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As an urban dweller who discovered her love


of plants while living in a one-bedroom ﬂat with


no outside space at all, I’m familiar with the


overwhelming urge to grow vegetables without


a garden. My journey from documentary


filmmaker to urban food-grower has seen


me growing plants wherever I could find the


opportunity: from raised beds in East London


primary schools to a summer spent taking care


of thousands of potted plants on a disused


car park, and from installing pollinator-friendly


planters in Tube stations to growing organic


salad on a tiny site in Hackney. When you’re


determined to grow plants in a city, you make it


happen wherever you can!


I honestly believe that if you want to grow


your own, it is possible. Even in the city, even


without a garden, even if your outside space


is tiny and paved over. You might not achieve


self-sufficiency, but you can experience the


pleasure of nurturing a seed into a plant


that ends up on your plate. It is a simple but


humbling process. It’s not always easy, but it


needn’t be too difficult if you’re up for learning


how to give a plant what it needs to survive,


and thrive, in a pot.


Growing plants has led me to more than just


delicious fresh produce. It has been a gateway


to better mental and physical health. It has


allowed me to access a deep gratitude for all


those who have a role in growing our food, and


it has enabled me to connect with the natural


world that supports us and with the seasons


through which we move every year. Most


importantly, it has prompted me to cultivate an


ever-expanding awareness of the systems that


feed us, and to do my best to tread as lightly


on our extraordinary Earth as I can. That is why I


grow my plants following organic principles, an


approach that respects and honours the many


natural systems that make it possible for plants


to grow for our benefit and nourishment.


My sincerest hope is that, through this book,


you’ll feel encouraged to explore the joy of


growing vegetables for your dinner and all the


other wonderful things that adventuring with


plants can bring.


Why grow your own food?
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The basics


Light


There’s no green plant that can live without the


light of the sun. Photosynthesis is the process


whereby a plant takes sunlight, carbon dioxide


and water and turns them into energy to grow.


This magical process is foundational for the


existence of all living things.


Water


Water is necessary for photosynthesis, for


moving minerals, nutrients and food around


the plant, and for enabling the plant to stand


upright. Although all plants need water, it’s


worth noting that all have different needs, and


too much can be as bad as too little.


Temperature


Plants, like all other living things, respond to


the temperature of their environment and –


as is the case with light and water – different


plants need different conditions to thrive.


Each plant has an optimal soil temperature for


germination, an ideal temperature for growth


and a minimum temperature for ﬂowering,


fruiting and ripening.


Growing medium


All the plants that you’ll be growing to eat need


something to grow in, and, since in this book


we’re not talking about growing in garden


soil, that’s going to be compost. The growing


medium is essential for holding the water and


nutrients a plant needs to absorb through its


roots, for having the right structure for roots to


anchor into for stability and for holding pockets


of air so that the roots can breathe.


Pollination


If the edible part of the plant you’re growing


is a fruit, its ﬂower will need to be pollinated


to transform it into that fruit. Different plants


have evolved alongside their ideal pollinator


– whether bees, butterﬂies, beetles or wind


– but in their absence, it is possible for us to


intervene to ensure that our plants produce a


bountiful crop.


Understanding what a plant needs in order to


ﬂourish is vital if you want to grow your own.


Edible plants need more of your attention


and awareness than houseplants if they are to


produce deliciousness for your plate.


VIOLA TRICOLOR


‘VIOLA’
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Annual vs perennial


I remember how confusing I found these two


words when I started learning about plants, but


it’s really useful to get your head around them.


Annual plants have a life cycle that goes from


seed to harvest in less than a year (sometimes


only a month or two). Perennials, on the other


hand, can live for several years because they


have the physical make-up to survive through


all seasons – even if they ‘hibernate’ or die back


in the winter, they will start to grow again when


the weather warms up. Most of the plants in


this book are grown as annuals, so it’s probably


not worth trying to nurse them through the


winter in the hope that they’ll grow again the


following year (although I have known people


to do this!), because they will be very, very sad.


GETTING STARTED


/ THE BASICS
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The best part of container growing is how


much control you have: you can repot your


plants if they need more or new soil, you can


find a new location if they need more sunshine,


and you can place them out of the reach of


common garden pests such as slugs and snails.


Container plants need less weeding, are easier


to feed and can fit into all kinds of spaces.


Growing plants in containers makes it possible


to grow your own produce in the smallest of spaces,


and the main role of a container gardener is to


understand what a plant requires to thrive. When it


comes to water, food, room to grow and a spot with


just the right amount of light, your potted plants


will rely on you entirely to meet their needs.


Life in a pot


Understanding your space


Before you start on your growing journey, you


need to spend a little time assessing the space


you have available for your plants. You’ll need to


figure out the following:


·


How much space do you have for containers?


·


What direction does your growing space face?


(The ideal is south-facing as it gets the most


sunlight hours but east and west can work too.)


·


Is the sun obstructed for part of the day?


(Generally, leafy plants can tolerate some


shade but plants that produce fruit need 6–8


hours of sunlight per day.)


·


If you’re growing on a balcony, is there a


weight limit? A 50-litre pot full of recently


watered soil is pretty heavy.


·


How exposed to the wind is your


growing space?


·


Do you have somewhere to put a


hanging basket?


·


Do you have a sturdy fence or a wall that


you can grow climbing plants up or fix small


containers to?
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After answering that question, consider the


following:


·


What vegetables do you like to eat or want


to try that are not easy to find in the shops?


Spicy mustard leaves, oddly shaped or


coloured potatoes, white-skinned aubergines,


dark chocolate-coloured chilli peppers?


·


What produce is most expensive and


what would be worth growing yourself?


Supermarket herbs can be particularly costly,


when you think about how much of them


you use. Growing your own means you can


harvest just before you cook, which is fresher,


healthier, more delicious and much more


cost-effective.


·


How much time do you have to spend on


your plants? If you’re pressed for time, you


might want to steer away from plants that


need lots of watering and feeding to thrive,


such as tomatoes and peppers.


·


Is there a vegetable you love that you’d like


to try a different variety of? The majority of


the world’s food comes from only 30 different


types of plant, so even if you eat a great


range of produce, you’re still limited to the


handful of varieties that are available in the


shops. Growing your own allows you to try


the many wild and wonderful varieties of


your favourite vegetables and discover how


exquisite they can taste.


One of the most exciting parts of growing


plants for your dinner is deciding what to grow!


The best way to do that is to ask yourself what


you like to eat. There’s really no point putting


in all the energy and effort required to raise


a happy, healthy courgette plant if you don’t


like them – particularly since a single courgette


plant can produce up to 30 fruits!


Deciding what to grow
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Planning your


growing space


You’ll want to use pots that give your plants


enough space to grow to their full size, so to


some extent this exercise will also help you


decide what you can grow. Opposite there are


two diagrams showing how much you could


cram onto two different sized balconies:


Balcony 1


·


One courgette plant in a 50-litre container


·


One early potato plant in a 40-litre growbag


·


Two dwarf tomato plants, each in 30-litre


growbags


·


Two 4-litre pots of pea plants (two plants


per pot)


·


Two 5-litre pots of beetroot


·


Four 2-litre pots of radishes


·


Six 11cm pots of salad leaves


·


Four 1-litre pots of herbs


·


One wormery


Balcony 2


·


One large window box of hanging tomatoes


and basil


·


One early potato plant in a 40-litre growbag


·


Two small window boxes of hanging


nasturtiums, violets and chives


·


Three 11cm pots of salad leaves


·


One 5-litre pot of dwarf French beans


·


One 2-litre pot of rosemary, thyme or oregano


·


Two 1-litre pot of radishes, parsley and


coriander


Put the sun-loving fruiting plants (such as


tomatoes, peppers and aubergines) in a spot


that gets good sunlight and salad leaves in


areas that are a little shadier. If there’s a corner


that’s too dark to grow anything in, you could


set up a wormery (see page 50).


If you’re using a balcony that gets a little windy,


consider putting up a windbreak to provide


shelter and protect your plants from damage or


drying out too quickly. And if there’s a balcony


below yours, it might be worth checking where


the water that drains from your pots goes, to


avoid any arguments with the neighbours.


If you’ve got limited space, it’s not very wise


to devote a large section to a big vegetable


such as courgette. Unless you’re hopelessly


infatuated with a special variety that is


impossible to buy in the supermarket or


greengrocer, I would suggest choosing smaller,


quicker crops that make the most of your space.


Now that you’ve had some ideas about what


you’d like to grow and have got a sense of the










