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How to Grow Food: A Wartime Guide was written in 1940 by the well-known novelist Doreen Wallace, as part of the Batsford Home Front Handbook series. It was published to help those who moved to the countryside during the war years and needed to learn to grow their own food. The author was not only a novelist and critic but a farmer, and she combined her literary talents with her practical farming knowledge to produce this wartime classic. Warm and witty as well as informative, this is still a great guide for any beginner or experienced gardener.

The author explains exactly what to grow, and when, how and why; she deals with the problems of weeds and pests and their remedies; she covers ‘the vexed question of small fruit’; arrangement and rotation; and keeping hens and pigs. She has added an admirable ‘ABC of Useful Vegetables’.

This wartime classic is a must for anyone keen to grow their own food.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

The contents of this book is a faithful facsimile of the original 1940 text. As such, it includes the phraseology of the time, the food and farming culture of the time, and a few gardening and farming suggestions that may not be suitable today. Several brand names are no longer available and some organizations have disappeared. In particular, we would like to draw your attention to the following:

Page 36:       Cyanide is not suitable for use when dealing with wasp nests nor is soaking rags in paraffin and setting alight. If there is a serious wasp problem, readers are advised to contact a pest specialist.

Pages 39-49: Various suggestions for pest control may seem quite cruel to today’s audience, but the chapter reflects the country views on pest control in 1940. Also, many of the suggested brands and materials are no longer readily available.

Page 45:       Please do take care in any use of a block of meta as it is poisonous if ingested.

Page 46–47: It is now illegal to take the eggs of any bird or to disturb them in any way.

Page 62:       Paraffin can burn the skin of hens, so it is not advisable for use now.

Page 68:       For ‘salad oil’ use olive oil.

Page 68:       ‘B.W.D.’ is also known as ‘blue wing disease’.

Page 72:       ‘middlings’ refers to wheat middlings

Page 72–76: All pigs are now subject to laws about what can be fed to them in order to prevent the spread of disease. The suggestions for feeding pigs in these pages are now out of date. If you are planning to keep pigs, please do seek full guidance on feeding and housing pigs.

Page 74:       ‘Erysipelas’ is an acute streptococcus bacterial infection.

Page 82:      ‘Artichoke, Tubers’ refers to Jerusalem Artichokes.

Page 88:       ‘Vegetable Marrow’ also includes courgettes.
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4 BEAUTY AND UTILITY


I

PREAMBLES AND PREPARATIONS

This little book is not intended to teach the farmer or market-gardener his business. It is for those who have never grown food before, either because they have had no gardens, or because, being possessed of gardens, they have grown nothing but flowers.

To-day we are all urged to grow food, and there are thousands of people who fortuitously find themselves in a position to respond to the urge, though they are without the necessary experience. These are they who have lately moved from town to country and perhaps for the first time in their lives have become garden-owners. An even larger body is that of pleasure-gardeners, both in the suburbs and in the country proper, who would now wish to become useful gardeners. And there is a third body which the Government hopes will arise Phoenix-like from its ashes—the body of allotment holders. When living was dear, after the last war, allotments were popular, but of late they have been almost completely neglected. In our village, nobody will trouble to cultivate an allotment except the man with an outsize in families: he is the only man who feels the pinch of poverty severely enough to try to alleviate it by working after his statutory work-hours.

Now that the country is at war, however, poverty is not the point. Nourishment is the point. Whether one has the money or not, it is possible that on some days of the week one will not be able to buy enough food to fill the inner man. But with a garden of vegetables, the inner man need never feel empty. With a garden of vegetables, one will be able to get over the difficulties of distribution that seem to afflict the Government’s well-laid plans for feeding the multitudes. With a garden of vegetables, the country dweller need not toil out on a bicycle in bad weather to buy provisions at the nearest shops, which may be four, five or six miles away… .

I am profoundly sorry for townspeople who are now tasting the joys and sorrows of country life for the first time, or who have only tasted them before in holiday-times, when everything was fun and it was all over in a fortnight anyway. To find themselves rooted in the country for the winter as well as the summer, and at a time of petrol-restriction when not only is joy-riding impossible, but the fetching and carrying of supplies wellnigh impossible too, must be something in the nature of a spiritual shock. The inconvenience, the isolation, the cold—it is always colder in the country than in a town—and the monotony of all these things! Myself, I am a countrywoman born and bred, but even I have looked across the hearth, in these long dark evenings, at the sharer (by law) of my joys and sorrows, and have reflected that in this war an appreciable number of casualties will be murders on the home front.

To ease the tension of too constant propinquity, to counteract “states of mind” from whatever cause, there is nothing like gardening. It matters not whether the object of one’s labours is a parsnip or a penstemon, the work’s the thing. Not every kind of work is efficacious in this way; housework only makes the miserable more miserable. But to work in the open air, at tasks which really need attention, is to diffuse thought and lull it, and at the same time to gain in physical well-being. It is impossible to be consistently unhappy while digging, planting or weeding.

So not only will the vegetable-grower be fulfilling the hopes of the Government and the needs of his own interior: he will be giving himself contentment and steadiness of mind. Personally, I cannot imagine how I could endure country life from week’s end to week’s end all the year round, though I was brought up to nothing else, without my garden; and I am certain that those townspeople who have migrated to the country will find everything easier to bear if they make the most of their gardens: while as to suburban dwellers, they always have made the most of their gardens—a more exemplary set of horticulturists does not exist—but they will enjoy the glow of added virtue if they turn part of their land to food-production in the present crisis.

I hope I shall be forgiven if I address this book chiefly to the utter amateur. He is, after
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