



  




  [image: cover]








  

     

  




  VEGETABLE, FRUIT AND HERB


  GROWING IN SMALL SPACES




  

     

  




  ABOUT THE AUTHOR




  John Harrison, who has been described as ‘Britain’s greatest allotment authority’ (Independent on Sunday), lives in the north-west of England with his

  wife Val. The shortage of available space in their garden led to their growing fruit and vegetables in containers on their small concrete patio. Although now their two allotments provide much of

  the food they eat, they still grow herbs and salad crops in pots at home. They also enjoy their own homemade bread, butter, jams and chutneys, as well as home reared eggs, and often drink their own

  beer and wine.




  John runs two popular websites: www.allotment.org.uk and www.lowcostliving.co.uk. He is the author of four other books in the Right Way series:




  Vegetable Growing Month by Month




  The Essential Allotment Guide




  Low-Cost Living - Live better, spend less




  and, together with wife Val, Easy Jams, Chutneys and Preserves.




  

     

  




  [image: ]




  

     

  




  Constable & Robinson Ltd


  3 The Lanchesters


  162 Fulham Palace Road


  London W6 9ER


  www.constablerobinson.com




  First published by Right Way, an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2010




  Copyright © John Harrison, 2010




  The right of John Harrison to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any

  form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library




  ISBN: 978-0-7160-2245-9




  Printed and bound in the EU




  1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




  

     

  




  CONTENTS




  At-a-Glance Guide




  Introduction




  

    1. What to Grow in and Where




    2. Successional Growing




    3. Composts and Fertilizers




    4. Seeds and/or Plants




    5. Tools and Water




    6. Pests and Problems




    7. Vegetables




    8. Fruit




    9. Herbs


  




  Glossary




  Further Information and Contacts




  Index




  

     

  




  AT-A-GLANCE GUIDE


  


  






  

    

      	

        What you can grow on a window sill indoors


      

    




    

      	

        Basil


      

    




    

      	

        Chervil


      

    




    

      	

        Chives


      

    




    

      	

        Lettuce


      

    




    

      	

        Lemon grass


      

    




    

      	

        Marjoram


      

    




    

      	

        Mint


      

    




    

      	

        Parsley


      

    




    

      	

        Salad leaves


      

    




    

      	

        Spring onions


      

    




    

      	

        Thyme


      

    


  




   


  





  

    

      	

        What you can grow in a hanging basket or window box


      

    




    

      	

        Beetroot


      

    




    

      	

        Cranberries


      

    




    

      	

        Lettuce and Salad leaves


      

    




    

      	

        Lingonberries


      

    




    

      	

        Oregano


      

    




    

      	

        Parsley


      

    




    

      	

        Radish


      

    




    

      	

        Strawberries


      

    




    

      	

        Tumbler tomatoes


      

    




    

      	

        Turnips


      

    


  




   


  





  

    

      	

        What you can grow on a balcony/patio in pots


      

    




    

      	

        Apples


      



      	

        Leeks


      

    




    

      	

        Bay leaves


      



      	

        Lemons


      

    




    

      	

        Beetroot


      



      	

        Limes


      

    




    

      	

        Blackcurrants


      



      	

        Mint


      

    




    

      	

        Blueberries


      



      	

        Oregano


      

    




    

      	

        Cabbage


      



      	

        Parsnips


      

    




    

      	

        Carrots


      



      	

        Pears


      

    




    

      	

        Cauliflowers


      



      	

        Peas


      

    




    

      	

        Cherries


      



      	

        Peppers


      

    




    

      	

        Coriander


      



      	

        Plums


      

    




    

      	

        Courgettes


      



      	

        Potatoes


      

    




    

      	

        Cucumbers


      



      	

        Redcurrants


      

    




    

      	

        Damsons


      



      	

        Rosemary


      

    




    

      	

        Dill


      



      	

        Runner beans


      

    




    

      	

        Figs


      



      	

        Sage


      

    




    

      	

        French beans


      



      	

        Salsify


      

    




    

      	

        French climbing beans


      



      	

        Scorzonera


      

    




    

      	

        Gages


      



      	

        Strawberries


      

    




    

      	

        Goji berries


      



      	

        Tarragon


      

    




    

      	

        Gooseberries


      



      	

        Tomatoes


      

    




    

      	

        Grapes


      



      	

        Turnips


      

    


  




  

     

  




  INTRODUCTION




  Over the 30 years I’ve been growing our own fruit and vegetables we’ve not always been fortunate enough to have a large garden to grow in. As a general rule, the

  more modern the house, the smaller the garden seems to be. Our first house, being a standard pre-war semi, had a 100' x 30' back garden but, as the years have moved on, builders have crammed more

  and more houses per acre so that now a house valued at a king’s ransom has a garden space no bigger than many of the back to back terraced houses of yesteryear.




  Currently we have a postage stamp garden but I’m fortunate to have an allotment around the corner to grow in but, with an estimated 100,000 people on waiting lists for a plot nationally,

  that’s ceasing to become an option for most of us. Still, if you seriously want to grow your own, it’s worthwhile checking what is available in your area.




  The house we lived in before had a reasonable garden on a slope but the previous owner had made it into a series of concrete patios and terraces. There was one small soil border but otherwise

  just a lot of concrete. It was actually more attractive than it sounds with dwarf walls and pastel painting, but hardly a gardener’s garden.




  This set me a challenge to say the least. The prospect of hiring road digging jack-hammers to dig it up and skips to cart away the resulting rubble was hardly appealing. Not only would it have

  been a lot of work but financially costly as well.




  Having thought about it, I realized that the only answer was to grow in containers. After all, the show growers with their superb specimens of perfect vegetables

  at shows like Chelsea and Tatton Park rarely stoop to planting in soil. Most of their growing is done under cover in containers so I knew it was possible. If you can grow flowers in a pot, why not

  vegetables?




  Now I’m not into token growing. We like to eat as much of our own produce as possible. There are few things more satisfying than sitting down to a meal where most if not all of the food on

  the plate has been grown and raised yourself.




  I’m not a strictly organic grower by any means but that doesn’t mean I want to eat food loaded with pesticide residues that cannot be tasted, in fact that can only be detected by

  sophisticated chemical analysis. The government may assure us they are safe but nobody really knows if the combination of chemicals does us any harm.




  It’s fairly easy to find out what a safe level is for any particular chemical. Crudely, feed some to laboratory rats and see how much it takes to kill them. But if we have a little of this

  chemical, a smidgeon of that chemical and then throw yet another into the mix, nobody does know how dangerous the food we eat is in the long term. This is generally referred to as ‘the

  cocktail effect’. With hundreds of different chemicals, the combinations run into the astronomical.




  By growing your own you are in control. You know exactly what, if any, chemicals have gone into producing your food. Unlike the farmer, you can afford the time to use organic methods. There is

  no way around it, generally organic growing takes more labour than chemical growing. When you see organic produce in the supermarket, the question isn’t why it is expensive; the question is

  how do they manage to do it for the price they do!




  I believe growing your own, even just a small portion of what you eat, is important. It’s a move towards self-sufficiency and freedom from a system that would reduce us to mere consumers.

  It creates a relationship between us and the seasons, reconnecting us with the world in a more concrete way than just deciding if we need to wear a sweater or carry

  an umbrella.




  By growing your own you appreciate the value of food. So what if this carrot is a strange shape or that lettuce has been nibbled by a pest? I always say if it isn’t good enough for a bug

  then it’s not good enough for me!




  There are many reasons for growing your own, even if only enough to make a small contribution to your needs but, selfishly, the most important to me is taste. You cannot beat home grown for

  freshness unless you have a ‘pick your own’ farm next door. The flavour of something you’ve grown yourself is always better.




  Of all the vegetables we grow, the crop that shows the most benefit in flavour is the humble potato. It’s hard to believe that our potatoes are the same species as those bought from the

  shops.




  Home grown vegetables can save you money, although to be honest not if you include your labour and definitely not if you succumb to every gadget and gizmo advertised in the gardening magazines

  and on show at the garden centre. Still, by being inventive and recycling, you can save some money. There are not many hobbies that can actually make you a profit.




  The last, but not least, reason for home growing is the planet we all share. We’ve all heard about air miles, beans being imported from Kenya and strawberries flown in from Israel. Even

  crops grown in the UK still end up being trucked up and down the motorway, creating a significant carbon footprint in the process.




  Home grown uses next to nothing in comparison. A packet of seeds in the post produces a whole field of cabbages! At the same time, it puts you in touch with the seasons and the natural world.

  You’re not going to stop climate change by yourself, but if we all do a little, then the total effect is massive.




  If you have children, showing them where the food comes from and how it has to be nurtured to get there, is a far more effective teaching tool than muttering about people starving in far off

  lands and giving in to demands for processed rubbish.




  

    Who is this book for?


  




  Quite simply, this book is for anyone who wants to provide as much of his or her own produce as is possible from a small space. This could be as little as a balcony or even a

  fire escape which a friend of ours used until she was told she was creating a hazard.




  Even if you have a reasonably sized garden, not all of it may be available to grow produce in. After all, gardens are multi-purpose areas. They feed the soul with beauty as well as providing a

  playing field for children, not to mention the two days a year when the weather lets us have a barbecue.




  I mentioned my allotment above but a lot of people just don’t have the time to allocate to looking after a large area of land. If you have just a few square metres or half a dozen pots to

  look after, then a few minutes a day is all you need.




  Having had jobs that were demanding to say the least, I know the last thing you want to do when you finally get some free time is cope with a huge out of control plot with weeds so high you

  suspect a tribe of pygmies is hiding in there.




  Incidentally, if you do work away from home a lot, then you can automate watering quite cheaply so your plants are looked after until you are around again.




  What I hope to pass on through this book is the result of my researches and our experience growing our own from containers in a concrete garden. I hope to show you how to get the maximum

  production from what little space and time you have available.




  You’ll find that small space growing is actually more productive than you might think possible if you follow a basic plan. For the purposes of this book I’m going to assume you

  either have a small modern garden doing double duty as play area as well as vegetable plot or no garden at all, just some patio or balcony space.




  If you have a larger area to work with or an allotment, then I’d suggest that my Vegetable Growing Month by Month and/ or Essential Allotment Guide would also be of value for

  you.




  Having said that, despite having the allotments, we grow our herbs and most of our salad crops at home. It’s far more convenient to nip out the back for a sprig of rosemary or a few spring onions than trek around to the allotment. Our minarette fruit trees will come with us in their pots on moving day unlike an apple tree on the plot. So even if you

  have the space, it can be useful to know small space and pot growing techniques.




  I’d like to acknowledge the help I’ve had in writing this book from various members of the National Vegetable Society. The society organizes vegetable shows and competitions and many

  of the members are show growers who try not so much for giant vegetables as for perfect specimens. Most often they grow these vegetables in containers and pots and they have happily passed on many

  tips to me.




  Unfortunately, if you ask two gardeners for an opinion or method you are likely to get at least three answers. I’ve given my tried and tested methods for getting good results, but you may

  well find that other methods work just as well or even better for you in your circumstances.




  I’ve covered what I feel to be the best compost mixes and methods but don’t be a slave to the technicalities. Home growing is an art more than a science. Work with what you have and

  don’t be afraid to adapt and alter. More often than not you will still succeed and whatever happens you will learn. Home growing should be a pleasure, not a chore.




  Finally, above all, I’m practical in my approach. In theory you can grow anything in a container, but I see little point in trying to grow those plants that would need an impracticably

  large pot or take up a disproportionate amount of room in a small garden. I’ve listed some crops that I think you really should give a miss in a small garden with the reason why not to grow

  them and hopefully you will agree.
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  WHAT TO GROW IN AND WHERE




  Like most things in life, success with small space and container growing involves some planning, some work and some luck. Luck is critical to all gardening, if by luck you mean

  the weather. We can add water, we can add nutrients, we can fight off the pests but adding sunshine is beyond most of us.




  You may have noticed that weeds will pop up anywhere: in the shade under a tree, cracks in a pavement, even a hole in a wall. Sadly the crops we eat aren’t quite so tough. Over the years

  we’ve bred our crops for our needs, not theirs, and so they’re a lot fussier than the weeds.




  They need sunlight if they’re to thrive. The more sunlight, the more energy is available for the plant’s solar power plant to convert into leaf and fruit, so the sunnier the

  better.




  Now you may think you have light enough but the human eye is a marvellous instrument. In bright sunlight our pupils contract and in low light they expand so we can see in quite a range. In fact

  we’re hardly aware of the difference; walk around the corner into shade and our eyes adapt without our needing to do anything. Any photographer will tell you that light levels vary

  tremendously, whatever our eyes tell us.




  Basically if you’re facing south, then your plants will have plenty of direct sunlight. To the east they’ll get full sun in the morning and to the west in the afternoon but facing to

  the north they’re going to struggle. It’s not impossible to grow in north-facing places but avoid if you can. Similarly avoid shade if you can as well.




  There is an exception to this rule, of course. You can grow a morello cherry trained up a north-facing wall.




  The trick to getting the most from small spaces is to think and plan in four dimensions. Now don’t worry, we’re not moving into Dr Who territory with four dimensions, but time and

  planning ahead are critical to success.




  The first two dimensions, length and breadth, give us the area we have to grow in. Because we’re going to be providing the ideal nutrition for our plants we can grow more densely than

  normal and gain yields nearly double that of conventional planting. Large area growing usually has vegetables in orderly rows with a spacing that allows for hoeing off weeds. Because we crowd our

  plants, the weeds get little chance to grow and those that do dare to pop their head up are soon pulled out by hand. Weeding a pot or small bed is the work of a minute.




  Since we’re working with a small area we can give far more attention per plant than on a large plot. This means we pick up developing problems early and get them sorted. For example, some

  butterfly eggs can go unnoticed when you have a dozen cabbages but you are going to spot them before they turn into ravenous caterpillars and eat half the plant when you have just two or three

  plants growing.




  The third dimension is, of course, height. Some plants provide huge value for the area they use. Tomatoes growing up a stake are incredibly productive, producing pounds of fruit from half a

  square foot area. Fruit trees trained up a wall will provide all you can eat from next to no square footage.




  Hanging baskets aren’t just for flowers, tumbler tomatoes can look just as attractive as surfinias, and strawberries can be grown in hanging baskets too. You can get flower pouches which

  are hung on a wall and use these for strawberries as well.




  A strawberry barrel with fruit planted into the side will provide enough strawberries for the family and some pots of jam for the cupboard in very little space. Compared with conventional

  planting you get about eight times as many plants per square foot using a barrel planter. This is just a barrel shaped tub, often called a strawberry tower, with holes let into the sides into which

  the plants are set.




  You won’t believe how many potatoes you can get from growing in a bag or barrel. Incidentally, the top show growers always grow their potatoes in bags of

  special compost rather than the soil used by mere mortals.




  Growers with space to spare may bother to do something called underplanting but it’s doubtful. They think in terms of rotation plans and this goes here and that goes there. Small space

  growers do not want to see any bare soil so there is always something that can go under the tomatoes or in that space where the cabbage was. Lettuce often benefit from some shade in hot summers so

  they’re good for planting in the shady spots. Got a square inch spare? Pop a couple of radishes or spring onions in.




  The fourth dimension is time. Having made the most of not every square inch but every cubic inch of space we now need to think of timing. A full grown lettuce with a spread of, say, 6 inches

  needs 113 square inches. Yet at the start of its life it only needs a tiny bit of space.




  By using our precious space most efficiently, growing in small pots and modules before planting out in the final position, we can effectively treble our growing area. This concept of

  successional sowing and planting is the key to maximum production from the smallest spaces.




  I start my tomatoes off by sowing in a 3 inch (8cm) shallow pot, which can easily give me a dozen plants. Once they’ve grown a little they move into a 3 inch pot each. By the way, you can

  buy square pots which means you don’t waste the space between circular pots. The plants may even go up a pot before ending up in their final planting spot or pot. This may all sound very

  utilitarian and regimented but gardens and patios should be attractive to the eye as well as the stomach. Interplanting with flowers will add to the visual appeal and can help your crop yield by

  distracting pests. There is actually a variety of trailing marigold sold especially to tomato growers to ward whitefly away.




  We like to grow a dwarf bush tomato in a jardinière with trailing lobelia below. They look decorative and with just two plants, we cover our salad tomatoes for the season. See Fig. 1.
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    Fig. 1. Tomatoes in a jardinière with trailing flowers.


  




  The runner bean was grown for many years not for its beans but as a decorative plant. Indeed, the beans were thought poisonous! Painted Lady is considered the prettiest runner bean and the beans

  are very good to eat as well.




  A strawberry can be interplanted with decorative trailers in a hanging basket to provide a bonus crop.




  Although you can, in theory, grow anything in a container, some crops are more suitable than others and give better yields for the space they use. Of those that do make sense to grow in a small

  space, choosing the right varieties will make your small space even more productive. I’ve covered this in the individual fruit and vegetable listings.




  The Small Garden




  If we look at the average modern estate garden with limited space, then fitting in some crops may seem difficult. A goodly portion will be

  taken up with a patio area to start with. I wouldn’t suggest getting rid of the patio; after all, we need somewhere to hold the annual barbecue on the summer’s day when it doesn’t

  rain.




  But patios usually have more space than we need for a barbecue and table set, so this gives us an opportunity to grow some crops in pots.




  Back into the garden area itself, there’s usually a lawn. Now apart from being the traditional centre piece for the borders, lawns provide a playing field for the children. From games of

  cricket to just somewhere to run off some energy, a place to pitch the tent and to have an exciting picnic, the lawn is fairly vital and well used so, here again, I’d hesitate to suggest you

  got rid of it. However, you might be able to get away with pinching some space for crops from it.




  If you don’t have children using the lawn, do you really want it? The weekly ritual of mowing in the season and digging out the dandelions takes more time than growing most crops would. In

  that situation I’d consider getting rid of the lawn and replacing it with paths and raised beds.




  The borders provide the last element of a garden. They are attractive to the eyes and nose. Now the French are undoubtedly the masters of the potager garden. They’ve been growing in

  potagers for 400 years and the name itself comes from the vegetables grown for the soup or ‘potage’. This is an ornamental garden where, instead of flowers, they grow vegetables or a

  mix of flowers and vegetables. I’d contend that a red cabbage or red frilly leaved lettuce like lollo rosso is as dramatic and decorative as any foliage plant you can get, except the rainbow

  chard - and you can eat the chard.




  Carrots with their fern-like, feather foliage can add definition while curly kale acts as a taller structural element in the design.




  Often the potager is designed in a very formal manner, squares and triangles abound or even a similar style to a knot garden. Potagers are a wonderful way to balance the decorative and

  productive elements of a small garden. The gardens of the palace at Versailles in France had to provide for the royal table without offending their majesties’ eyes. So the largest example of

  the potager was created for them covering 21 acres!
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    Fig. 2. Making the most of the space available.


  




  A multitude of small beds takes a lot of looking after though so consider just planting in larger beds but using those design elements. Treat your vegetables in

  the same way you might treat bedding plants.




  You can define the edge of a path using a stepover apple or, instead of the traditional edging box, rosemary. For taller structural pieces why not try a red variety of Brussels sprout like

  Falstaff or the Petit Posy, which is a cross breed of kale and sprout producing ‘rosettes’ of loose frilly edged buttons on a long stalk, in purples, greens and bicoloured leaves?




  A tepee with climbing beans can really add visually to the centre of a bed. Try the purple podded French or the good old English runner as mentioned above. A bay leaf in a pot can do the same

  job, being moved to a more sheltered area when the cold weather arrives.




  The fence around the garden provides a support to run climbing plants up or, better still, to train a range of fruit trees up. The range of styles you can train trees into means you can fit them

  into your garden’s style: a fan trained tree for less formal gardens or straight sided for more formal styles. Once your imagination gets going, the sky’s the limit.




  The cottage garden is the English version of the French potager. Here we’re less formal and the emphasis, nowadays at least, is more on the flowers but there’s no reason not to go

  back to its origins and mix in the crops with the flowers.




  The Front Garden




  So who decreed that the front garden was exempt from being useful? Everything I’ve suggested for the back garden can be done at the front. OK, the neighbours might

  be a bit curious and think you a little mad at first but who’s the mad one? The person tending a bit of lawn by the car parked in the drive or the person harvesting a crop from that

  space?




  Raised Beds




  Raised beds are becoming popular even where people have lots of space to grow in but their real value comes in where space is tight. Effectively you can double the yield

  by growing in a raised bed and they define a separate area that you can hopefully stop the children from charging through.
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