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“Edible Gardening: K. M. Wade's Complete Guide for Beginners by Kelly Wade is a useful tool for all those who want to start a garden of their own, but have never tried before and to those who think they have a ‘brown thumb.' The book will take us on the right gardening path as we learn how to make a garden bed, how to grow edibles in containers, how to get plants to grow and thrive, and the things one should plant. No matter where we live and what kind of garden we want to grow, the book will see us having a ‘green thumb’ in no time!

“The author handles the topic in an organized and methodical way, making it interesting to readers and encouraging them to start their own garden by giving all the basics. The book begins with information on how to start growing plants, common and botanical names of plants, plant anatomy, and pulls readers in by giving details about how to grow plants from seed, seedlings, and mature plants. As the book progresses, there are also details about gardening tools, lawns, and also how to deal with weeds, pests, and diseases. The book covers the topic extensively and gives confidence to all of us who want to try our hand at gardening and have a great garden at home. The tips and techniques are simple and easy to practice and encouraging to all those wanting to try their hand at gardening and be successful at it.”

Reviewed By Mamta Madhavan for Readers’ Favorite
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I designed this book to be a complete gardening guide for beginners wishing to grow edible plants. Whether you’ve never gardened before at all, or if you’ve had a crack at it but need more guidance, this book will give you all the basics you need to start gardening.

The first chapter gives you all the background information you need for growing plants such as what they need to live and how to find the plants you’re looking for. Chapter 2 explains the differences between gardening in garden beds and pots and chapter 3 describes methods and tools used to grow healthy plants. Chapters 4 and 5 explain how to grow plants from seed, seedlings and mature plants whilst chapter 6 details how to plan your garden. Chapter 7 describes various gardening methods and chapter 8 explains some useful ways for maximising the number of plants you can grow in, and produce you can harvest from, your garden. Chapter 9 gives information about lawns and their alternatives, while chapter 10 describes methods for dealing with pests, diseases and weeds. Chapter 11 describes tools that may be useful for gardeners of all experience levels and the final chapter details growing requirements for a wide range of edible plants.


A note about measurement conversion: I’ve used the metric system for measurements in this book but I’ve also provided imperial conversions in brackets. Except where the exact measurement is important, I’ve rounded the imperial equivalent to the nearest whole number.
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Plant Names

Common Names

Many plants have common names that make talking about plants on a day-to-day basis easier. Carrots and thyme are good examples. Many common plants also have variety names or cultivar names. This occurs when the same plant has subtle variations. Take carrots for example. ‘Purple dragon’ carrots have purple skin and ‘Parisian round’ carrots are shaped like balls rather than being long and thin. Both of these plants are carrots but they are not exactly the same because they have been bred and cultivated to have different characteristics — in this case, they’re different colours and shapes.

Common names are very useful for quickly referring to commonly grown plants, especially edible plants. They can also sometimes differentiate between different varieties of the same species even without the use of a cultivar name. Silverbeet/Swiss chard and beetroot/beets are both actually the same species of vegetable, Beta vulgaris, but they have been cultivated and bred differently — silverbeet has been cultivated to have lovely big leaves whereas beetroot has been cultivated to have big roots. Common names do have some disadvantages though. In some cases, a plant is uncommon enough that it doesn’t have a common name and in other cases, the same common name can actually refer to a number of different plant species. Different areas also often have different common names for the same species or use the same common name to refer to different plants. Silverbeet is a good example as it is variously known as silverbeet, Swiss chard, chard, rainbow chard, perpetual spinach, spinach beet, crab beet and mangold. Shallots are another good example. For some, shallots are alliums (from a specific plant family) with a medium sized bulb similar to an onion, whereas for others, they’re alliums with practically no bulb that are grown for their onion flavoured leaves. For this reason, plants are sometimes referred to by their botanical names.

Botanical Names

BOTANICAL NAMES ARE scientific names for plants. Scientists determine a plant’s botanical name by determining how it is related to other plants. Plants are grouped according to certain features and each group is given a name. Large groups are then sub-divided by grouping plants according to additional characteristics. A name is given to each group and scientific plant names are made up of the names of the groups to which a plant belongs, with the final part of a plant’s name being unique to that plant or its species. Scientific names are very long but it is the last two words in a plant’s name that are usually used to identify plants. These words represent a plant’s genus and species.

Beta vulgaris is the botanical name for both silverbeet and beetroot. Beta is the name of the genus to which silverbeet and beetroot belong. Vulgaris is the species to which these plants belong. Botanical names should always be italicised with the genus capitalised and the species written entirely in lowercase characters. Botanical names are mostly used to avoid confusion when referring to a specific plant. Usually, when you buy a plant from a nursery, the label will state the plant’s botanical name as well as its common name if it has one. If it is a named variety, this will also be listed on the plant label. Seed packets sometimes state botanical names but not always.

Plant Anatomy

THE VARIOUS PARTS OF plants can have complicated names and there’s a lot to remember. Luckily, gardeners don’t need to know plant anatomy in great detail in order to succeed, unless they’re doing very advanced things with plant breeding and similar specialist tasks. You will need to know a few things though in order to better understand how to care for plants.

Roots

ROOTS ARE THE PART of a plant that lives below the soil. They take in water from the soil as well as the nutrients that are dissolved in the water. A radicle is the very first root that sprouts from a seed. In some plants, this radicle thickens and produces a taproot, which often burrows deep into the soil. In some plant species, this taproot’s role is to burrow deep in search of water whilst other roots (called fibrous roots) sprout sideways and go in search of nutrients. Many weeds such as dandelions are difficult to pull out entirely because of their hardy taproots, which often snap off leaving part of the root behind to continue growing. Some vegetables have been cultivated to improve the size of their taproots. Carrots and beetroot are good examples of vegetables that have large, edible taproots.

Some plants have very shallow root systems so it is important to prevent them from being disturbed by digging for example. Citrus fruit trees are good examples of plants that have shallow root systems and which do not like having their roots disturbed. Such plants also often suffer when competing with weeds, especially shallow-rooted grasses. Other plants have very deep root systems, which enable them to cope better with weed competition but which also enable them to recover nutrients that are leached from soil higher up. This makes them valuable as green manure crops, additions to compost heaps and mulch because the recovered nutrients are released back into the top soil when these plants decompose, making them once again available to plants with shallower roots.

Stem

THE STEM OF THE PLANT is connected to the roots and is usually the above-ground part of the plant. Stems have a number of functions they: elevate flowers and fruit above the soil as well as ensuring that leaves can access the amount of light required by the plant; transport water and dissolved nutrients from the roots to the rest of the plant; transport sugar from the leaves, where it is produced during photosynthesis, to other areas of the plant; store nutrients and sugar; and produce new plant cells.

In some plants, parts of the stem can have specialised roles.

Bulbs, Corms and Rhizomes

ALL THREE OF THESE plant parts are often referred to as bulbs and they are all specialised, underground stems. They are used for reproduction of plants as well as storage of nutrients and sugars. Plants such as garlic and onions are often available for purchase as bulbs rather than as seeds.

Leaves

LEAVES CONTAIN CHEMICALS called chlorophylls. These chemicals give leaves their green colour. Plants produce sugar as their energy source using sunlight and carbon dioxide as well as chlorophyll. Chlorophyll breaks down over time so has to be continuously produced by growing plants. When it is time for a deciduous plant to shed its leaves, it stops replacing the decomposing chlorophyll. As the chlorophyll breaks down the leaves slowly change to reds, yellows and other colours because no more green chlorophyll is produced.

Leaves allow plants to take in carbon dioxide for photosynthesis, they permit respiration (intake of oxygen) and also transpiration (loss of water — similar to evaporation). They are attached to the stem of a plant via lateral shoots or branches.

When a seed germinates, the first leaf or pair of leaves to emerge are the leaves that were already inside the seed and these ‘seed leaves’ are called cotyledons. They often don’t look like the leaves of the adult plant. The next leaves to grow are then called the first ‘true’ leaves and these, as well as subsequent leaves, will look like the leaves of the adult plant.

Nodes

THE PLACES WHERE LATERAL shoots/branches join the plant stem are called nodes. The first node is closest to the ground. Pruning should be done close to nodes.

Runners

SOME PLANTS PRODUCE long shoots close to the ground that grow horizontally. They produce roots from the nodes that burrow into the ground allowing a new plant to grow. Strawberries are good examples of plants that produce runners. Many weeds also produce runners.

Other Terminology

ANNUAL: a plant that grows from seed and produces flowers and seeds and then dies all in one year. Many vegetables are annuals but there are also a wide variety of annual flowers. If you grow annuals, you will have to plant new ones each year unless they self-seed.

Biennial: a plant that lives for two years. Many root vegetables such as carrots are biennial. They’re usually harvested in the first year of growth (and so are often treated as annuals) but if left for an additional year they will flower and produce seeds that you can collect or which will be scattered around your garden by the wind and/or animals and may then sprout. This is called self-seeding.

Canopy: The branches and leaves of trees.

Deciduous: A plant that sheds its leaves in a specific season — usually autumn though there are some plants that lose their leaves during the warm season. Once a plant loses its leaves, it is dormant and will tolerate greater temperature extremes than when it has a full coat of leaves. Dormant plants are also easier to transplant because they don’t get such a shock when they’re put into a new environment. For this reason, deciduous plants should be planted when they’re dormant and have lost their leaves.

Foliar spray: sprays that are sprayed on the foliage of a plant in the hope that the plant leaves will directly absorb the nutrients.

Genetic modification: manipulation of genetic material by scientists.

Germinate: germination is when a seed sprouts a stem, leaves and roots.

Growing season: plants only grow when the temperature isn’t too hot or too cold. As a result, the main times of the year when plants are actively growing (in most areas) are the warmer calendar seasons of spring, summer and autumn. This period of time is often referred to as the growing season. Tropical areas have growing seasons that last all year round but most other areas will have at least a short (though sometimes it is very long) cold period during which most plants won’t do much growing and many warm-season plants will die.

Heirloom seeds/plants: seeds/plants that come from a long tradition of saving open pollinated seed; that is seed produced by plants that have been pollinated naturally by the wind, insects, birds or other pollinators.

Microclimate: an area that has a different climate to the surrounding area — the area immediately next to a sun-facing brick wall, for instance, will be warmer than the surrounding area; likewise a valley tends to be more prone to frost than flatter areas.

Perennial: a plant that lives for many years. Be careful as some people refer to biennial plants as being perennial so if you purchase a perennial plant, there is a possibility that it will only last for two years. Most perennials will last for a lot longer than that though. Few vegetables are perennial but many fruits and ornamental plants are perennial. Some plants may be annuals in cool areas but perennial in warmer areas and vice versa. This is different to treating a plant as an annual in a particular climate.

Pot up: potting up refers to transplanting a plant, usually a seedling, into a larger container so that it has more room for its network of roots to expand

Seedling: a seedling is a small plant. The line between a seedling and a more mature specimen is pretty blurry but generally, if the plant is in a punnet or small pot, it is a seedling. Vegetables are rarely, if ever, sold as mature plants whereas fruit trees are rarely sold as seedlings.

Self-seed: plants that self-seed, produce seeds that will be scattered around your garden and will sprout all by themselves in the next growing season. Many weeds self-seed but some edible plants and ornamentals will self-seed, saving you time and effort during the planting season.

Treat as an annual: if you treat a plant as an annual, you plant a biennial or perennial plant and either allow it to die after one growing season (such as when a frost tender plant is killed by frosts in autumn or winter) or pull it up/cut it off at ground level. This is different to a plant actually being an annual as the plant will not complete its life cycle and reproduce (usually by producing seeds).

Top dressing: applying compost or other soil amendments to the soil surface just like you would apply mulch.

Plant Requirements

PLANTS NEED A FEW BASIC things in order to grow and thrive. If you can provide conditions that supply plants with these essentials, you’ll be well on your way to a great garden.

Sun

PLANTS NEED SUNLIGHT in order to produce energy. The few exceptions to this rule are unlikely to be plants that would be grown in a home garden. The amount of sunlight that plants need does however vary. Generally, plants either need full sun, dappled sun/part sun (such as in areas that are shaded by large trees for part of the day or under trees that aren’t so dense as to exclude all sunlight below their leaves) or full shade (such as under trees with dense canopies that do exclude all sunlight below their leaves). Plants will often cope with more or less sun than what they prefer but they won’t grow as well. Rosemary, for example, prefers full sun. It will grow with less sun but tends not to flower if it doesn’t get enough sun. It usually won’t survive in full shade though.

When planting a seedling or more advanced plant, check the label to see how much sun each plant needs and then plant each plant in areas of your garden that will deliver the required amount of sun. Studying your garden to find sunny and shady spots will help you to plan what plants you will plant in each area of the garden.

Water

PLANTS ALSO NEED WATER. Without water, plants, just like humans, will die. Just as the sunlight required by different plants varies, so too does the amount of water required by plants vary. Many fruit and vegetable producing plants require moderate to high levels of water. Some plants, such as succulents, have developed ways of coping with less water so can survive and even thrive with little water. Many herbs also prefer less water and taste and smell stronger when they’ve received less water.

Check with your local weather bureau to determine how much rain your area gets during an average year and when that rain mostly falls. You can also get or make a rain gauge to measure (and then record) how much rain falls in your garden specifically. This information will help you decide what plants will best suit your garden. This information can be particularly useful when planning productive gardens (gardens that provide you with food) as they often require more water than purely ornamental gardens. If you live in a tropical area, this information is even more useful because the temperature in your area is likely to be warm enough to grow many warm climate plants all year round but you will likely experience wet and dry seasons which will dictate when you plant certain plants.

If your area doesn’t receive a lot of rain, you will probably have to supply extra water to your garden so you may want to consider installing a rainwater tank to reduce the amount of city water you need to use. In some rural areas, you may not have access to town water and thus an additional rainwater tank for the garden will be very useful. Having a rainwater tank will save you money and it helps maintain water levels in local dams for drinking, washing and cooking. Newly planted plants also require more water than established ones while their roots are settling into their new location, so regardless of your weather and plant selections, you will probably have to supply additional water for at least a few weeks after planting new plants.

Tip: If you’re not sure whether or not your plants need water, push your index finger into the soil or potting mix until your second knuckle is covered. If any of the soil is damp you don’t need to water yet but if the soil is completely dry then it’s time to give your garden a good water.

How to Water

YOU MIGHT THINK WATERING is pretty self-explanatory and wonder why a section like this is in this book. If so, you will be surprised to learn that there are different ways to water and some ways are better than others.

When watering small seeds, you need to supply water regularly until they germinate. Ideally, you should water such seeds regularly enough that the soil or growing medium doesn't dry out. For things like carrots, this might mean watering twice a day or more in hot or windy weather! You’ll also want to water with a light flow of water so that your seeds don’t get displaced as this will interrupt their germination. If you’re raising seeds indoors, have a look for watering heads you can put on the tops of water bottles (bottle-top waterers) as these produce a fine flow. Spray bottles are another good way of providing water without unsettling seeds.

When watering seedlings, you’ll usually also need to water frequently if you don’t get much rain. This is because seedlings haven’t had a chance to produce lots of deep roots yet so they can only get water from the top section of soil or potting mix and this is always the section of soil that dries out first. Try watering every second day when the seedlings are very small and gradually reducing watering to once a week, over say a period of a month. This allows your plants to become accustomed to being watered less often and encourages them to form bigger and deeper root systems, which enables them to withstand weather changes and makes them stronger and healthier because they can source nutrients from a wider range. The time it takes a plant to become accustomed to less water will depend on the type of plant. Herbs that require less water, for instance, will more quickly adjust to being watered less often.

Mature plants should be watered once a week or less and only when there hasn’t been any rain. Again, this will promote more robust root systems. The frequency of watering will vary according to the water requirements of your plants but as a general rule, once a week is sufficient for most plants unless you’re experiencing hot and dry weather. The most notable exceptions to this rule are lettuce and Asian greens. Both need to be grown quickly to avoid them becoming bitter or flowering prematurely and thus need to be kept well-watered and may need more frequent watering in warm weather.

A plant’s water requirements vary according to temperature. In cooler weather, water evaporates more slowly so you don’t need to water as often. In hot and/or windy weather, water evaporates quickly so you’ll need to water more often. Plants also lose more water through their leaves in warmer weather so need to take in more water from their roots.

Remember: It is always better to provide plants with lots of water less often, rather than providing small amounts of water regularly. This is called ‘deep watering’ because it encourages water to penetrate deeper into the soil where it is less likely to be lost through evaporation. This saves water, encourages deeper root growth and provides a reservoir of water that plants can access when warmer weather strips the water from the upper levels of soil. If you ever want to go on holiday or need to go away for work, this is crucial to the survival of your garden unless you have an automatic watering system or can organise for someone to water your garden while you're away.

There is some controversy over when to water. It is generally accepted that watering during the middle of the day is a bad idea. This is because in hot weather, leaves can actually get burned if you wet them during the sunniest parts of the day. Water is also more quickly lost through evaporation in warm weather so watering in the middle of the day when it is hottest is less efficient (that includes during winter). That leaves watering in the morning or the evening and that’s where the controversy starts.

My advice is this: If you’re growing anything that is susceptible to fungal infections, such as peas, beans and many squashes, or anything that produces low-growing fruit, such as strawberries, tomatoes and squashes, it is best to water in the morning. This way any water on the foliage or fruit is dried by the sun relatively quickly and so fungal infections aren’t promoted. Watering in the evening leaves plant foliage and fruit damp all night, allowing plenty of time for fungal growth. It is
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