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INTRODUCTION



Everyone, regardless of background, status or class ultimately depends on the land for survival.


It is this basic instinctive need that first inspired me to start growing food. My efforts have nothing to do with cultivating the largest, roundest, shiniest onion or longest, straightest runner bean. Such pastimes are for others. The passion I feel is simply for eating good honest food whilst simultaneously following the natural order of things on the plot, tuning in to the ebb and flow of life beyond computer screens and outside of walls and windows.


To feel the sun across my back or rain in my face, to cut a lettuce in midsummer or gather lovingly tended produce for a deep-winter feast in icy conditions with freezing hands and fingers red raw – this is the stuff of my dreams.


I want to be at one with the elements, to feel my place in the never ending cycle of life death and rebirth, to commune with the amazing diversity of plants and creatures that come and go with the changing seasons. If you allow them, it is these magical ingredients which combine to make the edible gardening experience such an exquisite one.


No two years are the same in the fruit and veg patch. The weather, pests and diseases and our own personal circumstances are unpredictable and ever changing. But this book is a guide to what you might achieve in the next twelve months. It’s also a source of tips and information to be revisited again and again.


Whoever you are and wherever you live, How to Grow Your Own Fruit and Veg is designed to help you achieve just that and have the time of your life whilst doing it!
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LEEKS



	
February,
1st Week











Varieties


Now is the time to start thinking about your leeks. I like to get mine on the go as early as possible. To this end, sowing seeds of an autumn variety in trays this week is a good idea. Carentan 2 is ideal. Musselburg is another popular one to try.


Sowing seeds


Sow the small black seeds thinly in a tray of potting compost and cover lightly. These will do well if kept moist, and set on a window-sill indoors until the grass-like shoots appear. It won’t take too many days.


Managing seedlings


It is always a thrill when the first leeks start sprouting. Trays of bristling seedlings can go into the greenhouse at this stage, and then be planted out into a nursery bed from about the end of March (see April, 2nd Week).


I always over-do it with my leeks. But this is good, because half the crop can be dug up and eaten for a sweet tasting baby leek treat around the middle of July.




NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Badgers in February


Badgers that live close by will be giving birth at this time of year. Two or three cubs is the usual number per female, and they spend the first eight weeks or so in their underground breeding chamber. This will be lined with soft dried vegetation which the badgers collect from around and about. When they are cleaning out these chambers, or bringing in fresh bedding, debris is often left scattered in the vicinity of their hole, or ‘sett’. Such evidence of badgers is particularly noticeable this month.
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VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



A BRIEF HISTORY OF
THE LEEK


[image: illustration]


The leek, Allium porrum, occurs naturally across a region that stretches all the way from Israel to India, and has been cultivated as an important food source since at least 3500 BC. Its distribution throughout Europe was assured by the Ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans. The latter, who brought leeks to Britain after AD 43, knew leeks as porrum. After their Empire collapsed in AD 410 this crop, along with cabbages (brassicas) and beans (pulses), became an important dietary ingredient throughout the British and European Dark Ages. In Saxon times leeks were widely grown. The Anglo-Saxon term ‘laec tun’, which actually means ‘leek enclosure’, can be found today in both family and place names, including Layton, Leighton, Latham, Lighton and Letton.


Leeks were exported to the so-called New World. By 1775 both settlers and Native Americans were raising leeks for the pot in what was to become the United States. Back in the UK this member of the onion tribe remained popular through the Little Ice Age that took place between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, when it was happily able to withstand the drop in temperatures as a ‘standing crop’ (left in the fields and dug as required in winter).


Often overlooked in more recent times, leeks offer a gourmet meal when cooked gently until tender. The French, notorious as connoisseurs of fine foods, are apt to compare a well prepared dish of leeks with that much sought-after delicacy, asparagus.
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When wet weather puts the kibosh on digging and ground preparation why not turn your attention to paths in the vegetable garden instead? Wooden planks are all very well for temporary access to crops, but where regular routes are walked something more solid will make life easier in the months to come.


Easy construction with bricks


I like to construct rustic paths with old bricks and gather them wherever I can, including skips and dumps. Only unbroken ones will do. Lay them side-by-side across, and set them out as the path will go. Then simply use a spade to dig out two-thirds the depth of the brick, and break up the bottom of the trench. Move the bricks to one side as you do this, and place them back in as you progress with about 1.25 cm or so between them. They will settle comfortably in the trench with the stamp of a foot. Your spade can be employed to scatter some of the excavated soil onto the bricks and a piece of wood used to scrape this into the cracks. Then ram it down with a thin edge. Finally, sweep clean.


The structure these paths give to the garden is very pleasing. They instantly blend in with a look of natural permanence. Walk and wheel-barrow as much as you like, as this all helps the bricks to nestle in. A path constructed thus can be left for years, or shifted with a minimum of fuss and disruption as the garden evolves.




NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Wild Arum


Lush, deep green whorls of leaves are popping up in the unkempt garden edges. They belong to the wild arum, which is also known as ‘cuckoo pint’, or ‘lords and ladies’. This is a fascinating wild flower with a very unusual way of reproducing. From the centre it sends up a smelly brown spike which attracts insects. These are captured by the plant and held hostage overnight by one-way, hair-like triggers. When pollination via the insects has occurred the triggers wither, and the captives are released unharmed. All this excitement happens in April and May. For now, the fresh bundles of growth are just a promise of the natural magic to come.
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VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



LIVING WITH
TRAVELLING BADGERS


[image: illustration]


Paths should be constructed so as to allow comfortable wheelbarrow access. Making them too narrow will result in awkward manoeuvring of this essential piece of kit. When crops are in the ground, especially once well into the growing season, they can flop over a narrow path. This not only causes damp trouser bottoms in wet weather, but also potentially damages the crop itself through bruising as the gardener brushes past. A nice, wide path is a pleasure, one that is tight a pain.


Creating regularly used and well-worn routes is not a condition restricted just to humans. Badgers and deer are also creatures of habit. If they are resident in the area of the veg plot, evidence of their night-time wanderings will be conspicuous. Badgers are apt to use the same paths from their home to foraging sites over generations. A patch or scrape of bare soil under a fence is tell-tale. The discovery of coarse white-tipped black and white hairs caught on thorns or barbed wire hereabouts is even stronger evidence of them passing to and fro. It is very difficult to dissuade badgers from using their favourite paths. Blocking their way can prove both frustrating (to the gardener) and damaging (to the fence).


In this situation I’d advise installing a sturdy two-way gate. It works along the lines of a small-dog sized cat flap. Alternatively, a gap can be left which will allow these handsome nocturnal beasts free passage as they like.
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BEAN TRENCHES AND LETTUCE
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A good site for beans


I’ve just finished filling the second of my runner bean trenches with compostable kitchen waste. Trodden down, then covered with the excavated soil, the decomposing organic matter will ensure plenty of goodness for this summer’s runners. My trenches have been dug along a shed and fence that receives plenty of sun, because I like to grow runner beans as an edible screen.


Trench composting


‘Trench composting’ consists of digging a ditch one spit deep (depth of a spade head) and filling it with rottable refuse. Discarded vegetable matter can be added bit by bit over time and will break down slowly. When the trench is full, cover over with soil. Locked-up goodness is gradually released below the soil surface in the ‘root zone’. This is exactly where crops, including hungry beans, want nourishment most. Runner bean seedlings will eventually be planted outside in mid-May at 20 cm intervals, so the trench must be dug to the desired length according to the number of individuals that are to be grown.


Well-rotted farmyard manure (FYM) can be used also for this method of feeding veggies. It is a superb alternative to the contents of the compost bucket, but can be a little harder to come by these days.


Sowing lettuces


In the greenhouse, or indoors, now’s the time to sow lettuces. Talia (an Iceberg variety) Salad Bowl (cut-and-come-again) or Lobjoits Green Cos are ideal for sowing now in trays of moist compost. As soon as the second pair of true leaves have formed get them out into the sunniest spot possible. Pegging plastic bells over these first outdoor lettuces will bring them on a treat. With a bit of luck these lettuces could be ready for picking or cutting and eating by late April or early May. That’ll be one of those early-season moments that makes life worth living.




NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Woodpeckers


Woodpeckers are making a noise this month. They will be busy in surrounding big trees, communicating with each other. Both the greater and lesser spotted varieties use trees as sounding boards. The greater has distinctive red feathers at the base of its tail. It is both bigger and more common than the blackbird-sized lesser. The drumming noise is made by rapid blows of their beaks on branches, and up to ten drums can occur per second. Greater spotted ‘peckers have a deep repeat which fades at the end. The lesser is higher pitched and stops abruptly.
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VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



A LOOK AT
THE LETTUCE
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Lactuca serriola still grows all over Europe, North Africa and the temperate parts of Asia. This plant is the wild predecessor of all the multitude of different types of cultivated lettuce. In Britain it is commonly known as ‘prickly lettuce’. The Ancient Egyptians are believed to have been the first to begin domesticating this plant. Lettuce was extremely popular by Roman times. Known back then as ‘vinegar salads’, they were served as a first course at banquets, and eaten with great gusto on account of the supposed aphrodisiac qualities contained within their leaves. By the fourteenth century lettuces were being widely cultivated in Britain.


As well as being nutritionally useful sources of vitamins A, C and B9 (folic acid), potassium and iron, lettuces also contain small amounts of a narcotic not dissimilar to opium. It is this which has earned these leafy saladings their reputation for aiding restful sleep. In Beatrix Potter’s story The Tale of the Flopsy Bunnies the rabbits who raided Mr McGregor’s vegetable patch succumbed to these soporific qualities.
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JERUSALEM ARTICHOKES



	

February,
4th Week











A sensible site for Jerusalem artichokes


Personally, I like to get my Jerusalem artichokes into the ground as soon as soils are workable in the New Year, but any time until mid-March will suffice. Planting them at the back of the veg patch is a sensible idea, in a line that won’t cast shade on other crops. Jerusalem artichokes are very dense of growth, and thus ideal for screening off unsightly compost heaps or fences.


Preparing and planting


Incorporate leafmould and grass clippings by digging them into the soil. Then plant your artichokes, saved from a previous crop or simply brought from the grocers, 30 cm apart and 12.5 cm deep. This valuable vegetable will grow in the poorest conditions, but a little tender loving care will repay with a fine crop of knobbly tubers (the edible underground stem).


Subsequent husbandry


All the plants need is to be kept watered and weed-free. Earth-up around the base when there is about 30 cm of growth. Cut off a third of the tops after mid-summer, to prevent wind-rock. At the end of August I always reduce the top growth by half.


Harvesting and storing


Harvesting can commence any time from November. One plant is dug at a time, and the bounty stored in boxes of damp sand until needed. Ten plants should keep a family of four comfortably supplied all winter.
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NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Song Thrush


Listen out for the song thrush enriching an otherwise dull February landscape. They like to perch high up in big lime trees. Their early morning song is a repetitive series of beautiful, tuneful, fluting, liquid notes and elaborate musical clicks and whistles, punctuated by short, well-timed pauses. The speckle-breasted birds open their beaks widely and constantly turn their heads whilst delivering this chorus, providing a musical treat for the listener.
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VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



JERUSALEM ARTICHOKES
DEMYSTIFIED
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The Jerusalem artichoke (Helianthus tuberosus) is neither from Jerusalem, nor an artichoke. In fact this vegetable heralds from North America. It was a staple foodstuff for Native Americans from Nova Scotia in the east to Minnesota and Kansas, well before Columbus ‘discovered’ the continent.


‘Jerusalem’ is believed to be a corruption of girasola, which in Italian means ‘turning towards the sun’. This refers to the habit of the pretty yellow flowers, about 6 cm in diameter, which like to open into the sun. Its true family is thus revealed: the Jerusalem artichoke is in fact a relative of the sunflower.


Nutritionally high in iron, potassium, and thiamine, and alternatively known as the ‘sunchoke’, or ‘sun root’, the Jerusalem was being marketed in Europe by the early 1600s. At that time it was called the Canada, or French, potato. It was also introduced to Britain around then, along with such delicacies as cultivated strawberries, different beans, gourds, sweet peppers and tomatoes.
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This week you could be planting broad beans. The productive and very early Witkeim variety is my choice for sowing at this time of year.


Planting depth and distances


The seeds are large, browny-grey and feel substantial in your hand. Children of all ages love planting them. Place the magical pieces on the surface of evenly raked, weed-free soil in a line at 12 cm intervals. If you fancy sowing a double row then allow 20 cm between lines.


When you’ve set your seeds out as desired, gently press them into the soil end-on to a depth of 5 cm and cover them over. If it is cold then I might be minded to place cloches over the top to keep the seedbed warmer.


Home-grown broads really do taste completely different to shop-bought, and are highly nutritious. With luck, a sowing this week will be producing pods of fat beans around mid-summer.
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NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Pied Wagtails


Small black and white birds with long black flicking-up tails and a low, undulating, dancy flight, are pied wagtails. They gather on the lawn in ones and twos, sometimes more. The pied wagtail bobs its head back and fore as it quarters the ground with rapid darting runs, occasionally jumping up acrobatically to snaffle low-flying insects.








VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



SOME FACTS ABOUT
THE BROAD BEAN
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Scientifically, the broad bean is Vicia faba, also known as the ‘fava bean’. Horse bean or field bean are other alternatives, although these last two names generally refer to crops that are commonly grown as animal fodder. Broads popular for human consumption nowadays are larger-seeded varieties. Native to North Africa and Southwest Asia, these beans are believed to have comprised part of the European diet even before 6000 BC. They were particularly popular in the Stone Age Mediterranean region. European folklore has it that planting this crop either on Good Friday or at night-time is a harbinger of good luck.


Broad beans are rich in protein, so much so that they have been called ‘vegetable meat’. Vitamins A and C are readily available, so too phosphorous. Broads contain the cancer fighting substance lectin, so may help in this department also.
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When to sow


Parsnips can be sown any time from mid-February until early May, just so long as the soil feels comfortably warm. ’Snips prefer a deeply dug bed raked into a fine tilth, with as few stones as possible. White King is a variety which can produce large tender roots in these conditions. If your soil is rather shallow and/or stony, try Avonresister.


Preparation and planting


Having prepared the ground, mark out your rows, each one 30 cm apart. I like to station-sow my parsnip seeds at 15 cm intervals. This is a simple task which involves pushing a finger into the soil to a depth of 2 cm. Then three seeds are placed into each shallow hole, covered over and firmed gently. You’d be wise to choose a dry calm day for this, as even a slight breeze can cause the confetti-like seeds to become very hard to handle. When I’ll be sowing a batch of Avonresister next month, I’ll halve the planting distance because the roots are smaller.


Be patient!


Like most veg, ‘snips like to be kept moist and weed-free. They are notoriously slow germinators. It may be over a month before the seedlings emerge from the soil. Be patient! Thin to the strongest seedling then and enjoy the wait. Roasted parsnip is a highlight of the long winter months.
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NATURAL HISTORY IN THE GARDEN


Daisies and Dandelions


The old saying goes that spring is truly sprung when a maiden can put her foot on seven daisies. That is sure to be the case in the days ahead on the lawn as these lovely little flowers start to really get going, popping up their cheery heads all over the place. The name daisy comes from ‘day’s eye’, which sums up this low growing plant perfectly. In the bright sunshine they spread their petals to catch the rays, but close them up when it’s dull and overcast.


Dandelions have been showing themselves shyly for a few weeks now, but they will be producing their sun-like yellow flower heads in profusion soon. These beautiful, bold flowers would surely be cherished more if they were not so common. They are especially valuable to bees and hoverflies that are on the wing in early spring.
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VEGETABLE SNIPPETS



A BRIEF HISTORY OF
THE PARSNIP
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Wild parsnip (Pastinaca saliva) grows all over Britain on well drained grasslands and waste ground. It is most at home on alkaline chalky and limestone soils. Above ground, the flowers and foliage of the wild version are very similar to its well-bred, domesticated cousin. Indeed, biologically they are the same plant. However, selective breeding down the generations has differentiated them, and developed the fat root in one which is so popular in the kitchen.


Parsnips are native throughout Eurasia and have been eaten since ancient times. In fact until the sixteenth century, when potatoes arrived in Britain from the Americas, they were a staple part of the winter diet. Parsnips are rich in dietary fibre as well as numerous vitamins and minerals, especially potassium and calcium. It is exposure to cold temperatures which prompts starch in the root to become sugar. This desirable sweetness is the main reason why the advice traditionally is not to lift ’snips until after the first frost.
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