to lengthen the season and deliberately select varieties that offer their leaves, roots or seedpods and fruits over a long period. With a bit of planning, gluts and thin times need not occur.


Fresh vegetables throughout the year should be the main aim of growing your own, but in their own season. Who wants to be eating baby sweetcorn flown in from Kenya or Peru in the middle of winter? This is the time for leeks and carrots, swedes and potatoes. In the summer you can concentrate on picking fresh, while on cold winter days, you can rely on stored roots like chunky pumpkins and potatoes, or hardy customers like leeks and parsnips.
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TENDING YOUR OWN vegetables will bring you into contact with the seasons and the natural rhythms of life, heightening your awareness of nature.





Taking charge


When you grow your own you know exactly what’s been done to each vegetable at every stage of its existence. If you grow organically, you know that it is a combination of humus-rich soil, water and perhaps an occasional feed with comfrey water or liquid seaweed that has made your vegetables grow and flourish.


One of the great advantages of growing your own vegetables is that you get the final say not only on which crops to grow but, just as importantly, which varieties to grow. On your own plot you can produce unusual vegetables that supermarkets don’t stock.


Try asking for fresh borlotti beans or summer squashes at your local supermarket and see what response you get. There are also many different varieties of vegetables that you never see in the shops, with a fascinating range of different flavours, colours and shapes to choose from. There is now enormous interest in heritage varieties and it is fascinating to find the ones that have merit, and then to grow them, eat them and save seed to pass on to others.


Good for you


When you harvest your crops they are totally fresh and taste completely different to shop-bought produce. The only distance they’ve travelled is from the plot to the table so there are no food miles involved – only food inches. Eating fresh vegetables just pulled from the ground or picked from the plant is incredibly good for you because the fresher they are, the more packed with minerals and vitamins they’re going to be. And don’t forget that growing your own means working outside too, providing invaluable exercise.


But it’s not just your physical health that’s improved by growing and eating your own. It is immensely good for the soul – therapeutic in every way. One of the greatest joys of harvesting your own crops is to feel part of the real, natural world around you. Gardening of any kind provides an opportunity to re-establish a relationship with the soil. Putting back what you take out by feeding the soil makes you an active participant – albeit a tiny one in the earth’s story. Modern living often erases the link we have with the earth or at least disguises it so much that we can’t see or feel it any more. Yet growing food has been the most basic common activity of every civilization. It is fundamental to human existence and to get back down to earth re-establishes our roots.


Cycles of life


To watch the drama of the seasons unfold and to be directly affected by it through what we grow builds a deep connection with the real world. You feel the sunshine on your face as you tend and water, and watch the swallows getting ready to depart as you harvest. You experience the nip in the air as you prepare the plot for the coming year and experience the urgent resurgence of spring’s vital force as seeds are sown and growth commences. You feel part of the cycle of the growing year. So much of life is controlled by arbitrary notions of time – financial years, school holidays, and paying the mortgage or the rent. Growing your own presents you with a more meaningful measure of time – the full circle from sowing seed to eating what you have grown, and then collecting your own seed and starting all over again is what life is really all about.
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Glebe Cottage


We have lived at Glebe Cottage for almost more than 40 years and I’ve run my nursery business from there for more than 25 of them. The garden is long, on a south-facing slope nestling into the side of a hill. The soil is heavy clay, hard work – but very fertile. We moved here to escape city life to look for something closer to the earth. We had two daughters Annie and Alice and decided we wanted to feed ourselves so we grew lots of veg and fruit for the first few years. However, eventually raising plants for the nursery and flower shows had to take priority but I always wanted to get back to organic veg gardening and, now the girls are grown up and the nursery is well established, I’ve had the opportunity to grow my own on two small plots within the garden. We garden wholly organically. We do not use chemicals, pesticides, herbicides, fungicides or peat, as we emphasize in the BBC TV programmes.


When you grow your own vegetables you know the only distance they’ve travelled is from the plot to the table and you know they’re absolutely fresh. It’s huge fun too but above all it’s the taste that’s so irresistible.





Why grow fruit?


To grow fruit is to enjoy living. We give our garden our noble labours in the wilful pursuit of desire, fully aware that we will inevitably give in to temptation. We yearn to create our own Garden of Eden, knowing full well that we will wantonly savour the tempting apples and all the other delectable fruit we have so lovingly nourished and cared for.


Fruit in the garden


Fruit is a reward. You plant a fruit bush or tree, look after it, and you are presented once a year with a gift of something so beautiful to look at and so pleasing to eat and so full of goodness for your body that you couldn’t invent anything better. An alien from outer space would marvel at the elegance of the arrangement. If you were to plant your apple pips or your plum stone afterwards, you would join the circle and uphold your part of the bargain, just as a blackbird with a blackberry or a monkey with a fig does. Planting up a fruit garden, or just a patch, or a pot or two is the modern equivalent available to us in normal life. It is completely natural to focus on the reward, but the ‘doing of’ can bring immense pleasure and fulfilment, in itself and for itself. Hopefully, the guidance in this book will empower you to have a go and give you the confidence to cultivate fruit really well.


To be able to grow at least some of your own fruit is very satisfying, and knowing it is fresh, healthy, unadulterated, and untainted by pesticides, fungicides, weedkillers, preservatives, irradiation, and wax coatings is very reassuring and a compelling reason to garden organically. It will also taste better, full of active flavours and subtle nuances you only discover as you eat – a rare privilege in a world of commercial uniformity. The wanton appearance and enveloping perfume of your own ripe fruit will seduce you away from the under-ripe, tasteless mountains of supermarket fare, where the emphasis is on fruits with a uniform appearance and size and which can be provided at any time of year.
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Fruit and us


Before our ancestors started farming, humans hunted and foraged for food. To come across fruit was a delight. Nature had endowed fruit with sweet flesh to support the seed, and the birds, insects, reptiles, and mammals had willingly helped the plant spread itself around by seed in return for the reward of delicious nourishment. It was then only a matter of time before humans discovered fruit for themselves. They probably noticed the enthusiasm with which other creatures devoured it. Think of monkeys descending on a wild fig tree or a grizzly bear guzzling on a cranberry bush.


We might nowadays consider wild fruit to be unbearably sour because our palates are irreversibly corrupted by the expectation of sugary sweetness. Yet in comparison with anything else that could find its way into their mouths, our ancestors would have found fruit a revelation – refreshingly and energizingly sour, yes, but with a fruity sweetness like no other.


The desire to have fruit always available would have prompted them to have their own supply and that meant holding territory that already had fruiting trees as well as letting the sucked off seeds grow on after germination. Fruit became traded and fruit trees became portable. Thus the art of fruit cultivation began among different people in different places.


Today we may do our foraging at a supermarket, and fruit production is an industrial enterprise conducted far out of sight. But to come across some fruit on a tree, bush, or vine, ripe and ready for eating, triggers in us the same delight our ancestors felt. Even if we have grown it ourselves, by our own efforts, to pick the fruit is to feel sudden glee at our luck.


Fruit in nature


Fruit is so bright and pretty. Isn’t it wonderful that it’s so colourful? Not just exotic tropical fruit but also bright red and green apples, blushing apricots and nectarines, garish red strawberries, translucent purple plums, and glowing, glistening red currants all attract our eye. Western industrial food is all brown and beige – high fat, high salt and sugar, and stodgy and floury. The bright colours in fruit advertise the nutrients within, and the friendly shapes and forms invite our interest.


Some fruits have contours that remind us of the human form, like the soft cheeks of peaches and plums. The velvet skins of peaches or the soft bloom on grapes have become ideals of beauty shared with the human form. Fruits become metaphors for the sensuality and sexuality of women, embodiments of desire and fertility, witnessing hope, fulfilment and cruelty in the passage of time.


The story of most fruit and most people follows the same path – desirable female flowers brushed by the luckiest male pollen, the swelling female fruit giving birth to a new generation of seedlings. Whereas humans have to do it by following cultural norms and dictates, or by falling in love, fruit usually use the agency of flying insects, and especially bees. Successful pollination of fruit is finely balanced between the readiness of the blossom, the presence of active bees, and the weather – frost in particular. Even if the blossom and pollen are ready, the bees are needed to introduce them together, while an overnight frost could destroy the blossom and dash all hopes of fertilization. To keep your garden on their map right throughout the year, provide bees with areas of rough ground for shelter and nectar-rich flowers as food. It is as important for your fruit as anything else you can do.
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TO COME ACROSS FRUIT in a garden is a delight. These strings of shiny redcurrant ‘Redpoll’ are as tempting as sweets.
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Preparation and techniques


▪ Growing veg in a small space


▪ Growing fruit in a small space


▪ Know your plot


▪ Preparing for planting


▪ All about growing veg


▪ Extending the season


▪ Coping with problems: veg


▪ How to plant fruit


▪ Basic pruning


▪ Coping with problems: fruit





Growing veg in a small space


For the increasing number of people wanting to grow vegetables at home, the first big question is, ‘Will I have room?’. The answer is, ‘Yes’. It is perfectly possible to grow vegetables in anything from a window box or tub to a raised bed, and it’s not essential to have a large greenhouse or polytunnel. A small area means you can grow small numbers of lots of different crops.
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Making a raised bed


A raised bed in the garden or on a patio can increase the range and quantity of vegetables grown. Traditionally, vegetables were grown in long rows on flat soil, with the space between the crops giving easy access for harvesting. In a raised bed (think of it as a large, specially constructed container with no base), the growing area is higher than the ground, and its sides are usually made of wood or brick, the choice depending on cost, looks and available materials. Ready-to-assemble DIY raised beds are a good option, but tend to be more expensive.


At the RHS garden at Harlow Carr, in Harrogate, a raised bed was built on a 3 x 3m (10 x 10ft) plot to demonstrate what is possible in a small area. Two areas were created – a 1.2 x 1.2m (4 x 4ft) square bed for salads and herbs, and a larger L-shaped area for other vegetables – separated by a 60cm (24in) wide path. The path gives easy access in all weathers, and means the cultivated soil isn’t compacted under foot.




ADVANTAGES OF A RAISED BED


• The growing area is concentrated in a permanent bed with easy access from a permanent path.


• The soil dries out and warms up quite quickly. This is an advantage on cold wet clay, and where spring can be late. Also, the plot can be worked on for more days of the year, and in poor weather.


• It’s possible to plant closer and get good yields, even on small beds, because the planting and sowing are concentrated in deep soil with high fertility, and there is extra light from the sides. The paths also give good access, so the soil won’t be compacted by treading, thereby damaging its structure, hindering drainage, and make it harder to warm up in spring.


• There is ample growing depth, which is especially useful for root vegetables.


• You can fill the raised bed with the most appropriate soil for your crop.


• One raised bed is a much less daunting prospect than a large vegetable plot which needs planning, planting and maintaining.


• Gluts of any vegetable are less likely because the produce is being grown in short rows or small blocks, giving smaller amounts at a time.


• Beds can be made to almost any shape. Different materials can be used to match the style and size of the garden, and need not be expensive.


• Cloches, protective netting and plant supports are easy to manage in a raised area.


DISADVANTAGES OF A RAISED BED


• The initial time, expense, effort and skill needed to build them especially if you are paying someone to do the work.


• They dry out more quickly than open-ground beds, requiring watering in dry weather and mulching to prevent evaporation.


• Once in place, they cannot be moved easily.


• Significantly, there are plenty of hiding places in the sides for potential pests, like slugs and snails.
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RAISED BEDS can be built at a low level or up to 1m (3ft) or table-top height.





Choosing the size and shape


Ideally beds should be no wider than 1.2m (4ft) so that they can be comfortably worked from both sides. If the bed is being positioned against a wall or fence, make it 60cm (24in) wide. The maximum convenient length for a bed is probably 3m (10ft); any longer can be irritatingly long to walk around. Square or rectangular beds make the best use of a small space and are easier to construct.


Deciding on materials


You can buy ready-made raised beds (wooden or recycled plastic), which have the great advantage of being easy and quick to construct and are ideal if you want only one small bed. However, doing it yourself is cheaper and gives you design flexibility. The sides are most commonly made of wood, but can be in other materials such as stone blocks. Ideally the wood is untreated to avoid any chance of chemicals leaking into the soil and the crops absorbing them. Hardwood, such as cedar or oak, lasts up to 20 years; softwood, such as pine, lasts about five years but is much less expensive.


Building the Harlow Carr beds


The 15 x 2.5cm (6 x 1in) planks for the sides are held together and kept in place by 5cm (2in) square stakes, 30cm (12in) long. Stakes with a ready-made pointed end can be ordered from timber merchants. Longer beds will need extra staking along the sides to prevent the weight of soil bending the planks; the 3m (10ft) long side of the L-shaped beds at Harlow Carr are staked halfway along. When a bed is sited on a patio, use corner brackets that are the same depth as the planks, and just stand the bed in place. Use screws rather than nails to hold everything together, since they give a more secure hold.


The wood was cut to the correct length. Timber for two of the sides of each bed had to be 5cm (2in) shorter than the two other sides to allow for the width of the timber they would butt up to. The sides of the beds were then screwed together onto the stakes to make the frame. Pre-drilled holes prevented the wood from splitting.


Once the frame was placed on the soil, it was hammered into the ground. An old piece of wood was used to absorb the blows and prevent damage to the frame. Each corner was tapped into the soil just a few centimetres at a time to avoid twisting the frame as the stakes went in. You can hammer the stakes into the ground first and then screw the planks to them, but this can be difficult because you’d be working in an awkward position when screwing the sides to the stakes.


To prevent weeds from growing on the paths, a permeable ground-cover fabric was pinned to the soil using metal staples, then covered with a layer of ornamental bark at least 5cm (2in) deep. This makes the bed accessible even in bad weather.


Compost for filling raised beds


Having built or assembled the raised bed, the next step is to fill it with compost. It is more practical to fill it with soil fortified with organic matter. If the bed is being placed directly onto soil, the area needs to be forked over to ensure good drainage. Then spade in the compost, which must be free draining and open textured. Usually to keep the cost down, and to be practical, the best thing to do here is to scoop soil from the path to fill the beds, and add extra soil and compost as required.







MAKING A RAISED BED
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1 ASSEMBLE THE FRAME of the raised bed by attaching the wooden plank edges to the stakes using galvanized screws.
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2 HAMMER THE CORNER STAKES of the frame into the ground with a mallet. Use an old piece of wood to protect the frame.
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3 FORK OVER THE GROUND in the bottom of the raised bed before filling it. This will help drainage.







THE 3M X 3M (10FT X 10FT) PLOT AT RHS GARDEN HARLOW CARR
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DESIGNING RAISED BEDS


If you are making more than one raised bed, sketch out plans on graph paper to scale to ensure that they fit the site. This will also help when ordering the materials as it will give you a clear idea of the quantities and sizes of the materials you need. Then mark out the area for the raised beds in the garden itself with canes and string to check that your calculations are correct and that you are happy with the plan.







HIGH YIELDS AND QUICK CROPS


Choose high-yielding varieties and fast-growing crops, such as lettuces, radishes, oriental vegetables and baby carrots, to provide several harvests each season. With some crops, such as lettuces, that means you will need to sow replacement plants in small pots before the first crop has been picked. That way, the next crop is ready to be planted the moment a gap appears in the bed.





Deciding what to grow


It is easy to get carried away when looking through seed and plant catalogues, so make sure you grow only what you really like, keeping experiments to a minimum. Ignore anything too big for your space, such as perennial vegetables like artichokes and asparagus, or that needs elaborate preparation and cultivation (such as celery), making it unsuitable for smaller areas. Remember cabbages are slow to mature and take up precious space all season. First, consider dwarf varieties and bush forms rather than rambling crops. Make the most of walls and fences for growing climbers, such as beans and peas, or provide free-standing supports made from canes wired together.


Also try growing vegetables and herbs that are ornamental as well as edible. Many lettuce and salad leaves come in red, green and purple, while basil can be dark red, and carrots have attractive, feathery foliage. Vegetables certainly don’t have to be dull.




Main crops for the early part of the year


• Broad beans


• Spring cabbages (for spring greens and larger cabbages)


• Carrots


• Kale (for baby leaves and to grow into winter)


• Leeks


• Peas


• Perpetual spinach (to provide leaves into summer, without bolting)


• True spinach (cool-season crop)


• Beetroot, lettuces and spring onions.


All except carrots, beetroots, some of the salads and spring onions, can be started in root trainers, modules or containers under glass (though you can raise beetroot and salad in containers if you wish). They must be ‘hardened off’ by gradually acclimatizing them to outdoor temperatures before they are ready for planting out.
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BEETROOTS can be sown directly into the ground in early spring and are ready to harvest as soon as they are big enough to handle.
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BROAD BEANS are so easy and can be sown the previous autumn for a really early crop.










The second main group of crops


This consists of vegetables that can’t tolerate frost. At Harlow Carr, frost is a danger in late spring and even early summer. All these crops must be started under glass because, if they had been sown directly into the soil, the likes of sweetcorn, tomatoes and squashes are not likely to have a long enough growing season to mature in northern districts before autumn comes along.


• Dwarf French beans – ‘Cupidon’


• Climbing French beans – ‘Borlotti’ (for fresh pods and dried beans)


• Courgettes


• Squashes (for winter storage)


• Sweetcorn


• Tomatoes


• Chives and other herbs (for permanent planting)


Around these large crops, which take up space for a relatively long period, faster-growing crops can be sown. They can be planted at the same time, or as soon as space becomes free. They include the varieties here, which were grown at Harlow Carr:


• Beetroot – ‘Chioggia Pink’ (for stripy roots), ‘Burpees Golden’, or ‘Boltardy’


• Cabbages – ‘Kalibor’ (a red, ornamental variety, for baby leaves and cabbages)


• Broad beans – ‘Crimson Flowered’ (a dwarf, ornamental variety)


• Carrots – ‘Amini’ (for young, tender roots)


• Courgettes – ‘Venus’ (a spineless, compact bush variety with green fruit)


• Edible flowers – borage, calendula, nasturtium, viola


• Florence Fennel – (the leaves can also be used for flavouring)


• Kale – ‘Redbor’ (winter crop and baby leaves for summer or autumn cropping)


• Kohl rabi – ‘Blue Delicacy’ (a fast maturing, ornamental variety, good in salads)


• Leeks, pencil and blue-leaved varieties – ‘Apollo’ (highly ornamental)


• Onions – ‘Paris Silverskin’


• Spring onions – ‘North Holland Bloodred Redmate’


• Oriental vegetables (fast maturing, excellent for salads and stir fries)


• Peas – ‘Waverex’ (a dwarf, early, petit pois variety, and a heavy cropper)


• Perpetual spinach – ‘Tirza’


• Tomatoes – ‘Tumbler’ (a compact bush variety with small red sweet tomatoes)


• Radishes – ‘Easter Egg’, ‘Old Gold’


• Mixed salad leaves and lettuces – ‘Cocarde’, ‘Little Gem’, ‘Crisp Mint’
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EDIBLE HERBS and flowers can slot into the smallest spaces for the table or just add a bit of colour.








The Harlow Carr vegetable plot


The main criteria are growing as much as possible for as long as possible, supplying greens, carrots, courgettes, beans and peas, salads, herbs, and a few beetroots and seasonal or special vegetables.


Making a container garden


Don’t worry if you only have room for assorted pots, tubs and window boxes, because you can still grow a range of produce from herbs to salads and tomatoes. In fact some varieties of tomato have been bred as compact bushes specifically for pots. To make an attractive feature, arrange the containers in groups near the kitchen.


Types of container


A huge range of shapes and materials are now readily available, the most popular being plastic, terracotta, metal and wood. All have different characteristics, advantages and disadvantages.


Clay and terracotta look very attractive, but tend to dry out more quickly than plastic, and need more regular watering. To combat this, line the inside walls with thin plastic to reduce moisture loss. Look for frost-proof rather than frost-resistant pots unless protection can be given over winter. Standing pots on ‘feet’ avoids water logging and therefore reduces the chance of frost damage.


Plastic pots are lighter than clay (an important consideration when you are moving pots about), dry out less easily, don’t break and aren’t affected by frost. Imitation terracotta pots that look just like the real thing are now available.
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HERB POTS can be stuffed full of your favourite kitchen herbs like basil, coriander, mint, parsley and thyme.





Metal containers have a smart, modern look. They are frost-proof, can be heavy or lightweight, and won’t dry out like clay. Their main potential problem is that they heat up (and conduct the cold) quickly.


Wooden planters, such as Versailles tubs, have a limited lifespan because the wood will rot, though this can be slowed down by lining the inside with plastic sheeting with drainage holes in the bottom.


Other possibilities include pots made of recycled materials. Almost anything can be used as a container, from old kettles, large tins and wooden boxes to buckets and wooden crates (lined with pierced plastic), depending on the look you want. Piled up old tyres can be effective, with soil poured in the centre. You can also buy growbags, from garden centres, which can be planted directly with vegetables such as tomatoes, peppers, aubergines or courgettes.




REGIONAL RECIPE POTS


Try planting up pots with the ingredients from a particular country, or for a specific kind of recipe.


• Italian – plum tomatoes, basil, chard, sweet peppers and flat-leafed parsley.


• Greek – aubergines, tomatoes and Greek basil.


• Indian – chillies, tomatoes and coriander.


• French – tarragon, peppers and tomatoes.





Vegetables in containers: the key points


Size Ensure that the pot size is appropriate for what you want to grow. Root vegetables such as carrots need deep pots, while beetroot sits near to the top of the soil so needs less depth. Shallower pots are also fine for salads. Big plants such as tomatoes and courgettes need large pots to accommodate their roots. For tall plants that need a stable base, use a heavy pot and fill with soil-based compost.


Drainage Few vegetables thrive in waterlogged compost. Good drainage is important. Check that there are enough drainage holes in the base of the container. If there is only one, drill more. Sticking masking tape over the area to be drilled prevents cracking. Cover the base of the pot with old crocks or stones to help with drainage, and raise the pots on feet to let the water drain. It is important to use a lightish, free-draining compost with added grit. If you’re using growbags, make a few holes in the bottom, or snip two of the corners off to make small holes to allow the excess water to drain away. For new potatoes, use polythene bags or old compost sacks. Make drainage holes in the bottom, fill up to one-third with potting compost, plant a couple of tubers, and cover with more compost as the foliage appears.


Watering Potting compost needs to be moist at all times. Do not rely on rainfall because it may not penetrate the leaf cover of the plants, or be heavy enough to soak down to the roots. If it is allowed to dry out, it is often difficult to re-wet and your crops will suffer as a consequence. To make the job easier, you can mix non-organic water-retaining gel or powder in with the compost when planting. The gel swells when wetted, and then releases water gradually back into the compost. Mulching the surface with gravel or other decorative materials looks good and helps minimize evaporation. If you have many pots, it might be worth installing an automatic irrigation system. To check if a plant needs a drink, scrape away the surface or mulch to see how moist the compost is. Large containers take longer to dry out than smaller ones.


Potting compost Use either a water-retentive peat- or bark-based potting compost, or a soil- or loam-based medium for your vegetables. A good-quality compost can make a lot of difference. There are plenty of alternatives to peat now available. John Innes potting composts are soil based, and are all suitable for vegetable containers. Most types of multipurpose potting composts are also suitable.


Feeding The relatively small amount of compost in a pot will have limited nutrients for plants and, if the plant is frequently watered, the nutrients may quickly be flushed out. Incorporating a controlled-release fertilizer on planting will help; otherwise use a general-purpose feed. For fruiting crops such as tomatoes, use a high-potash feed once the fruit begins to form. A general fertilizer has nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P) and potassium (K) in equal proportions. Nitrogen-rich fertilizers encourage leafy growth so are good for leaf crops like spinach, chard, and lettuce. Phosphorus-rich fertilizers encourage root growth so are good for root crops. Potassium-rich fertilizers encourage fruit and flower formation and are good for fruiting crops such as tomatoes and courgettes. In practice, any balanced liquid feed is satisfactory.


Position The advantage of pots is that they can be moved in or out of the sun as required, especially if they’re on a base with wheels. In general, though, they are too heavy to keep shifting about, so choose your position with care. Avoid windy areas when growing climbers, and remember that an open, windy site can dry out a pot as quickly as one in hot sun – but vegetables dislike shade.
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CONTAINERS are also very useful when it comes to sowing seeds of early crops indoors, for later planting out.








Growing fruit in a small space


Like many gardeners, you may dream of having a large garden, but in reality you may well have to make the most of a smaller plot of land, if any at all. But just because there isn’t a huge area of land to cultivate, you can still grow fruit crops – you just need to approach things slightly differently and see the opportunities that your space has to offer.
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Benefits of a container garden


Growing fruit in containers is often the only option for those of us with restricted space, but far from being a limiting factor this method of fruit cultivation offers many benefits (see here for cultivation advice on container fruit growing). You can control the size of a plant by restricting its roots in a pot, which also forces the plant to crop more quickly than a tree or shrub in the open ground whose roots have unlimited access to the soil. This is particularly useful if space is limited in your garden because it allows you to maximize your plants’ cropping potential. It also makes tree fruits much more accessible for harvesting because they rarely grow above head height when planted in containers.


A container-grown plant can easily be moved – using a sack trolley for heavier pots – to a frost-free spot for winter if it or its flowers or fruits are likely to be damaged by frosts. Figs, for example, need their embryonic fruits protected from extremes of winter cold if they are to bear a successful crop in cool-temperate climates; plants growing directly in the garden soil have to be wrapped up with insulation material such as horticultural fleece packed with straw or bracken (see here). Moving potted plants under cover is much simpler.
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THESE STRAWBERRIES WILL GROW happily in a hanging basket provided they’re kept well fed and watered. The basket should be hung in a sunny spot at a height that makes picking easy yet is not dangerous for passers-by.





Another benefit is easier pest and disease protection. Peaches, nectarines and other stone fruits that are vulnerable to the fungal disease peach leaf curl can be protected from infection by keeping the stems and emerging foliage dry between early winter and late spring. It is virtually impossible to cover large free-standing trees and time-consuming to cover fan-trained plants (see here), but you can easily move a dwarf, pot-grown peach tree into your greenhouse. Similarly, transferring a strawberry or blueberry plant to an unheated porch or greenhouse while the fruits are ripening is an extremely simple yet effective way to keep birds away from the ripening fruits. Just remember when moving plants under cover that many crops rely on insects to pollinate their flowers for a fruit set, so place flowering plants outside or else make contingency plans such as hand pollination or opening vents and doors to allow insects access to the blooms.


Another relatively specialist gardening task that can be made much simpler if crops are pot-grown is that of forcing plants such as strawberries so they crop earlier than normal. Early in the growing season, the containers can readily be moved into a warmer area for a few weeks, thereby allowing them to come into fruit much earlier than if grown outside. This enables you to consume home-grown fruits at a time when their prices are often inflated in the shops.


Container growing allows you to meet the specific cultivation requirements of plants with specialist needs. For example, blueberries, lingonberries and cranberries require an acidic soil that many gardens don’t offer, but you can provide these crops with exactly that by planting them in a pot of ericaceous compost. These crops also require a continual moisture supply. Although container-grown plants can be more demanding in their watering needs than those in open ground, keeping a few pots of blueberries or other moisture-loving crop close to the house allows you to keep an eye on their watering requirements. Many houses have a water butt against one of their walls, and this can readily supply these ericaceous plants with rainwater, which has a neutral or acidic pH, as and when it is needed.
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PROBLEMS WITH LATE FROSTS can be avoided by growing crops in pots. These flowering strawberries can be easily moved under cover if necessary while they are in flower, as can the frost-tender citrus plant.








Making the most of small spaces



The main limiting factor most gardeners face is space, and that governs the decision over what to grow and what to buy. Luckily, however, there are a variety of ways to help the fruit gardener get the most from his or her plot.


Pruning methods


Certain fruits, notably autumn raspberries, can be forced to crop for longer than normal by adjusting their pruning regime (see here). Autumn raspberry canes are traditionally pruned down to ground level in late winter. However, if some of the canes are pruned back only by half their height, the remaining lower half of those canes will still bear fruit (see here). Because they are more advanced in growth these stems will crop two months or more before the younger canes, which have to grow, flower and develop fruit all in one season. This technique allows gardeners to grow just one variety yet force it to crop both in summer and autumn.



Long-season crops



Some varieties of fruit crop for longer than others, so by choosing these you can extend the fresh harvest period by weeks if not months. For example, by growing perpetual strawberry varieties (also known as everbearers) such as ‘Mara des Bois’ and ‘Albion’ you will be provided with a steady supply of fresh fruits from early summer until mid-autumn, rather than a sudden peak in early or midsummer, as is often the case with conventional summer-fruiting varieties. This also helps to avoid gluts and dearths of produce because longer-cropping varieties may offer a lower weekly yield yet they crop more consistently over a longer period.


Storage potential


Although most fruits freeze well and many can also be dried and made into preserves (see here), this often limits their use thereafter because they are no longer in their fresh state. By choosing varieties that have an extended storage life you can continue to eat them raw, which also allows you to benefit from their maximum vitamin content. Apples, pears, and quinces are the most versatile crops for fresh storage, and provided you have a simple fruit store area such as a cool shed or garage, any of these crops can be enjoyed fresh until mid-spring.


A selection of fruits with long storage periods






	Apples


	Type


	Season of use







	‘Belle de Boskoop’


	Dual-purpose


	Mid-autumn to mid-spring







	‘Bramley’s Seedling’


	Cooker


	Late autumn to early spring







	‘Court Pendu Plat’


	Dessert


	Early winter to mid-spring







	‘Edward VII’


	Cooker


	Early winter to mid-spring







	‘Idared’


	Dual-purpose


	Early winter to late spring







	‘Tydeman’s Late Orange’


	Dessert


	Early winter to mid-spring







	Pears


	Type


	Season of use







	‘Black Worcester’


	Cooker


	Midwinter to mid-spring







	‘Catillac’


	Cooker


	Midwinter to mid-spring







	‘Moonglow’


	Dual-purpose


	Early autumn to midwinter







	‘Glou Morceau’


	Dessert


	Early winter to midwinter







	‘Santa Claus’


	Dessert


	Early winter to midwinter







	‘Vicar of Winkfield’


	Dual-purpose


	Early winter to late winter









Plant protection



The fresh harvest period of fruit can be extended at either end of the growing season by the use of cloches, frames, greenhouses or conservatories. This is particularly useful for lower-growing crops such as strawberries and blueberries, which can easily be covered by a cloche or frame, and for fruits in pots that can readily be moved under cover. Extra protection in spring can allow fruits to be harvested three or four weeks earlier than those uncovered, and a protective covering at the end of the season will shield later-maturing varieties right up until the first hard frosts. Crops grown in containers can also be forced into early production, thereby extending the seasons even more because of the extra heat that can be provided by a greenhouse or conservatory.


Dual-purpose varieties


The more uses you can get out of a particular fruit the better, especially if space is an issue. Some fruits – notably apples, pears, plums, gooseberries and cherries – have dual-purpose varieties that are suitable for both cooking and eating raw (see here). By focusing on growing these more versatile varieties you can maximize use of your space.



Pollination



Some fruit varieties are self-fertile – that is, their flowers can be pollinated with that plant’s own pollen – while other varieties need to be pollinated by a different variety of the same plant in order to develop fruit (these are called self-infertile varieties, see individual fruit entries for details). Self-incompatibility can be a problem on some fruits such as plums. Therefore, where space is so limited that a gardener can grow just one fruiting plant, it’s a good idea to choose self-fertile crops, such as currants and gooseberries. However, you can have more than one variety of apple, pear, plum, peach or nectarine on a small plot by growing what’s known as a ‘family tree’. This is a rootstock onto which compatible fruits have been grafted, giving the gardener maximum crop variability from minimum space. For example, you can have an early dessert apple, a late-keeping dessert apple and a cooking apple variety grafted onto one tree provided they are in compatible pollination groups.


Naturally compact fruits


Plant breeders have developed many naturally compact varieties and dwarfing rootstocks, mainly because commercial growers can then harvest a greater fruit yield per hectare. However, home gardeners can also enjoy their benefits by growing these varieties and rootstocks. For example, blueberry ‘Sunshine Blue’ or ‘Misty’, nectarine ‘Nectarella’ and peach ‘Bonanza’ are all compact varieties, as are the Ballerina apple trees ‘Charlotte’, ‘Maypole’, ‘Telamon’, ‘Trajan’ and ‘Tuscan’, which have spur systems concentrated on a main vertical stem (for more information on dwarfing rootstocks see individual tree fruit entries).
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NATURALLY COMPACT FRUIT TREES like this Ballerina apple are excellent choices for gardens with limited space.





Restricted forms


A major difference between fruit and vegetable gardens is the longevity of the crops they contain. The majority of vegetables are treated as annuals, whereas most fruit crops are woody or herbaceous perennials. Woody perennials can be trained to develop a permanent framework of compact growth on which fruiting spurs develop, which adds ornamental value as well as saving space. Cordons, fans, espaliers, stepovers and festooned trees all make maximum use of the space that they are in, and certain bush fruit can also be trained in these ways (see here).





Fruit growing on balconies


Many residents in flats have balconies as their only outdoor space. Far from being a place devoid of suitable growing areas this offers many opportunities to the fruit gardener. Not only do balconies often provide a sheltered environment but they also, by their very nature, have plenty of vertical wall space, which can be adapted to fruit cultivation. Restricted tree forms such as fans, espaliers and cordons are perfectly suited to such locations, the shelter of a wall often encouraging much better fruit set and ripening than an open, exposed site.


Frosts are less of a problem on balconies, again because of the sheltered location, so tender crops that a larger, windier location may not be able to ripen are an ideal choice for balcony owners. Many flats and balcony gardens are in cities or coastal areas. Often these locations have an extremely mild climate because of either a southerly coastal location or the ‘urban heat island’ effect (where the radiant heat and shelter provided by high-rise buildings and the waste heat generated by metropolitan activities raises the temperature by a few extra degrees). This gives gardeners with balconies the opportunity to cultivate crops that would otherwise struggle to do well in temperate areas. Citrus, pomegranate, banana and pineapple are all worth trying in such mild locations. Growing grapevines up balcony supports offers shade in the summer and creates an ornamental feature, as well as providing a high yield of fruit. Balconies, however, are often quite windy, and this could cause problems with fruit set and yields because many fruit crops are insect-pollinated and insects are unlikely to venture into windy sites. Therefore, hand pollination is needed to ensure a good yield is obtained.
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THIS APPLE ‘DISCOVERY’ has been festooned to encourage it to bear a large number of fruits, while keeping the size of it relatively small.





Using courtyards and patios


The advantage of courtyards and patios is that they often have more free space than balconies, and so can provide gardeners with a wider range of crops. Again, these gardens offer similar benefits to balconies in that they are often surrounded by plenty of vertical wall space. By default some of these areas will be in the shade but there are plenty of fruits that will tolerate, or even thrive, in areas with limited sunlight. Gooseberries and red and white currants make excellent wall-trained cordons or fans on a shaded wall, and if you have space for something larger an acid cherry would be an ideal choice. For gardeners with more limited plots, ground-cover plants that often reside under the shade of taller shrubbery and tree canopies will work well. Alpine strawberries, cranberries, lingonberries and compact blueberry varieties such as ‘Sunshine Blue’ will all produce good crops in the shade.
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CROPS FAVOURED BY BIRDS, such as these strawberries, can easily be moved out of temptation’s way when they are grown in containers.
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Fruit in small gardens



For those of us lucky enough to have a garden the scope for growing fruit becomes even more extensive. The increased amount of space has obvious advantages, not least the potential to cultivate a much greater number of plants compared to smaller spaces. Another major benefit is that, because of the lack of hard surfaces, crops can be grown directly in the ground. By cultivating plants in the soil rather than in containers, maintenance is reduced because watering and feeding demands are less rigorous for plants whose roots have free access to a large volume of soil. Depending on its shape, your garden may contain some open, unshaded spaces in which most fruit will benefit from the warmth and light provided by a sunny location. Other crops, however, may be happy in shade.


Growing fruit in larger plots


Gardeners with larger gardens or allotments have the opportunity to grow a much wider selection of varieties, so issues such as pollination groups and training restricted forms become less important. With more space there can be a separate area of the garden dedicated to fruit growing, meaning that fruit cages can be erected to ward off birds, rabbits and squirrels, which may try to damage your crop. Allotment holders occasionally have restrictions in their terms and conditions, which either limit or prohibit tree planting, but home gardeners can readily accommodate open-centred fruit trees grown on semivigorous rootstocks. The scope for including an attractive design also becomes greater where there is extra space. Gardens can be sectioned off with rows of fan-trained or espalier trees, creating a highly ornamental feature.
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INCORPORATING TREE FRUITS into fences or other boundaries by training them as a stepover, fan or espalier makes maximum use of space in your garden and creates an attractive feature as well.









Know your plot


While you may be able to adapt the layout of your garden to accommodate certain crops, its geographical location is more difficult to adjust. Local factors such as soil type, sun and shade levels, and wind and frost exposure all influence the fruit and vegetables that can be grown. However, there are various techniques you can adopt to lessen their effects.
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Taking a look at the soil



A good understanding of the geographical aspects of your site is essential if you want to grow crops successfully. Planting moisture-loving crops in dry soils, acid-loving crops in alkaline soils, or sun-loving crops in shady locations will result in weak, unproductive growth that is more vulnerable to nutrient deficiencies and disorders, and less resilient to pest or disease attack. Whereas vegetable crops are predominantly annuals, most fruit crops are perennials and grow in the same piece of ground for years or even decades. Making sure they are in a suitable location initially is particularly important, because moving them is impractical and impacts on their health and yield.


Before you decide what you want to grow in your patch of soil, you need to know a little about it. Dig a narrow, sharp-sided pit about 60cm (24in) deep, and check the colour of the sides. There should be a dark topsoil layer at least 20cm (8in) deep above a paler subsoil. The topsoil should be open and friable, ideally with plant roots visible to their full depth. Hard, compacted soils block growing roots and drainage, so careful cultivation is required to open up the soil.


Subsoils might be hard clay, or bedrock, possibly coarse, stony material, or even deep sand. There is not much you can do about them, but at least you can be aware of the degree of drainage they offer and what potential there is for plant roots to grow.


If you have solid subsoil, think about making a raised bed to increase the drainage and depth of good soil. The advantage of a porous subsoil is that it allows the plant roots to explore for nutrients and for water during periods of dry weather.





IS YOUR SOIL ACID OR ALKALINE?



Measuring the pH of your soil enables you to determine whether the soil is acid or alkaline. A pH of 7 is neutral, less than 7 is acid and more than 7 is alkaline. Vegetables grow best in a slightly acid soil with a pH of 6.5; most fruit crops prefer a neutral to slightly acidic soil, Carrying out a soil test will establish whether you need to adjust the soil pH, limit the crops you grow in your plot or adopt a tailored feeding regime.


Soil test kits are available from garden centres and online, and can quickly give an indication of the soil’s pH. Acid soil usually turns the testing solution an orange-yellow, neutral turns it green, and alkaline turns it a dark green. If the soil is acid, spread garden lime or mushroom compost and mix it into the soil in the amounts the results suggest are needed to raise the pH. Sulphur chips will lower the pH.





TESTING THE pH OF YOUR SOIL USING A KIT
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1 PUT A SMALL SAMPLE of your soil into the pH testing kit test tube.
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2 FOLLOW THE INSTRUCTIONS carefully by adding testing chemicals to your sample.
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3 COMPARE THE COLOUR of the resulting mixture with those on the supplied colour chart. The best match indicates your soil’s pH.





Checking the drainage


Once you have examined your pit, fill it with water, cover, and leave overnight. If the water is still there the next day, the drainage is poor and raised beds or a drainage system might be needed. Excess water excludes air from the soil, and roots can’t survive long without air. In effect, the plants drown.


Identifying your soil


Roll some of the topsoil between your hands. If it flakes and crumbles, it is low in clay. If it feels gritty between finger and thumb, it is sandy. A soapy or silky feel suggests silt. And if it is easy to roll into a sausage shape, it is clay.


Soil structure


Soils consist of minerals, clay, sand and silt, which are coated in and bound by organic materials to produce small lumps called peds. These lumps give structure to the soil and prevent it from becoming a solid mass that is impenetrable to roots. The better the soil structure, the better your fruits and vegetables.


Peds have air spaces between them which allow oxygen, water and roots to enter the soil. The roots then extract water and nutrients from the peds. Working or trampling on your soil, especially when it is wet, ruins the peds. On the other hand, digging in well-rotted organic matter, such as garden compost or manure, applying mulches of organic matter and working your soil only when it is reasonably dry, preserves and enhances the soil structure.


Adding well-rotted organic matter is good for garden wildlife. It boosts the number of soil organisms, and they in turn feed larger ones, including insects and worms, which eventually feed the likes of hedgehogs, slow worms and birds. Ideally, aim to add at least one bucketful of organic matter every square metre (or yard) every two or three years. Adding well-rotted organic matter is good for all soil types, whether clay, sand or silt. As well as improving the soil structure, organic matter makes clay soils more free-draining and sandy soils more water-retentive.




CLAY


Clay is rich in nutrients, it drains poorly in winter and is slow to warm up in spring. But it is usually moist in summer, and can grow good crops of most vegetables and fruit (see Improving the Soil).


SANDY SOIL


Sandy soil drains easily in winter and warms up quickly in spring, but holds few nutrients and dries out in summer. It is good for early crops, but later ones often need watering.



LOAM



In between clay and sand comes the crumbly soil, loam. It combines most of the best features of clay and sand, but is all too rare.


SILT


Silt behaves like loam but is easily smeared and damaged in winter. It is very fertile but rarely encountered in gardens.





Weather and climate


Even the best soil is no good if it is in the wrong place. Vegetables will need as much sun as possible, and few are worth growing where buildings or trees limit the summer sun to less than six hours a day. On the other hand, some fruits, such as gooseberries, are perfectly happy to crop in a shady spot. Mapping out your garden to note key areas of shade and full sun will be essential before you start planting.


Windy conditions slow growth and make cloches and horticultural fleece hard to keep in place. In addition, most tree fruits flower early in the year and so require a sheltered site that attracts pollinating insects that are already on the wing. If they are discouraged from visiting flowers by strong winds, the fruits’ flowers won’t be pollinated. If your garden is exposed in any direction, it is a good idea to reduce the wind’s force. Hedges and porous fences (with 50 percent gaps) make good windbreaks, rather than solid barriers, which force the wind up, over and down, creating a buffeting effect.


Wet winters make harvesting and preparing the soil difficult, and can spoil the produce even if there is good drainage. Standing on planks won’t damage the soil, but a a good alternative is to build raised beds that drain well, warm up earlier in spring and can be worked from paths. But winter rains are not all bad: they fill the soil with water until it can take no more (this is usually around midwinter). The surplus then drains away, but the stored rain is available for plants in early summer.


Dry summers can greatly reduce the quantity and quality of crops. Raised beds help gardeners in areas prone to summer droughts because the greater depth of fertile soil gives plant roots more to explore for water. Adding organic matter, by mulching or digging in, and avoiding compacted soils allows the equivalent of 5cm (2in) of rain to be stored in the soil – enough to keep plants going for two weeks.
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DIG IN well-rotted organic matter in the vegetable plot when the soil is quite dry, to preserve and enhance the soil structure.





Frost


Frost can damage the soft shoots and foliage of various crops, which may result in more serious plant failure. The effects are worst in low-lying sites where cold air collects. Because cold air is heavy, gardens at the foot of a hill, or where walls and hedges prevent the cold air from draining away to lower levels, are likely to suffer the worst frosts. Nearby high trees and buildings are also sources of cold air because they leak heat into the night sky, chilling the air which then sinks to the ground.
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POLYTUNNELS, greenhouses, cloches and fleece are all ways to protect your crops from wind and frost, but they too are best in sheltered locations, away from frost pockets.
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RAISED BEDS provide crops with a deep fertile soil and are ideal on poorly drained sites.





The last frost in late spring marks the beginning of the growing season for vegetables, and the growing season ends – except for some hardy plants – with the first frosts in early autumn. The longer the growing season the better, especially for frost-sensitive plants such as pumpkins and sweetcorn. Gardens in frost pockets experience a much shorter growing season than gardens where cold air can drain away.


In general, inland and upland areas are colder than coastal regions, and urban areas are usually warmer than the countryside since the warm masonry and paving emit heat at night. The growing season gets shorter the further you move away from the equator, and eventually crops such as squashes, tomatoes, lemons and nectarines cannot be grown outdoors.


Aside from pest and disease attack, damage from frosty weather is the most problematic issue for fruit gardeners. A badly timed late frost can destroy all blossoms open at that time and any fruitlets, reducing the potential yield significantly. Most fruit crops have to flower, fertilize, swell and ripen fruits all in one season and they come into blossom comparatively early in the year. This is especially true of peaches, nectarines, apricots, plums, and pears, all of which are frequently in full blossom during late winter and early spring. Both flowers and the young fruitlets can be damaged by frosts, which are very irregular yet prevalent during late winter and early spring. This can result in the fruits developing brown, corky, circular patches around the base or the flowers being partially or completely killed.


The best way to avoid frost damage is to avoid planting vulnerable crops in frost-prone areas, but this may not always be practical. If possible, however, avoid frost pockets. The main method of minimizing frost damage is to move containerized plants to a more sheltered, frost-free position or by covering plants in situ with protective materials.


PROTECTING TENDER PLANTS
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FLEECE TENTS or tunnels offer quick frost protection for tender seedlings prone to late spring frosts.
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MINI POLYTUNNELS made from clear plastic sheeting over hoops are a cost-effective way of extending the season.
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MULCHING adds a layer of organic matter to the soil surface, which helps to reduce evaporation from the soil.









Preparing for planting


It’s tempting to hastily plant up a fruit and vegetable garden if you are eager to get plants established, but this can bring long-term disadvantages if the site isn’t prepared properly beforehand. Problems such as weed control and low fertility are all much easier to remedy before your crops are planted, and this will help guarantee that your efforts are rewarded.
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Tackling the weeds



If you are starting a vegetable or fruit garden from scratch, you will need to ensure your site is as free of weeds and debris as possible before planting.


It is best to remove weeds either by hand, or by treating with weedkiller (see here). Weedkillers containing glyphosate are the most environmentally friendly, since the active chemical does not remain active in the soil after they have done their work. Rotovating a weedy soil to clear it is not a good idea, since the machine chops up the weed roots into many pieces – all of which then take root and regrow.


Target perennial weeds such as ground elder, bindweed and brambles first, as these take the most time to eradicate. Brambles, nettles, dandelions, docks and ground elder can successfully be dug out with a fork, but deep-rooted perennials such as bindweed, Japanese knotweed, and horsetail are best treated with a glyphosate-based herbicide between early summer and midsummer, when in full growth. Plastic sheet mulches are useful for clearing large areas if you prefer an organic approach, but these need to be in place for three or four years to clear the more persistent perennials. Don’t add perennial weeds to the compost but lay them out in the sun where they will soon dry out and die.


Annual weeds such as groundsel, chickweed and fat hen are best hoed off as they emerge, before they can set seed. In the fruit garden, however, hoeing may not be an option because the shallow roots of established plants can be damaged in the process. Instead, they can be scorched off with a contact herbicide or flame gun.
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WEIGHTED DOWN sheet mulches clear weeds without chemicals. Don’t use old carpet as it can leach toxins into the soil.
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USE A FORK to remove the roots of most perennial weeds from the ground.
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A FLAME GUN easily kills off weed seedlings without disturbing the soil underneath them.






Improving the soil



Vegetables


Fertile conditions boost the size, flavour, yield and quality of your vegetables. If you can, add bulky, well-rotted organic matter, such as garden or municipal compost or farmyard manure, every second or third year to half or one-third of your plot. Some crops, such as carrots and parsnips, are best grown on soil that was manured the previous year. As a rough guide, one bucketful of well-rotted material to every square metre (or yard) is enough, but double this amount could be used for thin, poor soil and for greedy crops.


Bulky manures are not enough on their own. Greedy crops, such as brassicas, beetroot, spinach and celery, need the boost of a general fertilizer containing roughly equal amounts of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. They like about 140g (5oz) per square metre (or yard) of a fertilizer containing 7 percent of each nutrient. Leeks, onions, French beans and runner beans need 100g (3.5oz), and everything else benefits from 70g (2.5oz). Carrots and peas don’t usually require any feeding.
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MANY VEGETABLE CROPS really benefit from extra feeding. Organic and inorganic fertilizers are available.





Use other fertilizers according to their nitrogen content (the packet should give details). So, for a 3 percent nitrogen fertilizer, you would use slightly more than twice as much per square metre (or yard). However, be aware that some fertilizers do not contain potassium and should not be used on certain soils, for example sandy ones, that are low in potassium.


Green manures are crops that can be grown just to improve the soil. They won’t add much to the soil but they do save nutrients, reduce potential pollution and make the soil more workable, as well as making an excellent addition to the compost heap. Grown in autumn or over winter, when the ground is otherwise bare, green manures stop nutrients from being washed out by rain. When dug in during autumn, they are also ideal for clay soil, which can compact further over winter.


Sow mustard or fodder radish in late summer as the main crops are being harvested and removed. Vetches or tares and rye can be sown in early autumn and allowed to grow over winter, before being dug in during early spring at least two weeks before sowing the next year’s crops.


Fruit


Fruit gardens need less intensive cultivation than vegetable plots, which means that the soil does not have to be quite so rigorously improved before planting, as long as issues such as poor drainage have been dealt with. Single digging, where the ground is dug over to a spade’s depth, is generally sufficient because the majority of fruit tree and bush roots are found in the top 20c m (8in) of soil.


Any materials added to the soil should be of a pH preferred by the crop to be planted; for example, mushroom compost, which contains a certain amount of lime, can be incorporated into beds destined to support most fruit crops, such as apples, pears, cherries and peaches. However, it shouldn’t be added to beds for acid-lovers such as blueberries, lingonberries, cranberries and raspberries.
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IF YOUR SOIL HAS A GOOD STRUCTURE there’s no need to add lots of organic matter to a planting hole.





Managing the compost


Composting can be one of the most rewarding gardening activities, and is good for the environment as well as garden wildlife. In essence, it is just gathering organic waste and allowing natural organisms, widespread in the environment, to break down the waste to a brown mass of soil conditioner.


Use two compost bins: one to fill up while the other is rotting down. When you have emptied one, tip the contents of the second into the first bin as a way of turning the heap. If space is short, use small bins, but try to avoid those with a capacity of less than 1cu m (1.3cu yd). Stand them on previously dug-over soil or, if this is not possible, spread a bucketful of soil under the bin.


Add a mix of organic waste from the garden and kitchen to the bin. About a third of the waste should be soft green nitrogen-rich material such as kitchen waste and lawn mowings; the rest should be straw-like or woody carbon-rich material, such as spent crops. Keep adding waste until the bin is full, adding water if the contents look dry. Then leave them to rot. Turn the heap with a fork, once or twice a year. Mix in air and add water, more green waste or more carbon-rich waste as required to speed up the rotting process and improve quality. Realistically, garden compost cannot rival the manufactured material. This is made with large volumes of waste that’s mechanically mixed and chopped and composted at a high temperature to produce a fine, peat-like result. Garden compost will usually be a bit twiggy and rough, but any unrotted material can be added to the next bin, and the remainder will be an effective soil improver. Perennial weeds should not be added to the mix, since they will simply grow there, unless thoroughly killed by desiccation first.


In small gardens, worm composting in ‘wormeries’ might be a better bet. Bins can be quite small, and take little waste. Worm bins consist of an upper chamber where the waste is added, and a lower sump where liquid collects. The liquid contains plant nutrients and is watered onto growing crops. Eventually the upper chamber fills with compost, and that’s added to the garden. The worms are recovered for the next batch.
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INCORPORATE A COMPOST HEAP into your kitchen garden if it is at all possible to make the space available. The woody prunings produced by fruit trees and bushes is an excellent companion to soft, sappy vegetable waste such as these pea stems.









All about growing veg


Raising strong and healthy seedlings is a critical part of growing your own veg, whether you are germinating your own seed or buying in seedlings as plug plants that have already been started off by a nursery. All good crops depend on a good start, after all. Seed can either be sown directly where it is to grow or sown in pots or trays and then planted out later.
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Where to start



When planning your crops, you need to decide whether you are going to grow from seed or from plug plants bought from a specialist supplier, from a local nursery or by mail order. The range of plants available – and of sources – is growing all the time. There are pros and cons to seed sowing as well as using plug plants: you will have to weigh up what suits you and your garden’s conditions.


Perennial crops can be grown from seed, but it’s a lot less effort to buy young plants. Potatoes are not grown from seed but from ‘seed potatoes’, and alliums, except leeks, are usually grown from ‘sets’ or bulbs. If you want to grow from seed, there are two ways: either in trays or containers for later transplanting, or by sowing direct into drills made in the soil. Which method you choose depends on the crop as well as the growing conditions. You might, for example, choose to sow in trays because you have problems with hungry mice or birds, and the young plants need some growth before they are exposed.


Germinating your seeds


Seed germination is related to temperature. Carrots sown in cold soil in late winter for harvesting in early summer might take 21 days or more to germinate, but if they’re sown in mid-spring for a summer crop, they should come up in 14 days.




SEEDLINGS


Small seed makes small seedlings, and these take a long time to put on good growth (carrots and onions are good examples) whereas large seed (e.g. peas and broad beans) produce large seedlings that get off to a flying start.


However, plants from warm countries need about 12ºC (53ºF) to germinate well, and that’s why tomatoes, peppers and aubergines – all grown from small seed – are sown indoors in early spring. They’ll start growing quickly, and have a growing season that’s long enough to produce a good crop before the autumn frosts. Large-seeded runner and French beans, sweetcorn, courgettes, marrows, pumpkins and squashes can be sown outdoors in late spring and early summer and, being large-seeded, grow fast and have enough time to crop well in southern areas. Indoor sowing is necessary in other regions.


Seedlings are vulnerable to fungal diseases such as damping off. Fungicidal seed dressings are no longer available to gardeners, but avoiding disease by sowing at the optimum time, when the soil is warm and not too wet, greatly reduces risk of disease. Disease can often be avoided altogether by using clean containers and clean water.


Sowing direct in the soil outdoors is quick and easy, and the seedlings look after themselves, developing strong root systems that resist drought and disease. The downside is that they are vulnerable to pests, diseases and the weather, and to competition for space and food from weeds.


Soil temperatures of at least 6°C (43°F) are needed for most seed to germinate, and this is reached by mid-spring in most of England – two weeks later in colder districts and two weeks earlier in mild regions. Slow-germinating seed includes parsnips, carrots and onions which take, on average, 14–21 days to emerge; members of the cabbage family and lettuces may take just seven days, and most other seed takes somewhere in between.
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THE SMALL SIZE of seedlings means that many can be sown closely together, but they will soon need potting on if they are to flourish.








Sowing seeds outdoors


Seed must be buried in the soil, but not so deeply that it cannot emerge, and not so shallowly that it dries out unless watered or rained on. To create the right conditions, you need a seedbed in which the previously cultivated soil is raked level to create a smooth layer of finely divided soil over firm, but not too hard, underlying soil. This can be done only if the soil is dry. Spread a light dressing of an all-purpose fertilizer on the soil before raking to ensure that the emerging seedlings aren’t short of nutrients.


Make a groove, called a drill, in the surface just deep enough to cover the seed to about twice its diameter or, in the case of small seed, as shallow as possible but still enough to cover. The large seed of peas, beans and sweetcorn need a drill about 5cm (2in) deep; the moderate-sized seed of the cabbage family, spinach and beetroot need a 2.5cm (1in) drill; and the fine seed of onions, carrots, parsnips and lettuces, a drill no more than 2cm (¾in) deep.


The groove can be made using the corner of a hoe or rake or, better for small seed, by using the length of a broom handle pressed into the soil. Water the drill and place the seed in it in a sparse, continuous flow, with about 1cm (½in) between each onion and carrot seed, for example. Alternatively, sow five or six seeds wherever you want a plant (e.g. lettuces or turnips), later thinning to one plant. Then draw back the soil with the hoe or rake to fill the drill.


The seed and soil must be in close contact if the seed is to take up moisture from the ground. The easiest way to make sure this happens is to firm down the soil by pressing on it with the head of the rake. Do it firmly if the soil is dry, and lightly if it’s moist. Some soils pack down under rain so solidly that the seed cannot emerge; if this is a danger in your veg plot, cover the seed instead with fine potting compost.
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DIRECT SOWING is where seeds are sown where they are to grow in straight drills in the soil.





Transplanting from the seedbeds


Young vegetables can be carefully dug out of seedbeds and replanted in a fresh spot. This is the traditional way of raising leeks and members of the cabbage family. They are set at the same depth as in the seedbed or, in the case of the cabbages, are buried up to the depth of the lowest leaves.
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NURSERY BEDS are sometimes used to bring plants on before they are finally planted out. Keep them well watered.
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SOW FAST-GROWING CROPS into all available gaps to increase the productivity of your plot.








THINNING AND INCREASING



Seedlings can be left to grow where they germinate, although they usually need to be thinned to their final spacing. They can also be ‘gapped up’ by sowing more seed or moving seedlings to fill any gaps. Root crops like carrots and parsnips don’t like to be moved, but other crops can be transplanted.





Watering before and after transplanting limits the shock. ‘Puddling in’ ensures a quick recovery and good subsequent growth. Most plants are best transplanted as soon as you can handle them, but leave cabbages until they have five true leaves, and leeks until they are pencil thick. Trimming leaves and roots makes the plants easier to handle but slows recovery, and is best avoided.


Sowing in containers


Raising plants in pots and cell trays involves more work and expense than sowing direct in the ground, but it saves seed since you just sow one or just a few per pot. Excess seedlings of expensive seed, e.g. hybrid Brussels sprouts and leeks, can be transferred as young seedlings to another pot or bed to avoid wastage. Using trays or pots leads to a higher success rate than sowing in the ground where there is more risk of diseases, pests and weather damage. There is little choice with some crops like tomatoes and peppers: these need to be germinated under cover before it is warm enough for planting out.


Vegetable seed is undemanding, and any good proprietary seed or multipurpose compost – peat-based or peat-free – is suitable. Don’t use home-made composts because they are liable to contain pests, diseases and harmful nutrient levels.


Time to plant out


Once the root system binds the compost together, seedlings can be planted out. Don’t delay and wait until the plants are big and start to go yellow, but remember that tender crops like courgettes and tomatoes must not be planted out until the risk of frost has passed. To be sure, wait until early summer with these – or later, if you are in a cold area. Again, ‘puddling in’ (see here) is very helpful.


Repeated sowings


Some plants, e.g. Brussels sprouts, runner beans and tomatoes, crop continuously while others, such as potatoes and carrots, can be stored. But repeated sowings at intervals, called ‘successional sowing’, is necessary for a continuous supply of other crops, such as peas, beans, lettuces and cauliflowers. If you sow no more than you are likely to need over a two-week period each time, and then start again when the first plants are about 5–8cm (2–3¼in) high, you will avoid waste and seldom be without produce.




FEEDING YOUR SEEDLINGS


Start liquid feeding after about six weeks, or as soon as the lower leaves go yellow. Peat-free composts will need more feeding and watering. Use any general-purpose liquid fertilizer, but organic feeds may have to be used more often to maintain healthy growth.







[image: Illustration]


PLUG PLANTS raised by yourself or a specialist supplier should be planted as soon as they are large enough and the weather permits.






Intercropping and catch cropping



Some plants grow slowly but eventually become large, and you can use the space between the growing vegetables for one more quick crop before the larger vegetables block out the sun. For example, peas sown in mid-spring need 60cm (24in) of space each side so that the pods can be gathered, but they won’t cast much shade until early summer. In the meantime lettuces, spinach and rocket can be grown near the peas, which is known as ‘intercropping’.


Where a crop is gathered early, or planted late, there are opportunities to grow crops before and after. This is called ‘catch cropping’. So, broad beans sown in late winter can be cleared away in midsummer, leaving time for a row of French beans (in southern areas) to be sown for use in the autumn. Leeks planted out in midsummer leave time for a row of lettuces to be planted in early spring and gathered before the leeks need setting out.
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INTERPLANTING quick crops, as here with radish (black Spanish) ‘Montana’ in between sweetcorn, is a good way to make the most of any spare space among vegetables that take longer to mature.








ROTATION OF CROPS



Growing each crop on a different piece of land by rotating them each year can help reduce the effect of soil pests and diseases. (Airborne pests and diseases can travel miles, and can’t be controlled in this way.) Where possible, aim for a three-year rotation. Divide the vegetable plot into equal sections and choose which crops you want to grow. Group them by plant family (by pests and diseases), then soil requirements and soil benefits. For example, grow potatoes and tomatoes on a specific area (after manuring) in year one; peas, broad beans, carrots, parsnips, onions, shallots, leeks and garlic in year two; and in year three (after adding lime if necessary), the cabbage family. Other crops suffer fewer soil problems, and can be grown wherever is convenient.









Extending the season


All vegetable gardeners are in the habit of extending the season of their crops by raising seedlings on a sunny windowsill; it gives plants a head start while it is cold outside. Even so, not much can be gathered from the garden until midsummer. To really extend the season you will need some extra tricks, such as warming the soil in spring or using a glasshouse.
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Sowing in the warmth



Most crops can be started off early in a greenhouse or indoors. Greenhouses can also be used to extend the season well into autumn for crops that respond well to a long season, such as tomatoes and aubergines, since they offer that extra warmth. A sunny windowsill can be used to raise young plants, particularly if you use a white board behind the plants so that they get light from both sides, and not just the front. Windows provide less light than you might think, so aim to move plants outside as soon as possible. Avoid sowing so early that seedlings have to stay on the windowsill for long periods.
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AN UNHEATED PROPAGATOR acts like a mini-greenhouse and is perfect for germinating seeds of tender vegetables.





Moving your plants outside


Use a mini-greenhouse or, much better, a cold frame as a halfway house to ease congestion on your windowsill and acclimatize plants to the outside world. When the plants are put out in the vegetable garden, they can be protected by being covered with fleece. This acclimatization process is called ‘hardening off’. It avoids sudden changes in airflow, humidity and temperature, which can lead to poor growth and, often, premature flowering.
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