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A WORD FROM FERN
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The Patch: The Big Allotment Challenge is the happiest, most engaging programme I think anyone could wish to watch. The moment I first walked into the walled garden that surrounds our competition allotments, I was beguiled. The colour, the scent, the sheer volume and diversity of the plants growing so joyously, couldn’t help but make me fall in love with it all.

I have been gardening, pretty haphazardly, since I was a little girl. My mother is an excellent grower. She had me planting pansies and hollyhocks at a very early age and taught me to appreciate the way nature, no matter how you wish to tame her, has a determined way to do her own thing. The best bits of artistic planting are often because a stray heartsease seed wandered in among a throng of marigolds.

On The Patch, our nine teams of gardeners worked for 16 long weeks before the competition even started. Their knowledge and research into the fruits, flowers and vegetables they were asked to grow deepened with each passing week. By the time our team of experts arrived, the contestants could hold their own with the deep horticultural questions that were thrown at them. Or not. Although it was a serious competition, there were many moments of fall-about hilarity. Imagine a kind of Carry On Up The Allotment and you’ll get the picture.

Our allotmenteers kept their humour and shared their wisdom with great generosity. What they managed to grow, make and eat from their abundant crops was astounding.

For my part, I came home and pored over seed catalogues, picking and choosing things I had never grown but had fallen in love with on the show. My entire garden has had a winter overhaul. I’ve ruthlessly dug out and given away plants I have grown bored of. I am ready for my garden to become My Patch: My Big Allotment Challenge. I hope you are too!

I am ready for my garden to become

My Patch: My Big Allotment Challenge.

I hope you are too!
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INTRODUCTION

Whether you want to grow a single pot of herbs, or you’re launching into owning an allotment for the first time, there’s nothing like growing something (anything) yourself. Maybe it’s the child in us that never ceases to be amazed when an unpromising thimbleful of seed germinates and grows into lush, verdant greenery, and as if that’s not enough, goes on to reward us with fabulous flowers or delicious fresh food.

All that nurturing, watching, watering and feeding: there’s a huge sense of satisfaction as the garden bursts into life. Secretly, of course, we know it wasn’t all down to us and that nature had a lot to do with it. But among the stresses and strains of life, growing your own is wonderfully rewarding. Quite apart from the productivity, there are the rewards and sense of well being associated with spending time outside.

If the notion of devoting every weekend to the allotment and ending up with loads of bolted lettuces has always seemed somewhat daunting, now’s the time to bury that idea. This book, which accompanies The Patch, is about looking at growing your own in your own way – it doesn’t have to mean germinating seed and hours of backbreaking work; you can do as much or as little as you fancy. There’s nothing easier than growing herbs in a container outside the kitchen door, yet they bring fabulous flavour to your cooking every day of the year. Or if you crave a houseful of fresh flowers, but baulk at the cost of buying them, what could be easier than sprinkling some cut-and-come-again annual seeds in late spring and waiting for them to bloom? For the cost of a packet of seeds, you’ll get loads of flowers that would cost considerably more. It’s wonderful to be able to wander down the garden on a summer’s evening to cut beautiful flowers. All you need to do is put a few in a vase or jug to bring the outside in, lend the room a seasonal feel and perhaps fill it with perfume.

In GROW, you’ll find all the information you need to get started on growing your own; choosing the best place to plant, preparing the soil, feeding, watering and nurturing your crops. There’s also an A–Z guide on growing the most popular (mainly easy) fruit, veg, flowers and herbs to help you decide what is best for your site and your needs. Whether you have the time and desire to germinate seed, or you’d prefer to buy a few young plants ready to grow on, this book aims to give you everything you need to be able to cultivate the most popular crops, complete with invaluable advice from the show’s horticultural expert, Jim Buttress.

If flowers are what you are after, there is plenty of information on how to grow, when to cut and how to condition your blooms to ensure they last in water. A simple container might be all you need for everyday flowers, but there are times when it’s lovely to be able to create more theatrical designs, so in MAKE expert florist Jonathan Moseley shares the professional how-to skills of creating designs for tables, pedestals and wreaths, and also divulges his own inimitable tips on how to add lashings of flair and theatricality.

When it comes to edible crops, the great thing about growing your own is that you can crop when everything is perfectly matured or deliciously sun-ripened. Nobody will need to tell you when that will be. Your eyes will see, your fingers feel and your nose smell. Walk out into the strawberry bed on a hot midsummer’s day, and there will be no doubt that they are ready for the picking. In autumn, when the air is filled by that sweet fresh perfume of ripened apples, you may find it difficult to resist sneaking one off the tree. But you may also be frustrated by the abundance. How can you possibly keep up with the harvest as it just keeps on coming? Thane Prince believes that, when faced with plentiful harvests, deep down inside all of us there is a desire to collect, preserve, set aside for harder times. Preserves not only capture the harvest, but also provide intense flavours, adding a piquant point of interest to any dish. Finding and using both new and favourite ingredients in different ways has been a special passion of Thane’s all through her years as a professional food writer and recipe tester. It’s a passion she shares with us in EAT, with her favourite staple preserves, and her choice of recipes created by the allotmenteers in The Patch.

This book is about getting back to basics, reconnecting with nature and your own little bit of the outside and cultivating your own harvests – but doing it your way. It’s about growing flowers as crops alongside fruit and veg and it’s about delicious recipes for preserving the goodness of the harvest.

SO GO ON, GROW, MAKE, EAT!
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MAKING PLANS:
WINTER

Planning the plot

Discover your soil type

Essential tools

Sowing and growing kit

ROOTS AND SHOOTS:
EARLY SPRING

Potting compost

Starting off seedlings

Hardening off

Greenhouse growing

Planting out

Planning the watering

Pest control: The slitherers and soil dwellers

Welcoming garden guests

BEGINNING TO BURGEON:
EARLY SUMMER

Fertilisers

Mulch

Weeds

Sowing outdoors

Plant supports

Diseases and airborne pests

10 steps towards an eco-friendly garden

ACTION STATIONS:
HIGH SUMMER

Protect the produce

Collecting seed and refreshing the colour

Extending the harvest

THE GLUT AND TIDY UP:
AUTUMN

Harvesting and storing

The autumn dig

Making compost

The big tidy up

Planting spring bulbs


Whether you’re already a keen gardener or you just can’t wait to get started but don’t know where to begin, this is the go-to section for all the basic gardening techniques. Organised loosely into seasons, it takes you through all the stages of growing your own from planning the plot and germinating seeds right through to harvesting the crops and ‘putting the garden to bed’ at the end of the growing year. So whatever time of the year you want to start, you can flip to the relevant part of this section and get going!

The seasons are intentionally loose because the whims of the weather mean you can never be exactly sure when one will progress into the next. One year, Easter will be veritably balmy and the next icy cold. Some summers are hot and long; others late and wet. Sometimes, just one hot weekend transforms a spring-like garden into one that’s burgeoning with early summer life. So be fairly flexible about what you do when; it’s more about sensing the right time to move the garden onto the next stage. Having said that, broadly speaking, certain things do happen at particular times of the year, so by arranging them seasonally, this section serves as a reminder as to when you need to be thinking about what. For example, if you don’t spend time setting up the battle lines with the slugs and snails early in the year, you may have a bigger battle later on. On the other hand, you won’t have to worry about those airborne pests yet, so spare yourself the trouble!

Not everything is hard and fast, though. For example, if you possibly can, it’s best to dig in your compost in the autumn. But if you only took over the garden in the spring, or you simply didn’t have time to dig over before the frosts took hold, no problem – do it in the spring. If you don’t have a greenhouse or it’s too late in the year to start germinating seed, no worries – nip down to the garden centre and choose some good strong young plants. They’ll get going super speedily and before you know it, you could have a garden of flowers and herbs and salads for the cropping.

ORGANIC GARDENING

A big reason why many people want to grow their own food is because they like to know it (at least some of it) is pesticide - herbicide and chemical fertiliser-free. Organic gardening aims to create a healthy environment in which pests can be kept under control by natural predators, soil can be replenished with good-quality compost and organic fertilisers, and weeds can be kept at bay with good garden practice. These ecological methods might not be quick fixes like their chemical counterparts, but once the balance has been restored and nature is doing a lot of the work for you, you’ll find there simply aren’t so many problems to deal with. Aiming to be organic is a good start, both for your garden and for the ecology of your neighbourhood, but there are times when even the most dedicated organic gardener reaches for the chemicals, especially where stubborn perennial weeds are concerned. So if you feel defeated by the dandelions, mare’s tails or, worse still, Japanese knotweed, do what you have to and don’t feel guilty!
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LEARN AS YOU GO

Gardening is something of a learn-as-you-go process, so if you’re new to it, don’t be overambitious. It’s better to grow just one or two easy crops successfully than overstretch yourself and be disappointed if they fail. A good place to get started is to use the A–Z section beginning on here. The information will help you work out which crops are most worthwhile for you to grow in the time and space you have available. For example, if you have a small patch, you won’t want to grow leeks, which need plenty of space, take a long time to mature and aren’t particularly expensive to buy in the shops. Herbs, on the other hand, can be costly (and often go soggy in the fridge before you’ve had a chance to use them), but are easy to grow in containers, can be picked as you need them, and will flavour your dishes all summer long.

Whatever you grow, gardening can become addictive, and that’s because there is always something to learn. You might decide to have a go at a few exotics for fun, such as aubergines, peppers or chillies, or concentrate on getting the most from your space through successional planting. Alternatively, you may become engrossed in the idea of companion planting and how nature works to create balance. One thing’s for sure: your garden is unique. It is a certain size, has its own microclimate, its own soil make-up and, most of all, it has you with your passions. Only by working in your garden will you learn what suits you both. Enjoy the journey!

[image: image]

[image: image]


[image: image]

JIM BUTTRESS

I feel really honoured to be the Grow Expert for THE PATCH. The programme is so genuine about gardening and the way ordinary folks can enjoy their allotments in their own ways, dealing with the problems that the professionals often egg over. THE PATCH generally dispels the myth that gardening is just a load of hard work, and reminds us that fun can be had with whatever time and space you have available. A great deal can be grown even in containers. My three favourite easy-to-grow veg – courgettes, runner beans and tomatoes – can all be grown in pots!

Allotments have changed a lot in recent years. People don’t grow endless lettuces and 20 feet of runner beans. There’s more emphasis on successional planting: little and often, and growing the ‘exotics’, like aubergines and peppers. People are much more adventurous now. And there’s great camaraderie on the allotments. People have barbecues, or set up shops to swap produce and they also sell sundries. Many have notice boards with a holiday calendar, inviting people to help themselves, rather than let the crops go to waste, in return for looking after their plot while they are away.

The programme showed that a pretty allotment just adds to the enjoyment of gardening. I personally think no garden should be without cosmos, which provide continuous colour all summer. Gardens with flowers and vegetables are both productive and pretty! It’s an idea with a long tradition. In the nineteenth century, going down to the allotment on a Saturday with a can of something was heaven for the men from the coal and ship-building industries. At the end of the day, they’d bring home the fruit and veg plus a big bunch of dahlias.

I’ve so enjoyed sharing my lifetime’s enthusiasm for gardening. How many people can boast that their hobby has paid them a living? It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do!
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