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Introduction


By late summer the garden is set, it is in full motion, the apple trees have branches bowing down in reverence to the bees’ work, the final crop of gooseberries is fattening up to a sweetness unparalleled to their former tart selves. The currants, empty of their bounty, are soaking up the sun as summer squash clamber over them like buoyant toddlers to head up into the apple trees for full effect. Fat squash plants sprawl and I have to keep reminding them to be good neighbours to the perilla, kales, chard and lettuce that love basking in their shade.


My many umbels, the Korean celery, angelica, the fennels, dang qui, among the Ammi majus and coriander, float around the garden slightly tipsy from the rain, and if I don’t get round to harvesting seed they will populate the garden with thousands of babies. The lettuces have all gone to seed, but I like this stage so much, when they suddenly tower above their companions like strange sculptures, that I’ve yet to pull them up. This year I experimented with pink celery from China, the stems grow in various shades of raspberry, but they do not like their neighbours or for that matter our varying weather patterns and some, though not all, are flowering in protest. The hoverflies are ecstatic with these flowers and I’m curious about what it takes to please this celery so I’ll try again next year.


Lunch is calling, I’ll pick a few younger leaves of wild rocket, handfuls of herbs, of parsley, tarragon, marjoram, basil, chives, both garlic and ordinary, with a few mouse garlic flowers, Allium angulosum, and I will fold this into an omelette and eat outside gazing upon the glory of a garden so ripe and abundant. For this is my wild bit of the world, my tiny slice of reciprocity with nature. The place where I gently tend and pluck, and in return I and the many others – the beetles, slugs, wasps, bees, birds, microbes, bacteria, mushrooms and so many plants – thrive so that I can call this home.


I’m not one for labelling my garden, in part because it sits quite happily between many categories, but if I had to give it a description it would be this. It’s a polyculture of perennial and annual edible plants and herbs that sits on the edge of forest garden ideas, but also borrows from intensive organic principles. On the rare occasion I don’t finish my beer, I’ll use the leftovers in a slug trap. I have never used any kinds of nonorganic chemicals on the garden. I buy in seeds and organic seaweed pellets. I also use liquid seaweed feed and get through around ten 80-litre (17½-gallon) bags of organic, peat-free compost a year. Other than this and the odd ball of string the garden is a closed system, except for mains water.


The success of the garden is largely down to my compost and I compost very seriously. I’d go as far as saying it’s my religion, I love the process of breaking down material. I am fascinated by the many rots, moulds, mushrooms and bacteria that recycle life. It is poetic that the end of everything is the beginning of everything else. Thus, there is no food waste in my house because it is just on the road to becoming food again. The same goes for cardboard, woolly socks, dog hair, manuscripts and anything else that I can get my hands on to feed my compost.


I use three different composting systems at home. I have two Hotboxes for composting garden and kitchen waste. These are black polystyrene bins that raise the temperature of fresh compost quickly to between 50–75°C (122– 167°F) meaning that everything cooks down speedily to beautiful black compost. I also have a large rather unkempt compost heap cum wildlife habitat that is mostly made up of thicker material that takes some time to break down. Every year I promise myself I will tidy it up and come up with a more elegant solution and then I don’t. Every year a huge bumblebee queen nests in it and I am reminded why tidy is not everything.
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I own a green cone, which is a strange green plastic cone with a basket on the bottom that sinks into the ground, and all sorts of rottable stuff can be chucked in it to rot into the ground. I mostly use it for food waste, dog poo and bindweed stems. You don’t empty the compost, it just seeps into the soil so it needs to be situated somewhere useful. Mine is next to an ‘Egremont Russet’ apple, with blackcurrants and gooseberries hiding its rather garish looks.


I also have an equally wild allotment that is a tiny bit more intensive in production and has a small polytunnel. Between the two I have a year-round supply of fruit and vegetables meaning that the only fresh foods I ever need from the shop are carrots, leeks and onions, citrus and tropical fruit. Carrots elude me, perhaps because I was tormented as a child and called carrot top one too many times, and unless I grow them in pots, carrots either get munched by slugs or riddled with carrot fly. Life has many battles in it, but carrots aren’t mine.


It is very hard to grow leeks and onions and not have them shredded by allium leaf miner in my part of the world. The same happens to garlic, but its tougher nature means that with a combination of my diversion tactics and its fortitude I can harvest enough garlic for the year. Rather than grow onions I grow perennial Japanese bunching onions which happily sit in a polyculture system and seem unbothered so far by the leaf miner. I tell you all this in part because every gardener, even those whose gardens look impeccable, has something that doesn’t do well for them. By all means battle on till you master something, but life is also short. If your cabbage fails to head up and your Brussels always blow, choose something that won’t vex you.


Finally, a note for gardeners who aren’t in the northern hemisphere – from which this book has been written – to reverse any directional instructions, south-facing, north-facing and the like, to reflect your own whereabouts. In the northern hemisphere, south-facing walls and gardens are generally warmer and sunnier. In the southern hemisphere, the opposite.
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What Is Polyculture?


At this point you might be wondering what a polyculture system is? The short answer is that it follows what nature does. It is a mixture, a little bit of everything, a muddle, a diversity of plants, a combination as opposed to a monoculture which is a single species usually grown at optimum spacing for speed of growth.


Polyculture can be wild and untamed, a space where you forage for food at the whim of nature’s offering at that moment, or it can be very intensive and considered, a careful grouping of plants that will not inhibit each other’s progress by competing for resources. In order for polycultures to work you must understand what happens both above and below ground. If you know what a plant’s root mass looks like, then you’ve won half the battle in knowing who likes to be in bed with whom.
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It is easy to imagine that all roots look more or else alike, a tangle of veins beneath the soil, but each genus of plants has wildly different patterns of growing. Some roots are storage organs such as tubers in potatoes, or root vegetables like parsnips and carrots and weeds such as dock plants, some others exploit the shallow surface of the soil like many annuals, and others bed down as deep as they can to wait the winter out. Then there are those that love to explore hidden areas, weaving their way through to new sources of food – climbers such as bindweed, blackberries, hops or wisteria.


There’s another hidden layer that appears on all roots, the root hairs. Sometimes these are visible to the human eye; you can certainly see them on seedlings but when you pull up a beetroot you might imagine all the root mass is what’s attached to the bottom of the vegetable, but there’s a hidden network that spans far wider and deeper than you might ever imagine. Understanding what’s happening below ground has made me a far more nuanced gardener than concentrating predominately on what’s growing above.


Our desire to cram just a few more plants in small spaces is understandable. The consequences of this is often that root masses butt up to each other and this signals to the plant that there’s not enough space to grow. In something like lettuce or beetroot this often results in early flowering or bolting as the plant decides to cut its losses and at least set some seed for future progeny, but in larger plants it’s survival of the fittest and the one that can bully the most space for roots will win. This is the reason why you thin a line of seedlings. In a monoculture setting, ideal spacing for optimum growth ensures that root masses don’t compete, but in polyculture it’s a case of creating ideal bedfellows who don’t compete and will help each other out. So when you look at a packet of seed and it gives you conventional spacing between plants and rows you have to work out the equidistance in either direction. Experimenting will teach you how far you can push this rule. For some vegetables I don’t think in terms of distance, but of how much harvest I want. I can then work out how many plants I need and determine the spacing from that. In between the crops that sit in the bed the longest (parsnips, beetroot, sprouting broccoli, kales, cabbages and celery) I fit in the faster-growing stuff.
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Why Bother?


It’s entirely appropriate to ask the question why you’d go to the trouble of mixing everything up if ideal growth can be achieved by growing a single species. The answer is that nature doesn’t like a monoculture, she likes diversity.


When a garden is healthy, abundant and productive it is diversity that makes it thrive. There are many players in the garden – beetles, worms, bees, millipedes, slugs, snails, nematodes, voles, moles, rabbits, squirrels, pigeons, songbirds, pets, lizards, mushrooms and on and on down to tiny things we can barely see with a naked eye and many, many more that we can’t.


When a system is diverse no one player can dominate. If all you plant are potatoes and lettuces then the slugs are going to have a field day and even if the slugs don’t the lettuce root aphids will, and the potato eelworms or some other pest because nothing is easier for a pest than giving it an all you can eat buffet of the same plants. If the pest does well then it can start breeding very fast. A single female aphid can give birth to 20,000 babies but their numbers are usually limited because there are plenty of others that like to eat aphids – parasitic wasps, hoverfly larvae, ladybird larvae, blue tits, wasps, spiders, fungi and bacteria to name a few.


Aphids are small and although they have a winged phase, they are at the whim of air currents and their tiny feet aren’t going to march them far, so they rely on easy access, hitching a ride, hopping onto a neighbouring plant, being farmed by an ant. Life is easy for any pest if its nearest neighbour is an identical food source, not so easy if they’re few and far between. Most pests are pretty specific to their hosts. There are hundreds of types of aphids – rosy apple aphid, black bean aphid, cherry black aphid, conifer aphid, pear bedstraw aphid, currant blister aphid, plum aphid, privet aphid, raspberry aphid, lettuce root aphid, woolly aphid and on and on. They may eat a few other plants, but they are surprisingly picky about their food. If you want to eat raspberry leaves and your next-door neighbour is a rose, or you want broad beans but you are sitting next to cabbage, you have to move a bit further to look for your supper. This not only uses resources but you might meet your maker on your way. The upshot is that you can’t have an exponential population boom, you’re kept in check.


Supermarkets have conditioned us to believe in the perfect-looking vegetable with flawless skin, of uniform size, unblemished and polished. Thousands are left rotting in the field because they don’t conform, thousands more have vast amounts of chemicals drenched on them so that they can appear perfect. Perceived perfection is nearly always at the expense of flavour and if taste is prioritized then it’s almost universally sweet these days.


Plant sugars make things taste great but we need vegetables also to taste of other flavours, we need bitter, peppery, spicy, nutty, buttery, citrus-like flavours that talk of nutrients packed behind them. Many of us grew up with these supermarket vegetables and we may be going to the garden in search of wilder, deeper and more complex flavours but we take those ideals of what a vegetable should look like with us. Your vegetables may grow perfectly, but at some point they will look wonky, small, one end might be fat and the other thin, they may have holes, blemishes, rotten bits and dead bits and still taste delicious.


The brilliant food writer Jeffrey Steingarten wrote of a wonderful blind taste test experiment where lettuce and herb leaves with holes in them came out preferred to perfect ones. This is because the leaves with holes in them had more secondary metabolites in them. Secondary metabolites are the plant’s pest defences, compounds that the pest doesn’t like to consume. That holey leaf might look ridiculous but it also might taste of heaven.


When I feel defeated by slugs or battle-weary of flea beetles, I make myself walk through the garden and name all the things I can eat and use. Not the one failure that I’m hung up on, but all the other possibilities that might not at first glance seem like a whole lot, just a plant here or there, but put together they will always add up to a meal from my garden.


Often, a gardener may like to boast about how many pumpkins they have, the huge haul of onions or broad beans, but too often so much of those huge harvests go wasted. I have walked past allotments dripping in raspberries unpicked or courgettes turning into watery marrows that won’t get eaten. Hopefully in each case the wildlife does well out of our excess, but all of this comes with other hidden costs. Think of the energy used to produce the seed or plants that were bought in, the resources in the soil to feed that plant, maybe chemicals to will them along, bamboo canes from faraway places, plastic netting that can’t be recycled and on and on.


One of the joys of a polyculture mix that has a good backbone of perennial edibles is that even if the annual stuff evades you, the perennials will nearly always do fine. Their deep, established root systems mean that they have resources to weather a dry summer or a wet one, or a dry and wet one. They tend to do better with the vagaries of climate change and they will be the plants that bridge the gaps between crop failures and difficult weather. My perennial kales are always in leaf – whether I pick the most tender of the baby leaves to massage dressing into for a salad or shred and sauté the old leaves to bulk out supper, they are always there and I shall never garden without them.


Perennial vegetables and fruit also allow for adventures. I promised myself a long time ago I’d not chain myself to the garden, that I would go out and explore the world. I would never utter ‘I can’t leave the garden’. I fail on that last bit often, fretting that some baby plants won’t survive not being watered every two seconds, but my perennial vegetables have taught me that I can go away and still come home to something for supper. They are the backbone that makes it such a healthy ecosystem, as the soil is not disturbed around their roots and this stability, plus their varied heights and sizes, make them particularly good homes for insects and other wildlife. Perennial fruit and vegetables are not resource-hungry either – I topdress them once a year with homemade compost and that is it. I water them when I first plant them to establish their root systems and do this regularly till I see signs of new growth, and after that it’s up to them.


Every garden is different, what works in mine may not in yours. Observe closely, follow your hunches, but change variables one by one. It is tempting to want to throw everything at a problem, but then you run the risk of not finding out which method actually works. There’s one exception though: when it comes to slugs, try everything – beer traps, midnight hunts, upturned empty grapefruit halves and cabbage leaves (they’ll hide underneath them), ground eggshells and oyster shells, wool pellets, prayers, evocations and pleas!
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How This Book Works


The premise is simple. Take a handful of plants from The Basics section. These are all perennial and will make up the backbone of the garden – they give structure, year-round interest to your space, and in deep winter they might be all that is left standing. Choose wisely, you don’t want to be moving this layer about every other year because you don’t like the position. Be honest with yourself about how much space you have and what your conditions are truly like. Fruit trees are delightful but they won’t grow in deep shade and nobody needs more than three perennial kales in their life.


Map out your basics onto a rough drawing of your space and see what space is left – now choose a smattering of fillers. This section is made up of self-seeders and they will do their own thing and move where they wish. They’re a playful lot and often weave the scheme together wonderfully, but you don’t need many of them. However, if you are not going to be around for much of the time to do intensive gardening, this layer can be upped a little or a lot to give plenty of grazing and foraging with minimal effort.


The final layer is the intensive toppings. These are your more traditional annual vegetables that often need to be raised indoors, in modules or seed trays or bought as young plug plants. They will need the most sun, the best soil and will require hours of your time to keep slugs off and flea beetles at bay. They will want feeding if grown in pots and some will need your warmest, most sheltered spot, even a greenhouse. They are a demanding lot, but the returns are utterly delicious. Some years my garden is made up of basics and a lot of toppings, other years it’s the bubbles and froth of the fillers, the best years it’s a good mixture of all three.


Before you start to choose your plants you need to contemplate your conditions and take into consideration how the light, in particular, works in your garden and how it affects who can sit where and why.


In ecology, a guild is a group of species that have similar requirements and play similar roles within the community and every plant in this book sits in a ‘light guild’. There are those that tolerate deep shade, those that love dappled light shade that keeps their feet moist and those that must bask in the sun. Nearly all the toppings want full sun for instance, but many of the basics will tolerate quite a bit of shade.
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Full Sun Glade and Upper Storey Plants


Those that like to bask in the sun fall into two very different groups. The tallest of these are the upper storey plants, which in this case are mostly fruit trees. Medlars and a few pears are the most shade tolerant of these, the others need as much sun as they can get to give ripe, heavy crops. At the other end of the spectrum are glade plants which are mostly herbaceous, and annual plants that have evolved either from the open glades found in woodland, when large mature trees topple and suddenly allow light in, or they’ve come from grassland, prairie, riverbanks, shorelines and meadows. Nearly all the toppings, the annual traditional vegetables, have evolved from grassland, meadows, flood plains, riverbanks or shore edges.


If you are starting from scratch, you could use a sun-tracker on your phone or just go outside and observe the light conditions (taking into account how they will change with the seasons, with neighbours’ trees coming into leaf) and map out which guilds you will need for your garden. This is particularly useful once you’ve shortlisted your upper storey trees and will give you a clear idea what spaces are left to fill. Then all that’s left to do is not to get too carried away with eyes bigger than your belly or your plot. If you are adapting your existing space, take into account what is already there and fill in the gaps.



Deep Shade Understorey Plants and Climbers


Deep shade accommodates plants adapted to grow on the forest or woodland floor or to climb up into taller plants. They will receive no full sun and their leaves are adapted to eke out the most from the available light. They may be shiny to bounce light around or have deep purple or pale margins to absorb different parts of the light spectrum. They may also spend the summer dormant, making the most of spring light before the trees leaf out. Many spring bulbs fall into this category.


Light Shade Lower Storey Plants and Climbers


The plants growing in light shade are best thought of as the woodland-edge plants. They won’t tolerate deep shade and they won’t like full sun, but want a middle ground – a few hours of sun is generally fine as long as their roots don’t dry out. In your garden many of these lower storey plants are shrubs and herbaceous plants that can be tucked into the edge of a tree’s shade, in the shade of a fence or underplanted around roses and soft fruit bushes.
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In a Nutshell


If you’re overwhelmed by choice, or don’t want to wade through a book, this section suggests a few reliable favourites for specific places.


The Potted Garden


There are many interesting ornamental edibles for a pretty, potted garden.


Bulbs (Glade Plants)


Mouse garlic, Allium angulosum


Nodding onion, Allium cernuum


Golden garlic, Allium moly


Welsh onion, Allium fistulosum


Chives, Allium schoenoprasum


Garlic chives, Allium tuberosum


Herbaceous (Lower Storey Plants)


Anise hyssop, Agastache foeniculum


Korean liquorice mint, Agastache rugosa


Campanulas, C. portenschlagiana, C. poscharskyana, C. persicifolia


Miner’s lettuce, Claytonia perfoliata (let it self-seed in the shade of tall potted plants)


Alpine strawberry, Fragaria vesca ‘Semperflorens’


Lemon balm, Melissa officinalis


Sweet violets, Viola odorata (let them self-seed in the shade of taller potted plants)


Trees and Shrubs (Upper and Lower Storey Plants)


Juneberries, Amelanchier species


Japanese quince, Chaenomeles species


Fucshia, Fuchsia species


Apple, Malus domestica on M27 dwarfing rootstock


Red and whitecurrants, gooseberries, Ribes species


Blueberries, Vaccinium species


Climbers


Blackberry, Rubus x hybrid


Japanese wineberry, Rubus phoenicolasius


Roses, Rosa spp.


Mashua, Tropaeolum tuberosum


Malabar spinach, Basella alba – not hardy, it must be brought in over the winter. This is not a spinach, but a tropical vine with heart-shaped, crisp, succulent leaves that can be used just like spinach. It is prolific in a sheltered spot (don’t whatever you do put in a polytunnel or it will take over!) and can be grown in a pot. It needs something to climb up, such as pea netting.





[image: illustration]






Some Tips for Sowing and Planting Out Polycultures


There’s a fine balance between sowing and planting densely with the intention to thin out (if the slugs don’t), and over sowing. You need to get a good coverage quickly or else the weeds will get in, but you must thin. Remember that the thinnings are also supper. There’s a window when the seedlings are getting their fourth, fifth and sixth true leaves where competition is everything – give them space and they will romp away, hold them back and the whole lot suffer.


Thin in succession; pull seedlings up roots and all to make room for the next wave rather than thinning to the final distance for a mature plant. Dominant, fast-growing plants in any polyculture quickly outshade the rest, but this can also be used to your advantage as they will hold shaded crops back and prevent them bolting – a trick that works particularly well if you’ve sown too many plants in modules and don’t want to waste them. The shade of courgettes can be used to help blanch leeks and celery. Plant leeks in threes, celery alone between bush courgettes. Always have some backup Swiss chard; it is the one plant that doesn’t seem to mind hanging out in a module or 9cm (3½in) pot and can be used to plug any unsightly gaps.


Some crops are just best planted in blocks: squashes will ramble over their neighbours too much, brassicas may need netting, potatoes are just terrible bedfellows. There are a few crops that work in between the bigger beasts: sunflowers and sweetcorn between squashes, lettuces under taller brassicas, quick crops of radishes before the potatoes exercise their land rights. Leeks don’t like being thirsty so choose bedfellows that won’t drain resources and that grow slowly – parsley, chervil and summer savory work well.


Start simple with three or four crops and don’t try complicated polycultures of six or more crops, particularly if you don’t have time to be harvesting often.


Remember that this is an intensive system and you have to repay your debt to the soil. Mulch with well-rotted homemade compost where you can to conserve water, keep down weeds and feed the soil. Use liquid feeds like comfrey tea and seaweed weekly if necessary, particularly when crops begin to flower and set fruit.


A dense covering of foliage means less water will be lost on the soil surface through evaporation, but in windy, hot weather the plants will demand more from the soil and may wilt. Don’t water in the midday sun, it just creates demanding plants. A long soak in the evening is much better as the plant can take up the water slowly overnight.
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The Basics


Trees


Trees represent the backbone of the garden; they will give structure and interest all year round, offering dappled shade in summer, shelter to small things in winter and, if the earth is pleased, some very significant harvests. This lot are an investment; they may not look much in year one or two or even three for that matter, but they will mature to give your garden presence. They give the garden a range of heights which is not only aesthetically pleasing, it is hugely important for the wildlife. There is a direct correlation between varied habitats and diversity and many creatures don’t want to live on the ground. A tree or mature shrub or bush offers a myriad of crannies and nooks.
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