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To my grandparents, my first teachers, 
who would have been proud of this book.










LET’S GROW!


When I say this is a gardening book, or more specifically a growing at home book, I have to confess to you before we start that I have never been to horticultural college, joined a gardening class, entered a show, or in fact ever documented my garden and growing knowledge apart from posts online to my social media friends and a short chapter in my last book, Green Living Made Easy. I have, however, been growing fruit and vegetables for well over forty years, in gardens of differing shapes and sizes, and have even more distant memories of my first involvement in the garden with my grandfather and that would be over sixty years ago now – crikey! I have read lots and lots about growing – after all, there are encyclopaedias and books of many volumes on the subject. I have gathered as much information as my head can process from both reading and doing, resulting in, I believe, a fairly sound understanding of the growing, harvesting and preserving of the food that I like, that then keeps me stocked up for the best part of the year.


No matter what size of growing space you may already have or want to create, whether you have a thundering great allotment plot, an area of the garden you want to develop as a food-growing space or a fabulous sunny spot on a balcony – whether you are a homeowner or renting – you can get something from this book. 


This book covers growing in small spaces and helpful hints and tips for beginners as well as several new little environmentally friendly nuggets I have recently acquired to benefit the more experienced gardeners who are wanting to adopt a ‘greener’ approach to growing their own food. 


I have fun in the garden – I like to try new things, not always sticking to well-documented rules and advice – and suggest you have the confidence to do the same. Most of all, as you flick through the pages of this book I want you to feel empowered and excited about having a go yourself. 


I know very few Latin names for plants so you will have to forgive me if – when I write about growing and harvesting cauliflowers, for instance – I fail to refer to them as Brassica oleracea var. botrytis, and that – when I get so excited about a bumper crop of summer strawberries – I ignore the fact that one strawberry is a fragum whereas a bowlful would be fragaria! The horticultural Latin used for naming plants is a cocktail of Latin, Ancient Greek and a plethora of other languages from Russian to Mandarin, so there you go: not knowing the Latin is not going to hinder our success in the garden, though if there is a particular variety of seed with a peculiar sounding name that has worked well for me, I’ll give that a mention. For those who want to get going but they don’t know where to start, it all feels too complicated, and they don’t have the necessary skills, tools or confidence, let me assure you that nature does most of the work and, once you’ve harvested your first radish, lettuce or strawberry, you’ll want to try to grow more and more!


By collating the knowledge that I have gleaned over the years and by putting it into some semblance of order, I have done my very best to write sensibly about how I grow my fruit, herbs and vegetables and a few (mostly edible) flowers. I discuss composting and how I plan my gardening year, what to do with gluts of fruit and veg, and have included a number of my favourite recipes plus tips on how to keep your harvest for longer. I also discuss how to keep plants in containers, soil and greenhouses abundant and free from disease without having to resort to harmful chemical treatments, fertilisers, pesticides or insecticides.


I hold up my hands and admit that in the past I had been guilty of considering organic gardening to be a chore and thought that it could not possibly be that effective and instead was relying on weed killers, pesticides, sprays and chemical fertilisers to, so I thought, produce the best crops. 


Several years ago, I began my green journey and this way of thinking has now permeated every part of my life, from the way I clean my house to the way I resist single-use items, recycle and upcycle where possible, am mindful about the use of valuable energy and utilities and also how I have been able to apply this way of thinking to my garden. I became more informed through researching and reading while considering the plight of our natural world and am now converted to methods that, once the penny drops, actually make utter and complete sense, and are logical and sensible. Once we learn how to work with Mother Nature and understand how the seasons work, how plants behave and how we can harness the wonder of it all, the reliance on any destructive chemical, synthetic or harmful methods for home growing are utterly superfluous.


The mental health benefits of gardening are also very encouraging. These include a reduction in symptoms of depression and anxiety, an increase in attentional capacity and self-esteem, reduced stress and improved mood. This is certainly true for me whenever I am outdoors. There is nothing finer for my own wellbeing than a good day’s gardening. The big wide world with its troubles and strife can be set aside for a time. Instead, my attention is turned to the buzz of insects up close, a new green shoot on my camelia (which I thought had maybe given up), seeing the daily changes on fast-growing cucumber plants and the nostalgic scent when I prick out the side shoots of tomatoes. My hands and clothes are grubby, my hair tousled and dishevelled, yet I feel relaxed and happy. This is me – this is where I am and where I want to be. Following a good gardening session, I am feeling physically (not mentally) tired, the fresh air outdoors has given my cheeks a rosy glow, I am looking forward to a hearty plate of home-grown food then an early night and I sleep like a baby!


There are no failures in gardening. Maybe there are one or two disappointments but let me promise you there is fun, enjoyment and nothing less than an absolute thrill when you lift a leaf to find your first hidden shiny tiny red tomato that can be pulled warm straight from the vine and enjoyed there on the spot. This is unique and something the shops and supermarkets with their plastic-wrapped, perfectly shaped, sized and brightly coloured wares are unable to do.


I have included a number of seasonal recipes with storing and preserving tips. So much fresh produce is now available all the year round in the supermarket, which means our food seasons are less well understood. This results in demand for food products being such that to satisfy our appetite fresh food is flown in from all over the world. I am fortunate to have enough garden space to enable me to become less and less reliant on supermarkets and shops for my fresh food, but no matter how big your space there is always plenty to grow and do. When I need to buy fresh food, I increasingly try to only buy seasonal produce that has been grown locally. It has taken some years to get to this point, however, and I am mindful that as a young mum with young children, cost was always the main driver when shopping for food, and was probably one of the reasons I started growing my own. We all unwittingly pick up fresh produce in a supermarket without even considering that the price is high because it is out of season, but by taking our first steps into following the gardening calendar we begin to appreciate more about what is in season and when things are at their best. Once you start growing yourself or spotting a ‘top notch’ seasonal offer in the shops it is no surprise then that the household budget will begin to stretch further.


Last winter, I visited a restaurant and cast my eyes over the menu to see asparagus pop out at me. In the UK, asparagus has a short season of about six to eight weeks from mid spring to early summer – it tastes delicious and I have grown it myself. Trouble is, I had so few plants that once I had harvested the beautiful tender spears, I had eaten them raw before I’d made it back to the kitchen! Due to the time of year, the asparagus on this menu may have been flown in from far afield in polystyrene and cling-film packs, having been harvested some time back and subjected to an array of ‘in-transit’ temperatures and conditions resulting in an inevitable lack of taste, colour, texture and freshness compared to the same vegetable at its seasonal best. The same applies to the pack equivalents on display in the supermarket.


If you don’t like a particular fruit or veg, it may be that you have only eaten it out of season when it is not at its most tasty and tender. We have all had a powdery apple or two, or a hard pear, not to mention the stringy stick of celery that will bend and have to be unthreaded rather than snapped before being crunched and munched! 


I have not always appreciated the seasonality of food. I remember a holiday in France where I had decided I would entertain some friends and make blackcurrant jellies for a dessert with a set white chocolate cream on the top. They were to be served in cocktail glasses and would look decadent yet interesting, with a fresh berry or three on the top (like flower arranging, I always arrange decorations and garnishes in odd numbers). It was early autumn and I took myself off to the supermarket to search for fresh blackcurrants. No joy, not a blackcurrant in sight so I asked where I could find them. ‘It’s not the season,’ I was told. When I looked further – just about every fresh vegetable in the supermarket was home grown and marked ‘Origin de France’. 


Each year I am getting better. I buy less out-of-season and imported food, relying instead on my delicious though limited selection of home-grown produce plus a top-up from the local fruit and veg shop or supermarket, and once in there my aim is to choose mostly seasonal and therefore less expensive foods.


Children also love to get involved in gardening. It helps develop their understanding of the natural world, learning about what plants need in order to thrive – that they too need food to be fit and strong, that insects are not enemies and most of the time they are friends. Having some input into the production of their daily food may result in children (and adults!) being less picky when it comes to mealtimes. Food grown outside and under the ground actually gets a bit grubby! I’ve been racking my brain to think about when it was that food started to be washed before going on sale. Back in the day, potatoes were sold with a layer of dirt, as were carrots, beetroot and other root vegetables. Have you noticed that even though they may be washed and packed neatly in plastic wrap or bags the instructions on the pack still advise to wash before use? Makes me wonder about the hidden secrets in the water they use to wash them!


A basic understanding of where our food comes from is fundamental to the health of our planet and ourselves. We are part of nature and I believe once you’ve grown something of your own from scratch, tasted it in its unspoilt, un-stored, sprayed, treated or, at worst, processed state – your respect for fresh home-grown food will hold a special place for you. I remember – probably over twenty years ago now, well before I had grandchildren – a neighbour’s eleven-year-old child used to pop in to play with our then-new puppy. She used to help me in the garden from time to time and I can remember so clearly her squeals one day when she helped me to unearth potatoes. ‘This is SO cool, she said – potatoes come out of the ground!’ This innocent comment made me realise and appreciate the worth of helping my grandad as a child. 


Children take it in and soak up all kinds of information when they work alongside you, whether in the kitchen or out in the garden. I try to encourage my own grandchildren to get involved and the fantastic thing about gardening is that they can spill and make a mess – it doesn’t matter. Even the smallest hands can fill a pot or tray, plant seeds and water them in – they love it! Small children adore puddling around in water and there is nothing finer on a summer’s day than giving a small child a little watering can to water their seeds and plants – it keeps them busy and they learn as they go. They then wonder with delight as they see their garden grow; they learn to take responsibility and understand that, just like a pet, plants are living things and have to be looked after . . . priceless!


Growing food is not only fun, it is informative too, and I firmly believe that once we understand the seasons, that the supply of food is finite, and that food waste is unnecessary and costly, we can live a healthier lifestyle that in turn will ensure our planet stays healthy too. 


I have organised this book into seasons so that, with a better knowledge and understanding, you may want to resist imported foods in favour of those in season that have been grown as close to home as we can manage. As well as doing our bit for the planet, I feel certain you will actually begin to notice that locally grown, or even better home-grown, food at its seasonal best is varied and exciting, has much more flavour and as a bonus we know that it has not been stored for a long time before being transferred to the supermarket shelves and as a result will cost less too.


Where to Start?


My response to the beginner or first-time gardener is to start wherever and whenever you like. There is always something to do in the garden, yard, balcony or other outdoor space. A seed that can be sown, a plant to be re-potted, an area of land to plan, weed and improve, and usually there is something to harvest. Whatever your growing space, this book shows you how to grow, harvest and preserve food while appreciating the need to respect the natural world and understand that it too, like me, has its own need for food, wellbeing and habitat in order to stay healthy. Planet Earth and nature are not separate to us – we are part of them, not the other way around.


Growing is cyclical. I have tried not to be too prescriptive about start and finish times in this book and, in fact, I have been pleasantly surprised by successes that have been achieved when planting and experimenting during periods traditionally considered to be too early, too late or simply not the right time. I offer hints and tips on what to look out for and when and how to be prepared, be on guard so that little irritating issues don’t become big gardening problems. 


This book is divided into easy-to-use seasonal sections or chapters – twelve in all, three for each season – with specific guidance for ‘newbie’ gardeners who are starting out on this very rewarding pastime. 


In the UK, spring includes the months of March, April and May whereas a reader picking this book up in New Zealand will be enjoying springtime from September to November. For this reason, I refer to seasons rather than months – early spring for me is March, mid spring April and late spring is May, and so on. Dialogue I have had with followers worldwide would suggest that some plants may be a little different from country to country, but the majority are generic and some climates suit certain plants better than others. Nowadays, we can take advantage of modern inventions and can speed things up, and improve conditions by growing under glass, in an electric propagator, a cold frame or even an upcycled plastic box. We are able to enjoy certain fruits and veggies that in the past may have been considered ‘exotic’.


I am often asked why I bother growing my own food and my answer always is that it is fun, tastes better and I know it has not been treated or sprayed with a cocktail of chemical additives to keep it in show condition. My home-grown fruit and veggies may not be the most beautiful – they’re probably slightly misshapen and wonky, and many a carrot or parsnip will have two legs. The main point is that I have known every radish, tomato, cabbage, apple and beetroot from the beginning, I have helped it to grow and mature, tried to keep it free from danger and disease and – one thing is for sure – if you grow your own food you will not waste a morsel. My fruit and veggies, whether wonky or not, will be eaten. They teach and enable me each year to understand more and more about the natural world.


Learning as You Go


I now know my tomatoes split maybe because I didn’t water them consistently, my parsnips grow multiple roots because I may have planted them too close together in poorly prepared soil, and my onions bolt and go to seed maybe due to a cold snap which shocked them into thinking they need to reproduce quickly before they die off. I will make some notes and then next year I can build on this when I plant again. 


On the plus side, my apricot tree produced an abundance of perfect fruits after I tackled the canker (see here), and I made lots of jam and dried fruits to last over a year. A single packet containing just 50 broad bean seeds yielded an amazing 3kg (nearly 7lb) thanks to my rich home-produced compost (here), so that’s broad beans for the winter, and my football-sized perfect curly savoy cabbages shielded from the cabbage white butterfly simply with a layer of netting – duly captured on photos – are the talk of the town! 


Gardening is always a challenge and, increasingly, with extreme weather patterns results are less predictable and so very often no two growing seasons are the same. There are good years and not-so-good years. A bumper year for peas one year may be followed by a feeble show the following year – but for me that is the excitement and intrigue of engaging with nature and learning year after year more and more about something I will never know enough about.


Take It Easy


Gardening and growing, with all the moving, bending, stretching and walking – also keeps me fit. It gets me outside and keeps me grounded (in more ways than one). The natural world is far from simple yet it’s quiet calm seems to put problems and worries into perspective. Mother Nature cannot be rushed into doing things before she is ready, and I love that real and gradual slow progression as the garden moves from season to season. There is no pressure to get this done or that – I can work at my own pace, nothing will spoil, even the split tomatoes and wonky veg mentioned above will be fully used, all is not lost. Plants may overgrow and weeds may pop up here and there, but that is just fine, this is just nature doing her thing. A good weeding session, similar to a good cleaning session, is so rewarding and satisfying once done.


I don’t need to put on any airs and graces in the garden, there’s no one to please – just myself. There are no ‘What shall I wear?’ issues or, ‘Are my hair and makeup okay?’ I am what I am and every other living plant or insect that I come into contact with in the garden has come just as they are too. None of us is pretending to be something we’re not or worried about what anyone might say or think. 


I realise now that I absorbed much more than I realised in those years I spent in my grandad’s garden as a child. There are certain jobs and smells in the garden that immediately take me back in time and I have recollections as though they were just yesterday. The unearthing of potatoes, the pinching out of tomato side shoots and the sweet rosemary-type smell of flowering currant bushes in spring. These memories are so nostalgic and one of the reasons I now spend time with my own grandchildren baking, crafting, gardening, sewing, etc. They will absorb some of it without realising and then be able to recall it later when needed, I hope.


Making Room


Each and every one of us has a different growing space. Maybe you are a proud allotment holder or you have a veggie plot in the garden already, or you may be excited about turning a disused spot in a courtyard, balcony or even a sunny windowsill into a place to start to grow food in pots and containers of all kinds. I now have a large growing space for fruit and vegetables, plus a greenhouse and, even though I have a large area in which to work, I have also grown fruit and veggies in a small container garden (about the size of a small balcony) with astounding success. The message really is whatever your space – please have a go!


Growing in pots and containers in a limited space is incredibly rewarding and can yield fantastic crops. A selection of barren pots seeded in early spring will be unrecognisable and completely out of sight by midsummer, the whole area having been taken over by lush, green leaves, colourful flowers and finally bearing an abundance of edible gorgeousness. Mother Nature wants you to succeed, plants actually want to grow – those seeds are there patiently ready and waiting.


Salads, beans, courgettes, tomatoes, carrots, onions, potatoes and beetroot will grow in containers and even the most unusual vessels. I grew the best crop of radishes (French Breakfast) ever in a dented deep loose-bottomed non-stick cake tin – the loose bottom meant I didn’t need to make drainage holes and the non-stick prevented any rust. Each one was perfectly shaped, without a blemish – absolute beauties. This tin method for radishes is now a keeper for me, as the bulbs and leaves so often get nibbled when sown direct into the ground. Growing in this way I can eat the whole radish – root, leaves and all. I have grown ‘cut and come again’ salad leaves, basil, parsley and sage in the bottom half of milk bottles covered in a layer of sacking for decoration – these did need drainage holes. Again, very practical as they sit nicely on my outside kitchen windowsill and I simply reach out of the window and cut what I need – and I can water them from inside too!


Let’s Get Out There!


For many, the gardening year starts as the weather warms up, the days get longer and tiny plants and seed packets appear in the supermarkets and shopping centres – usually late winter and early spring but before this time it is well worth having a good think and actually to plan your crops. By doing this you will avoid an inappropriate impulse buy or, just like food shopping, buying too much because you are carried away by the colourful display or ‘buy one get one free’ type offers. My hope is that wherever you are in your gardening year you will be able to find out what jobs can be done, what can be harvested, the problems you may well encounter and, last but by no means least, the foods that will be in season in your garden along with a number of my favourite recipes and a selection of methods of preserving.


So, whether you are a complete novice and want to begin your growing in a few small pots, on a sunny balcony or in a yard, but don’t really know where to start, or you’re someone who has recently started and wants to try new things, or an accomplished gardener who is striving for a ‘greener’, more sustainable plot, or someone who has access to fresh home-grown produce and would like a few tips on preserving or storing for longer – I think you will enjoy this book.


After covering some garden generalities I will now move onto the gardening year. It is my plan that wherever you are in the year when you pick up this book, you can turn to the appropriate time in the season, have a look for a few garden jobs, know what can be sown or harvested and enjoy a seasonal recipe or two.





 


 



WARDROBE


Before delving into the practicalities of growing your own food – I would first like to talk a bit about the gardening wardrobe. Daft as it may seem – I cannot enjoy a day, or even just a few hours, in the garden if I am not wearing the right clothing and footwear. If I start swanning around in my best jeans and jumper or tee shirt – I can be sure I will pull the jumper on a thorn, get a grass stain on the tee shirt and mud on my best jeans.


I have what is always referred to as my ‘gardening gear’ that is kept in the bottom of my wardrobe. Two pairs of old jeans, two tee shirts, a black and white jumper (that is badly pulled and snagged) and an orange fleece that is peppered with tiny bonfire burn-holes. Once I get outside, I don’t know where the day will take me, but I am always so comfortable – the clothes are roomy, I can kneel and crawl around on the ground, I can get mucky without having to worry about stains. If I get too hot, I can toss the fleece onto the ground, if I get even hotter, off comes the black and white jumper that I often hang on a tree, leaving me in my very off-white cotton tee shirt which is perfect for working in.


When it comes to gardening gloves there are many on the market. I tend to work with bare hands, especially during the summer when the ground is dry. However, for pruning and working among certain weeds and nettles a sturdy pair of gloves is advisable. A good pair of garden gloves is a great gift idea for the gardener.


[image: Image]


I have black leather working boots for the garden. I’ve had them years and they are very comfortable – I can kneel and move around freely, which is not so easy in wellies. I gave these boots a complete makeover recently, making weatherproof and gorgeous once more – see here to find out how.
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UPCYCLE TIP: If you wear rubber gloves in the garden, as I do for certain wet jobs such as cleaning plant pots and the greenhouse in early spring, you will inevitably get a split or tear in one glove. Rather than tossing the gloves into the bin to end their days in landfill, keep the good undamaged glove and pair it up with another or turn it inside out if you find yourself with two left-handed gloves. Cut the damaged glove into strips. Starting at the cuff end, the rimmed cuff of the glove becomes a great device for keeping sleeves rolled up. The rest of the glove can then be cut into rubber bands, even the fingers. I use these to keep bunches of plant labels together, wrap around half-used packets of seeds and wrap around garden canes to keep them all in one place.
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BASIC EQUIPMENT


Over the years I have accumulated a whole range of tools but my favourites of all are my oldest and dearest, gifted to me by my grandmother when I moved into my first house that had a garden, back in 1976. She bought me a Ladies’ set of tools, perfect for smaller people, juniors and budding gardeners. My gift consisted of a small spade, a rake, a hoe and a garden fork. Over the years, the fork has needed a new handle but other than that each piece of equipment is still going strong. If you are starting out, it is a good idea to put an item of gardening equipment on your birthday or Christmas list. Santa is very good when it comes to practical gifts!
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Here’s a list of what I consider to be the most useful pieces and for those starting out with a container garden – a handy trowel is all that is really required.


Tools


spade


garden fork


hoe


rake


the best secateurs you can afford


edging shears (if there is a grassy area) 


hand trowel


airtight and waterproof tin or box for seeds


pencil


plant labels


bamboo canes or sticks


biodegradable jute twine 


watering can with a fine rose attachment 


spray bottles for homemade sprays (or upcycle a used milk bottle to make a fabulous watering can which is ideal for pots and very young seedlings – see here)


Pots and Planters


For those just starting out, it is not necessary to have to splash out on fancy seed trays and pots because there are a number of everyday items that can be upcycled to make excellent seed trays, plant labels and planters and I will come onto that later (see here). If you are planning to buy new items there are lots of sustainable choices meaning you don’t have to invest in plastic items.


Buckets, made of plastic have been around a long time and I had stopped thinking outside of the box when it came to buckets. When my old faithful plastic garden bucket split, I spotted a range of bright coloured plastic ones in the hardware shop but then, tucked away in a corner, were rubber and metal alternatives. Seeing them immediately took me back in time. I remember those – brilliant! My replacement bucket doesn’t have to be made from plastic and metal or rubber can be more hard-wearing and easier to repair.


That’s it! That’s all the kit you need to get started. Taking care of your equipment will ensure it enjoys a long life: after use, always clean tools down with a simple wipe in dry weather but in wet or damp conditions make sure the tools are thoroughly washed and dried before storing inside. When your tools are put away for the winter, wiping them over with an oily rag will protect them from rust. Secateurs particularly need to be cared for if they are to live a long life: wipe them down after use to remove dirt, then rub the blades with an oily rag, and to keep them sharp try cutting them across a used piece of folded sandpaper several times. This will keep them in tip-top condition. Always store them in the closed position, too.


CLEAN KIT, HAPPY GARDEN


Avoid being the creator of your own problems. Bear in mind that when using garden secateurs, loppers and even scissors – or in fact any similar tool you take from plant to plant – they can also spread disease.


Let me tell you about my blackcurrant bushes since the fruit just happens to be my favourite soft fruit berry. Some years ago I had six beautiful bushes in their own bed. Every year they fruited well and every winter I gave them an annual prune. One particular year one of the six bushes failed to thrive – it was covered in buds in the spring but then the leaves appeared looking rather feeble. The plant didn’t fruit as did the other bushes and, compared to its neighbours, looked quite forlorn. At the end of the year I cut it back as part of my annual prune and then went on to cut the other five back too. The following year all six bushes suffered the same plight.


After doing some reading and investigating, what I had was ‘blackcurrant reversion’ – the advice was to dig up the plant and burn it. The disease is spread by mites which are not very mobile but I am certain in my case I helped them along by moving from bush to bush with my secateurs and inadvertently spreading the disease. I was devastated because my whole blackcurrant collection had to be destroyed and burnt.


As a result, I am now very careful when pruning or cutting back, taking extra care to sterilise my pruning shears or secateurs whenever I move from bush to bush or tree to tree or where I suspect something may be looking troubled, diseased or dying. To keep secateurs and clippers clean – rather than resorting to harmful chlorine bleach or buying proprietary products – a thorough wipe with a cloth dipped in surgical spirit or hand sanitiser will do the job. Spread it around the tool, leave it on for 20–30 seconds then wipe off with a cloth to sterilise and kill any hidden bugs and disease.


PLANNING YOUR GARDEN


The garden or growing space requires a little planning so I invite you now to have a think with me about how best to use your space. 


The way I do it – which to some may seem a bit dated in our modern technological world – is to have my diary handy. It’s a large A4 ‘page a day’ one and is amazingly useful for reference to know when I did things. I jot down sowing and planting dates, harvest dates. I also make notes about the smallest of things such as which date in mid spring I spot the first Swift – usually around 5th May. I have two huge copper beech trees and each year their resplendent fire glow of leaves can be enjoyed from around the 26th April!


My diary of memoirs during the ‘not so active’ garden months becomes a great space for making drawings and plans for the garden. Having everything in one place ensures I can always put my hands on my notes rather than jotting here and there and then losing the information.


I will go out with my diary, a pencil and tape measure and draw a simple diagram of the plot – this approach makes organising the future growing space much more real. When I planned my container garden, I scribbled the various pots and planters onto paper too.


When you sit down to consider your next growing year, take time to ponder, stare at the ceiling and ask yourself the following questions:




• Is the growing to be done in pots and containers?


• Is there a greenhouse and/or cold frame? 


• What about a compost area or bin – where is the best place for it?


• Do you want to get a head start and maybe think about a propagator? 


• Do you want to attract more wildlife, more pollinators into the garden – is there space for a wild garden, an insect house and bird feeders?


• Do you want a place to relax – to sit and enjoy the space you have created? Do you want to enjoy this space in sunshine, in the morning, the evening or most of the day?
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My container garden
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My veggie plot 


I’ve included some diagrams that I used when planning parts of my own garden to help you think about what might work, so that no matter what size of growing space you have, you can maximise and make the most of it.


Your plan is not set in stone, of course, and when it comes to planting you may want to change things around a bit, but it is so much easier to have a template to work from. A dwelling house would not be built without a plan and the same applies to the home for our glorious fruit and veg!


WATERING AND FEEDING


When growing in pots, it is necessary to have a regular watering regime. When plants and veggies are in the ground a shower of rain will easily be absorbed, yet with plants in pots, it is still necessary to water the containers. As foliage grows and leaves get bigger and bigger throughout spring and summer, the welcome drink of water from a shower of rain simply runs off the leaves onto the balcony, patio or yard rather than be absorbed by the compost in the pot.


When planning your garden consider a water barrel, trough or butt. Or more than one if you have the space. I am always excited to hear the water butt filling up during a summer shower of rain. Surface rainwater is perfect for garden and houseplants and much better for them than precious tap water.


In addition, add a feed to your watering plan to help your crops do the very best they can from what is essentially a limited supply of food in their pot. 


Tomatoes are particularly hungry, so a weekly feed added to the daily drinking water (I always feed them on a Friday – no idea why, but I then don’t forget) will make a huge difference. A liquid organic tomato fertiliser will be perfect not only for your tomatoes but for other veggies and hanging baskets too. I start to feed tomatoes once I see flowers on the plants and continue until harvest time. Other veggies in pots and containers and my flowering hanging baskets get a half-strength feed once a week. I’ve included a few recipes on plant feed you can make at home, see here and here.


CURIOUS ABOUT COMPOST?


Compost is our garden’s food and the key ingredient that will ensure our soil’s health. It is nourishment, a weed suppressor and moisture retainer and is produced following a natural process that turns organic material (things that were once living) into rich soil-like material. The organic material is miraculously broken down by worms, insects, fungi and bacteria plus wondrous chemical reactions, and what went in as solid waste comes out as a sweet-smelling dark, crumbly rich natural loam, plant food and fertiliser for use in the garden.


Making your own compost, or should I say, allowing Mother Nature to make your compost for you, is a magical experience. We all recognise the brightly coloured plastic sacks for sale in the supermarkets and garden centres and those enthusiastic gardeners just starting out may need to buy their initial supplies. If you don’t have the space to make your own compost, or your own compost isn’t ready and you are eager to get started on your gardening journey, buy a ‘peat free’ variety as composts containing peat are depleting essential peatlands. Peat and peatlands are hugely important for plants, the wildlife that depend on them and, ultimately, us humans too. Peatlands store vast amounts of carbon which must be kept in the ground to avoid contributing further to climate change.


[image: Image]


TIP: The large colourful plastic bags that contain compost can be reused. I tend to turn them inside out so that the gaudy colours are on the inside, make a few air holes here are there, then use them as compost bags for fallen leaves in the autumn. Once packed full, give them a good watering, fold in the tops, stand a heavy stone or brick on the top and store in a corner of the garden, leaving the leaves to decompose and go on to make a gorgeous top dressing for plants and veggies in the garden. Alternatively, I cut the bags into pieces and use them to line hanging baskets and wall-mounted hayracks (which I then plant with geraniums), black side of the plastic facing outwards.
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Create Compost 


I would recommend that composting becomes a part of your starter kit as you get involved in the garden. Just as growing food is becoming more and more popular – whatever space is available – so is composting. There are so many kits available to suit every taste and space including wormeries, simple counter-top composters, black bins of varying sizes and then pallet-style constructions for those with more space. I take huge satisfaction each time I add something to my compost bin, knowing that it is one less item going into landfill.


When I was a child, the compost heap in my grandad’s garden was simply an ‘out of the way’ dump where every piece of garden waste was thrown. I remember he used to turn it from time to time with a special garden fork that had just two long prongs – probably a hay fork. He used to tuck the fresh waste underneath, bringing the dark, well-rotted compost to the surface. I was too young to know how good his compost was, though I fondly remember his amazing crops.


The bins available to buy nowadays are much more sophisticated and the large often re-cycled plastic boxes can be loaded from the top and, if you do it right, the resulting beautiful compost is harvested from the base. Compost bins are available in various sizes to suit your space but can be quite pricey and it’s much cheaper to make your own if you or someone in the family is handy with wood and screws. A bottomless compost bin can be constructed very cheaply if you are able to get hold of old pallets of wood that can be refashioned to make a wooden slatted box. Similarly, a large plastic box with a lid can become a home compost bin but remember to include lots of ventilation air holes. Compost needs good air circulation for decomposition to take place, ensuring that the heat inside destroys the weeds and seeds and so that all shapes and sign of any original plant is transformed and becomes a dark brown crumbly material.


There are benefits of an enclosed space versus a heap like my grandad used to have, yet each have pros and cons. Firstly, a bin looks better rather than a scruffy heap with un-rotted banana skins, potato peelings and egg shells on the top. Secondly, a bin is less likely to get smelly in the summer months because the layering (see below) is easier to do therefore the composting process gets working quicker. Once a compost bin is full it can be covered and then left to do its work. If like me you make composting a habit and want to keep recycling your own kitchen and garden waste you may go on to make a start on a second bin, then a third – you’ll be rocking and rolling! The danger with a heap is that it is never full and instead keeps being added to and then becomes so huge that it is a massive job to access the good stuff right at the base. A heap on the other hand is cheap. Simply find a place in the garden to start to pile your material for compost. A heap can be easily watered from time to time, and turning the outside to the inside using a garden fork thereby ensuring even decomposition is easy to do. 


So, how does it work and how long does it take? For a compost bin to start working it needs air, heat and moisture and, of course, some material to start working on. A sunny spot in the garden, rather than a dark shady corner, will provide more heat that will quickly kick-start your compost maker. There is lots written about composting but rather than confuse you (or me) with lots of different recommendations from other gardeners and growers, this is my tried and tested method.


If you have done any reading about composting you may hear gardeners refer to ‘brown’ and ‘green’ layers being added to the bin to ensure best performance but I find this sometimes difficult to grasp, and until I started composting seriously and with purpose I didn’t even know that ‘layering’ was a thing. My early composting years were simple – I slung everything onto a heap, in no particular order – just as veggie waste occurred. When my bin was full I covered it with a piece of carpet and left it to do its work. Some months later anticipating the much-awaited rich sweet smelling crumbly black loam, I would lift off the carpet top to see this beautiful natural creation – so satisfying. However, as I delved deeper into this rich dark goodness, I would also then come across a layer of stinky non-rotted grey and mouldy-looking grass clippings or thick non-decomposed sprout stalks not to mention the odd rogue plastic plant label and (can you believe) my long-lost hand trowel! Why had this happened, why did it smell, why had some things not decomposed and what was I doing wrong? I now understand that for the compost bin to work well and at its best it needs a balance of green material and brown material, so start to think about the items for your compost bin as two basic ingredients.


The green seems at first easy to understand – green stems and leaves, green kitchen vegetable scraps, grass cuttings and prunings. So far so good. I also add coffee grounds and tea leaves to my compost bin so are they brown or green? And what about manure from the likes of my chickens or from horses, sheep and hamsters – brown or green? Although they look brown, with further research they are actually green so to avoid further confusion I developed my own easy method. I have decided that to make it easier to grasp and to get your layers right – I refer to the layers as WET for green and DRY for brown. In simple terms the wet ingredients get to work quicker and the dry slow things down – therefore an even mix will produce a balanced bin!


I will start with the wet items that we all produce from the kitchen: apple cores, fruit peelings, tea leaves, coffee grounds, vegetable peelings, banana skins and spent cut flowers. Then, the wet items from the garden, including lawn cuttings (without any weed killer), small prunings and dead-headed roses and blooms, hedge clippings and weeds. Large stalks will break down but to help them along, chop them into 15cm (6 inch) lengths first using a spade – I used to sling the whole lot in – stalk, roots, any remaining leaves, etc. – no wonder it was a huge job for the worms! All of these items are rich in nitrogen or protein and are the ones that will tend to heat the compost pile up because they help the microorganisms to grow and multiply quickly. Other nitrogen-rich items that fall into the ‘wet’ department are fresh manure from rabbits, chickens, horses, sheep, etc.
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WET


apple cores


fruit peelings


vegetable peelings


tea leaves


coffee grounds


banana skins


faded cut flowers


faded garden flowers


hedge clippings


weeds


grass cuttings


hedge trimmings


sprout stalks, bean stems, sweetcorn cores, etc., cut up into 15cm (6-9 inch) lengths


The dry ingredients are the carbon-rich materials which are slower and more resistant to decay. These will be incorporated among the wet ingredients so that everything decomposes at a steady rate and will provide a good bulk to your compost and ensure a constant supply of food for the microorganisms busy doing their work. Dry ingredients include dead leaves, straw, cardboard and paper (not shiny backed paper), pine needles, small dead twigs and stalks and I include egg shells here too, though some would argue they are wet not dry and as they have probably been tossed into your kitchen waste anyway, they don’t really matter. I also add the contents of my vacuum cleaner bag which is simply household dust and detritus. Be sure not to include any plastic or paper clips that the vacuum might have sucked up, though. 
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DRY


newspaper


packing paper (not shiny or glitter)


old beeswax wraps


vacuum cleaner contents


dead leaves


straw


used compost


pine needles


small twigs


egg shells


cardboard


biodegradable string and twine


dried flower arrangements


used luffa scourers


coir matting or brushes


sawdust


natural cotton ribbons, strings and strands of wool (I use these for gift wrap, no nylon or manmade items)


Things that shouldn’t be added to the pile are cooked food waste containing any meat, fats or dairy as this can attract vermin. Diseased or infected plants should not be added to the compost and need to be burnt or disposed of (see The Mini Bonfire here).


When it comes to metal ties, plastic clips and plastic plant labels, try to remove them before they get to the compost pile otherwise they will come out looking just as they did when they went in. I am moving over to biodegradable jute twine and wooden plant labels for use in the garden, so that any oddments that fail to be removed before composting will decompose along with everything else.


To simplify things even further, try to visualise the cross section of your compost bin as a huge multi-layered double- or even triple-decker salad sandwich. I like mine packed with crisp moist green salad (the wet ingredients) and sandwiched with layers of dry wholemeal bread (the dry ingredients). Various gardeners suggest exact ratios of green to brown or ‘wet to dry’ but I tend to work on a rough 50:50. Whatever your preferred ratio, your bacteria and fungi will be happy. In the summer months when the compost material may be dry, or after adding a layer of ‘dry’, I often water my compost pile to help things along and create some action. Once the box or bin is full to the brim I top it off with a piece of old carpet to keep the heat and moisture in. I then start a second bin or pile. You will never have more compost than you need, so the more bins you have room for the better. Once your bin is full and covered, leave nature to do its work.


You will know whether your compost pile is performing well simply by lifting the carpet and laying your hand over it. If your pile is busy you will feel the warmth on your hand – you may also see the tiny red wiggly worms dancing around and partying to their heart’s content. These are the best compost worms – they prefer compost to plain soil and I was amazed to see that they are available to buy online! I have never had the need to buy worms – they just arrive and move in themselves and once the compost is ready for use there will not be a worm in sight – they will have found a better home with well-stocked cupboards. I found that once I embraced a greener approach to living – in the garden and in relation to my food – I was ever more appreciative and amazed by the wonder of nature, especially the creepy crawlies, and because of this will continue to do my very best to cherish and preserve it wherever and whenever I can. 


If, like me, you find composting fun, invest a few pounds in a compost thermometer: it will keep you entertained for hours and is a great talking point with enthusiastic gardening friends. I actually did a video to prove to ‘Him Indoors’ that my compost bin was steaming! The temperature outside was 20°C (68°F) and the thermometer read from the compost pile was a staggering 50°C (122°F)! How fantastic! A compost thermometer is also a great gift idea for the keen gardener. The hotter your bin, especially when sitting in a sunny spot as mentioned above, the faster that huge salad club sandwich will decompose and be transformed from a number of layers to a rich, black sweet-smelling loam. It is a wondrous and fantastic process – the heat being created from the activity of the microbes in your bin, raising the temperature of the composting material. 
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FAQs


CAN I PUT WEEDS IN MY COMPOST?


Yes! Don’t be afraid – I used to think they shouldn’t be added, but a properly managed compost bin will easily reach 50 to 60°C (140°F) which breaks down all organic matter including weed seeds.


HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE TO MAKE COMPOST? 


The answer to this is anything between six months to two years, though I have found that if the layers are right, your compost will be ready sooner rather than later. If you examine your pile and there seems to be a sludgy area that smells awful then you probably have a wet layer that is too thick. This can often happen if the pile has a thick layer of grass clippings without any dry material. The best thing to do here is to take a garden fork and give it a turn around. Take out the layer of stinky sludge and add it back in thinner layers among the pile, breaking it up and spreading it around with some dry paper, dry leaves or garden soil or spent compost from trays of pricked out seedlings, end of season containers and hanging baskets.


HOW WILL I KNOW WHEN IT’S READY?


You will know because the pile will smell sweet – similar to that gorgeous steamy earthy smell that comes from the ground after a summer thunderstorm. The loam will be dark, moist and crumbly. There will probably be fewer insects and worms weaving around because they have eaten everything they need and will have moved onto the compost pile next door.


Down With Digging!


Your ready-to-use compost is now rich in food and nutrients for your fruit, flowers and veggies. Use it to fill planters and top-dress rose bushes and fruit trees. Lay a good thick layer over your veggie plot in the autumn and early winter and the worms will do the work of taking it below the surface – no need for you to embark on a full-body workout digging it in.


Gone for me are the days of ‘double digging’, the back-breaking job of creating deep trenches each autumn (hurting worms in the process), laying compost into those trenches then back-filling with the top of the next trench. I used to do this religiously each autumn and it took me weeks because, as it was such hard work, I used to limit myself to one or maybe two rows a day. My grandad used to do this and he grew great veggies and – having done some reading around it – there is no wonder he favoured this approach. It was a new method adopted in the 1960s which was then considered the ‘organic’ way forward, in a move to replace the ever-growing market for (and over-use of) synthetic chemical fertilisers.


Thankfully, this labour-intensive, back-breaking method has now been replaced by a much gentler approach. I now improve my soil and prepare my garden applying an organic ‘no dig’ method – simply topping my weed-free soil with a good layer of compost. The soil underneath remains undisturbed, precious carbon remains locked into the ground, the worms and other insects are free from injury and can therefore be capable of doing their own fantastic job of incorporating and spreading goodness into the earth. The soil remains moist and healthy, the balance of nutrients is maintained and I rarely need a long soak in the bath to recover from a day in the garden. The only digging I do now involves the gentle preparation for sowing seed or transplanting a seedling, the exciting unearthing of a potato, carefully easing out a parsnip or simply taking a hand trowel to uproot an onion.


Having a good compost to offer your garden will result in strong, healthy, disease-free plants and crops that retain moisture too. No need to buy costly and often harmful synthetic chemical fertilisers or treatments – the more natural the better!


Keen to get cracking? Let’s GROW!
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