About The Author

At about the age of 12, I moved with my parents to a large old house with an acre of garden in Staffordshire. The unkempt field like garden had a couple of old smallish greenhouses at the bottom of it near to a large brick built "shed" as we called it, although it had been many things including a TV repair shop. My mother had been a keen gardener for many years having completed an R.H.S. course when I was younger, so she started growing tomato plants and selling the tomatoes to local villagers. Quickly she expanded her ideas, started growing many plants to sell and the family erected more greenhouses, but of a commercial size. A few years later my father lost his job due to detached retinas and he and my mother decided to [image: image1.jpg]


make a proper business out of the growing nursery so they put his redundancy money into yet more greenhouses and the business continued to expand rapidly with little opposition locally.

In my late teens I developed an interest in collecting/growing succulent and cacti plants, but on leaving school tried my hand at a career in a high street bank. After 3 years in the bank as clerk, and after gaining some promotion, I decided it was not the life for me at all, so decided to try and turn my hobby of growing cacti into a small business. My parents by this time had one 50 foot glass greenhouse that was underused so I rented it from them and started growing pot plants in large numbers to sell wholesale. The embryo business was loosely based around succulent/cacti plants, but I also grew pots of daffodils, hyacinths, ferns, ivies, etc, and took them in trays to Birmingham wholesale market, where dealers tried to sell them on to retailers, whilst taking a commission in the process.
I used ordinary domestic paraffin greenhouse heaters instead of proper commercial heaters to heat the long greenhouse, 4 or five of them I think. After they had been lit for the night they had to be checked to make sure they were burning properly. One very cold night I had forgotten to check them and they burnt with a thick black smoke all night. The next morning the greenhouse/plants had a surreal appearance with everything inside covered in what looked like black snow, ie, a thick layer of soot. The loss of plants was too great so I gave up my fledgling business and spent a few months as a lifeguard before later getting a well paid job as a sales representative for a greenhouse equipment company that manufactured electric greenhouse heaters, propagators and watering equipment which were sold to garden centres and the horticultural trade in general.

At the age of 26 I had nervous breakdown and lost my job. As by then my parents garden centre had developed even further and was employing several staff, my father asked [image: image2.png]


me if I wanted to work there. By then I had developed an interest in fish keeping, so I built and ran a new aquatics department on the garden centre, but during the quieter weekdays helped out on the nursery with a little potting and general nursery maintenance.
After some years, before my parents decided to retire, the family tried to start another wholesale plant nursery on a 15 acre site near Derby on the outskirts of a village called Hilton. We developed the site for about 3 years erecting 2 large 60 foot polythene growing tunnels to protect the young plans. A water supply and irrigation system were also installed and we supplied some plants to the main garden centre. The project was beset by difficulties before recurrent health problems for myself and my aging father forced us to reconsider it’s prospects. My older brother took over the site gaining a woodland grant to plant trees. Shortly after he took over the debt, new stretches of the main road between Nottingham and Uttoxeter passed the planning stages and construction started. After exploratory ground samples were drilled and our land proved to be a good source of base material for the planned elevated sections, my brother sold the site and it was quarried.
More recently I have been writing books, become a bit of a computer nerd, (Hence this web-site.) and the last couple of years my mother and myself decided to plant fruit trees and bushes in our garden instead of having flower beds as she is getting too old to enjoy gardening much now. My mother and I are practically vegetarians eating only a small amount of chicken and fish, but heaps of assorted vegetables, and we will try anything to eat, so we started looking for as many unusual vegetables as possible and decided to try growing some of the more exotic ones that UK farmers don't normally grow. 
Introduction

Over the last couple of decades the population of Great Britain seems to have acquired a taste for more exotic fruit and vegetables. It must have started with cheap package holidays and air travel abroad to countries where the restaurants served interestingly different meals. Tourists retuned home with newly acquired tastes and so gradually foreign restaurants followed and established themselves in the UK to cater for the changing eating habits. Small wholesalers and importers developed bringing in a wealth of raw foodstuffs with which to supply the new style restaurants so they could prepare their exotic dishes. Then the large Super Markets decided to get in on the act and now the range of imported vegetables on display in any greengrocers shop can be quite bewildering.
Some foreign fruit such as Bananas and some vegetables have been imported for decades by ships where transportation is relatively efficient with low costs. In many cases the fruit is picked before it is ripe so that it can make the journey without deteriorating. This is the case with Bananas which are completely green when they are picked and start their travels. Much of the “Green” imported goods cannot be treated like this though and so needs to be imported quickly to prevent the cargo from perishing. Airlines are going out of business as the World Wide recession bites and import costs with the ever-rising price of fuel are escalating anyway. Also, times are changing and people are starting to think about the Environment and the huge impact that all these imports are having.
In 2008 commercial seed producing/selling companies reported that vegetable seed sales showed an incredible growth that far outstripped that of flower seeds as the public suddenly decided to grow their own vegetables. Some of this is undoubtedly due to the growing enthusiasm for healthy organic food as well that seems to be gaining momentum throughout the Nation. Allotments have suddenly become the in thing to have as people try to produce their own healthy vegetables.
This web-site is not meant to be a complete authoritative reference work that explains all details of how to grow vegetable plants or explain how to treat all their diseases, but instead will hopefully show the extent of vegetable plants that are not normally considered by gardeners in the UK. Many of the plants listed have been long forgotten or are no longer grown with their edible qualities not always immediately apparent. Others are plants which have found their way into the UK that people do not realise will grow quite happily in our climate. Some will grow, but may need varying degrees of shelter from the extremes of cold by being grown inside a conservatory, greenhouse or polythene tunnel. 

Please Note. Whilst the intention of this site is to promote the awareness of the edible qualities of less well known plants, people must be aware that many plants that are grown in the UK have names that suggest they are edible when in fact they are most definitely not. Obviously many plants have "Orange" in their name as a colour and people will realise this, but there are others that are less obvious, such as the "Curry Plant," Chocolate Cosmos" and "Sweet Peas."  Similarly, there are many plants that produce berries and seed pods that look very tempting to eat and as people see birds eating them they may be tempted to try them, but human digestive systems are different to birds and many other animals, so what is not poisonous to them may be very toxic to us. Children especially must be made aware that unknown things can be very harmful. Remember how the pretty yellow flowered Laburnum with its poisonous seed pods has all but disappeared from the streets as people became more aware of its dangers. 
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Aloe Vera

Of course Aloe Vera is not a herb or vegetable and not really a plant that you would grow to eat, but it is well worth growing for it's healing properties. The thick, fleshy leaves, ooze a sticky sap when cut and squeezed that is very soothing for burns and abrasions and also has proven medicinal qualities. Nowadays the juices of this particular Aloe are commercially processed in large quantities and used in many natural health products and healing remedies, both internal and external. The juices are now even used as a component in the production of  new versions of traditional mainstream medicines and treatments in the fight against some of the new "Superbugs," such as M.R.S.A. 

Many Cacti and Succulent plants can stand light frosts, because as people in the West now realise, semi deserts and deserts, frequently have night frosts. Why most of these types of plants die outside in the U.K. winters, is not so much the cold, but a combination of cold and wet. Aloe Vera is typical of this category, but will thrive on neglect in the dry modern house as long as it does not get too much strong sun, because this can "burn" its leaves and discolour them. Aloes are of course a succulent, but not a cacti, although most people would call them that. They do have long, thick fleshy leaves which do have sharpish protrusions, but these are not true "Cacti spines" and will not readily detach from the plant and stick in your hand if you rub against them.  

Aloe Vera will grow in any old pot filled with whatever soil you can find and the occasional drink of water. If you want to increase the number of plants that you have they couldn't be easier to propagate, because all you have to do is cut off one or two "Pups" or "Offsets," that regularly grow on larger plants round the base of the stem. Then, let the cut part of the "Offsets" callous over by leaving them on a cool, dull windowsill for a day or two and finally, dib them into a pot of compost. Barely moisten the soil after a week or two, but do not water the cuttings properly until they have rooted and been potted on, or else they might rot.
Angelica - Archangelica

  

Angelica will be known by many that use it preserved in its’ candid version for decorating cakes. It is the stems that are used for this purpose, but many people don't realise that the young leaves can be chopped and added to salads to give a different dimension to ordinary run of the mill lettuce leaves. It has also been used for a long time as a vegetable, in Iceland, where it grows abundantly. 

Angelica can be added to any mix of cooked fruit, as it is cooking, to give it more life. If fruit imports become restricted, for environmental or other reasons, we will have to make the most of what fruit can be grown in this country and Angelica is an ideal addition to pep up some unappetising stewed fruit and sweeten things like Rhubarb without adding lots of sugar.
Commercially the roots and fruit of Angelica are harvested to produce an oil that is used to flavour certain liqueurs and perfumes. 

Angelica is a hardy herbaceous perennial that will grow up to 2 metres, (7 feet) in height and has a tendency to spread.  It is an architectural plant with it's unusual, bold leaves, that can be planted out of the sun, at the back of a border. In fact Angelica grows best in such a moist shady site that also has rich soil. Although Angelica is a really a herb it will produce sweet scented flowers which when pollinated result in viable seeds that will drop and readily germinate if left, but unfortunately the seed will not stay viable from one year to the next.

Artemesia

There are many varieties of Artmesia grown for their decorative foliage, most of which are hardy and tolerant of dry conditions, some are deciduous and some are not. These bushy plants can be invasive and are often aromatic with a smell that is not always popular and can even repel insects. 

A common name used for certain varieties of Artmesia is "Wormwood." Wormwood is steeped in history as far back as the ancient Greeks and Egyptians. During the Middle Ages one medicinal use was to exterminate tapeworm in the human body, although it has been used for many things and still is to this day. The essential oil, which gives it its qualities, called "Terpene Thujone" is found in many other herbs including Tarragon and Corriander, is also said to give clarity of thought. In its pure natural form the oil is very poisonous, but is safe after it has been diluted and processed into the alcoholic drink known as "Absinthe" and you would die from alcoholic poisoning long before you could ingest enough poison to harm you

Artemesia Absinthium is the particular variety that is used, along with Anise and Fennel, to make the infamous drink that was banned in many countries in the early 1900's. USA banned the sale of Absinthe in 1912 and France in 1915. The psychological effects and toxicity were blamed for many social problems in France in a very similar way to that of Gin in the U.K. in earlier times. However, modern research has concluded that the psychological effects and  toxicity of the drink were exaggerated and bans have been lifted in recent years for most countries. Oddly enough, Absinthe was never banned in  the U.K. or Spain where production continued. Sales have rocketed since the 1990’s due mainly to imports from the Czech Republic. Although often called a liqueur, Absinthe, does not have extra sugar added and so is really a very strong green spirit.

Asparagus

Asparagus Officinalis has many closely related family members, up to 60, many of which are often called ferns. Some of them are even grown as pot plants such as;- asparagus Plummosa and Springerri, but actually they all belong to the lily family although botanists are continually reclassifying a large number of plants including these. 

The edible qualities of Asparagus have long been known and it is believed that it has been cultivated since before the time of Christ. Coming from the Mediterranean area it is surprisingly frost hardy and another bonus feature of the plants is they they will live up to 20 years and more. 

Asparagus is of course an expensive luxury vegetable often served with dripping melted butter in the better class restaurants and as such can give the enthusiastic gardener a well worthwhile, profitable crop to eat at home, that he may not otherwise ever taste. Good crops come from experience and take time to develop. In fact you have to leave new plantings for a couple of years to allow the "crowns" to develop before you can take your first harvest. Asparagus can be grown from seed, but crowns are frequently seen on sale in garden centres these days and will crop much sooner. If plants are left uncut, they will grow tall, have a fern like look and the female plants will even produce red berries if left long enough, that will seed down. 

Asparagus Pea - Psophocarpus Tetragonolobus.

 

The Asparagus Pea is also known as the winged pea, but it is not really a pea at all but a member of the Vicia family or Vetch. These are all legumes like peas and beans, (plants that fix Nitrogen in the soil through nodules in their roots) and most species have developed the habit of sprawling through undergrowth in the wild. To help them clamber over fallen branches and the like they all grow tendrils with the exception of, Vicia Faba - Broad Beans, which grow erect and the asparagus Pea. They are also closely related to the highly decorative flowering Sweet Pea - Lathyrus.
Asparagus Peas are easy to grow, but as they are not frost hardy they need a little warmth to germinate, so should not be sown ‘till May unless you start them off in a greenhouse, before pricking them out, to give them a flying start. They crop late in the season for a pea (August onwards) and you may even consider growing them under cover in something like a polythene tunnel to improve the harvest.
As with many plants of the same family they have red flowers that are followed by pods which should be harvested while they are still small (About 1-1.5 inches long) , or else they will get fibrous and stringy. Asparagus Peas should be cooked and eaten whole like Mange tout.
Aubergine

The Aubergine or "Egg Plant," (not to be confused with the yellow flowered "Poached Egg Plant") was not very popular until more recent years, but is now sold in most, halfway decent, greengrocers. 

In very mild parts of the country plants may sometimes crop outside, but results will be unreliable. They are better grown under shelter and best treated as a greenhouse crop grown in Growbags, or 9 inch pots, as they are quite tender, but will grow as easily as the related Tomato Plant in the right conditions. As with many greenhouse crops, plants are susceptible to the normal greenhouse pests of, Red Spider Mite, Whitefly and Greenfly. 

Aubergines are prickly, leafy plants, that produce quite attractive flowers, which when pollinated, of course result in the fruit. From sowing seed, to fully developed Aubergines, will take up to 5 months. Expect several fruit on each plant and as some varieties easily produce fruit up to 1 lb or more in weight, they can produce quite a harvest, on the other hand some strains only yield tiny egg sized fruits. Don't be tempted to leave mature fruits on the plants to let them get bigger, as they will turn bitter if left too long. Usually when the fruits have lost their shine it is already too late and they will be bitter.  Mature Aubergine fruits are commonly purple and look like overgrown Courgettes. 

Aubergines have long been used on the Continent in traditional French cooking in dishes such as "Ratatouille" and Greek dishes such as "Moussaka," but they are finding their way more and more into English Cuisine. They are another one of those vegetables that may disappear from English dinner tables if imports of foreign vegetables are restricted for whatever reason and as such are well worth growing.

Cape Gooseberry - Physalis Peruviana

The Cape Gooseberry is a perennial that is originally from South America, as the name "Peruviana" suggests, but is now quite wide spread. There are over 80 closely related Physalis species. (see also Tomatillo)
Cape Gooseberry plants will grow and fruit readily from seed in the U.K. as they will happily stand cold Spring and Autumn nights and even some light frosts. Physalis plants grow up to 3 feet tall with large leaves, are very bushy and although they are perennials they're usually grown as annuals in the U.K. with the old plants being discarded/composted after the crop of yellow berries has been harvested. 

As the green fruits develop, a large green papery Calyx grows around them that dries brown to form a lantern shape. When the "Lanterns" are brown and crisp to the touch it is a sign that the berries inside are ripe. A ripe berry should be bright yellow and firm, but not so ripe that it is mushy. Berries will keep after picking, but if the brown "Lanterns" round them get at all damp they have a tendency to go mouldy. The ripe berries have a waxy feel to them and should be washed before eating to remove the peppery taste in the coating.
Nowadays small punnets of Cape Gooseberries can often be seen on sale in the larger supermarkets, but they are quite expensive, so the cost of the fruit makes them a very worthwhile crop to grow. Even a couple of plants grown in tubs will yield several pounds worth, (In money not weight,) of fruit.
Seed can be bought from most gardening retailers, but don't buy the more common ornamental variety by mistake. In the ornamental varieties the calyxs, that form round the fruit, can be brightly coloured red which gave rise to its common name of Chinese Lanterns. 

Caraway - Carum Carvi.

Originally from south Eastern Europe and Western Asia Caraway has been cultivated for thousands of years. It is believed that seeds found at Neolithic sites in Europe, were Caraway seeds and the Ancient Greeks certainly used them, as did the Romans, to relieve indigestion. In Tudor times Caraway seeds were also popular in the baking of cakes and breads, or were sugared and served as a side dish.

 
Caraway is a biennial herb and not particularly hardy, so the plants must be protected with a mulch during the winter. The first year will see the young plants reach about 20 cm high and then go on to some 60cm in height in the second before flowering. The foliage of growing plants is delicate and lacy, like that of carrots and the flowers are greenish white, which when pollinated, produce seed that ripens in midsummer, after which the plant dies. 

Caraway is still used in some modern herbal remedies for digestive disorders and in the production of essential oils that are used to decrease bruising in the skin. The oils are also used in soaps, lotions and in perfume and the seeds can be chewed as breath sweeteners.

 
The flavour of Caraway is quite distinct and used commercially in the production of the drink called Kummel, but it also has many healthier culinary uses. Seeds can be sprinkled on loaves of bread and can be added to cakes, baked fruits, chutneys and pickles. In olden times the roots of this herb were roasted just like carrots, turnips or any other vegetable. The leaves can be added to flavour stews or soups and Caraway and baked apples works very well with pork.

Cardoons - Cynara Cardunculus

Cardoons are very closely related to Globe Artichokes as can be seen from their Latin Names and both are members of the thistle family. Indeed to the uninitiated they look very much like thistles when they are growing with the same type of leaves and flower head. With Globe Artichokes it is the unopened flower head that you eat, but with Cardoons it is the midrib of the long leaves. They are, in this respect, like Celery, but are eaten cooked and not raw. Cardoons are also grown like Celery because the long stems should be blanched for the best quality. This is done by tying the leaves together, wrapping them in black plastic and then earthing them up. If you have an old fashioned clay forcing cylinder, as can sometimes be seen on sale for forcing Rhubarb, that is even better, as the stems can sweat in plastic. 

Cardoons have been popular in French cuisine for centuries, but are still not grown much in the UK. They can be used to flavour stews or boiled in salt water and served dripping with butter as you might serve Asparugus. Before cooking the stems should be trimmed, a little like you would Rhubarb, and coated with lemon juice to prevent them from going brown if they are not going to be cooked straight away. 

Cardoons are an easy to grow, tall architectural plant with their large, toothed, silver green leaves and are relatively free from pests and diseases although they do require regular watering, especially in dry spells. 

Celeriac

This is another vegetable that is popular on the Continent but not so much here in the U.K. Celeriac can occasionally be seen on sale in some greengrocers and typically has a very large, rounded, Beetroot type, shape, but is very knobbly with a rough surface. Shop bought specimens will be much larger at maybe 6-7 inches or more across, than home-grown vegetables are likely to be.  

Unlike Beetroot, Celeriac is not a true root vegetable as it is the swollen stem and not the roots that we eat. In fact when preparing the vegetable for cooking you will need to cut off all the remnants of the roots that you will find on the underside of the Celeriac before you can really peel it. The plant has a similar flavour to Celery and has the same family name of Apium Graveolens Var, but it is much easier to grow, as it does not need "earthing up" like Celery, it doesn’t bolt and has no real pests or diseases. However, it does need plenty of water and good soil. 

Harvesting can be done in late Autumn and there is no need to worry about picking the crop before the Celeriac get too big and woody, as happens with many root vegetables, because bigger simply means more vegetable, as the quality is not affected by size. 

Shop bought vegetables seem very expensive to buy, but of course one single vegetable is a lot of solid mass/weight compared to a bag full of carrots. Because of its size/weight it is a very worthwhile vegetable to grow as only a few plants will produce enough vegetable to last a family for a year! 

There are many ways to use Celeriac in the kitchen as it can be grated and eaten cold in salads, or it can be cubed and cooked/boiled like most other vegetables. The biggest problem with Celeriac is that as it is such a big vegetable it is unlikely that you will use it all at once and once cut the surface will quickly go brown. Pouring lemon juice over the cut surface helps to prevent browning as does wrapping it in plastic film and storing it in the fridge.
Chilli Peppers and Sweet Peppers - Capsicums

Sweet Peppers are very closely related to Chilli Peppers and grown in exactly the same way. Both can be grown in either pots or grow-bags on the patio, or better still in a greenhouse/conservatory, so that they can have protection from the worst of the weather as they are rather tender. Both also need constant moist conditions, so don't place pots in the sun where they will dry quickly. If you really want to grow Peppers outside in the ground, you will have the best results under large cloches where they will get more warmth and shelter from cold winds and have higher humidity, on the other hand some people seem to do quite well simply growing one or two plants in pots on the kitchen windowsill. 

Sweet Peppers are the size of an apple and can be red, yellow or green, with a very mild flavour, whereas Chilli Peppers tend to be more the size of a pea pod or baby tomato and usually have a fiery bite. Peppers should be picked as soon as they develop to encourage more to grow, however leaving them on the plant will make Sweet Peppers sweeter and Chilli Peppers hotter. 

Chilli enthusiasts often vie with each other to see who can grow the hottest peppers with varieties often graded as to their fieriness with a rating on the Scoville Heat Units scale, which is the number of times a chilli extract must be diluted in sugar syrup for it to lose its heat. Some peppers are rated at a few thousand units and others claim to be rated at up to a million units according to the Guinness Book Of Records. It is best to handle this type of Chilli wearing plastic gloves as merely touching the fiery, raw pepper, will spread the effects to anything you touch afterwards, especially your eyes! Not only are Chillies an irritant, but one or two people have actually been known to die from toxic shock brought on by friends challenging each other to chilli eating competitions. 

One interesting little point is that the fiery Cayenne Pepper is made from ground Chillies, whereas the traditional Chilli pepper powder was not.

Coffee

One large garden centre chain has sold coffee plant seedlings to the general public. As a novelty they might be great fun, but in terms of actually producing anything worthwhile, they are useless. The biggest problem facing anyone trying to grow coffee plants in the U.K. is the fact that they need a very high Winter temperature of some 60 degrees Fahrenheit. The commercial varieties of Arabica and Liberica can grow up to 30 feet and are therefore totally unsuitable for growing in a domestic heated greenhouse or sunlounge. However, there is a smaller ornamental variety (Bengalensis) that only grows to some 6 feet or so and also has larger, more showy flowers. 

Coffee trees are evergreen with large glossy leaves that are not unlike those of Laurel and have very beautiful, but short lived, fragrant white flowers followed by small berries. When the berries are ripe they are similar in appearance to red cherries and inside each berry are two precious coffee beans that fit together like two halves of a peanut.  The blue/green beans are surrounded by a yellowish jelly like substance. 

Trees will not fruit for at least three years after planting and are best left longer, but will then continue for some 50/60 years. A mature tree yields up to 10lbs of "cherries" a season and as it takes 5lb of cherries to make 1lb of coffee beans, only about 1 1/2 to 2 lbs green beans can be harvested from each tree. Consequently coffee plantations tend to be very large to make them commercially profitable. Coffee plants need a high humidity, high all year round temperature and give the best flavoured beans if they are grown at the high altitudes found in the tropics. The most commercially grown type is the taller Arabica variety that is normally lopped at 15 feet for easier harvesting. Plants can be raised from seed, but are often grown commercially "in the field" by bending branches down into the ground to root. 

The first coffee plant is said to have come from Abyssinia or Ethiopia as it has been called in more recent years. It was very popular throughout the Middle east before spreading into Europe in the 16th centuries. Of course it was not until the first coffee houses of London started in 1652 that England caught on to the habit and America followed soon after.

Courgettes, Marrows, Squash and Pumpkins - Cucurbita Pepo.

  

In the UK many people don't consider eating Pumpkins and simply know them from their popularity at Halloween time, but of course in other countries they are a popular vegetable and we have all heard of the American "Pumpkin Pie." Like the generally smaller Squashes, they do cook down, but do represent a good vegetable yield for the plants grown and the space they require, because the individual fruits are so big and solid. Admittedly, the centre of Pumpkins is full of seeds, but the health conscious can wash and roast these, which can then be served in many ways. Pumpkin seeds are quite expensive to buy in Health food shops. Courgettes have thinner skins and are generally much smaller than Marrows, but otherwise they are virtually the same. Although relatively small compared to the rest of the family, Courgettes still represent a good value crop to grow as they are fairly expensive to buy in the shops. 

All 4 of these vegetables are very closely related and have many growing requirements in common. Firstly their seeds are flat and as with all flat seeds, including things like Cucumbers, they are best sown on their sides for better germination. Some varieties are more tender than others, so it is best to propagate them inside until they are a little bigger and stronger, before planting out in the garden. 

This whole family of vegetables require a rich soil and good steady watering to produce uniform crops, however they are all susceptible to grey mould and powdery mildew brought on by poor ventilation in damp conditions. Slugs also have quite a taste for both the foliage and the crop. 

None of the family produce large quantities of flowers, so it is a good idea to hand pollinate if there aren't many insects about to ensure that some fruits develop. To do this you will need to remove the male flowers and brush the pollen into the female flowers by removing the petals from the male flower and gently rotating the remaining head with stamens against the anthers in the female. After the female flowers have pollinated and the embryo fruit have started swelling, you may have to remove any excess flowers, especially with the larger Pumpkins, to ensure good size fruits. Do remember to use a sharp knife for harvesting as a ragged break can get infected and harm the plant.

Fennel and Florence Fennel.

The Fennel that most people will be familiar with is the feathery perennial herb that grows 5 feet tall, but there is another type of Fennel called Florence Fennel. (See further down page) 

Fennel plants are easy to grow, but will become unkempt and woody if not repeatedly cut to encourage new growth. As with most plants  they will produce seed and these can be used as well in the kitchen. Fennel can be chopped and used in food preparation in many ways where it's Aniseed flavour might be appreciated although the flavour is not to everyone's taste.  

Florence Fennel, or Finocchio, has highly decorative tops and the same Aniseed flavour, but, with this plant, it is the bulbous base that is usually eaten, although the tops can be used in the same way as ordinary Fennel. This is not an easy vegetable to grow as it needs warmth, plenty of water and runs to seed very easily. As with growing Potatoes, Florence Fennel needs "Earthing up" to produce a nice crisp white bulbous base.  Florence Fennel is very much a vegetable in the way it can be used instead of merely a flavouring as with ordinary Fennel. It can be sliced or grated and eaten raw in salads, or it can be boiled. 

Finocchio can be harvested in the late Summer when it should be the size of a flattened tennis ball. Although, not one of the easiest vegetables to grow, it is well worthwhile if you like the taste, because although seen on sale in many greengrocers, it is usually very expensive with single "Bulbs" often costing the best part of one pound each.
Garlic - Allium Sativum

The French have always claimed that Garlic had medicinal qualities, but as with many old fashioned remedies British medicine traditionally scorned the idea a little and put it down as another "old wives tale." The world of fiction went further and has always said that Garlic had other qualities as it was good, or rather bad for vampires, declaring that it was one way of keeping them away. Now however, modern medicine has accepted that some of its reputed medicinal qualities have a basis in truth. 

A member of the onion family Garlic is easy to grow, but the bulbs should be split into individual cloves before planting and should be planted more deeply than onions. Mature heads should be harvested in the  late Summer and not allowed to run to seed. Of course Garlic is used as a flavouring and not a vegetable like an onion. It is the oils, that are best released when the Garlic is crushed, (not chopped) that give it it's strong flavour. If you like it's pungent flavour, that can only be described as an acquired taste, it is well worth growing some Garlic, because it is quite expensive to buy in the U.K. and relatively easy to grow. 

Full heads of Garlic or bulbs, can readily be bought from almost any greengrocers, but it is best to buy them in packets as you would Onion sets from a GC. Not all Garden Centres sell Garlic heads, but they are becoming more popular and available and you will have guaranteed quality. Also you will be sure that the bulbs will be suitable for growing in the UK, unlike bulbs bought in a greengrocers that are meant for eating and have possibly been grown in a warmer climate. 

Ginger - Zingiber Officinale

Ginger was an important spice traded over 2,000 years ago with records showing that the Romans valued it highly, but not so much as a foodstuff, but for its medicinal qualities. 

Although it was grown so long ago in India, it does not occur naturally in the wild anywhere, so its true origins are unknown. Ginger is still a very important crop for India to this day and records show that in 2003 India grew over a quarter of a million tons.
Throughout more recent history Ginger continued to be traded and grown widely, with Arab spice dealers carrying the rhizomes to East Africa and making plantations in coastal settlements during the 13th and 14th centuries. Spices were often more valuable than gold and Ginger was in such demand in England at that time that one pound in weight of ginger was equivalent to the cost of a sheep. Ginger was used in all kinds of preparations then in the UK, but more recently its main use has been in baked goods such as gingerbread. Of course another popular use for Ginger in England, is in making a non-alcoholic soft drink called Ginger beer.
Ginger plants grow to only about 1 m tall with flowers about 1/3 of that height. Although Ginger plants produce a red fruit after flowering, it is of course, the knobbly tuberous Rhizome that is harvested. Being a true plant of the Tropics Ginger needs a very high steady temperature for up to nine months to produce a harvestable crop, but having said that it is possible to grow a small quantity in a greenhouse in the UK.
You are unlikely to see your local garden centre offering young plants for sale along with other vegetables and herbs, but you will see fresh Ginger in many greengrocers. Choose the freshest pieces you can find and they may even have viable buds showing already. Simply cut off some of the “Fingers” and push them into a pot off good compost on their ends with the buds uppermost. Ginger does not suffer from many natural problems if grown in the UK, but Red Spider Mite is one that can of course easily be prevented by regular misting. As the days shorten and light levels fall in the Autumn reduce watering and let the pots dry out before harvesting the rhizomes.

Globe and Jerusulem Artichokes

Globe (Cynara Scolymus) and Jerusalem Artichokes (Helianthus Tuberosus) are not really in the same family of plants at all, although many people get confused by their names. Globe Artichoke are very much a gourmet dining delicacy and fantasy dish for the well to do, served in only the most expensive restaurants. The edible part of the plant is the "head" and the plant looks like a Thistle growing, but the heads should be harvested before the flower opens.

Globe Artichokes grow to about  4 feet tall and with their large quite decorative silver leaves are a spectacular plant for the vegetable patch that would look more at home in a large flower border. 

Not only are the "Heads" very time consuming and awkward to eat, but the plants are very fussy in their growing requirements with only a short life span, of a few years as well. This means that new offsets or suckers, have to be taken and planted, each year, to ensure a continuous crop. Globe Artichokes need good drainage and soil, but also need regular watering, especially if the weather is a little dry. In the Autumn the old plants have to be cut down and the crown protected from any frost by covering with leaves/straw. Also the plants will not crop in the first year.

Jerusalem Artichokes on the other hand are very tough and can be used to break up the soil in un-cultivated land in much the same way as potatoes. Unlike Globe Artichokes it is the tubers that are eaten of Jerusalem Artichokes and they can be cooked like potatoes, by mashing, creaming, roasting, boiling, chipping, etc. The roots are very knobbly and misshapen making them difficult to peel, so this is best done after boiling when the skins will fall off with a gentle rub. Jerusalem Artichokes have an unusual taste that not every one likes, but they are good for the diet conscious because they are less fattening than potatoes.

If you intend to grow them you could buy some tubers sold as vegetables in the greengrocers, but it is better to get a healthy named variety, from a garden centre where they are slowly becoming more popular. Plant them as if they were potatoes and remove all the flower buds as they develop to prevent them from flowering. When their top foliage wilts, at the end of the season, dig the tubers up like potatoes. Be careful to remove all the tubers as any left will in will grow the next season and become a menace. The foliage of Jerusalem Artichokes will grow to 4 or 5 feet for the smaller varieties and a lot more for others. Although they are very easy to grow they can be susceptible to slug damage especially in wet spells.

Hamburg Parsley

Hamburg Parsley is really a root vegetables and not grown for it's leaves as it's name suggests, although it its leaves can be used in the same way as ordinary Parsley, hence the name. In fact it looks very similar to and grows very much like a Parsnip, but it is said to be better flavoured. The great benefit of growing this vegetable and indeed most other root vegetables, is that they can easily be kept, in fact if you want to, you can actually leave Hamburg Parsley in the ground all over Winter and only get them up when you need them to eat. Alternatively you can of course harvest Hamburg Parsley from November onwards. 

It is traditional to peel root vegetables, even though current thinking says that much of the goodness is in the skins and this is one vegetable that is best with its roots simply scrubbed before cooking. If you do cut or dice Hamburg Parsley the cut surfaces will quickly go brown in the air, so should be boiled/cooked straight away. Lemon juice will help prevent this from happening, as it will with other vegetables and can enhance the flavour a little. Root vegetables used to nearly always be boiled and then sometimes mashed, with butter and chopped leaves of something  like mint, to give them a little taste. More and more are now often served roasted, as better, tastier varieties are being cultivated. Parsnips though, are one of the few vegetables that have nearly always been served roasted or fried as chips and Hamburg Parsley should be treated likewise.

Horseradish

Roast beef has long been classed as a typical representational dish of English food and of course the normal accompaniment for this is Horseradish sauce, but who grows the Horseradish? Horseradish does of course grow wild in the hedgerows and undoubtedly some health fanatics do harvest it, but it is not something that you will ever see on sale at your local garden centre and yet large quantities must be grown commercially to satisfy the supermarkets demand for Horseradish sauce. 

If you acquire a root and do decide to try planting it at home then the golden rule must be the same as for planting Mint and that is to grow it in a large container to control it. If left to grow unchecked in a garden Horseradish will grow rampantly and spread like wildfire becoming a real menace that may not be so easy to remove at a later date. Books advise that if Horseradish is to be planted in the garden it can be controlled by lifting the roots at the end of each season to harvest the crop and the smaller offsets can then be stored, (but do not allow them to dry out,) until they are re-planted the following spring, but of course any small bits of root left in over winter are likely to grow and sprout as new plants. 

It is not the leaves that are used to make Horseradish sauce, but the roots, and after they have been harvested and thoroughly cleaned, they should be finely grated, perhaps with a fairly course cut on a blender. Then the resulting pulp should be mixed with vinegar and milk to make Horseradish sauce or with whipping cream, salt and vinegar, to make Horseradish cream. These two condiments of course go very well with beef, but also with ham and fish, or can be used in making steak tartare.

Kale - Brassica Oleracea

Kale has always had a reputation of being a cheap unappetising vegetable and long been thought of as fit only for a cattle fodder plant mainly because if it is left too long before harvesting it can be very bitter. However, if only the very young growth is picked it can be quite tasty and with it's late planting time in June/July, as compared to most vegetables, it can give a very useful harvest when there are few similar green vegetables about. Depending what other vegetables you grow it can even be planted as a second crop, after an early harvest of something else like garden peas, for Winter and early Spring. 

The best way to encourage new shoots to grow from November onwards is to start cutting and discarding old or yellowing leaves. New growth will follow and be ideal to cut between February and May. 

Kale has another great advantage over some vegetables and that is it is very hardy and tough and will grow quite happily in poor soil. There are however, a couple of problems that face anybody who chooses to grow Kale. Firstly, as a member of the Cabbage family it is susceptible to club root and secondly, pigeons are rather partial to it.

Kohl Rabi

Kohl Rabi has rather different growing requirements to the more popular Turnip which have always meant that in the past it was always more popular in certain parts of Europe than here in the U.K. For one thing the plants need warmer weather than we normally get and they will also happily grow in the shallower soils, common in Southern parts of Europe, where true root vegetables wouldn’t grow. Another useful point about this plant is that it quickly matures from seed and can be ready to harvest in a couple of months. 

Kohl Rabi is not really a root vegetable although it does look like that, but the edible part of the plant is in fact the swollen base the same as with Florence Fennel and Celeriac. Like most vegetables, the mature plants needs to be harvested and eaten before they get too big and tough. Do not let then get bigger than a tennis ball and do not try and store them as they don’t keep. 

Kohl Rabi is very much an undiscovered vegetable here in the U.K. although it is quite versatile in the kitchen. If it is grated and eaten raw with salads, it has a nutty Celery taste and if it is cooked like a more traditional vegetable it has a taste said to be somewhere between a turnip and a cabbage. The leaves should not be discarded if they are kept fresh when the plants are harvested, because they can be boiled and eaten like Spinach. 

Lemon Balm - Melissa Officinalis

  

Lemon balm -Melissa Officinalis is actually a member of the mint family. Originally coming from Europe, it is now grown all over the world. Growing some 2 feet or more in height, it is grown for use as a culinary herb and also commercially as a crop for use in the medicine and cosmetics industry.
Spring and summer, brings small, light yellow flowers among the deeply wrinkled, dark green, to yellowish green, leaves. When rubbed the leaves, smell tart and sweet, like a lemon.
Lemon Balm has been used in therapeutic practices since before the Middle Ages when it was used to relax people suffering from stress or anxiety and to promote sleep. This calming herb is also said to improve the appetite, ease indigestion including flatulence and bloating. Often steeped in wine, lemon balm was used to lift the spirits, help heal wounds, and treat venomous insect bites and stings. Nowadays, lemon balm is often combined with other herbs to increase it’s effects.
Lemon balm can be dried and used as a herbal tea, but it is also available in various shops in capsules, extracts, or tinctures and as an oil that may be used in aromatherapy.

Modern medicine has not really explored and tested all the possible uses for this versatile herb, but it is thought that it may have far reaching benefits in many fields, such as in the treatment of Alzheimer's, hyperactivity, hyperthyroidism, calming muscle spasms, and killing bacteria as well as having anti-HIV and anti oxidant properties.
No harmful side effects have ever been noted from the use of Lemon Balm, but as with many things it’s use is not to be recommended by pregnant women.

Licorice or Liquorice

Liquorice is actually a perennial deciduous herb and is a Legume like beans and peas. A native to southern Europe and Asia, the name liquorice comes from a corruption of its Latin name "Glycyrrhiza Glabra" which means "Sweet Root." Common or "Spanish" liquorice is grown in many parts of the World including some of the states in America such as California and Louisiana.

Liquorice was known to all the ancient civilisations going back thousands of years with its roots harvested by the early Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Chinese and Indians. Traditionally it has been used in medicines to hide any taste they might have, especially in lozenges and syrups, but it does have some medicinal properties of its own and is often used  in the treatment of peptic ulcers. However, too much Liquorice in the extreme can be toxic and it can also cause water retention.
Liquorice was always a much needed product that had to be imported to England, so in the 16th Century crops were planted in the Pontefract district of Yorkshire where it became an essential part of the local economy. So important was the crop that the finished Liquorice product came to be called "Pomfret Cakes," or "Pontefract Cakes," after the area that produced it. 
However, cultivation has progressively declined in England and much Liquorice now has to be imported to Britain. The plant is still grown in some areas and in an occasional garden, but it is one of those plants that is not straightforward for the home gardener to harvest its full potential as some effort is needed to obtain Liquorice from the plant.
Liquorice grows by creeping rhizomes that spread horizontally and roots that go several feet almost straight down.  The top growth is some 2-3 feet tall and has blue flowers that produce flat reddish brown seed pods, but it is the roots that are harvested, in lengths of 3 feet or so long, when they are about one centimetre thick. Roots of the Liquorice are soft, flexible, fibrous, and bright yellow inside and it is from these roots, as well as the rhizomes, that the all important juice is obtained. To extract the juice, the roots are boiled, crushed, ground and after cooling the juice sets into a thick paste, that hardens as it cools, which can be moulded and extruded into the familiar shapes used in various confectionary products. The sweet taste of Liquorice is due to "Glycyrrhizin" that yields "Glucuronic acid" which is in fact many times sweeter than normal sugar. It is this incredible sweetness that makes it so useful as a flavouring in sweets and other food products.

Sometimes health food shops in the UK sell dried Liquorice roots that look like a long thin brown cigarette and indeed they have been used in the past as a cigarette replacement for people to chew on to help them give up smoking.

Although Liquorice is a perennial and will thrive in the colder temperatures of Northern England, frost will kill its top growth every winter like many other Herbaceous plants. There is however, a fully hardy Chinese variety that will even grow in Siberia as well, called "Uralensis."

As with many young plants newly set licorice will need watering, but after it has become established it is partially drought tolerant, hence its popularity in Southern Europe. One big drawback for the amateur gardener is that it should not be harvested until after its third year.

 

Marjoram - Origanum Vulgare.

The Latin name, Origanum, comes from the Greek word "Oros" for mountain and "Ganos" for joy or splendid, because of the plants natural habitat of the Mediterranean mountain sides and its attractive appearance and scent. As the name "Origanum" suggests Marjoram is almost the same plant as the plant commonly known in warmer parts of Europe as "Oregano." Marjoram is simply the British version which grows in lime-rich soils in England and Wales, but rarely further north. 

The British Marjoram, is readily available to buy as small potted plants in many garden centres along with more popular herbs. It is easy to grow as long as it is not allowed to get water logged and is planted in a moist, but free draining spot such as on a rockery.  

Oregano is grown commercially in many countries, but the majority of annual production is taken from the wild in the Mediterranean region. Although used widely in cooking, the Oregano family of plants do have some important medicinal qualities and Marjoram especially is used in herbal tea mixtures.  
Recent scientific research has gone even further and found that tiny quantities of "Carvacrol," which is a naturally occurring compound in Oregano, is a more effective antibacterial agent than many existing drugs it was compared with and even compares favourably with streptomycin and penicillin. It can sterilise septic water, and treat fungal infections. Furthermore, in the right preparation as an oil based product, it is so stable, it could be added to washing agents to kill bacterial colonies such as MRSA on dirty laundry, in hospitals and could even be added to washing powders for ordinary domestic washing.

Mushrooms

Many of us buy mushrooms from our local greengrocers, but few spare a thought as to where they come from. As with many other vegetables they need specific conditions to be grown successfully, so farms are often dedicated to growing them as a sole crop. Some mushroom farms have been in operation for generations in the UK, but many are now struggling to compete with opposition from European imports from the Dutch, and especially Poles. Many mushroom farms in the UK are even being forced out of business, because of rising costs and the lower prices being paid by the large supermarket chains. Consequently, for those of us that want to continue eating fresh mushrooms that have not been imported, they may like to consider growing their own. There are many enthusiasts who traipse through damp woodlands in search of fresh wild mushrooms, but this is not to be recommended to the uninitiated due to the possibility of accidentally picking poisonous varieties, although, high class restaurants will pay good money for their supposedly superior flavours. Nor of course, is it very practical as there would not be enough to supply millions of us 

Growing mushrooms at home may sound far fetched, but given a little enthusiasm it is not all that difficult and bearing in mind that mushrooms are relatively expensive to buy, it can be a worthwhile exercise. These days you can order packets of mushroom spores, very much as you would speciality seeds, from mail order companies, or of course over the internet. Growing them is fairly straightforward as long as you follow the instructions that come with the packets, however you will need to mix your own mushroom growing compost. 

Don't be tempted into buying "Mushroom Compost" as sold in you local garden centre, because the chances are that it will be "Spent" mushroom compost. That is waste compost that has already been used to grow mushrooms in and had most of the required goodness already taken out by a crop of mushrooms grown at a mushroom farm. It will be fine to improve your garden soil, but of little use for growing mushrooms. What you may find at your local garden centre is mushroom growing kits. When my parents used to have their garden centre over 15 years ago they regularly sold mushroom kits that contained all things necessary to grow a fair crop of mushrooms at your home.

Nasturtiums Watercress

Most people don't realise that Water Cress is actually a member of the Nasturtium family and therefore closely related to the trailing garden plant (Nasturtium) that has colourful flowers followed by white berries. Water Cress (Nasturtium Officienale Aquaticum) is a European aquatic marsh plant that can easily become a weed when introduced to a natural water course as has happened in North America.  It is rarely grown by gardeners in this country any more, because it is said that it should have clean running water, but really this is only necessary from a health point of view. In times gone by, water cress was grown by the gardeners of large country houses in the patches of waste land, where the sewage from the houses was tipped, as it liked the wet conditions and benefited from all the extra nutrients in the sewage. 
The leaves of watercress may not look particularly nutritious, but they are rich in vitamins and minerals and have some medicinal qualities as they are said to alleviate severe headaches.
Most people in the U.K. simply treat Watercress as another type of Lettuce leaf and mix it in with their salads, but other cultures use it more in cooked dishes such as is done in Asia. 
Water Cress soup can sometimes be seen on menus in restaurants and for something rather different watercress can be sautéed in butter. Perhaps the most popular way of using watercress in the U.K. is to chop it and mix it into mashed potatoes and sauces for a bit of added flavour and colour.
The ornamental variety of Nasturtium is often seen on sale in Garden Centres for bedding displays as it is a colourful trailing plant ideal for tumbling over rocks. As a child I often ate some of the white, peppery berries, that the plants in our garden produced, but it is not to be recommended, because nature usually makes things that are bad for us, taste unpleasant, often giving us a burning sensation in our mouths to discourage us from eating them. 

 

Okra

Okra goes under several names including Lady’s Fingers, (due to its long, thin, delicate, pods) Gumbo, (from its uses in Southern America states of the U.S.A.) and the proper Latin name of Hibiscus Esculentus.
As an Hibiscus it can be a perennial in the right conditions and has attractive yellow flowers with a red eye. Okra originated in Africa/Asia and was transported to America a couple of hundred years or more ago along with the slaves when they were traded as it was one of their favourite food plants.
Being a plant from warmer climates Okra needs a long hot summer to be grown successfully and is best grown indoors under glass in the U.K. Having said that is is eaten on 5 continents around the world and is a part of the staple diet of the population in some and a rarity in others.
Plants grow up to 6 feet tall and both the flower buds and the starchy pods are eaten. Pods should be 2-4 inches long, free from blemishes, bright green and snap cleanly when they are ready to be picked.

Okra can be eaten as a vegetable by boiling for 8 minutes, draining dry and then frying until tender, but it is more commonly used as an additive, or flavouring, in soups, stews and curries. The famous Chicken Gumbo of Southern USA is a stew of Chicken, Ham, Tomatoes, Onions, Cayenne Pepper and Okra. 

 

Pak Choi - Brassica Chinensis

Pak Choi is just one of a family of vegetables commonly called "Oriental Greens." There are many different varieties and as they are all related to Cabbages, they are susceptible to the normal pests of that family, such as caterpillars, cabbage root fly, cabbage flea beetle, etc. Having said that they are also closely related to members of the Mustard Family and as such their leaves have a slight taste of mustard that adds another dimension to their uses. As a member of the Cabbage family Pak Choi are shallow rooted and so need regular watering in dry weather, but unlike their relatives, the Cabbage, they are bolt resistant. 

For seeds to germinate the soil needs to have warmed up, so it is best not to sow them outside too early in the season. Young plants develop quickly in the right conditions and come to harvestable size in only a few weeks. This means that Pak Choi can be used as a late crop after the harvesting of another earlier vegetable. 

Plants can be cut when mature or they can be used as a "Cut and come again" crop by removing only a portion of the leaves or even leaving the cut stem in the ground to re-shoot. Pak Choi can be eaten like cabbage by cooking fresh, but in Asia leaves are dipped in boiling water and then dried in the sun to preserve them so that they can be stored for Winter use. 

 

Radish - Mooli (Japanese Varieties).

When people think of Radishes they think of the small, red and white, roundish vegetable, grown in the Summer, often as a "Catch" crop between other vegetables such as tomatoes, for use in salads. However, there are two other main types of Radish that most people don't even know about in the UK. 

Firstly, there are Mooli radishes which are Japanese varieties that usually grow far longer than those normally grown in the UK (up to 12 inches or more) and as such need deeper, stone free soil, to allow the roots to develop. Like most of the varieties of radish more commonly grown, they are harvested throughout the Summer months, but unlike most Summer salad varieties, Mooli Radishes are suitable for cooking. They can be used raw in salads, but they can also be sliced into strips and used in stir fries, or simply cubed and boiled in salt water for a few minutes. 

Secondly there are Winter varieties of Radish, such as the various Spanish types, that can grow up to a foot or more and weigh several pounds. They are generally much stronger flavoured and courser in their texture than the Summer varieties and as such are better cooked than eaten raw, although one or two varieties are a little milder and make a nice addition to a rare Winter salad.
Salsify - (Tragopogon Porrifolius) and Scorzonera - (Scorzonera Hispanica)

These vegetables have been around for centuries, but are rarely grown in the UK. Salsify and Scorzonera both look a little like a long thin Parsnip, (up to a foot or more in length) but Scorzonera has a black skin and both are said to have a superior flavour to parsnips. Salisfy has the common name of the “Oyster Plant,” because it is said to have a taste reminiscent of oysters. 

As with nearly all  root vegetables they both need good, deep, stone free soil that has NOT recently been manured. The seed of both plants should be sown directly in the site where they are to be grown and you should not try to transplant young seedlings even when thinning. If plants are disturbed their roots will split and fork the same as other roots like carrots will. Both Scorzonera and Salsify have few pests, but they do need regular watering to produce decent roots to harvest.  Salsify and Scorzonera can both be harvested in late Autumn and stored like Carrots, but unlike most vegetables they can actually be left in the ground all over winter and dug up at any time as required until the Spring when they would start shooting again if left. 

Uses in the kitchen are really the same as most other root vegetables as they can be added to stews, baked or boiled and pureed.

Soya Beans

The Government has been encouraging the general population to eat more vegetables with its five a day slogan and for most people that means eating more, traditional “Greens” and fruit. Some people though, have opted to eat more beans in their diet such as baked beans which have always been a firm favourite with youngsters and have often had their virtues extolled, but Soya Beans have always been thought of as a thing that only Vegetarians eat. Added to the fact that we have always had to import any Soya products that we eat, they have not gained much favour.

Gardeners have tried growing Soya Beans at home, but in the past they were always considered to be a little too delicate to grow outdoors in the UK and could only be grown in greenhouses to reliably produce a crop, however, there are several new cultivars appearing on the market such as ‘Ustie’ and ‘Black Jet’ that are much hardier than older, traditional strains and more suitable for our climate.

Soya Beans have few pests and problems and as the flowers are self-pollinating a good crop is easy to produce. Young plants are of course tender, so seed should be sown in pots indoors in early Spring to give them a good start and then the seedlings transplanted outside after the frosts have finished, or otherwise, seed can be sown directly outside in the growing beds in a sunny position after the ground has warmed up and all risks of frosts is over.

The four foot high plants do need to be kept moist at all times, especially in warm spells, so mulching is advantageous to retain the moisture in the ground. As with many crops Autumn is harvesting time and the plants will drop their leaves when the beans are ready to be picked. One thing to remember is that Soya beans must be cooked before they are actually edible and can be digested, so they should not be eaten raw.

Stevia Rebaudiana

The tender subtropical perennial called Stevia Rebaudiana is a native of South America and likes to grow in acid soils at the edge of marshes or streams. Having said that it does not like it’s feet standing in water, so it is best grown in raised beds that can be mulched to retain water and where irrigation can be controlled easily.
Unfortunately being a sub tropical plant, a drop in temperature that only approaches freezing, is likely to kill it, so it may be best to treat plants as Annuals. Alternatively plants can be grown in tubs/troughs so that they can be brought in for Winter. The main problem with growing Stevia in tubs is the difficulty in keeping them moist enough, but it will help to keep them out of strong sun and away from a hot wall that will reflective the heat.
There are several varieties of Stevia, but only one sweet one and seeds are rarely available, so you may have to buy young plants from a specialist grower or even mail order. Plants are brittle and dry out quickly so keep them moist at all times and it may be advisable to plant them under a small cloche or large upturned plastic pop bottle to keep the air round them humid until they settle in. Even then it may be a good idea to install a trickle irrigation pipe for constant watering.

Brittle stems mean that Stevia plants should not only be planted out of direct sun, but also in a spot free from any winds. Constant pinching out of the tips when plants are small will encourage them to be more bushy and a little sturdier. If these tips are big enough it is a good idea to root a few as Stevia cuttings root fairly easily. Indeed cuttings can be taken from over wintered plants in early Spring as new growth appears, before they are put outside, so that old plants can be replaced in much the same way as you might take Chrysanthemum cuttings.
Generally unpopular with insects, plants have few pest problems, but the high moisture levels that need to be maintained can cause various fungal problems if preventative steps are not taken.
Leaves can be picked from plants and used at the rate of one per pot of tea as a sweetener, or they can be dried. The compound in the leaves called Stevioside, is a powerful natural sweetener that is far stronger than sugar, but virtually calorie free. The abundance of this compound is greatest just before the plants come into flower in late Summer. Properly dried the leaves will stay green, crumbly and useable in sealed jars for many years. Dried leaves can be powdered and used as a sweetener in many ways in food preparation.

Sweet Corn - Zea Mays

Sweet Corn is actually a member of the grass family, but unlike most grasses produces relatively large, edible seed kernels The original varieties came from sub-tropical areas, but many new strains have been developed that are more suitable for growing in the UK. One requirement that sweet corn has, is, it must be grown in full sun and with global warming this should no longer be a problem, however the more turbulent weather that we now seem to get, does mean that shelter may have to be given from strong winds. 

To get a good start on the season the seeds should be sown indoors, or in a heated greenhouse around mid-April time and it is best sown in peat pots, rather than plastic pots. This is so that the young plants can be planted into their final positions without tipping them out of their pots as they do not like their roots being disturbed. Then, when planting out, it is best to plant under a cloche, or even in a poly-tunnel if you have one. This will not only give the plants a favourable mini-climate, but also protect them from rocking in the wind due to their tall, slender growth. Sweet corn should be planted in a well dug growing bed as it sends down deep roots.  

Although sweet corn likes full sun it should also be well watered and as sweet corn are remarkably free from pests and diseases, a successful crop can be expected in 12 weeks with 1 or two sweet corn cobs per plant. Male and female flowers are produced separately on each plant and as they are wind pollinated planting should be done in blocks to ensure good pollination. 

Maturing sweet corn should be fed at fortnightly intervals with fertilisers designed for tomatoes and the cobs will grow inside a coarse papery sheath that has long silky threads which turn brown and start to shrivel as the cob ripens. Careful opening of the top of the sheath and gentle pressure applied with a thumb nail will reveal if the cob is ripe. 

Sweet Potatoes

There is often confusion between Sweet Potatoes and Yams amongst English people as they are thought of as being the same, but they need very different growing conditions. As a vegetable they are becoming more popular, but it is the Sweet Potato that is more suitable for growing outdoors in the English climate. The growing season is shorter than for Yams and they need a slightly lower temperature for the plants to develop, although, of course, both would be better grown in a polythene tunnel or greenhouse. 

It is possible to grow Sweet Potatoes from shop-bought tubers, but very often they have been treated to stop them from sprouting. To get them to sprout they need to be scrubbed and washed before being placed in trays on moist sand in a warm propagator. Shoots will appear which can be cut off at 2-3 inches in length and then these are rooted to create the young plants for growing on. Alternately you can buy un-rooted cuttings or slips from a mail order company to root. 

Because Sweet Potatoes are not really hardy enough hardy to grow as a normal crop in the UK, you must wait until the temperature is well up in June and then they will only grow successfully in the milder parts. They are best planted in ridges and are fussy about the soil quality which needs to be fertile, light and sandy. Ideally they should be treated as a greenhouse crop and grown in tubs or grow bags. 
With plenty of water and regular feeding every other week you can expect them to be ready to harvest in four to five months. As Autumn approaches the leaves will yellow and die back and then the tubers can be lifted.

Tea

Tea leaves are of course used to make one of the UK's favourite drinks, but until fairly recently there was no possibility of drinking tea made from plants grown in England. Tea actually comes from a Camellia plant called Camellia Sinensis and as we all know Camellias do grow in this country (Camellia Japonica). 

As far back as the Second World War Churchill considered trying to grow tea to help the war effort, but the idea was rejected as it takes several years for young plants to reach a suitable size for picking. However, Tea is now being grown commercially on the Tregothnan Estate in Cornwall where the climate is particularly suitable.  

As long ago as two hundred years, tea had been grown in a very small way on the estate, but in 1996, Jonathon Jones, a gardener at Tregothnan, realised that the climate in Cornwall was very similar to Darjeeling as it had lots of rain and a narrow range of temperatures. In 1999 a 20 acre valley was planted and after six years the first commercial crop of 50 kilos was picked in 2005. Tea plants are attacked by a number of pests and diseases in warmer climates, but Cornwall does not have most of them, however it does have plenty of hungry, rabbits, deer and pheasants who appear to love the tender new tea leaf buds! 

The Cornish project is undoubtedly a long term one and with a useful production life of 25 - 50 years for tea plants, they have many years harvesting ahead of them and will gain much useful knowledge that may encourage others to try growing tea plants in England as our climate changes and perhaps becomes more suitable. 

If left to its own devices evergreen tea plants will grow into a 15 to 30 feet high bush/tree, but to enable the expected harvest, of 1/4 lb of tea leaves per plant to be easily collected, they are usually pruned to keep them down to a height of only 3 - 5 feet. Traditionally grown in a damp climate that is frost free around the Tropics, tea is now also being grown commercially all round the World in countries like Argentina, to parts of Africa and even as far North as parts of the former U.S.S.R.

Tobacco - Nicotiana Tobacum

Surprisingly, tobacco is closely related to Tomatoes and Potatoes as they are all members of the Solanaceae family. Of course tobacco isn't a vegetable, but in olden days the leaves were processed to make chewing tobacco as an early alternative to smoking it in the form of cigarettes or cigars.

From a health point of view it is not the Nicotine in tobacco that is the real problem, (although it is said to be addictive) it is smoking it and the damage this does to the lungs in one way or another. If this is true, then those that crave their nicotine buzz might consider growing their own and going back to chewing it. What the various government departments would say about growing your own tobacco I don't know, but it is wholly practical because there are family tales about how my Grandfather used to grow all his own tobacco here in the U.K. both before the Second World War and for years afterwards. 

Cultivation is very straightforward from seed and really just the same as for tomatoes. However, you will certainly have difficulty obtaining seeds of Nicotiana Tobacum and do not be confused by the closely related Nicotiana that is grown as a bedding plant. Seeds need to be raised indoors, as do the plants, or young plants can be transplanted outside in a sheltered, warm position, after all risk of frosts has finished in the Spring. Plants will reach 4 - 6 feet in height and any developing flowers removed as should the side shoots. Leaves can be harvested from August onwards.

Processing the resulting tobacco leaves is no simple affair as they need to be air cured, fermented in kilns and even flavoured with a sauce before being pressed. 

 

Tomatillo - Physalis Ixocarpa

There are over 80 closely related Physalis species. (See also Cape Gooseberry for more information) 

More tender, as regards frost than the Cape Goosberry, the Tomatillo is a leafy, floppy, annual plant that produces yellow or purplish fruits not unlike small tomatoes or cherries, hence its common name of the "Ground Cherry." However, being very tolerant of all soil types and conditions it is sometimes grown as a regular crop by farmers in warmer climates where it can become a weed like nuisance if birds are allowed to spread the seed and it is not controlled. 

Tomatillos have "Hermaphrodite" flowers, that when pollinated by bees, result in the same papery calyx enclosing a developing fruit, as with "Cape Gooseberries." However, there are a couple of differences in the resulting fruit. Tomatillo fruits are very popular in Mexico and often picked when they are fully grown, but not ripe, unlike "Cape Gooseberries." Picked green, the berries will keep for up to a year and being sharper in taste they are best used in cooking things like curries, or as the main component of Salsas as in Mexico. 
When fully ripe the Tomatillo fruits are sweet enough to be used in pies or eaten fresh like any other fruit. There is another difference with Cape Gooseberries though, in that the pulp inside the ripe fruit is sticky. 

Tomatillos are not popular in the USA, but have long been grown in South America with records showing that they were an important crop to both the Aztec and Myanne civilisations. Nowadays, they are principally grown as a food crop in Mexico, but can be found grown as far away as Australia.

Verbena (Lemon) - Aloysia Triphylla - Lippia Citriodora.

Lemon Verbena is not very hardy and must be placed under cover to protect it from the Winter frosts after cutting back in the Autumn to shape up the plant. Needing a warm, well drained and moist spot it should be pruned again in the Spring to remove any dead tips and encourage new growth otherwise the new growth will appear at the top of the old woody stems making it straggly. Being very tender it can be late sprouting new leaves and can be as late as mid-May before producing the tender new growth that is best suited for the kitchen.


The leaves are best finely chopped, as they are quite coarse, before being used in the kitchen as an infusion in, oil, vinegar or water to flavour sauces. In France Lemon Verbena is often used to make lemon flavoured tea called "Tisane de vervain." It is said that drying the leaves can concentrate the flavour.

 
Lemon Verbena does not grow very large so will happily grow in a tub and this will enable the plant to be placed in a cool greenhouse over Winter for protection from the worst of the cold nights. Plants can readily be bought from garden centres, but root fairly easily, from softwood cuttings, or more mature growth later in the season.

Vine Leaves - Grapes.

Growing grapes in the UK is not a new idea and there is more and more interest in growing them, largely due to global warming and our warmer winters, but of course it must not be forgotten that the Romans were probably the first with their large vineyards. Undoubtedly Britain’s climate was milder then, but even so people have grown grape vines in greenhouses for a long time now. However, some commercial growers feel that crops can again be grown successfully outdoors in the South of England and numerous vineyards have been planted, indeed there is one in the Midlands near to where I live in the county of Staffordshire.
Well planted vines can stay productive for up to 40 years, but do need a lot of care and they will not crop quickly after planting as it can be 3 years or more before you will be rewarded with your first proper harvest.
There are many varieties sold in garden centres some of which are more suited for outdoors and some for greenhouse cultivation. One of the most popular indoor grape varieties is Black Hamburgh. Indoor grown grapes are generally sweeter and therefore better for eating than outdoor grown crops in the UK that are more usually used for wine making.
Even if your garden is such that it can grow, but not successfully ripen grapes, the vines are  still useful plants to grow as vine leaves can themselves be treated as a vegetable worth cropping. Since time immemorial vine leaves have been used in the preparation and serving of food, sometimes used as edible "plates" on which the food was served and in the Middle east as an edible food wrap, with dishes called “Dolma,” created by wrapping Vine Leaves round a rice herb and meat mixture.  The leaves are also commonly used in many Greek restaurants in the UK where Cabbage leaves sometimes have to be substituted as fresh vine leaves are not always available.
To cook a "Dolma" prepare the meat/rice mixture and then tightly wrap it in a clean vine leaf. Place in water and simmer for an hour before serving either hot or cold.

 

Winter Savory - Satureja Montana.

Winter Savory or Satureja Montana has many close relatives including Satureja Thymbra which is grown in Spain as a spice. It is a native of Southern Europe and has been known in Great Britain since 1562.

This dwarf, hardy, perennial, shrub, has woody stems that branch profusely and are covered in oblong leaves with purple flowers in June. Surprisingly the plants grow better in poor, stony soil rather than a rich one. Too much moisture makes the plant's growth soft and then it can't stand cold Winters. Winter Savory grows well as a low hedge and the constant cutting will encourage new growth.

As with many perennial herbs, older plants can get too woody with few new leaves produced, so it is best to keep taking cuttings ever few years to enable  older plants to be replaced. 

Plants can't readily be bought here in the UK, but can be grown from seed. If you are lucky enough to find one or two plants, cuttings can be taken with a heel attached, in April or June, that will readily root if they are kept shaded and not allowed to dry out. 

Alternatively older plants can be divided in March or April as long as they are kept moist and replanted in a wet spell in the later part of the Summer. Once the plants are settled in though, don't keep watering them. 

After the leaves have been harvested and dried they can be used as a seasoning in the same way as Summer Savory, or powdered and mixed with grated bread-crumbs, to coat meat and fish dishes to give them quite a spicy flavour. 

Yams


Yams are not unlike Sweet Potatoes in their looks and uses, but grow completely differently and are also propagated differently. The Yam is a vigorous climber and can produce foliage up to 10ft long that will need supporting with canes as you might runner beans. Propagation is from very small tubercles or from small tubers, both of which are best started off early in the season in the warmth, in pots, to extend the growing time. As with Sweet Potatoes they must not be planted outside until all fear of frost has finished and even then need the mildest parts of the UK and a very, long, hot summer to develop successfully. 

Like Sweet Potatoes, Yams need a fertile well-drained soil and prefer full sun as well as being kept well watered and fed regularly. Again like Sweet Potatoes they can be harvested in the Autumn, when the plants have started to die down. 

Generally speaking, plants grown from tubercles will produce smaller harvestable tubers than those grown from actual tubers. Tubercles are like small bulbs, but unlike bulbs they are formed in late summer in the leaf axils of maturing plants. Other flowering plants such as Liliums often do this and if the tubercles are carefully removed, they can  be stored in a cool, frost-free place over the winter and potted, into individual pots in early spring to start into growth, as free young plants for the new growing season.
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