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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


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


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.





INTRODUCTION


do you eye up that derelict patch of ground on your way to work and dream of turning it into a vegetable garden?


do you love living in the city but fantasise about keeping hens?


do you look at the weeds by the bus stop and wonder if they’d make a nice salad?


If you do, then you’re a rurbanite. You have a passion for the countryside but no intention of leaving the city. Don’t worry, you’re not alone. You’re part of a growing band of people who want the best of both worlds.


The countryside is pretty, but let’s face it, has a few drawbacks. There are fewer people to talk to and they all look the same. Living in the country is less energy-efficient too: you spend more time driving the car and using expensive fuel because the distances between your home, friends, office and the shops are all greater. Your house is more likely to be detached so you spend more on heating. Everything is just a… little… bit… slow.


The city, of course, is never boring. But it has, traditionally, been grey not green. It’s not for farms and livestock, it’s for offices and apartment blocks, car exhausts and Tarmac. A change, however, is in the air. A growing band of rurbanites is getting in touch with the green side of the city. Want to grow vegetables but have no garden? No problem, get together with your neighbours and turn that derelict plot into a community garden. Like the idea of keeping hens and collecting their eggs in the morning? A city garden is the ideal place. Fancy yourself as a beekeeper? Honeybees love cities because there are fewer insecticides and lots of flowers: put a hive on your roof.


Urban homesteaders and city farmers are popping up like dandelions from Brooklyn to Berlin. They’re meeting on beekeeping courses, learning to forage and harvesting unwanted local fruit. Sick of ugly, neglected, public planting schemes, they’re taking matters into their own hands and greening their cities with seed bombs and bulbs. Neighbourhoods are reinvigorated as people meet through community gardens. Cities are once again seen as a chain of urban villages: we’re falling back in love with the local.
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We all know that a connection to nature is essential for a healthy frame of mind. We spend ever more time staring at screens, while ‘nature-deficit disorder’ – the quasi-medical condition coined by US author Richard Louv to describe the negative effect of spending less time outdoors – is blamed for everything from obesity to mental problems. Green spaces are vital for the health of city-dwellers, providing a refuge from pollution, a place for carbon-dioxide-absorbing trees and somewhere for weary urbanites to exercise. All around the world, city planners are looking for creative ways to bring some green to the urban sprawl. In Warsaw, Poland they are trying out prototypes of green tower blocks that mop up and filter pollution. Sao Paulo in Brazil boasts an office block clothed entirely in plants, rooting into porous concrete walls. Green roofs, too, can fight urban pollution, cut our fuel bills and manage rainwater.
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‘More than fifteen million people worldwide move from the countryside to the cities every year. It’s expected that by 2050, 75 per cent of the world’s population will live in cities – so there has never been a better time to plan how to make those cities appealing places to reside.’
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We don’t need a survey to tell us that we feel better when we stop for a moment and look at the flowers, listen to the birds or eat a homegrown carrot. As the world’s urban population grows, city dwellers are seeking out and craving encounters with the natural world all the more.


Urban farms are sprouting all over the world: in Detroit, Chicago, Amsterdam and London. After food scandals and environmental scare stories about dwindling agricultural land, we’ve become suspicious of the traditional food supply system. We want more control over the food we eat, and what better way to do it than to grow the food ourselves? It tastes a lot better, too. But ‘rurbanism’ is not just about urban farming. We’re also starting to realise how important cities can be for native wildlife, in some cases providing a refuge for species no longer at home in the agricultural factory of the countryside. We’re putting green roofs on our garden sheds, learning to appreciate our native wildlife, protecting brownfield sites and planting to encourage bees.


Whether you just want to grow a few herbs and tomatoes or change the way you live in the city forever, this book will show you how to do it. Each chapter explores a different rurban action:


In ‘Grow’ you’ll find out how to cultivate fruit and vegetables – on windowsills, in back gardens and allotments, plus how to attract urban wildlife and use guerrilla gardening in public spaces.


‘Find’ reveals the hidden gems alive in the verges, parks and pavements around you, from birds and insects to flowers and leaves for salads.


In ‘Keep’ you will find out how to raise bees, chickens, ducks and quail.


As you’ll soon find out, city people really don’t have to move to the country to meet nature head on. Which is a relief, because the coffee’s better here.
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grow...






be a city farmer


be an urban homesteader


be a container grower


reclaim the street


benefit wildlife and the environment
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‘Urban farmers in Havana produce 70 per cent of the fresh fruit and vegetables consumed in the city.’





Why buy fruit and vegetables flown in from thousands of miles away when you can grow your own crops here in the city? Why expect the countryside to provide all of our fresh food when we have plentiful wasted urban spaces that could be turned into productive farms? According to London’s Capital Growth project, if all the available growing space in London was used, it could produce 26 per cent of the city’s fruit and vegetables. Research in Germany reveals that the country has 36,000 hectares of rooftop space suitable for growing vegetables – roughly three times the space provided by all the greenhouses in the Netherlands. Yet we continue to truck in crops from miles away while potential urban growing spaces remain empty.


It takes just a bit of compost and a few skills to turn the most built-up city land into healthy farmland for potatoes, salads, tomatoes and more – and some dynamic people are pulling out the spades and demanding the chance to get stuck in. We want independence from the traditional food networks, and we want to reduce our ecological footprint by cutting food miles. We are growing salads on our windowsills and transforming back gardens with tomatoes, strawberries and potatoes. But we are not stopping at the front door: new community gardens, big and small, are sprouting in city neighbourhoods everywhere. These don’t just produce crops – they give people a sense of belonging, too. Growing food connects us directly to the soil and to our locality. In a city that can feel enormous or overwhelming, it is grounding for people to know where their food comes from.


The job description ‘urban farmer’ has become commonplace as people in cities around the world wake up to the potential for urban agriculture. The American city of Detroit is showing what can be done. In the 1920s the city was one of the richest in the world, but collapsed when the car industry declined in the 1980s. Before long, an area the size of San Francisco had been overwhelmed by an army of weeds, with derelict factories, abandoned homes and deserted freeways. But in recent years, Detroit has witnessed a startling renaissance in the form of urban farming. Young people are reinvigorating the abandoned car lots with communal farms. Now fields of sweetcorn and squash grow in former suburban gardens and tractors carry hay down what were once busy city streets.


Youthful and dynamic, urban farmers passionately believe that we should be maximising the food-growing potential of our cities. Some take inspiration from Havana, Cuba, where the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1991 forced a major agricultural effort in the city. Now, urban farms and gardens in Havana produce 70 per cent of the fresh fruit and vegetables consumed there. Hanoi in Vietnam is even more impressive, producing 80 per cent, while the densely populated city of Shanghai produces just over half.


The rooftops of Brooklyn are sprouting urban farms, run by hip young teams keen to spread their environmental message through blogs and Twitter. At Hayes Valley Farm, San Francisco’s earthquake-damaged bridges are being turned into rows of brassicas and green manures. In England, the entire town of Todmorden has embraced an exciting collective food-growing experiment. The project’s creator, Nick Green, told the Telegraph: ‘Over the past five to ten years, food has suddenly become so much more interesting to people. It feels like the biggest social revolution since the Swinging Sixties.’ Temporary edible gardens are springing up on brownfield sites in Berlin and London; the crops are grown in builders’ bags and food crates so they can be moved when the developers turn up.


Some of these farms have commercial ambitions. In Chicago, an old meatpacking warehouse has been transformed into The Plant, an aquaponic vertical farm, where the nitrates in waste from tilapia fish feed vegetables growing hydroponically in vast trays inside the building. Both fish and crops are sold at a profit. Plans are under way to introduce a brewery – the spent grains will feed the fish – and an anaerobic digester to produce electricity and heat for the building. In the UK, the Urbivore project aims to grow 700 tonnes of food over the next five years. It is currently converting a 67-acre golf course into an urban farm in Stoke-on-Trent, an area in the West Midlands with the highest levels of obesity in Europe. Within sight of the UK’s largest housing estate, the bunkers and greens are destined to become orchards, fields for livestock and a thriving market garden, with half of the produce to be sold to supermarkets, half to local outlets.


Other projects are more symbolic – the Farm:Shop in Dalston, east London, sits in a Victorian terrace house on a busy road. It has a polytunnel out the back, a mini aquaculture operation in the café and chickens on the roof. It wouldn’t feed the residents of the street, but certainly makes you think. In Elephant and Castle, south London, land around an estate has been transformed into a mini meadow, with haymaking in high summer. Will the hay fill more than a garage? Probably not. Does it charm and inspire people? Definitely.






GROW...TO EAT



BE A CITY FARMER


‘It’s not long before any shared garden, however modest, becomes a community hub where people meet to talk about more than food and flowers.’


City life can be a bit anonymous. Many of us shuffle from our front doors to our workplaces and then back again, barely noticing our neighbours. But more and more of us city types aren’t satisfied with this disconnect, and we’re showing it by breaking out of our own four walls, and digging holes.


With little, if any, growing space at home, we’re looking around at the derelict lots, the scrubby patches of no-man’s land, the rubbish-strewn bits we hurry past on the way home from work, and seeing potential for lettuces, tomatoes and beans. Once we mention our crazy ideas to others, we realise that people on our street feel just the same way. Before we know it, we’ve made a new garden, and lots of new friends. It’s not long before any shared garden, however modest, becomes a community hub where people meet to talk about more than food and flowers.


It’s a trend that can only grow as we change our working habits and spend more time at home. By 2020 there will be an overall decline in the number of people in Europe commuting to an office. In the next ten years, 50 per cent of workers in the USA are expected to be freelance. As we spend more time in our own neighbourhoods, it follows that we’ll get to know our neighbours a little better.


There are loads of practical advantages to growing food in a shared space. It will probably be a bigger plot than you have at home, so you can really let your imagination run riot. The heavy work of setting up a garden is much easier as a team. There will always be someone else available to water when you’re on holiday and, come harvest time, it’s a great excuse for a party. But where to start? There are plenty of ways you can grow food beyond your own borders. Here are a few ideas…
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the shared garden plot


You don’t have a garden. But someone else does. So they let you cultivate some of their garden space with fruit and vegetables and, in return, they get lots of nice fresh tomatoes, salad and beans without having to do any hard work. What could be simpler? There is plenty of information on the internet about this kind of ‘land share’ or ‘garden share’ initiative. Just do an internet search for one then enter your postcode and get matched to a nearby garden.


Before you get clicking, here are a few pointers for successful garden sharing:


1. Before you commit, make sure you have the time to spare.


2. Know what you are doing, and if you don’t, ask a more experienced gardener to help you. ‘Growing in someone’s garden is kind of like offering to decorate their house for free,’ says Patti Kydd who runs the Grow Your Neighbour’s Own garden-share scheme in Brighton and Hove, cities in the south of England that are decidedly short on garden space. ‘Just because they’re not paying anything doesn’t mean they will forgive you messing it up!’


3. For garden owners, the more you get involved, the more you will get out of it. Plant the crops together and you’ll not only make a potential new friend, but also end up with vegetables you actually want to eat.
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RURBANITES: Mak Gilchrist and Will Sandy, the community gardeners, Brixton, London



The land at the end of Landor Road, Brixton in London used to be a nothing sort of place, a few compacted patches of earth, trampled by the people heading for the number 322 bus. But when a planning application was made to build houses on it, the local residents were galvanised into action. While talking in the pub, the conversation turned to the appearance of a lone sweetcorn plant that a mystery guerrilla gardener had added to the space. It got them thinking: why not turn the space into a community food garden instead?


Fashion model Mak Gilchrist, who has lived there for twenty-three years, and landscape architect Will Sandy were instrumental in turning the chat to reality, organising a clean-up day and asking people to donate plants and seeds. The garden, known as The Edible Bus Stop, is only a year old, yet the beds are full of both plants and volunteers digging out weeds and planting bulbs. Cabbages, tomatoes, strawberries and enormous kales now adorn the pavement and people can plant, weed or pick while they’re passing by or waiting at the bus stop. Last summer they had a street party and the café opposite made soup for everyone from the vegetables they had grown. They hope to roll out the concept across other bus stops in the city, starting with others on the same route.


Why a food garden? ‘You can plant a rose and it looks beautiful,’ says Will. ‘But a tomato engages people, you can harvest and eat it together. One woman told me, ‘I didn’t know anyone before I got involved in this garden, and I’ve lived here for twenty years.’ Mak agrees: ‘Edibles are more inclusive. You can have a conversation over a tomato with a local West Indian granny and the banker just moved in down the road; that’s not going to happen over a rose bush.’


‘I’ve lived here for twenty years, and I’d never spoken to anyone till I got involved with this garden.’
– Edible Bus Stop volunteer, Brixton, London


Mak and Will’s top tips to make a garden


1. ‘Just dig it,’ says Will. ‘If you find a plot and start work on it, chances are the local authority will let you go ahead once they’ve seen what an amazing space you’re making.’


2. ‘Be inclusive – leave your egos aside.’


3. ‘Remember it’s not just about the gardening,’ says Mak, ‘it’s about the community. Create other events that the garden is featured in, such as street parties or afternoon tea and cake. Sugar and alcohol are always good ways to get people together!’


the ignored plot


Every city has little bits of land that nobody seems to own. Who’s responsible for them? Nobody’s quite sure. They might be a couple of trampled flowerbeds at the end of your road in which nothing grows but beer cans and cigarette butts or a strip of land between your apartment block and the road. Local authorities may technically be responsible for the upkeep of these spaces, but their hearts don’t really seem to be in it.


If you have a plot like this near your home, why not see if you can turn it into a food-growing space? See From Wasteland to Wonderland, for a suggested plan of action.


the ‘awaiting development’ plot


Cities are dotted with shabby patches of land waiting to be turned into something else, sometimes for many years. They might look unloved, with fly-tipped rubbish to prove it, but someone, somewhere has plans for these spaces, so any gardening on them will probably have to be temporary, and permission will have to be sought from the company or local authority who owns them. In many cases, local authorities are supportive of food-growing projects in these ‘meanwhile spaces’. Even property developers can be supportive of temporary urban agriculture projects on sites earmarked for building. It’s good publicity for them after all. One such project, The Urban Orchard, saw a scrubby bit of land under the railway arches in London Bridge’s hinterland transformed in 2010 into a green oasis of apple, pear, cherry and plum trees, all grown in pots and later rehomed with residents of the flats nearby.


Often former car parks or industrial sites, these spaces are usually concreted over, so planting has to be in raised containers. The benefit of this is that you don’t have to worry about potential contaminants from the soil. It also means you can take your garden with you if you have to move on.


who owns it anyway? 5 steps to a new plot


So you’ve spotted some vacant or neglected land, and you’re dreaming of turning it into a veg garden. Here’s how you do it…


1. Ask around locally to find out the history of the site and discover who owns it. If no one knows, ask your local authority. Try to find an official there who knows, because in many cases, the local authority will be the site owner.


2. Start chatting to your neighbours about your idea and find out if people are behind it. You can do this face to face or by leafleting through letter boxes – talking is friendlier.


3. If you feel you have some good local support, call the site owner and discuss your plan with them. They might be supportive, or they might know of an alternative site that would work better.


4. Look on the internet for any local funding schemes that could help you with set-up costs and advice. London’s Capital Growth scheme, for example, has supported almost 2,000 new growing spaces since 2009.


5. Before you start the garden, you will need a written agreement to be drawn up between you and the landowner. Depending on how risk averse the landowner is, you may also need insurance. Local authority or funding groups can help you with this.
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Neglected city areas such as this London roundabout have great potential for community gardening.
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If you think the soil might be polluted, get around the problem by growing crops in raised beds.






from wasteland to wonderland


Congratulations, you have control of a patch of wild weeds and rubbish. But before you get busy with the loppers and the spades, a few things to consider…


Leave some weeds


It might look like an ugly jungle of brambles and nettle to you, but this patch of waste ground could be a valuable brownfield site (See Grow for Wildlife and the Environment). Butterflies lay eggs on those nettles, bees drink nectar from the bramble flowers and birds eat the berries. Before you start hacking away, agree on an area that can be left wild and do just that. You’ll have lovely nettle tops to make soup from in the spring (see How to Make Nettle Soup).


Is my soil safe?


Urban waste grounds can contain pollutants. Some sites may have been used as garages or workshops. Local authorities may have records of what the site was previously used for and you can send off for a soil analysis (home tests are not reliable enough). However, these soil tests are costly and information is often hard to come by, so most people tend to bypass the issue by growing in raised beds or containers with a weed-suppressing membrane at the base to prevent roots going down to the soil below. This removes any anxiety about potential soil contamination.


tip If you’re growing in raised beds, timber can often be found for free in building skips. Scaffolding boards are ideal. For each bed you’ll need three equal length boards, four short corner posts, a saw, a mallet, a hammer and some nails. Saw one of the boards in half to make the ends. Then arrange the boards into position, setting them about 3cm deep into the soil for stability. With the mallet, hammer a post into each corner then nail the boards to the corner posts to make a rigid bed. When working out the dimensions of a raised bed, bear in mind that you should be able to reach the centre from each side without treading on the soil. Otherwise you’ll trample your crops. The length is less important.



water, water, anywhere?


Crops need water, but many public urban spots don’t have it on tap. If there is a roof on or near the garden, save water running off it by fitting a water butt at the end of the downpipe. Get talking to neighbours and ask if they would mind letting you run a hose from their garden tap. In the York Rise estate in north London, the communal garden is regularly watered by a hose dropped down from a third-floor bathroom window. If you can’t find a nearby water source, consider planting drought-tolerant crops (see Not-so-Thirsty Crops) or make simple watering systems such as the one below.





PROJECT



how to MAKE A HASSLE-FREE WATERING SYSTEM


This simple system is ideal for communal urban gardens since it seriously takes the fuss out of watering a fairly large area of crops, and is particularly useful when water is in short supply. You can find everything in a DIY or pound store.


you will need


A sturdy bucket


A drill


A Stanley knife


A plastic tap (such as those for water butts)


4 or 5 bricks (or similar) to stand the bucket on


A length of seep or soaker hosing, perforated hose or garden hose with holes made in the side


1 plug or stopper for the end of the hose


30 minutes


when to do it: all year round


how to do it


Using the biggest drill but you can find, drill a hole in the side of the bucket near the bottom. Then use the knife to enlarge the hole so the tap fits snugly into it. Do this carefully, little by little, as the water will leak out if the hole is too big. Stand the bucket on the bricks, then attach the hose to the tap and lay the hose on the soil surface, snaking it around your plants so that it is near to each one. You can bury the hose slightly under the soil if you like. Put the plug in the open end of the hose. Fill the bucket with water. Slowly the water will seep out of the holes in the hose into the soil around the plants’ roots, just where they need it most. The bucket will catch rainwater too.
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5 ESSENTIAL THINGS


FOR A SHARED GARDEN


Compost bins (see How to Make a Compost Bin for Free)


A communal seating area, even if it’s just some logs laid on the ground


Defined beds


A nearby water source, even if it’s just a friendly neighbour’s bathroom tap or a water butt


An area left wild to encourage wildlife (see Grow for Wildlife and the Environment)



5 LESS ESSENTIAL BUT LOVELY THINGS


FOR A SHARED GARDEN


A pond


Somewhere to store garden tools and other equipment


A covered area such as a pagoda to shelter rain-sodden volunteers


A barbecue – nothing brings people together better than grilled food; throw on some just-picked sweetcorn for perfection


A logbook in a zip-lock plastic bag to record what has been sown and harvested
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tip It’s up to you how you decide to share your harvest, but most communal gardens follow an informal system for dividing the spoils of their labours – the more work you put in, the more crops you take home. This tends to work surprisingly well.
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5 best crops for a shared garden


All of these highly productive crops are perfect for growing in shared plots, not only because they require little attention once established, but also because you will all get something to take home.


Kale


Kales are the unsung heroes of the vegetable world because they produce leaves for months on end. One plant of Cavolo Nero (or Black Tuscan kale) can sustain you from early autumn to mid spring, while even less prolific varieties such as red-midribbed Red Russian and burgundy Redbor will keep churning out the leaves. Chuck it into soups, stir-fry and sprinkle with Parmesan or steam it and serve with plenty of butter with roast meats. If you pick the leaves very young they are mild enough to eat raw in salads too.


Even on a biting winter day, you can pick this brassica, its leaves veined with frost and its statuesque form laughing in the face of the cold. It is also far less susceptible to caterpillar and snail damage than other brassicas such as cabbage, though watch out for pigeons (old DVDs strung up nearby are said to deter them).


Kale is best sown in small pots in late spring and then transplanted to a sunny spot about 30cm apart in mid summer. It likes a fertile soil, where garden compost or well-rotted manure has been added. Be sure to plant firmly – the test is to pull a leaf after planting. If it breaks before you uproot the plant, it’s planted firmly enough. If you harvest leaves from the bottom of the stem up as and when you need them you should be picking from early autumn right through to mid spring. At this point the plants will produce flowering shoots which, if picked before the yellow flowers open, are deliciously sweet and crunchy eaten raw and taste just like sprouting broccoli if lightly steamed.


• See for tips on growing kale in containers


Chard
Pretty, productive and downright unkillable, chard (right) is arguably the ultimate grow-your-own crop. Forget to water it and it bounces back; cut its outer leaves and it provides more with each plant producing for at least four months. Expect to be taking bagfuls home from a shared garden on a regular basis – but get it home fast or it will wilt before you can get through the front door, a characteristic that keeps it out of regular supermarkets. Like spinach’s more muscly brother, chard has a robust flavour when cooked that goes brilliantly with butter or cheese sauce. Or you can eat young leaves raw when they have a sweet beetrooty crunch. With their searing, almost fluorescent pink and yellow stems, it’s no wonder that the Bright Lights or Rainbow varieties have become an allotment staple, providing a splash of colour. The white stemmed Swiss chard is relatively demure, though just as tasty.


Sow chard from mid spring right through to early autumn, either in small pots or direct into cultivated garden soil or larger containers. Space plants about 30cm apart. If you protect plants over winter with some horticultural fleece they should keep cropping right through until the following spring. Watch out for slugs and snails in the early stages and later for leaf miners, tiny larvae that make tunnels inside the leaves causing dead, brown patches. Either remove individual leaves or squish the larvae inside the leaf with your finger and cut out the affected parts.


• See for tips on growing chard in containers
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Salad potatoes
This is a great crop for communal growing because the effort of planting is tiny and the harvests are substantial – unlike, say, baby salad leaves, you can make a meal from a bagful of spuds after a morning’s work at the plot. You can grow maincrop (large) potatoes that stay in the ground until the leaves yellow in autumn, but in the city where space is tight it makes more sense to focus on the salad spuds, known as first or second earlies, not only because you can taste the difference when you grow them yourself, but because you harvest them far earlier, so they take up space for less time.
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