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Jo Whittingham is a gardener and writer with
a postgraduate degree in horticulture from the
University of Reading and a passion for growing
fruit and vegetables. Awarded the Garden Writers’
Guild News Journalist of the Year 2004, she writes
a monthly column for The Scotsman newspaper,
as well as features for many leading gardening
magazines. She authored DK’s bestselling Simple
Steps to Success: Vegetables in a Small Garden, and
was consultant on Grow Vegetables, Kitchen Garden,
and Grow Fruit.
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Introduction
More and more people are discovering that
the advantages of growing your own fruit
and vegetables go far beyond being able to
go outside and pick something to eat.

Grow fresh
For those who look for local,
seasonal produce, what could
be better than a perfect summer
strawberry or handsome winter
cabbage, picked at their prime,
mere steps from the kitchen?
Fruit and vegetables from your
garden can also be produced
organically if you choose, and it’s
amazing how trivial the odd
chewed leaf and misshapen apple
ULJKW Preserve surplus
summer crops to enjoy during
the colder, leaner months.
IDUULJKW Community gardens
are a great place for city
dwellers to ind space to plant.
EHORZ Small beds are all you
need for many crops. Make
use of every inch of space.

Home-grown produce tastes better than
grocery store produce because it’s freshly
picked and perfectly ripe, which shines
through even when cooked or preserved.

become when they’ve been raised
under your own watchful gaze.
Whether you are starting out
or a seasoned gardener, growing
your own fruit and vegetables is
enormously satisfying, even if the
yields are small at first. It doesn’t
matter if you have just a few patio
pots, some spare space in a border,
or a community garden, you can
grow your own, and it’s much
easier than you might think.

Something every day
Eating something every day of the
year that you have grown yourself
might sound like an impossible
dream, achievable only for those
with a gigantic yard and a team of
gardeners. But with careful
planning, and the most basic food
preservation and storage methods,
anyone with growing space can
enjoy home-grown produce, fresh
or stored, throughout the year.

INTRODUCTION

How to use this book
with a summary of what you might
be eating, and tells you what to
do each month. You may need to
adjust the timing of tasks to suit
the climate in your local area.

This month-by-month guide takes
you through all the stages of
growing, picking, storing, and
preserving your own fruit and
vegetables. Each chapter opens
130
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July: ready to eat

Ready to eat
calendars
These guides
highlight crops to
enjoy now, picked
fresh or taken from
your stores. There’s
something every day.

132

Strawberries—don’tmiss
a single berry

Enjoy a cornucopia
of currants
Kohlrabi is
best diced
and boiled

Don’t forget what’s
underground—tasty
roots like beets
and turnips

Globe
artichokes
make elegant
eating

Make the most of
broccoli and summer
cauliflower

Eat fresh onions
and shallots

Snip herbs
often to
encourage
tasty new
shoots

Rhubarb finishes this
month—make pies
and crumbles

Gooseberries are
finishing soon, so
pick what you can

Green onions,
cooked or raw,
add flavor to
many dishes

HARVEST: AUG–OCT

BETTER BEETS

‘RED ACE’
A popular variety, it produces dark
red roots, and grows well
in drier weather without bolting.

‘CHIOGGIA PINK’
The plump, red and white striped
roots fade to pink when cooked,
but are sweet and tender to eat.

‘PABLO’
This variety is a good all-rounder
that can be grown for early baby
roots, as well as fall crops.

HARVEST: DEC–APR

PLANTING LEEKS OUTSIDE

Late varieties of leeks, such as ‘Musselburgh’ (p.225), sown in late
spring into lats or in a seedbed, should be large enough to plant out.

Prepare the site by weeding it thoroughly, and dig in plenty
of well-rotted compost to encourage strong, leafy growth.

1

3

LIFT AND SEPARATE

Carefully lift the young leeks
from the seedbed, or tip them from
their lat, and separate the roots.

2

PLANT DEEPLY

PROVIDE SPACE

Leeks need to be planted into
Leave room to grow. Space
holes, 6 in (15 cm) deep, to give them the plants at 6 in (15 cm) intervals,
blanched, white stems. Use a dibble. in rows 12 in (30 cm) apart.

4

ALLOW TO SETTLE

Water well but don’t irm the
soil. Let the holes naturally ill with
earth, blanching the stems.

LEEKS

BEETROOT

SOW

PLANT

LATE SEASON PEAS

PREPARE THE SITE
To avoid summer heat, pick a
slightly shaded spot and prepare
the soil for planting. You can also
use large containers, kept shaded.

1

STRAWBERRIES

SPRING CABBAGE & WINTER RADISH

HARVEST: SEP–OCT

SOW FALL PEAS

Act now, and there’s still time go grow a fresh crop of peas in time for fall.
Choose dwarf varieties of shelling-types or snow peas, and sow them direct.

SOW THE SEED
Sow seed 1½ in (4 cm) deep
in rows, spaced 6–8in (15–20 cm)
apart. Sow clusters in pots at the
same depths and distances.

2

GROW THEM ON
Cover the seed with soil and
insert pea sticks or plastic netting
for support. Keep well watered and
tie new growth to supports at irst.

3

ENDIVE & WINTER CABBAGE

COLD SEASON CROPS

SUMMER BERRIES

TASTY LEAVES

There always seems to be a
cabbage to sow and this month
it’s spring varieties, like ‘Pixie’.
They can be sown in a seedbed,
but if space is tight, try sowing
them in cell packs outdoors to
plant out later, once mature
enough. Large winter radishes
should also be sown outside
now, ½ in (1 cm) deep, in rows
spaced 12 in (30 cm) apart.
Thin to 6 in (15 cm) spacing for
good-sized roots.

Strawberries do well on a
free-draining, sunny site, where
plenty of well-rotted manure
has been added. Avoid beds
where strawberries have been
grown recently because they’re
prone to soil-borne diseases.
Plant until early fall for fruit
next year, spacing the plants
about 18 in (45 cm) apart, with
30 in (75 cm) between rows.
Position the crown at the base
of the leaves level with the soil.

Plant out endive and winter
cabbage, sown April (p.74)
and May (p.95). Both crops
like a sunny bed and moist,
fertile soil. Space the
cabbages 20 in (50 cm)
apart each way, and the
endive, 12 in (30 cm). Cover
cabbages with row covers
to keep out butterlies.
Crop them December
– March. Harvest endive
September – March.

HARVEST: VARIOUS

HARVEST: JUN–SEP

HARVEST: VARIOUS

136

CUCUMBERS NOW

Blackberries and summer raspberries
will start ripening over the next few
weeks, so pick every couple of days.
Pick raspberries when they’ve turned
a rich pink-red, pulling the soft fruit
away from the core. Blackberries
should be harvested when entirely
black and glossy, and often come away
with the core still in place. Both fruits
keep fresh for only a day or two, so
freeze any extras (pp.150–151).

In warm regions and in
greenhouses, the irst
cucumbers will be ready
for picking this month.
Cut the fruit with some
stalk, once they reach a
usable size. Baby fruits
are especially delicious.
Pick regularly to avoid a
glut because cucumbers
don’t keep well.

RASPBERRIES

BEANS

PINCH OUT

Lofty winter brassicas, such as
purple sprouting broccoli and
brussels sprouts, can be rocked or
pulled out of the soil by fall and
winter winds. Now is the time to get
them well anchored in the ground,
ready for a change in the weather.
Draw up soil around the base of
their stems and irm it as they grow.
In exposed gardens it is worth
staking each plant as well.

Climbing snap and
runner beans will keep
going upward for as
long as you let them, so
pinch out their leading
shoots when they reach
the top of their supports.
This helps divert energy
into the production of
lowers and beans, and
prevents tangled stems.

New
peppers
are a sweet
treat

pages 162–163

What to sow/plant
These pages ofer
clear advice on what
to sow and plant,
taking into account
weather and climate.
The central bar shows
the inal produce.

BEANS

BRASSICAS

TRIM TRAINED TREES

SUMMER TRIM

Apple and pear trees that have
been trained into espaliers or
other formal forms, need
pruning this month. A trim will
maintain the shape of the tree
and prevent new growth from
taking up space needed by the
developing fruit. Use clean,
sharp pruners to cut back new
shoots coming from the main
stem to three leaves from their
base. Also cut back shoots
arising from existing fruiting
spurs or sideshoots to one leaf.

Sour cherries fruit mostly
on shoots formed the
previous year, and
established trees must be
pruned now to encourage
new growth for next year.
After harvesting, and
into early fall, cut back a
quarter of the shoots that
bore fruit to a healthy bud
near their base. Also cut
damaged or unproductive
wood from older sour
cherry and plum trees.

PRUNE APPLES & PEARS

BRASSICA PESTS

SOUR CHERRIES & PLUMS

APRICOT FAN

TOMATOES

CABBAGE WHITE CAUTION

STOP YOUR VINES

SUMMER FAN PRUNING

When you see white butterlies litting above brassica beds, be
sure that they are laying eggs. Only ine netting will keep them out.

In short-season areas, it’s now
time to “stop” vining tomatoes
(pp.60–61) so they develop
fruit rather than leaves. Pinch
out the tops of plants when they
reach the top of their canes or
the apex of the greenhouse.
Stop outdoor plants after they
have formed four or ive trusses
of lowers and fruit. Water your
plants regularly to help prevent
the fruit from splitting
(pp.122–123) or developing
blossom end rot, right (p.240).

Summer pruning of established, fan-trained apricots, plums, and cherries
is important, because it helps form fruiting wood for future years.

TIE IN
Choose which new shoots you
want to grow on for producing fruit
and tie them into the fan where
they will ill gaps.

1

ALSO HARVEST

‘PATTY PAN’
This variety produces a large crop
of saucer-shaped fruit that can be
eaten whole when small and young,
or allowed to grow on to full size.

‘SUNBURST’
Produces bright yellow fruit that can
be harvested as a baby vegetable or
allowed to grow on. They taste
delicious when roasted or fried.

‘TROMBONCINO’
The elongated fruit can reach
up to 3 ft (1 m) long but are best cut
when they reach 12 in (30 cm). Allow
plants to trail or train upward.

With lots of fruit and
vegetables ready to
harvest this month,
check your broad beans
– and don’t overlook
leafy crops. Pick bok
choy, Chinese cabbage,
radicchio, and sugarloaf
chicory until fall.

ZUCCHINIS & SQUASHES

CUCUMBERS

TOMATOES

ONIONS & SHALLOTS

CURRANT CROP

TOMATO TIME

FIRST ONIONS

Currants of all colors
are bearing this month
in abundance. Pick
sprigs of red- and
whitecurrants whole,
as they ripen. Usually,
blackcurrants develop
over a longer period,
so pick the berries
individually. Currants
don’t keep; pick and
use them quickly, and
freeze any that you
can’t eat right away.

Tomatoes are a sure sign of
summer, and the irst fruit,
sown in spring, are ready to
harvest. Pick them as soon
as the entire fruit turns red or
yellow, depending on variety.
Cherry-types should ripen irst,
followed by salad tomatoes,
plum varieties, then the mighty
beefsteaks. Pick regularly to
encourage a prolonged crop.
Best eaten fresh; if you have
surplus tomatoes, try ovendrying them (pp.160–161).

Start lifting onions
and shallots now as you
need them, as soon as
they’re big enough to use.
At this stage the edible
leaves should still be
green, and the bulbs juicy,
with a slightly milder
lavor than later, dried
harvests. Lift whole
clumps of shallots
together because they
keep well in their fresh
state for a week or so.

See MAKING SIMPLE CHUTNEY
pages 212–213

PICK BEANS OFTEN

The secret with snap and
runner beans is to pick often.
Harvest the pods small and
tender for the tastiest crop;
this will also help keep the
plants productive for longer.
Some varieties also do well
when they get string if you
use them as delicious green
shelling beans. Whole beans
freeze well, if you get
overwhelmed (pp.148–149),
but let some to develop and
ripen for seed (pp.172–173).

2

SHORTEN
Look for new shoots that you
don’t need to tie in to form part of
the framework and shorten them
to six leaves from their base.

DON’T FORGET
If you are going on
vacation, ask friends
or neighbors to water
your plants. Tell them
to reward themselves
by picking any fruit
or vegetables that ripen
during your absence.

3

CUT BACK FURTHER
After the harvest ends, the
untied shoots that you have already
shortened need further pruning.
Cut them back to three leaves.

143

PICK ZUCCHINI AND SUMMER SQUASH

These two crops are closely related and are grown in the same way (p.74 and p.115). They
can both be picked when tiny, tender, and at their sweetest, or left to grow larger for stuffing.

CURRANTS

Pick peas and snap
peas when young and
tender, and freeze
a surplus pages 148–149

WHAT TO DO

HILL UP BRASSICAS

WHAT TO HARVEST

PLENTIFUL BERRIES

Cherries and apricots
don’t keep; eat quickly
or preserve them now

July: what to do

MONTH-BY-MONTH

July: what to harvest

The first
blackberries
are a must

Add edible flowers to your
salads for extra color

MONTH-BY-MONTH

EGGS
CATERPILLARS
Check the undersides of brassica
Hoards of hungry green or black
leaves. If you have good eyesight, speckled caterpillars will soon
you will see clusters of the cabbage hatch out. Pick them of before
white butterly’s tiny pale eggs.
they start to devour your crops.

142

Curiously-shaped
summer squash
are delicious
roasted

TEND

What to do
Use these pages as
a calendar of tasks
that will keep your
crops growing and
healthy. The central
bar illustrates the
developing crops.

Fiery
summer
radishes
are so easy
to grow

133

July: what to plant

This is a good month to sow beets outdoors for an fall crop. Choose round
varieties, and sow ¾ in (2 cm) deep, thinning to 4 in (10 cm).

Outdoors, sow: radish
(p.27), kohlrabi (p.41),
turnip, broccoli, (p.54),
Florence fennel, endive
(p.74), kale, letuce,
cauliﬂower (p.75), carrots
(p.94), chicory, chard
(p.95), and Chinese
cabbage (p.110). Plant late
maincrop potatoes (p.83).

Florence fennel adds
a sweet aniseed-tang
to a variety of
summer dishes

First tomatoes—
a summer high

If you’ve run
out of spinach,
use colorful Swiss
chard instead

Cucumbers
right on cue

Salad is the essence of
summer and now is
peak lettuce season

Eat fresh
bok choy
and crisp
Chinese
cabbage

Eat new season
summer raspberries

WHAT TO SOW

STILL TIME TO SOW

Delicious new
potatoes are
best cooked
simply, and
eaten often

Snap and runner beans
are ready to pick, cook,
and eat

MONTH-BY-MONTH

July: what to sow

Cut-and-comeagain salads do
just that, again
and again

Pick your zucchini often
for a long crop

Revel in the bonanza of berries and currants and remember to preserve
plenty for leaner months ahead. Tasty tomatoes, peppers, and cucumbers
will be ready to harvest, along with crisp snap and runner beans.

Steam
spinach
and
fresh
summer
cabbage

HARVEST

The aim here is not full selfsufficiency, rather the pleasure in
knowing that you and your family
will be able to enjoy something
tasty and nutritious, every day,
grown on your own yard. Come
summer, that could well be a feast
of fresh crisp salad leaves, juicy
fruit, and wholesome beans, while
fall brings a bounty of tree fruits
and hearty root crops. You won’t
go hungry winter to spring either
if you take advantage of stored
produce, not just dried beans or
bagged potatoes, which are good
anyway, but also rich chutneys,
sweet jam, and indulgent
homemade wines.
Even if you only grow a few
radishes in a pot, they’re yours,
and you’ll never taste fresher.

What to harvest
Pick your crops when
they are at their best,
especially if you plan
to store them. These
pages help you
identify when they
are ripe and explain
the best techniques.

137
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YOUR GROWING SPACE

Your growing space
You might imagine that you would need
ample space to make growing your own
fruit and vegetables worthwhile, when
in fact even the tiniest sunny corner or

Where to grow
The happy truth is that you
can grow fruit and vegetables
anywhere with reasonable soil,
as long as it’s not in deep shade
all day long. If you’re lucky
enough to have a large yard, you
might consider setting up a
separate vegetable garden, several
fruit trees, and even a cage to
protect soft fruit bushes from
marauding birds.
Having a smaller garden need
not restrict the range of crops you
grow, you just need to be more
creative in how you use space

windowsill is enough to get a good start.
With a little imagination, time, and effort,
you can transform almost any space,
however small, into a productive plot.

to fit them in. For instance, you
might try filling the vertical space
on walls and fences with trained
fruit trees and bushes, or plant
climbing crops, like peas, beans,
and cucumbers. Productive plants
can also make attractive additions
to your flower borders—don’t be
afraid to plug summer gaps with
fast-growing lettuces, add height
to your planting with tall, leafy
corn, or give a neatly pruned
redcurrant center stage.
Containers are another way of
turning almost any outside space
into a burgeoning edible garden.

It is possible to grow almost any
fruit and vegetables in pots on
sunny patios, roof terraces, and
balconies, as long as they are
protected from strong winds; and
you can keep them well watered
and fed. Even small windowboxes
and hanging baskets can provide
good crops of salads, herbs, and
cherry tomatoes, if well cared for.
Try experimenting with crops
in pots, from pears to potatoes,
lettuce to lemons, and be sure
to try special dwarf varieties that
have been specifically bred to suit
cultivation in containers.

DERYH Vertical spaces allow you to
grow more crops in a smaller space.
Fruit trees, such as apples, pears and
igs, can be trained against walls.
OHIW Crops in containers are the ideal
solution if you have limited growing
space. Any good-size container with
adequate drainage is suitable.

WHERE TO GROW

Plan your plot
Whether you have a generous plot
or a tiny postage stamp in which
to grow, it is important to plan
how you use the space, both to
maximize productivity and to
facilitate maintenance.
First consider the location of
permanent structures—work out
if the greenhouse will get enough
sunlight, the paths are wide
enough, and the compost bins
sited in a convenient place.
Once you have decided a
layout, think about where you
will plant trees, fruit bushes, and
perennial vegetables like rhubarb.
It’s important to put these in the
right place irst time because they
take a few years to establish and
start producing, and will be set
back if you have to move them.
The great thing about the rest
of your vegetable crops is that
you grow them fresh each year.
You can be bold, because any
errors won’t be with you for long.

DERYH Sunny windowsills are
warm and bright, and provide
a convenient spot to raise young
plants for extra early crops.
ULJKW Community gardens ofer
welcome growing spaces; and
are a great way to meet like-minded
people to share advice and produce.
Ask your library about local gardens
in your area.

Alternative spaces
If your own yard doesn’t have
enough space to fulfill your
ambitions, consider renting a
plot in a local community garden,
or ask a neighbor if you can share
garden space. These can be great
places to learn, with more
experienced gardeners who are
usually generous with their time
and advice. They may even
organize practical workshops for
novice growers.
With the increased popularity
of growing your own, there is
often considerable demand for
a patch to cultivate, so be patient,
and be prepared to join a waiting
list if necessary.

Where outdoor garden space is
limited, don’t overlook growing
indoors on windowsills, and in
glassed-in porches and sunrooms.
The light and warmth found here
is ideal for raising seedlings and
for growing heat-loving plants,
such as tomatoes, sweet peppers,
chiles, and eggplant, which may
struggle outside in a cooler
regions. Choose smaller varieties
though, so the mature plants
don’t block out too much daylight
when fully grown.
Many herbs thrive on
windowsills, where they are
convenient for picking. Seeds can
also be sprouted on the kitchen
countertop at any time of year.

Well-planned spaces make growing
fruit and vegetables easier and more
productive. Take time to plan where
permanent features, such as paths
and greenhouses, should go.

7

8

YOUR GROWING SPACE

Using space
Constructing raised beds (see
page 33) is one of the best ways
of creating growing space where
there was none before. As long
as the beds themselves are well
drained, they can be built on very
poor or badly drained soil, or on
a patio, then filled with plenty
of good topsoil and compost to
give good results.
If you have, or are planning,
a dedicated kitchen garden, you
can make the most of your space
by using a bed system, setting up

ULJKW Raised beds create instant
growing space on any surface; illed with
good-quality soil and compost they can
be very productive. Keep them small for
easy access and maintenance.

a series of narrow beds separated
by access paths (see page 16).
With this system you don’t need
to allow room for walking on the
soil between rows, so you can pack
your plants more closely in the
growing area for a higher yield.

Flowers, fruit, and veg
Using flower beds to grow crops
is a more attractive idea than it
might sound. Many vegetables
have appealing foliage and
flowers, while fruit bushes and
trees bear blossoms and bright
berries that merit a place in any
garden. Just be aware that crop
plants are more demanding than
flowering plants; dig in plenty
of manure or compost before
planting, and give them ample
light and space. Perennial herbs
and edible flowers are particularly
suitable as border plants, but
colorful salads, kales, and Swiss
chard can be highly effective, too,
especially if you use every scrap
of space by intercropping them
between ornamentals (see pages
124–125). Train climbing beans
or squashes up decorative
supports with spectacular results.
DERYHOHIW An old metal tub makes
an interesting container for this
crop of garlic. Make sure recycled
containers have adequate drainage.
OHIW Make the most of your growing
area, whether it is large or small, by
planting your crops as closely as
practicable in evenly spaced rows.

Crops in pots
Containers are an obvious way
to make the best use of space; and
can instantly imbue your plot with
its own style. Sleek metal, rustic
terracotta, or quirky reclaimed
containers, such as old sinks, and
tin buckets and baths, can all look
great. However, plants will be just
as happy in functional plastic pots
or growing bags, as long as they
have good drainage.
Fill your containers with
good-quality potting mix, with
water-retaining granules to help
prevent them from drying out.
Since containers make plants
mobile, you can move smaller
planters into the sun, away from
the wind, and under cover during
winter, when necessary.

USING SPACE

DERYH Even a tiny patio has room
for a few container-grown crops.
They look attractive and can be
moved around as required.
DERYHOHIW Make a vegetable plot
on a windowsill. Small plants such
as herbs will love the sun.
OHIW Hanging baskets don’t
encroach on your growing space
and look wonderful crammed with
trailing tomatoes or edible lowers.

Be realistic
Hopes are invariably high when
sowing starts in spring but, sadly,
disappointment sometimes
follows. To keep your enthusiasm
going for years to come, it is
vital to be realistic about what
you are likely to achieve in the
space and time you have available.
Don’t make the mistake of initially
clearing a huge plot if you have
only limited time to spend on it.
Nothing is more disheartening
than watching the weeds regain
the upper hand after you have
recently spent hours digging
them out. It is better to start
out small, and then expand as
your knowledge and experience
increase. Success will soon build
up confidence.

There is no escaping the fact
that whichever methods you use
to grow fruit and vegetables, time
and effort invested at every stage
of the process are what bring good
returns. Think carefully about
how much you can plant without
giving yourself an impossible
amount of work later on.

Crop care
Planting directly into the soil
involves early preparation, but
once young plants are well
established they usually grow
happily without much input,
except periodic weeding, watering
during dry spells, and routine
checks for pests and diseases.
Getting plants started in
containers is initially less effort

than planting in beds, but then
you will have to spend time
watering them, possibly twice
daily in a hot summer, for as long
as you want them to produce.

Keep it simple
If you have never grown your own
before, keep it simple. Start with
crops that are easy to cultivate
and almost guaranteed to harvest.
Buy transplants, so not everything
has to be raised from seed.
Radishes, salads, potatoes, and
beans are all reliable, and zucchini
and tomatoes fruit all summer,
paying back your investment in
purchasing transplants. Leave
challenging melons, cauliflowers,
and grapes until you’re confident
with other crops.
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WRS Cut-and-come-again salad greens
will produce several crops from just one
sowing. They can be grown all year round.
DERYH If you want freshly picked greens
in midwinter, then try growing kale, one
of the most resilient of all brassicas.
OHIW Asparagus needs time and plenty of
room to grow. It has a short season, but an
established bed will crop for many years.

What to grow
It seems obvious, but use your
space to grow what you like to
eat. Although it’s tempting to try
weird and wonderful crops seen
in catalogs, or to plant a glut
of the latest superfood, what you
really want is everyday produce
that tastes fabulous. Even in a
large garden there won’t be time
or space for everything, and to
grow something to eat every day,
you need to consider a few points.
The most important point to
consider is the return that each
crop will give for the amount of
space it takes. Asparagus, for
example, needs a large dedicated

bed to produce a decent crop over
a couple of months. On the other
hand, a few rows of cut-and-comeagain lettuce can supply daily
salads all year round. Many
winter crops, such as parsnips
and sprouting broccoli, need
to be in the ground for months
before they are ready for
harvesting; so you either need
to squeeze fast-growing crops
between them or limit their
numbers in small spaces.

Locally grown
You should also take into account
which crops grow well locally.
If you are not sure, find out by

visiting nearby gardens, talking
to your neighbors, or asking the
growers at your local farmers’
market. Use your common sense,
too, when it comes to selecting
crops that will do well on your
plot. If you live in an area where
the summers are cool and wet,
then heat-loving crops such as
eggplant and tomatoes will
produce well only in a greenhouse.
Gardeners in hot, dry climates
may struggle to keep leafy salads
and brassicas going during the
height of summer.
It makes sense to put your
effort into growing things that
are either expensive or impossible

WHAT TO GROW

to buy in the stores. What these
crops might be depends on your
local suppliers, but soft fruits,
such as currants and berries, are
often pricey, as are herbs, runner
beans, and good salad varieties.
Globe artichokes, kohlrabi, and
the full range of winter squashes
are often unavailable in the stores,
so if you like them, why not grow
your own?
If you have never harvested
food fresh from the garden before
then you might not know how
incredibly different it can taste,
ULJKW Raspberries often
produce heavy crops that give
you enough fruit to freeze or
make into preserves, as well as
to enjoy straight from the bush.
EHORZ Freshly lifted new
potatoes have an incomparable
lavor. You could grow a small
crop in containers if you don’t
have room for a vegetable plot.

even compared to produce bought
straight from the farmers’ market.
When there are just minutes
between picking and eating, none
of the precious sugars have been
turned to starch and the cells are
still plump with water, so you get
sweetness and crispness that
simply cannot be bought. Some
crops, including peas, beans, corn,
tomatoes, and new potatoes, lose
this freshness faster than others,
making them worth growing just
because their flavor can’t be
matched by produce in the stores.

Smaller plots
Where space is at a premium,
grow high-yielding fruit and
vegetables that get the most out
of every scrap of soil by cropping
quickly or consistently over a long
period. Watch for dwarf and bush
varieties, bred to take up less
room and often to grow well in
containers. Use pots and grow
bags and ill them with attractive
varieties for a colorful display.

•

Bush tomatoes – Great in hanging
baskets, these can produce sweet
cherry fruit for most of the summer.

•

Bush beans – Many types of beans
are available as bush varieties that
yield heavily in a tiny space.

•

Herbs – Both perennials and
annuals deserve space for their long
picking seasons and good looks.

•

Salad greens – Cut-and-comeagain salads, like arugula and mizuna,
will regrow three times in summer.

•

Blueberries – These compact
bushes thrive in pots; their berries
ripen gradually for picking right
through late summer.

•

Strawberries – They look pretty in
pots or at the edge of a border. Plant
both Junebearers and everbearers to
extend the harvest.

•

Summer radishes – Ready to eat 6
weeks after sowing, peppery radish is
perfect for illing a gap in your crops.

•

Beets – The striking red-veined
leaves look beautiful and are as good
to eat as the earthy baby roots.

•

Swiss chard – Neon-colored stems
make this leafy crop a must.

•

Zucchini – A single bush can
provide more than 20 fruits, along
with glorious yellow lowers.
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Growing under cover
This isn’t some kind of covert gardening,
but the practice of protecting plants from
the worst weather, to extend the growing
season. It is particularly useful if you live

in a cold area where spring comes late and
fall arrives early, but almost all gardeners
looking to produce crops year-round will
benefit from growing crops under cover.

DERYH Greenhouses come in a range
of materials and styles to suit all plots.
They can be expensive, so consider
buying a second-hand one locally.
OHIW Ideal growing conditions are
the main advantage of greenhouses
and hoophouses, and they also provide
somewhere to work in bad weather.

Grow indoors
Greenhouses and hoophouses
offer exciting possibilities for
extending the season for tender
crops such as tomatoes, peppers,
eggplant, and more. Even
unheated, these structures provide
enough protection to grow extra
Junebearing strawberries in
spring, to raise winter crops such
as radishes and cut-and-comeagain salads, and give many
crops a head start.

Greenhouses are expensive to buy
new, so make sure the shape and
size you choose suits your garden
and growing ambitions. Also
ensure that there is adequate
ventilation to keep air flowing
around your plants; aim for one
roof- and one side-vent for every
6 ft (2 m) of length.
Hoophouses are cheaper to
construct, but not as attractive
as a stylish greenhouse. The
plastic that covers them has

a limited lifespan, as does the
plastic used in some greenhouses,
and they are more difficult to
ventilate, but they still provide
a great growing space.
Whichever structure you
choose, position it on a bright,
level site, away from the shade
of buildings and trees, and
sheltered from strong winds.
Be sure to provide good access,
and try to find space outside for
a rain barrel and also a tool shed.

GROWING UNDER COVER

Simple cover
Small-scale covers, such as cloches
and cold frames, are invaluable for
warming the soil to allow seeds
to be sown early. They can also be
used to harden off plants raised
indoors, keep out damaging winds
and hungry pests, and protect
overwintering crops.
Cloches, whether made of glass,
plastic, or row cover, are relatively
cheap and have the advantage that
they can be moved where needed,
although they must be securely
pinned to the soil. Use cut-off

plastic bottles to cover individual
plants, or low, wire-framed
tunnels to protect whole rows.
Cold frames usually have a soil
base and a sloping, glazed lid.
Although lighter frames can be
moved where required, many are
permanently positioned against
south-facing walls, to give
maximum light and heat, and
extra frost protection. They are
ideal for raising early-sown seeds,
hardening off young plants,
or growing heat-loving crops
like cucumbers and melons.

Plastic mini-greenhouses perform
many of the same functions as a
cold frame. Taller models are ideal
for protecting growing bags
planted with tomatoes, although
they must be anchored securely
and have a sheltered, sunny site.
Even sunny windowsills are
perfect for raising tender plants
from seed. To stop seedlings from
bending toward the light, grow
them in a simple light box made
by cutting the front away from
a small cardboard box, and lining
the back with reflective silver foil.
IDUOHIW Cloches provide
enough warmth and
protection to give crops
a useful head start.
OHIW Mini-greenhouses
are ideal for tender crops, like
tomatoes, if you have limited
space. They can be easily
packed away when not in use.
EHORZ Cold frames can be
made from recycled materials
to a size and shape to suit
your plot. They can be
permanent or temporary.
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A perfect spot for crops
You will want your vegetable and fruit
plants to deliver large, healthy crops over
the longest period possible. To help them
achieve this, offer them the best possible

Ideal conditions
A long-neglected corner where
nothing much ever seems to grow
is not the right place to start a
vegetable garden. Provide an open
site for your crops, with plenty of
sunshine during the day to warm
the soil and give the plants energy
for rapid growth. A position away
from the shade and competing

conditions for growth. Provide your plants
with light, water, good airflow, and welldrained, fertile soil – in other words,
give them a perfect spot for crops.

roots of shrubs or large trees is
essential. If your site isn’t ideal,
try to improve it as best you
can. This will not only ensure
better harvests, but also make
growing much simpler.
Let in as much light as possible
by cutting back overhanging
growth, and create raised beds to
lift crops above competing roots.

Good exposure
Open ground gets the full beneit
of any rainfall, so that you are less
likely to have to water the plants
yourself. However, an open site can
leave your crops at the mercy of the
weather, particularly damage from
strong winds.
In exposed gardens, you should
put up windbreaks to reduce the
force of gusts as much far as
possible. Don’t build a solid wall,
because air pressure creates
turbulence on the leeward side of
the barrier that can be worse than
the unimpeded wind. Choose a
OHIW For healthy plants and maximum
productivity, choose the site of your
vegetable plot with care, taking account
of light, temperature, and soil quality.
EHORZ Frost may not harm a hardy
brassica such as this, but can cause
severe damage to less robust crops that
have been planted in a frost pocket.

A PERFECT SPOT FOR CROPS

Know your soil

Lattice makes an efective and attractive
windbreak for the vegetable plot, and
can be used to support crop plants
or ornamental climbers.

Soil is a vital source of nutrients
and water for plants. Knowing
what type of soil you have and
how it can be improved is key
to growing success. To establish
the soil type of the spot you plan
to plant, take a small handful,
wet it slightly and squeeze it
lightly in your palm. If the soil
sticks together into a smooth,
shiny ball you have a heavy, clay
soil. If it feels gritty and doesn’t
clump together, your soil is light
and sandy. Often soils are a
combination of these two types,
and contain ine silt particles as
well, which gives good garden
soil known as a loam.
Soil types have diferent
characteristics that inluence not
only the way plants grow but also
how you should treat them.

permeable barrier, such as a fence
or a hedge, that will break the
force of the wind without creating
unpredictable eddies. Also watch
out for gaps between buildings
and walls that could funnel wind.

Frost pockets
Temperature is another important
consideration when it comes to
choosing a site for your crops.
Some gardens have frost pockets,
which are low-lying areas, where
cold air gets trapped on still
winter nights, increasing the
likelihood of frosts. Check your
garden after a hard frost to see
if there’s a patch that is still white
when everywhere else has thawed.
Planting in such a cold spot will
lead to frost damage and slow
growth, and should be avoided.

Kits for testing soil pH are inexpensive
and usually reliable. Most involve the
simple process of checking a soil
solution against a color scale.

Clay soils retain nutrients well but
can easily become waterlogged,
while sandy soils drain freely but
quickly lose nutrients and dry out.
If drainage is very poor and water
pools on the surface, the cause
could be deeper. Dig down and
check for a compacted “hard pan”
layer that will need to be broken
up to allow water through.

Soil pH level
Sandy soil feels gritty in the hand
and does not clump together when
you squeeze it. This soil does not
retain moisture or nutrients well.

Clay soil holds together when
squeezed and feels heavy and sticky
when wet. It holds nutrients well but
is prone to waterlogging.

The pH (acidity) of your soil
determines which crops will grow
well on your plot, so check it before
planting. Simple-to-use kits to
measure pH are widely available;
just follow the instructions given.
Soil is considered neutral at
pH 7.0; acid below this igure; and
alkaline above it. A slightly acid
pH of 6.5 is ideal for most fruit and
vegetables, although in general they
tolerate all but the extremes. If you
intend to grow brassicas on acid
soil, try applying lime the fall before
planting to raise the pH level, which
will help prevent clubroot disease
(see p.241).
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Improving soil
Digging and preparing beds may
seem like a chore, but once you
see the difference it makes to fruit
and vegetable yields it’s easier
to motivate yourself. If you do
only one thing, add as much
well-rotted manure or compost
to the soil as you can. Mix it with
sand on heavy clay soil in the fall
to improve drainage and reduce
stickiness. Work manure into
light sandy soil in spring to
improve water-retention and add
nutrients. Unless the ground is
very compacted, single digging
to one spade’s depth, adding the
organic matter, and backfilling,
is enough. Avoid standing on the
soil whenever possible, and use
a plank to work from if it is wet.

Defining the beds with paths in
between improves access. Mulch
the paths with a weed-suppressing
material and concentrate on
improving the soil in the beds.

Rotate your crops
Separate beds facilitate crop
rotation, where related crops are
grown in different areas every
seasonto prevent soil-borne pests
and diseases from building up.
Some plant groups have their
own nutrient requirements, and
can deplete the soil of these, if
grown repeatedly. Plan a threeyear rotation where the hungry
cabbage family (brassicas) follow
nitrogen-fixing peas and beans,
which follow potatoes and the
root vegetables.

DERYH Worth all the hard work,
this lourishing plot, supporting a variety
of healthy crops, begins with soil
improvement and preparation.
EHORZ Dividing your growing areas with
mulched paths reduces the need to walk
on the soil to reach the plants. Deining
beds also makes it easier to organize
your crop rotation schedule.

IMPROVING SOIL

Keeping plants well fed and watered
If you expect your plants to grow
rapidly they must have adequate
nourishment and water. Their roots
take up water, as well as three main
nutrients (nitrogen, phosphorus, and
potassium) from the soil, along with
a range of trace elements such as
manganese, copper, and iron. It
makes sense to improve the soil
every year, to ensure that these
needs can be met without having
to give your plants continual extra
help. As long as the soil isn’t
excessively acid or alkaline, it is
likely that most nutrients will be
made available to plants from the
soil’s own mineral content or from
the breakdown of organic matter
IDUULJKW Sprinkle a
top-dressing of fertilizer
around the base of your
plants to deliver nutrients
close to the roots.
ULJKW Soaker hoses are
an eicient way of
irrigating rows of crops
without wasting water.
EHORZ Regularly digging
in mature, homemade
compost is the best way
to improve the structure
and fertility of your soil.

into humus by microorganisms.
This is another reason to keep
digging in plenty of well-rotted
manure and compost.

Big eaters
Although many plants in good soil
may not need feeding, “hungry”
crops, like tomatoes and brassicas,
beneit from additional fertilizers,
as do container-grown crops.
Concentrated fertilizers like
organic blood, ish, and bone, or
blended fertilizers, often come in
powder or granular forms that are
easy to apply to open soil. Liquid
fertilizers just need diluting and are
ideal for feeding container plants.

Watering is not as simple as it
seems. A plant that is wilting in dry
soil will beneit quickly from a good
soaking, but plants can also look
sickly growing in waterlogged soil,
so check irst.
Plants under cover and in
containers need regular watering,
every day in the height of summer.
Those growing in open soil are less
dependent on you, unless they are
newly planted or there is a drought.
Here it is better to water thoroughly,
soaking the soil to a good depth
occasionally, rather than wetting the
surface every day. Check by digging
down after watering if you are
unsure how much water is needed.
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OHIW Hoverflies, like many beneicial
insects, not only pollinate lowers but
also prey on crop-damaging pests.
EHORZ Spray chemical pesticides
carefully. Check the label to ensure
they are safe to treat food crops and
only spray late in the evening.

Organic or not?
Many people grow their own to
ensure that their crops are
produced organically, but every
gardener has to decide whether to
use synthetic chemicals or not.
Organic gardening relies upon
establishing a balance, where
plants grow strongly thanks to

Natural allies such as birds, toads, and
beneicial insects play a vital role in
keeping pest numbers under control.
Try to attract them into your garden
by providing cover and water.

the addition of organic matter
to the soil (ideally homemade
garden compost), and pest
numbers are controlled by
beneficial wildlife. It takes time
to achieve this balance, and there
will be occasions when pests and
diseases win the day, but there
are easy steps you can take to
swing the odds in your favor.
Planting fruit and vegetables
with ornamental plants is a great
way to maximize productivity and
color in smaller gardens, but it
also helps protect them from
pests. While a large patch of
cabbages or carrots is an obvious
target, the same plants scattered
through a flower border will be
harder for pests to spot. In a
similar way, planting strongly
scented flowers, such as French
marigolds, among vegetables
helps distract insect pests and
attracts their predators; a practice
known as “companion planting.”

Planting flowers alongside your
fruits and vegetables also attracts
pollinating insects that will visit
the crops, improving their yield.
If pests do get the upper hand,
biological control, which involves
introducing an organism to kill
your chosen pest, can be effective
if used properly. The conditions
must be right however, and at
those rare times when your crops
are under severe attack you may
choose to save your crop by
applying a selective insecticide
to target a heavy infestation.
When using sprays on or near
food plants, always check the label
carefully to see that it is safe to
use. It will also say how soon your
crops will be safe to harvest. Also,
only spray insecticides late in the
evening, after beneficial insects
have stopped flying, so you kill
the target pests, not allies like
bees and hoverflies (see pages
104–105 on organic pest control).

ORGANIC OR NOT?

Tools and equipment
A small range of good-quality tools
makes gardening a pleasure, and
it’s worth investing in the best you
can aford, and looking after them
so they last. Exactly which tools you
will need depends on the space to
be cultivated. If you grow only in
pots, you can do without the large
tools required to cultivate open soil,
but otherwise their needs will be
much the same as someone with
a generous plot.

Wherever you grow, ind yourself
a sturdy trowel for planting and an
ergonomic hand fork for weeding in
tight spots. Clippers are essential for
fruit pruning, but will also save your
kitchen scissors being blunted on
many other occasions when things
need to be cut or chopped.
A good watering can, with
detachable ine and coarse roses,
is indispensable, particularly if you
grow crops from seed.

Choose tools the right size and
weight for your stature and strength
to make heavy work as manageable
as possible. In a larger garden
a wheelbarrow is also useful.
You’ll ind that you collect
seed trays and pots, all sorts
of plant supports, and possibly
a shed, as you go along, but don’t
forget that it’s useful to have
sundries like potting mix, labels,
and string, before the season starts.

FORFNZLVHIURPOHIW
Fork—Ideal tool to use when
incorporating organic matter into the
soil, and for lifting crops and plants.
Rake—Used to clear stones and debris
from the soil surface, and to create a
ine tilth for sowing seeds.
Spade—Can be used in place of a
fork on light, sandy soils. Also useful
for moving dry materials, like compost.
Trowel—An essential hand tool for
planting out and removing weeds.
Hoe—Used for killing annual weeds
among crops, severing them at the
roots so they wither.
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To sow or buy?
Raising plants from seed is by far the
cheapest way to fill your plot, and allows
you to choose from an enormous range of
varieties. But seed is not the only option.

Seed selection
You can buy seeds from garden
centers, mail order from seed
catalogs (see pp.246–247), or
collect your own from previous
year’s crops (see pp.172–173).
Select varieties that suit your
particular needs. For instance,
consider dwarf or trailing
cultivars if you garden in small
beds or containers; pick those that
mature early if you live in a colder
area; and select varieties bred for

Potatoes and onions are grown easily from
tubers and bulbs, and an impressive range
of vegetables, fruit trees, and bushes are
available to buy as young plants.

good disease resistance if you
garden organically.
When buying seeds, some are
labeled “F1 hybrid” or have “F1”
in their name. These are modern
varieties, specially selected to be
uniform, vigorous, and often more
disease resistant than standard
varieties. They are more costly,
and won’t come true-to-type if
you save your own seeds. Some
cheaper varieties are described
as ‘‘F2” or “open pollinated.”

Plants grown from this seed will
be more variable but are perfectly
good for most gardeners.
Order only as much seed as you
need for the coming season. If you
have any left over, keep it cool and
dry; most (except parsnip and
carrot) will still germinate after
several years in storage. You will
find information on sowing seed
both indoors and out on pages
42-43, and specific advice on crops
within the monthly chapters.
IDUOHIW Seeds are an
economical way of raising
vegetables, such as this
sturdy young corn.
OHIW Seed sown directly
outdoors in the right
conditions often produces
gratifyingly quick results.
EHORZ You can start things
of earlier with seeds; all you
need is a seed-starting kit
or a warm windowsill.

TO SOW OR BUY?

DERYH Buying a few trays of seedlings
is the quickest and easiest way to start a
vegetable garden, although probably not
the cheapest. Reputable garden centers
and nurseries only ofer healthy plants.
OHIW Young container-grown fruit trees
can be bought and planted from spring
through fall. Make sure they look well
tended when you buy them.

Young plants
Tubers for crops such as potatoes
and Jerusalem artichokes, and the
small bulbs, known as sets, from
which onions and shallots are
cultivated, are available from late
winter into spring. Ensure that
you buy disease-free stock from
a reputable nursery, garden
center, or mail order supplier.
You can also buy young plants
from the same sources. Buying
plants is more expensive than
growing from seed, and you don’t
get the same choice of varieties,
but for those with limited time
or outdoor space for sowing seed,
this is a good option. Look for
sturdy, dark green plants and
acclimatize them gradually
to outdoor conditions before

planting out. Beware of buying
tender plants, such as tomatoes
and zucchini, too early if you have
nowhere frost-free to grow them
on. Plants delivered by mail
should be opened immediately,
watered, and potted up as soon as
possible. (For details on planting
individual crops, see the planting
pages that follow for each month.)

Fruit bushes and trees
In mild climatess, containergrown bushes and trees are
available all year round, and they
can be planted at any time of
year—although high summer is
best avoided. Don’t buy old stock,
which may be pot-bound and often
goes unpruned in garden centers,
and steer clear of bulging, weedy

pots and poorly shaped plants,
even if they are offered at
reduced prices.
Bare-root plants, lifted from
nursery fields when dormant,
are normally available in the
spring. Specialty fruit nurseries
stock the widest range, offering
many different varieties and
rootstocks, often by mail-order.
Look for “maidens,” which
are one-year-old trees that
establish quickly, can be pruned
as you wish, and cost less than
larger specimens.
Once out of the ground, the
exposed roots must not be allowed
to dry out, and planting should
be done as soon as possible. See
pages 202–203 for information on
choosing and planting fruit trees.
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