This guide is an introduction for beginners, with lots of ideas for how to get started
growing your own food. We’ve tried to include most of the basics you will need to get
going, but there is a lot more information out there if you want to know more. You can
find out more about any of the topics in this pack in the Resources section at the end.
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Growing your own food is a very rewarding experience. There’s nothing like planting a seed, watching it grow and then
eating the results. It’s fresh as can be,
and healthy – so why not give it a try?
Whether you have an allotment, garden or
just a balcony or windowsill, there is still
plenty you can do.
Here are some of the most popular
reasons to grow your own fruit and
Vegetables.

Taste
Have you ever compared the flavour of a
freshly picked sun-warmed tomato to a
supermarket shelf variety? There is no
comparison; a home-grown tomato wins
the taste test any day. Try it!

Saving money
Once you get into the swing of growing
your own produce, the money saving
potentials are huge. Even with a small
balcony, with a bit of effort you can be
providing your family with a variety of
great tasting salad leaves for most of the

Health
Gardening is often referred to as the “Green Gym”! Gardening not only gets you
physically fit, but also benefits the mind, providing a connection with nature that is
often sorely missing in our busy urban lives. Picking your own vegetables and fruit
tastes great, and is often better for you. Many crops start losing their nutritional
value as soon as they are picked, so getting your vegetables straight from the plot to
the plate will help you get the most from your food.

Environment
Growing your produce can also benefit the local environment. Vegetables, fruit and
flowers all provide food for a wide variety of insects. Your compost bin can make a
great winter home for a range of insects, amphibians and mammals too.

Food Miles
How far does your food travel? Next time you are in the supermarket, have a look at
where your produce was grown. Do you need to buy those French beans flown in
from Kenya? Think how many air miles and how much pollution could be saved if you
grew them in your own front garden.

We can all do our bit to help the environment by growing some of our own produce
and it doesn’t have to involve huge amounts of money, time or effort either, so read
on and learn more.
As some of the information on pot and container growing will also be of use to those
of you with larger plots, gardens and allotments, you may like to read it first. The
section on larger sites follows on.

Whether you are cultivating a window box, balcony pots, or a corner of a garden, or
an allotment, there are some basic needs for healthy plants which you should bear in
mind, as you choose where and what to plant.

Light
All plants need light to grow well. Whilst a little shade may be useful at the height of
summer, it’s easier to provide shade when needed than to make up for a lack of light.

Soil Quality
Whether it is compost in pots or soil in a garden bed, the better quality it is, the better
your plants will grow. Don’t despair if your garden has poor soil, it will improve
gradually as it is worked with the addition of compost. If it is particularly bad, consider
adding soil or growing in raised beds.

Shelter
You may need to protect your plants from wind, stray animals, children or wildlife. Site
pots away from play areas, if possible, and consider fencing larger areas for protection. In exposed areas where wind might be a problem, think about creating a
windbreak or some form of shelter where possible.

Gradient
On larger plots, if you have a steep slope for a site, think carefully about where you
will plant your crops. Steep slopes will heat up more slowly, so can be more difficult
to grow on. Sloping areas may be worth terracing to give you a flatter space for growing.
The quality and depth of the soil is crucial for growing
fruit and vegetables. On larger sites, it’s worth putting
your spade into the soil on several areas of your site to
see how deep the topsoil is. If you find that you hit
chalk only one spade down, think either about growing
somewhere else, or adding soil on top of the ground to
form raised beds.

Even a small space can provide you with a range of crops to supplement your diet,
and save you money. Unlike allotments, you won’t need to plan your trip to harvest
your veg. All you need do is open your front door and pick it, providing you with the
freshest veg that’s straight from the plot to the pot.
A lot of vegetables, and some fruits, suit container growing and although you’re
growing them in a small space, with a bit of work, you can still get a great crop. A
small roof area, patio, steps, hanging baskets and window boxes all provide the
opportunity to grow a range of container produce. Steps leading to the front door can
be transformed into an attractive and productive display. A bare wall can become
home to a good crop of French beans or peas.

Before you start growing:
Site
Choose a sunny site that’s sheltered from the wind. Some small spaces, unlike large
gardens and allotments, are particularly sheltered by warm walls. These make ideal
environments for crops which need extra warmth, such as tomatoes or chilli
peppers.

Containers
Select a suitable size of container for what you’re growing; potatoes will need much
more space than salad vegetables. Containers with a width of 8-12 inches will
accommodate a wide range of produce, such as tomatoes, chard, mint, parsley and
strawberries.
Always wash your containers first and fill with new, good quality compost. Trying to
grow in dirty containers or bad quality soil will affect the quality of your crops and bring
in pests and diseases.

Drainage
Don’t forget to put holes in the bottom of your container, and grit or stones in the
bottom before the compost, so that the water can drain away. Plants that don’t have
any drainage will rot and die. It’s also a good idea to put a plate under the container
in hot weather so it holds more water and you have less watering to do. When
watering your plants, only water the soil, avoid watering the plant as this can spread
disease.

Feeding
Container crops will also need a regular feeding as they will use of the nutrients in the
compost after about 6 weeks. You can add a balanced slow release fertiliser to your
soil when planting, or feed with a liquid fertiliser once a week. Try using a liquid
tomato feed for your fruiting crops and a general fertiliser, such as Growmore, for your
leafy crops.
Crops in pots are less likely than those grown in the ground to be plagued by pests,
such as slugs and snails, and there’s less weeding to do. However, they will need
more water, and in hot weather will need to be watered once a day.

If you haven’t grown vegetables and fruit before, start with a few simple crops. Think
about what you would like to eat, as well as how easy things will grow. Here are a
few ideas for small containers or a small bed.

Spring
Try planting strawberries, sowing salad leaves, radishes and herbs.

Autumn
In July, sow dwarf kale, chard, Chinese stir fry leaves – such as red mustard and pak
choi – to give you fresh winter crops. In October, try planting garlic.

Square-foot gardening
If you have a larger bed, about four feet by four feet, try square foot gardening. This
is an intensive method of gardening to maximise crop production in a small space.
For more information, see http://squarefootgardening.com/.

Catch cropping
You can also try “catch cropping” in large containers and beds. Catch crops are quick
growing vegetables which are planted between slower growing crops. Try sowing
first-maturing radishes and salad with carrots or parsnips.

Dwarf varieties
These are plants which are smaller than normal varieties and perfect for a small space.
Recommended varieties include:
Dwarf Kale – Showbor or Dwarf Green Curled
Spring Cabbage – Minicole
Carrots – Gregory or Mignon
Cauliflower – Idol
Broad Beans – Sutton
Dwarf Beans – Purple Teepee and Dwarf Safari
Tomatoes and chillies can be grown in warm, sunny spots. If the only space you have
is in light shade, try growing chives, parsley and rhubarb. You can also try sowing
salad leaves in the summer.

If you have just started gardening on an allotment, or a large garden, and are not sure
where to start, planning your plot properly will save you time and effort. Depending
on the size of your plot, your plan could include some or all of the features listed here.

Beds
Decide where to put your fruit and vegetable beds. You will also need to plan which
crops go where.

Composting Area
A compost bin, more than one if you have space, to make your own compost.

Tool Storage
A shed, or place to store your tools.

Water
A water source to feed your crops – have water butts, or any large waterproof
containers, to save water coming off the roof of your home or shed.

Pathways
Give yourself a wide enough path for you, and maybe a wheelbarrow, to move easily
around.

Wildlife Areas
Simple ideas to attract wildlife include leaving an area of long grass, leaving wood
piles for frogs, newts and beetles to shelter in and planting flowers for bees. A pond
– it doesn’t have to be big – and water is a great way to attract frogs and toads onto
your site to help keep pests at bay

Greenhouse
If you have the space, you can also think about where to site a greenhouse. This is
a great place to raise seedlings or plants that prefer warmer climates.
After all the hard work, you’re going to deserve to have a rest, so put in a seating area
if you can. A productive plot is a thing of beauty and the best way to appreciate this
is to sit down and look at it.

Once you have planned your plot, it’s time to prepare it. Good crops need good
growing conditions so that means starting with a weed free patch. Many gardens will
only need a bit of work to clear, but even a really weedy patch like a new allotment
will be cleared sooner than you think. These tips will help you get it under control.

Ask
Ask friends and family to help you dig the plot. They will soon be enjoying the fruits
of their labour and will enjoy being part of it.

Mulching
If you aren’t going to grow in the space immediately, mulch it. This is simply covering
soil with a protective coating. The advantages of mulching are that it will help kill off
existing weeds, prevent new weeds from going and stop soil erosion.
There are many mulching materials suitable for clearing the plot, large pieces of
cardboard are a cheap option and will last a season. Landscape fabrics, unlike
plastic, will allow the soil to breathe and, although more expensive, should last years.
Crops can also be sown through mulch by cutting a hole in the material and planting
into the soil underneath.

Tools
Essential tools to start with are a fork and spade. After you have dug over the plot
with a spade, the fork can be used to loosen the soil around weak roots and help
begin to break them down. A rake can be used to gather up debris and stones and
help level the surface of the soil. Use a hoe to clear small weeds and a trowel to dig
out stubborn ones between plants. A mattock, which looks like a pickaxe, will take out
deep weeks such as brambles.
Once the weeds are cleared, add manure, compost or other soil conditioners if
necessary, then mulch until planting time. Planted seeds need to be kept mulch free,
but young plants can be planted through a mulch.

The number one rule is to grow what you want to eat. There’s no point in putting the
energy and effort into cultivating a field of broad beans if you aren’t going to eat them.

Low Maintenance Crops
All crops involve maintenance; however some are less work than others. The
following are some easy vegetables which will give you a good return: potatoes,
runner and French beans, salad leaves, courgettes, perpetual spinach, chard and
garlic. These can be directly sown into the ground.

Start Warm
Tomatoes, aubergines, chillies and peppers are all best started in pots before
planting out. You will need a sunny space for this, such as a windowsill or greenhouse. Gradually introduce your plants to the outside weather before you permanently plant them outside. You can also buy young plants from garden centres and
catalogues.

Make Room For Your Fruit
Many types of fruit require a minimal amount of effort and pruning, but will reward you
with a good harvest for years. Raspberries are expensive to buy, but easy to grow.
They also taste fantastic when freshly picked from the stem. Other minimal effort fruit
include blackcurrants, gooseberries, red and white currants and, if you have the
space, a good apple tree.

Don’t Forget Perennials
Perennials are plants that grow back each year, saving you the effort of annual
sowing. Perhaps the number one choice for perennial veg is the globe artichoke –
not only do they look spectacular, but will keep producing artichokes for three years
before they need to be divided. Often overlooked is the low-maintenance Jerusalem
artichoke. This will provide a great harvest during the winter months. Plant this well
away from your other produce, as it can become invasive. Keep this well watered.
Rhubarb is one of the easiest vegetables to harvest, producing a welcome crop from
late spring when little else is available.

Flowers
You can also add pots of flowers to your produce pots. These will not only look
beautiful, but help provide a valuable space for wildlife. Flowers, such as nasturtiums
and marigold (Calendula) also provide edible flowers and teas.
If you are new to gardening, start with growing a few easy crops and work your way
up to more challenging ones. It’s less work and more economically viable to grow a
few things well, rather than growing lots of crops badly.

Here are some tips for producing great crops.

Weeding
Vegetables grow best without weed competition, so hoe or weed every week.

Mulching
Mulch your beds with compost or a semi-permeable membrane to keep water in and
weeds out.

Water
Water well, especially in the summer. Remember to water the base of the plants and
not the leaves as this could cause disease.

Sowing
After you harvest your spring crops, you will still have time to sow a different crop in
the same bed – e.g. follow your early potatoes with beans. Many crops, such as
salad leaves, beans, peas and many greens can be sown in smaller batches over
many months, avoiding a glut of one type of vegetable.

Picking
Many crops, such as raspberries, strawberries, beans, courgettes and cucumbers
need to be picked regularly to keep producing.

“Cut And Come Again” Crops
These can be grown in the ground, or use a container to grow crops which you can
harvest several times, as young leaves will save you space, time and money. Salad
leaves, Chinese stir fry leaves and kale can all be sown as cut and come again crops
in the Spring and Autumn. Simply cut the leaves when they are about 3-4 inches tall,
leaving half an inch at the base. This will grow back and you can cut the leaves three
times.

Rotation
Where possible, rotate your crops. If you grow the same crop in the same place every
year, pests and diseases specific to that crop build up in the soil and nutrients
become depleted. Try not to plant the same crop, or its near relation, in the same
ground for three years. Keeping a diary or a plan of what you plant where helps.

Spend a little time with a book, or on the Web. Try The Herb and Vegetable Expert
by DG Hessayon. Soil preparation and crop rotation – essential to the health of your
plans – are clearly and simply explained in the Hessayon’s classic. Information can
also be found on the Web – try http://www.allotment.org.uk/ or other links in the
Resources section.

Whilst you will be eating and enjoying a lot of what you grow straight away, you may
grow enough not only to give away, but to store as well. There are different ways to
store your crops, and the best way to do this depends on the vegetable or fruit.
Here are some initial ideas for popular crops, but you can find many more in the
books and websites in the Resources section of this document.

Main Potato Crops
Will store well in a hessian sack, placed in a cool, dry, dark place. Under the bed in
the spare bedroom is ideal, as well as the garage.

Onions, Garlic and Shallots
Will keep well hung in a dry, airy place.

Peas, Beans and Broccoli
Freeze well. Boil for 2 minutes and then plunge into iced water to cool down quickly
before freezing.

During the Winter
Parsnips, Jerusalem artichokes and leeks can stay in the ground u(a low, transparent
polythene or glass cover) otherwise, store them in a cool place in a box of sand.

Courgettes and Tomatoes
Don’t store well without a bit of preparation before storing. There are different ways
to do this. Both will make good chutneys and can be frozen as part of a dish such as
ratatouille. Tomatoes can be oven fried and stored in olive oil, or cooked into a
tomato sauce and frozen. Courgettes can also be cooked into cakes and frozen.

Many Fruit
Can be made into jams. Soft fruit and apples can be frozen and then defrosted to
make puddings.
Both Fruits and Vegetables Can be pressed for juice, which can be frozen or made
into wine.
Don’t forget – you can save seed from this year’s crop to grow next year, or to swap
with friends.

Friend and foe, pests on plots can’t be avoided. They are a nuisance, but there are
positive aspects to having them. Pests are food to a number of beneficial insects
which gardeners need.
Here are a few common pests and ideas on how to deal with them.

Slugs and Snails
These thrive in dark, moist conditions, so water your plants early in the morning rather
than in the evening. Pick them off your plants in the evening, checking under the
leaves and any shady corners. Surround young plants with cut-off, transparent
plastic bottles – slugs and snails hate climbing these. You can also use Growing
Success Advanced Slug Pellets. These are based on ferric phosphate, which is
harmless to wildlife and pets and can be bought at most gardening centres, or online
from the Organic Gardening Catalogue www.organiccatalog.com. Also worth using,
especially early in the growing season, is Nemaslug. This is a biological control
containing parasites called Nematodes, which feed off slugs. Simply water it onto the
soil and it will protect against slugs for up to 6 weeks.

Ants and Aphids
The only major problem with ants is that they farm small pests called aphids,
protecting them on the plants they eat. Aphids can seriously damage or kill plants,
so you need to get rid of them. Ants can be defensive about their aphid crop, so
provide them with alternative sweet treats. Try placing a container filled with strawberry jam with easy ant access near the nest to divert them. You can also spray the
aphids and ants off your plants with a powerful water spray.

Birds
Birds are beneficial to the plot, eating a range of insects, clearing the caterpillars off
your greens and seeking out those troublesome snails. However, some birds will also
want to eat your seedlings or soft fruit, so cover them with netting, or build a fruit cage
– to find out how to build a simple fruit cage, go to www.greenfingers.com . Autumn
raspberries will often be ignored, as there are plenty more delicious treats to be
eaten. However, strawberries are a favourite, so always protect them. Birds are also
attracted to greens and peas, so net these too – pigeons can destroy a crop overnight.

Keeping vegetable beds clean helps prevent pest and diseases. Place wood, plastic
and any materials which could attract slugs away from seedlings and vulnerable
crops. Crop rotation helps keep down the build up of diseases. Keeping your soil
healthy, weeds down, choosing plants with some disease resistance and using clean
tools all help keep down diseases.
Get to know your garden friends. Whilst ants and aphids may seem a problem,
ladybirds are part of the solution. Frogs, hedgehogs and birds all eat slugs and
snails. This is why it’s best to avoid using chemical controls if possible – they can kill
both friend and foe.

Growing certain plants near to each other can provide mutual benefit.
Planting aromatic plants around your crops will confuse pests by masking the smell
of your vegetables – their favourite plants.
Here are some popular examples to give you the general idea.

Nasturtiums
Near beans. Black fly prefer nasturtiums to beans. They may ruin the nasturtiums,
but you’ll get a great crop of beans.

Marigold
Near tomatoes and basil. White fly are attracted to both these food crops, but hate
the smell of marigolds. Plant the flowers somewhere you are likely to brush past them
and release perfume.

Carrots and Onions
Carrot fly can cause a lot of damage to carrots. Planting them between onions
confuses the flies as the onion masks the smell of the carrots.

Here are a few typical items which can be recycled and some easy plants to grow in
them. You can either plant the seeds direct or buy young plants at your local garden
centre.

A Bathtub
This is an ideal container to grow carrots, leeks, beetroot, dwarf beans, onions and
garlic in. A bath will give you a good depth of soil and lots of surface space.

Dustbins
An old, clean dustbin is a great container to grow potatoes, sweetcorn, courgettes
and small pumpkins. All these plants are heavy feeders, so add well rotted manure
to your compost. These are deep containers and will need plenty of water to prevent
drying out; you will also need to drill a few holes in the bottom of the bin for drainage.

Polystyrene Fish Boxes
Ask a fishmonger if he has any spare boxes. These are great for growing “cut and
come again” salad leaves and oriental greens.
Growing containers don’t need to cost a lot. Wheelbarrows, tyres, old boots, tins,
bottles and teapots can all have a second life as attractive containers for produce.
The only limit is your creativity.
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Don’t forget to visit your local library - they usually have a wide range of gardening
titles.
Ashington Library
Ashington Leisure Centre
Portland Park
Ashington
Northumberland
NE63 9JY
Telephone: 01670 622262
Email: mylibrary@activenorthumberland.org.uk
Website: mylibrary.co.uk

USEFUL WEBSITES
Allotment Vegetable Growing: The most popular allotment site in the UK.
http://www.allotment.org.uk/
National Society of Allotment and Leisure Gardeners. https://www.nsalg.org.uk/
BBC Gardening: The BBC’s well known and used gardening section.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/gardening/
Garden Organic: charity and seed catalogue. http://www.gardenorganic.org.uk
Square Foot Gardening: More info. on gardening in small spaces.
http://www.squarefootgardening.com
The Royal Horticultural Society: The world’s leading gardening charity.
https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/grow-your-own

EQUIPMENT AND MATERIALS
The following sites and contacts are good places to find cheap and free materials
for your site such as tools, seeds, compost bins and plants.
Gumtree Ashington https://www.gumtree.com/for-sale/ashington
Ashington and Bedlington Sell Buy or Swap Public Group - Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1674895529414085/
Ashington & Newbiggin - The Freecycle Network
https://groups.freecycle.org/AshingtonNewbigginUK
Ashington Bits n Bobz for sale and Wanted Public Group Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/groups/202996523095705/

SEED CATALOGUES
These can be found in local garden centres, Wilko, B & M, Asda or order online.
Something to browse and learn from on rainy afternoons.
Real Seeds http://www.realseeds.co.uk
The Organic Gardening Catalogue http://www.organiccatalog.com
Tamar Organics http://www.tamarorganics.co.uk/
Kings Seeds http://www.kingsseeds.com/
Thompson and Morgan https://www.thompson-morgan.com/
Harrod Horticultural : supplies a range of materials to get your plot going.
https://www.harrodhorticultural.com/
Most of these websites also sell young plants. Check the seed packet or refer to the
books and websites listed here for information about how to sow and grow your
seeds.

LOCAL GARDEN CENTRES
Wansbeck Garden Centre - North Seaton Industrial Estate, Ashington. NE63 0YB
01670 854545
B & M Homestore with Garden Centre - Freeman Way, Ashington. NE63 0YB
0330 8389581
Stakeford Nurseries - East View, Stakeford, Choppington. NE62 5TR
01670 855130
Dobbies Garden Centre - Heighley Gate, A697, Morpeth. NE61 3DA
01670 513416 https://www.dobbies.com/

Copies of this starter pack can be downloaded from the Full Circle
Food Project website http://www.fullcirclefoodproject.org.uk/

