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INTRODUCTION


Producing your own food and other household groceries is not only extremely rewarding but, in times of economic and environment changes, a must!


Gardening has, until recent years, been a way of life and a necessary commitment if families were to survive and grow. Nature provides everything the human body requires to survive, and cultivating some of those natural products in our own back garden will not only produce the best food on the planet for our loved ones, it is also economical and environmentally friendly.


Chemicals don’t have to be used to produce perfectly shaped strawberries, petrol is not required to drive into your back garden to collect your food and, not only that, as you are exercising and getting a dose of fresh air every day, gym subscriptions and doctors visits will be a thing of the past.


Many crops can be produced in containers and in a relatively small space with a little pre-planning and organising. And many of these crops can be employed in different ways. Herbs are perfect for collecting brownie points for your culinary skills. They can also treat minor ailments and prevent colds and flu. Rather than getting a cold virus and passing it round and round the household, refuse to allow it into the house in the first place, by keeping healthy and strong. No more vitamin supplements or cold remedies to buy!


Grow It! Cook It! provides all the information you need to keep your family and friends healthy and enjoying life to the full. Gardening is more than a hobby, it’s a way of life and needn’t mean back ache and boring garden chores. Even without a garden, many plants can be grown in containers, on a balcony and indoors.


Get those wellies on and produce the best groceries in the world for your family and friends – and keep fit and healthy while you’re doing it. Grow It! Cook It! will reduce your shopping bill, remove the supermarket stress, and take you and your family into a healthier future.









 



CHAPTER 1


THE SALAD BOWL


[image: Images]


A bowl of mixed salad is one of the healthiest, easiest and tastiest meals you can prepare for you and your family. Kids don’t always appreciate green leafy vegetables, but chopped lettuce stirred into a bowl of colourful peppers and tomatoes always goes down a treat!


Growing salad ingredients couldn’t be easier and many can be grown indoors, in a conservatory or even a window box, as well as outside in a traditional garden. If you have a conservatory or greenhouse, salad can be grown almost all year round – although, as it’s eaten raw and often cold, other veggies can be eaten during the cooler months of the year. Eating seasonally is a good rule of thumb when balancing a healthy diet.


This chapter covers five main ingredients of a nutritious and delicious salad bowl:




	tomatoes


	lettuce


	
cucumber


	peppers


	onions.





There are many other vegetables you can add as and when you have them available:




	carrots – grated or finely sliced


	garlic – crushed or finely chopped


	
mange tout – whole or cut in half


	fresh peas or beans – cooked and then cooled


	herbs and edible flowers


	nuts and seeds.





Prepare your salad as close to meal time as possible. As soon as you start cutting vegetables, they begin to lose some of their vitamin content. However, picking your salad from the garden in the afternoon and eating it in the evening is a lot better than buying tired, old looking vegetables from the supermarket.


If your little darlings refuse to eat anything that doesn’t come out of a packet, you could try tipping the tomatoes into a freezer bag on the quiet and then make a big deal about getting them out of the fridge later. Or even better, get them involved in the garden.



TOMATOES



About tomatoes


There is evidence that the Incan civilisation grew tomatoes as a food crop but over the centuries the tomato was grown as an ornamental plant because the fruits were thought to be poisonous.


By the early nineteenth century the tomato was once again considered a worthy food crop and businessmen ate tomatoes in public places to prove the fruit was in fact edible and could be safely consumed. The earliest recorded tomato ketchup recipe was developed in 1818.


Because tomato plants are self-pollinating, they tend not to change the components of their particular variety very much, which means we have many heirloom varieties available today, as well as many new hybrids in all sorts of shapes and colours.


Properties of tomatoes


Recent scientific experiments indicate that tomatoes, especially cooked ones, can help eliminate free radicals from the body, so reducing the risk of certain cancers.


Tomatoes contain significant amounts of vitamins A, B1, B2, B6 and vitamin C. They also contain fibre and a medium-sized tomato will only add around 20 calories to your daily calorie count.


Tomatoes are one of the few fruits that retain their goodness when cooked and it has been shown that the body absorbs the vitamins more easily from cooked tomatoes.



Growing tomatoes



Growing tomatoes is fairly straightforward even if you have never grown veggies before. Take it step by step and you can’t go wrong. Sometimes nature gets in the way, but there are a few ways to get around even the meanest of nature’s tricks!


First choose the tomatoes you want to grow. There are so many different varieties, you could browse the seed catalogues for hours. Go for a couple of easy types if you’ve never done this before. Choose a regular everyday garden tomato and maybe a cherry variety.


The larger beefsteak tomatoes take a little longer to mature and can sometimes be difficult to ripen later on in the year. However, if you have a long growing season, or if you just feel a little adventurous, go for it. The smaller tomatoes are wonderful for snacking and mixing into the salad bowl. Choose a yellow plum shape or a tiny red one. The larger varieties are good for making sauces and soups but can still be used in salads and sandwiches.


Once you’ve decided on your seeds, you need to prepare some growing trays. Fill trays or pots with seed compost and make sure they are well drained. Plants don’t like waterlogged soil. Sow seeds according to the instructions on your seed packet. Different varieties will have different growing needs.


Generally tomato seed should be started off in early spring and kept warm and watered. Keep warm in a greenhouse or conservatory, or simply on a sunny windowsill. As long as the compost is kept warm and moist, the seeds should germinate within a couple of weeks.


When your plants are a few inches (15–20 cm) tall, re-plant into individual pots. Make sure the pots are well drained and keep the soil moist. Keep them inside until all danger of frost has passed.
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When the ground has warmed up, normally during May in the UK, put out the pots of tomatoes during the day and bring them in again at night for a few days. This will get them used to outside conditions.


As soon as all danger of frost has passed, plant them out in the garden. They should be about 12 in (30 cm) or more by now. Place a stake firmly in the ground for each plant before planting. Tie the plant gently tno the stake and water it well. Allow about 24 in (60 cm) between plants but check on your seed packet for variations.


It’s also a good idea to scatter plants around the garden if you can. If a tomato plant gets blight or any other disease and is growing in a line with other tomato plants, the chances are you will lose the whole line. By scattering around the garden each plant will have more chance of avoiding the viruses.


If the weather gets a little cold, cover the plants in plastic at night to keep them warm. Use a cloche or a similar structure with clear plastic sheets. A cloche is like a miniature polytunnel and can be bought from most garden centres – or you could make one. Find some strong bendy poles, plastic or any other material will do, as long as it has a smooth surface. Push one end of the pole into the ground and bend it over to form an arch. Push the other end in and then repeat this process leaving around 12 in (30 cm) of space between each pole. Make sure the arch is high enough to accommodate your plants. When the line of arches is in place, throw over a sheet of clear plastic and hold it down along each long edge with bricks or logs. The bricks will stop the plastic from flying away, but should be easy enough to move when you need to access your plants. The plastic sheet must be long enough to fold down to the ground at each end to protect the plants from the cold at night.


Tomatoes can be grown successfully in pots and containers, however many varieties need support as they grow, so this should be taken into consideration when choosing the size and location of your container.


Containers must be well-drained and filled with fresh compost before planting. Compost dries out quicker in containers and as tomatoes need lots of water to thrive, they will probably need watering more regularly than plants growing in open ground. Never let your tomatoes go thirsty!


Keep your tomato plants free from weeds and water them regularly in dry weather. Never let them dry out. During the hot summer months, make sure you water your tomato plants every day, and look for signs of disease. Tomatoes can be fed with an organic fertilizer every couple of weeks during the growing period if necessary.


When your plants get a little bigger, they will start producing extra branches between the stem and the main branches. Pinch these out to encourage more fruit rather than foliage. Using your thumb and forefinger squeeze the bottom of the stems of the new branches and twist slightly to remove them from the main plant. A pair of garden scissors will do the job as well. Care should be taken not to damage the main plant.


Note that some people have allergies to tomato plants and gloves should be worn when pinching out the new growth. It’s wise to wear gloves anyway to avoid staining your skin.


Once the plants have four or five bunches or ‘sets’ of fruit/flowers, pinch out the top of the plant to stop it producing any more sets. If the plant keeps producing new sets of fruits, many of the tomatoes may not fully ripen.


As soon as your tomatoes are fully ripe, pick and eat them! At the end of the season, pull up and compost the plants.



Eating tomatoes



Tomatoes are probably one of the most versatile foods available to us today. And the home grown tomato tastes like no other tomato can taste. Cooked tomatoes hold their vitamin content as well, which is even better!


SALADS


Sliced tomatoes are great mixed into the salad bowl or cut small cherry varieties in half. Chop a large tomato into very small pieces and stir the flesh and seeds of the tomato into a green salad. The tomato will act as a dressing.


Slice medium to large tomatoes on to a serving dish and sprinkle over a little chopped fennel or basil. Chill for half an hour before serving.


Chop spring onions or shallots and mix with chopped tomatoes. Garnish with a little finely chopped basil. Serve as a side dish.


Cooking with tomatoes


SAUCES


Use fresh tomatoes instead of tinned when making bolognese or chilli sauces. Choose tomatoes that are starting to go soft. Use in lasagne dishes, laying a few slices of a large tomato over the top of the dish when cooked. Grill for a couple of minutes before serving.


OMELETTE


Chop a tomato and mix with beaten eggs and grated cheese to make a tasty summer omelette. Garnish with a couple of slices of tomato and serve with a green salad.


Tomato Quiche


This is a great taste for those who love the egg and tomato combination!


Ingredients:


2 medium to large tomatoes, sliced


2 eggs


5 fl oz (150ml) milk or single cream


4 oz (100 g) grated hard cheese


Seasoning


Bought or homemade pastry case


For baking blind you will need a sheet of greaseproof paper and some dried beans.


Homemade short-crust pastry ingredients:


6 oz (150 g) flour


3 oz (75 g) butter (or equivalent baking fat), cut into small cubes


Cold water


Method:




	Pre-heat oven to gas mark 6 (400°F, 200°C).


	Make the pastry by rubbing the cubes of butter gently into the flour until it resembles breadcrumbs. Then, adding a little cold water at a time, press the mixture together to form a dough. Add more flour if the mixture is a little sticky.


	Roll out on a floured board and line a lightly greased ovenproof dish with the pastry.


	Cover pastry with a layer of greaseproof paper and then a layer or two of dried beans. Bake in the pre-heated oven for 10–15 minutes until pastry is set.


	Remove from the oven. Leave to cool slightly and remove beans and greaseproof paper. (Don’t turn the oven off.)


	Lay slices of tomato over the pastry base, keeping a few for the top.


	
Sprinkle over the grated cheese.


	Beat eggs and milk in a bowl and add seasoning. Beat well then pour over the tomatoes and cheese.


	Bake in the centre of oven for about 30 minutes until golden brown.


	Arrange tomato slices over the top and grill under a medium heat for a few minutes. Serve hot or cold.





Stuffed Tomatoes


Use up leftovers to make this dish super-economical as well as fabulously tasty!


NB: When re-heating meat, always make sure it’s piping hot right through before serving.


Ingredients:


4 large tomatoes


4 rashers of cooked bacon, chopped (or vegetarian substitute)


4 oz (100 g) finely sliced mushrooms


2–4 oz (50–100 g) grated cheese


1–2 oz (25–50 g) ground nuts


1 onion, finely chopped


A handful of fresh chopped herbs


A little cooking oil


Seasoning


Method:




	Pre-heat oven to gas mark 4 (350°F, 180°C).


	Slice the tops off the tomatoes. Gently scoop out the seeds and put to one side.


	Place the tomatoes in a greased oven-proof dish.


	Heat the cooking oil in a frying pan and cook the mushrooms and onions together for a few minutes, stirring to prevent burning.


	Add the bacon, nuts, cheese, herbs and seasoning and mix well over a very low heat.


	
Remove from the heat. Stir in the set aside tomato seeds (optional) then carefully spoon the mixture into the four tomato shells.


	Put the tops back on the tomatoes and bake in pre-heated oven for about 20 minutes or until hot right through.


	Serve immediately with a green salad.





Tomato Soup


Ingredients:


As many tomatoes as your pan will hold


1 small–medium potato, peeled and diced


1 medium-sized onion, peeled and chopped


A little butter or cooking oil


A little chicken or vegetable stock


A handful of chopped fresh basil or any other seasonal herbs


Method:




	In a fairly heavy-based large saucepan heat a little butter or cooking oil.


	Gently cook diced potato and chopped onion, stirring gently with a wooden spoon until soft. Keep stirring to avoid sticking or burning. Remove from heat.


	Peel and chop the tomatoes. TIP: To make peeling easier, put a few tomatoes at a time into a bowl and carefully pour boiling water over them. Leave for a few minutes then drain. Rub the skins off as soon as the tomatoes are cool enough to touch.


	Add all the chopped peeled tomatoes to the pan with the potato and onion and stir. Add a little stock, or water if you haven’t any stock available.


	Stir over a low heat until the tomatoes are soft, adding a little stock or water if the mixture seems to be a little dry. Stir in some chopped basil or other herbs 5–10 minutes before the end of cooking time.


	This soup can be liquidised if you prefer a smooth soup or eaten straight from the pan. After liquidising, re-heat over a very low heat, stirring for a few minutes until hot right through.


	Serve with hot crusty bread.







HOUSEHOLD TIPS




	Tomatoes are a good deodoriser. To eliminate stale smells from the fridge, wipe undiluted tomato juice around the inside, then rinse and dry.


	Tomato juice can also be used to deodorise your dog after a smelly woodland walk. Sponge undiluted tomato juice all over your dog, avoiding his or her eyes, and wait a few minutes. Then shampoo or scrub with soap and water.


	For many years tomatoes have been used as ‘weapons’ during rural festivals!









LETTUCE


About lettuce


Lettuce is known to have been cultivated for thousands of years and was considered to represent good luck in China. The milky sap of cos lettuce was used in healing preparations by Roman physicians. Ancient wild varieties of lettuce contained a narcotic similar to opium and leaves were eaten after a meal to encourage sleep. The cultivated lettuce is said to originate from middle Europe.


There are many varieties of modern lettuce, including ‘cut-and-come-again’ types. These grow like small shrubs, and leaves can be cut from them every day. There are Italian red-tinged curly-leaved lettuces that grow well in a moderate climate, and of course the traditional British-style lettuce with its rich green tender leaves. When choosing your lettuce seed or plants, consider which varieties grow well in your region.


Properties of lettuce


Lettuce is a good source of vitamins A, C and folate, while being low in calories and high in water content. It is an excellent food for the slimmer and interesting enough even for the children!


The cos lettuce, also known as romaine, tends to be higher in vitamin and mineral content than other varieties. The ‘rib’ of the cos leaf can be a little bitter in taste, especially in a larger more mature lettuce. Although this part of the cos lettuce has been traditionally used in medicinal preparations, it can be cut out before the rest of the lettuce is added to your meal.


Growing lettuce


There are now many hybrid varieties of lettuce available for growing, and most will thrive in moderate climates. In hot dry weather, lettuce tends to ‘bolt’ or run to seed, so if you live in a region that enjoys long dry summers, choose a variety that will stand up to those conditions. Butterhead types are resistant to bolting and they come in a number of different varieties.
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Get adventurous with lettuce. There are probably hundreds of different varieties you can grow. Try ‘cut and come again’ types. They grow like small bushes and you can cut from them every day during the height of the season. Also there are the cos type lettuces which are higher in vitamin content than most and will keep fresh for a few days in the fridge. Italian curly-leaved types are wonderful for adding colour and artistic flair to the salad bowl!


Look around in the garden centre local to you and choose varieties that seem to be popular in your area. Chances are they will probably grow well.


Start lettuce off early in the spring and keep seeds warm and watered until the weather is warm enough to put them outside. Fill well-drained seed trays with fresh new compost and sow a few seeds at a time.


Grow different types in each tray and put a marker in so you know what you’ve planted. When the small plants are large enough to handle they are ready to move. Transplant them carefully into another tray, individual pots or under a cloche outside if the ground is warm enough.


Lettuce seed usually has a high rate of germination and you will probably find you have more plants than you can cope with. The best way to grow lettuce is to plant a few seeds every few weeks throughout the summer months. Plant them directly outside in well prepared soil, after all danger of frost has passed. They are fast growing plants and can be used before they reach maturity if necessary.


Thin out the rows of seedlings and throw the discarded plants into the salad bowl or in a sandwich. Allow space for each plant to grow – check on the seed packets for spacing recommendations. Different types will have different needs. Thin out rows of seedlings when the ground is damp after rain, or water beforehand.


Keep your plants watered and weed free. If the weather is very dry and sunny, protect with a cover during the hottest part of the day.


Watch out for slugs and snails – lettuce are a feast for the slug family and they can devour a whole line of tender young plants in one evening. Protect the plants with organic slug repellents. Egg shells work well. Crush them and lay round each plant, making sure there are no gaps. The slug will find an entrance if there is one. Sharp sand or gravel can also help. Of course slugs won’t go near salt but, as it will dissolve at the slightest hint of damp and then be absorbed by the soil, this isn’t an ideal option.


Lettuce plants growing outside can also be attacked by birds. If you have a cat, you may not be troubled by birds, otherwise hang a line of old CD discs above the row of lettuce. That will put them off.


Birds can get easily tangled up in netting but you can buy very fine mesh netting to prevent any injury to wildlife.


Winter lettuce is a good crop to have in the garden. Some varieties may need protection under plastic or glass, but many will put up with very cold nights. Being high in water content though, it’s unlikely they will survive a frost.


Grow a couple of plants in a greenhouse or conservatory to have a taste of summer throughout the winter months. Winter crop seeds should be planted in late summer or early autumn. Again check on the advice given on the seed packet.
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Lettuces can also be grown in pots and containers outside or in the house. They are a useful indoor plant to grow along with herbs – especially for out-of-season months.


Always grow in well-drained pots of fresh compost, and water regularly. Lettuces grown in too much sun or with not enough water tend to bolt and become bitter in taste.


Eating lettuce


The best way to enjoy lettuce and keep it interesting at every meal is to grow as many different varieties as you can. Eating the same lettuce every day can be boring after a while, but with different colours, textures and tastes to choose from, the salad bowl will always be an exciting and tasty meal.


Lettuce is best eaten as fresh as possible and uncooked. Pick a few leaves from each plant in your garden early in the season and make an early spring salad. Remember to use the small lettuces you remove during thinning.


COLOURFUL SALAD


Mix lettuce types together to make a colourful salad bowl. There are lots of different greens and even red variegated lettuces that are easy to grow and delicious to eat.


MIXED SALAD


Finely shred lettuce leaves and mix into the salad bowl with chopped tomatoes, spring onions, peppers and anything else you have available. Stir in a few chopped nuts or sunflower seeds. Serve salad with all summer meals. Omelettes, quiche or chicken off the barbecue all taste better served with a tasty fresh green salad straight from the garden.


LETTUCE ADDITIVE


Chopped lettuce or whole lettuce leaves are a great addition to sandwiches or wraps. Fill a pitta bread with shredded lettuce and add cooked chicken slices or chopped boiled egg, with a little salad dressing or mayonnaise.


Cooking with lettuce


Coarse leaves from lettuces, such as cos, can be mixed with stir fry meals or added to rice or pasta dishes. Slice into thin ribbons and add to dishes during the final couple of minutes of cooking.


Lettuce Soup


Ingredients:


12 oz (350 g) chopped Cos lettuce leaves


4 oz (125 g) finely sliced spring onions or shallots


2 oz (50 g) butter or substitute


1 tablespoon (2 dessertspoons) flour


1 pint (½ litre) vegetable or chicken stock


¼ pint (150 mls) milk


Seasoning (a little salt and pepper or finely chopped herbs of your choice)


Method:




	Gently heat butter in a large fairly heavy-based saucepan.


	Add lettuce and onions to the pan and stir gently over a low heat until soft, being careful not to burn the vegetables.


	Stir in the flour then add stock to the pan.


	Bring to the boil, then reduce heat and simmer for about 20 minutes, stirring regularly. Remove from the heat and allow to cool for 5–10 minutes.


	Liquidise soup in a blender or food processor until smooth. Return to the pan. Stir in milk and seasoning.


	Re-heat over a low heat until piping hot right through, stirring all the time.


	Serve hot with crusty bread or croutons.






CUCUMBER


About cucumber


There is evidence to suggest that the cucumber has been cultivated in western Asia for around 3,000 years. The Romans were very fond of the cucumber and cultivated it artificially to have it available for consumption all through the year. They were responsible for cucumber spreading across Europe although it took many centuries to reach all corners of Europe and America. By the sixteenth century, the cucumber was established throughout America and Europe.


In the late 1600s, all vegetables that were eaten uncooked were thought to bring on summer diseases and the cucumber therefore took a back seat in the vegetable garden for a couple of hundred years.


The cucumber is a squash and belongs to the same family of plants as pumpkins and gourds. There are many different varieties that can be grown in a mild climate, including some specially cultivated for pickling.


Properties of cucumber


The cucumber is very low in calories and has only a trace of fat making it one of the best diet foods available. One medium-sized cucumber will provide at least 25% of the recommended daily amount of vitamin C. Cucumbers also contain significant amounts of calcium, iron and potassium. They are a natural diuretic and it is also believed that they can help lower blood pressure.


Because they have a high cellulose content, cucumbers can be hard to digest if not chewed properly. People often complain that cucumbers give them indigestion but this can often be corrected with a little more chewing.


Growing cucumber


As the cucumber is originally a tropical plant, in some climates a little extra heat will be needed for the cucumbers to develop to full size. They are often grown in greenhouses or under cloches or cold frames. Where they grow best in your area will depend greatly on the length and temperature of your growing season.
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In the UK many gardeners grow cucumbers in greenhouses and cold frames but, in a slightly warmer climate, all varieties can be successfully grown outside. A cold frame is a glass box with a lift-up lid, giving plants protection from cold draughts but still allowing full sun and rain from the top. Cold frames tend to be permanent structures and are a useful addition to the vegetable garden.


When you buy the seed, choose varieties which grow well in your region. The local garden centre should be able to tell you, or ask neighbours and local growers which types they have more success with. As more hybrids become available every year, there will probably be a suitable variety for growing outside in your region.


Start the seed in individual pots in a greenhouse or conservatory. Fill well-drained pots with fresh new compost and sow two seeds in each pot. If possible, buy or make biodegradable pots to start off your cucumber plants. When you transplant them, there will be less disturbance to the roots if you can plant the whole pot in the ground.


The cardboard insides from kitchen rolls or toilet rolls are useful for making biodegradable pots for very small plants. Cut them in half across the middle so you have two shorter tubes and put them directly on to a seed tray. Pots can also be made by rolling newspaper or other paper round a rolling pin two or three times, sliding the paper off and folding back one end to make a pot. They only have to stay together a short while and, if you fill a seed tray with pots, they hold each other up very well, especially when they are filled with compost. Otherwise, pot-making kits are readily available in garden centres.
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If making your own pots isn’t possible, you can still successfully re-plant the small plants but be careful not to handle them too much. Make sure the compost is damp before removing from the pot and ease the plant out gently, handling it as little as possible.


Plant out when the weather warms up and all danger of frost has passed. Allow a fairly large space for the plants to grow into. Check on your seed packet for growing recommendations, but they will normally need about 2–3 ft (60–90 cm) per plant all round.


Some growers use a ridge method where the plants are grown on a small hill of earth. Your seed packet may suggest this as the best way for your variety. Always check the growing recommendations before you start.




HOUSEHOLD TIPS




	Keep an eye out for slugs while your plants are small. Protect them with organic slug repellents. Crushed egg shells spread around plants deter slugs, and they withstand a little rain too.


	Try an old country method: slugs are attracted to beer and will drown in a bowl of beer rather than attack your baby plants – with a little luck. You will have to dispose of a bowl of dead drunk slugs in the morning though!








Keep the plants weed-free and watered. Pull weeds by hand rather than using a hoe. Young plants can be easily damaged by large tools. Cucumber plants trail over a fairly large area and, once grown, few weeds can battle through the undergrowth. Frogs and toads love the semi-tropical cover of cucumbers and other squash plants, and they will also keep slugs and snails to a minimum. Encourage frogs to your garden if you can.


Some varieties of cucumber will require male flowers to be removed, to avoid bitter tasting or poorly developed fruits. There are so many hybrid types available now that you will probably find one that doesn’t need too much attention. There are also climbing varieties, useful where space is limited.


When the cucumber fruits start to grow, make sure they are not trailing on wet soil. Lift them gently on to a dry patch or lay straw underneath each one.


When the cucumber fruit can easily be twisted away from the stalk, it’s ready to eat. With good conditions and a long warm summer, cucumbers can be very prolific. Be prepared to give some away!


There are smaller hybrid varieties that are suitable for container growing. Check on the manufacturer’s growing recommendations on seed packets or plants before you buy.


Cucumber plants tend to grow over a large area so would need well-drained and very large pots to thrive. The compost should never be allowed to dry out completely.


Eating cucumber


Cucumber is generally eaten raw and fresh in salads and makes excellent sauces and dips to serve with hot dishes.


CUCUMBER DIP


Remove some, or all, of the peel from a cucumber. Chop the remaining flesh into fairly small pieces. The seeds can be discarded or left in according to taste and time available. Stir into a sauce made of half mayonnaise and half natural yoghurt, or a low fat crème fraiche mix.


Chilled Summer Soup


Make the most of your food processor with this quick and easy taste sensation!


Ingredients:


2 cucumbers


1 avocado


Chopped mint leaves to taste


Cream and mint leaves to garnish (optional)


Method:




	Peel and chop the cucumbers, then mix with the flesh of the avocado.


	Mix in chopped mint leaves to taste.


	Blend in a food processor until smooth. Chill for about 30 minutes before serving.


	Garnish with a swirl of cream and a couple of whole mint leaves.





SNACKS


Cucumber is a tasty aid to losing weight and makes an excellent snack. Cut into sticks and mix with carrot sticks and green or red pepper. Cucumber sticks are great for kids’ lunchboxes and children love the fresh, slightly sweet taste.


SANDWICHES


For a healthy low calorie sandwich, spread cottage cheese, or any very low fat cheese, on to a slice of rye bread or low calorie crispbread. Finely slice a cucumber and pile as much as you can on to the cheese. The more you eat, the better for you.


Cucumber sandwiches have long been a favourite at elegant tea parties. Tiny triangular sandwiches without the crusts have been considered a food fit for royalty for many generations.


PICKLED CUCUMBER


There are a number of ways of pickling cucumber. A traditional method is to lay slices of peeled cucumber in a bowl and layer with salt. Leave it for 24 hours, then rinse and allow to dry a little. Put the salted cucumber into a jar with pickling vinegar. Seal the jar and leave it for about a month before using.


Quick Cucumber Pickle


This is a quick recipe that can be eaten the following day and kept for a few days in the fridge.


Ingredients:


Cucumber


White wine vinegar


1–2 teaspoons salt


A little bruised ginger (optional)


Method:




	Wash and score down the length of the cucumber all round with a fork.


	Cut into slices then sprinkle with salt. Leave for 10 minutes then rinse.


	Put the sliced cucumber into a jar and pour white wine vinegar over to cover. Stir in a little ginger if liked.


	Leave to marinate over night. Eat the following day or store in the fridge for a couple of days.







HOUSEHOLD TIPS




	The cucumber is a refreshing and cool vegetable and can reduce puffiness around the eyes. Lie back with a slice of cucumber over each closed eye for 15 minutes to get the full benefit.


	Slices of cucumber or cucumber juice can be gently dabbed on to sunburned skin to cool and soothe.









PEPPERS


About peppers


Peppers have been grown for thousands of years but they became more of an everyday food around the sixteenth century, especially in India and Europe.


There are many different types of pepper, but the two main species are chilli peppers and sweet peppers. It’s fun to grow a few chilli pepper plants for those extra spicy dishes but sweet peppers are more versatile and both are relatively easy to grow. Sweet peppers are known as ‘bell peppers’ in many places. They can be used raw in salads and as a cooked vegetable.


Generally, sweet peppers are red, yellow or green. It can be difficult in a short growing season to produce healthy red or yellow peppers although, with a little greenhouse help, it’s possible. Green peppers are easily cultivated and will produce many fruits in ideal conditions.


Properties of peppers


Peppers have a high vitamin content and are an excellent food for those convalescing after an illness. Mature red peppers have twice as much vitamin C as green peppers, so if you can grow a few it’s worthwhile. Peppers aid a weight loss diet in as much as they are very low calorie and high vitamin foods. They help the body absorb calcium and iron, making them a good digestive aid as well. Weight for weight, peppers have a higher content of vitamins A and C than many other fruit and vegetables.


Chilli peppers are sometimes very hot, and should be eaten in moderation or not at all, depending on the delicacy of your stomach! Research indicates that hot spicy foods can increase the metabolism so they could be a healthy addition to a well-balanced diet.


Growing peppers


Sweet pepper seed can be started in late spring. It’s very tempting to start them off early when there is a break in the weather, but peppers often become stunted and don’t produce such a good harvest if they are started too early.


Prepare well-drained seed trays with fresh new compost and sow according to the recommendations on your seed packet. Generally, this will be in March or April. Keep the soil damp but never waterlogged. Peppers are a high water content vegetable and will rot quickly in very wet soil, but they shouldn’t be allowed to dry out completely.


When your plants are large enough to handle, or when they have three or four true leaves, they can be transplanted into pots of fresh compost to grow on before they’re put outside. Let them grow for another couple of weeks or so, keeping pots damp and warm. Don’t put them outside before all danger of a frost has passed. Mid May is usually a safe time in the UK.


Choose a sunny spot, but not in the same soil that had potatoes or tomatoes growing during the previous year or so. Peppers belong to the same plant family and can pick up leftover bugs or viruses from the soil where tomato or potato plants have grown over the previous couple of years. If you are growing both sweet and chilli peppers, keep them as wide apart in the garden as possible to avoid cross-pollination.


Your plants will need about 12–18 in (30–45 cm) of all round space to grow, and should be gently transplanted, handling as little as possible. Protect them from slugs in the early stages of development. Slugs eat through the stem and can kill a whole line of peppers in one sitting.


Keep weeds away and water regularly, especially in hot dry weather. Although peppers enjoy a sunny spot in the garden, sometimes the midday sun can scorch the plants and dry them out too quickly. Watch out for this and be ready to protect the plants with some shade if necessary. Special sheets can be found at good garden centres that will protect your plants from the sun. Remember to remove the sheet as soon as plants are out of danger from the midday sun.


[image: Images]


Pepper plants are often available in markets and garden centres in early spring. These plants were probably brought on inside or artificially, so they have to be acclimatised before putting out into the garden. Keep them indoors or in the greenhouse for a few weeks. They won’t be frost hardy and probably won’t survive a cold night.


Peppers can be grown indoors as house plants, although they should be placed in a very light place. If they are placed on a windowsill, make sure direct sunlight doesn’t burn the leaves. They will need watering regularly, but never let pots become waterlogged.


If you are growing peppers in a greenhouse, polytunnel or under a cloche, they should be aired regularly. Gently loosen the soil around the stems to stop fungus or mould building up. Use a very small hand tool to avoid damaging the plants.


A healthy patch of pepper plants resembles a mini-rainforest and is an attractive feature in a vegetable garden. The plants will grow on quite late in the year, and can be protected from cold nights with a cloche.
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