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INTRODUCTION


[image: image]


OVER THE GARDEN WALL
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DESPITE A REVOLUTION in our appreciation of flavours and recipes from other cultures, and a huge leap in our collective interest in where our food comes from, our idea of a kitchen garden has changed little.


For decades we’ve lived with the idea that a kitchen garden should be your best impersonation of the classic Victorian walled garden: a hardworking place of production, somewhere to coax the staples of life from the soil with sweat, a spade and a hoe. There is a dour undertone: growing food is about survival; self-sufficiency is your notional goal, however impossible; pleasure is incidental.


Let us write this down on a large sheet of paper and burn it before as many people as possible.


There should be more to it than this. Even if your main aspiration is to provide yourself with the core of your meals, your kitchen garden – whatever form it takes – can be a place of pleasure, of eye-opening flavours, where life’s balance can (miraculously) be restored. Whether it’s solitude, a place to share with loved ones, exercise or relax, your kitchen garden offers it in abundance.


Providing you bite off what you can chew and tailor your garden to your life – both of which I will talk about later – your kitchen garden should light up rather than weigh down your life. There’s no need for your time to be overtaken with digging, weeding and watering: I’ll be introducing you to ways of sidestepping almost all of that – which is not to say you should want to avoid them. I know many people who get real pleasure from the steady seasonal graft of digging over their allotment. Work isn’t necessarily to be avoided, but then neither should we accept the hard-work version of the kitchen garden as the only kitchen garden there is.


There are choices, and I will place as many of them as I think will help in front of your eyes: take any as yours, or chip bits off each and make of the mixture what you will. Whether that produces something utterly outlandish or completely familiar, no matter: it should suit you, is all.


We need a new kitchen garden that relates to everyone; that marries how and what we eat with our ideas of how we grow. One that reflects that most of us live in cities and towns, that space and time are not necessarily unlimited and that (heaven forbid) we might fancy doing other things with our leisure time too. This new idea of what a kitchen garden can be has to reflect that, for many, growing some of what we eat is as much about pleasure as it is produce, that yield may not be the primary measure of success, and that there are other options for creating a kitchen garden beyond the traditional.
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I hope to show you that the kitchen garden is a state of mind. A collection of pots by the kitchen door, a balcony, a walled garden, an urban farm or a community food scheme are equally worthy of the name. The kitchen garden is simply the place where you grow some of what you, and perhaps others, eat. If you allow your imagination to influence how you design and fill your garden, you are liable to have a far more rewarding time than if you feel compelled to fill the available space with commonplace plants because that is the norm.


How you do it is up to you. This book provides a series of invitations to grow on different scales, in company or alone, to commit varying degrees of time and labour, and, equally importantly, to grow the flavours and textures you like the idea of experiencing.


The trick, as in most things in life, is to find a happy starting point that suits you. This is essential. Many people overstretch and give up gardening quickly, often blaming the world for not telling them that growing food was so much work. This doesn’t need to be the case.


If I gave you a pot of mint to look after, I suspect even the busiest among you would find it hard not to dedicate time to the once-in-a-while watering it requires. The key is to start small and build up, rather than overstretch and work back from the notion of the traditional kitchen garden. That’s where I hope to help.
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The traditional kitchen garden with its four-bed rotation is a popular way of growing and I am by no means suggesting we do away with it altogether. It recognises what farmers have taught us about the convenience of growing related crops together and the sense in moving them to a different patch the next year to avoid depleting the soil of the same nutrients and prevent the build-up of disease. It has many positives in its favour. That said, we mustn’t let the ubiquitous map of the kitchen garden split into four – a quarter each for brassicas, roots and onions, legumes, and potatoes – turn into a prescription for a preponderance of the staples. There is, of course, absolutely nothing wrong with gardening using rotation, using four beds or growing only familiar staples, yet neither is it the only, or necessarily the best, way for you.


To some, none of the ideas in this book will be new. People have long grown even the most uncommon foods I’ve included here, edible gardens based on perennials proliferate in many cultures, and we have many fine books on growing in containers and in urban environments. What I hope this book will do is to draw the wealth of ideas and opportunities together for you to accept, decline or (hopefully) adapt as you like.


Another thing I hope to do is convince you that the familiar flavours are not necessarily the ones you’ll enjoy most. The majority of the food found in supermarkets is there because its qualities suit the transport and storage necessary for it to reach the shelves in good visual condition. Resistance to disease is likely to have played more of a role in the selection of varieties than flavour. Essentially, the French beans you buy may not be that close to the finest they can be; and a mulberry or a wineberry is no less spectacular than a strawberry, despite their absence from the shelves.


Like everyone, I have favourites – flavours and approaches that I love or particularly connect with: I will be unable to keep some preferences from becoming apparent. Feel free to ignore me or disagree when that occurs. Or take it as a challenge to try that hated brassica one more time, a different way to how you’ve had it before – it may just turn out to be special.


In giving equal prominence to less-familiar foods and approaches, I shall remain equally enthusiastic of the well known: it is, after all, quite hard to improve upon the first new potatoes of the year or find many more gladdening sights than a beautifully tended walled garden.


And lastly, I’m expecting – hoping even – that I challenge and infuriate from time to time: all of that is crucial to getting to where you should be, with the kitchen garden that suits you, that works for you and that provides you with fine food and enjoyment in equal measure.
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LOVE WHAT YOU HAVE


MANY PERCEIVE THEMSELVES as in transition: on the way to that job, that house, more land, that perfect future. It rarely arrives, largely because we take ourselves with us. More often than not, any improvements we ask of life are more about ourselves as much as our lot – and so too with our garden.


To be alive where you are is the key to happy gardening. Imagine you will be where you are for years: often, that’s exactly how it works out. Don’t hesitate over planting an asparagus bed – the worst that happens is you move and leave something that will brighten the springtimes of those that follow for the next couple of decades. Scratch that: the worst that can happen is you don’t plant it for fear of moving on, and three years later when you should be living off the tender green spears, you’re still there, umming and ahhing about whether to plant or not. That was me at our last house. Within a few weeks of moving to our current place, out came the spade – I planted asparagus crown after asparagus crown. Don’t waste the time I did in-between. Live like this is the only place you’ll garden. If it’s smaller than your ideal, use the free time as an opportunity to enjoy something else; if it’s too large, share it.
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Limitations are often to do with attitude and perceived ideals. Be positive. If your soil isn’t perfect, you can improve it; if it’s non-existent or truly awful, a raised bed or containers will overcome. While a sunny spot may allow you to grow the majority of plants that need plenty of warmth and light to produce well, there are leaves, sour cherries and currants among the many that find happiness in the shade. Detach yourself from the myth that summer harvests are necessarily more desirable or delicious than those from cooler months – celeriac is no less fabulous than a tomato, a fistful of sprouting broccoli every bit as good as a pepper. There is always something delicious to grow whatever your patch. Find it and enjoy it.


Remember: almost always, there is a way of growing anything, whatever your space. Very dwarfing rootstocks can keep almonds and most other fruit and nuts to 1.5m in height and spread, blueberries will thrive in pots with ericaceous compost if your ground soil doesn’t suit them, and a combination of rootstock and training can keep most fruit trees to a size that will flourish in a pot on a balcony. If there is a way, this book will show you it.


Lastly, love what you have because you might end up being exactly where you want to be. The next place isn’t always better; the larger piece of land not necessarily an incremental pleasure. If you ask for something else, you might find it’s not what you thought it would be – you might realise you already had it.
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BEFORE YOU START


GIVEN THAT I have messed up in the most varied and complete ways that there are to, I feel qualified to offer a few thoughts on getting the most out of growing some of what you eat. They are not necessarily meant to be taken seriously or adhered to; laughing and pointing or ignoring is a perfectly sane response.


Bite off what you can chew


Growing too much food and using too much time and space to keep the rest of life in balance is the best way to find out what you’d rather be doing. It is also the best way of having your partner or other loved one reminding you of what they would rather you were doing. Start small, make it a success, then build up if you want to. Remember the rest of life: a bag of rude-looking carrots or a lemon coaxed from an unwilling plant is no substitute for a lack of summer spent with your family or friends. There’s a seaside out there, a walk in the mountains and cultural pursuits aplenty to enjoy. I must write this out a thousand times and remember it myself.


Anticipate some unexpected pleasures


I hadn’t expected to become fascinated with new discoveries or ways of growing, or for the hours spent outside, gardening, to become one of life’s primary pleasures regardless of the harvest. It’s also made me more of a food activist and interested in the provenance of the food I buy. Of course, not everyone will develop the same pleasures and interests but if you expect something unexpected you’ll not be disappointed.


Choose your suppliers well


A plant or seed catalogue, whether online or in the hand, is a menu – the service takes a little longer than a restaurant, but nevertheless, whatever you choose will be served to you in due course, so take some time. Pick people who do it for a living rather than as an add-on to DIY supplies. Talk to other gardeners, either in the flesh or online, and get some recommendations for varieties – they are not all the same. Remember, it takes no more effort, money or time to grow the most flavoursome pea than it does the starchiest marbles.


Make your garden welcoming


Whatever ‘beautiful’ means to you, add some of it to your garden. Make it somewhere you want to be to just relax. Most of the best gardening, the learning and enjoyment comes as a result of just being in your garden with nothing better to do than be in it. Make places to sit, ideally something simple to cook on (a fire hole in the ground over which to hang a pot or grill for a barbecue is plenty enough) and, if you can, give yourself a little shelter from the strongest winds. A radio, an absence of radio, a deckchair, whatever makes it more welcoming, add it.


Consider becoming part of a community


I’m an unsociable sod and love few things better than being outside growing or inside writing or cooking on my own. That said, there is a thin line between the pleasure of alone-ness and loneliness, which often gets crossed when things aren’t going to plan. Having a community of others doing similar to share with, whether virtually or physically, can make a huge difference to your state of mind. It’s why allotments work so well – all that quiet companionship to call on, while always having the option of silence and solitude.
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BE PREPARED FOR CHANGE


HARDLY ANYTHING APPEARS significant at the time. You might meet The One on that ordinary night when, for no reason, you decided to go out when you felt like staying in; you might unwillingly be dragged to a film, gig or play that turns out to make a left turn in your mind. Once in a while there’s the hint of importance: choosing to live in this town or that may not change the direction of your career but many of the loves and friendships that’ll colour your life may well come from that pool of people in Place A rather than Place B. Sliding doors are everywhere, however unobvious they may seem.


I walked through one when I semi-interestedly grew my first potatoes. And I’m not the only one.


Grow just a few pots of herbs and, however seemingly small its contribution to what you eat, these few mouthfuls grown rather than bought are likely to ignite a series of positive sparks. It’s impossible to un-taste home-grown peas or asparagus, to dilute the pleasure of early salad potatoes lifted in late May or to un-experience the flavour of that first Sungold tomato of the summer. Even if you stop growing immediately, your sensitivities may well have been recalibrated. You’ll appreciate what a real tomato picked at its peak tastes like, and you’ll be forever in its search. My first peach, almost caught from our first tree, made me plant even more in the rather marginal dampness of Devon. Weirdly though, however much you think these glorious new flavours are branded into your being, by the time next year’s harvest arrives it will have faded just enough for the reality to surpass even your expectations. It is what keeps many of us coming back for more.


But be warned: it might introduce an element of inconvenience to your life. You may well find you can’t bear strawberries in November any more, or be less inclined to be taken in by the promise that those cricket ball peaches will ripen to aromatic loveliness at home. It might compel you to investigate local producers in search of flavour, and to seek out foods that appear in one season and leave us the next, and are all the better for it.


Growing some of what you eat is very likely to be life changing for many. You may well make the connection between small, local producers and an increase in freshness, quality and flavour. You may well become more inquisitive about where your food comes from and the story behind it as much as the taste.


In short, I believe that few people can grow a little food and remain unchanged. You may not find that most hours of most days are consumed with it, but you will at least find the quality of some of your meals is gently improved, even if it is as seemingly insignificant as just buying asparagus from the local farm shop every spring, rather than from South America throughout the year. Your money will be keeping that producer in business, reducing the impacts of transporting food halfway around the world and you will be one of that secret society who knows those succulent spears as so entirely different to the tough Peruvian pencils.


You may, who knows, even become one of those producers. When I first stepped into my garden, I had no idea or ambition for spending all afternoon there, never mind all my time.


Once sensitised to that and with inquisitiveness amplified, it is perfectly common to become interested in the wider issues of how we feed ourselves. Our food system is alarmingly dysfunctional, dependent on peaking and insecure resources (especially fossil fuels), and it is characterised by appalling inequalities of access. Increasingly, the bases of our food supply – from land to seeds – are owned by fewer and more powerful interests, depriving us of diversity, security and (as usual) impacting on the less wealthy and the vulnerable disproportionately. There is much to get excited and active about. And in most instances the most powerful thing you can do is to grow a little, support local producers, eat seasonably, and speak up.


If you feel the urge to become more involved in the food system, collective efforts are generally more powerful: one person becoming self-sufficient almost always has less impact than a community taking small steps together. With few exceptions, there are only small steps. Our busy brains look for transformation, for leaps, but life is largely chain links rather than zipwire. As unexciting as it sounds, a small step taken by many creates more impact than a single maverick racing to the extreme.


For all that, I don’t think I’d be doing what I do if the food didn’t taste so fine. I’d like to think I care enough about the other spin-offs – being part of rebuilding our food system, supporting small producers above the supermarket giants, and so on – but flavour and pleasure, as is often the case, drive what we do.


Eating the best food there is, especially when I’ve grown it, makes me happy. It gives me satisfaction that we get to eat the best of whatever the season gives. And if that’s the only thing that inspires you to sow the seeds, and to water the plants, so be it. It’s the best reason there is.


The point is, how much you grow matters little in the scheme of things. How expertly you coax a harvest from a patch or pot is, beyond your pleasure, relatively unimportant. It doesn’t matter how you come to grow some of what you eat, what that something might be, nor the scale at which you do it; all that matters is that you do.
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CHAPTER 2
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BEGINNING
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IMAGINE THAT NO ONE had ever grown any of their own food. That we’d always only shopped at the supermarket. And that we lived with a sea of concrete under our feet.

Then imagine that whatever your version of the Almighty is appeared in the sky and announced that s/he is to bestow on each of us a little space. And that space will be called ‘garden’. And in that garden we may grow anything we’d like to eat, with only the climate and our imagination to limit us.

Faced with all this beautiful possibility, the prospect of our favourite flavours and textures, of tastes and experiences we may never have tried but that take our fancy, what would you choose to grow?

I’m optimistic enough to think it unlikely that, fuelled by the excitement and freshness of new possibilities, most of us would dedicate the vast majority of our garden to the cheapest, most disease-prone, most widely available food there is. Or that most of our gardens would largely follow a broadly similar blueprint.

With a clean mental slate and no history of gardening to dominate our thinking, we would almost certainly come up with different choices to our neighbour: I love sprouts, number 46 loathes them; the family over the road wants a fruit forest, her neighbour favours a classic patch of veg planted in rows.

I like to think that, uninfluenced, we would display a touch of individualism, that our choices – and hence our garden – would reflect our personality, perhaps even be one of the ways in which we allow that self to develop. A garden will do that for you, if you let it.

If this book does one thing, I hope it will uncurl your fingers from accepted approaches and familiar choices. They may be perfectly fantastic, ideal for you even, but let them alone for now. They’re not going anywhere: you can always grasp them again later if they’re still the ones you want. Your choice will be stronger for considering all of the options.

Gardening is not just the ‘what’ you grow, but the ‘how’ you grow it. Allotments are largely laid out as they are because someone at some time looked up the hill and then replicated the farmer’s lines in miniature. The brown spaces in-between remain, despite the lack of allotment tractors. Of course, done well, it looks fabulous, but not all of that bare space is necessary.

If you like that look, by all means plant your garden like that, but – as I will urge you to be about all the approaches in this book – be realistic. Most of your time will be spent not caring for the plants, but hoeing off the weed seedlings that have germinated in the bare soil and standing with a hose replacing the water that has evaporated from that exposed ground.
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There are other approaches, some older than the classic veg patch, some relatively new: each has their own pros and cons. Allow yourself to be tempted to look at them.

In the search for the kitchen garden that suits you, I will invite you to ask yourself a lot of questions. Do you want to grow expensive food rather than cheap; is flavour or yield more important to you; what is your favourite food; how much time do you want to commit?

There are no right answers, no approaches necessarily better than the next. If you want to grow potatoes, then do; if loquats are your fancy, give them space. If it seems like I might occasionally be taking against the traditional approaches, please have faith. Growing the historic staples of our diet in straight lines has dominated allotments and edible gardens for as long as we have had them – they have become the unchallenged norm and they can take a little examination. Like I say, if they appeal to you the most, they’ll win through.

My only aims are that you grow something and that you grow it in the way that gives you most reward in whatever way offers you most pleasure.
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CHOOSING WHAT TO GROW

CHOOSING WHAT YOU want to grow is really choosing what you want to eat. Almost. Let your taste buds decide for you; allow your sense of anticipation to lead your decision-making and you are unlikely to be disappointed when it comes to picking.

Start with a clean mental slate. The reason most allotments and other edible gardens tend to be alike isn’t the result of people growing to suit very similar diets or because most of us happen to love the same foods, it’s largely because there is an established culture of growing from a relatively narrow range of plants and doing so in a very set style. There is a silent expectation that you should grow the staples, leaving other foods for any space that remains around the edges. Ignore it.

I’m not wishing to discourage anyone from growing potatoes, onions, carrots and cabbages, but I do want you to consider all the contenders for your precious space. Allow unfamiliar possibilities the chance to make their case, and if at the end of all of that you choose to grow the usual suspects, then you will at least be sure that there is no better alternative for you. Remember, you cannot have an incredible garden unless you open yourself to the possibility of one.

Take your time deciding what to grow (the ‘how you’ll grow it’ comes later), and in doing so, ask yourself some questions: do I want gluts of crops, a steady supply or a mix of both; is saving money a priority; am I looking for some new flavours and experiences from my garden; would I like my garden to be beautiful? And plenty of others besides.

In my experience, it helps to consider what your potential choices can offer you, and any extra pleasures they may provide. There are no absolutes here: I won’t be coming up with an order or ranking foods for you as it’s a very personal consideration, but instead I want to suggest some useful ways to help you come to a decision about what to grow.

Favourites

Before you do anything else, get the flavours and textures that give you most pleasure on your list of things to grow. If you don’t make the walk from garden to kitchen with salivating anticipation then something is amiss.

If I had to start again tomorrow, then asparagus, ‘International Kidney’ potatoes, Szechuan pepper, mulberries, lemon verbena, Babington’s leeks and perilla would be among the first on my list. Each has flavour in abundance and, coincidentally, either can’t be found in the supermarkets or is a whole world different when grown in your own garden.

Remember: in anywhere from a few short days to a year or two, you will be eating whatever foods you’re busy choosing now, so be sure to prioritise your favourites.

Transformers

If you grow only one thing, let it be the transformers. Small in volume, large in flavour, transformers add zip and zest to meals, encouraging even the plainest ingredients into life. Some of the easiest plants to grow, they provide maximum impact from the least amount of effort.

Herbs, garlic, chillies, Szechuan pepper, Carolina allspice, and many others, all transform pretty much any foods they’re combined with. In terms of flavour impact on what you eat, nothing beats them.

Tomatoes with basil, potatoes and rosemary, lamb with garlic; the perfect pairings are endless, and it’s the small ingredient with the big flavour that makes the impact, which brings out the best of the larger one. For an experienced cook, transformers will already be high on the list of priorities; if you’re a novice, let me encourage you to grow some, as they’ll enhance the other ingredients you grow or buy and lift your meals to a higher level of pleasure and flavour.

Transformers have two other pluses: most are expensive to buy in the shops but cheap to grow yourself; and many (especially herbs) are repeat croppers – whatever you harvest is quickly replenished by the plant. They make a pretty compelling case for your garden, especially if you have limited space.
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Carolina allspice; Szechuan pepper



Multis

When you’re putting together your wish list, think about the payoffs. Consider whether what you intend to grow gives once, or repeatedly: it can make a huge difference to the value you get from your garden.

Much as I love cauliflower, growing them involves a long wait for a single (albeit delicious) end, whereas sprouting broccoli may make you wait as long but it will give you repeated harvests over a longer period. I’m not suggesting you grow sprouting broccoli ahead of cauliflower, or indeed prioritise plants that allow you to harvest repeatedly, just that you consider these factors when finalising your choice.

It may be that there are ways of growing that can turn a traditionally single-crop food into one that gives repeatedly: most varieties of lettuce can either be lifted whole and hearted, or a cut-and-come-again approach utilised for repeated harvesting. It ain’t (always) what you do; it’s the way that you do it.
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Clockwise from top left: Garlic; Rosemary; Lettuce; Mibuna



Secondary pleasures

As much as I emphasise the kitchen-end of the plot-to-plate journey, do take time to think about the lifespan of your relationship with the plant. Consider what it gives you throughout the year.

Ask yourself, what are the rewards and when do they come? What are the visual, aromatic, tactile and edible pleasures? Does the plant have blossom and, if so, is it edible or beautifully scented? ‘More’ doesn’t necessarily mean better – the flavour of asparagus is enough to claim its space in my garden – and asking yourself these questions engenders conscious decision-making, and can help in prioritising one food over another.

The Szechuan pepper hanging out from the edge of the perennial garden is the place I stop most mornings for eight months of the year. Even the dog knows that’s his cue to do his business. From the start of spring until the first real cold, its aromatic leaves punctuate the early walk – and any other walk – past it. From the moment the early soft golden edges start to uncurl, they carry the peppery citrus that sets the Szechuan pepper apart. As the leaves grow and become waxy, the intensity deepens. By early summer, its flowers – wide, almost umbelliferous heads – are helipads for the bees, a perfectly timed feast of pollen where there might otherwise be a lull. The peppercorns follow shortly after, first as small, pale green bobbles, then swelling and taking on a tinge of scarlet over the summer, before maturing to a deep, angry red into autumn. As the temperature drops, the leaves lighten from dark green, through oranges, browns and reds before falling, usually around the time the shell of the peppercorn splits and releases the black seed within. Even without the pepper itself, that’s enough of a reason to grow it for me.

There are many others. Jerusalem artichokes provide midsummer sunflowers, plenty of compostable material and a seasonal windbreak, as well as their tubers for eating and repeat sowing. Courgettes give a succession of fruit, plus delicious young shoots and leaves, and their flowers are a highlight of the early summer harvest.

For me, the breadth and depth of the pleasure a plant can give is part of the equation. Nasturtiums make me as happy for what they mean – less weeding and watering – as the flash of gaudiness and the flavour intensity of those amazing flowers.

And, of course, make your garden beautiful – whatever that means to you. If flowering plants are your thing, intermingle them; if sculptures, reclaimed oddments or a stuffed camel make you happy then include these too.
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Jerusalem artichoke flowers; Nasturtiums



Save some money

Food is undervalued. We have a habit too of comparing potatoes with potatoes with potatoes, as if they are all equal. A bag of maincrop mashers might be as cheap as chips, but what price for a home-grown kilo of early season ‘International Kidney’, briefly boiled or steamed, within a few minutes of being lifted from the soil? And what is the true cost of most shop-bought potatoes, reliably high-yielding, often-bland varieties, grown using a cocktail of chemicals?

Even leaving aside the real cost of our food, your garden can save you considerable sums if you choose appropriately. Price in the shops tends to have little to do with flavour, size or nutritional value. Scarcity is a powerful driver. Asparagus and forced rhubarb are in season in Britain for a few short weeks in spring and command a price that reflects the work, risk and incredible flavour of both. Similarly, the shoulders of a harvest – those weeks at the very start and the very tail of a food’s season – are usually when its price is highest. Generally speaking, expensive food is no more tricky to grow than cheap. Asparagus requires patience and weeding, forced rhubarb needs a forcing pot and (ideally) some manure, but they are both easy to grow. Similarly, with other short-season harvests, a little preparation and you are very likely to be saving yourself plenty.

Choice of varieties can really help in extending the season of foods that are usually in the shops for a short time. Planting a series of varieties – early, mid and late season – can give you a long steady harvest and plenty on those fringes of the season when they can be hard to find or expensive to buy in the shops. Even something as ‘ordinary’ as those festive staples, sprouts, can, with the right varieties, be yours for six months of the year – from October until March.

Relative ease of harvest also affects price in the shops. A tractor dragging machinery that lifts a fieldful of carrots in minutes is likely to result in cheaper produce than, say, that which results from the manual snipping of globe artichokes from the plant. These aren’t the same concerns that trouble you in the garden, where snipping artichokes is no more tricky than lifting a line of carrots.

Cost can have much to do with expectation too. We perceive herbs as something that makes us better cooks, more cosmopolitan even, so we’ll pay well for a thin plastic sleeve of leaves that have been cut from a thriving plant, without much thought to the fact that the thriving plant could have been purchased for a similar price. Instead, we use half of the leaves at the weekend, allowing the rest to turn to slime in the foot of the fridge and then buy another packet a week later.

Packaging and preparation time can also contribute to cost – bagged salads are a perfect example. A few grams of leaves, cut, chemically washed and sorted to a supermarket’s blend has a hefty premium; growing your own salad allows you to grow the amount you want, when you want it, do away with the chemicals and packaging, and you’ll not have to live with the horrible little purple leaf that there’s far too much of.

The shortcut to growing otherwise expensive food in your garden is to check your food shop receipts – ideally from different times of the year – and identify those foods you can grow for yourself. Look in the markets, shops and supermarkets for foods you might buy if they were cheaper and consider them too.
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Peas; Runner beans



Make life easier

Many foods virtually grow themselves. This is not something to tell anyone who would otherwise marvel at your genius. Courgettes and squash, while very responsive to ongoing care and cosseting, are famously productive once set on their way as healthy young plants. Likewise, chard and spinach will stand most of the year with scant attention.

Of all the easy annual plants, legumes may be the most productive. Peas and beans are usually picked as pods containing their immature seeds – the more you pick, the more the plant produces in its race to reproduce itself. Pick them early, small and immature and the plant is under no illusions about its mortality; it will up its productivity until you either stop picking and its seeds mature or the season ends.

More often than not, easy productive plants are front loaders – you need to invest a little time and precision early on, after which they’ll thrive with minimal intervention.

This is especially the case with perennials. Even most of our familiar fruit trees – apples, plums and pears – will happily give fruit each year once established, even if pruning is overlooked. Started off well and allowed to develop in favourable conditions, fruit trees will provide a harvest; offer them the pruning that guides their shape and allows light and air into their centre and they may do so more heavily, more consistently and with less likelihood of disease.

One of the main reasons perennials tend to be easy is that once established they are more resilient to fluctuating conditions at the surface than annuals. A young seedling has a hard job getting a physical and nutritional foothold in the soil, never mind then racing to grow to productivity; perennials have to do this only in year one, thereafter feeding in a lower level of the soil profile. This leaves them not only anchored in subsequent springs – when the British weather may be anywhere between deepest winter and high summer – but drawing on water and nutrients from lower down, and therefore less susceptible to drought or deluge. This comparative resilience of perennials over annuals makes them low-energy crops, the basis of many permaculture systems, even though some take time to establish and become productive.
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Staples

We dedicate most of our allotment space to the staples – maincrop varieties of carrots, potatoes and onions, with a few cabbages thrown in. Very fine they can be too. With their long storage life, they see us through the lean months when the allotment is less productive and form the basis for the traditional British diet.

On the face of it, it seems to make sense to dedicate the most space to growing food we eat the most of – grow the majority of what you eat and you can always buy the bits and bobs around the edges. True enough. This works well if your diet is predominantly made up of these core ingredients and you are striving for a high level of relative self-sufficiency. Grow enough of the staples and you are unlikely to be short of a meal, with something always to turn to in storage.

The staples are popular and have been so for many decades. This means there is a wealth of varieties to try that have been developed over many years – many are tried and tested, reliable and some with good levels of disease resistance. There should be little difficulty in sourcing or growing the staples.

Faders

At the other end of the spectrum from the staples are the faders. These are the harvests that, rather than store for weeks or even months, have only days if not hours before the decline in quality sets in.

Most often, this is the result of the conversion of sugars into starches – that tragic shift that makes asparagus a succulent treat on a Saturday but a woody chopstick on the Sunday. Any of the foods where this occurs – peas, asparagus, sweetcorn and baby carrots among them – are clearly almost impossible to buy at their best. In the odd case, notably with peas, the supermarket system manages to capture their finest qualities by freezing them within the window of perfection. Frozen peas are often sweeter than peas in the pod simply because freezing, which usually occurs within two hours of picking, arrests that shift from sweet to starch. Grow peas yourself and you can beat even these frozen ones – firstly, you can turn those hours into minutes and secondly, you get to choose the finest varieties to grow for flavour. This is the case with most of the faders: as fine as the best can be, grow them yourself and you’ll find flavour that only comes with being home-grown. Simply, they cannot be any better than those you grow in your own kitchen garden.

Some harvests fade in vitality and texture rather than sweetness. Salad leaves can be conditioned by submerging in cold water, drying thoroughly then being stored in the bottom of the fridge, but their life is still relatively short. Peas, most edible flowers, mulberries (and to a lesser degree most other berries) and most of the annual herbs are quickly past their best once picked.

If you use a lot of these foods, or would like to, it makes sense to grow them yourself as there simply isn’t an alternative in the shops to rival them for flavour or vitality.
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Clockwise from left: Mulberries; Asian pears; Polytunnel companion planting



Unbuyables

Your kitchen garden enables you to enjoy food and flavours beyond what you can find in the shops. But to get the most from that marvellous position, you have to let go of the widespread assumption that if a food was that good, it would have reached our shelves. That’s really not how it works.

Supermarkets, especially, build their supply chain around reliability and shelf life – their ideal product has few pests, grows predictably and visually perfect, can be harvested mechanically, has a year-round season of supply and a long shelf life. This puts broad beans beyond most shelves, you’ll rarely find the finest of all fruit – the mulberry – for sale, and in the supermarkets’ search for us to fill our baskets each week with the same as last, even delicious (and easily grown) alternatives to the familiar, such as Jerusalem artichokes or boysenberries, will rarely be available. Hence, the selection in the supermarkets, greengrocers or even at the farmers’ market is a slim section of the flavour and texture possibilities you can choose from.

I have mentioned the mulberry already: it has a day, perhaps two, after picking before it turns into a smoothie of its own making, yet its full flavour only develops when it reaches this state of perfect ripeness, so it can’t be picked early. It is unbuyable, but not beyond the kitchen gardener.

Growing even familiar foods that are perfectly good in the shops opens another door to beauty, flavour and texture through the diversity of varieties. Crimson-flowered peas, yellow courgettes, golden raspberries (less prone to the birds’ attentions) and the frankly incredible ‘Sungold’ tomato are all things I want in my garden every year that the shops do a different version of. With many foods, there’s even the opportunity to grow them how suits you best – tall varieties for those with limited floor space or short kinds for those in a windy location.

Fruit

I’m waving a flag, shouting aloud and generally thumping the tub for you to consider fruit because many think only of vegetables and herbs when it comes to growing food.

Fruit is no more difficult or involved to grow than most veg – often much simpler – and with advances in developing new varieties and rootstocks, most of us can even find the space for a fruit tree.

Apricots, peaches, nectarines as well as the more familiar apples, cherries, plums and pears are among the many types of fruit that can now be sourced as dwarf plants, growing only to around 1.4m in height and breadth, which gives even the balcony gardener the option of home-grown fruit, and those with a standard urban plot the opportunity for an orchard.

Trained options of cordons, fans, espaliers and stepovers also allow you to grow many different types of fruit ornamentally, for structure, in tight spaces and/or against walls or fences. For more about rootstocks and tree shapes see here.
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Challengers

Every year, I’ve grown at least a couple of foods I really don’t like and much to my annoyance most of them I have at the very least enjoyed, and the odd few have become real favourites. It turns out that even my least favourite vegetable, celery, can indeed be really fine when paired with orange segments, mackerel and olive oil.

Approach every food like there is a delicious way of eating it, a combination in which it shines, and you take a big step towards eating ever-better meals. It’s a simple way of keeping your mind open about food, which also stimulates your mind to stay inquisitive about the foods you already love. There are always discoveries to be made, even with the most familiar foods, and besides: who wants to eat just the same food repeatedly between now and the wooden box?

And of course, there are plenty of potentially delicious foods in the shops with little real flavour, which means we aren’t necessarily familiar with how they should taste. When was the last time you actually really enjoyed a delicious, shop-bought sweet pepper? And if you’ve never eaten a peach picked when it’s barely still hanging on to the tree, you’d have no way of knowing how bland and joyless most of the ones we buy are.

So grasp the nettle and grow a few crops that you really don’t like. Choose annuals at first, perhaps, so that if they remain unloved there’s little to be lost other than a few seeds. Look at the varieties available and choose the ones that sound most appetising (or least unappetising, if you really do need convincing). Even if you grow only a short row or small patch, resolve to eat the lot. Line up recipes before it’s ready to pick and jump in: the worst that happens is you confirm you were right, the best is that you discover something delicious.
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Tromboncino



Newcomers

In the spirit of culinary adventure, please convince yourself, if convincing is needed, to grow a few things every year that are unfamiliar flavours, even better, that you’ve never heard of.

We eat a relatively narrow wedge of the foods that will grow perfectly happily in this country, and that wedge isn’t necessarily the most delicious selection. As I’ve already mentioned, some foods – mulberries and medlars for instance – simply don’t make it to the shops because they can’t survive the journey when at their peak. However, there are others – such as kai lan (Chinese kale) – that are simply unfamiliar to commercial growers, or those, such as in the case of salsify, that are difficult to harvest without damaging. Your garden has no such limitations.

Read through the foods section and add a handful of those that are strange and unfamiliar to you. You may not get a 100 per cent success rate of new loves, but if you discover, as I did, desert island favourites like salsify, kai lan, Japanese wineberries, chervil root and Chilean guava by growing them yourself, your garden and kitchen will be the richer for it.

Pollinators

Most of us are aware of the appalling decline in bee numbers in recent years. It’s a huge deal: we rely on bees to pollinate many of the crops on which our lives depend. Many other pollinators are under threat too, with urban expansion and agricultural monocultures among the many pressures on their vital habitat.

The country’s vast network of gardens and allotments can make the crucial difference to the health of pollinators: gardening with them in mind stitches another piece of fabric on to the national patchwork, which helps ensure they flourish. It also means more of your plants are pollinated (which means more produce to eat) and many pollinators are natural predators of pests that are likely to trouble your crops. Everybody wins.

Generally, almost any plant that is allowed to flower will draw in beneficial insects. Even unexpected sources can make a difference: rocket left to overwinter and flower provides an early, much needed refuge for early pollinators.

A combination of planting/sowing with pollinators in mind, and allowing some plants that you’d ordinarily pull up and compost (such as rocket and coriander) to stand and flower, is a slightly more relaxed approach that yields many positives.

There is more about companion planting, including non-edible plants that will attract bees and other pollinators here.
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Uncertainties

When I started growing at Otter Farm, I wasn’t really sure what was possible and what simply wouldn’t grow in our climate. That wasn’t too hard to find out, but what I hadn’t anticipated was a whole clutch of uncertainties that sat somewhere in the middle of the two.

Tantalisingly, many of these semi-possibilities are some of my favourite foods: peaches, almonds, nectarines, kiwis, pecans and apricots among them. I couldn’t not give them a try.

Happily, with every year that passes, the grower’s chance of a harvest increases; unhappily, that is at least partially due to climate change increasing the average temperatures and length of the growing season.

Many of the uncertainties grow into large plants, trees even, which a few years ago might have put them beyond the consideration of those with limited space, but new developments in varieties and rootstocks mean that many are available as true dwarf trees (see here).

A risk they may be, but with a sunny, sheltered spot – especially in the warmer, sheltered location of an urban garden – the prospect of your own peaches, eaten sun-warm from the tree, may prove enticing enough to give them a try.

Good companions

Most plants form a natural affinity with others: climbing beans will take advantage of sweetcorn as a scaffold to good light; onions help mask the scent of carrot foliage when interplanted, concealing their presence from the carrot root flies that would attack them. Conversely, there are negative relationships: walnuts, for example, release chemicals that inhibit growth beneath them.

Pairing your favourites up with plants that will help them in your quest for productivity is something to seriously consider. As well as upping the health and heft of your harvests, it makes for a lighter style of gardening, more concerned with encouraging a natural balance than chemical interventions.

The table will help with some of the most common companion pairings.
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Winter harvests

Although this is really part of successional thinking, I want to highlight the importance of deciding whether you want a productive garden through winter or not. Many reach the end of autumn and find a veg patch cleared of harvests and leafy remnants, with no thought of what was to come next. They walk away and return in five months. This is a perfectly sensible course of action, although I would recommend sowing green manures to protect and enrich the soil in your absence.

That said, whether you have a traditional veg patch, a forest garden or anything in-between, there are many plants that will produce well through the cold months. Check the table for options.

Gluts or steady supply

Decide whether you want gluts of produce and sow accordingly: a fortnightly sowing of crops like peas and broad beans ensures seedlings are ready to take over as the older plants tire, or you can sow the whole lot at once.

This is most important for those crops with a brief window of picking or a short shelf life: dealing with 37 lettuces that might go to seed on a wet Wednesday is an activity that quickly adjourns to the compost heap – and is a waste of time, resources and perfectly good food. Essentially, if you are growing foods that go past their best quickly, either have a plan for dealing with them while they are at their peak or make life more relaxed by sowing in batches so that they mature in a steady stream.

Another strategy is to sow all of the, say, broad beans at once, but allow them to develop in different conditions and therefore at different speeds. A line sown direct in the garden, another sown direct with a cloche covering and another started in root trainers under cover will all produce at slightly different times.

Fast returns

Many of the edible plants you can grow will give you long periods of abundance once they’re established, and we love them for it. Plant them aplenty.

Save a little space for some that unwrap their present to you quickly too – those crops that can’t wait for you to lift them from the soil or cut them from the plant to take to the kitchen.

Radishes, pea shoots and microleaves are among those fastest to move from seed to plate and each is full of flavour. There are others – the very first early potatoes, carrots grown under cover, courgette flowers to name just three – and their quick turnaround not only furnishes you with food, it is a tangible reward, something that tells you that it works, that you can grow. It builds confidence, ups anticipation and gives a welcome injection of energy.
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Clockwise from top left: Elderflower; Hawthorn; Garlic mustard; Wild garlic



Complement the wild harvest

Whether you live in the city or the wilds of the countryside, it’s very likely that there will be plenty of food to forage. It might be leafy – sorrel, wild garlic or nettles perhaps; fruity – hawthorn, elderberries or crab apples maybe; or nutty, such as hazel. Whatever is available to you it’s worth considering what might go well with it and possibly avoiding doubling up.

There may well be opportunities to grow a different variety of something locally forageable: I’ve a couple of American elder in the garden, which flower later than the native elder, giving me a long season of flowering that means I can make cordial, ‘champagne’ and endless elderflower puddings through the summer and into autumn.

Collaborate

As far as most of us are concerned, our space is limited: we want a little more. Equally, we find ourselves inundated with too much of a good thing once in a while – courgettes being a prime example.

Consider pairing up with others, growing something they’re not and vice versa and sharing the harvests. It effectively increases the flavours that you and they enjoy and helps to reduce that sinking feeling when it has gone almost too well and there’s a surplus in danger of going to waste.

Collaborating can also save money. Deals are often available for large seed and plant orders, as well as saving money by sharing postage. Tools and other equipment can also be costly: having a group of people to exchange, barter, borrow and lend with can reduce costs and build a sense of community and common purpose.
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CHAPTER 3
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WHAT TO GROW
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VEGETABLES


FRUIT AND NUTS


HERBS AND SPICES


GROWING CHART





 








THERE ARE MANY thousands of options for what to grow in your kitchen garden. I urge you to treat every inch of space as precious and very carefully consider all your options before moving anything in.


In this section of the book are a couple hundred of the most delicious foods, all of which will thrive in most areas of the country.


Some will be new to many of you but don’t let that make you suspicious of them: there’s nothing in here I don’t grow and love. Apart from celery, which I’m just about on speaking terms with.









VEGETABLES
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AGRETTI

Salsola soda. Also known as: European barilla plant, opposite-leaved saltwort, monk’s beard and barba di frate. Hardy annual. [image: image]

Agretti has been a real fixture in my garden in recent years. Its slightly succulent texture and gentle mineral flavour work perfectly with eggs and fish and other seafood, and it adds delightful punctuation to almost any salad. Agretti has a wonderful texture and flavour raw, but is also happy to be cooked briefly – either steamed or sautéed. It’s hard to find a finer lunch than an agretti tortilla.

VARIETIES: Generic.

STARTING OFF: Sow seed in late winter or early spring, as it needs cold to germinate. Sow in modules or direct into the ground 5–10mm deep. Germination can be erratic so sow twice as many seeds as you want plants.

POSITION: Full sun and light soil ideally – to suit its Mediterranean seaside origins.

SPACING: 20–30cm apart.

PRODUCTIVITY/EFFICIENCY: A great cut-and-come-again vegetable that’s hard to find in the shops.

GROWING: Grows to full size (50cm height and 30cm spread) in less than two months. Each plant will grow into a small succulent bush that can be kept in shape with frequent harvesting. Easy to grow and pretty much pest free.

POTENTIAL PROBLEMS: Leaves can turn tough early in autumn. Seed is extremely short lived, with only a few months’ viability.

HARVEST: Cut the green tops off the plants when they have reached 20cm – they will soon re-sprout and can be cut again.
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Agretti



ASPARAGUS

Asparagus officinalis. Hardy perennial. [image: image]

In mid-spring, asparagus provides the vegetable equivalent of that first mouthful of cider on a summer’s afternoon when you should be working – asparagus virtually defines springtime. It is the embodiment of the uniqueness of home-grown flavour – eat some cooked within a few minutes of cutting and you’ll understand what makes otherwise grumpy old men and cranky old women leap from their beds brandishing asparagus knives during April and May. As good as food gets.

Asparagus needs little cooking – just a few minutes’ steaming or simmering in water is plenty – it should be just tender. Hollandaise, mayonnaise, butter, pepper and Parmesan all go beautifully with asparagus. Do try it raw too – it has a flavour very like bright, fresh, unsalted peanuts.

VARIETIES: ‘Darlise’ is a very fine, vigorous French variety. ‘Stuarts Purple’ is one of the few purple varieties to retain its colour on cooking – tasty and tender. ‘Connover’s Colossal’ is an old variety – flavourful and chunky, perfect for a late-season harvest.

STARTING OFF: Although asparagus can be started from seed, I’d suggest planting crowns – dormant clumps of roots – in early spring. Dig a ditch to a spade’s depth and within it create a ridge, then lay the crowns over it. Cover with soil and water well.

POSITION: Sunny and well drained.

SPACING: 40cm apart.

PRODUCTIVITY/EFFICIENCY: A little work planting, some patience while they establish, but then low maintenance for a couple of decades of delicious productivity.

GROWING: Asparagus hates competition, so keep the bed weed free. Cut the stems back almost to the ground when they turn yellow in autumn/early winter.

POTENTIAL PROBLEMS: Watch out for asparagus beetle on mature plants (pick them off by hand), and protect young plants from slug damage.

HARVEST: Pick your first few spears 2 years after planting. In the following year, harvest for just 6 weeks then stop to allow the plants to build up reserves for the following year.

AUBERGINE

Solanum melongena. Frost-tender perennial. [image: image]

I eat aubergines in more varied ways each year and, perhaps not by coincidence, I’m also getting better at growing them. Growing aubergines is a bit of a gamble: you need to kick them off early with heat and light and then hope that the bit you can’t control – the summer – is sunny and long. If all the stars align, late summer will present you with really superb aubergines – likely smaller than those in the shops, but with such fine flavour and texture. They are at their best, thinly sliced, lightly olive oiled and griddled. Their affinity for cumin (and, therefore, perilla) should be explored, especially in a curry.

VARIETIES: ‘Moneymaker’ and ‘Slim Jim’ are early and reliable varieties with taut, deep purple, shiny skins. They don’t tend to grow too large, so are good for cool areas. You could also try the beautifully coloured ‘Turkish Orange’. Perfect for a container, this Turkish heirloom variety produces small fruits that turn from green to orange, and have sweet flesh with little bitterness.

STARTING OFF: Aubergines need heat and light and a long growing season, so should be started off in February or March in modules or small pots in a heated propagator or airing cupboard. Once growing, pot on as the roots begin to show at the base until you reach a 30cm container. Either grow in the pot or plant into the ground in late May or June, ideally under cover.

POSITION: Full sun and shelter, in a well-draining soil or compost. Best in the warmth of a greenhouse or polytunnel.

SPACING: 60cm apart.

PRODUCTIVITY/EFFICIENCY: Rarely highly productive in Britain, but the flavour and texture of home-grown aubergines is very special. Plants need plenty of feeding and warmth.
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