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Welcome to my garden


The garden is my happy place. It has taught me so much, provided me with abundance, connected me with nature and, most importantly, brought me so much happiness. No matter what life has thrown my way, the garden has always helped me with the solution. Being outside in my garden brings me so much joy, and I know yours can do the same for you, too; the key is learning how to unlock its potential. This is my motivation for writing this book. I aim to help provide you with a few of those keys, and, hopefully, help you to connect with the outdoors in a way you may not have thought possible. Whether you have rolling acres of land, a window box, or anything in between, if you have been gardening for decades or are just starting out, I promise there will be something for everyone.


The end is nigh! Or is it?


I am not sure about you, but I would like a break from all the bad news. Especially bad news regarding the natural world, which at the moment seems to be constant. Doomsday is approaching and the end is nigh! Or at least that is what certain areas of the media seem to want us to believe right now. Sure, we are facing some challenges, but I am sorry to say that way of highlighting it simply does not help anyone. Instead of spreading negativity and mass panic, I would like to offer an alternative approach, by showing how what we do with our gardens can help. I truly believe our gardens hold the key to unlocking a brighter, more positive future, not just on an environmental level but a human level too. I aim to highlight how we can garden and use our gardens to help out, in a more positive and motivational manner. If by the end of the book you are feeling inspired to pop on your welly boots and get outside, then I have succeeded.


Our gardens may seem like little fragmented bits of land, but that is not how I think we should look at them. In the UK alone there are an estimated twenty-two million private gardens, which combined make up nearly four hundred and fifty thousand hectares, which is a tad over one million football pitches! And that is just the UK. Add in the USA, and the number of gardens jumps another seventy million. Collectively our gardens are so much more powerful than we could ever imagine.


When it comes to gardening, not only do I believe in bending the rules, I think it is essential to do so. As a result, please treat this book as a guide, not a set of definitive rules. Together, we are going to look at a range of ways we can use our gardens, including growing and storing your own food at home, upcycling, rewilding and even its health benefits, but please feel free to adapt any part of this book to suit your own style. You may be in another country, where there are different animals and plants, your seasons may fall at a different time of the year, or you may simply have slightly different goals. All of this is what makes gardening great! Remember, my ideas are just suggestions. Play around, test what works and does not work for you, and, most importantly, have fun!


So how did I get to this point?


Before we get started, I have to admit that I have never been to any form of horticultural college, I have not won any gold medals at prestigious gardening shows (although I did win the biggest pumpkin one year at a county fair), nor do I have a professional background in wildlife conservation. As a result, there will be no fancy jargon, Latin plant or animal names, or technical gardening principles, which in all honesty I do not think is a bad thing. There are plenty of books and encyclopaedias out there that cover this information anyway. I have read many of them, and have to admit, they are pretty heavy reading and the average casual gardener will get little benefit from them. What I do have, however, is more than twenty-five years of real-world practical experience of being outside in the garden, with possibly the best non-official gardening education, from the best teacher I could have ever asked for.


That teacher was my great-grandmother, who fortunately I lived next door to as a child. I owe so much to my great-grandmother; she showed me the ropes of gardening long before I even knew what was going on. I have pictures of her pushing me around the garden in my pram, where I could not have been any more than a few months old. As soon as I could walk, well, that was it. Every chance we had, we would be side by side, outside in the garden. The natural world fascinated me, and luckily, like a sponge, I absorbed as much information as I could from her.


She taught me everything, from my daffodils to my roses, and my carrots to my beetroot. The plants were important, but the education did not stop there! We spent just as much time looking at insects and wildlife as we did plants. I have countless happy memories of summers spent chasing butterflies, learning the difference between frogs and toads and watching the different birds that would descend onto her bird table. She made sure I understood the importance this wildlife has in the garden, and how having a successful garden does not stop just at the plants.
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Now when I think about it, she was way ahead of her time. She understood the importance of wildlife, and having a balanced garden. You have to remember, this was at a time when pesticides and plastics ruled the gardening world. At the age of eighty-five, she became the first person I knew who started recycling. This love of recycling also spilled into the garden, where we would look to see what we could repurpose. Milk bottles soon turned into watering cans, and lolly sticks into plant labels. Back then this was a bit strange, but today we know it as upcycling.


My great-grandmother showed me not only the joys of nature and the importance a balanced garden can have on your plants and local wildlife, but she left me with possibly an even greater gift: the gift of understanding how, if used right, our gardens can literally shape the world we live in!


It was not until I was in secondary school that I realized just how lucky I was. One day at lunchtime a red kite (which is a large bird of prey species found in the UK) swooped down into the playground. Everybody screamed. ‘Eagle, eagle, look at the eagle’ and ran all over the place. Not one person knew this was a red kite; not even one of the nearby teachers. This, for me, was the wakeup call I needed! After that day I decided to begin sharing some of the information my great-grandmother left me, so others could start to understand the joys of the natural world outside our back door.


I started to devour any gardening and nature books I could get my hands on, even heading to charity shops to see if I could find any old ones too, so I could understand the evolution of the garden over time. I can say honestly that I have probably read most gardening books published in the UK during the last fifty years. I counted up all my gardening books the other day and I have at least two hundred! And this number does not include the ones I have given to other people over the years too.


This love of gardening literature was accelerated by my time at university. While I knew I had a love and passion for gardening, nature and helping others experience the benefits of both, I was unsure if I would be able to turn it into a career. So, I packed my bags and headed off to university, where I decided to read law. University helped me understand how to effectively research topics and then start to analyze what I had researched. All of a sudden, I was not just reading gardening books, I was analyzing them – not from a critical point of view, but rather from a more practical one, taking sections from each and experimenting in my own garden. This combined with the teachings from my great-grandmother helped me to mould my own style of gardening and allowed me to connect with nature in a way that was personal to me.


Three years flew by and before long it was time to graduate and go into the world of work. Naturally, after studying law, I decided to pursue a law career. However, I soon realized this was not my cup of tea. It was the only period of my life where I started to lose touch with nature and gardening, even missing an entire growing season, which is my favourite time of the year. This highlighted just how important that part of my life is to me. After only a month of two of being away from the garden and nature I found my mood slipping drastically, and I was surprised just how much I missed being outside. It was a hard decision to make, but I knew deep down I was pursuing the wrong career.


I left the world of law, and soon after I started working as a manager for the clothing company Abercrombie & Fitch. My four years there were great, and there was one area of management that I really enjoyed: training and educating team members. This gave me the confidence I needed to start sharing my gardening journey online, to hopefully start to educate others. My goal was to share some of the lessons my great-grandmother taught me, with some of my research over the years, combined with my love of helping to educate and train people, to help and inspire a few people online.


It took me three weeks to finally build up the confidence to post my first video. The video was uploaded in the morning, and then I went about my day hoping it might get ten views, but to my surprise later that evening when I checked, it had eight hundred views! In the previous ten years I had been able to help probably around eighty people experience the joys of gardening, and with the click of a button in a day I had reached ten times more people. From that moment I was hooked!


Fast forward to today, and the power of social media has allowed me to reach a far larger audience. I am lucky to share my garden with a ‘growing’ family of nearly two million people worldwide, with over four hundred million video views. By you picking up this book, I would like to welcome you to our growing family too!


What is a garden, and more importantly, what is a gardener?


I repeatedly refer to gardens, and us gardeners, throughout this book, so I think it is important I briefly explain what each term means to me.


A garden for me is any outside space, big or small, of which a gardener is the guardian, even if only for a short period of time, until it passes on to the next person to look after. It is easy to think gardening books are reserved only for those who have large sprawling gardens, but I want to showcase in this book how that is not true. You can achieve so much with just a few window boxes in a flat, or if you have a balcony, especially a sunny one, you will be surprised at how much you can do. Yes, with a smaller garden you may not be able to do everything you can do in a larger garden, but trust me, you will be able to accomplish more than you might think is possible.


Even if you do not have any form of garden at all, there are quite a few ways you can get involved. Some countries will offer you the chance to get an allotment. This is a patch of land, traditionally used to grow food, which you can rent, for a very modest fee, from your local council or even sometimes a charity or private land owner. If your country does not offer allotments, then look for shared or community gardens. While one of these may not be your own plot of land, you can still harness a lot of the benefits a garden would offer.


A common misconception may be that gardeners are usually people of a certain age, attending to their roses. While there is absolutely nothing wrong with this, especially as roses are one of my favourite flowers, that limited image is not really an accurate reflection of all I deem gardeners to be. In fact, just by you picking up this book, or even showing any interest in your garden or other outside space, in my eyes that makes you a gardener too!


I honestly do not believe there has been another time where gardening has been so cool and so popular. Head to your local garden centre and you will see what I mean. There will be a diverse mix of people, all buying what they need to enjoy their gardens, and this fills me with joy. More and more people are starting to understand the benefit of this patch of ground outside our door, which we call a garden.


[image: Twigs of a strawberry plant with flowers and strawberries.]


Okay, enough about me! Let’s put on our gardening shoes and get outside. Please remember, you do not have to implement every part of this book to have a successful garden. Pick and choose what is relevant for your space, and trust me, you will have the garden of your dreams, bursting with life, making a positive impact for us all in no time! Finally, but most importantly, do not forget to have fun!


[image: A honeybee with a furry body and stripes, along with transparent wings.]
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Your garden supermarket


Let’s grow our own groceries!


I believe one of the best ways to harness the benefits of your garden, both individual and environmental, is by starting to grow your own food at home. Strong claim, I know! However, I have always thought there is something almost enchanting about the process. The way it connects you with nature, and allows you to understand just how perfectly balanced and magical the natural world is, just fascinates me. The process of planting a small seed and helping it on its journey to become a fully grown plant, which produces food, still captivates me after twenty-six years. The bountiful harvests that come as a result, are, for me, just a bonus.


However, I may be a little bit biased. My love of gardening and all things nature comes directly from my love of growing fruit and vegetables, as this was my gateway into the world of gardening, and one I am very glad I opened.


I was very lucky as a child, as this lifestyle of growing food at home was presented to me by both sets of grandparents. Due to this, I associate growing my own food at home with happy warm summer childhood memories.


Recently I came across the term ‘core memory’. A core memory is usually one that is always there in your mind no matter how old you get. A memory so powerful, it is easy to picture it vividly, transporting you back in time. One common theme runs through nearly all of my core memories, which is that they are all outside in the garden. For this reason, I encourage anyone reading this who may have children or younger members of the family to get them involved too! You never know, chances are you will create a core memory or two.


Many people believe you need a large garden to successfully grow your own food at home. I am on a mission to dispel this way of thinking. Yes, if you would like to become completely self-sufficient you will need quite a large area to grow all that food. If I am being completely honest, very few people have the time to even think about that option. When I talk about growing your own food at home in this chapter, I am mainly talking about supplementing your food shops, not necessarily replacing them.


Growing food really is easy. I successfully did so as a child, using seeds from my rabbit’s food. I do not say this to brag, but rather to give you the confidence to start. Harvesting a basket of freshly grown food from your garden really is one of the most satisfying feelings in the world. This, combined with the amazing taste, environmental benefits and money-saving possibilities, makes growing your own food one of the best ways to utilize your garden!


Why bother growing your own food?


One of the most common questions I am asked has to be, ‘Why do you bother with all this work when we have supermarkets?’ I completely understand this question, however, my response is always the same. Try not to view growing food at home as just a means to have food for your consumption. If you do, then unfortunately you may be missing the point. I like to think about it in the same way as listening to music. Sure, you can buy the CD (or more likely these days listen on your phone), but people go to concerts. Why is that? Usually it is because of the event itself, the atmosphere, the sound and all the extras that come with a live concert, not just for the music. Growing your own food is exactly the same: there are far more layers to the process than just the final product!


The number of people who are growing fruit and vegetables has boomed in recent years, which is absolutely amazing! There are many possible reasons, both individual and environmental, as to why this may have happened:


Eat fresh


I ran a poll on my Joe’s Garden social media accounts, and of the fifteen thousand respondents, the overwhelming majority of people who grow their own food at home gave as their number one motivation for doing so the desire to have access to fresh produce. There is no getting away from the fact, homegrown food just tastes better. This is mainly due to the food being grown and harvested perfectly ripe while it is in season, and usually consumed soon after. Food straight from the garden really is a treat. The texture is still crispy, the fragrance fills your nose with joy and the sugars are yet to turn to starch, which gives some crops a truly sweet flavour. I am getting hungry just thinking about this!


Shop-bought produce simply cannot compete with these flavours. There is often a long process from harvesting the food to getting it onto the supermarket shelves. This usually results in a below-par product, which often tastes bland at best. It is for this exact reason that I give so much homegrown food away to other people. The number of times I have heard comments like, ‘Wow, lettuce isn’t actually bland’, or ‘I never knew cucumbers actually have a taste’. That really is the beauty of homegrown produce.


I also believe one of the reasons homegrown food tastes so much better is because of the amount of time, love and effort that often goes into growing it. It is frequently said: the harder you work, the sweeter the reward; well, I think that is definitely true with homegrown food!


Engage with nature


Due to our busy modern lives, we are arguably less connected to nature than we have ever been. Before the Industrial Revolution, in the UK roughly 98 per cent of people earned their living through farming; today that number is around 0.4 per cent. As a result, we have lost that daily connection we once had with the natural world, and growing even just a little bit of food is a great way to reconnect.


I have found engaging with nature to be possibly the most beneficial activity I can do for my mental health. Growing my own food over the years has allowed me to connect with nature, on so many levels. If you do the same, you will start to become more aware about how entwined the natural world is, from the organic compost used to grow your plants, to the insects that help pollinate the flowers and the weather conditions needed for the overall success of everything.


[image: A bird catching an insect between its beak.]


It is really funny how your mindset changes once you start growing your own food. When I was very little, I used to think of bees as a pest, especially when they came to have a sniff of my summer picnics. However, from the age of around seven, I started to understand what beautiful and important little creatures they are. Bees are just one example of many that I could have chosen though.


Reduce air miles


In more developed nations such as the UK, we import fresh fruits and veg from all over the globe. Now I completely understand for some crops this is necessary. Bananas, mango and pineapple are all great examples of crops that are almost impossible to grow on a large scale in my UK climate. However, for some crops there is very little need for them to be shipped all across the globe, travelling thousands of miles, adding tonnes of carbon and other nasties to the atmosphere, when they can easily be grown locally.


Over the last year I have kept a record of where each of the main supermarkets have sourced their fresh produce from. Now please bear in mind, I looked at each vegetable when it was in season in the UK. I even waited until I was harvesting that exact fruit or vegetable in my garden or allotment, before seeing where the same crop being sold in the supermarket had come from.


While there were a few British-grown crops, each and every one of these British crops had an imported option alongside it. Something I will never understand is that the limited British options were also on the whole more expensive too! How is it possible that food grown in countries such as New Zealand – then picked, packaged and flown around the globe – is cheaper than the same food grown on a farm an hour up the road from where I live?


Opposite is a table containing all the crops I grew over the last year, and where my local supermarkets selling those same crops at the same time of the year got theirs from.


As you can see, the vast majority of crops have sometimes needlessly travelled thousands of miles to end up on our shelves. I say sometimes, because occasionally crops can fail. This is usually due to adverse weather or disease, and when this occurs there is no option but to fly some produce in from other areas of the globe.






	Type of Produce


	Where was it grown?


	Approx. miles from UK*







	Apples


	NZ / South Africa


	116,00 / 5,600







	Apricots


	Spain


	787







	Asparagus


	Mexico


	5,500







	Baby corn


	Kenya


	4,230







	Baby cucumbers


	Spain


	787







	Baby tomatoes


	Morocco


	1,300







	Basil


	Italy


	900







	Beetroot


	Spain


	787







	Blueberries


	Turkey


	1760







	Brussels sprouts


	Morocco


	1300







	Butternut squash


	Namibia


	5200







	Cantaloupe melons


	Spain


	787







	Carrots


	Italy


	900







	Chard


	Netherlands


	221







	Chillies


	Senegal


	2700







	Cucumbers (also baby)


	Spain


	787







	Fennel


	Italy


	900







	Garlic


	France


	220







	Grapes


	Egypt


	2,180







	Green beans


	Morocco


	1,300







	Kiwi


	Chile


	7,250







	Leeks


	Spain


	787







	Lemongrass


	Kenya


	4230







	Lemons


	South Africa


	5600







	Limes


	Brazil


	5400







	Mangetout


	Peru


	6300







	Mushrooms


	Poland


	900 *







	Onions (red)


	Spain


	787







	Onions (white)


	Chile


	7,250







	Oranges


	Peru


	5,400







	Passion fruit


	Colombia


	5,300







	Peaches


	Spain


	787







	Pears


	Netherlands


	221







	Peas


	Spain


	787







	Peppers


	Italy


	900







	Plums


	Spain


	787







	Raspberries


	Spain


	787







	Rocket


	Italy


	900







	Rosemary


	Italy


	900







	Spring onions


	Senegal


	2700







	Strawberries


	Egypt


	2180







	Sweet potatoes


	Portugal


	980







	Sweetcorn


	Spain


	787







	Tarragon


	Germany


	578







	Thyme


	Kenya


	4,230







	Tomatoes (also baby)


	Morocco


	1,300








* Approx. miles as the crow flies, from capital city to capital city.


The miles this food has travelled is only part of the problem. Many of the countries on this list are hot and often dry. Growing fruit and vegetables frequently requires a lot of water and other precious resources. An example of why this could become more of an issue is that many of these countries are experiencing increased droughts. Morocco, for example, appears three times on this list, and over the last two decades the level and intensity of droughts in the country has dramatically increased; 2022 saw its worst drought in forty years! If this trend continues it could force us to rethink where our fresh produce is coming from in the not-too-distant future.


Reduce dependency on supermarkets


Our usual abundance of fresh food has been challenged in a lot of ways lately. It has really highlighted for me why being completely reliant on supermarkets might not be a good idea! Empty shelves where fresh produce was once in good supply are now all too common. If you are lucky enough to find full shelves, the price increases are enough to put you off buying anyway!


When you grow your own food, it is actually pretty common to end up growing too much. It is very hard to grow a mixture of different crops all maturing at different times to give you a perfect balance of food. What often happens is you grow an abundance of one or two crops, which are all ready to eat at the same time, leaving you with too much food. I end up with a glut (usually of tomatoes) every single year, and every year I donate some to local food charities. They are always grateful, but this year I have noticed they were even more so. I assume this is in part due to these shortages, price increases and the cost of living crisis.


Growing your own food also gives you far more control. You know exactly what variety it is, where it has come from and whether any pesticides or other chemicals have been used during the growing process. You can also grow varieties and crops you may not often see in the supermarkets. A great example of a crop that is so much fun to grow at home is cucamelons. You might be thinking, what are those? And that is my point exactly. They are super easy to grow at home, the seeds are widely available, but you will be hard pressed to find them in the supermarkets. Growing food at home really does provide you with such a wide range of weird and wonderful fruits and veggies.


Help to reduce your waste


Growing your own food at home helps to cut out a lot of waste in many different ways, the most obvious one being the sheer volume of packaging you will save. If you have a close look at the fresh produce in the supermarkets, one thing that will really stand out is the volume of packaging used to wrap it. It is everywhere and often plastic! By growing your own food, you eliminate quite a bit of this packaging, and throughout the year this will really start to add up.


With homegrown food you have the option to harvest your crops as and when you need them, or once they are perfectly ripe. This not only increases the flavour, as we mentioned earlier, but it also dramatically reduces food waste, as you are only harvesting what you need, when you need it.


Growing your own food will often encourage you to start upcycling and composting, both of which will help reduce the amount of waste that would otherwise most likely find its way into landfill. These are both topics we will explore at length in chapter five (see here).


Have fun with friends, family or even yourself


The main reason I grow food at home is that it is fun. I enjoy knowing I am helping the environment, and I also enjoy eating fresh fruit and veggies. However, the part I enjoy the most is the process of growing the food.


I believe the key to having fun when growing your own food is not to put too much pressure on yourself. Accept that something is going to go wrong; heck, in my garden things go wrong all the time! Get creative, try different foods, build different upcycling projects and just try your best! I promise you the satisfaction of strolling out into the garden and harvesting a basket of fresh food is worth every penny spent and every bit of hard work you have put into growing it!


I often garden alone, which if I am being honest I quite enjoy. However, from time to time it is really fun getting friends and family involved too, especially for those larger projects, where at the end you can reward them with a treat or two from the garden.




Top tip
If you want to get children involved in gardening, you need to keep it fun. The best way I have found to do this is to plant crops that are fast growers, as children need to see results straight away. I highly recommend growing crops such as radishes or salad leaves, as they can be ready to harvest in as little as thirty days! Getting children to connect with nature is one of the best ways we can help protect the environment for years to come, as they are more likely to show empathy towards environmental issues if they have a good connection to the environment. Growing food is a great way to introduce them to the natural world, and I always find earthworms are a big hit with children too!





What do you need to get started?


I hope by now you are itching to at least give growing your own food a go. After all, there really is very little to lose and a lot to gain. Before we get stuck into the details of how to go about it, it is probably a good idea to have a little chat about what tools and equipment you might need. The great part about growing your own food, and gardening in general, is you can spend as much or as little money as you want to.


Until recently I spent practically no money on my garden. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I was a student with no money to spend. I am now lucky enough to have a pretty high-tech vegetable garden, with various raised beds and irrigation systems. Does this make my life easier? Yes. Are my harvests any better? No, not really! That is the best part about growing your own food at home. A tomato does not care if it is being grown in a £20,000 greenhouse or a £75 polytunnel. A pepper does not care if it is being watered with an old upcycled milk bottle, or a £300 irrigation system. Ultimately, if you look after your plants, they will look after you. Yes, fancy tools and gadgets will make this easier, but I went twenty-two years without them, and if I had more time to look after my plants like I used to, I would probably still not have any fancy gadgets.


My simple take-away point here is to dip your toe in first. Start with a few basic bits of equipment, and then once the gardening bug has bitten, which it will, you can begin to add more and more.


In chapter five of this book, we explore the wonderful world of up-cycling (see here). There are so many amazing ways you can upcycle old bits of waste into practically everything you need for your garden. Not only does this save you a fortune, but it helps prevent that potential waste from entering landfill.


Equipment I recommend


It is almost impossible to give you a list of equipment you must have in your garden. Honestly, it depends on so many different factors, such as what you are trying to grow and where you live. If you live in Arizona, for example, a greenhouse is the last thing I would put on your list. Whereas if you live in Scotland, it would be one of the first!


You will also need to think about what type of growing you will be doing. If you are growing in containers, then really all you need are the containers themselves, compost, seeds and water. If you are growing in open ground, however, I would recommend you get a little more equipment.


So here is my list of equipment I would recommend you consider getting, if you wish to start growing your own food at home. Anything marked with a (U) can be easily made by upcycling, and we explore many of these in chapter five. Please do not take this list as gospel, it is simply equipment that I use in my own garden and would highly recommend. You will not necessarily need everything on this list, just pick and choose what you think will be required for your needs. If you are growing in containers then obviously you will not need a shovel, for example.


I recommend:




* A good pair of gloves


* Secateurs or plant snips


* Hand trowel


* Plant labels (U)


* Two watering cans – one small and one large, both with rose attachments (U)


* Water butt to collect rainwater (U)


* Seed dibber (U)


* Pencil


* Twine


* Bamboo canes


* Bamboo cane eye protectors (U)


* Frost fleece or bubble wrap


* Airtight/secure container to store your seeds


* Shovel (for scooping and moving earth, sand, manure, etc.)


* Spade (for digging)


* Garden fork


* A range of pots and containers (U)


* Some form of plant protection, whether it is a polytunnel, cold frame or greenhouse (U)


* Scissors


* Spray bottle


* Garden shoes you do not mind getting dirty


* Hoe


* Kneeling pad (trust me, once you try one you will never be without one)


* Basic first aid kit


* A minimum/maximum thermometer





Just a reminder, you do not need any of this. But it will make your life a lot easier if you have some of it.




Top tip
Do not buy everything at once as this will often lead you to buy items quite cheap. Instead, buy less, but buy higher quality. With a little bit of care, good-quality garden equipment can last a long time and is well worth the investment. Remember to also utilize second-hand shops and online communities as well as local swaps.





Power tools or hand tools?


When it comes to garden tools and equipment, you will often have the choice of power tools or hand-held tools. Power tools have exploded in popularity over the last few years and the range you can buy is currently growing rapidly. Head to any garden or DIY shop and there will be an extensive display, almost like some sort of Men in Black wall of weapons.


I am not denying power tools have a place in the garden. They do. Especially in larger gardens. And power tools might also be essential for people with certain mobility issues. However, I suggest they may have become a bit too common. If you do not believe me, head to any suburb on a warm, summer weekend and just listen. You’ll hear a chorus of lawn mowers, strimmers, hedge trimmers and pretty much every other type of power tool you can think of. Where I live, it is all I hear from dawn to dusk during the summer months, with the main culprit being lawn mowers.


The noise pollution is annoying, but it is the actual pollution from these tools that is more of a problem. Many power tools use petrol to generate their power. Now obviously if you have a massive garden with giant lawns, a petrol-powered lawn mower is really your only option. However, the vast majority of people, including myself and my neighbours, have more modest spaces, where these petrol power tools are completely overkill. Instead, I would suggest having a look at some of the hand tool alternatives.


[image: A push-reel lawn mower with blades.]


In smaller gardens these are far more effective: often just as fast, help to keep you active, are more neighbourly and miles better for the environment. Power tools tend to cause harm to the environment, whereas hand tools help you to better connect with it.


Now please do not think I am on a protest here to ban power tools. I am not, and never will, as some people rely on them. I would just like to maybe offer a few alternatives to think about:






	Power tool


	Hand tool alternative







	Chainsaw


	Bowsaw







	Lawn mower


	Push reel mower







	Hedge trimmer


	Hand shears







	Strimmer


	Long-handle shears







	Sprinkler


	Watering can







	Rotavator


	Garden fork







	Leaf blower


	Broom







	Jet washer


	Wire brush








Other than the reduction in noise and the benefit to the environment, hand tools will save you a considerable amount of money too. Hand tools will usually be far cheaper to purchase, cheaper to use and less expensive to maintain. So maybe next time you are thinking about buying a power tool, have a little look at the hand equivalent and weigh up what one is best for you.




Top tip
When buying power tools, it is often a good idea to consider electric or battery powered over petrol. Electric in most cases will be better for the environment, far less noisy and just all round better suited to casual garden use. Just be careful around the wires, as sharp blades and electrical wires are not a great combination.





Gardening clothes


Avoid buying new clothes specially for use in the garden, and instead try to repurpose old ones. Trust me, when you are outside growing your own food, your clothes are going to get damaged. If I am out gardening in my nice clothes and shoes, rather than getting lost in the gardening and reaping all the benefits that come with it, I am more concerned about damaging my clothes. So, I like to wear old clothes, where is it no big deal if they get stained or ripped, because it will happen at some point.


I have four categories of clothes in my wardrobe. What I call my high-quality going-out clothes, my everyday clothes, lounging around clothes and garden clothes. Unlike all the others, garden clothes are not bought for their purpose. Instead, they are often old versions of clothes from each category. You will often find me out in the garden wearing an old shirt paired with a pair of sports shorts. Who cares what it looks like? As long as it is functional, it is going to end up in my gardening wardrobe.


If you do want to buy some clothes to use in the garden, then I highly recommend having a look in charity shops. These clothes will be cheaper, and buying from charity shops can help slow the amount of clothing that ends up being thrown away. Clothing waste and fast fashion has become a massive environmental threat, and us gardeners do not need to be making it worse. Instead, view your gardening wardrobe as a brilliant way to utilize old clothes.


However, the one item I would advise you go out and buy is a good pair of garden shoes. Welly boots immediately spring to mind for the UK, but I actually prefer a pair of proper boots. They offer plenty of support without going half way up my leg. I mean, after all, we are growing a bit of fresh food, not running a full-scale farm. If you are container gardening, a good pair of shoes is less important than if you are digging a large vegetable patch in the ground.


[image: A pair of lace-up boots.]


Be realistic about space


When you set out to grow your own food at home it is important to work with the space you have, not against it. Many people assume growing food at home is reserved for those with only the biggest gardens. Once upon a time that may have been true, but gardening has changed so much over the last fifty years. Today, having a small space is not a reason to abandon your ambition to grow some food at home. In fact, I would say having a small space is not a bad thing at all. I recommend everyone starts off small, regardless of how much room you have.


If you are just starting out, I think it is important to remind yourself that the goal is to not necessarily replace the supermarkets, but rather to supplement your food shops, have a little fun, and learn a new skill or two. So, let’s explore the main ways you can grow your own fruit and veg at home, and identify what method might be the best option for you and your available space.


When it comes to growing fruit and veg at home there are really three main ways you can do this. You can grow in the traditional way of planting directly into the soil, otherwise known as open ground gardening; you can use pots and containers; or you can grow in raised beds, which is sort of a crossover between the two.


Growing food in containers


For all beginners, regardless of how much space you have, I recommend starting out by using containers. This is possibly the easiest way to grow food, and they will fit into pretty much any size space. I have friends who have turned their balconies into thriving urban gardens by using just a few containers.


Containers come in all different shapes, sizes and materials. In chapter five (see here), we explore this in some detail and discuss the pros and cons of each material.
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Even though I am lucky enough to have quite a large garden, I still grow quite a few crops in containers. This is because there are so many pros of container growing, including:




* Pots are perfect for small spaces as you can select the size you need for your space.


* There are now more eco-friendly alternatives to plastic, such as bamboo and natural-fibre pots.


* You have the added benefit of being able to move your plants around. This is amazing as you can bring plants inside if it is cold, move them into the shade if it is too hot or simply just change the look and feel of your space, without having to uproot and potentially damage any plants.


* A lot of people live in rented accommodation. Using pots and containers is perfect for renters, as it allows you to grow your own food without changing the property permanently. If you move out you can simply take all your containers with you.


* It is by far the cheapest way to get started. Growing food in containers does not require many tools. All you need is a good container, a high-quality compost, some seeds and a means of watering your containers.


* Containers allow you to control the soil you are using. It can be hard to change the soil structure in open ground, often taking years of work, but in pots and containers you can select the exact soil for your needs.


* You will not have to worry as much about weeds (unless you mix in soil from the garden).


* Crops in pots are much easier to protect from insects, slugs and hungry birds.





However, it is not all sunshine and rainbows. Growing in pots and containers does have its fair share of cons, including:




* Crops grown in pots will need to be watered more regularly, leading to a higher water usage to achieve a good harvest.


* You will often need to feed the soil in your containers far more than you might have to in open ground.


* Some crops simply cannot be grown effectively in pots. A great example is corn, one of my favourites to grow at home. Corn needs to be planted in large blocks as it is wind pollinated. If you plant one or two corn plants in containers, prepare to be disappointed.


* Many pots are made out of plastic, which, as we all know by now, is something we need to try to avoid. Throughout this book we will look at many various ways you can avoid these plastic pots, but the lure of cheap plastic containers will always be there for every container grower.


* Plants grown in containers can be quite hard to support. Often the pot is not deep enough to poke a cane into, and when it is, it can make the pot top heavy and vulnerable in the wind.





Overall, pots are fantastic for beginners and people with very small spaces who would like to try to grow a little bit of food at home.




Top tip
When growing plants in containers it is essential these have drainage holes in the bottom. Without drainage, your soil will easily become waterlogged, which will more often than not lead to root rot killing your plant. Some pots will have the drainage holes, but be aware that you may need to poke out the holes yourself. I would also recommend that you avoid buying decorative pots that do not have drainage holes, as these are probably the easiest way to kill your plants. It is also a good idea to use a saucer underneath your pot to capture any water drainage, which you can then use to water your other plants.





Growing food in open soil


If you are lucky enough to have a large garden, then growing your own food directly in the ground could be the best option for you. Even more so if you have lovely, rich, free-draining soil. A large garden will definitely help, but it is not essential. I have squeezed vegetable patches into all sorts of strange places in the past, almost in the same way you would with a flower border! Traditionally, nearly all food was grown in the ground, and there is no doubt this tried-and-tested method will certainly work.


I would just like to add, growing food in the ground can require quite a bit of work to get it prepared. If you know growing your own food is something you would love to do, then go for it. However, if you just want to try to give growing your own food at home a go to see if you enjoy it, this is probably not the best way to go about it.


Please remember, when you are making your vegetable patch you cannot easily move it like you can with containers and raised beds. Spend a bit of time planning where you would like it to be, thinking of factors such as how much sunlight each area gets, is it going to be in the way of anything, is it easily accessible and does it suit your garden design. Remember, your vegetable patch can be any shape or size you would like. I mean, I have got all sorts of different shapes in my garden, and for me it adds a bit of character, and gives it a more natural feel than rows of square or rectangular beds.


There are so many pros of growing your own food in open ground, a few of which include:




* You will be able to grow pretty much any crop, as you will often have more space.


* Growing crops in the ground will use far less water than growing in pots.


* Plants will often develop stronger, deeper root systems.


* It is far easier to support your plants in open ground as you can push canes and supports deep into the soil.


* Using the land you own comes with no immediate extra costs (however, you will need more tools to maintain/make a vegetable bed).


* Plants grown in the open soil will utilize rainwater better.





However, just like pots, growing in open soil does have some cons, including:




* Weeds, weeds and more weeds! There is no escaping weeds when you grow in open soil. There are ways to manage and reduce weeds, but I am yet to find a way to eliminate them completely.


* Often your soil will need improving, with lots of organic matter, which can get expensive.


* You cannot easily move a vegetable garden. You have to fill it back in and start the whole process again.


* It is harder to protect your crops out in the open soil.





I would recommend growing your crops in open soil, but maybe not if you are a beginner. Learn the ropes using pots and raised beds, and once you have the bug, add in a few in-the-ground beds. I find my best crops come from my open-ground vegetable patch, but also it is worth adding that the most failures also come from my open vegetable patch.




Top tip
I would highly advise, no matter what shape or size vegetable patch you create, to always incorporate walkways. This will help to avoid walking on the soil and compacting it, and just makes life a lot easier if everything is within reach.





Growing food in raised beds


Raised beds are probably my favourite way to grow food at home. They are so versatile and come in all different shapes, sizes and materials. Some raised beds are just layers of compost over the top of garden soil, some are deep containers with open bottoms, others come with a bottom, and some raised beds are elevated in the air by legs.


In my garden I have nearly every type of raised bed, and they are all fantastic. If you want to start gardening but have mobility issues, or use a wheelchair, then raised beds are probably the best option for you.


These days you can buy a raised bed to fit any size garden, making them the perfect option for spaces from balconies through to large country gardens. It is worth noting raised beds can get quite expensive. However, I have only bought three of my eleven raised beds. Instead, I used old pallet wood to make my own, and trust me I have zero carpentry skills, so if I can do it, you certainly can too. If you are interested in how I do this, you can find more information in chapter five (see here).




The wonderful world of Hügelkultur


You are probably thinking, what on earth is that! Hügelkultur has been used for hundreds of years throughout parts of Europe. It is essentially the process of layering logs and plant debris to make a raised garden bed.


All of the raised beds in my garden utilize this method, and honestly it will save you a fortune on compost.


To get your hügelkultur beds started, place some larger logs along the base of your raised beds. Once you have your layer of larger logs, add smaller twigs, branches and bits of wood.


Now that your base of logs and twigs is in place, it is time to add in a layer of organic plant matter. I like to use old hay or straw, lawn trimmings and fallen autumn leaves. Over time this will all organically rot down, enriching the soil.


On top of my organic plant matter, I like to add a layer of homemade compost, that is at least 23 cm (9 inches) deep, to allow the roots of your plants to have plenty of room to grow. Some like to add a layer of topsoil to the compost, but I never do, as I do not think it adds much value and would rather save the money.


Some people will advise that you leave this material over the winter to rot down, but I have planted my raised beds the same day as building them.





Just like pots and open soil, raised beds have so many benefits, and here are a few of my favourites:




* Raised beds can be easily made for free, using old pallet wood.


* They give you a balance between growing in pots and growing in open soil.


* If you avoid using garden soil to fill them up, you should not have a problem with weeds.


* Raised beds can often look very neat and attractive in the garden.


* More often than not they are made from wood or metal, which helps to avoid plastic usage.


* You can grow almost anything in raised beds; I successfully grow crops such as corn every year in my larger ones.


* Raised beds are fantastic for people with mobility issues, especially wheelchair users, or those less able to spend prolonged amounts of time bending down.


* While maybe not as portable as garden pots, raised beds can be relocated around the garden, or even to another property.


* As raised beds are slightly elevated off the floor, they will offer a little bit of ground frost protection.


* The soil in raised beds often warms up faster in the spring, allowing you to sow your crops a little bit earlier.





As you have probably guessed by now, raised beds do have some cons, and these include:




* If you cannot build your own raised beds, they can be quite expensive.


* Raised beds will need a lot of compost and high-quality soil. My larger raised beds have a 2,000-litre capacity (2.6 tonnes), which is fine if like me you have a lot of home-made compost, but if you are relying on store-bought, this will cost a fortune to fill.


* Slugs! A word that often sends shivers down gardeners’ spines. Raised beds often give slugs the perfect place to live, as they settle between the compost and the inside wall of the raised bed.


* Plants growing in raised beds will still require quite a bit more water than plants growing in open soil.





Raised beds are undoubtedly fantastic, and I would be lost without mine! However, my advice for beginners would still be to start off growing in pots. Then once you have the bug for growing your own food, maybe invest in a raised bed (or make your own). If you are already growing crops at home in pots or in the soil, then for you, I cannot recommend raised beds enough.


Growing your own food at home 101


While this is not necessarily an out and out book on how to grow your own food, I cannot dangle the carrot in front of you, lure you in and then change topics. That would be cruel. So, let’s go on a super quick crash course on how to grow your own food at home.


This is quite an extensive subject, so I can only scratch the surface here. I am a big advocate of experimenting in the garden. The advice below works well for me, but if you want to adapt it to your own technique, then I am all for that! Following the rules of gardening gets boring, so use this as a loose guide, and once you have a bit of success, add in your own touches to try to make things better.


Plants want to grow


I once heard the British gardener Alan Titchmarsh say something to the effect of: plants want to grow; it is down to us to stay out of the way. That observation really resonated with me. The seeds we grow really do want to grow, and often we overcomplicate the process, which actually puts the plants under more stress. Every year plants pop up across the garden that have self-seeded. I have had radishes grow in gravel paths, strawberry plants grow in the cracks in paving slabs and sunflowers grow out of a gutter! These are testament to a plant’s will to grow, and it highlights the need for us to just let them do their thing. Sure, check in on them every now and again to make sure they are well watered and looking healthy, but for the most part leave them to grow; they will do most of the hard work for you.
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