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How to Use This Ebook



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

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

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



What to do when: a month-by-month planner

January

Although the days are short, and the temperatures are low, it’s the beginning of an exciting new growing year and there’s plenty to be done.

Most of your containers and pots will be empty, so now is a good time to assess what you’ve got and give them a wash, so they are ready to go.

PLANNING Look through seed catalogues and at nurseries online for new container and dwarf varieties. Make a note of possible planting combinations and successional sowing plans. Order your potting composts, perlite and grit and any fertilisers you will need. Talk to friends and family about what they’ve been growing and swap seeds. Buy or order seed potatoes ready for chitting next month and start collecting empty egg cartons to chit them in. If you haven’t already, wrap pots in bubble plastic or fleece to protect plant roots from the coldest months of the year.

CROPS TO HARVEST Cabbage and kale, whose leaves will be sweetened by the frost, and any leeks and parsnips you have left. Pick citrus when ripe.

CROPS TO PLANT Bare root fruit trees and bushes can be planted into large pots. Rhubarb crowns, onions, shallots and garlic can still be planted.

PRUNING Give apples, pears, gooseberries and currants their winter prune, if you haven’t already done so.



February

Things are picking up this month with more to plant and sow. Now is the time to source twiggy sticks and canes to support climbing plants and collect plastic containers and bottles for seed sowing and cloches. Seed potatoes can be started into growth by chitting them in a bright, frost-free place until shoots are around 5cm (2in). For an early, tender crop of rhubarb, cover the crown with a layer of straw and an upturned bucket.

CROPS TO SOW AND PLANT Indoors, aubergine, peppers and chillies can be sown on a warm, bright windowsill.

Sow peas into guttering.

Broad beans, summer cabbage and leeks can be sown into pots outside. It’s also your last chance to plant garlic to harvest this year.

CROPS TO HARVEST New, young shoots on kale and winter salads should be ready.

PRUNING Cut autumn raspberries down to soil level to make room for the new canes.

Last chance to winter prune apples, pears, currants and gooseberries.



March

Spring is here and the container garden comes to life as the days get longer and the temperatures start to rise. Put out tanks or connect water butts to guttering to collect rainwater for watering. Look out for slugs and snails who love soft, young growth and protect vulnerable seedlings with organic slug pellets and copper bands around the tops of pots.

CROPS TO SOW Tomatoes can be sown in small pots and placed on a warm, sunny windowsill indoors.

Hardy crops can be sown outside in milder areas, but keep an eye on the weather and have fleece and cloches ready to protect young plants from a cold snap.

Sow beetroot, carrots, radish, lettuce and salad leaves, spring onions, parsnips, leeks, broad beans and spinach.

Hardy herbs, parsley and mint, can also be sown this month.

CROPS TO PLANT First and second early potatoes can be planted into bags and onions and shallots directly into pots.

Cold-stored strawberry runners can be planted now and it’s your last chance to plant fruit trees and bushes as the dormant season comes to an end.

Plant horseradish and bay.

CROPS TO HARVEST Winter-sown salads will be ready and overwintered chard will be back in growth. Harvest the first tender stems of forced rhubarb.

PRUNING Prune blueberries now when it’s easy to tell the difference between fruiting and leaf buds.



April

Longer, warmer days and April showers provide ideal seed-sowing weather. This can be a busy month with crops to sow and plant both outside and indoors if you have the space. Crop protection begins in earnest this month, essential for ensuring you get the most from your hard work.

OUTSIDE Make regular slug and snail patrols and protect apple and pear trees from codling moth by hanging up pheromone traps. Place cardboard collars around cabbage plants to protect them from cabbage root fly. Earth up potatoes by covering their shoots and leaves with compost until it almost reaches the top of the pot or bag.

INDOORS In a warm, bright spot sow French and runner beans, courgettes, sweetcorn, pumpkins, squash and herbs into pots or in trays or modules. Plant up sweet potato slips and grow on. Seedlings of tomatoes, chillies, peppers and aubergines can be potted on into individual pots.

CROPS TO SOW OUTSIDE Peas, radish, beetroot, carrots, lettuce and salad leaves, spring onions, broad beans, parsnips, leeks, kale, rocket, chard, cabbage and spinach can all be sown straight into pots. Edible flowers, borage and cornflower can also be sown outside, as can parsley, dill, oregano and thyme.

CROPS TO PLANT A fig tree can be planted in a pot against your warmest, sunniest wall. Onions and shallots can still be planted this month.

CROPS TO HARVEST Spring cabbage is ready and forced rhubarb can still be harvested. Early sowings of radish, rocket and salad leaves will now be ready to pick.

PRUNING Cherries, plums and peaches can be pruned now that leaves and flowers are in growth.



May

Summer is around the corner, and this is an exciting month. There’s plenty to sow and grow as the last crops are moved outside. Ready-grown plug plants are available now from nurseries and online, so if you’ve missed sowings, buy young tomatoes, chillies, aubergines and other tender plants, now.

OUTSIDE Establish a daily watering routine, checking and watering plants as they need it. Get supports for beans in place and keep tying in peas. Earth up potatoes ready to harvest next month and net emerging fruit from the birds.

Look out for black fly on broad beans and pinch out the tips. Protect carrots from carrot fly with fleece or mesh netting. Put netting around all soft fruit and figs to protect them from the birds and squirrels.

CROPS TO SOW Make successional sowings of carrots, beetroot, salad leaves, lettuce, spring onions, radish and spinach.

Chard can still be sown and sweetcorn can now be sown into large pots or bags in a sunny, sheltered spot.

Sow fennel, basil and coriander and make continuous sowings of other herbs.

Sunflowers and other edible flowers, such as marigold, can also be sown outside.

CROPS TO PLANT Once all frosts have passed, tomatoes, chillies, peppers and aubergines can be planted out. Therefore, start to harden these off over a couple of weeks so they are ready next month.

Plant citrus this month.

CROPS TO HARVEST Early sowings of spring onions, radish and salad leaves are ready.

Rhubarb stems, early gooseberries and strawberries are ready to pick.



June

The days are warmer and plants have put on plenty of growth, with many crops swelling and ripening this month. Watering, feeding and checking your crops will be your main tasks this month. All plants will need more water than earlier in the year. Mulch the base of beans, sweetcorn and courgettes to help hold in moisture and be sure to water peas and beans as they come into flower.

OUTSIDE Composts usually have enough nutrients to last six weeks, but after that your crops will need feeding. Fruiting crops, such as courgettes, will need a liquid tomato feed every week and as soon as tomatoes, chillies and peppers start to flower, and aubergine fruit appear, feed them once a week. Tie in beans and peas to their supports. Check for woolly aphid on fruit trees and treat. Cut back chives to rejuvenate clumps and start picking and nipping out herb tips to keep plants bushy.

CROPS TO SOW French and runner beans, courgettes, cucumber, squash and pumpkins can be sown directly into pots. Keep sowing salad leaves, oriental greens, carrots, spring onions, radish and beetroot.

CROPS TO PLANT Tomatoes, chillies, peppers and aubergines can be planted into their final pots. Stake and tie in tomatoes and keep nipping out sideshoots.

CROPS TO HARVEST Keep picking successional sowings of fast-growing crops – lettuce and salad leaves, spring onions, beetroot, carrots and radish. Broad beans, garlic, early potatoes and spinach are all also ready to harvest. Rhubarb stems are ready to pull, and strawberries are ripe.

PRUNING Apples, pears, peaches and plums can be thinned, and figs, currants and gooseberries given their summer prune.



July

It’s the height of summer and your container garden is reaching its peak. This month your bountiful harvest really begins. Regular watering and feeding are crucial to ensure active growth and flavour-packed yields.

OUTSIDE Keep an eye out for blight in tomatoes and maincrop potatoes. Stop cordon tomatoes by removing the leaf after the fourth truss, to help fruit ripen before the end of the season. You can also do this with beans by stopping them when they reach the top of their supports.

Check crops for aphids. Take cuttings of rosemary, thyme and sage for new plants next year.

CROPS TO SOW In warmer climates this is your last chance to sow French and runner beans and courgettes for a harvest before the frost.

Sow spring cabbage, chard, carrots and salad leaves.

CROPS TO HARVEST Cherries, raspberries, gooseberries, currants, blueberries and strawberries are ready to pick, as are the first tomatoes, garlic, shallots, onions, beans and courgettes.

Keep picking chard, radish, beetroot, carrots, spring onions, lettuce and salad leaves, peas and potatoes.

Rhubarb can be harvested for the last time.

PRUNING Cherries can be pruned straight after harvest. Cut back the canes of summer fruiting raspberries to soil level once they have fruited.



August

This is a busy month, with warm, bright days, and it’s important to keep on top of watering, feeding and picking to keep crops coming. If you’re planning a holiday, ask friends and family for help in exchange for free food. This is also the time to plan ahead and sow crops for winter and early spring, and to source bare root fruit trees and bushes for planting through the winter.

OUTSIDE Continue to water every day and feed tomatoes, aubergines, peppers, squash, courgettes and pumpkins once a week. Inconsistent watering can cause problems like blossom end rot in tomatoes, splitting of root vegetables and bean flowers failing to set. Check plants such as tomatoes, peppers, chillies, beans, courgettes and peas every day and pick to encourage more fruit to form. Keep tying in climbing and top-heavy plants, such as tomatoes, cucumbers and squash.

CROPS TO SOW Sowings of fast-growing beetroot, radish, spring onion and carrots will produce one last crop before the frosts. For leafy winter harvests, make sowings of spinach, lettuce, rocket, chard and cabbage.

CROPS TO PLANT If you have a greenhouse or a cool porch, plant potatoes in bags or large pots for harvesting at Christmas.

CROPS TO HARVEST Cucumber, sweetcorn and aubergine are now ready to harvest, as are peaches, figs and autumn fruiting raspberries. Check fruit trees as early apples, pears and plums may also be ripe.

Keep picking courgettes, tomatoes, chillies, peppers, beetroot, carrots, radish, onion, garlic, peas, beans, salad leaves and herbs. Gooseberries, currants, perpetual strawberries, cherries and blueberries are all still cropping.

PRUNING Cut back the leaves around grapes to help the sun ripen the fruit.



September

The days are getting shorter now and there may be a chill in the air, but there’s still plenty to harvest and last sowings to be made. Keep an eye out for wasps buzzing around split fruit and pick as soon as plums, apples and pears are ripe to keep them away.

OUTSIDE Keep to your feeding and watering regime and check crops every day.

Raise pumpkins and winter squash onto tiles to keep them dry ready for harvesting next month.

CROPS TO SOW Make last sowings of rocket, spinach, lettuce and salad leaves outside.

Broad beans and peas can be sown for early croppings next year, but have fleece ready if there’s a hard frost or snow.

CROPS TO PLANT Plant strawberry runners, making sure that the crown is level with the soil.

Onion sets and shallots can be planted now.

CROPS TO HARVEST The first grapes can be picked and olives are ripe this month. Harvest apples, pears, plums, figs, grapes, peaches and autumn raspberries.

When the leaves of sweet potatoes turn yellow they are ready to harvest. Cure them for around 10 days before storing.

Keep picking tomatoes, aubergines, chillies, peppers, cucumbers, sweetcorn, courgettes, beetroot, carrots, radish, salad leaves, peas, beans and herbs.



October

Growth starts to slow now as the days draw in and the temperatures drop. There’s still plenty to harvest, but keep an eye on the weather forecast and check the first frost dates so you can protect crops if needed. It’s time to get your container garden ready for the winter by moving pots into your most sheltered spot. Raise pots up onto feet to help water drain away and wrap them with bubble plastic, fleece or hessian to stop roots freezing.

OUTSIDE As the days get damper make evening slug patrols around your winter crops.

Bring basil, coriander and other tender herbs inside and move pots of citrus indoors for the winter.

Collect seed from your favourite crops, such as beans.

CROPS TO SOW In mild areas hardy broad beans can be sown, but protect them from the cold with a cloche.

CROPS TO PLANT Take hardwood cuttings of blueberries, currants and gooseberries and plant into pots now.

CROPS TO HARVEST Pumpkins and winter squash are ready to harvest. Tap the fruit and listen for a hollow sound to see if it’s ripe.

Kale, leeks and parsnips are all ready to harvest and keep picking chard, spinach, carrots, beetroot, spring onions and radish.

The last chillies, peppers, tomatoes, courgettes and runner beans can be picked.

Keep picking apples, pears, raspberries and grapes.



November

It’s the end of autumn and the start of the dormant season for many plants. Now is the time to plant bare root fruit trees and bushes and start pruning established plants. Large rhubarb plants can also be dug up and split into new plants. The garden is winding down, but it’s still possible to enjoy fresh leaves and flavours.

CROPS TO SOW Sow hardy spring onion varieties and broad beans, and protect recent sowings of peas, salad leaves, onions and shallots with cloches or fleece if necessary. Protect cabbage sowings from pigeons with mesh netting.

CROPS TO PLANT Plant garlic sets now to give them a period of cold to help them develop into bulbs. It’s your last chance to plant shallots before the winter.

Bare root fruit trees and bushes and rhubarb crowns can be planted now and until March.

CROPS TO HARVEST Cabbages, main crop carrots, parsnips, leeks and kale are ready for harvesting.

Rosemary, sage, parsley and mint can still be picked and the last salads should provide you with fresh leaves.

PRUNING Once they are dormant, soft fruit bushes – such as gooseberries, currants and blueberries – can be pruned any time between now and March.

Spur prune and train apples and pears through the dormant season.

Autumn fruiting raspberries can be cut down to soil level between now and March to make room for the new canes.



December

With the arrival of winter, the days are short and pots can be emptied and the compost and spent plants added to your compost or garden waste bin. Take down canes and clean them and then store your pots, containers and supports away, ready for next year.

CROPS TO SOW Sowings of rocket and salad leaves can be made on a sunny windowsill indoors.

CROPS TO PLANT Rhubarb and garlic can be planted this month.

CROPS TO HARVEST Christmas potatoes planted in the summer will be ready to tip out of their containers and eat. Leeks, parsnips, cabbages and kale can all be harvested.

A few winter leaves and herbs can also be picked for fresh flavour.

PRUNING Spur prune grapes, cutting all growth back to one or two buds for tight, compact growth.

Winter pruning of apples and pears and soft fruit can continue this month.
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Kay Maguire: ‘Growing your own makes you happy, healthy, and it’s fun too!.’





There’s a home-grown revolution going on…

Try growing your own delicious food



Over the last few years there has been a surge in the popularity of growing your own food, and it’s estimated that a quarter of Britons now do so. In many instances this trend has been fuelled by concerns about climate change, rising food costs, ‘air miles’, and the simple desire for fresh, healthy, ‘real’ food.

It’s probably no coincidence that this has occurred during a time of global economic crisis. Although growing some of your own food won’t solve your financial worries, any gardener will tell you that gardening makes you happy and keeps you sane. Add to that the fun, sense of satisfaction, and utter joy that eating something you have grown yourself brings and it is no wonder so many people are giving it a go.

And I don’t believe it’s a passing phase. Apart from the fact that the growing-your-own movement has been driven by real need – whether financial, environmental, or a yearning for delicious food – it is also kept going by the interest of gardeners. Once you’ve dabbled in this hobby there’s little inclination to retreat!

I began growing food in the late 1970s, with my Dad on an allotment; and 30 years later we are both still at it. There’s just no comparison between the plastic-wrapped fruit and veg on the supermarket shelves and something you have grown from seed, tended, and nurtured against the worst of the weather and munching slugs. The food is fresh, healthy, often free from chemicals and guilt, and tastes amazing.
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Pots of herbs and salad leaves are easy to look after and develop quickly, so are great first crops to get you started in growing your own food.



Growing crops in pots gives absolutely everyone the opportunity to have a go. The greatest uptake of grow your own has been in towns and cities, with urban gardeners grabbing what space they can. Urban areas generally enjoy sheltered microclimates – often sun traps – which are just perfect for growing fruit and vegetables.

Therefore anyone with a windowsill or access to the space on which to stand a few pots can grow a little food. It’s the perfect solution if you have very little space, as you can use wall pots, windowboxes, and hanging baskets. Even if you have little or no earth, you can still grow food on a roof terrace, balcony, or patio. As you can see, you don’t need an allotment or a large garden – in fact you don’t need a garden at all.
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Figs grow almost better in pots than in open ground, because constriction around their roots encourages them to fruit well.



Because pots have their own dedicated soil, it is possible to try crops you couldn’t otherwise. For example, you can sow carrots in the fine-textured compost that they relish, and ignore any surrounding garden soil that may be very stony, or you can enjoy container-grown, lime-hating blueberries in a garden that may have chalky soil. In a pot you can also confine thuggish, invasive plants such as mint and horseradish, while nursing tender crops such as citrus or grapes, moving them to shelter in winter in cool-temperate areas. Pots are therefore the answer if your garden has difficult or tricky soil for example, if it is boggy or very dry and poor.

Container-grown plants can look great too, creating a striking feature on a patio or by a front door. The effect is enhanced when the crop looks particularly attractive. Beans, chard, and rhubarb, for example, all look wonderful, and lettuces come in a wide range of colours and textures. Edible crops can be mixed with containers of ornamentals to stunning effect. You can overcome the problems associated with monoculture, too, by encouraging a host of beneficial insects drawn by an array of enticing flowers.
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Tomatoes have long been a favourite crop for growing in pots, but these hungry, thirsty plants do need regular care.



RHS Grow Your Own Crops In Pots gives you everything you need to know about growing fruit, vegetables, herbs, and other edible plants in pots, from getting started to when to harvest. It includes pot sizes, feeding regimes, and compost types, and recommends varieties that fare best in a pot. You can then feel confident to have a go, even if you have never grown an edible crop before. Fortunately most plants look after themselves provided they are fed and watered regularly. If things do go wrong, you will learn from it and get it right next time. By keeping container-grown plants close to the house, they will be quick to access and easy to care for.
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Carrots grow really well in containers, where you can give them the perfect, stone-free soil they need.



Begin with your absolute favourite food, whether it is strawberries or peas, and then move on to something a little different next year, such as squash, borlotti beans, or pak choi. You will soon discover that growing edible crops is fun and very satisfactory – and might just change your life.


[image: ]

Crops that are grown simply for their edible leaves can create a stunning display, full of varied textures and visual interest, when combined in a carefully chosen container.
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