FROM CONCRETE TO KITCHEN: GROWING VEGETABLES IN AN ISLINGTON BACKYARD

BY MARK DONALDSON
Summary
I have been growing vegetables in my back garden for the past two years at the house I rent in Finsbury Park. Prior to this I had not done any gardening since I was about 10 years old, but I was determined to lower my carbon foot-print, provide myself with lots of healthy home grown food, and save money at the same time. What used to be concrete, weeds and rubble is now a very productive organic vegetable garden. There are carrots and onions in the main plots, interplanted with radish, marigolds and leaf salads. Surrounding these are courgettes and squash, whose leaves extend out to hide the concrete. Growing up the walls are runner beans, and in long trough hang 36 cherry tomato plants. At the rear are many potatoes grown on soil and green waste. Near the front in the full sun are peppers, chillies, aubergines, and all kinds of herbs. I compost my green waste, send kitchen scraps to the worms in the two wormies and capture rainwater from the guttering with water butts. The garden provides lots of good food, but also it is a place for relaxing, enjoying nature at work, sharing my experiences and inspiring friends.  
Before (2006)
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 More and more expensive, Carbon emissions, Packaging & waste, Queues & effort, Not fresh, no flavour


After (2008)
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Fresh, tasty, cheap, organic, no emissions, easy to grow, good for nature, impressed myself and everyone else


	Over the last 5 years I have become concerned about the global environmental and energy problems, namely Climate Change and Peak Oil. Rather than go into denial or depression I found inspiration from positive, practical and community based initiatives such as Transition Towns and determination to be part of the great change which our society needs to take. In 2006 I moved to Finsbury Park, rented a house and went back to university to read a one year Masters in Environmental Systems Engineering. I was really lucky to find a house with a south facing unshaded back garden, about 10m by 4m. However it was mostly concrete, apart from four rectangular plots which were full of weeds and rubble. In early 2007 I started to clear the weeds, remove the rubble, and plant seeds. 

[image: image5.jpg]



The first year’s efforts were well rewarded, with enough potatoes to last me 12 months, carrots, courgettes, runner beans, and sweet corn. I was amazed at how much could be grown in such a small space and determined to expand on this the following year. Later in 2007 I graduated and immediately got a job as an Energy Conservation Officer working in the new Sustainability Division of the London Borough of Islington.
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The food we eat is the single biggest impact on our local and global environment, contributing more carbon than any other activity we do. Eating local food dramatically reduces these impacts, but also is healthier for you.  Other beneficiaries are the local wildlife. I decided to create a garden which could produce as much food for me and my house mates as possible. Many hours of painstakingly removing glass, nails and rocks, and digging in compost ensued. 
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By the second year I had learnt lots more about gardening and started to experiment with the idea of growing food wherever sunlight is available. 
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	In the plots I sowed carrots and parsnips, and onions, interplanted with radish, leaf salads, and marigold. Round the plot edges I have added courgette plants and winter squash, which are trained to grow away from the beds and capture sunlight on the leaves covering the pathway. On the edge towards the walls I planted runner beans and trained these to trail the ground to allow a raised plank to be placed over them to maintain access to the plot this side. To prepare the plots I double dug and added in lots of peat free compost. Due to the wet summer I have rarely had to water it. Weeds were an issue at first, but now I hardly need bother as they are crowded out by the tight vegetable spacing. 

I am now pulling up many funny looking but very tasty carrots, but no parsnips, as they did no germinate. The courgettes have been a big hit, producing many each week. The runner beans had a difficult start, plagued by snails and slugs, but some have done well and provided many beans. I had had massive gluts of salad, and need to plan this better. The onions are squash a gradually coming on and should provide something good in the coming weeks.
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	I read that potatoes can be grown pretty much anywhere, even in poor quality soil. So as they take up lots of room if planted in the plots, I decided to try to grow them in a sort of raised bed at the back of the garden. I constructed a frame from disused estate agent Signs, and filled this with some compost and top soil. The potatoes with placed on top of this and then, as they sprouted, I progressively added layers of grass clippings and other green waste. The idea was to encourage the tubers to develop in the green waste area and for this material to compost down during the process. At the moment it is difficult to say how successful this has been. The potato plants have grown very large, and it looks like lots is happening below the ground.
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	Even though I have a good sized ground area in order to maximise the amount I could grow I look at how to use all the walls. I used part of the wall to grow tomatoes in troughs, suspended by rope between disused estate agent signs. With 3 cheery tomato tumbler plants per trough, 3 troughs high and 4 wide I now have 36 plants producing 25+ tomatoes each in an area only 2.5m by 0.4m. Most of the plants I grew from seeds, a few I bought. Not only they produced tonnes of tomatoes, but the taste is fantastic, and I don’t just say so myself! Being in containers they do require regular watering, which I add worm tea to. I also mulched with grass clippings. 
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	Against the back of the house I constructed a big frame, again from estate agent signs, to act as a mini greenhouse for pepper and chillies. I still need to cover this with plastic to really produce the greenhouse bit, but it has worked very well so far as a frame to allow many more plants to grow in the space. All the plants are growing in pots, of which there are ten sweet peppers and about the same number of chillies. Also there are some aubergines and a variety of herbs. 
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	I am trying to garden as sustainably as possible. I have two water butts which harvest rain water from the house guttering. These I use to water the pots. I only use the hose when it has been a very dry day and I know it will not rain for at least 24 hours. I water in the evening and apply mulch to all pots to avoid losses from evaporation. In future I will be looking at using water retaining crystals in pots, providing pots with some form of built in water mini reservoir and installing a drip system with a timer. 
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	I have two wormeries which I feed with kitchen scraps from home and the office. These are going well and so far they have provided lots of liquid feed which I’ve used on the tomatoes and later I will use their rich compost. I also have two Dalek style compost bins. These I fill with mostly garden waste but have even lugged back the odd suitcase of horse manure on the train from my mum’s pony in Berkshire. These I’m finding tricky to use, but hopefully will get something useful out by the end of the year. 

	This year has been very rewarding in the garden, and I am already working on plans for next year which includes:

· Further incorporating potato production and composting. Build wooded frames, surround with chicken wire, add some earth and potatoes, keep adding green wastes ((grass clippings, leaves etc). Harvest spuds throughout growing period simply by lifting up a bit of the chicken wire. 

· Expanding on the large frames which support the peppers and ensure these are covered with transparent plastic to create a proper green house effect. 

· Install a drip feed irrigation system to take the effort out of watering if we do have a hot summer. 
· In the plots, I will aim for maximum diversity, with practically at least one of each possible vegetable and complementary planting with herbs. Grow intensively, with an organised successional sowing and interplanting plan. 

· I am worried about leaving this all behind of course, as I rent my property, and organic soil is a priceless resource. So I am considering how to build a portable raised bed system to replace the current plots. This could be incorporated with plastic covers for increased warmth and copper strips for slug control. 
· My most ambitious idea is to have around 3 small chickens. They will be given a plot, protected by chicken wire, in which to roam. Their coop will be integrated with the large frames so their body warmth and respiration will benefit the plants. In their plot I will grow runner beans up sweet corn, protected from the chickens by plastic covers. Squash will be grown just outside the wire and will tumble over the top. 
· To benefit the wildlife and encourage friendly insects I plan to build bird feeders, construct bird, insect and bee boxes, grow insect/bee friendly plants and grow some wildflowers round the edges of the garden wherever possible. 
· I would like salad all year round. So I will construct a vertical garden, with one foot of soil supported within a frame and placed against a sunny wall. 
· I have a rotating book stand which I will convert to contain soil and plant strawberries (probably over 30 plants).  
In the years beyond this I hope to try bee keeping and micro fish farming, but we shall see.

	In order to realise a sustainable future I firmly believe we need to work together as a community and share our knowledge, time and resources wherever possible. Islington has a diverse range of community groups who are interested in many different and shared aspects of horticulture and biodiversity. My hope for Islington is for each of these groups to flourish in their activities, attracting more support from the community and council, and working together to promote a sustainable lifestyle and infrastructure for the borough. Earlier in 2007 I joined the Islington Organic Gardening Forum, a small group of residents who aim to promote home grown food and the use of organic methods. In September we hosted a Mini Horticultural Show at the Green Living Centre (222 Upper Street), which included many of the community horticultural initiatives, with displays, talks, and a fun competition. The Forum are currently meeting monthly at the Green Living Centre and we welcome anyone seeking advice on organic gardening, or who would like to volunteer time to organising future projects such as our recent event, or members of current community groups who would like to work in partnership. Please contact greenliving@islington.gov.uk or 020 7527 6726 for further details.


