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Introduction


When you’re pottering about in your backyard planting beans and peas or cutting some lettuce for your tea, it doesn’t exactly feel like the cutting edge of climate activism.


But growing your own food can change the world.


Growing a few vegetables is something we can all do, even with minimal resources, to help bring down carbon emissions and tackle the scourge of climate change. Every sprig of broccoli you pick, every carrot you pull is one you haven’t had to buy from the shops, so it’s ultra-low carbon food.


Households that grow their own fruit and vegetables are three-and-a-half times more likely to eat their recommended five portions of fresh food a day. They also eat about 40 per cent more fruit and vegetables overall – so, if you grow your own food, you naturally tend to eat a healthier, more plant-based diet. You feel good – and your carbon footprint falls still further.


But you can only unleash the full climate-busting potential of your vegetable patch when you garden in a green way, too.


Grow your food hand in hand with nature and you get natural pest control, from ladybirds to blackbirds. Put away the spade and lavish your soil with organic mulches and your thriving soil biosphere plugs your plants into a rich seam of subterranean nutrients and moisture.


Your garden already has pretty much everything you need: greenery for homemade fertilizers, autumn leaves for potting-compost-grade leaf mould and seeds to start off next year’s crops. The more you rely on natural, renewable resources, the less you have to buy, and the lower your environmental impact.


This book is your guide to setting up a green vegetable garden. In Part 1 you’ll find all you need to know about setting up your growing area; in Part 2 we’ll run through the techniques you need to get up and growing; and Part 3 takes you through how to grow crops for every season of the year.


Follow the techniques on these pages and you, too, can make a personal contribution towards the global effort to tackle climate change and help nature back from the brink.




GO GREENER


One in three people in the UK grows at least some of their own food, filling gardens, containers or window boxes with vegetables, salads, fruit and herbs.
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PART 1


Setting up a new vegetable garden


Here you are at last, gazing at the patch of land that will be your new vegetable garden. A whole world of possibility stretches out ahead of you, full of organic, fresh, mouthwateringly tasty vegetables, and all grown as sustainably as possible – so they’re good for both you and the planet. Now you’re here, you just want to plunge in and get planting! But stop, just for a moment. Rush at your new plot without knowing what the soil’s like, or where the shady corners are, and you’ll likely end up with unhappy plants and a disappointing harvest. Get to know the land, plan your first steps carefully and you can design the vegetable plot of your dreams, where you and your plants can grow and thrive together, each season better than the one before.
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Choosing where to site a new vegetable garden


The dream vegetable plot is one that’s in full sun yet sheltered from the worst weather. It’ll have deep, well-cultivated, rich but moisture-retentive soil, without any perennial weeds. And no slugs. Or rabbits, come to that…


Wouldn’t that be nice! In practice, choosing the best spot for your vegetables is all about weighing up the pros and cons and picking the area with the fewest drawbacks.


Sunshine is top of the list of must-haves – you can do something about most other problems, but not lack of light. Most types of fruit, vegetables and herbs thrive in full sun, so the most successful vegetable plots bask in at least six hours of sunshine a day in midsummer.


That said, a few shady spots are invaluable for leafy vegetables and most salads, which can bolt (run to seed) when they’re too hot and dry. And many vegetables, including roots, potatoes and brassicas such as cabbages, cope well with just three to six hours of sunlight in summer – so even slightly shadier gardens can produce a good range of fresh food.







Your dream vegetable plot


Here are some tips for a happy, healthy and eco-friendly vegetable garden…
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CHOOSING THE PERFECT SPOT
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DO


• Check there are no noxious weeds on site, such as Japanese knotweed.


• Get to know your soil – the RHS offers a testing service to members.


• Dig a 30cm-deep (12in) hole to test drainage: water should soak away within a few hours.
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DON’T


• Pick a spot in deep shade, with less than three hours of sunlight a day.


• Site your vegetable garden on a very steep slope – though gentle inclines are fine.


• Put your vegetable garden near large trees or right next to thick hedges – they can cast shade and suck moisture and nutrients from the soil.


• Plant in areas under water in winter.







GO GREENER


An edible shelter belt can be created by a row of Jerusalem artichokes or blackcurrant bushes, planted on the windward side of the plot.





Some shelter is essential – most plants struggle in the teeth of a gale, so if your would-be plot is in a windy spot, plant a hedge or put up a wattle fence made of hazel to filter the wind.


A gentle slope is no problem, but anything steeper will need terracing to create flat areas on which to garden. A wall or fence at the bottom of a slope will trap frost, so any vegetable plot sited here will take longer to warm up in spring, and blossom and young growth could be damaged. Trees also suck moisture and nutrients from the ground, so avoid planting under their canopy.


Don’t be put off by weeds – even brambles and annoying perennials such as bindweed can be conquered with persistence. But do allow space for rainwater harvesting and composting; and perhaps a shed or tool store, so you’re all set and ready to go.






Getting to know your soil


The earth in which your plants grow underpins everything you do – get your soil right, and everything else follows. Get to know your soil before you start, and you have the blueprint for a successful vegetable patch.


Take a generous fistful of damp soil, inspect it closely, then give it a squeeze and try to roll it into a ball. This simple test tells you lots about what’s under your feet. It is also worth finding out the pH of your soil by using a simple test kit, the colour chart for which can be seen here.


If it’s easily moulded Your soil is mainly clay – it’ll usually (but not always) be neutral to acidic, heavy and poorly drained. Potatoes, peas and fruit typically grow well in clay soils, which retain nutrients well. Improve clay soils by adding plenty of organic matter (see here).


If it falls apart easily when you try to mould it You have sandy or silty soil – neutral to acidic, easy to work, but drought-prone. Suitable for most vegetables, just add plenty of organic matter to enhance the soil’s ability to hold on to water and nutrients.


If it’s greyish and falls apart easily You are gardening on chalk. Like sand, it’s light and free draining, but is stony with thin topsoil. Brassicas love it, but potatoes are prone to scab and carrots fork easily. Again, adding organic matter helps add bulk to chalky soil.
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CLAY SOIL
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SANDY SOIL
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CHALKY SOIL










Soil in new-build houses


Gardens in newly built houses often have compacted, thin or rubble-filled soil, offering little goodness for plants’ roots. You can still have a vegetable patch – it just takes a bit more work.


• Fork over the area lightly and remove what rubble you can.


• Build raised beds, at least 20cm (8in) high, on top.


• Fill with a 50:50 mix of bought-in topsoil and homemade garden compost, municipal green waste or well-rotted farmyard manure.


• Allow to settle for a few days, top up if necessary and your new vegetable beds are ready to plant!
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The best garden soil is rich in humus – natural organic debris such as dead leaves, which boosts your soil’s ecosystem and helps your plants grow. High levels of humus turn any soil dark brown, almost black, and wriggling with life. So, feed your soil and you’ll feed your plants, too: build humus levels by mulching with organic matter (see here) to create a rich, deep, fertile topsoil your vegetable plants will love.




pH scale


Mildly acidic pH 6–6.8 is the ideal pH for vegetable growing, with its optimum nutrient availability.
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GO GREENER


One teaspoon of healthy garden soil contains about a billion microorganisms, many of which help your plants grow better.









Equipment: what you’ll need


Kitting out your shed with all the tools you’ll need to look after your new patch can seem daunting: one glance at the tool section in your local garden centre tells you there’s a bewildering array of gadgets for every possible task.


In fact, the list of must-have equipment for the first year in your new patch is quite short. You can always add to your tool collection later, but for now, just half a dozen essentials are all you need.


Essentials


Border spade Border spades save your back as the smaller blade means lighter loads. The standard shaft length is 70cm (28in), but there are longer and shorter models to suit your height and strength.


Garden rake A garden rake, with short tines, spreads mulches; lawn rakes, with longer, fanned tines, collect fallen leaves for leaf mould.


Hoe You’ll be hoeing off annual weeds weekly in summer – a D-shaped Dutch hoe is a good all-rounder, while golf-club-shaped swoes let you hoe closer to plants.


Hand fork Essential kit for light weeding tasks. Short-handled forks are good for most jobs; those with long handles save you bending down as much.


Trowel You can plant everything from potatoes to peas with a pointed hand trowel. Some are usefully marked with planting distances on the blade.


Watering can Galvanized steel watering cans last many years – buying second-hand is greener – and you’ll need a medium rose for general-purpose use.
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Nice to have


Secateurs Only really needed if you’re growing and pruning fruit trees and bushes.


Wheelbarrow A medium capacity of 70–90L is a useful size: solid tyres avoid punctures.


Bucket or trug For collecting weeds and holding your harvest.


Mattock For clearing rough ground and tough, woody weeds such as brambles.







What to wear


There’s no such thing as bad weather, just the wrong clothing, so they say – and good-quality gardening gear keeps you dry, comfortable and safe.


Gloves Hard-wearing gardening gloves will protect your hands from thorns.


Boots Good-quality wellies or well-made, supportive hiking boots keep you outside for hours. If possible, buy second-hand.


Hat Keep rain and sun off your face with a close-fitting, wide-brimmed gardening hat.
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Equipment: greener gardening tools


New garden tools can be resource-hungry to manufacture, with a high carbon footprint (especially if they’re imported), so buy wisely to reduce their impact on the environment.


Gardening gadgets seem like a good idea at the time, but they almost always end up as forgotten shed clutter. So, buy only what you’re sure you will use, and invest in the highest-quality tools you can – the best last a lifetime.


Buying tools second-hand saves resources, energy and packaging. Find reconditioned tools on sale from vintage specialists or on online auction sites; you can pick up second-hand wheelbarrows, watering cans, galvanized buckets and other gardening gear for a song at auction houses.


If you do want to buy new, try to weigh up the environmental costs. It’s not always a straightforward choice. Buy wood and metal tools to avoid contributing to plastic pollution, and they’ll often last longer (you can also repair them if they break). But manufacturing new items from steel carries a very high carbon footprint. Metal wheelbarrows often also come coated in rust-resistant epoxy – a type of plastic. You can buy wheelbarrows made of 100 per cent recycled plastic – but even recycled plastic ends up in landfill eventually.


Best of all are handcrafted items made as close to where you live as possible, from sustainable materials such as locally coppiced chestnut, ash or oak. Hand-forged spades and forks from traditional tool companies, Sussex trugs and wooden garden sieves bought from local craftspeople leave little trace on the environment, last for years – and they’re things of beauty you’ll love forever.
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Take good care of your tools, keeping them clean and well oiled in the shed over winter, and they’ll last much longer.







Looking after your tools


Look after your tools with love and they last years – saving the planet’s resources and your money.


• Clean mud and sap off tools after every use.


• Sharpen the blades of secateurs, spades and hoes.


• Sand wooden handles smooth, and wipe with linseed oil to keep them supple.







Power tools


Hand tools have the lowest environmental impact, but sometimes power tools are more practical. Battery-powered mowers, hedge trimmers and strimmers are now as powerful as petrol tools and kinder to the environment (though issues remain over the impact of lithium mined for lithium-ion batteries). For smaller gardens, use corded electric power tools powered with renewable electricity, if possible, as they are greenest of all. In tests, petrol-powered leaf blowers, hedge trimmers and strimmers give off more pollution than is legally permitted for cars.







TIP


To prolong the life of your tools, apply linseed oil to both the wood and metal parts, using an old rag. Then polish off the excess with another clean cloth.
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The low-carbon greenhouse


A greenhouse is every gardener’s dream – it’s your special place where you can garden even when it’s raining, and tend mouthwatering summer crops such as tomatoes and peppers or out-of-season winter salads.




Build your own greenhouse


Recycled windows make wonderfully quirky, eco-friendly greenhouses.


1. Collect second-hand wooden windows and doors from online marketplaces, auctions or skips (with permission).


2. Lay the windows out flat to work out how they’ll fit together, leaving as few gaps as possible. Use this as a template to build wooden stud walls from good-quality, sturdy 5 x 10cm (2 x 4in) wood, creating a frame for each window.


3. Sink 10 x 10cm (4 x 4in) fenceposts into the ground at each corner.


4. Fix the stud walls securely to the vertical posts.


5. Screw windows firmly in place onto their individual frames and attach the door with hinges.


6. Add the roof – a lean-to design, with the front slightly higher than the back, is simplest. Build another wooden frame and use more windows if they’re suitably lightweight; or attach second-hand sheets of lightweight, transparent, corrugated plastic instead (these can be recycled once they reach the end of their useful life).


7. Block any gaps with wood, then use non-toxic exterior caulk to seal windows and frames.





New greenhouses have a high carbon footprint, especially aluminium models; wooden frames, especially naturally long-lasting cedar, are greener, though need regular maintenance. They’re also eye-wateringly expensive.


Second-hand greenhouses, on the other hand, neatly sidestep the need to use any more of the Earth’s resources and you won’t have to remortgage the house either. Find unwanted greenhouses on online marketplaces, buy-nothing sites such as Freecycle and advertised in local newspapers.


You’ll usually have to dismantle them yourself – take photos before disassembling, and use masking tape to label each section. Place cardboard between glass to protect it during transport.


Once home, level your site and add a foundation. Your greenhouse may already have a metal base, which you can set straight onto compacted ground. If not, build a low wall of second-hand bricks or lay repurposed paving slabs, using sustainable concrete substitute. Fix the frame securely on top, bolt everything together and finally clip in the glass.




TIP


Always wear eye protection and gloves, and handle glass and old wood with care.
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Running a low-carbon greenhouse


Once you’ve got hold of your greenhouse, it’ll quickly become the engine room of your garden. A well-run greenhouse is never empty, from the first seeds sown in spring to the last winter salads.


Greenhouses are also artificial growing environments, and any plants you grow in them require more by way of resources, from pots and water to feed. Add heating and your greenhouse habit begins to look increasingly unsustainable.


It doesn’t have to be like that. Set your greenhouse up from the start for minimum impact on the environment and you can still enjoy growing under glass without the guilt.







Seasonal tasks




Spring – Raising seedlings Wait until mid-to late spring to sow, and avoid high-energy heated propagators by germinating seeds inside your already heated house. Move trays into the greenhouse when seedlings appear. Late winter to early/mid-spring sowings can be stored indoors for the same reason.
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Summer – Greenhouse crops Plant into greenhouse borders if you can, or use secondhand terracotta containers and hessian growbags (see here) rather than plastic. Water by hand using harvested rainwater, and feed weekly with homemade comfrey tea.
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Autumn – Refill with salads Sow hardy winter salads and leafy greens such as mizuna, pak choi and land cress into biodegradable or resuable pots or containers outdoors in late summer. By the time you’re clearing away the tomatoes and cucumbers, they’ll be sturdy young plants ready for refilling borders and containers or for harvesting then and there.
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Winter – Overwintering tender plants Keep frost-sensitive herbs such as lemon verbena going into a second season by potting them up before winter to bring into the greenhouse where it’s a few degrees warmer. You shouldn’t need to heat the greenhouse; keep plants very dry, line the walls with cardboard, and wrap individual plants with hessian and straw through cold snaps.
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