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Who wants to be a 21st-Century Smallholder?

Many of us dream of ‘four acres and freedom’ the idyllic, self-sufficient life in which we flee the city to live in harmony with the land, dependent on no-one. For all but a fortunate few, this is now an impossible dream. Absurd property prices have put four acres and a farmhouse out of reach of anyone lacking a six-figure sum of capital. Today, only the rich can afford to be peasants.

But a way of life that reduces our impact on the planet whilst also improving our quality of life has never been more sorely needed. Look at any aspect of modern living and there’s a very good reason for doing things differently.

The food we eat now comes from a handful of gigantic retailers. Their demand for an uninterrupted, year-round supply of cosmetically perfect produce is turning our countryside into an agribusiness factory. Our food chain is now entirely dependent on fossil fuels: first, to manufacture the pesticides and artificial fertilizers without which industrial agriculture fails; and second, to power agricultural machinery and the enormous, road-based transport infrastructure that delivers food from farmer to warehouse to supermarket. As Felicity Lawrence points out in the food industry exposé Not on the Label, just a few days without fuel would bring this country’s food supply to a standstill.

So the modern food chain is insecure. It’s also killing us: polluting the environment with runoff and residues, decimating biodiversity and – as we are now beginning to learn – giving us produce that is depleted in the minerals and micronutrients that make it worth eating in the first place. Is a lettuce that is grown with artificial fertilizer, slathered with pesticides, then chilled and trucked around the place for a few days before spending a week in the fridge going to be as good as the one just picked from your garden? The evidence suggests not; and intuition screams it. Growing your own is more than just a nice idea.

Then there’s the way we use energy and resources. Our homes are responsible for a third of Britain’s CO2 emissions. Almost all are highly dependent on energy sources that are not only insecure and nonrenewable but whose use is also – the evidence is now overwhelming – transforming our climate into something that could even become hostile to much of humanity in our lifetimes. It would take three planet Earths to support the entire world’s population living as the British do. Thinking about reducing energy and resource dependence is no longer the preserve of the thrifty smallholder; it’s something we could all benefit from, now and in the future.

[image: Image]

Many of us dream of living differently because we can see what our Western lifestyles are doing to the environment. But I think we also aspire to peasantry because we instinctively feel that there is deep satisfaction to be gained from tasks that the consumer society would file under ‘drudgery’: growing and preserving food, animal husbandry, or managing your own water and energy resources. Our national fondness for gardening and pet ownership – scorned by nations that are closer to their pre-industrial pasts – surely points to a longing to be closer to nature. We have become ‘de-skilled’ since we industrialized, losing our ability to live off the land. Today, that de-skilling has accelerated as our needs have become provided for by corporations. Even being a parent can be outsourced today. In a generation, we’ve forgotten how to grow things, fix things, even cook from scratch. And we are all having to relearn about what food is in season when. If society collapsed tomorrow, only Ray Mears would survive. Skills that were once effortlessly handed down from generation to generation now have to be learnt through piles of books, lengthy courses or painful trial and error. But – as I have learnt – it’s worth it. Few things beat the satisfaction of picking your own produce or knocking together your first beehive.
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So perhaps we should all attempt to be self-sufficient at home in order to be healthy and happy and save the planet? I don’t think so. Genuine self-sufficiency, in which you provide all your own material needs, is very, very tough. As the two case studies at the end of this book show, it requires a vast amount of learning, planning, investment and time, as well as a good-sized plot of land. If you had an immense garden, an iron will, accommodating neighbours and a complicit family, it might just be possible to emulate Tom and Barbara Good. Most of us aren’t like this, though. And even if it were practical, I doubt whether widespread self-sufficiency is really desirable. For a start, it would put out of business the small-scale farmers who are finding new outlets for seasonal, local and often organic produce through farmers’ markets and box schemes.

In between the Goods and the people who rampage from shopping mall to ready meal in a monster 4x4 is the 21st-Century Smallholder. You don’t need four acres to be one; nor do you need vast amounts of capital and time. You won’t be self-sufficient; but you’ll grow and do the things that suit your home and your life. If you have a small flat, then maybe your window boxes could keep you in salads and herbs. If you have a small garden, perhaps you’ll use part of it to grow gourmet fruit and veg that are best when just picked, and maybe have some chickens scratching around the place. And if you’re fortunate enough to have a lot of outside space, then you may well be eating your own produce for much of the growing season; there might be bees . . . or even pigs. And wherever you live, you could be harvesting rainwater, making your own compost, saving – even generating – energy and turning your home into a wildlife haven.

Why be a 21st-Century Smallholder? There’s a long list of good reasons: here are just a few. It’s deeply satisfying. Whether it’s your first home-grown salad, home-laid egg or solar-heated shower, there’s a great sense of achievement to be had. Being a 21st-Century Smallholder also makes your house and garden look beautiful and attract wildlife. A productive fruit and veg garden is a nicer place to be than a desert of decking, both for you and for the countless bugs and creatures that run our ecosystem. If you grow and raise some of your own food and manage some of your own resources (like water and energy), it reduces your dependence on our damaging consumer culture. It may only be a token reduction – cutting yourself off from the mains, for example, is not something to be undertaken lightly – but it feels good; it feels like taking control in a world where the power to run one’s day-to-day life is being reduced to nothing more than consumer choice. Finally, it’s good to feel like part of the solution. Your water butt may not solve the world’s freshwater crisis; your home-made compost may not save the peat bogs; and your solar panels might not stop the glaciers melting; but big changes start with lots of grassroots actions.

It doesn’t have to take much time, or cost much money, to be a 21st-Century Smallholder. You can start growing fruit and veg on a shoestring budget; and many of the actions that most reduce your environmental ‘footprint’ are free and will save money. Solar electricity, big food-growing operations, ‘eco-retrofitting’ your house: these things do cost money. But there’s something for everyone in the 21st-Century Smallholder’s lifestyle. However far you want to go, this book is designed to help you along the way.

So how much of a 21st-Century Smallholder is the author? At the time of writing, not much at all, I’m afraid. Being on the verge of a long-distance house move, I’ve handed the allotment plot on to the next eager person on the enormous waiting list and donated the bees, which are unlikely to enjoy the journey, to another beekeeper. We still have a minor fruit and veg operation in the back garden and are still happily composting away. We should be at our next destination for a good few years so there will be a productive garden, possibly bees and chickens, and a house with every eco-modification we can afford. And the car, on the relatively rare occasions it gets used, still runs happily on filtered waste-vegetable oil.


[image: Image]

Why grow your own food?

It’s a very good question. After all, growing food is what farmers are for. Unless we have lots of land and lots of time, why should we bother? Glossy utopian gardening books and self-sufficiency manuals rarely point out the downsides of growing your own food, so let’s start by being practical and looking at the pitfalls as well as the pleasures.

Five reasons not to grow your own food

It can cost a lot to get started

In the past, nobody started growing from scratch. Our peasant ancestors inherited everything from their forebears. They didn’t really need to buy land or equipment or go on gardening courses: all the kit and the skills they needed were handed down from generation to generation. Today’s aspirant grower, hemmed as she or he often is into a small house and garden, usually has a lot of stuff to buy, from garden tools and propagating gear to soil improvers, sheds, water butts – the list is endless.

You won’t save much money

In Victorian times, the price of food meant that growing your own would have saved up to 50 per cent of your annual expenditure. Today, we spend only around 10–15 per cent of our income on food and only a fraction of this goes on the stuff you could grow in your garden. If you really want to save money on food and drink, be a teetotal vegetarian.

You will not achieve self-sufficiency in anything other than salads and herbs

Even if we adopt the ‘Mediterranean food pyramid’ – a diet in which cereals, pulses and vegetables predominate and animal protein forms only a small part – it is very tough to be truly self-sufficient in food, particularly from a small space in a temperate climate. If you give up meat, accept that all your carbohydrates will come from potatoes (which store well and can give bulk yields in small spaces), and brace yourself for lean times and preserved or frozen food in the April–June ‘hungry gap’, then it’s maybe do-able. But desirable? Probably not.

It takes time, particularly when you want to go on holiday

Peasants who learnt to grow as they grew up did not have to invest much time in getting started; and strong social and family networks meant that an equally skilled person was always around to help. Leave your veg garden alone at the wrong time of year, though, and weed apocalypse could greet your return from holiday. Growing food does need an investment of time, often when you least have it.

Children aren’t always compatible with horticulture

Few things are more distressing than watching a small child innocently upend a module tray full of carefully tended seedlings. A garden largely given over to growing is not always somewhere in which you can relax with offspring. Compromise is needed to keep parents, kids, fruit and veg happy.

But if you can cope with these downsides, there are of course many, many good reasons for growing your own which far outweigh the disadvantages.

Five reasons to grow your own food

It is deeply satisfying . . .

Even if it’s just the one radish that escaped the slugs, the satisfaction of eating your own produce is enormous and hard to communicate to those who haven’t given it a go. And the more time and effort you invest in raising a particular plant, the better it feels when you finally eat its produce. Knowing how much effort it can take to get, say, a humble sprouting broccoli plant from seed to plate (propagating, transplanting, protecting – over maybe ten months) also gives a deep appreciation of the value of food.

. . . and very healthy

More is being discovered all the time about the true nutritional value of food. And the evidence suggests that modern, industrial agricultural techniques not only damage the land and expose us to pesticides and herbicides: they have also depleted both the mineral and micronutrient content of vegetables and fruit in the last fifty or so years. Buying seasonal, local organic food helps avoid this; but growing your own gives you total control over what goes into your food. The nutrient content of fruit and vegetables is optimal when they have just been picked. Plus, of course, you get to spend time exercising in the fresh air.

You will have new gourmet experiences

We are accustomed to buying food, refrigerating it and then eating it when we’re ready. And if it’s from a supermarket, it has already spent far too much time on the road and in a fridge. For many vegetables and fruit, this does terrible things to their nutritional value and to their gourmet appeal. The garden, however, keeps fruit and veg in perfect condition, so if you get into the habit of picking and eating straight away, the quality is streets ahead of anything you could buy in the shops. For particular produce: herbs, salads, tomatoes, soft fruit (see here for a table with a ‘gourmet value’ rating) this is absolutely crucial.

You can stick two fingers up at the modern food industry

Every time I pick a sprig of thyme from the garden I think of over-packaged herbs grown in a monster high-tech greenhouse somewhere and sold for a ludicrous price by supermarkets. And I rejoice in the small victory of depriving these undeserving behemoths of a tiny bit of revenue. If you hate the modern food chain and what it’s doing to the land and to communities, then growing your own is a small, maybe insignificant, but satisfying political act.

You will learn a great deal and develop new skills

In learning to grow food, you inevitably find out a great deal of fascinating stuff about nature, from soil composition to the role of flora and fauna to weather and seasons. This is satisfying in itself; and it also brings you closer to the seasons and the cycle of life in a way that introduces constant variety and interest into your life. And of course you learn a whole range of skills – composting, planting, amateur weather forecasting – that enrich your life and can be passed on to others.

What are vegetables and fruit?

[image: Image]

Before I started growing fruit and vegetables I knew very little about how, why and when they grew. And I found that many gardening books seemed to skip this fundamental information and dive straight into gardening techniques and principles.

If, as I was (and still feel!), you are a complete newcomer to edible gardening, then I think it’s worth going right back to first principles and taking a quick look at what fruit and vegetables are, and how they behave through the year. It’s not essential to help you plan your time: but it’s useful and perhaps interesting background.

Most of the vegetables that we grow are ‘annuals’, which means that the plants die off every year, having put all their energy into setting (producing) seed. We eat this energy (which is contained in different parts of these vegetables) at different points in their seed-setting cycles, depending on what’s best. So with ‘leaf vegetables’, like lettuce and cabbages, we eat the leaves because these are good and the seeds are tiny. (However, rapeseed oil – made from the seeds of a cabbage relative – forms a huge part of the modern food chain.) With peas and beans we eat the immature seeds. Sometimes we eat the unopened flowers (as in broccoli); or the stems (celery); or the root (parsnip, carrot). And sometimes we eat the ‘fruit’ that contains the seeds, as with tomatoes, cucumber or pumpkins.

Temperature and day length are the main factors that affect when things grow. Below 6ºC, plants are dormant and nothing grows: so in the depths of winter in Britain the growing season grinds to a halt. (Global warming is, however, rapidly bringing a year-round growing season to much of Britain.) Increasing day length from January onwards kicks off the growth of a small number of plants (such as rhubarb) that respond to this. And then increasing warmth prompts more natural growth and eventually heats the soil enough for planting many things outside. By May, weeds are in aggressive competition with your young vegetables. The first, early outdoor crops are ready by May and June, and then, as the summer warms up, more and more produce becomes available. By August and September, peak harvest season, sowing and planting activity starts to tail off, and into the autumn the business of preparing the soil for the next year’s growing season starts up.

Over the centuries we have selectively bred different types of vegetables – and taken advantage of their different characteristics – to provide us, as much as possible, with a year-round supply within the constraints of our temperate, four-season climate.

Root vegetables such as carrots, parsnips, swede and turnips store goodness in their roots over the winter to power a vibrant flowering in the spring. We take advantage of this concentrated nutrition, either lifting and storing the roots when they are ready or leaving them in the ground until we want to eat them. The same principle applies to leaf vegetables: we take the energy stored in their leaves before they flower and turn it to seed. For fast-growing salads, this means a quick meal, early on in the growing season. And for hardy, slow-growing winter cabbages, it means fresh greens in the coldest months. Pea and bean plants, well-adapted to our climate, flower and set seed early in the growing season, enabling us to eat their immature seeds in the early summer; whilst non-native ‘fruiting’ vegetables like tomatoes need more heat and light to come to fruition.

Fruit, on the other hand, is perennial, growing on trees and shrubs over many years, depending on the species. So because fruit has to complete a cycle of growth, flowering and fruiting before it’s ready to eat, it tends to have a short season, during – and mostly towards the end of – the warmest months in our climate (unless we cheat nature with greenhouses and heating).

There are also perennial vegetables, which present the edible gardener with a low-effort (if sometimes space-intensive) food-growing option. Artichokes, asparagus, sorrel and rhubarb (botanically a vegetable) are just four examples of plants which, once established, will continue cropping in their seasons with minimal intervention from the gardener.

It’s not essential to know all this background information in order to plan your edible gardening time. But it’s helpful. If, for example, you have very little time to spare through the year and spend lots of time away, then the best strategy would be to concentrate on fruit trees and bushes and perennial vegetables. Such a food-growing operation can take a long time to establish itself (the trees have to grow and mature) and its yields are lower and concentrated more on fruit. But there’s much less need to worry about maintenance and, crucially, no need for sowing, propagating and planting once it’s established.

Grow annual vegetables and you will need more time, depending on what you want to eat. A simple balcony-based salads and herbs operation won’t take much time at all. But growing annuals to get a constant year-round supply of fresh food does take a little more effort; and there are times when it’s good not to go away.
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The 21st-Century Smallholder’s year planner (here) gives a full run-down of the edible gardening year and the time taken by other related things – such as beekeeping or pond-building – that you may or may not wish to explore. Read through this and you will quickly build up a picture of when different things happen, and which are the busiest and quietest months.

The table below summarizes in brief how the growing year pans out. In reality, many of these tasks go on all the time. But this gives a picture of how the intensity of work needed follows the growing season.
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Where to start?

Fruit- and veg-growing often seems like a huge and daunting subject and it is the subject of many huge and daunting books. Perhaps the easiest way to start is to consider your space. Do you have a window box, a balcony, a small garden or a big garden? Or maybe an allotment too? Does it get lots of sun? Lots of wind? Lots of rain? What’s the soil like? Is there any? Even if it’s just a window box, you’ll be able to grow things all year round; but the size and nature of your space will help determine what to grow.

Then there’s the question of what you want to eat. Perhaps it’s things like tomatoes and strawberries that never taste as good as when picked and eaten straight off the plant. Or maybe you’re after maximum yield, for example growing potatoes in a tub to get a huge supply from just a few square feet.

Finally there’s the question of your time. How much do you have? Will it be a snatched fifteen minutes every evening, or an afternoon a week? Or more? And on the subject of time, how long can you wait? Six weeks for some salads to grow, or six years for a ‘forest garden’ to start establishing itself?

There are, of course, other variables to worry about: how much hassle a particular plant is to grow, how long its season is, how good it looks… but space, time and what you want to eat will help you to make some practical choices to get started.

The table here ‘scores’ fruit and veg according to these factors: browsing through it will give you an idea of what things will suit you and help you to decide where to start with growing your own food.
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How are you going to garden?

Another important starting point is to decide how you are going to garden. If you are planning to do things organically, then you will need less money – because there is no need to buy pesticides, herbicides and artificial fertilizer – but more time, because, for example, you will need to do more weeding and crop protection.
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Conventional

Applied to cultivation, this term somewhat ironically refers to the less than sixty-year-old technique of growing food crops with a reliance on ‘scientific’ intervention: artificial fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides. It’s an adversarial way of tackling the land: man vs. nature. Growing food this way may bring quick results, but its downsides are numerous. It will cost more in the short term, because the inputs you need are expensive; and it will cost more in the long term, because growing food this way depletes biodiversity, puts toxic substances into the food chain and exhausts your soil. To find out more about conventional growing, buy a different book!
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Organic

Going organic means growing food with an absolute minimum of scientific intervention and with a focus on improving the soil. It is ideally suited to the 21st-Century Smallholder’s edible gardening efforts because it’s cheap, makes your garden more fertile over time and encourages a biodiversity that helps to protect what you grow as well as making your garden beautiful. Rather than fighting nature, organic growing seeks to recruit natural predators to deal with pests, uses natural barriers such as mulches to deal with weeds and natural fertilizers like home-made compost to enrich the soil. ‘Biodynamic’ growing adds further techniques to organic principles, using an astronomical calendar to determine auspicious planting times and treating compost with special preparations.
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Permaculture

Edible gardening according to permaculture principles means working organically, but taking natural ecosystems as a model for what you do. So the ultimate permaculture food-growing operation is a managed ‘forest garden’ in which the careful choice and siting of trees and mainly perennial plants provides an ultra low-maintenance, sustainable food source. This can be hard to achieve in practice, particularly in temperate climates. However, the permaculture principles of careful planning and of maximizing the beneficial relationships between people, plants and animals are very useful, particularly when gardening in small spaces.

The recommended ways of growing in this book are based on a combination of organic and permaculture principles.

[image: Image]

Planning your space

The next step is to plan your growing space. It is enormously tempting to get carried away and see the entire garden or outside space as nothing more than a food-growing operation – after all, there’s so much good stuff to grow! However, the obvious pitfall of this is that the garden ceases to be a space for leisure, or even for biodiversity. Children and a gardening-enthusiast wife soon made me realize that our meagre outside space needed to be more than just a mini market garden. And organic gardening dictates that there should be some space for wildlife habitats, including maybe a pond to encourage slug-eating frogs, as well as room for a decent compost heap and a rainwater butt. (See also Chapter 4 for more on building biodiversity.)

Answering the following set of questions will help you to plan your food-growing operation.

[image: Image]What do I want to do with my outside space? If it’s going to be used exclusively for food-growing, then fine: but bear in mind that, in gardening organically, you will need room for plants and features that encourage pest predators; crops will need to be rotated (see here) and you will benefit hugely from a compost heap, rainwater collection and even a small greenhouse. Most of us will want our garden or outside space to be several things: a playground for the kids, somewhere to eat, a wildlife haven, a retreat – maybe all of these. The sample 21st-Century Smallholder’s garden designs here are based on a balance between food-growing, leisure and creating the biodiversity that is essential to organic gardening (and also fascinating for children and adults alike).

[image: Image]How big is it? Size matters when it comes to edible gardening. There’s little point, for example, in growing space-hungry Brussels sprouts on a balcony. You can produce an awful lot in a small space (see example here), but choosing space-efficient plants and trees is the most sensible way to do it. (It is surprising how many different fruit and vegetables are appropriate for small spaces – see table here.) As your space gets bigger, you have more room for luxuries like greenhouses, chickens, bigger ponds; and the choice of vegetables you can grow widens to include really space-hungry gourmet crops like asparagus and artichokes.

[image: Image]What’s there already? If it’s all paved or decked then you have work to do: but this could involve using containers or building raised beds (see here) rather than digging the whole lot up. There’s maybe stuff you could use: trees and shrubs that provide great wildlife habitat, for example. And you’ll also have to consider the soil (see here), which will probably need some form of improvement to support greedy fruit and vegetables.

[image: Image]Which way does it point? North or south, up or down? Orientation is another factor to consider. Tomatoes would delight in a south-facing wall; a small morello cherry tree won’t mind the shade. If it’s steep, some terracing might be necessary to create viable vegetable beds.

[image: Image]What’s the climate like? Whether you live in Bristol or Braemar will affect the things you can grow. Latitude and elevation will determine, for example, whether certain fruit trees really are viable; or whether you’ll get a decent crop of sweetcorn. ‘Microclimate’ should also be considered: if you have, say, particularly windy, wet, sunny, shady or frost-prone spots, these should all be taken into account when planning your food-growing.

The ‘Meet the fruit and veg’ section here will help you to decide which plants will work in your outside space. And the three sample designs which follow will illustrate how these can integrate into an outside space that provides for food, leisure and wildlife whether it’s a small balcony, average-sized garden or large garden.

Three garden designs

The balcony
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AGreenhouse for toms/cucumbers and all-year cropping of salads etc.

BAnnual rotational veg beds

CFruit tree against wall
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The average garden
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The average garden
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The substantial space
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The substantial space
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Preparing and managing the ground


Clearing the ground
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Testing the soil



Improvement strategies








	STRATEG IES FOR DIFFERENT SOILS



	Clay
	Dig in grit, fork in or mulch with well-rotted manure or compost, leafmould.



	Sand
	Add copious organic matter and mulch with regular quantities of it.



	Acid soils
	Add ground lime (but not at the same time as manure – leave a few months after liming before manuring).



	Alkaline soils
	Add compost and manure.





‘No-dig’ gardening


To dig or not to dig?



	DIGGING
	NO DIGGING



	Advantages
	Advantages



	


	







	Disadvantages
	Disadvantages



	




	







Beds and containers
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Compost



How composting works
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How to make compost


Cool composting


Hot composting


Worm composting



Getting a compost bin


Composting materials
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Sowing, planting and propagation








Sowing in situ





Seedbeds and trays


Under cover


Growing media


Successional sowing
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Organic gardening practices


Rotation
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Green manures







	PLANT
	USES



	Clover
	Fixes nitrogen. Sow from early spring to late summer – prefers light soil.



	Field beans
	Fixes nitrogen. Sow in autumn to overwinter – prefers heavy soil.



	Winter tares
	Fixes nitrogen. Sow in late summer/autumn to overwinter – avoid dry soils.



	Grazing rye
	Improves soil structure and boosts organic matter. Sow in late summer and autumn to overwinter – suits most soils.



	Mustard
	Adds nitrogen when foliage is dug in. Sow in early spring/late summer. Suits most soils.




Mulching






	MATERIAL
	USE



	Compost
	Apply around established vegetable crops in the growing season to provide nutrients and suppress weeds.



	Well-rotted manure
	Use around hungry feeding plants when they are putting on growth.



	Straw
	Around fruit (e.g. strawberries) to keep the fruit clean; or under squash and pumpkins.



	Hay
	Controls weeds and keeps in moisture around fruit trees and bushes.



	Plastic film
	Controls weeds, keeps in moisture: crops can be planted through the film for maximum weed control.



	Wilted comfrey leaves
	Release nutrients.



	Control weeds and keep in moisture.
	Cardboard, old carpet, thick newspaper, chipped wood




More advanced techniques


Weed, pest and disease control


Weed control
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Common weeds
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Weed strategies





	PREVENTION
	 



	Don’t dig
	Digging brings weed seeds to the surface, where they germinate. A ‘no-dig’ system (see here) avoids this problem.



	Rotate
	Some crops (potatoes, squashes) suppress weeds well; others (alliums) are susceptible to them. Crop rotation prevents a uniform build-up of weeds in your vegetable-growing area.



	Use a ‘stale seedbed’
	This involves preparing a seedbed two or three weeks before sowing: exposed weed seeds germinate and can be easily hoed off before the crop goes in.



	Space plants closely
	Closer spacing of leafy crops excludes the light that many weeds need.



	Start plants off in modules
	Planting vegetables out when they are better established gives them a stronger chance of competing with weeds.



	Mulching
	From the extreme strategy of growing everything through black plastic film to applying a covering of organic matter, mulching is an effective way to control weeds.



	CURE
	 



	Mulching
	If you are able to ‘set aside’ a patch of ground, a light-excluding mulch will clear all annual weeds in around six months in the growing season and even perennials after 2–3 years.



	Hand weeding
	The most painstaking but effective way to get weeds out from amongst your crops; made easier by a narrow-bed system (see here). Using a hand tool is essential to remove deep-rooting perennials like dandelion.



	Hoeing
	Quick and easy way to chop down annual weeds, which can then be left to wither on the soil surface or can be composted. Will also weaken (but not remove) perennials.



	Flame weeding
	Highly targeted but rather high-tech way of dealing with annuals and perennials.



	Permanent war
	A regular combination of mulching, hand weeding and hoeing is the only non-chemical way to deal with established weeds during the growing season: however, good prevention strategies and mulching will keep the effort needed to a minimum.




Pests and diseases







	COMMON EDIBLE-GARDENING PESTS



	What they are
	What they do



	Caterpillar and insect larvae
	Eat leaves, particularly of brassica plants (cabbage white); also eat roots and tubers (carrot root fly).



	Slugs and snails
	Eat leaves, young plants, fruit.



	Aphids
	Suck the sap from plants.



	Beetles and weevils
	Eat young plants, flowerheads, buds.



	Birds
	Eat seedlings, fruit and fruit buds, green veg.



	Mammals
	Rabbits eat veg; foxes, dogs, cats disturb ground; moles cause structural mayhem (but denote a healthy earthworm population).



	COMMON DISEASES



	Potato blight
	Destroys foliage and rots tubers.



	Clubroot
	Deforms roots and causes poor growth in brassicas.



	Cucumber mosaic virus
	Kills cucurbits.




Slugs




	Hunting
	Go out at night with a headtorch and tongs, then put them in a bucket and fill it with boiling water. Compost the dead slugs. Doing this on several consecutive nights will severely deplete a garden’s slug population but it is hard work.



	Trapping
	Bowls full of beer sunk into your veg beds will soon fill with happily expiring slugs, who have a taste for the stuff (their only endearing characteristic). The bowls (or commercial slug traps) need to be refreshed regularly, otherwise they will become too horrific to approach.
    Another trapping technique is to leave a long, heavy piece of wood or slate somewhere on the veg bed: slugs will congregate underneath this in the daytime and can be removed and dispatched.



	Biowarfare
	Commercially available parasitic nematode worms can be applied to slug-infested areas. This can be expensive for big areas but is good for raised beds (but not for heavy clay soils).
    The encouragement of frogs and ducks, both slug gourmets, can help control populations, although frogs will not thrive where there are cats.



	Barriers
	Rough material around susceptible plants can impede slugs’ progress. Eggshells, special slime-sucking grits and ground ash from fires are all used. Cloches made from sawn-off plastic bottles can protect young plants.



	Disruption
	Slugs and snails pick up trails they have used before: hoeing around plants disrupts these and makes life harder for the slugs.




Pest and disease strategies





	PREVENTION



	Encourage nature
	Planting and creating habitats that encourage beneficial creatures (see Chapter 4) will go a long way towards creating an environment in which pest control happens naturally.



	Rotate
	Crop rotation (see here) prevents the build-up of soil-borne diseases.



	Build good soil
	Building good, healthy soil will create healthy plants that are more resistant to disease.



	Put things in the right place
	Putting plants where they will get the balance of nutrients, sunlight, shelter and water they need will also help them to fight disease.



	Be there
	‘The best fertilizer is the farmer’s footprint’: this traditional saying can be adapted to pest and disease prevention. Regular attention helps in catching problems early on.



	Timing
	Planting some crops at particular times can help them to avoid pest and disease problems (for specific crops see ‘Meet the fruit and veg’).



	Interplanting
	A mix of vegetables and flowers can deter or confuse some pests.



	Hygiene
	Keeping gardening kit clean reduces the risk of disease transmission.



	Cultivar choice
	Buy disease-resistant cultivars; be wary of plants from unknown sources.



	Deterrents
	Bird-scarers work if changed from time to time. Human hair and male urine will deter foxes.



	Barriers
	Cloches – protect from slugs and birds.
Netting – keeps birds off fruit (although make sure gaps are big enough for pollinating insects); also keeps cabbage white butterflies off brassicas.
Fences – low barriers keep out carrot root fly; bigger fences necessary for mammals.



	CURE



	Physical removal
	Removing pests individually (see slugs, here) can be effective; and clearing diseased or infested plants can prevent problems spreading.



	Biological control
	Insects and invertebrates – a range of predators can be deliberately introduced to deal with specific pest species. Bigger creatures – chickens will clear pests from the ground; frogs, ducks and slow-worms will eat slugs.



	Chemical control
	There is a small range of ‘natural’ pesticides permitted under organic rules. See the Soil Association website to find a listing of these.




Meet the fruit and veg


Vegetables
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Herbs






	Basil
	Great for south-facing windowsill, greenhouses.



	Bay
	Evergreen shrub, very low-maintenance. Protect from frost.



	Borage
	Easy to grow, self-seeds, good in fruit punches.



	Coriander
	Needs warmth and sunshine.



	Dill
	Self-seeds, great with fish.



	Fennel
	Attractive perennial, leaves, stems and seeds all used. Attracts insects.



	Horseradish
	Needs to be contained as it is very invasive.



	Lavender
	Attracts beneficial insects, drought tolerant, aromatic.



	Marjoram
	Hardy perennial shrub, low-maintenance.



	Mint
	Plant in containers as it is very invasive.



	Parsley
	Pick the heads regularly for a continual supply.



	Rosemary
	Drought-tolerant evergreen. Needs pruning in spring.



	Sage
	Evergreen shrub, needs pruning in spring.



	Thyme
	Hardy, evergreen shrub. Likes poor, free-draining soil.




Fruit


Tree fruit
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Berry and soft fruit
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Fruit and veg top five
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