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PREFACE

There is a huge interest in growing vegetables and food. A recent survey suggested that five million people wanted to ‘live the good life’ and keep chickens, grow some of their own food and somehow achieve a level of self-sufficiency.

But many of us believe the idea of getting anywhere near self sufficient can only be a distant dream because we live in the city. We have a balcony thrusting into the sky from a city centre flat, a ‘back yard’ as we say in the north, or a terraced house of the tiniest patio area there is. This belief is erroneous. Grow Your Own Vegetables in Pots and Containers aims to show the reader in simple, practical terms just how much is possible in the smallest space.

If you have access to sunlight, you can grow at least some of your own food, and in this world of globalisation, where our produce is flown in from the far corners of the earth, growing your own has some amazing consequences.

Firstly, you are helping to save the planet. Even in a small way the journey from your patio or balcony or the path to your door to your plate is metres and not hundreds of kilometres. That has to have an environmental payoff.

Secondly, you can grow without chemicals, and in this book we make the point that using chemicals on the patio might bring problems not thought of compared to wider use in the garden and on a farm. You can be completely sure the food you grow is healthy, fresh food.

The food you grow in pots, containers, bags and grow bags can be the best food ever. I remain convinced that potatoes taken from their compost, cooked and consumed within minutes of them being in the ground and growing, have a flavour no gourmet, no chef, no restaurant can beat.

More than any of these reasons for growing your own, regardless of what space you have, no way of life is healthier for anyone than to get compost under your fingernails and see green things growing. Don’t sit frustrated at the space you have; don’t give up before you even start. Get out there and grow something.

This book is meant to be handled, scribbled on, tried out, watered by accident and generally dirtied by grubby fingers. It is a book to be dipped into when you need information and read whole when you need a little inspiration. I have grown all of the plants and produce over the years in the tiniest of situations and I can say they really do work – even in the north of England where I live.

Paul Peacock


CHAPTER 1

THE ENVIRONMENT OF THE PATIO

[image: Illustration]

This book is aimed at the majority of us who live in terraced houses, high-rise flats, town houses and semi-detached properties with little more than a postage stamp for a garden and often nowhere to grow but the patio.

It seems the great buzz words of the last few years are ‘Grow your Own’. A real movement of people who grow their own food is building in popularity and I longed to be one of them. But with no land at all and even less free time, the whole idea of growing vegetables seemed dead in the water. I became increasingly frustrated watching TV gardeners with acres of space, room for tonnes of produce, chickens and pigs, tell me how easy it was to live off the land. Television programmes that exhorted me to get out there and ‘Dig for Victory’ simply got on my nerves.

I tried an allotment but it had insurmountable problems for me. It was too far away for a start; by the time I got there it was time to come home. Secondly, there were too many regulations. There was always someone coming along with something negative to say (I have since found out that the politics of the allotment can sometimes be difficult to cope with). Finally, when I tried to find a ‘friendlier’ allotment I found there were no plots available; nothing but waiting lists. So, finally I cut my losses and decided to concentrate on turning my little postage stamp of a patio into a productive food-producing machine.

WHY BOTHER GROWING ON A PATIO?

So, why should we bother growing our own vegetables on a patio when there isn’t that much space there in the first place?

We have all been urged to look inside our shopping baskets to find out where our food comes from, what chemicals are in them, how many food miles they have travelled and what are the rights and wrongs of the stuff we eat. One thing that all the pundits seem to be agreed on is that sooner or later we will have to grow more of our own food at home. The economics of shipping tomatoes from Kenya and potatoes from Brazil will eventually give way to a more home-grown, local system of growing and distributing food. But even if you care little for the politics of food, the very idea of having fresh produce at your back door must excite anyone who, like me, likes their grub. Once you have tasted potatoes plucked from your own garden, carried to your kitchen, cooked and eaten within minutes, you will no doubt have all the motivation needed for growing more and more food at home, even if there is only a postage stamp’s space to grow it in.

The common patio takes many shapes and is made from all sorts of material. For some, like those in a modern town house, it is simply a few paving slabs dropped by the French windows. For others it is a raised area of decking, and for some it is a balcony many metres in the air. The environment of the patio, the growing conditions and its ability to sustain plant life obviously depends on the geographical setting, but they all have some properties in common. There are many reasons why you should consider patio gardening techniques in your garden if it is less than around 10m2. In such a small garden there is not really enough space to set aside land for crops, and by growing in containers you will have a greater versatility, the ability to move crops around and, by harvest, probably a better yield.

THE BASICS OF GROWING IN POTS AND CONTAINERS

There is no end to the ways you can grow on a patio, and no end to the crops you can grow. Of course, the very word patio implies that you will actually be growing in pots and containers of all kinds. Containers should provide all the requirements for a plant to grow well, if only for a few days at a time and with the added bonus of being able to move them around to suit your needs. As a plant grows too large for a space you can move it elsewhere, or you can rotate your pots so that the plants might get their turn of good sunlight.

WATER, ROOTS AND SHOOTS

Roots, the parts of plants we normally don’t see, need to be kept healthy. Healthy roots do not always make for healthy shoots, but the opposite is always the case. Containers need to be the correct size for the plant so that the roots can grow without being confined. The compost they grow in needs to provide water and oxygen as well as an ample supply of nutrients and support so the plant doesn’t fall out of the pot in the breeze. When growing on the patio it is sometimes necessary to help the roots by providing extra support.

Plants are very selective about where they grow. Too much water and you will find most roots begin to rot, not enough and you will find the plant drying up. The first tip for growing on the patio is water little and often, rather than copiously and infrequently.

When a plant becomes waterlogged the problem is the lack of oxygen. The plant can get what it needs from water but when this is used up, the oxygen dissolved in the water is also used up and isn’t replaced. What you are looking to provide is a balance between a film of water to coat the root hairs and a good air space for oxygen to pass through the water and into the plant.

Soil drainage

Do all you can to maintain the drainage of the pot. Make your own compost or growing medium by mixing with sand; normally I find thirty per cent sand and seventy per cent compost is ideal and put a few pebbles or broken crockery in the bottom of the pot. The sand and pebbles/broken crockery are there to improve the drainage and the compost to act as a sponge to hold water. Sometimes you will want to grow in material that resembles neither soil nor compost. Carrots, for example, grow well in sand with a little vermiculite thrown in, then fed inorganically with liquid feed.

Sharing water

On the whole, the patio does not get the same benefit from rainfall as the full-sized garden. Water not collected in the pots that lie about the patio is lost to the plants because it simply runs away. In the garden, soil acts as a huge sponge distributing moisture evenly to all the plants, but the roots of the pot-grown plant cannot share in the next pot’s water. Consequently, patio crops are thirsty even when it rains, and you should implement a regime of watering for most days. Experience will show which plants need watering most, but take it as a golden rule that they need more than those in the ordinary garden.

Because you have to water pots and containers more frequently than the ordinary garden, the nutrients in the soil tend to wash out with any excess. The systems that circulate nutrients in the soil cannot work inside a pot, so they need feeding more frequently to make up that which is lost. Use slow-release fertiliser where you need it most (they are more expensive and should be used only with hungry plants) and have a ready supply of compost for topping up. If you can manage to water with a weak solution of fertiliser, all the better.

WHAT POTS AND CONTAINERS YOU WILL NEED FOR GROWING PRODUCE ON A PATIO

You will need a range of pots from tiny modules no bigger than your thumb for sowing seeds, to 40cm pots or larger for small trees. I have always found it important to have a range of pot types, clay, plastic and more modern materials like polystyrene. I also make a lot of pots out of paper for seedlings and burying into containers. If you are putting pots on the floor of the patio then always position them on pot stands where possible, and if you cannot, raise them on a stone or a piece of wood, anything to raise them off the ground. This will avoid the pot freezing to the ground on the coldest days and it is much easier to deal with pests like slugs and snails – but more of this later.

Grow bags

Conventional pots are not the only way of growing on the patio. You can buy and make all manner of receptacles for plants. Grow bags are excellent for a number of reasons as long as you remember to put drainage holes in them. Grow bag quality is directly proportional to their cost. I buy cheap ones which I lay alongside paths and in these I grow salad crops. Because I steal most of my ‘land’ from the path, they take up very little room and, thankfully, the days when we have to push a child’s buggy along the path are long gone.

Laid flat, grow bags can produce lettuce, beets, spring onions, cucumbers, radish and baby carrots all along my path. However, you can put the grow bag on its end and open the top to grow a variety of crops. Carrots grown in this way are superb. They are long and thick and fantastically tasty – but there are other ways to grow big carrots on the patio explained later in the book. You can grow potatoes this way too, if you are desperate, but there are hundreds of ways of growing potatoes.
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Fig. 1. Carrot growbag



Plastic bags

The ordinary, maligned plastic bag from the supermarket is very versatile on the patio. You can hang them up by their handles and use them as an impromptu hanging basket, or you can run a rope or washing line through the handles and line them up in mid air. I find this to be almost the ideal way of growing turnips. They are also good at lining larger planters, which while we are on the subject can be made from any old wood – I find a ready supply of wooden pallets to be really helpful.

By tearing them into strips and knotting, you can crochet supermarket bags together to make a large, very strong container that will hold big pots, hanging basket style, or you can fashion them into a large container itself to grow crops directly. This kind of structure makes for excellent potato growing bags.

Larger bags – those you get with stones or sand delivered from a builder’s merchants – make fantastic stand-alone planters, particularly for potatoes; you can get half a ton of potatoes in one of those bags. Also good for cabbages, cauliflowers and sprouts. Their size makes it possible to grow carrots while at the same time affording sufficient protection from carrot root fly. This type of bag can also be painted in acrylic or emulsion to brighten up or tone in the bag to the surroundings.

Sports bags

Every rugby season, I go through about three sports bags. They simply don’t stand up to the abuse of muddy rugby boots for two training sessions, a match on Saturday and refereeing on Sunday. The old bags make great containers for growing potatoes; they’re black, they’re rugged and they leak. To be honest, I thought the bag smelled of potatoes before I started planting. One thing led to another and I tried growing spuds in the bag with great success.

THE BEST WAY TO GROW PATIO PLANTS

By copying nature and growing in clusters, the success of your patio produce will be improved no end. If you line up your plants in pots and containers you will get good growth, but you can enhance the growing space and the enjoyment of your garden by growing in clusters. You can entice plants to grow more naturally by copying how they might be found in nature. For a start, if you place a number of pots and planters together in a huddle you can maximise the effect of rain. A raindrop missing one plant is more likely to water another. You can improve the possibilities of insect pollination by growing together plants bees might be interested in. You can improve a tranquil Sunday summertime siesta by putting together aromatic plants that make the air healthily refreshing, and plonking your deckchair in the middle of them. This makes it much easier to protect a discrete number of plants from the ravages of slugs, birds and whatever else wants to nibble away at your food.

Getting to know your plants

The thing about patio growing is that you notice your plants more and pick out their peculiarities. Plants like to grow to certain heights, depending on their surroundings. So if you have cabbages raised off the ground, you will find they grow to a similar height than those in pots a few feet lower. This almost magical phenomenon is caused by the characteristics of the light in your garden. A row of cabbages in the ground never show this effect.

Take advantage of the shelter patios afford

Generally speaking, patios are warmer places than the open field. There is a number of elements to this. Firstly, your building itself can afford some shelter from driving wind and rain. Sunshine falling on the brickwork, as well as the patio floor, causes the building to warm up even in the coldest winters. This heat is released in the evening to keep the patio area a degree or two warmer and also reduces the length of time plants are exposed to the coldest temperatures.

Secondly, plants grown against or near walls often
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