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About the Book

Alan Titchmarsh imparts a lifetime of expertise in these definitive practical guides for beginners and experienced gardeners. Step-by-step illustrations and easy-to-follow instructions guide you through the basic skills and on to the advanced techniques, providing everything you need to create and maintain your dream garden.


	A–Z of vegetables herbs and how to grow and harvest them

	Advice on feeding, watering, and combating pests, weeds and diseases

	Practical tips on preparing and improving soil

	How to manage your plot to ensure year-round produce

	Step-by-step guides to essential techniques
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Introduction

Gardening is one of the best and most fulfilling activities on earth, but it can sometimes seem complicated and confusing. The answers to problems can usually be found in books, but big fat gardening books can be rather daunting. Where do you start? How can you find just the information you want without wading through lots of stuff that is not appropriate to your particular problem? Well, a good index is helpful, but sometimes a smaller book devoted to one particular subject fits the bill better – especially if it is reasonably priced and if you have a small garden where you might not be able to fit in everything suggested in a larger volume.

The How to Garden books aim to fill that gap – even if sometimes it may be only a small one. They are clearly set out and written, I hope, in a straightforward, easy-to-understand style. I don’t see any point in making gardening complicated, when much of it is based on common sense and observation. (All the key techniques are explained and illustrated, and I’ve included plenty of tips and tricks of the trade.)

There are suggestions on the best plants and the best varieties to grow in particular situations and for a particular effect. I’ve tried to keep the information crisp and to the point so that you can find what you need quickly and easily and then put your new-found knowledge into practice. Don’t worry if you’re not familiar with the Latin names of plants, they are there to make sure you can find the plant as it will be labelled in the nursery or garden centre, but where appropriate I have included common names, too. Forgetting a plant’s name need not stand in your way when it comes to being able to grow it.

Above all, the How to Garden books are designed to fill you with passion and enthusiasm for your garden and all that its creation and care entails; from designing and planting it to maintaining it and enjoying it. For more than fifty years gardening has been my passion, and that initial enthusiasm for watching plants grow, for trying something new and for just being outside pottering has never faded. If anything I am keener on gardening now than I ever was and get more satisfaction from my plants every day. It’s not that I am simply a romantic, but rather that I have learned to look for the good in gardens and in plants, and there is lots to be found. Oh, there are times when I fail – when my plants don’t grow as well as they should and I need to try harder. But where would I rather be on a sunny day? Nowhere!

The How to Garden handbooks will, I hope, allow some of that enthusiasm – childish though it may be – to rub off on you, and the information they contain will, I hope, make you a better gardener, as well as opening your eyes to the magic of plants and flowers.
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Becoming a vegetable gardener

Anyone can grow their own veg. In fact, it’s all too easy to get bitten by the veg-gardening bug: perhaps the children want to try growing a few beans or courgettes in a tub; or a neighbour has raised one too many tomato plants and is longing to palm off a couple on you; or you spot a tray of lettuce seedlings at a car boot sale or garden centre. Beware, these little beginnings may ignite a passion that simply grows and grows.
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Why grow your own?

Recently there has been a resurgence in vegetable gardening. It is difficult to pinpoint why, but it is probably a combination of factors: getting fed up with the same sterile-looking produce offered in the supermarkets; feeling a need for the tranquillity offered by pootling about in the garden; or realizing that the jet-setting lives led by many of our shop-bought fruit and veg cannot be good for us, them, or the planet. Whatever the reason, growing vegetables brings a multitude of rewards.


[image: Image]
Even if you don’t have acres of space, you can grow vegetables. For those who have plenty of room, the veg-growing bug can result in an entire garden being given over to edible produce. All power to your potager!



Taste

Nowadays we are used to being able to buy all sorts of vegetables in the shops, all the year round. We can have tomatoes in winter and courgettes in early spring. But where is the taste? All the greenhouse heating and lighting in the world hasn’t been able to recreate the wonderful flavour of a home-grown tomato picked and eaten just as it reaches ripe perfection, or a cucumber sliced into a salad while still warm from the greenhouse. The thought of the amazing sweetness of a sweetcorn cob so fresh that it might have been bent over a pan of boiling water while still on the plant, should start to make your mouth water. Or what about the simple pleasure of shelling young peas and broad beans and trying not to eat them all before they reach the colander?

Convenience

Aside from their great taste, there are practical advantages to raising your own vegetables. You can ensure that you have a fresh supply of the family’s favourites on your doorstep (or just down the road at the allotment), and you can also save money by growing vegetables that are more expensive to buy, such as asparagus and artichokes. As you tend them every single day of their lives, you will know exactly what your vegetables have been exposed to in terms of chemicals and other undesirables. While this is particularly important for those of us who have children to feed, it is also nice to know that you aren’t putting anything unnecessary into your own body. And while we’re on bodies, gardening is excellent exercise, getting you out into the fresh air and toning up muscles you didn’t know you had.
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The owner of this vegetable garden is making the most of his restricted space. Growing vegetable plants in tiers on a sunny wall makes sense because most won’t grow higher than 30cm (12in) or so, which means you can fit in plenty of containers. If growing crops in pots, you must pay great attention to feeding and watering.



Reality check

After all the words in praise of vegetable gardening, a few of warning: it does require commitment. It’s no good bunging in a few plants and hoping for the best, you do need to plan, prepare, plant and cherish. It is also important not to be too ambitious – if you have never grown veg before, don’t try to be self-sufficient in year one. In fact, unless you really have a bee in your bonnet, it is best to accept that some things are always more sensibly bought at the local greengrocer or supermarket, and to concentrate on those vegetables that are really worth growing at home. And a final spoiler – a lot of gardening is about waiting: if you are reading this in midsummer, you won’t see all your dreams come to fruition until next year. The best time to start planning a vegetable patch is in the autumn or winter, so you can do the necessary preparations in time for the start of the growing season in spring.


Planning your plot

If you have the luxury of space in your garden, you will be able to choose a sheltered site, with a good sunny aspect and free-draining soil for growing vegetables. This is the ideal, but some of us who have limited space or are allocated an allotment can plan an equally productive plot by following a few simple rules.
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This is a vegetable garden with designer flair. Although it is only a tiny corner, this plot has a greenhouse, compost bin and cloches, as well as a selection of healthy vegetables in raised beds.



Site

Vegetables have to grow fast and steadily to produce an abundant, healthy and tasty crop. To do this they need fertile soil that drains well after rain. They also do best with plenty of sun and water and protection from wind. Keep this in mind when you select your spot. Don’t worry if you don’t have all these conditions in one place, as long as you have a bit of sun the rest can be created or provided with a little bit of extra preparatory work. In addition, although vegetables are traditionally grown in one place in the garden, if you have several small sites with great vegetable-growing prospects it is always possible to divide your plants between them. You can even grow a wide range of vegetables in containers.
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Vegetables don’t have to be grown in long rows. If you need only a few plants, grow only a few. As well as being neat and decorative, these clearly defined vegetable beds are easy to look after.
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They might not always look perfect, but nothing beats the taste of home-grown carrots – delicious. If you pull a few that seem rather small, you can always eat them raw in a salad and leave the others in the ground to grow a little bigger.



Sun Most vegetables need plenty of light and warmth. Although some leafy varieties, such as lettuce and rocket, may cope in a little shade, if you haven’t got sun, the choice of what you can grow will be limited.

Soil Soil that is full of nutrients is a must because vegetable plants are fast-growers and are always hungry. Ideally, the soil shouldn’t be too stony (root veg in particular protest at stones, forking and becoming tough and inedible) and should be easy to work (or dig). See also here for information on soil types.

Water Vegetables need regular and sufficient supplies of water. If your plants suffer water gluts or shortages, your crop will be nowhere near as abundant or as tender or tasty as it could be. Hedges and trees are notorious water-thieves, and walls may cause a rain shadow, which means that plants on the lee side don’t receive any water when it rains. (This is something to bear in mind when selecting your site for growing vegetables.) Of course, you can still plant in these drier places, but you will have to be prepared to provide a good proportion of the water under your own steam. Invest in water butts, and also mulch the soil to retain moisture in these areas.




Frost pockets

While the term ‘frost pocket’ might sound quite attractive, your vegetables will not like to be in one. On a frosty day, take a look around your garden as the sun warms it up. You can easily spot the frost pockets – they are the places where the ground stays white and frozen longer than anywhere else.

Just as hot air rises, so cold air sinks. Low areas get much colder than higher areas, and low areas hemmed in by hedges or buildings will be even worse, as the cold air cannot escape. On a slope, making a gap in a hedge or fence can help alleviate the problem. Even after the likelihood of frost is passed in late spring, don’t forget that these areas are still probably the coldest in the garden. If part of your vegetable bed is in a frost pocket, remember that hardy veg like broad beans and brassicas will cope in these colder areas, while potatoes or runner beans won’t fare so well.
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Cold air collects at the bottom of slopes or where a wall or other obstruction slows its passage. Avoid growing the more tender vegetables in such sites.
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Overwintering vegetables, such as leeks and Brussels sprouts, can cope with a fair amount of frost without being killed or even spoiled.
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Low box hedges and neatly trimmed box balls provide permanent structure in this vegetable garden. They also provide excellent shelter for the crops, but do bear in mind that hedges make their own demands: their roots will grow into the vegetables’ space, taking nutrients and water from the soil.



Drainage Roots need air as well as water. If the soil is waterlogged (see box) the roots will suffocate, which means the plant they are supporting will not be able to grow. Choose a well-drained site for your vegetables or improve the drainage; this can be done by incorporating plenty of manure or compost (see also here) or by making raised beds (see also here). At the other end of the scale, very free-draining soil can be equally bad – when the water runs away too quickly, the roots don’t get a chance to drink. Surprisingly, the solution for very free-draining soil is the same as for poor drainage: add some organic matter.

Exposure The perfect vegetable bed is one that is sheltered from strong, cold winds which will batter and bruise your precious crops. However, it also needs a reasonable breath of air through it to ensure pollination of certain plants, and to make it less inviting to pests and diseases. You can make an exposed site more comfortable for your vegetables by erecting a simple fence or planting a low hedge at a sensible distance.




Waterlogged soil

If you suspect your soil is poorly drained, have a closer look: mosses and rush-type plants growing in it are a giveaway, as are puddles forming and hanging about after rain. Dig a hole between 30 and 60cm (12 and 24in) deep and pour in a bucket of water; the water should drain away reasonably quickly. If the water is still there an hour or more later, you have a problem with drainage. Take heart, though, it could be that there is simply a ‘pan’ below the surface. This occurs when soil has been compacted by frequent walking on it, or through regular digging to the same depth.

THE SOLUTION

Make the hole a little deeper and check the consistency of the soil as you go. If you come across an area that is difficult to dig and very compacted, dig through it and try the bucket of water trick again. If it drains away more quickly this time, digging deep and adding composted material is the answer (see also here). Otherwise, raised beds (see also here) are your best option – especially for those who want to grow veg in a spot where there is a high water table.




Layout

The easiest way to grow vegetables is to plant them in a traditional layout: that is in straight rows in straight-sided, not-too-wide beds with paths in between. There are many good reasons for this. Veg are plants that need lots of attention – in the form of weeding, feeding, tying up, and harvesting. If they are planted all higgledy piggledy about the place, tending them can get tiresome. Then there are the gaps that appear as you harvest the crops – these are easier to fill if they are a regular shape, plus new seedlings coming up won’t get hoed along with the weeds by mistake. Narrow beds will help you to reach the plants and avoid the temptation of stepping on the soil, which will only compact it and spoil all your earlier hard digging work (see also here). However, if you really want a layout that is both pretty and practical, a potager could be the answer (see box, here).

The layout shown and described here is the ideal for vegetables. Adapt it to suit your needs and the size and shape of your plot.


[image: Image]
There is a good reason for every aspect of a traditional vegetable garden, from the direction the rows run – north/south to get the most sun for shorter veg plants growing behind tall ones, to the position of the greenhouse and compost heaps – easy to access but not in the way.
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Careful thought has gone into the design of this plot. The wooden structures provide shelter for the vegetables and support for fruit trees; they also ensure that the vegetable garden looks interesting, even during the winter months.



You will need:

[image: Image] Three or four main beds – Make your main beds any length you like; the optimum width is about 1.2m (4ft), as this allows you to reach the middle without treading on the soil. Three is the perfect number as it enables straightforward rotation of crops (see also here). Run paths between the beds for easy access all around the plot.

[image: Image] One permanent bed – This is for perennial crops, such as asparagus and globe artichokes, which stay in place year after year.

[image: Image] Compost bins – Site bins within easy reach of the veg beds to make them easy to fill, turn over, and empty. Have three separate bins on the go to keep the compost-making process simple (see also here).

[image: Image] Cold frames and/or cloches – These are useful for raising and hardening off young plants before they are planted out into permanent beds. Cold frames are usually 1.2m x 60cm (4ft x 2ft) and made of aluminium with glass or plastic panes. Their permanent site should be reasonably bright and sheltered. Cloches are the portable version and can be moved around the vegetable patch to offer protection for rows of young plants as required.

[image: Image] Greenhouse – Although a greenhouse is not essential, the more you get bitten by the veg-growing bug, the more you will want one, and once you have one, you will fill it…easily. Get one as big as you can afford (larger ones retain heat longer and are easier to work in) and position it so its longer edges run north to south to make the most use of summer light. Position it out of the full blast of the wind, as this will cool it very quickly.

[image: Image] Water – Where you have a sloping greenhouse roof you can install a drainpipe and waterbutt, or two, to collect rainwater as it runs off. Put them by sheds and garages, too, or anywhere that water can be collected and put to good use. You will also almost inevitably need an outside tap, in a convenient position for filling watering cans or using the hosepipe.

Herbs

No vegetable garden is complete without a selection of herbs, and the majority of these do very well in containers. Some are short-lived and need to be sown regularly or bought as small plants (very cheaply) from a garden centre or supermarket. These include basil, parsley and coriander. Others will survive for a long time in a pot, needing only an annual pruning or tidy up. Mint, marjoram, chives, bay, sage and thyme fit into this category.

If you buy potted supermarket herbs, don’t forget to harden them off slowly before putting them outside (see here) – they will be very delicate to begin with.

It is a common misconception that all herbs need a hot sunny position on poor dry soil. Though most do, there are exceptions: parsley prefers cool light shade, mint needs plenty of moisture, and chives like rich soil. Their individual requirements can be met easily by growing them in pots.




Potagers

Vegetables lend themselves very well to a formal layout, but that doesn’t mean your creative side has to be suppressed. Potagers are vegetable gardens that have been planted to make the most of the decorative qualities of the plants, such as blocks of purple-leaved cabbages punctuated with wigwams of red-flowered runner beans, and swirls of lettuces with different foliage textures and colours surrounding a square of onions or sweetcorn. You can add flowering plants too: it is best to stick to annuals – companion plants such as marigolds are good choices – as you will probably want to dig the whole plot over, flowers and all, at the end of the season. Although the design of your potager can be as complex as you like, don’t lose sight of the fact that you will need space to weed and harvest the vegetables, and that some won’t appreciate being shaded out by taller neighbours.
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Parsley is among many herbs that do well in a container. It will also tolerate some shade.
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Somewhere to put your prunings, weeds and dead plants is essential in a vegetable plot. A compost bin is also a means of recycling the goodness contained within spent plant material.






End of sample
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PEST
Whitefly

Red spider
mite
Vine weevil

Slugs

Wireworms

BIOLOGICAL CONTROL

wasp larva
Encarsia formosa

Phytosieulus
persimilis

nematode
Steinernema kraussei
nematode
Phasmarhabditis
hermaphrodita

nematode
Heterorhabitis
megadis
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Protection chart

NAME PROTECT FROM PROVIDE GROW UNDER START UNDER COVER ~ GROW UNDER
COLD AND CONTINUOUS COVER FOR AN FOR PLANTING COVER FOR A
LATE FROST PROTECTION EARLY CROP OUT LATER LONGER SEASON

Aubergines ! u | | u

Beetroot | |

Beans, broad | |

Beans, French m n

Beans, runner | L}

Brussels sprouts u u

Cabbages — summer

and autumn varieties -

Calabrese

Cauliflower — summer

and autumn varieties -

Celeriac u

Celery u

Chillies 2 u u u

Courgettes u L}

Cucumbers 2 ] u u

Florence fennel n n

Lettuces | u | |

Peas u

Peppers 2 u u u

Pumpkins and

squashes L] []

Radishes ] ]

Salad leaves (some) ] | |

Sweetcorn ] ]

Tomatoes 2 u u u

Turnips u L}

! Can be grown outside in a sheltered spot, but success is more likely with continuous protection.
2 There are indoor and outdoor varieties, all need initial protection from cold.
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