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It all starts with vegetables


Growing food is one of the most powerful ways we can relate to the world around us. It connects us to the seasons, to other people, to our own bodies and minds, and to other lifeforms with whom we share the Earth. It can help us diversify our diets by expanding the range of what we grow and therefore eat, which can help to support a healthy immune system through a well-fed gut microbiome. Our environment will also benefit: for every bit of food we grow ourselves, we ease the burden on a weary food-supply chain that is becoming less and less sustainable.


Most people are not in a position to grow everything they need to sustain themselves, but many of us can grow something. Every single tomato plant or a herb grown on your windowsill is one less crop to be grown elsewhere, requiring lots of inputs, packaging, transport and often generating waste of all kinds. Seeds are an extremely efficient way to distribute food and, for many crops, if you start collecting your own seeds you could have food for life on your doorstep. Food this fresh tastes amazing.


The range of crops and varieties on offer to homegrowers compared to the limited supply in most supermarkets is staggering, and once you start you can never go back. The pages that follow share the learnings and experience of seven wonderful gardeners at the RHS and will act as a springboard for your own growing journey. We can produce annually and perennially, integrate edibles into our gardens to create beautiful spaces and build dynamic ecosystems where we become part of a food web rather than sitting at the top of a chain.


But whether you sow seeds, buy plants to grow on from nurseries, or nurture seedlings gifted by friends, in the process you will grow yourself. As edible growers, we are continually learning about the complexity of our growing environments as we discover new crops that can offer some resilience in a changing world, affording us nutritious delights all year round. Growing food is an act full of hope when things around us seem challenging.


Your edible symphony is at your fingertips. Plants, pollinators, predators, prey, a chorus of worms, fungi and billions of microbes are the orchestra – enjoy conducting!


Sheila Das
Garden Manager Edibles, Education, Seed and Wellbeing
RHS Garden Wisley
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When we grow our own, our diet becomes more interesting and diverse.
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Growing a mixture of crops is great for biodiversity and makes for a more resilient garden that can cope with climate variability.
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Make a plan so that at the end of the day you have a crop that is fulfilling to grow and enjoyable to eat.






What can we grow?


There are two main questions to ask yourself when deciding what to grow: What do you want to eat? And what are your growing conditions? It’s important to select crops that you enjoy. Also consider the amount of time you are willing to devote. What will things cost? Do you have somewhere to raise seedlings or will you sow direct? Are you able to store harvests to enjoy at a later date?


We often think of what we want first and look at our circumstances later. As gardeners, this means attempting to manipulate our environment to have whatever we desire. It is, of course, far more sensible and sustainable to think the other way around; instead of trying to change the conditions, we can think about what is suited to the situation and grow accordingly. It saves time and resources, and we can work with what we already have and think about realistic goals.


When thinking of your growing conditions, this chiefly refers to the amount of sun your garden might receive and what the soil is like, or whether you are growing in pots. If your ground is very wet and shady, or dry and baked in sunshine much of the time, this will affect what you can grow. If you have a garden where slugs and snails are prevalent, then you will have to think about how and where you grow lettuces, or whether you should try something different.


Although there must always be an element of experimentation, the key to successful year-round gardening is to research the plants you wish to grow and find out what they like before you begin, as well as any creatures that may enjoy munching on the same things so you can provide protection.




THE VEG CYCLE OF LIFE


Most of the crops you grow will be annuals. That means you’ll grow them from seed or young plants and see them through to harvest either later the same year, or early the following year. After this time they die and you will add them to the compost heap and begin again. A year has passed and hopefully you will have personally gained from the experience. Annual crops are usually harvested before they can flower and set seed, but if you want to collect your own seed instead of buying new seed next year, then allow a few to reach maturity. A few crops in this book are perennial, meaning they will grow for many years before dying, going through many harvest cycles along the way. They are great value and worth trying.
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Crops such as these sweet potatoes can be grown for their edible leaves and their tubers, and are treated as annuals in cool climates.









How to grow sustainably


Making sustainable choices is complex, but when growing food there are a few rules of thumb that we can bear in mind. Begin by thinking about the materials or resources we use: the ‘ingredients’ of production. These might include seeds, nursery plants, bottles of fertiliser, potting compost, tap water, containers or insect barriers. Often, we can use materials from our own gardens, or items reused and saved from landfill.


Artificial products, be they ‘natural’ in their ingredients or synthetic, all require production and transportation, create waste and cost money. Over time, they contaminate our food, damage our health and destroy our environment. Carbon emissions from the energy needed to create and distribute such products and the plastics used in manufacture are polluting air, land and sea. So, the less we use of such things, the more sustainable our system becomes.


We also need to build resilient systems that can cope with variable, and sometimes unpredictable, weather patterns. Establishing a biodiverse ecosystem in which organisms regulate themselves in natural ways helps to stop us reaching for bottles of chemicals; plants and soil should interact to create a nutrient-rich underground environment which negates the need for expensive fertilisers. Some plants will cope naturally with less nutrient-rich soil (some herbs, for example), so do your research to make best use of available resources.




PLASTIC USE


Wherever possible, use natural biodegradable materials instead of plastic. Jute twine, for example, instead of nylon string. Most plastics are unlikely to be reused for other purposes. Left lying around, they will gradually degrade into microplastics. These seep into the environment and become soil contaminants, entering the food chain. Horticultural fleece (composed of polypropylene fibres) is a single-use plastic product that is also energy intensive to produce. Fleece made from sheep’s wool is newly available and a far more sustainable option as it can be reused repeatedly until eventually being composted.





Our gardens should become more self-contained by making compost from garden waste and kitchen scraps, which can be used to feed our soil and grow healthy and nutritious crops. We can also save our own seeds (see Chapter 9) and share our young plants or produce with the local community. Seed saving can ultimately help with the genetic diversity of our crops, which in turn helps with food security. Quite simply, the more variety we have, the more resilient the system will become.




TAKING ACTION


– Reduce the need to buy compost Raise plants in smaller modules and plant out when younger, or make your own.


– If you can’t make your own compost, consider mixing old compost with new for potting and seed raising.


– Ensure compost is peat free, avoiding those with unnatural additives such as plastic-coated slow-release fertilisers.


– Think about what you can sow directly into the ground and sow a little extra to compensate for any losses. You could set up a seedbed where you can sow seedlings densely and then transplant them once they have grown on a little.


– Avoid single-use plastic whenever possible by reusing pots, and instead of using plastic ties or disposable module trays, use biodegradable alternatives.


– Reduce the need to water by selecting plants suited to your climate. Mulch your soil to help retain moisture.


– Collect rainwater in water butts to use for watering when you need it.


– Minimize the materials you introduce to your growing system Do you really need to make a raised bed if access or drainage is not a problem? Wooden edges are good hiding places for slugs, snails and woodlice. Consider what resources are needed to make the materials you want to bring in.


– Avoid the use of synthetic weedkillers, pesticides and fungicides Instead, suffocate weeds with thick cardboard or paper mats topped with mulch, adopt good gardening hygiene practices to avoid disease and exclude pests with barriers rather than trying to exterminate them.
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Restricting yourself to natural or reclaimed materials in the garden can be decorative and fun, as well as sustainable.









How to cultivate biodiversity and wildlife


The relationships between the organisms we share our world with are highly complex and fragile. While not all creatures are welcome in the veg plot, maintaining a diverse and healthy balance reduces populations of unwelcome visitors, improves pollination and crop yield, and contributes to healthy soil.


There are some easy ways to make our gardens more biodiverse; it will help us and help our environment, and most importantly it will encourage our veg to flourish.


WELCOMING WILDLIFE


Like us, all creatures share certain basic needs – the first being water. The single biggest wildlife-friendly act in your vegetable plot should be to add a pond or water source, with shallow gravelly edges and marginal planting. This could take the form of a small pond or – at its most basic – a sunken bucket or upturned dustbin lid that can collect rainwater.


Wildlife will also need food. Herbs are particularly good for pollinating insects throughout the season, and around the plot consider planting flowering trees and shrubs. Native plants like ivy, blackthorn, hawthorn and hazel all provide shelter and sustenance for birds, insects, amphibians and mammals. Leaving artichoke and sunflower heads to flower and set seed will attract a range of seed-eating birds like finches, sparrows and tits.


MAKING HOMES


To encourage wildlife to stay, you need to provide habitats. Add dense native hedging or bushes around your veg plot, and hang nest boxes of a suitable design in a position to attract insect-eating birds. Use prunings and dead wood to create log or brush piles, or even ‘bug hotels’ to provide winter shelter for predatory insects like beetles, centipedes and spiders. Dry stone walls or rock piles are loved by larger organisms like weasels, stoats, hedgehogs, slow worms and other reptiles, as well as all the many other smaller creatures that flourish in the tiny crevices.


It’s also important to make sure wildlife can access the space. Leave gaps in your garden boundary to give access to hedgehogs, install pond ramps so creatures can access the water – or get out of it if they fall in – and remove crop mesh and netting when it is no longer in use. Turn compost heaps or leaf piles carefully in case any wildlife is making its home there, especially in winter when animals might be hibernating.
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Plants left to go to seed will attract seed-eating birds, such as this coal tit.
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Introducing water into your plot will attract a host of beneficial wildlife.







WHICH ORGANISMS ARE BENEFICIAL?


– Frogs, toads, thrushes, blackbirds, hedgehogs, violet ground beetles and even foxes will help to balance slug and snail populations.


– Wasps, bluetits, robins, blackbirds, wrens, wagtails, centipedes, slowworms, dragonflies and damselflies, lizards, ground beetles, rove beetles, shrews, bats, swallows and swifts will balance populations of grubs, butterflies, caterpillars and other flying insects.


– Parasitic wasps, ladybirds, hoverflies, earwigs, soldier beetles, lacewings, blue tits and goldfinches will keep levels of aphids and other small sap-suckers under control.


– Owls, kestrels, weasels, stoats and foxes will prey on pigeons and rodents.


– Woodlice, earwigs, worms, millipedes, springtails, most of our slug and snail species (of which only three are interested in your crops) and fungi are vital for soil health and aid the decomposition of organic material.
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A bug hotel is a step-up from a simple log and brush pile, an attractive statement of intent that gives winter shelter to many insects.





TAKING ROOT


Soil health plays a huge role in biodiversity, and gardeners will certainly benefit as this will result in more vigorous crops and increase the range of crops that can be grown. Add what you can to the soil in the form of biodegradable mulches, leaf mould and home-made compost. Let fallen leaves stay on the soil surface over winter. Feed the soil and it will not only feed you but a whole host of soil-creating microorganisms and fungi, as well as earthworms, which are all part of the food chain.






Growing for taste


When choosing which crops to grow, taste is hugely important as it is the main motivator for growing it in the first place. Everyone will have their preferences, and if you’re new to the game then you will have fun trying to grow crops that are better than those you could hope to buy in the shops. Eating tasty food is also great for our mental health – after all, who can say that chewing on bland, watery food gives them any kind of stimulation?


HOW TO EVALUATE CROPS FOR FLAVOUR


The best way to assess crops for their taste is to grow them and eat them. It is the only way to find out what you like best and it certainly applies to learning the subtle differences between varieties. When starting out, however, there are some shortcuts: talk to other growers who can pass on their experience and look at seed packets or websites to get a general idea of what you might expect.


Vegetables you once considered bland and boring can suddenly be full of flavour. Radishes and potatoes are good examples of this. You will probably also find yourself enjoying crops you’ve never been that keen on before, creatively introducing them into your diet with the help of recipes gleaned from magazines, books or the internet.


Homegrown is so much fresher than shop-bought produce, and therefore more nutritious and better for your gut health. Plus, it is a good idea to constantly try new things. Growing your own opens up a range of taste and flavour possibilities, which you can access through diverse crops and varieties. You may not love the taste of everything you grow, but there is bound to be something to tempt your palate. Once a new favourite is found, saving seed or propagating it will ensure you can grow it for years to come.


OTHER CONSIDERATIONS


When choosing which crops to grow, taste is important, but there are other considerations. These might include yield, ease of cultivation, disease resistance and the chance to grow heritage varieties or those with local pedigree.


The RHS Award of Garden Merit (AGM) is a good indicator of reliable crops. After being trialled, only the best plants are given this award. However, it is worth considering that the AGM does not significantly consider taste, being more focused on reliability and yield.


F1 plants are another category to consider. These are varieties that have been bred to ensure a high degree of uniformity, meaning they produce a reliable and consistent crop. However, there are some questions around the sustainability of F1 crops given the time and effort needed to produce them, and remember that saved seed from these plants will not show the same degree of uniformity.


Choosing crops that are expensive to buy or difficult to get hold of can be a good approach when deciding what to grow. Homegrown carrots and potatoes taste better and are more nutritious than bought ones, but if you don’t have space to grow everything, then expensive but easy-to-grow crops, such as lettuce, or hard-to-access crops, such as sea kale, may be more rewarding.
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Radishes are a good example of how flavourful homegrown crops can be.






How to plan for a year-round harvest


If you are new to growing, there will be immense pleasure to be had from growing your first crop and eating it – perhaps within minutes of harvesting. Successfully growing even one crop is likely to encourage you to have a go again the following year. It may even inspire you to try to grow a few more things.


As you begin to grow a wider range of crops, some planning will be needed. Think about the space you have and what will fit in it, when different crops need to be sown, and when they will have finished and the ground will be free for other things. You may also start thinking about how different crops can be combined to share the same piece of ground and increase productivity without negatively impacting on each other (see How to grow crops in pots).


TIPS FOR YEAR-ROUND VEG


Growing something to eat 365 days of the year is ambitious but, with the right choice of crops, harvests can be extended from late spring/early summer through to late winter. If you have the means to be able to store and preserve harvests by freezing, drying or making jams and chutneys this is another useful way of extending the season and dealing with gluts. For more information, see Chapter 9.


Some late-season crops, such as leeks, parsnips, kale and swede, will stand in the ground in good condition for a long time. Others, such as lettuce and radish, will not keep for long once mature and are best sown frequently in small quantities from early spring through to autumn/winter. Weave into this summer harvests of sugarsnap peas, mangetout, French and broad beans as seasonal treats that need to be eaten soon after picking (though can be blanched and frozen).


Perennial veg also play a role. These are crops that remain in the soil for many years, providing a long-lasting harvest with minimal effort. Asparagus is a well-known example but, increasingly, gardeners are experimenting with crops like perennial kale and perennial broccoli. Room can also be given to crops that store well, such as winter squash and onions. Stored correctly, these mainstays will see you through lean periods. And if you are good at making preserves and chutneys, then you will be able to stock up the larder with produce that normally has a relatively short season, such as tomatoes, courgettes and aubergines. For more information, see Chapter 9.
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Increase productivity by planting fairly densely and combining different crops in the same piece of ground.
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Grow crops that store well, such as these onions; it is a key component of ensuring a year-round harvest.







FORCING AND BLANCHING


Gardeners can gain early crops by ‘forcing’ – a term that means to stimulate growth by controlling levels of light and heat. In crops like rhubarb and sea kale, light is almost totally excluded, which also has the effect of ‘blanching’ the crop, making new growth paler, more tender and less bitter. Blanching can be done year-round on crops like celery, chicory and dandelions. The shanks of leeks are typically long and white; this too is achieved by transplanting seedlings deeply into prepared soil so only their tips are left exposed.





Luckily for us, more and more crops that can be grown throughout the winter months are becoming known. Winter is a traditionally lean period, and this ‘hungry gap’ extends until mid or late spring. Grow a variety of these winter crops to help mitigate against variable weather: if one crop fails, another will survive. Kale and chard, for example, stand well over winter and can be harvested continually, as can many herbs, albeit with slower growth rates in the colder months.
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Cold frames are useful for hardening off plants but can also be used to extend the growing season.





Simply having plants in the ground ready to burst into life as the weather warms can also broaden harvesting options, and this can be achieved by a succession of planting all year round (see How to grow crops in pots). For example, planting out cabbages in mid- to late summer can bring crops to maturity as the year closes.


Protected growing spaces such as a polytunnels, greenhouses, cold frames or even a windowsill mean that we can usefully extend the growing season. Cloches and fleece used out in the garden can also help. Planting hardy salads such as mustards, rocket, endive and certain varieties of lettuce in early autumn can mean they establish early and can be overwintered with a covering of fleece, raised above the plants with hoops to allow air flow and avoid rotting.


HOW CAN MODULES HELP?


One of the simplest ways of maintaining continuity is to have young plants that have been raised in modules ready to go straight in the ground as the last crop is removed (see How to combine crops for maximum production). It’s not the only option, of course, as many crops can be sown directly into the ground where they are wanted, but growing in modules does allow you to raise robust plants in advance and away from the unpredictability of the climate. When planted out, they can better tolerate a brief visit from a slug, for example, which would often be the end of any seedlings newly emerged from direct sowings.
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Raising plants in modules enables you to get them underway before the ground is available or while outside conditions are unsuitable.







GREEN MANURES


Year-round veg gardeners rarely leave the ground bare for very long, for the key reason that they want the plot to be as productive for as much of the year as possible. Having plants growing is also the best way to maintain a healthy soil, with the leaves protecting the soil surface from erosion, and the roots improving soil structure, helping to develop good mycorrhizal networks below ground and preventing nutrient leaching.


If you find that you have a bare patch with no crops coming on to fill it, then sow a green manure. As well as the benefits stated above, these plants also nourish the soil in the interim between crops, and they prevent the ground being colonized by weeds. They can also attract and provide homes for beneficial organisms. Common green manures include mustard, field beans, fodder radish, vetches, tares and phacelia. They are all easy to sow and grow, and when they are finished they are useful fodder for the compost heap. As part of your veg-growing arsenal, have a few green manure seeds ready to go.









Where to grow vegetables


All you need to grow veg at home is a small outdoor space, but even if you have just a windowsill, you can still grow something edible. If there is no obvious place to dig a veg patch, then raised beds, large containers or window boxes can all be turned into productive spaces.


There are lots of options when it comes to veg growing, but there are a few things to think about when assessing your growing opportunities. If you are growing in the soil (as opposed to a container) then know your plot and its soil (see Looking at your plot). Few vegetables thrive in waterlogged soil or compost, and sites that are very exposed to the elements might benefit from a bit of shelter.


With a balcony or a patio, you can have a few things growing in containers, and if you have a shady garden with a big tree with roots going everywhere, you could create a raised planter. You can even mix your edible crops in with your ornamental borders.


WHAT ABOUT LIGHT AND SHADE?


One of the most important things to think about when growing any plant is how much light it needs, and for veg it is worth thinking of sunlight as a vital nutrient. Most vegetables need plenty of it, but you may find that some will cope with a degree of shade. For example, sweetcorn needs a sunny spot, as do courgettes, squashes and cucumbers. Leafy crops like chard, brassicas (such as kale, cabbage and broccoli) and salad leaves, however, will cope with partial shade, and in situations where summers include long, hot sunny spells, some shade in the hottest part of the day can be very welcome for these plants, especially ones that are prone to running to seed (see Bolting or running to seed). Herbs are great in very sunny spots as many of them originate from Mediterranean climates, so think about a good place to grow your herbs, not too far from the kitchen. Herbs that will take a little shade include lovage, lemon balm and chives.
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Raised beds will help to contain your veg plot and your ambitions, meaning you can concentrate on a particular area and keep everything maintained.





GROWING UPWARDS AND IN TIGHT SPACES


Climbing veg, such as peas and runner beans, can be a great way to produce a good harvest in a small space. These plants should be trained up a wigwam of canes or a support made from hazel branches, all held together with biodegradeable twine or jute netting. Cordon tomatoes and cucumbers can be trained onto a trellis. Remember that this can also be done with veg in containers.


MAKING USE OF CONTAINERS


Growing veg in a container can help to mitigate difficult conditions. So long as planters have drainage, they create a growing opportunity where previously there was none. Pots can be very handy if you are short on space, want to have something close to the house or like to grow something special and keep an eye on it – but, of course, consider the watering that will be required.


THE WONDER OF WINDOWSILLS


If you don’t have a garden, but you do have a windowsill, you can grow some herbs such as basil, parsley, coriander or mint. You could grow these outside in a window box too, perhaps including chives, rosemary and thyme. Also consider sprouts and microgreens.
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On a balcony or patio, a raised planter will allow for a varied mix of both herbs and veg.







VEG FOR A SHADY PATCH


The best veg to choose are leafy greens as they have a large surface area to make the most of meagre light. Try loose-leaf lettuce, chard, spinach, rocket and many members of the brassica (cabbage) family. Asian greens such as mizuna, mibuna and mustards also grow well, along with herbs like chervil, coriander and parsley. Runner beans and peas can succeed too, and root veg such as beetroot will produce smaller but worthwhile crops. Plants good for composting, such as comfrey, can also be grown in a shady patch: good for your growing system and for wildlife.









Looking at your plot


If you could have any land you wanted, the perfect veg plot would be on gently sloping, sunny ground, sheltered from strong winds but otherwise open and bright. It would have a deep, rich soil full of healthy microbial life, which held plenty of moisture but drained well.


The reality for most of us is that we have to make the best of what we have. It’s important to remember that, as home gardeners, we don’t really need to maximize yield or to grow the perfect crop. Part of the fun lies in the doing, and it may be that by adapting to our conditions we find we can grow something different or unusual, or be forced to diversify. It is certainly possible to grow crops in less-than-perfect conditions and still get a lot of benefits, including something to eat.
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Adapting to conditions, we will certainly find that some crops grow better than others, and this will determine future plantings.





CREATING SHELTER


On windy or exposed sites, try to slow the wind down with native hedgerows, which will also provide habitat and food for wildlife. Strong winds not only damage taller plants, but they cool the temperature, slow plant growth and increase moisture loss from both plants and soil. They also reduce insect activity and can lead to poor pollination in crops such as beans and peas.


MAKE THE BEST OF WHAT YOU HAVE


The best thing to do in whatever growing situation you have is to have a go and see what works in your space. Over time you will get to know what works, and you will want to keep experimenting with new things too.


If you have areas that are just too difficult – maybe they sit very wet throughout winter – then consider creating a pond. It’s one of the best ways to increase biodiversity. Beyond that, try to put plants where they will be most suited.


Deep, sandy soils can grow fantastic carrots. Shady areas suit many leafy crops and mushroom logs, while some shade from the summer sun is preferred for salad crops and peas. Sunny and sheltered areas will benefit French and runner beans, tomatoes, peppers and aubergines, and vertical spaces can be used to grow annual climbers, such as squashes, peas or beans.


MAKE A START WITH THE SOIL


A good start to understanding your site is to dig some holes and look at the soil (see below), as it’s going to be responsible for the success of your plants. You will discover the depth of topsoil and what the underlying conditions are like. Are there many worms in the soil you dig out, or a paltry few? Return to these holes after rain (or fill them with a watering can) to see how well the ground drains (see Know your soil). If it is predominantly clay, it may be poor draining; if it is light and sandy, then it may have difficultly retaining moisture in the warmer months. Adding organic matter, such as home-made compost, is a fantastic way to improve all soil types and will start to build a healthy soil biome that will in turn look after your plants.


Soil can be acidic, neutral or alkaline (also known as soil pH), and while it is worth finding out the pH of your soil – as it affects the availability of soil nutrients to crop roots, and some plants will be better suited to your soil type – in reality, most crops will cope with a wide range of soil types and pH. Soil-testing kits are cheap and readily available and the RHS offers a soil testing service which (at the time of this book’s publication) is free to members.




MICROCLIMATES


Lots of gardens have their own peculiarities, which are often to do with quirks of the local climate, surrounding buildings and trees, orientation of the garden and the amount of exposure to the elements. You may find that you have frost pockets (places where cold air collects) or sun traps, for example, and these will all determine what you can grow and where in the garden it is best to grow it.









How to ready your soil


An important first step to building a healthy soil for veg growing is to add plenty of bulky organic matter, such as home-made garden compost, and this should be repeated at least once a year as a surface covering, rather than digging it in.


As we learn more about soil and its complexity, we understand that routine digging is a damaging practice. Healthy soils contain billions of living organisms and networks of fungi that help to make nutrients available for plant growth, create soil structure and regulate the flow of water and air.


We sometimes assume our soil might be compacted or unhealthy when it isn’t, and our solution has often been to fork it over or dig to a spade or two’s depth. By doing this we disrupt the life systems that are there. Instead, we can allow soil organisms to ‘work’ the soil for us.


CHOOSING NOT TO DIG


Organic matter is anything that was once living (even if it has passed through another living thing). We often only think of it as compost or manure, but living plants are organic matter too. We can improve our soil simply by growing plants, whether they be crops to harvest or ‘cover crops’ or ‘green manures’, which veg growers sometimes plant to build and maintain soil health.


Broken down and decaying organic matter (such as home-made compost or leaf mould) should be added as a soil covering to help to conserve moisture and suppress weeds. This is consumed by soil-dwelling organisms, including fungi, which liberate nutrients that plants can use, while also actively feeding the system by drawing down energy from the sun and carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Soil life thrives on organic matter, and the quality of the soil becomes darker, richer, less prone to drought and waterlogging, and any reliance on artificial fertilisers is removed.


The ‘no-dig’ system works on the principle that we should feed our soil rather than our plants, and the rest will happen naturally. While it is good to add plenty of well-rotted organic matter regularly, we do not need to do this excessively; on established beds, mulching once a year with a small amount of compost (covering the surface with about 2.5cm/1in of compost) will be ample.


Gardeners will find that when it comes to planting into an established no-dig bed, nothing could be simpler. Soil disturbance will be minimal, requiring much less physical work, making seed drills and planting holes only where they are needed. Water will soak directly into the ground rather than running off, and when it comes to removing harvested crops, they can just be cut at the base, leaving roots in the soil to further strengthen the system.
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Home-made compost is great organic matter to add as a mulch to the surface of soil; it feeds soil organisms, which in turn feed plants.





HOW TO MANAGE POOR DRAINAGE


Soils that drain poorly are not good for veg production, especially during the winter months when standing crops will begin to rot. Air spaces in the soil that are vital for the roots to breathe become filled with water, and the plants will die. Perhaps the simplest solution might be to choose a different site for your veg plot, and to grow instead plants that will tolerate these conditions. An alternative approach would be to create a nodig bed on top of the soil, possibly one contained within a boundary of wooden boards or sleepers, which will not only raise it above the poorly drained soil but also retain the organic material that has to be added.


HOW TO CREATE A NO-DIG BED


There are a few ways of creating a no-dig bed. If the site is a grassy lawn without many weeds, you may only wish to mow it by way of preparation. Organic matter can go straight onto the area at a depth of about 7.5cm (3in).


In an area with more weed growth, cut it back and then lay down cardboard first as this will prevent weeds emerging by excluding light. This can be done by overlapping the cardboard across the area that you wish to establish for growing. The cardboard should be brown (not printed and glossy) and free from packaging tape. When laid, the cardboard can be wetted. This aids its decomposition, and when plants are planted in the layer of compost above, their roots can penetrate the soft cardboard and get into the soil below.


For a new bed, cover this cardboard with about 7.5cm (3in) of home-made compost, but in situations where the ground is very weedy, this initial covering may be as much as 15cm (6in). You can make a decision about this based on what compost is accessible to you and if you apply a little less, you may just do a little more weeding during the early years of the bed. The beauty of this method is that it is a quick way to get growing straight away.




[image: illustration]


To make a no-dig bed, lay down sheets of cardboard so that they overlap, then dampen the cardboard with water. Cover the cardboard with a generous layer of well-rotted organic matter, such as homemade compost. Veg can be planted into the bed fairly soon after, as their roots will be able to penetrate the softened cardboard with ease.





CROP ROTATION VERSUS MIXED PLANTING


You may be wondering where crop rotation fits into a no-dig system. This is still debated, but the healthier your soil, the less likely is it is that you will need to rotate your crops in the conventional way. In rotational systems, crops are moved around a planted area as part of a four-year system, according to their type: brassicas, legumes, root vegetables and alliums.


Rotation plans (see below) can sometimes create quite a head-scratcher for the gardener, and it also seems to imply that crops must be planted in blocks, in these groupings. In many ways this is not a sensible thing to do as anything wishing to eat your crop can easily locate it in abundance. Mixing up your crops can create resilience. The plan opposite shows just how to do this with a ‘squared-up’ system, showing how many plants can be grown per block. Individual blocks can be mixed however you like, and blocks can be combined if necessary – sweetcorn, for example, benefits from being in groups of at least eight plants, and it may be more practical to plant all your brassicas under the same mesh net. Paths can be put between the blocks to improve access.


Remember to periodically add well-rotted organic matter to the soil, feeding the soil not the plant. If we spoil our plants with artificial fertilizers and seemingly perfect conditions they can become easy targets for predators and susceptible to disease.


So, vary your plantings but do not worry too much about a strict rotation or planting the same type of crop in the same place one year after another. Mixing crops may bring more benefits than conventional rotation, and it will encourage you to diversify your harvest.
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How to make compost


If there’s one secret to good vegetables, it’s good, home-made compost. There is no such thing as bad compost, but with care you can make really good compost. Compost is all about recycling waste and using what you’ve got. It all contributes to sustainability, to locking carbon into the soil, and to feeding the organisms that drive healthy soil. With compost you can help build biodiversity and make your soil more hospitable to veg growing. And best of all, it’s free.


COMPOST INGREDIENTS


To make compost, you will need a mix of fresh green materials rich in nitrogen and moisture, such as leaves, grass or vegetable scraps; and brown materials rich in carbon, such as twigs, fallen leaves, cardboard or shredded paper, to create air space and bulk. You should aim for around two-thirds green to one-third brown material by volume.


WHAT TO COMPOST


You can, strictly speaking, compost anything organic. But to avoid attracting rodents, keep cooked or processed food, meat or bones away from the compost heap. Excessive amounts of any material can slow the process (it is best to keep things mixed up), but everything will compost eventually. Take care when adding invasive or persistent plants to the heap; their roots are best dried out on a wire rack or thoroughly drowned in a bucket of water first, and only add their seedheads if you can be sure the seed is not ripe. If something is diseased, consider incinerating it and adding the ash, burying it, or disposing of it in the household green waste.
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Compost should be ‘turned over’ once a year or more often to help it rot down. It helps to have a system of bins so as one is emptied, another one is filled.







HEALING YOUR COMPOST


Any problems that occur are easy to fix:


– Bad smells? Add brown matter and turn regularly. Check drainage below the heap.


– Not heating up? Add green leafy material and turn, cover with cardboard to retain heat and moisture.


– Too dry and not rotting? Pour in some water and leave the lid open when it rains.


– Slugs? Not a problem: the vast majority of slug and snail species are beneficial as they only eat decaying matter.





HOW TO CONTAIN COMPOST


From a large three-bay system to a small hot bin or tumbler for smaller spaces – there’s loads of choice for the home gardener. Make your own or buy online: just think about what will work for you in terms of your veg plot’s size and the amount of green waste you generate. Worm bins are great for just kitchen waste and their exudate makes a good liquid fertiliser.


When you begin to add waste, chuck in a little soil from your garden to bring in the workforce: worms, bacteria and fungi. Chop or shred your material as small as possible to speed up decomposition. Like a lasagne, create your heap with alternate layers of green and brown to encourage airflow.
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Worm bins work on a tiered system, with the bottom tier filled first and emptied just as the top tier is filled. Mix in a little cardboard to encourage the worms.





HOW TO MANAGE THE HEAP


Although not noticeably, the heap will heat up – this is the bacteria working – and once it cools, turn and mix up the compost. This usually involves shovelling the contents of the heap from one bin to another, but tumbler bins are available to make the job easier.


After turning, the heap may heat up again. Once cooled, the fungi and worms move in to finish the job. Keep it moist in summer and consider covering in winter so the nutrients don’t wash away. Once ripe, in as little as four months, sieve it and spread it as a surface mulch between your plants. Bigger pieces or uncomposted material can go back in for another cycle.


If you’ve followed this process, you’ll have free compost, rich in beneficial organisms local to your garden. It’ll also probably contain some unexpected seeds, germinating where you have spread the compost. This is normal, and they can be removed – after all, if you didn’t have weeds, what would you compost next year?






Crop protection and garden hygiene


Encouraging wildlife into the food garden may seem counter-intuitive, but it’s about creating a balance that has been lost through the use of synthetic chemicals and the destruction of habitats. The year-round veg plot, rich in wildflowers, with a small pond or other source of water and a log pile or two, will buzz with insects in summer, providing pollination for crops and protection against plant-eating invertebrates, such as aphids.


CREATING A NATURAL BALANCE


When aphids start to colonise broad beans, which happens from time to time, hold your nerve and trust that the ladybirds will arrive, which they usually do. But without the prey, there wouldn’t be sufficient predators – it’s about balance.


By growing without chemical sprays or synthetic fertilisers, the focus is instead on soil health and careful choice of crop varieties that grow well in the absence of man-made inputs. Strong, resilient plants produce tasty, nutrient-dense food that is good for our health and for the planet.
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Holding your nerve when aphids first appear provides ladybirds and their larvae with a valuable food source. It’s about balance.





CONDITIONS TO THRIVE


To this end, avoid grouping crops in blocks or monocultures, where insect infestations and disease pressures can explode at the complete expense of the crop. Instead, try growing three, four or even five different, unrelated crops in each small bed jostling for space, adding to diversity and generally avoiding problems (see Crop rotation versus mixed planting).

OEBPS/images/f0012-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.png
MODERN MIXED PLANTING

AHWHVMHMH@ aW\M@%A%
e

§ TTnT ]

T T






OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg
CHAPTER 1

HOW TO

GROW VEG
ALL YEAR






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Contents



		It all starts with vegetables



		Chapter 1: How to Grow Veg All Year Round



		Chapter 2: Salads and Leaves



		Chapter 3: Pods, Peas and Beans



		Chapter 4: Alliums



		Chapter 5: Fruiting Veg



		Chapter 6: Brassicas



		Chapter 7: Root and Stem Vegetables



		Chapter 8: Herbs



		Chapter 9: Saving and Storing



		Picture credits



		Further reading



		Author biographies



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover















		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		17



		16



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		59



		58



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		115



		114



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		169



		168



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



















OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘jRHs

- GROW YOUR

OWN VEG
| THROUGH
' THE YEAR

365 days of
. homegrown

vegetables
§ herbs





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
365 days of

homegrown

vegetables
& herbs

GROW YOUR OWN VEG
THROUGH THE YEAR








OEBPS/images/f0029-02.jpg







