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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Short of outdoor space but want to grow your own fruit and vegetables? Congratulations. Really, lucky you. Not for you the back-breaking trudge of tending large spaces of land, the weeding, digging and pest vigilance. Gluts? They will mean nothing to you. Instead, you can look forward to small but perfectly formed bursts of flavour – handfuls of fresh leaves, berries and tomatoes – just when you want them, and at arm’s reach.


In built-up areas of the world gardens are getting smaller, green spaces are being chipped away at year on year as development intrudes. Many of us have no garden at all, relying on small yards or even windowsills. New-build apartment blocks either boast a proliferation of tiny, featureless balconies or no outside space at all, forcing budding gardeners to grow on indoor windowsills.


But this doesn’t mean you can’t still produce delicious fresh food. If anything, feeling increasingly distanced from nature makes it more important than ever for us to get our fix of green. Small-space gardening is, in many ways, the best kind; it won’t take over your life or cost the earth, but it will connect you to the seasons, offer you a retreat from the urban hum and bring you the incomparable taste of freshly picked food. Whether you have a small garden, a terrace, a balcony, windowsills or no outside space at all, Crops in Tight Spots aims to show you that there is always something fresh, healthy and delicious you can grow.
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Why grow your own food?


Fruit and vegetables are easy to buy in the shops, so why bother growing your own? You’re busy enough as it is. But you’re reading this book, which means you’re already intrigued. Part of you dreams of your own harvests, a delicious garden of your own full of springy salad, sweet fruit and fragrant herbs. Once you’ve eaten your first homegrown tomato, further resistance is futile.


The best thing about growing your own food is that it’s fun. How can you sow a seed in a small pot in a seventh-floor balcony and get ripe red fruit five months later? There’s something magical about that, and, no matter how many years you grow food, you never get blasé about this little miracle.


It’s more relaxing than yoga, too. If you’re a mindful sort of person, you can’t get a better hobby. Watering your plants before work, sowing seed or cooking with your fresh harvest are all incredibly absorbing activities. You can’t hurry nature, so you have to slow down to meet it. Growing your own beats any mindfulness app for putting you firmly in the moment, and you’ll know this if anyone tries to distract you when you’re tying in your tomatoes.


It is also good for you, and the food you grow yourself simply tastes better. You can pick crops at the perfect moment of ripeness, when their flavour and nutrients are at their height. Once you’ve devoured a homegrown fig you’ll shrug unimpressed at those specimens on the supermarket shelves. Call that a strawberry? You haven’t tasted a strawberry until you’ve grown ‘Mara de Bois’. On top of that, you can grow odd, unusual vegetables that you can’t buy or that are pricey if you do, such as Japanese wineberries, samphire, shiso, Cape gooseberries and tiny kiwi fruits sweet as Haribos.


Gardening is good for the environment, too, so you can feel righteous – no freight costs for vegetables trucked in from southern climes or jetted across continents and less plastic to chuck away and feel guilty about as it clogs up our oceans. Rather than opening packs of shrink-wrapped beans, lettuce and cucumbers, you can simply wash off a bit of earth. You won’t have to throw away half-eaten bags of salad either, as you can just pick leaves when you need them.


You can grow food without the harmful chemicals used on some supermarket produce, armed only with a squishing finger and a blast of the garden hose. It’s amazing how quickly the ladybird cavalry arrives to eat aphids, and if you include a few flowering plants, pollinating bees will appear. Nature finds its own balance, however small your garden.


For most of us, though, the best thing about gardening is that you can create a beautiful place to just be. Most small outside spaces tend to be in urban areas where concrete, glass and tarmac rule. Bringing living plants into this world is transformative. Whether you have a balcony, tiny courtyard or even a few windowsills, you can make your own sanctuary, one that is unique to you.


No one’s edible garden is the same. Express yourself through lettuces? There are worse ways.
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GROW WHAT’S PRICEY IN THE SHOPS


Samphire


Cape gooseberries


Unusual herbs


Figs


Oyster mushrooms
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GROW WHAT TASTES BETTER


Tomatoes


Lettuces


Peas


Cucumbers


Sweetcorn









How to get started


Seeds or plants?


Buying ready-grown plants can be a lifesaver if you are feeling impatient or have missed the window to sow seeds. Some crops – such as fruit bushes, vines and trees – can only be bought this way. Others, such as aubergines, can be fiddly to get started so it’s very tempting to let someone else do the hard bit for you, especially when you probably only have room for a couple of plants. So buy ready-grown plants and you pretty much have an instant veg patch. On the other hand, there is something very hopeful and satisfying about growing from seed, watching the seedlings emerge on an indoor windowsill on a grey spring day. You won’t be bringing lots of non-biodegradable plastic pots into your life, and there’s no comparison when it comes to choice: grow from seed and you can try countless interesting and unusual varieties rather than the bog-standard few that are usually available in garden centres.
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WASTE NOT: PICK WHAT YOU NEED


Salad leaves


Fresh herbs


Chillies


Blueberries


Cucumbers
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GROW WHAT’S HARD TO FIND IN THE SHOPS


Edible flowers


Unusual herbs


Unusual salad leaves


Cocktail kiwis


Japanese wineberries
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Starting from seed


What equipment?


All you need to sow seeds is compost, seeds, small pots to put them in and a watering can of some sort – either one with a sprinkle head to avoid flooding the seeds, or just a plastic bottle customised by piercing watering holes in the lid.


A good peat-free, organic, multipurpose compost is ideal for starting off seeds. Those that call themselves ‘seed composts’, which have a finer structure, are also good. As for tools, small-space food-growing needs very few of these. You can pretty much use your hands for planting into containers, so there’s not even a trowel needed. Don’t skimp on labels, though – it’s so easy to forget what you sowed where. Plastic labels can be reused again and again if you write on them with a pencil or marker (in which case, rub off the old writing with sandpaper) or use wooden lolly sticks. For transplanting seedlings, stiff labels, pencils or sticks will do the job fine. For measuring seed depth, mark lines on a pencil and use it as a dibber.




HARVEST HACK: SAVE YOUR WINDOWSILLS


Stop your inside windowsills getting mucky with water splashes by putting watertight trays and saucers under your pots. The plastic lids from food tubs are perfect for catching drips. Keep them in a drawer to reuse again and again.






What pot?


You can sow straight into where you want the plant to grow. But in tight spaces when you want to maximise your harvest, it makes more sense to sow into small pots, moving the plants into position when they are big enough to handle. In spring, start them on a warm windowsill inside, then move sowings outside once there’s no risk of frost killing your seedlings, if you have space. If you harvest a lettuce and have nothing to put in its place but a new seed you’ll have a long wait. But if you have a lettuce seedling in a small pot that you can simply shoehorn in, you can speed up your harvest and keep your crops coming.


As we try to reduce plastic use in the garden, it’s worth investigating biodegradable pots for sowing into. Reuse any plastic pots you have already but try not to introduce new plastic. Wooden seed trays are classic and look great. Small peat, coir or cardboard pots you can plant out into the soil – pot and all – work well too. Modules (trays of little interconnected cells) are usually flimsy plastic that break easily, but you can find cardboard alternatives. The cardboard inners of kitchen or toilet rolls are great, too, or you can make your own from newspaper wrapped around a tin can and folded at the bottom.


Alternatively, lengths of plastic guttering make excellent starter homes for seeds. Yes, they’re plastic, but you will use them again and again. They can be cut to fit an inside windowsill for early spring sowings, then used outside throughout the summer to produce a supply of seedlings to plant into bigger pots and raised beds. Don’t make drainage holes in them and stop up the ends with masking tape to hold the compost in. If you water carefully, no splashes will mark your windowsills.






Think like a plant


The secret to raising healthy and productive plants is to put yourself in their shoes. Water, food, decent compost to spread out into, space to spread their leaves, something to cling to or stop them toppling over – the needs of a plant are simple, and if you tune in, knowing how to answer them is easy too.
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How to feed


Edible crops are hungry. They take a lot out of the ground to produce the food we then eat, and this energy has to be put back in. Start off with good peat-free, organic, multipurpose compost to give plants the best start. Even the best potting compost will run out of nutrients after about six weeks, though, so after that it does need a little extra help.


Well-rotted garden or wormery composts (see here and here) are invaluable, but if you don’t have space to make your own compost make sure you add these simple organic feeds to your cupboard. Even if you do make your own compost, they are useful extras to have at hand for mixing in.


For fruiting plants like tomatoes, aubergines, courgettes, beans – anything that produces a flower that turns into a fruit or pod that you eat – you’ll need a feed high in potassium that encourages fruiting growth. Any feed that labels itself as an organic tomato feed will work well. Many also contain seaweed extract, so they do two jobs in one.


For salads and other leafy greens, a feed high in nitrogen will keep them lush and healthy. If you are using old compost, mix a handful of chicken manure pellets into it before planting to rejuvenate it. Or sprinkle a few pellets around existing plants every couple of weeks (read the label for the exact quantity). Alternatively, if you’re not too bothered about being organic, a soluble high-nitrogen powdered feed works well – such as Vitafeed Vegetable and Leafy Plant Soluble Feed.


As an extra plant pick-me-up, have a bottle of organic liquid seaweed on your shelf. This is full of micronutrients – think of it as multivitamins for plants. Spray the leaves of ailing plants and watch them perk up, or water it onto the compost.




FEEDING PLANTS IN A NUTSHELL


Six weeks after planting into new compost, start feeding fruiting and podding plants every week with organic tomato feed and leafy crops every fortnight with a few chicken manure pellets mixed into the compost. Every month, add organic seaweed liquid as a tonic.







DON’T THROW AWAY OLD COMPOST, KEEP IT FED


When you’re gardening in small spaces such as balconies, the last thing you want to do is keep replacing potting compost. It’s heavy and it’s a hassle – and you don’t need to. Even though compost loses its nutrients after six weeks, you can keep it going for many years if you add in well-rotted garden compost, wormery compost, chicken manure pellets and seaweed feed. Every time you harvest or replace crops you’ll remove old compost on their roots so the level should stay consistent, but if the container gets too full scoop off the top few centimetres to make way for new material.








How to water


Container plants are totally dependent on you for water. The shallower the container, the quicker the compost will dry out, so bear this in mind when choosing your pots. A row of tiny tins planted with lettuce on a windowsill might look cute, but try keeping them alive during a hot spell. Managing water is the key to a good vegetable garden.
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WATERING TIPS AND TRICKS


• Place saucers under pots to keep water accessible to the roots.


• Water in the morning or evening when the sun isn’t at its hottest.


• Use containers with integral reservoirs in their base whenever you can – they are often advertised as ‘self-watering’.


• Set up an automatic watering system; these have a thin pipe that you can weave in and around your pots and beds that is interspersed with little nozzles that can be individually pushed into each pot. When attached to a timer and your normal garden tap, you can set these to water twice a day – 15 minutes in the morning and evening is a good start.


• Not wilting but drowning – if a plant looks like it is suffering from drought, check it isn’t waterlogged instead (the symptoms are surprisingly similar). If it is, tip out excess water and check the drainage holes in the pot are unblocked.
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From herbs to baby salad and microgreens, from tomatoes and mushrooms to exotic spices such as ginger and turmeric, there are plenty of delicious crops you can grow if you have no outside space at all. Windowsills in kitchens and bathrooms, sitting-room shelves and even dark airing cupboards (yes, really!) can all make great locations for growing fresh food. Even if you do have some room outdoors, it’s fun to also have a few edibles on the go inside, especially over winter.


An absolute must for indoor growing is herbs. A few pots near the kitchen will revolutionise your cooking and you’ll find yourself snipping leaves on a daily basis. Salad leaves are also easy to grow inside; although you may never achieve big blousy heads of lettuce, you can certainly have plenty of fresh, peppy baby leaves with very little effort. For all-year-round growing, you can’t do better than sow microgreens – the flavour burst they give is astonishing. Tomatoes, chillies and aubergines all enjoy a long harvesting season without the chill of spring and autumn weather to contend with. Other exotics are possible, too – why not try growing pink oyster mushrooms in a shoebox under the bed, or make a glossy edible houseplant collection of tropical spices that will thrive in the warmth of your central heating?
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What to grow in?


Start seeds in guttering, modules, seed trays or small coir or peat pots. For larger plants, any plastic pot is perfectly fine, but if you want something more stylish, terracotta pots last for years and are well worth the investment. Large tins can look good, too, especially if they have attractive logos or lettering, and any container designed for house plants works well.


If your container doesn’t have drainage holes, plant into a regular plastic plant pot and put this inside the larger container. You’ll not only have a more classy display but you will also prevent your windowsills getting damaged when watering. It’s a good idea to put a handful of gravel in the base of the decorative container to raise the plant pot slightly so it isn’t at risk of sitting in a puddle. Check it now and then, and tip out any excess water to make sure the plant doesn’t become waterlogged.
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Compost


This dries out incredibly quickly in indoor pots, thanks to central heating, so a soil-based compost such as John Innes No 2, which retains water for longer, may therefore be a better option than a general peat-free, multipurpose compost. A naturally moisture-retaining compost containing wool is also a good option.
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LET THERE BE LIGHT


However sunny your windowsills are, light levels inside the house will always be lower than they are outside. This, coupled with central heating, can make starting edible crops from seed a bit of a challenge, since they tend to grow fast and too spindly, wearing themselves out in their rush to reach the light and thus failing to make productive mature plants. Plants positioned by a window will receive sunlight only from one side, so they can grow crooked, but this can be resolved by turning them regularly to keep them growing straight.


Of course, this issue isn’t a problem if you’re growing microgreens, as these are harvested before low light levels have an adverse effect, or plants that naturally grow in shaded conditions. Even sun-loving crops can tolerate lower light levels as long as they are already mature. But if you want to grow herbs, chillies, tomatoes or aubergines from seed it’s well worth starting them off with a small grow-light unit, which you can easily and inexpensively find online. These provide the frequency of light that plants need to grow and really make a difference, increasing the length of your growing season. Even baby salad leaves can benefit from grow lights if you sow them early in the spring. If you plan to move your plants outdoors when they are larger, grow lights are still worth considering because you can start off crops such as aubergines and chillies as early as late winter, giving them the extra time they need in cooler climates to produce a ripe crop by the end of the season. When not in use the lights can be easily stored in a cupboard.









Top indoor crops
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Microgreens


Difficulty level: easy


These are simply salad or herb seedlings that are harvested and eaten when they are only a couple of weeks old. They may be small, but it’s as if all the flavour of the mature plant is concentrated in those few centimetres. They really do punch above their weight in the flavour stakes and are great sprinkled into salads and sandwiches. Some, such as bright red chard, beetroot leaves or frilly fennel, also look incredibly pretty on the plate.


Microgreens only need a compost depth of a few centimetres, so they are ideal to grow in pieces of guttering (there’s no need to make holes), seed trays or plastic punnets. Simply fill these with compost – preferably a soil-based compost such as John Innes No 2, which retains water longer than multipurpose compost, so is ideal for such shallow planting. Then sow your seeds thickly, so they are almost touching each other. Cover them with a little more compost, then water from above with a plastic bottle whose lid you’ve pierced with a few holes to make a mini watering can. You can also buy screw-on bottle tops just for this purpose.


From now on, don’t let the compost dry out, water it every day. The shoots will emerge after a few days. Depending on the crop, they will be ready to harvest from about two weeks after sowing. Cut them before they start looking leggy and stretched – anything from 5–10cm (2–4in) tall, or as a general rule when they have two sets of true leaves (not counting their ‘baby’ set of leaves, the ones they produce when they first appear). Sunflowers are the exception to this, as these are better cut before their second leaves have formed or they can taste bitter.


Use scissors to snip off seedlings at compost level, give them a quick rinse under the tap, then drain them on kitchen paper before eating.


 


WATCH OUT FOR


Fungus gnats, whitefly, aphids (see Pests and Diseases).




BEST MICROGREENS


Best for amazing colour on the plate


Yellow or pink chard (such as ‘Bright Lights’), beetroot, purple perilla (shiso), amaranth, orach, purple basil


Best for crunch


Sunflower, summer purslane


Best for taste


Chervil, coriander, purple perilla (shiso), basil, kale, cabbage, broccoli, leek, radish, rocket, watercress, cress, mizuna, daikon radish, wasabi rocket


Best for beautiful foliage (and they don’t taste bad either)


Fennel, carrot, mustards, celery, purple perilla (shiso), pea shoots
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Herbs


Difficulty level: easy


Grow herbs inside and you’ll be amazed at how often you find yourself using them in cooking. Even outdoor pots positioned close to the house can seem a step too far when it’s cold and raining, but if they are in the kitchen they are always at hand.


Grow herbs indoors and you can cheat the seasons, keeping them cropping for much longer than they would outside. Warm-climate herbs, such as basil (particularly Thai or Holy basil), can struggle to thrive outside in a cool summer, but a warm inside windowsill is perfect.


Free-flowering, naturally small and low-maintenance, herbs look fantastic on a windowsill, especially in quality terracotta pots around 15cm (6in) in diameter. They also look great in colourful tins. Or why not cram a few different herbs into a windowbox or trough? Those that grow large, such as rosemary and sage, can always be transplanted into larger pots or out into the garden soil when they outgrow the space. Drainage is always paramount with herbs, as most come from hot Mediterranean countries with poor, free-draining soil, so use a soil-based John Innes No 2 compost or add one-third horticultural grit to multipurpose compost to ensure plant roots don’t get waterlogged.
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INDOOR CHILLIES, AUBERGINES AND TOMATOES


All of these can be successfully grown inside, but give them plenty of light and choose compact varieties of chillies and aubergines and small bush or trailing tomatoes. Chillies need a pot at least 20cm (18in) in diameter, tomatoes and aubergines one at least 30cm (12in) in diameter. To help pollination of aubergines and tomatoes, place them by an open window and tap the plants gently when the flowers are open to replicate a breeze. An old electric toothbrush held gently to the open flower will work too.
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