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Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature. If using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and temperature. Grills should also be preheated.


This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives and those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies, such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and children to avoid dishes made with nuts and nut oils.


It is also prudent to check the labels of preprepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.


The Department of Health advises that eggs should not be consumed raw. This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for more vulnerable people such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and young children to avoid uncooked or lightly cooked dishes made with eggs.
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INTRODUCTION


We didn’t start growing our own vegetables to help reduce our impact on the environment, nor did we first plant a row of salads to save money. In fact, we started growing vegetables at home because we enjoyed it. Spending time with family outside and digging the earth to sow seeds is a special experience: you can learn from previous generations of gardeners and then add your own take on this shared knowledge. We love to blend traditional techniques with more modern growing methods.


However, these days our main motivation for weeding outside in hot weather or earthing up rows of spuds in the rain is that we both love to cook. Vegetables you have grown yourself always taste better than anything that you can buy in the shops. Some households maintain a clear distinction between inside and outside, but for us, the move from the garden to the kitchen is often seamless – vegetables come straight inside after harvesting and are swiftly presented on a plate. This unbroken chain from seed to plated meal allows you to have total control of the food you eat.


LEARNING


Growing your own food can be a daunting prospect to the first-time gardener, as there are lots of elements you need to master. There is a whole new vocabulary to learn, complete with localized jargon, as well as a variety of approaches, techniques and contradictory advice to absorb. Our attitude is that anyone can grow vegetables, so don’t worry about it – as you follow the basic suggestions in this book, you can’t go far wrong.


By growing your own food you can cut down on food miles, provide healthy ingredients for cooking and – without sounding too hippy about it – feed the soul. You will learn along the way – mistakes that self-confessed ‘gardening virgins’ often find themselves faced with include accidentally growing hundreds of courgettes, going away on holiday and forgetting to arrange for someone to water your plants and losing your cabbages to caterpillars because you didn’t protect them with netting. The good thing is that each challenge you deal with results in you becoming a more experienced kitchen gardener. And don’t forget, you are not alone – there are lots of other gardeners out there.


SOWING & GROWING


When it comes to choosing your seeds, it makes sense to start with those vegetables that you enjoy and which are well suited to the area you live in. We steer clear of ‘F1 Hybrid’ seeds, as they are bred to be used only once, and the seeds of the plants cannot be saved and used the following year. Non-hybrid and heirloom varieties allow you to produce generations of plants from a single packet of seeds. Approach growing with an open mind: try anything once, but remember that if it goes wrong, the first time can be an accident, the second a mistake and the third time enemy action; so learn from what you are doing. If a particular plant doesn’t work for you, try an alternative.


The soil or compost you grow your food in is obviously important, and it is to be nurtured and cherished. Compost can be expensive and bulky to buy so why not make your own? When preparing vegetables, we always keep an empty colander next to the chopping board and throw in any peelings, roots, tops or pips as we go along. Not only does it help us keep our work area tidy while we are cooking, it also means nothing goes to waste. After some time in a compost bin, these scraps will be providing the nutrients for next year’s goodies. Composting is an art that you’ll learn to enjoy.


The growing period is a time to enjoy the transformation from seed to seedling to plant to abundant harvest. Your charges will not require constant attention – intervening when required is what matters. A bit of weeding (we like using a hoe) at the right time is enough to give your plants the advantage they need.


SEASONALITY


The time it takes for your vegetables to grow and mature means that you learn patience as a gardener. You will experience the changing seasons, and it won’t take long for you to realize how special the relatively short period is when your vegetables are ready for harvest. Garden chefs soon come to know what can be savoured at any given time, because every time you walk around your garden you will get an indication of what is ready to harvest. It is in this way that you will become reconnected with the seasons and start looking forward to certain times of the year because of what is on offer in the garden. Use this knowledge to give you a perspective when buying other local produce. We hardly ever buy out-of-season vegetables now, as they just don’t compare to our home-grown seasonal crops.


ENJOYING THE HARVEST


Harvesting is the reason we grow our produce. The temptation to harvest early will be overwhelming, but experience will allow you to determine when produce is at its best. Larger not only means more mature, it also tends to mean more flavour – it’s just that the texture of the vegetable can be tougher, too. It is up to you to figure out exactly how you like your produce – and, of course, the freshness will give you flavour that you just can’t buy.


Once you have grown your own vegetables you will really start to appreciate cooking them. We find that after months or weeks of waiting, the cooking is a fantastic reward. You will find yourself thinking up more and more inventive recipes, as the act of putting your produce together in a dish becomes the culmination of all your hard work. This makes it all the more tasty! Too much pride can arguably be a bad thing, but when it comes to serving a dish made with 100% home-grown ingredients, you will be beaming.


STORAGE


If you have grown your own vegetables then you’ve probably gone through a long process – sowing, transplanting, watering, weeding, harvesting. The last thing you are going to want to do is waste your fresh crop. You will soon find yourself exploring the best methods of storing them, and learning a variety of preserving techniques.


GETTING THE MOST FROM YOUR GARDEN


Some of the approaches covered in this book will be more applicable to your particular plot and lifestyle than others, but you can make a kitchen garden almost anywhere, to suit any set of circumstances – don’t let your busy schedule or small garden stop you from having a go. The key thing to remember is that you should aim to make the most productive use of your time and the space available. But above all, your aim will be to grow tasty food that you like to eat. Making your own kitchen garden is a satisfying and enjoyable experience – done right, it makes you smile, fills you with pride and tastes good, too.
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PREPARING TO GROW VEGETABLES




In order to have a successful kitchen garden, you need to determine exactly what you are trying to achieve, by planning how much work you want or are able to do and how you will make the most of your plot. After planting it, you have to maintain your garden – it will require regular watering and weeding. In order to maximize your harvest, it is also important to sustain productivity by feeding nutrients to your plants, encouraging beneficial insects to help with pollination and deterring pests. But above all, keep in mind that a kitchen garden is a great excuse for spending more time outside and proudly reaping the rewards of your hard work – we hope that our gardening basics will help you get plenty of tasty vegetables on to your kitchen table.


TOOLS & EQUIPMENT




	Dibber – a pointed stick for making holes in the ground before sowing larger seeds.


	Fork, hoe and spade – the key tools required for growing vegetables, so invest in solid ones that will last. Sharpen your hoe once a year.


	Riddle – akin to a sieve, to remove stones and work the soil into a fine tilth perfect for covering small seeds.


	Seed trays – seed trays and growing modules are excellent for growing seedlings.


	Pots – keep a selection in all shapes and sizes (remember to put some bits of broken pots or stones in the bottom of larger pots to help with drainage).


	Cold frames and cloches – growing under cover is a highly effective gardening technique: you can extend the growing season and protect seedlings from frost and pests. You can make cold frames and cloches very cheaply.


	Propagator – useful for growing more delicate seeds or starting an early crop under cover.


	Raised beds – great for growing fruit and vegetables, and the added height makes gardening easier on your back.


	Compost bins – a double bin made out of old wooden pallets will provide good compost for your beds and keep a small plot looking tidy.


	Shed – a well-organized garden shed on your allotment will save you from carrying your tools and equipment to and fro every time.





SOIL PREPARATION


The foundation of a productive kitchen garden is the quality of the soil. Whatever the size your plot, be it a raised bed in an urban back garden or a large outdoor bed on a smallholding, your kitchen garden will thrive if you remember to keep on top of the weeding and add plenty of rich, nutritious organic matter to the soil. Your soil will be not only more productive, but also a pleasure to work with.


It takes a significant amount of work with a fork and a rake to achieve a fine, crumbly, stone-free soil, known as tilth, but it’s worth it. Be patient and remember that soil fertility doesn’t increase overnight. Experience has taught us that when it comes to boosting the vitality of our chosen crops, conditioning the soil is absolutely worthwhile (see Improving Your Soil).


CHOOSING WHAT TO PLANT


Choosing what to grow requires some careful thought. You may opt for high-yield crops or expensive luxury varieties, low-maintenance perennials or quick-growing cut-and-come-again crops. It is worth taking into account what you like to eat and how much it costs, but the bottom line is to have a go and enjoy it.


Alongside annual vegetables such as courgettes and tomatoes, we would suggest growing a variety of perennial vegetables such as wild rocket, perpetual spinach, globe and Jerusalem artichokes, asparagus and, of course, some herbs and horseradish. One of the great things about perennials is that they tend to require very little maintenance and are relatively hardy. Just remember that most varieties will need a bit of pruning at some point in the year to boost their growth.


Choosing what to grow is the first step, followed by where and only then how. Where and how to plant depends upon the particular crop you have chosen to grow, and there are specific amounts of moisture, nutrients, warmth and light that certain plants need in order to flourish – this will be covered later for each individual vegetable.
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SEEDS


The initial energy a new plant will need to germinate and grow is stored in the seed. It’s in your interest to look after your seeds well, so store them in a dark, dry place and handle them carefully when you eventually plant them.


Getting hold of seeds is relatively easy. You can either save some seeds from already growing heirloom vegetables in order to plant them or you can buy seeds from a catalogue or in a local garden centre. We tend to do a mix of the two. Saving seeds does take up extra time and storage space, but on the whole it is extremely satisfying and a much cheaper way of gardening. You follow the same process you would use for keeping seeds to cook with: pumpkin seeds, for example, are delicious and can be saved when you are cooking the rest of the vegetable. Simply scrape them out of the flesh, rub clean, place on kitchen paper and leave on the window sill until dry (they should be brittle and no longer bendy). Store pumpkin seeds in a jar in a dark cupboard before planting or eating. Make sure to sow your seeds at the right time and at the right depth. Place the seeds in the palm of one hand, gently pick some of them up with the thumb and forefinger of your other hand and sprinkle them carefully. If they are too small to handle, then mix them with some sand to make sowing easier. Once sown, evenly cover the seeds with a little soil and give them a gentle watering in. Seeds need moisture to develop but it’s important not to overdo it, as you don’t want to end up flooding them. Seeds that are too wet can develop all sorts of problems and fungal diseases.


SOWING DIRECT INTO THE GROUND


Sowing direct into the ground in drills is the method we use with most of our root crops and some later crops – it cuts down the time required for transplanting. Plant when the ground is moist or when rain is forecast.




	Ensure the ground is finely raked and free of stones.


	Mark a row out with some string.


	Use a hoe or spade to dig a shallow drill and very thinly sprinkle the seeds straight into the ground (some crops like peas and beans are better planted individually at regular intervals).


	Cover with soil and after 1–2 weeks ‘thin out’ the seedlings if they appear to be overcrowded so that they have more room to grow. Instead of just composting the unwanted plants, transplant any seedlings you have ‘pricked out’ into another seedbed or pot.


	Keep the spaces between the rows weed-free while the seedlings are in their early stages so that they don’t get lost.
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SOWING UNDER COVER & IN SEEDBEDS


Having the space to grow seedlings under cover or indoors is invaluable: in temperate regions, it allows you to start your growing season earlier and make the most of the short summers, while also providing your seedlings with a great initial boost and protection from frost and pests. Plus, when it’s raining heavily and you can’t face weeding outside, you will always somewhere warm and dry to be productive.


Propagators can provide extra heat for seeds to germinate and develop in a safe environment. You can buy electrically heated units but we find using simple gravel trays with lids or growing our seeds in trays and then covering with plastic tops to keep them warm very effective. However, the trays do take up quite a lot of space.




	Sow the seeds in a tray filled with potting compost or into small pots.


	The trays can dry out quickly on warm days, so make sure to water regularly.


	When the first seedlings appear, thin them out to allow them more room to grow.


	We often start seeds off in small pots and as the seedling grows strong and healthy, we transplant it to a larger pot before the plant goes outside into the bed.





Sowing in modules is another option: there is no need to thin out seedlings and no disturbance to the roots when it’s time to transplant.


If you don’t have a greenhouse or poly-tunnel, it’s still worth designating one part of your plot as a seedbed for bringing on small plants in a weed-free area with a nice, fine tilth.


HARDENING OFF & TRANSPLANTING


It is important to harden off seedlings growing in trays under cover, so try to accustom your plants to the cold before transplanting them out in the appropriate bed in the garden.




	Take plants outside on warmer days and bring them in at night until there is no risk of frost. Alternatively, if you are growing seedlings outside in a cold frame, leave the lid open during the day and close it at night.


	Make sure to plant your seedlings out at the right time: either when the pot is full of roots (this shows that the seedling has used up all the available nutrients in its limited space and is searching for more) or when the risk of frost has passed. If in doubt, be patient and wait that extra week – it’s far too easy to be optimistic and regret it later when the plants suffer from an unexpected cold spell.
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SUCCESSION PLANTING


Succession planting is as simple as it sounds: by planting small amounts of the same crop every couple of weeks, you can assure a regular supply over the entire growing season, avoiding gluts of one type of crop, all fruiting at the same time.


WATERING


It is vital to keep your vegetables well watered at certain stages of their growth: they will be thirsty when you have just sown them, at transplanting and later when they are in flower. Water in the morning or evening to reduce surface evaporation.


Try to make the most of rainwater by installing water butts beneath guttering downpipes. A larger rainwater harvesting system may be a worthwhile investment if you want to grow lots of your own food or if your water is metered.
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WEEDS


Weeds are the first plants to fill bare soil. Try to tackle weeds before they become a problem or go to seed. Use a sharp hoe and remove as many roots as possible. Hot composting or burning is the only way to kill some weed seeds.


PEST CONTROL


Scarecrows, beer traps, copper tape, netting and old CDs hanging in the wind are all good ways of keeping down pest problems. Look at individual plant profiles for advice about dealing with particular pests.
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