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been able to match this feat; we cannot
make buildings 30 times taller than they
are thick.

WATER PROBLEM
Plants dry out quickly in pots so you
have to water regularly, every day in the
hottest seasons. This constant watering
washes away all the nutrients in the
compost so you also have to make sure
you feed them more to compensate.

PLACES TO GROW
If you only have a small space, you have
to be imaginative. A window in a spare
room is easily put to use for growing
plants. Nothing is easier than building
some shelves against a window, even a
set of those slatted wooden ones you
get from stores like B&Q for a few quid
will do. You can grow a constant supply
of salad crops on these shelves in the
winter and if you have a daylight bulb,
only a few minutes of light in the
shortest days is enough to kid the plants
that it is August and not December.

You can grow lettuce, radish, chives,
tomatoes and all kinds of herbs in pots
– really anything you can grow in a
greenhouse can be grown in a pot. You
can even grow pink fir apple potatoes in
large pots for a very early crop! A pot is
also a great place to start seeds off if
you don’t have room elsewhere.

ENTER THE DEAD 
CHEAP GREENHOUSE
It is possible to buy – for
around £10 – one of those
plastic-framed, plastic-covered
greenhouses disguised as
wardrobes. You can get a row
of these along the exterior
walls of the house and
consequently a greenhouse
facility in a very small space. 

A word of warning: one
windy night I had to
reclaim my wardrobe/
greenhouses from next
door’s garden. To avoid 
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IF YOU WERE to scatter a few seedlings
on the floor of the patio you wouldn’t
be surprised to find them either blown
away, eaten by birds, trodden underfoot
or baked to a crisp. To grow success-
fully in pots on the patio involves
providing conditions that counter the
environment.

PROVIDING WATER 
AND NUTRIENTS
Plants need certain fundamental
conditions if they are to grow well.
Light, water, oxygen and mineral
nutrients are the most important. You
also need to provide shelter, sometimes
warmth and physical support to stop
them falling over. 

OXYGEN
There is plenty of oxygen around in the
atmosphere, but unfortunately plants
are not very good at transporting the
oxygen in the leaves all the way down to
the roots and so each part of the plant
has to have more or less its own supply.
Whilst it is true that leaves make oxygen
as part of photosynthesis, the rest of the
plant uses up as much, if not more, in
respiration. (Most of the Earth’s oxygen
comes from plankton in the sea and not
from plants on the surface.)

Pots need to avoid conditions where
the oxygen supply is used up. This
seems like an obvious thing to say, but a
plastic pot stood in a watering tray can
soon become stagnant.

NUTRIENTS
Plants make all their complex chemicals
from basic ingredients: carbon dioxide,
water, phosphates, nitrates and other
minerals from the soil. What we put in
the pot needs to provide a balance of
minerals for the plants to do well. The
roots will be restricted and therefore
have a reduced ability to feed the plant,
so making sure there is enough food in
the pot in the first place is important.

Pots on the patio and indeed
hanging baskets and grow bags etc, can
be constructed on organic lines. You
can use organic compost, even organic
liners, but there is not a lot of material
for quite a lot of plants, so the nutrients
are probably best added in inorganic
form. You probably could use some
pelleted chicken manure but as we shall

see later there is a great need for a
continual supply of nutrients. It’s a
good idea to feed your patio plants
weekly.

Add some slow-release fertiliser to
the compost as this will help to keep
things topped up. It can be bought as
pellets and you simply throw a couple
into a pot when you are filling it with
compost. The addition of a little all-
round fertiliser to the soil does not
mean you are going to swamp the
basket with nasty chemicals. On the
contrary, there is no real reason to treat
them as delicately and as environmen-
tally consciously as the rest of the
garden. No pesticides need go anywhere
near your pots because they are easier
to keep clear of pests by mechanical
means – rubbing greenfly off with the
finger, covering delicate plants with
small pieces of horticultural fleece, etc.

WATER
Leaves are the heart of the plant, they
move water from the roots and this
process feeds the whole system as well
as giving the plant rigidity. It really is
true to say that most plants, including
trees, are held together by the pressure
and tension of a column of water. The
most wonderful example of this is
wheat, old-fashioned wheat anyway,
where the plant is maybe 3mm thick,
but rises to over 1m (1yd) high. On top
of this plant is its heavy load of fruits.
No modern human technology has ever

Patios are simple places. A few concrete blocks, or bricks, make them harsh 
places to grow plants, but with a little help from Simon Devine it can be done

Sheltered pots make a great growing environment.

Lavender normally grows very well in pots. You can buy these crop tubs from most garden suppliers.

The secret is to cram as many crops in as you can.

Chives in pots are the simplest things to grow.

Growing Vegetables
IN UNUSUAL PLACES
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mid and late March, have the best
chance of producing seedlings ready at
the right time. Sowing directly into the
ground is possible but often wastes the
expensive seed and slugs can kill the
whole lot overnight. Seed trays and
potting compost are more reliable and
get the crop off to an early start. I always
beef up the potting compost with a
handful of blood, fish and bone meal in
case the plants need to stay there a while.

If they ever get checked or starve
they will be pathetic things with tiny
sprouts and objects of
derision in the kitchen.
Plant about 20 evenly
spaced seeds, any
more and they are
too crowded. If
the early sowing
does well then
you may not
need the second
but they are
great for replace-
ments over several
weeks and are much
appreciated by fellow
gardeners if you don’t
need them.

My brassicas follow my
potatoes so the Brussels
sprouts go into well-manured,
clean ground that gets a dusting of lime
just prior to planting. The lime and crop
rotation helps prevent clubroot which
can build up quickly where cabbages
are grown frequently on the same piece
of ground. Clubroot is a nasty disease
caused by a slime mould that makes the
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Simon Spencer moved to the country in order to grow excellent, chemical-free crops.
Here he shares his knowledge of how to grow Brussels sprouts

An Old Time
GOOD LIFER

INSPIRED BY JOHN
Seymour I moved to
our smallholding in
Wales in 1975 with my
wife and our young baby
and I am still here! At the
time we had molehills on
the kitchen floor as the
slate was laid on earth and
our only heating came from a
paraffin heater. The cottage was dilapi-
dated but cheap and it was ours! I had
been doing a PhD at Oxford on DDT
pollution and we were determined that
our children would grow up on
homegrown organic produce. People
thought we were crazy but I have never
regretted it. Unfortunately, my first wife
died in 2002 but I have married again
and my new wife loves the place. 

Over the years we have had house
cows and reared sheep and we still grow
nearly all of our own fruit and
vegetables (in a 30x30m/32x32yd
garden) despite being away for weeks in
the summer. We also make apple juice

and everything in
‘Home Farmer’. We

currently have pigs, geese,
hens and three

wethers.
I couldn’t do

it now without
the support
of family
and friends

and I also
employ a couple of

schoolboys on Saturday mornings to
help with the heavy work. I only have
eight acres and that is mainly run as a
private nature reserve. I am in the Welsh
agri-environment scheme Tir Gofal, and
being an avid butterfly expert we travel
all over Europe in our little camper van.

I worked for the local wildlife trust
until recently, having originally trained
as an entomologist, but it seemed to
involve a lot of spraying things with
nasty poisons. My last contract was to
survey the butterflies in the Kackar
mountains in eastern Turkey last

summer. The people there know a thing
or two about self-sufficiency.

I am 61 now and in this uncertain
world draw considerable comfort from
rarely needing to go to a supermarket
and more still from the knowledge that I
could just about survive here come
what may, partly because I know what to
do, am equipped to do it and can send
the grandchildren down the garden to
pick the blueberries and peas etc.
rather than go myself.

HOW TO GROW PROPER
BRUSSELS SPROUTS
Brussels sprouts need a long growing
season. Ideally, the hardened off plants
should be planted out in the garden in
mid May. This is hopefully after the last
frost which can check the tender plants
severely but never kills them. If my first
plantings turn a pale mauve after a
frosty night I replant if I can. 

Many years of experimentation have
taught me that two sowings in seed trays
in a cold greenhouse or cold frame, in

root swell and the plant
unproductive. I never
buy or accept brassica
plants as I don’t want
to bring it in. I
normally cover the
ground with black
plastic over
winter to keep
the ground weed
free and hoe it
twice to kill any
chickweed
seedlings.  

I plant them in rows 60cm (2ft) apart
allowing the same distance between
plants. I leave paths on either side of a
double row to aid picking and to give
them more space. Water them after
planting and again in a few days if there
is no rain. A sprinkling of slug pellets
helps protect the valuable but
vulnerable seedlings. Nowadays I always
plant through slits in 1m (1yd) wide
Phormisol as this is very good at
preventing weed growth and probably
helps with cabbage root fly. This pest
can be devastating on brassicas planted
early, eating away at the roots till the
plant wilts. When you pick up a dead
plant you can often find the small white
maggots on the stump of the root.  

The other major pests are the large
white butterfly Pieris brassicae which
lays its eggs in batches and, to a lesser
extent, the small white Pieris rapae
which lays its eggs singly. In some years
these are abundant and the caterpillars
can devastate the crop in a few days.
One alternative to constant vigilance is
fruit cage netting spread over alkathene
tubing hoops covering a double row (i.e.
four rows of sprouts) of Phormisol. If
done properly this keeps them out. In
my garden most are parasitised by a
little wasp, Apantales glomeratus, which
eats the caterpillar from the inside. If
you find a mummified caterpillar with a
row of small yellow cocoons on either

side then these contain the
pupae of the wasp. I delight
in showing small children

how cruel nature is by
grasping large white caterpillars by

both ends and pulling them apart to
show them the wasp larvae eating the
caterpillar alive!

You need Brussels sprouts over a long
period so more than one variety is
required. I have always grown F1 hybrid
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Chicken
Korma
(mild and creamy)

This is probably the most popular mild
dish. The flavour lends itself to being
prepared with chicken rather than other
meats or vegetables, but don’t be afraid
to experiment.

INGREDIENTSServes 2
2 large chicken
breasts, choppedinto small pieces1/2 small onion,

chopped finely
4 cloves garlic,
chopped 
1 level tsp ground cumin1/2 tsp ground coriander1/2 tsp garam masala1 tsp turmeric

2cm/2/3in piece fresh ginger, chopped
or grated
2 tbsp ground almonds300ml/10fl oz warm water mixed with 
4 tbsp coconut milk powder200ml/7fl oz water mixed with a good-
quality chicken stock cube orhomemade chicken stock2 tbsp double creamLarge knob of butterSome slithers of flaked almonds to decorate

Salt to taste

MAKE YOUR OWN TAKEAWAY

84

THERE ARE SO many wonderful ingre-
dients available now, both in super-markets and Asian shops, that making
your own delicious Indian food is easier
than you might think. Indian takeaway
food isn’t just curries and rice either;
there are pakoras, samosas, bhajis and
birianis as well, so why not have a go at
a few? The house will smell wonderful.

Having a store cupboard full ofvarious herbs and spices is a good idea.
Here is a basic list to help you getstarted and ensure you can always make
a delicious spiced meal:

� garlic (I have some fresh and a tub of
purée in the fridge);� ground cumin and cumin seeds;� ground turmeric;

Make Yours a Curry HouseIn the last of the series on Making Your Own, Diana Sutton visits

the sub-continent to make some of Britain’s favourite food
� ground coriander and coriander seeds;
� cinnamon powder;� cardamom pods;� cloves (whole ones are best);� fresh ginger (store in a liddedcontainer in the fridge);� chilli powder or flakes;� methi (fenugreek) leaves;� garam masala powder;� Madras curry powder mix (mild orhot, whichever you prefer);� powdered coconut milk;� blocked creamed coconut;� tomato purée;

� You may also want to have some freshcoriander, parsley and thymeleaves available.

Many Asian dishes callfor ghee to fry withbut this is just
clarified butter, orbutter that has hadall the whey

removed. I use butterand a little vegetableor sunflower oil instead. As with the takeawaymenu, we will categorisethe recipes as mild (noheat, just lots of flavour),medium (spicy but nottoo hot) or hot (some likeit… like this). All therecipes that ask for chickenmay also be made with turkeybreast meat.

METHOD
1 Sauté the onions in the butter andadd the chicken pieces. Cook gentlywhilst adding the spices whichshould be sprinkled evenly over thechicken.

2 After cooking the chicken in thespices for ten minutes, add the garlicand ground almonds. Pour over thechicken stock and simmer for 20minutes. Season with salt as necessary.
3 Add the coconut milk and simmer for

15 minutes.
4 Stir in the cream and finish withsome slithers of almonds.5 Serve with naan bread or boiled rice.

Chicken
Pasanda
(mild, but full flavoured)

This is Paul’s favouriteIndian takeaway dish. Ithas a rich, yet mildflavour. If you use full-fatGreek-style yoghurt, itwon’t split during cookingand the texture will remainsmooth.

INGREDIENTSServes 2
2 chicken breasts, cut into small pieces

1 small onion, finely chopped2 cloves garlic, chopped2 green cardamom pods1 tsp each of ground cumin, turmeric, coriander 1/2 tsp chilli powder1 tbsp tomato purée, mixed with 4 tbsp
water
150g/5oz tub full-fat Greek-style yoghurt
2 tbsp flaked almonds1/2 level tsp salt
250ml/81/2 fl oz chicken stock or water
and a good stock cube2 tbsp double cream1 tbsp freshly chopped coriander leaves 

A knob of butter

METHOD
1 Sauté the onion in the butter untiltransluscent.
2 Add the garlic, spices and tomatopurée and stir well before adding the

chicken.
3 Heat gently until the chicken iscooked. Add the yoghurt and stir inthe stock.

4 Raise the heat and cook atsimmering for 20 minutes.5 Add the flaked almonds and swirl inthe double cream.6 Serve topped with the freshcoriander leaves.

issue!

WIN


