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It is possible to grow loads of food in the Highlands - but
starting up requires resources, access to land is contentious,
and our short (and cold) summer means that growing without
a polytunnel or greenhouse is more difficult than elsewhere.
When I look around me, all I see in the fields are turnips,
potatoes and barley - and sheep and cows - and I think this
adds to the feeling that we're too far north to grow stuff.

'Highlands' covers such a massive area, with utterly different
growing conditions. We're in Fearn, near Tain, on an east-coast
peninsula with little snow, in a garden sheltered by hedges and
trees. Very different from other setups! This guide necessarily
gives advice based on our own experience, derived from
growing in our particular conditions.

Growing veg requires some
thinking and planning. Every year
is different, and what works one
year will not work as well the next.
But there are certain basics that
stand you in good stead year after
year, and that's really what we're
going to talk about here. The kinds
of things that you can build on and
adapt for your own environment
and growing conditions.

GENERAL
THOUGHTS ON
GROWING FOOD
IN THE HIGHLANDS

There is no wrong time to start
growing your own food - and no
right time either. There is always
something to do, and it's
important to think of it as a year-
round process, rather than
something you do frantically in
spring. It's much less
overwhelming if it is an always
thing, rather than a sometimes
thing. For us, it's just part of what
we do day in and day out.



INITIAL THOUGHTS ON
VEG GROWING

INITIAL THOUGHTS

For me, growing my own veg is a way of
life. It's not something I do as a hobby - it's
something that permeates our life. We
grow our veg in no dig beds, with
permaculture principles, and in a
successive way so that there's fresh food
all year round. But it's something that
affects how we live in loads of different
ways: how we eat (veggie, and with 'what's
ready in the garden' as our starting point);
how we shop (to supplement the produce
from the garden); how we spend our time
(we don't see it as a chore, but rather as
something we really enjoy and are
privileged to be able to do); how we
interact with our community (we grow
loads of plants to share, and produce too).

We're privileged to have the space we do -
about 1/6 acre of food-growing space - but
we've also made the conscious choice to
turn most of our garden into food space.
We're not self-sufficient - I don't think
that's possible on this scale - but we're
pretty much self-sufficient in fruit and veg,
which has taken quite a bit of planning
and experimenting, as well as changing
how we eat: instead of being guided by
what we'd like to eat at any given point,
we're guided by what produce is available
in the garden and in the larder. 

Our other big consideration is time and
energy: I have a lot of time and little
energy, Seamus has little time and quite a
bit more energy. We grow as much food
as we can with as little effort as possible,
and in harmony with nature. That means
that our growing space isn't neat, and that
we don't use chemicals for pest control or
fertilisation. 

There are lots of different approaches to
veg growing, and what I'm going to share
with you in this guide is based on how we
do things here. That isn't to say it's the right
way to do it, but that it's the way that fits
our life best. Like with making bread, where
the best bread you make is the one you
actually make, the best way of growing veg
is the one that actually fits into your life. 

It's tricky to offer generalised advice: your
growing space will be different from ours,
as will your climate and weather conditions
(even if you only live a few miles from us).
Please don't hesitate to message me with
questions specific to your situation - I'll do
my best to recommend resources and chat
you through how you might be able to
adapt things for your space.

To me, there are three 'levels' of veg
growing: 

1. you buy plug plants from a garden centre
or online shop and finish growing them at
home.
2. you grow your own plants from seeds.
3. you save your own seeds and put in
perennial plants - fruit bushes and trees,
and perennial veg such as asparagus.

Where are you at? This isn't a judgment or
a competition! I'm mostly at 2 with some of
the perennial stuff from 3 added in, but I'm
not yet very good at saving my seeds. It's
something I'd like to start doing, and I'm
actively thinking about that at the
moment. But - back to time and energy - I
don't have the energy and brain space to
really plan this properly at the moment,
and like opting for a yeasted bread that
doesn't require any kneading, opting to
buy seeds is something I can do right now.
And when it's a choice between buying
seeds and growing food that feeds 



us all year round, or diverting some of that
energy to figuring out how to save most of
my seeds, then the former wins every
time. I'm telling you this as a general 'don't
beat yourself up' anecdote: you do what
works for you, and the more familiar you
are with that the more time and energy
you'll have to make changes. 

For us, figuring out how to grow food
reliably all year round was a combination of
several things: learning about no dig and
permaculture; finding the right equipment
that works for us; figuring out what crops
do well and how to enjoy them; keeping
effective notes. 

THINGS TO BEAR IN MIND

Any 'grow your own' advice is always
going to be a guideline only. Because it
isn't based on your specific space, location,
climate and weather, it will be an
approximation - something to start with,
and develop your own version of. I'm
thinking of things like sowing and
planting times; the kinds of crops that
grow well where you are; infrastructure
such as beds, paths, hedges, etc.; and
harvest times. Up here in my corner of the
Highlands, light levels play a big part - it's
dark half the year, and it barely gets dark
the other half, which really messes with
plants that are bred for different
conditions. Wind is an issue for us, too, and
sea fog/low cloud. Snow and frost aren't
usually that much of a problem in our
space, but they are for friends just a few
miles away. And every year is different, so
what works one year really doesn't work
the next, and it's hard to know whether it's
us, the conditions, or something else
entirely. 

Over the past few years, we've worked out
some things that work well for us: no dig
beds, woodchip paths, polytunnels,
starting seeds in multi-cell trays and
transplanting them later, growing things
all year round, when to expect fruit and
veg to ripen, what to do with our harvests.
But that's taken time and, like a science
experiment, we're forever keeping notes
and changing things up. This is the first
thing to keep in mind: veg growing isn't a
static thing. It changes, and the more you
do it the more you figure out what works
for you.

WHERE TO START

So, you'd like to grow your own? Or maybe
you've been growing some stuff for a
while and would like to become more self-
sufficient in veg? Here are some things to
think about - and some activities for you to
do.

1. Survey your growing space. Is it right for
what you'd like to do? Is it working for
you? Have you got beds set up already,
and are you happy with them? Are you
looking to grow in pots? Draw a plan of
your space, to scale. You can find apps for
this, but I like to use pen and paper.
Squared paper works well for this, or the
sort of dotted squares you get in some
notebooks. Draw your space, add in any
beds and pots that you already have (to
size). And then add in new beds, or expand
yours, or change their size and location. Or
draw your space a second time, and -
starting from scratch - draw where you
would like to grow veg. Compare the two,
and see where you're at. 

2. Take stock of where you are in your veg-
growing journey. Are you a complete
beginner, or do you already grow your
own? What is working well and what isn't?
What would you like to grow that you
don't currently grow? What are you
unsure about? 

3. Think about your location and climate.
What are some of the challenges where
you're growing? Weather? Wind? Light?
Pests? Find out your last frost date , and, if
you've grown your own veg before, try to
remember when you sowed and planted
stuff, and when you harvested it. 

https://www.gardenfocused.co.uk/adjust-dates-uk.php


I would recommend two of Charles's books
in particular: No Dig Organic Home and
Garden, and Course Book 1. They're both
really comprehensive, and if you're only
going to buy one gardening book buy one
of these!

Similarly, subscribing to Permaculture
Magazine has been great for us. Lots of
fabulous ideas and projects in each issue,
and its shop is full of useful books. There
are loads of really great permaculture
websites out there, too, and many different
courses. I really enjoy following Milkwood
online, and I hear good things about their
course, too. They're really good at talking
about permaculture in a way that does't
make you feel that you need a
smallholding or farm to be able to live and
grow food that way.

A related recommendation is Stephanie
Hafferty's book The Creative Kitchen. It's a
plant-based cookbook full of recipes that
use ingredients you can actually grow
yourself - no nutritional yeast and
avocados. It really changed the way we
think about veg growing because it gives
us something to aim for - looking at the
recipes in there and thinking about what
we'd need to make them made us think
about what to grow, and how much of it,
and what to do with it once we'd grown it. 

NO DIG AND PERMACULTURE

there is no digging! Literally no
digging, and that really helps with my
energy stuff, and means we can spend
our time and energy doing other
things
it's really flexible: because your beds
and paths are built in the same way
(cardboard underneath and then
either compost/manure (beds) or
woodchip (paths)), you can change the
layout easily. What is a path this year
can be a bed next year, and vice versa.
We found this really liberating because
it doesn't commit us to one layout -
there's lots of room for
experimentation
it's cheap! Or rather, it can be. It's taken
us a while but we've managed to find
free sources of cardboard, horse poo
and woodchip, and that's what we
need to keep our garden going. If we'd
had to pay for these things we
wouldn't be able to grow as much. Our
woodchip comes from a local tree
surgeon (he even delivers them) and
the energy board tree surgeons, and
our horse poo comes from various
horse keepers that live local to us, and
we pick it up in the car in plastic
buckets. We don't need raised beds or
wooden sides at all in this method.
it helps with moisture
retention/drainage, and weeding is
easier too
his way of starting pretty much
everything in multi-cell trays and
planting out small seedlings rather
than sowing things straight in the beds
works really well for us, and
multisowing of crops has been a life
changer with regards to how much we
can grow in our space

We are total converts to the no dig way of
growing, as practiced by Charles Dowding.
I would very much recommend his
website, books and youtube videos. What
we have found particularly useful about
his way of doing things:

https://charlesdowding.co.uk/product/no-dig-organic-home-garden/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/product/charles-dowdings-no-dig-gardening-course-1-signed/
https://www.permaculture.co.uk/
https://www.milkwood.net/
https://nodighome.com/my-books-and-writing/the-creative-kitchen/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/


SPACE

LOCATION

We're at 57 degrees north, near Tain, in the
centre of a peninsula not far from the sea.
We're on a small slope, and our garden is
south-facing. There is a wall down one
side, and hedges on the other three. When
we moved here, it was grass and shrubs
and a potato bed, and lots of old fruit trees
(some really overgrown though). It took us
some years to get up the courage to
change the layout completely, and to
really think about what we wanted. Now
the majority of the space is given over to
food growing and our chickens and ducks,
and we have plans to tame more of the
unkempt areas as food-growing spaces.
For us, it was the obvious choice: we
wanted to grow as much of our own food
as we could, and we had the space
available, and we didn't want or need the
garden for other things. We're slowly
adding in flowers and other ornamentals,
too, to support the fruit and veg - but I
think ornamentals will only ever be
support for us, rather than the main thing.
Over the years we have learnt to read our
space: where it drains and where it
doesn't; the channels the water runs
down; where the wind tends to come
from, and what wind level to expect at
different times of year; where the sun is
throughout the year, and what shade the
trees throw; the kinds of paths we like to
take to get from one part of the garden to
another (and how they don't always
correspond with the path network we
built); the various spots where we like to
sit, and where the animals like to spend
their time; what shrubs do stuff beyond
just being green, and which ones don't.
That took a while to figure out!

This, then, is my first bit of advice: get to
know your space, and take the time to
really think about your space. Where are
you growing? What's the weather like?
Where do the sun, wind and water come
from? Any shaded areas? I find videoing
the space really helpful -

everything always looks different when you
watch it back. I'd encourage you to film a
little tour of your space on your phone so
you can see it from a different perspective.
The other task I'd suggest you do is to draw
a 'to scale' plan of your space - of how the
space is right now, at this moment. And to
use this to note any problem areas - bits
that don't drain, or where it's particularly
windy or shady, or where you always get
deer or rabbits breaking in. Draw in any
beds / pots / growing areas you currently
have, and any paths, and spaces you don't
want to grow food in. Between the video
and the plan you might find areas where
you'd like to do things differently - where
you'd like to put in new beds, for example,
or pots, or seating areas, or whatever.
Knowing how you'd like to use your space
is the first step in actually creating the
garden you're hoping for.

If you're new to veg growing then this
might all seem really intimidating and
daunting - how are you supposed to know
what the water does, or where the wind
comes from? My advice is still the same:
video your space and draw a plan, and
think about whether how your space is at
the moment is how you would like your
space to be in the future. There might be
structures / shrubs / beds you've inherited
from whoever lived there before, or there
might be quite literally nothing but grass
and fences. Spend some time looking at
pictures and videos of veg gardens online,
and see if there are things that jump out at
you - things where you think 'I'd like that'.
And then think about where in your space
that might fit.



It is very cheap - it takes time, but the
materials are mostly free. With the
caveat, that this is possible here in a
rural area but might be harder in a city.
But it works for us.
There is no digging - literally. This is a
massive help because I don't have the
energy to dig and Seamus doesn't have
the time, and it means that we can
spend our time and energy on other
garden tasks.
The beds are quick to build because
there is no digging, and you can plant
into them straightaway.
Beds can be any shape, and you can use
this methods to have oddly-shaped
beds that fit into your space.

quite a bit of emailing / phoning around
but eventually we found someone. The
manure is also free and comes mainly from
our local community, where many people
keep horses. We pick up the manure in big
plastic garden tubs in the car. Again, this
took quite a bit of phoning around and
finding people. We deem the manure old /
rotted enough when it no longer smells like
horse when you shovel it - if it still smells
horsey then it is too fresh and needs to rest
longer. It could rest on your beds over
winter, though - if you build them and then
not grow anything on them for a few
months. We also use peat-free commercial
compost as well as compost we have made
ourselves, but we don't produce enough of
that ourselves to fulfil our needs. This is one
of those things where you need to think
about what you have more of: time or
money. In our case it's time, and we're
happy to go shovel manure etc. and build
our beds slowly, but you might find it easier
to buy in compost or manure and have it
delivered.

We have found several advantages to
constructing our beds in this way:

BEDS

We grow mostly in no dig beds straight in
the ground, with no wooden sides. The
exception to this are the colourful wooden
beds in the Fearn Free Food Garden. We
chose them partially because they'd look
cheerful and appealing from the side of
the road and give people something
cheerful to look at, and because that area
can get very wet and we thought it would
be easier to deal with it if the plants are
raised a bit off the ground. Furthermore,
plants such as carrots and parsnips need
quite a deep growing space, and they're
loving these beds. The beds are
constructed from pallet collars, two
stacked on top of each other. Because
we're envisaging this garden as a public
space - a space where others might help
us grow food - we thought having them
higher up would also be a good thing in
terms of accessibility as it means less
bending over/being close to the ground.
Depending on our needs in the future we
could raise these beds even further so that
they're pretty much hip height - the pallet
collars have that flexibility built in.

Most of our space, though, has no dig
beds. They are constructed like this: we
place cardboard down on the area where
we want to grow food, about a foot wider
than the growing space we're planning.
We then add compost or well-rotted
animal manure on top, about 6-8 inches.
We surround the beds with woodchip on
top of the cardboard to form a path. The
path is also the side of the bed - we don't
bother with wooden sides because we
found they were a haven for slugs and
snails. The compost / manure just stays on
and does not wash away. It will sink down
over the course of the growing season,
and each year we top it up with 2-3 inches
of compost or manure - literally just put on
top and not dug in. We get the cardboard
free from supermarkets and from
neighbours' deliveries. The woodchip is
free from a local tree surgeon, who
delivers a big pile ever so often - this took 

https://charlesdowding.co.uk/start-here/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/start-here/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/start-here/


can grow loads of different veg in pots,
including indoors on a sunny windowsill. Be
sure to add in good drainage to the bottom
of your pot and sufficient holes, and check
the water levels frequently.

What is bed this year can be path next
year and vice versa (or be put to lawn,
or whatever) - you're not committed to
a 'forever' layout. I find this really
helpful, and it made a big difference to
our confidence when we were still
learning how to tame our space. It
makes it much easier to think of
something as an experiment, and to
change your mind about it if it isn't
working
The beds retain moisture well, but they
also drain well. Much more so than any
raised beds with sides we've built, and
much better than areas of the garden
that are just grass.
There are fewer weeds. The cardboard
and compost / manure acts as a mulch
and over time the grass underneath
your beds dies away, and new weeds
do not come up from the ground. The
first year of a new bed requires more
weeding as your compost/manure may
come with weeds (nettles and dock,
we often find), but it's easy to weed
these when they're small because they
do not have deep roots. For this to
work, though, you need to remove
some things from the ground before
you built your beds: brambles, couch
grass, dock and ground elder are some
of the things that have given us
trouble.

POTS

We don't grow much in pots because we
don't have a courtyard or anything like
that, and because pots need a lot more
attention: they dry out more easily than
big beds in the ground do. That said, we
do grow some things in stacked tyres, and
half-barrel planters. Things that do well in
pots for us are carrots, peas / sweet peas,
strawberries, peppers / chillies, tomatoes,
and also fruit bushes like blueberries.
Blueberries like acidic soil and pots are
one of the ways to control that. But you 

PATHS

Our paths are the backbone of the garden
- its skeleton, if you like. Around the beds
they function as boundaries, and
elsewhere they formalise the routes we
take to get around the place. Our paths
are no dig ones - cardboard with
woodchip - and we vary the width
according to our need. Between longer
strips of beds the paths are quite narrow,
but the main path down the garden is
quite wide. Because I'm sometimes a bit
unstable on my feet there's often room
enough for either a stick or another
person to hold onto.

Something to think about with paths is
whether you really need them - or could
you have growing space there instead.
With our long beds, paths run down the
side but the beds themselves are not
intersected by paths. If they were, then
we'd lose about 80cm of growing space to
them. Our no dig beds don't mind being
stood or sat on, and that helps keep paths
to a minimum. In general, keeping paths
as narrow as possible is a good thing -
wide enough to push a wheelbarrow
down at least, but if you don't have any
health issues that necessitate holding on
to another person or using a mobility
device, then you could have much
narrower paths than we have, and thus
more growing space. 

It's worth thinking about what your paths
do for you. Are they boundaries? Desire
paths, that have come about because you
walk through your space in a certain way?
Ornaments? And also to think about how 



If you're into blueberries remember that
they like acidic soil - that's why keeping
them in a pot is a good idea, because you
can add in pine needles or buy ericaceous
compost for them. Raspberries come in
two types: summer and autumn fruiting,
and if you get some of each you get fruit for
a really long time. They are pruned
differently, so be sure to find out more
about that.

practical they are, both in terms of location
and material. Woodchip work well for us -
but I just love the look of bricks. Bricks are
hard to come by here, though, and they
get very slippery, so they're not a great
choice for us. But they might work well for
you.

FRUIT

We love fruit! Any and all, and the more
the better! To me, raspberry canes are the
best fruit bush to put into your garden -
because they thrive on neglect, multiply,
and give you an amazing crop of
something that is relatively expensive to
buy. They're a lot less fussy than
strawberries and blueberries, and they're
so delicious! I'd recommend buying fruit
bushes as bare root plants in the winter,
when you can buy them for a fraction of
the price of a potted plant. We have
raspberries, strawberries, brambles,
currants, gooseberries and blueberries, as
well as tayberries, sloes and honeyberries.
We also have a an unhappy kiwi and fig,
and a quince that is yet to flower. Of these,
raspberries and brambles are by far the
most prolific and joyful. Elder, too, is a
great fruit bush for us, and we use both
the flowers and the berries. 

In terms of trees, my favourite has to
apples, followed closely by any and all kind
of plum. If you can find room for a fruit
tree or two I'd very much recommend you
go for it - think about size, location, and
what you're wanting to use the fruit for.
There are really prolific 'patio' trees on
dwarf rootstock now that can be kept in
pots and stay small. That makes them a
possibility for small spaces and if you live
in a rental home. 

POLYTUNNEL, GREENHOUSE
ETC.

We have polytunnels but no greenhouse -
I refer to them as 'growhouses'. They are
sat on grass and have no dig beds in them,
so the plants grow straight into the
ground. We use them for all sorts of crops
all year round, and also to raise our
seedlings before planting them out. Years
ago we had a little greenhouse with
plastic sides and an aluminum base, and it
twisted in a winter storm. Our growhouses
have done well though! They are the
cheaper type with green plastic, but have
a door that opens like a door (not a zip
one) - we pop a tyre in front of it to keep it
closed in the wind. We have three sizes:
2x3m, 3x4m and 3x6m. One of the 3x6m
one is filled with tables made from pallets,
and that's what we grow put our seedling
trays on. That said, they are in a very
sheltered spot, with trees and hedges near
them. Our exposed community garden
side has done less well and we lost the
growhouse in a storm. We are looking into
a 'polycrub' for that space.

Our growhouses all have cardboard
underneath, like a normal 'no dig' bed, and
the cardboard extends about 1m outside
the frame. We fold the plastic to the
outside, and way it down with woodchip
and tyres - more space to plant, and
protection against wind. This has worked 

https://www.feelgooduk.net/polytunnels-and-accessories


well for us for several years now, and our
oldest tunnel has made it through 5
winters without needing any work done to
maintain it, other than giving it a wash
every spring. Be sure to keep your
polytunnel or greenhouse well ventilated -
keep the doors open whenever you can
during the day, and open any vents unless
there is a big storm coming. 

INDOOR

You can grow loads of veg indoors! The
obvious things are 'hot' plants like chillies,
peppers and aubergines, which do nicely
in pots on a sunny windowsill, but you
could also try tomatoes or cucumbers,
preferably in a pot on the floor in front of a
tall glass door or window. Lettuce, too,
might do ok (though it would prefer
things a bit cooler), and you could try
other leafy greens to see how they like it -
but the cooler the better. A great thing to
try any time of year is pea shoots - fill a
container with compost (any container -
grape punnet, pot, whatever), and chuck
on some peas. Any dried peas will do -
marrowfat ones from the supermarket
word well. Cover with compost and water,
and within a week you should have pea
shoots coming up. Cut them off whenever
you'd like to eat some - they taste like
fresh peas and are amazing! Keep cutting
for more and more shoots. Just keep the
compost moist, and resow regularly
throughout the season for a steady supply.
You might have to fertilise indoor plants
yourself if you don't get any insects -
simply use a paintbrush or your finger and
move the pollen from flower to flower. 

RESOURCES

As well as Charles Dowding  I would very
much recommend the youtube channel
and books of Huw Richards - his books
Veg in One Bed and Grow Food for Free
are fab. He is offering a 'plan your garden'
course, which looks really great, and isn't
too expensive.

If you're thinking about what to do with
your polytunnel, Joyce Russel's Polytunnel
Book is excellent - really practical advice
and a breakdown for what do each month.
Aranya's Permaculture Design and Sally
Morgan's Living on One Acre or Less are
also really useful, as is Martin Crawford's
Creating a Forest Garden. And
Permaculture Magazine is well worth a
look (and subscription!). 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCeaKRrrpWiQFJJmiuon2WoQ
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/veg-in-one-bed-how-to-grow-an-abundance-of-food-in-one-raised-bed-month-by-month/9780241376522
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/veg-in-one-bed-how-to-grow-an-abundance-of-food-in-one-raised-bed-month-by-month/9780241376522
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/grow-food-for-free-the-easy-sustainable-zero-cost-way-to-a-plentiful-harvest/9780241411995
https://abundanceacademy.online/
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/the-polytunnel-book-fruit-and-vegetables-all-year-round/9780711231702
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/permaculture-design-a-step-by-step-guide/9781856230919
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/living-on-one-acre-or-less-how-to-produce-all-the-fruit-veg-meat-fish-and-eggs-your-family-needs/9780857843302
https://uk.bookshop.org/books/creating-a-forest-garden-working-with-nature-to-grow-edible-crops/9781900322621
https://www.permaculture.co.uk/


SOWING AND PLANTING

TRICKY STUFF

One of the tricky things about growing
from seed is that you need to sow your
seeds when it's still too dark and too cold
for them to grow outside. If you wait until
after the last frost date - mid-May, up here
- then you're pretty limited in what you
can still sow as many plants need a longer
growing season than that. But if you start
sowing your seeds in February and April
it's too cold for them to go out, and you'll
need a polytunnel, greenhouse or
conservatory for them. Or windowsills, but
they'll quickly take over, and you run the
risk of them getting too big too quickly.

You can use any and all plastic containers
to start your seeds. Yoghurt pots, cream
pots and grape punnets are particularly
popular, but cut-off milk cartons and tetra
paks work really well, too. Just be sure to
add some holes in the bottom for drainage.
A see-through plastic bag (such as a freezer
bag, for example) creates a miniature
growhouse for your pots, and bubble wrap
is really useful, too.

As for compost, I've tried out loads but am
really enjoying using the Dalefoot Veg and
Salads. It's a bit pricier but retains moisture
really well, and it's organic and peat-free.
There have been problems with compost
these past few years because traces of
aminopyralid, and as far as I know there
haven't been any issues with Dalefoot. EQUIPMENT

I sow pretty much all my seeds in the
house, into big multi-cell trays. I do this for
two reasons: 1. it's much easier to keep
track of how much I'm sowing of each,
and it means I can sow things when it is
far too cold outside to sow straight in the
ground; 2. I can control the growing
conditions and keep an eye on the plants.
It also means I can do my sowing sitting
down, which is a big bonus for someone
who gets dizzy easily, and for whom
standing is hard work. I sow things at the
kitchen table, which is covered with a
stapled-on pvc tablecloth that we replace
whenever it looks too tatty.

I mostly use 84-cell module trays. The cells
are big enough that the plants can stay in
there from sowing to planting out, and
while they're a tad bigger than A3 they
can just about fit on a windowsill if you
don't have a polytunnel. Charles Dowding
recently designed a version of these, too -
they're smaller so use less compost, but I
don't know if they plants will need to be
potted on before planting them out. But I
think these would fit very nicely on a
windowsill. Of the 84-cell ones, 6 fill a
pallet table nicely.

SEEDS AND PLUG PLANTS

There are two ways of growing your own:
grow from seed or buy in young 'plug'
plants (of which our own plants are an
example). Some people think that buying
in plants isn't 'growing your own' - but I
think that's nonsense! There's a lot of
privilege in having the time, space and
money to grow things from seed, and
whatever works for you, works for you.
That said, I very much enjoy growing
things from seed, and I'd recommend
having a go if you can! 

I use a variety of seeds - saved ones,
commercial/F1 ones, heritage ones.
Because of the Free Food Garden and the
free plants folks have been kind enough to
send us lots of seeds, but if you're starting
from scratch things can seem really
overwhelming. 

https://www.dalefootcomposts.co.uk/products/wool-compost-for-vegetables-and-salads.p.aspx
https://containerwise.co.uk/product/charles-dowding-60-cell-enquiry/
https://highlandseedlings.com/seedlings/


I think that if you're starting out you're
best to figure out what works for you
before spending a ton of money on it, so in
the past I've always suggested folks stock
up on Lidl seeds to see what works for
them. I know nothing of these seeds
except they're cheap and they
germinate/grow well - but I don't know
anything about who produces them. But
then I don't know that for a lot of
companies and seed sovereignty is a
massive issue - I'd recommend checking
out Sara Venn's posts on this subject. With
that in mind, I'll share a small list of where I
have bought seeds over the past year: Sow
Seeds, Simply Seed, Real Seeds, Organic
Gardening, Heritage Seed Library, Vital
Seeds. I also subscribe to Grow Your Own
magazine and use the seeds from it.

TIMING

Knowing when to sow things can be really
tricky, and while general guides are useful
it's best to keep detailed notes so that you
build up your own version over time.
Charles Dowding's sowing schedule is a
good basis if you're further south, and
there is a guide in the back of this
pamphlet. My version is based on an excel
sheet that tells me what to sow when, and
where to keep those plants until they are
ready to be planted out. I would suggest
that you keep notes on what you actually
do - when you actually sow things, how
much you sow, how much germinates /
grows, and how well it does. Over time
you'll be able to amend this schedule to
make it your own, and to move sowing
dates around so that they work for your
climate, and for how you raise your plants. 

My sowing schedule covers successive
sowing - that is, sowing repeatedly
throughout the season so that there is
food pretty much all year round. The excel
sheet schedule indicates the expected
harvest season by different shades of
colour. This is intended for both outdoor
use and inside the polytunnel - we're lucky
to be able to grow a lot of things outside
over winter, but this depends on your
climate and how much ice, snow and wind
you're likely to get (and whether or not
your space floods). But it's worth
experimenting with, and any fresh
harvests are so very welcome in winter
and early spring. Because we're so far
north we have to sow our autumn and
winter things quite a bit earlier than folks
elsewhere in the country, but Dowding's
Winter Veg book is a great resource to get
you thinking about this.

AMOUNTS

are you going to sow once or sow
successively (or buy plans once or
throughout the season)? If you sow /
plant once you need to find room for
*that* many plants, but if you sow /
plant successively you need to think in
'layers' and not just find room for
things, but also think about when
space will become available again
are you going to plant your things in
neat rows with lots of spacing, like the
seed packets say, or closer together
with smaller things interplanted? For
example, quick-growing crops like
radishes and lettuce can be planted
between slow-growing ones like
broccoli so use up the space. They'll be
harvested before the big crop shades
the bed.

That's a really tricky one - it requires a bit
of thinking and planning. Here are a few
things to keep in mind:

https://twitter.com/Saralimback
https://www.sowseeds.co.uk/
https://www.simplyseed.co.uk/vegetableseeds.html
https://www.realseeds.co.uk/
https://www.organiccatalogue.com/seeds/vegetable-seeds?gclid=Cj0KCQiA1KiBBhCcARIsAPWqoSrvzHm4oTDFBdeu7-SD1d0hM9Y7IwvMve6Czqq8aWaw6qD2n8JSm2MaApduEALw_wcB
https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/hsl?gclid=Cj0KCQiA1KiBBhCcARIsAPWqoSp4s-B6Yt6rdfB_P6ycaCe1HZ58noFeH01V21LCz1OuOcxGAejGaP8aAqvlEALw_wcB
https://vitalseeds.co.uk/?utm_source=Google&utm_medium=Text%20ad&utm_campaign=Google%20Spring%202020&gclid=Cj0KCQiA1KiBBhCcARIsAPWqoSrODeGW-GHTxTV9h_1oQx8mozUopbF0JAznli0Tap9vEgBIZW6rXQYaAknREALw_wcB
https://www.growfruitandveg.co.uk/
https://www.growfruitandveg.co.uk/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/sowing-timeline-for-vegetables/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/product/how-to-grow-winter-vegetables/
https://charlesdowding.co.uk/product/how-to-grow-winter-vegetables/


how big are your plants going to get?
Much of the bed will they take over,
and for how long? A sweetcorn, for
example, is really tall, while a squash
will sprawl and sprawl and sprawl. 
are you planning on harvesting your
crops in one go or regularly? For
example, if you just pick leaves from
the outside of lettuces you can keep
harvesting for ages, but once you've
lifted the whole head you're not going
to get any more.
how much of each thing will you need
or want, and how much do you have
room for? You may want to grow 20
broccoli but they take up a lot of room.
what can you buy easily locally, and
what is really expensive/difficult/not
local to buy? For example, raspberries
are expensive in the shop but, in a
decent year, fruit really well at home
and you'll be eating them by the
pawful. Potatoes are in really good
supply and not that expensive, but
take over a lot of ground for a long
time. Our preference is always to grow
leafy / fresh / fun things (kale, lettuce,
etc.) rather than potato / onion / carrot
if a choice is to be made. We have
never managed to grow all the onions
and garlic we use in a year, and we've
grown a lot of them. But we grow all
the 'green leaves' when we get the
timings right, and we eat that stuff for
at least two meals a day.
can you eat more than one part or the
plant you're going to grow? Broccoli
leaves are delicious. Carrot tops make
great pesto. Beetroot leaves are so
good as salad. Can you harvest a small
amount of these while the rest of the
plant continues to do its thing?
if you grow from seed, how sure are
you of your germination rate - that 1
seed = 1 plant? Plant some extra just to
be sure, and keep some back (if you're
sowing in module, rather than sowing
straight) so you can fill any holes with
more plants.

HOW TO SOW

Type of veg (Beetroot)
Variety (Boltardy)
Sowing date (30/2)
Amount sowed (7; or 7x3 if I multisow
them)

I fill my module trays with compost, firm it
down with two fingers, put the seed in,
add compost on top, and firm it down
again (but less hard this time). This seems
to work well for any and all seeds - I don't
bother sowing things at varying depths in
the module trays. I pre-sow pretty much
all my plants, though there is something
to be said for sowing carrots and parsnips
straight in the ground - ideally with a bit of
sand mixed in. This helps them grow
straight, and if you pre-sow them in a
module they'll probably come out wonky. I
hate the thought of 'pricking out' - of
sowing seeds and then thinning out the
seedlings - and I'd rather sow in modules
than outside.

I tend to sow full rows of things to make
labelling easier. This way I only need one
label per row - or one label per many rows,
or even one tray if I sow lots of the same
thing. I use plastic labels and reuse them: I
write on them with the Artline Garden
marker (which withstands sun and rain
really well), and then clean them with a
magic eraser. You can also make plant
labels from milk bottles or other plastics. I
don't use wooden labels because they
tend to rot on me and I can't wipe off the
writing. I note a number of things on my
labels:

This helps me remember not just what I've
sowed but also gives me an idea of how
well things have germinated (and how
long they've taken to do it), and whether
or not things are come along well.

https://www.cultpens.com/i/q/AT55138/artline-garden-marker-pen


I multisow some things. This means
sowing more than one seed in a module,
and growing the plants on together
without separating them. I tend to sow in
clumps of 3-5, and I do it for things like
beetroot, onion, spring onion, turnip,
radish, leek - basically all 'root' things
except carrots and parsnips. I also
multisow some lettuces and rockets if I'm
looking to create dense patches of 'cut
and come again' plants, rather than
growing big heads of individual things. It
usually works really well though this past
season our beetroot and radish have been
disappointing, so this year I'm going to try
sowing them individually. But if you're
short on space or would like to cram in
more it's definitely worth trying!

If you don't have a growhouse available
your best bet is a cold conservatory or an
unheated south-facing windowsill. It's
hard to get enough light to plants early in
the season, particularly this far north, so
you might want to invest in a set of
growlights to help things along. Mine are
on a timer, and are on for 12 hours a day
from February to late April. They light the
'hot' plants that I keep in the house - the
plants outside do not have any electric
light or additional heat. 

A small plastic 'tomato greenhouse' might
be an idea if you have a sheltered spot for
it somewhere - it'd be a great please to
keep pots and module trays until things
are ready to go in the ground, and then
you can use it for tomatoes or chillies etc. 

ONCE SOWED

What happens to my plants after I've
sowed them depends on what they are.
Some I keep indoors but most are moved
out to the growhouse. Generally the only
things I'll keep indoors are 'hot' plants -
chillies, peppers, aubergines and tomatoes
(though melon would be in that group,
too). By the time I sow squash, pumpkins,
courgette and cucumbers it's warm
enough outside that they just live in the
growhouse. 

For the first few weeks of sowing - until
mid March - I keep all freshly sowed trays
in the house until they germinate. This is
because at the very start your seeds need
heat, but not light - that changes after
they germinate, and as soon as you see
little specks of green poking through it's
all about the light, and that's when I move
my 'non-hot' plants out to the polytunnel
to grow slowly. From the second half of
March, depending on the weather, I'll
move trays to the tunnel straight after
sowing because the temperature is high
enough for things to germinate there. 

PLANTING TERMINOLOGY

to plant - this refers to plants, not
seeds. I sow seeds, I plant plants. As I
start almost all of my plants in
modules, the plants I plant are plugs
and about 2-4 in tall

to plant out - this means getting my
small plants into the ground (or into
pots, or wherever I want to grow them).
For me, this mostly involves moving
them from their multi-cell trays in the
polytunnel to the big beds in the
garden.

A note on terminology (or rather, how I
use those terms):

WHEN TO PLANT OUT

Generally you're best to wait until after the
last frost date has passed. This is the point
when frost is no longer expected. Ours up
here is the second week of May. We tend
to get a decent warm spell in April, but
we've learned not to be lured by this and
that anything we plant out before mid-
May needs to be either hardy, or is a risk
that we mitigate with things like fleece. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pXOM2gzL0AQ
https://www.woodsideproducts.co.uk/99980-woodside-4-tier-greenhouse.html


I usually plant out the following before the
last frost date: broad beans, onion, spring
garlic, and any hardy overwintered salad
plugs such as lamb's lettuce once the
ground has warmed up. Generally, though,
I tend to get those in later in the year, in
autumn, to overwinter in the ground. It all
depends how well my timings work out. I
will usually plant out the first lot of
brassicas (cauliflower, broccoli, cabbage,
maybe some brussels and kohlrabi) at the
end of April if they're big enough by then.
And I'll keep a close eye on temperature
and will cover them with fleece and
bubble wrap if we're predicted a cold spell.
If this works out I'm rewarded with earlier
harvests, but when it goes wrong I lose all
those plants. It's fine for us because there's
always more plants in the nursery, but if
you only have room to start a small
amount of plants in Feb / March I would
hold off planting them out until the last
frost date has passed.

Once we're past the late frost date you can
plant out to your heart's content. That said,
depending on where you live some plants
will always prefer to be under cover. For
us, that's chillies, peppers, aubergines,
tomatoes, cucumbers and sweetcorn.
Tomatoes will sometimes do ok outside,
but are generally much happier in a
polytunnel, or on a windowsill inside the
house (or in a sitoutery - a conservatory).

they're ready to go out, and because all
tender 'hot' plants will stay in the house
until it's warm enough for them where
they end up growing (in the polytunnel
and in the house). But if you start your
seeds in a different way, or with different
timings, then hardening off is something
you might well need to do. It's all about
slowly acclimatising your plants to the
outside growing conditions by placing
them outside during the day and bringing
them back inside at night - slowly, over
the course of a few days.

SPACING

Seed packets and planting instructions
will tell you how much space each plant
needs. It's worth thinking about this in a
3D way - that is, not just in terms of literal
space, but also in terms of time. Big plants
take a long time to grow, and while they're
doing that you can plant smaller quick-
growing plants in the gaps between the
big ones. When the big ones are big and
getting towards harvest time you can
plant the next lot of plants in between
them so that there are new plants
growing when you're ready to remove the
old ones. This is called interplanting and
successional sowing, and when you get it
right it's brilliant because there is so much
less empty space and you end up with an
ongoing supply for food. It also means you
don't have to worry about crop rotation
unless you get diseases, because you're
rotating your crops continuously all the
time. It takes a while to get this right - we
find that following suggestions for what to
plant when exactly doesn't work for us
because they're inevitably written for a
different location, and because we have so
little light at the start of the season, and 

HARDENING OFF

I have a confession: I don't bother to
harden off my plants. A few years ago I
noticed that there seemed to be no
difference between plants I plant out
straight from the polytunnel, and plants
that I take outside and back in for a few
days, so I stopped doing it, and now
everything I grow goes straight from
multi-cell tray to where I actually want to
grow it. This works because my cells are
big enough for plants to stay in there until 



then again so little light from September,
things never work out quite as planned
here. So have fun and experiment - sow
some quick salad crops like lettuces and
radishes as your interplanting
experiments and get bolder from there.

There are some plants that I'm happy to
cram  in together, and some that I always
underestimate. Broccoli, cauliflower,
Brussels sprouts and courgettes always
need more space than I think, but any
kind of salad leaf can be much closer
together than I'm comfortable with. That's
because I harvest those leaf by leaf rather
than taking the whole plant out, so I'm not
needing as much space as the seed
packets suggest. I do this by harvesting
leaves from the outside whenever they're
the size I want, and I do this for pretty
much all leafy things. In winter, that's how
I grow my kale - the late summer
plantings (from July onwards) are much
closer together than those earlier in the
year because the plants won't get as big
over winter and I'm looking to harvest
small salad-sized leaves from them - and
for that they don't need as much space.
When I get this right and it works I remove
every second plant in spring to give some
of the plants the chance to grow on and
get bigger. Sometimes this works,
sometimes this doesn't - depends on the
weather, the right timings, and removing
all flower buds as soon as you see them to
stop the plants from bolting (the flower
buds look like little broccoli shoots and
taste like that, too. They're so delicious).

Peas and beans are also plants I plant
quite close together. I mostly grow them
up sticks in a tent-shape and I'll plant 3-4
plants at the bottom of each stick. Makes
it hard to untangle them when it comes to
taking them down again, but means
much more produce.

A general note for all of this: the happier
your soil, and the better fed it is, to more it
supports plants close together. Also have a
think about root length - a parsnip with its
massive deep roots will draw nutrients
from a different bit of soil than a shallow-
rooted plant will.

PLANTS THAT JUST KEEP ON
GIVING

I'm a big fan of plants that don't need
much attention, and that will give harvests
over the long period of time. It's the
opposite of potatoes or carrots - where
you grow the plant for their root/thing and
once that's harvested that's it. My favourite
'keep on giving' plants are kales, any and
all kale, because for us they keep going
pretty much all season and over winter,
too, and they're delicious fresh and
cooked, which means I can chuck them
into any meal, from breakfast muffins to
salads to any and all dinners. One plant
will give us lots of food for a long time, and
needs very little from us during that time,
except regular harvests and protection
from slugs, snails, butterflies and pigeons.
That said, they also bounce back really
well, and my lazy approach to ravaged
plant removal has been rewarded many
times with new growth.

Lettuces are like that, too. They don't last
as long but once in the ground you can
keep picking from them, and rocket will
just keep going on and on and on. 
I also really like plants where I can eat
more than just the thing you find in the
supermarket. Broccoli are a great example
of that: the leaves and stems are delicious,
but you never see them for sale so it
doesn't occur to folks to eat those bits.
Beetroot, too - sometimes we'll plant them
really close together just for the leaves
(without any expectation of getting the
actual root swelling up), and sometimes 



we'll just take the odd leaf off a plants
grown for their roots. You can usually get
about three cuttings of pea shoots and still
get peas off the plants - simply give it a
haircut early on to harvest the delicious
pea-tasting leaves and stems.

grows in the beds, but I don't mind that - I
love looking at it, and the bees love it, and
its flowers are edible - that's a win all
around. Dock, on the other hand, and
nettles I'm less happy with in my veg beds,
and I'll remove those from there because
they compete with my veg too much. 

We find that no dig makes weeding a lot
easier because the plants tend to be
smaller and weaker, and thus easier to
remove. Our manure often comes with
weeds so the first year of a new bed is one
of vigilance, but after that it really does
make a massive difference. And even then
those weeds are much easier to remove
than ones grown from the ground itself. 

WEEDING

There is no getting away from this: you'll
need to weed your beds or your weeds will
take over and smother the plants you're
actually trying to grow. That said, you don't
have to have empty neat beds - just keep
on top of things, and learn to distinguish
unwanted weeds from those that are
beneficial to your space. Self-seeded
borage is one of those things for me - it 

FEEDING YOUR PLANTS, AND
MULCHING YOUR SOIL

I generally prefer to feed my soil, and
that's what no dig is designed to do: by
topping up the soil with compost or
manure once a year you're feeding it and
giving the plants the best growing
conditions. That said I'm partial to a bit of
homemade fertiliser, particularly tea made
from nettles, comfrey and seaweed. We
stew this in buckets and dilute it with
water (1 part fertiliser, 10 parts water) and
water the plants whenever we remember,
probably once a fortnight or so. 

Mulching means to put a layer of
something on your soil to stop weeds
growing, and to help with water retention.
We use a range of things for this: compost,
manure, straw, raw wool, rhubarb leaves,
grass cuttings. They're things we have
access to easily. The compost and manure
that we put on over winter to top up our
beds acts as both feeding and growing
medium and as mulch. And the cardboard
underneath our beds also acts as a mulch
between the grass and the bed above.

PESTS AND PROTECTION

Our main pests are slugs, snails, butterflies
(or rather, caterpillars) and pigeons. And
chickens and a hungry Dalmatian, but
fencing helps with those. Defence against
these creatures is a two-pronged
approach, really: 1. protecting your crops; 2.
making your growing environment
somewhere they don't want to be.

The best defence against slugs and snails
we have found is keeping ducks, because
they'll enjoy rootling for them. Chickens
are less efficient - they'll eat them if
presented with them, but they tend to get
distracted in a way that ducks don't. Other
than that, going out at dusk to search for
them and removing them to a space
where you don't mind them being is our
next approach - we usually move them to
the tasty side garden where they can
munch on stuff to their hearts' content. I
have a theory about seaweed fertiliser and
mulch - that the salt in it is something
slugs and snails don't like and that that's
why they keep away from seaweed'ed
beds. I'm going to experiment further with
that this year. We have also tried all sorts
of other things (except chemicals - that's



not something we're willing to bring into
the garden): beer traps, copper, sheep
wool, shells, coffee grounds. But none of
them have really worked as well as the
ducks or removing the slugs and snails,
and I feel uneasy killing the beasties just
for the sake of killing them (rather than
them feeding to my birds).

Butterflies and pigeons are best kept at
bay through netting or mesh - strung over
hoops or bamboo sticks. It doesn't stop
them entirely but it makes a big difference
to how much you lose to them.
Particularly if you pair this with growing
sacrificial plants.

Sacrificial plants are things you plant
especially to lure predators to a different
areas and away from your actual plants. A
row of sacrificial cabbages away from your
main cabbages might work to confuse the
beasties - for a while, at least.

There is a larger consideration in all of this,
though - finding ways to make parts of
your garden more attractive to the
beasties, and other parts less so (the less-
so parts being your veg). For example,
removing the wooden sides from our beds
has decreased our slug problems because
they were hiding under the sides - no
sides, nowhere for them to hide. The
woodchip paths, too, help, because they
don't enjoy crawling over those as much
as over grass, and can be steered towards
other areas that are more tempting.
Growing onions and garlic dotted around
the patch can help too, and flowers as well
- try to confuse your pests so your veg
don't register as a tasty snack. Watering in
the morning can help, too - if you water at
night you're creating perfect conditions
for slugs and snails to enjoy, but if you
water in the morning when they're hiding
you might end up with an environment
better suited to your veg, rather than the
slugs and snails.

SHARE YOUR PLANTS

I've found instagram to be a cheerful
platform for all things veg growing - there
are so many nice folks growing veg, so
much helpful advice, so much support.
Sure, there are competitive corners and
advertising nonsense, but there are also
lots of lovely ordinary folk sharing their
gardens, allotments and balconies. I'd
encourage you to join in and document
your veg growing - and chat to others
doing the same thing. I'm
@highlandseedlings there - come say hi if
you haven't already!



VEG ALL YEAR ROUND

INTRODUCTION

Growing veg all year round requires some
thinking and planning, but it's the sort of
thing that becomes second-nature once
you've practised it a few times. Like all
vegetable growing, every year is different,
and what works one year will not work the
next. But there are certain basics that
stand you in good stead year after year,
and that's really what we're going to talk
about here. The kinds of things that you
can build on and adapt for your own
environment and growing conditions.

SEASONS

I think of the year as divided into three
chunks: 

Spring/Summer: May-September, when
there is lots of light and it's warm(ish, it's
the Highlands!)

Autumn: October to December, when the
ground is still mostly warm and the light is
fading

Winter: January to April, when it is cold
and dark and the ground is often frozen or
waterlogged. 

These don't correspond directly to how we
normally think of the seasons, but they
work for us - because the vegetable year is
all about what to sow when, and what to
do with your harvests to get you through
the year.

GROWING VEG IS AN
'ALWAYS' THING

There is no wrong time to start growing
your own food - and no right time either.
There is always something to do, and it's
important to think of it as a year-round
process, rather than something you do
frantically in spring. You might not be
sowing any seeds in November, but there
is plenty to do: preparing beds, general
'infrastructure' work, planning next year's
crops, and - of course - eating your
harvests! I love that about gardening in
this way - it's much less overwhelming if it
is an always thing, rather than a
sometimes thing; it's just part of what we
do day in and day out, and because of that
it's a lot less overwhelming and stressful
than if it's all crammed into a few short
weeks. 

This means that when you think of
growing your food as a year-round activity,
you're always mentally in several seasons:
you're dealing with the now, you're
thinking about the future, and you're
eating from the past. Right now, for
example, we're busy planting out lots of
seedlings and also harvesting some spring
and early summer crops (now), but we're
also sowing for autumn and are thinking
about any preparation need for this (then),
and we're eating 'put up' food (past) such
as jams and chutneys, and lots of veg from
the freezer. So while we're physically in
spring/summer right now, mentally we're
in autumn, and bodily (I can't think of a
better word) we're also in last
summer/autumn. See? It's all all-year-
round thing.



THINGS TO THINK ABOUT
AND KEEP IN MIND

1. Think about the end result - what do you
want to be eating, and when? Do you only
want to eat things fresh or do you also
want to 'put up' food to eat at a later
stage?

2. What do you know does well for you -
what can you grow without having to
think about it? For us it's kale and chard -
we can sow it pretty much any time from
February to October and we'll have leaves
all year round, even outside. They're our
'no brain' crops.

3. Think about light and temperature
levels in your location - the further south
you are, the more the seasons will blend
into one another. But up here at 57
degrees north there is such a marked
difference in light levels that pretty much
everything is dormant in the Dark Months.
But established plants don't tend to die off
where we are - they might not grow much
then, but they'll stay put.

4. What is your space and infrastructure
like? Do you have greenhouses,
polytunnels or a sitoutery? Do you have
raised beds that you can cover? How
much storage space do you have for your
food - do you have freezer/pantry space, or
space to store root crops and things like
apples?

5. Do you know anyone in real life / near
you who grows food all year round? Can
you chat to them to see what they're
doing when, and how they're doing it?

6. Knowing when to sow what. Use the
guide / schedule at the end of this booklet
as a starting point to develop your own
version.



AUTUMN

SOWING SEEDS FOR AUTUMN
HARVESTS

There are two parts to this: 

1. stuff you sow earlier in the year but that
will not ripen until Autumn
This includes leek, beans, onion, pea,
pumpkin/squash.

2. stuff you sow in summer to eat in
autumn
This includes beetroot, carrot, chard,
endive/radicchio, fennel, kale, kohlrabi,
lettuce, radish, rocket, spinach, perpetual
spinach, turnip.

Timings for these vary, and the weather
makes a big difference - but by and large,
these are the kinds of things we sow
specifically for autumn. But - this is a trial
and error thing. Some years, our timings
don't work out because of the weather,
and if you're in a different location from us
this will take some tweaking. A second
caveat is that the sowings for these things
are all intended to grow outdoors and
would need adjusted if you're going to
grow them in a tunnel or greenhouse.
Again, your weather matters here because
you don't want them to grow too quickly.
Some years, our brassicas misbehave and
what we had intended as later summer or
early winter ones are actually ready in
autumn - so be prepared for adventure
along the way.

STORING FOOD

do you have storage space? We have
more freezer space than shelf space for
canned things because we make wine,
beer and cider, and that takes up a lot
of space (both full bottles and empties
we're saving

Autumn and winter are two seasons that
require thinking ahead, and storing some
of our spring and summer harvests. For us,
this is mostly done through freezing. But it
really depends on your space, equipment,
time and experience/knowledge, and
there is no 'right and wrong' way about
this. Things to take into consideration are:

FRUIT

This requires slightly longer planning, but
autumn is also the time a lot of fruit trees
are ready here. Apples, for example, are
almost always a late-September to late-
October harvest for us, and a lot of related 

fruit - pears, for example, or plums - are
also ready sometime around then, though
the plums usually come in a bit earlier
than this. A lot of hedgerow fruit are ripe in
September here - brambles, elderberries,
rowan berries, rosehips. For the purpose of
fruit our definition of 'autumn' very much
includes September - and that's because
most of these types of fruit, while ripe
slightly earlier than what I have defined as
autumn, freeze well, and we'll be
processing them in autumn. The frantic
period when they're ripe is usually taken
up with harvesting, cleaning, and placing
them in the freezer (with the exception of
apples and pears), to be turned into jams
and wines and chutneys and crumbles
and cake throughout the colder months.
For apples, we're looking at three distinct
activities: eating fresh and storing to eat
later (in a shed or, weather-dependent, in
a polytunnel); turning into cider; for use in
jams, chutney and baking.



do you have time and energy to deal
with your harvests? Is your life outwith
the garden busy or quiet at harvest
time? Which way of storing your
harvest fits best with your knowledge,
time and energy levels?
do you have the equipment you need
already, or do you need to set up
something new?
what do you like to eat? For us,
fermented foods are not something we
normally eat a lot of, so we're being
cautious in how much we make -
because there is no point in storing
food in a way that means you're not
actually going to eat and enjoy it later.

We store harvests in several ways:

1. Freezing. This is particularly useful for
things like broccoli, cauliflower, tomatoes,
peas, beans, though we've had success
with quite a lot of things. An important
consideration is to work out whether
things can be chucked straight into the
freezer (like onion, for example), or
whether it will need blanched/wilted first
(like spinach, for example). And what you
intend to do with your frozen veg - eat a
whole bag/container in one go or take
them out bit by bit. If you're going to eat
things bit by bit it can be helpful to freeze
things in ice-cube trays or flat on baking
sheets in appropriate portions, and then,
once frozen, to remove them from that
and place them into a bag or container.
That way you can take out small portions
later on. Freezing herbs in ice cube trays
works really well - sometimes we do this in
oil, and then they can be added straight to
cooking. We used to freeze a lot of leafy
greens - spinach, kale, chard - but have
pretty much stopped doing this because
we can grow these reliably all year round,
but when we did freeze them we'd quickly
wilt them in a pan until they changed
colour, together with some onion and
garlic - and then we'd freeze the whole
thing together.

2. Storing. We store potatoes, carrots,
onion, garlic, and other root vegetables.
Sometimes we do this in the shed, and
sometimes in the bottom of a dark
cabinet in our larder. Some things, like
beetroot and turnips, we tend to leave in
the ground until we need them, though
this can backfire sometimes and you have
to check regularly. We almost always have
to ripen pumpkins inside because they
often don't get ripe before it gets too wet
in October and they become mildewy. We
keep an eye on this, and when it looks like
it's going to be too wet we cut off the
pumpkins with about 4 inches of stem still
attached, and place them on sunny
windowsills to ripen. This works well,
though you have to check to make sure
they have sealed and are not going
mouldy. If you notice them not sealing it is
best to try and eat them fresh, if they have
ripened sufficiently. You can also chop up
and freeze fresh pumpkins and squashes.

3. Preserving. We do not preserve as much
food as we can - this is one of those things
that we're not that confident in and are
only starting to experiment with. In
particular, we are experimenting with
fermenting some foods (such as cabbage),
but we have not yet tried canning
anything.

4. Processing. We process quite a lot of
things, ready to be eaten throughout the
year. I am thinking of things like jams,
chutneys, ketchups, wine/cider,
crumble/cake fillings, teas. 



WINTER

Winter growing is all about preparation,
and about making the most of the fresh
offerings. We think of winter as c. January
to March, and that is as much to do with
light levels as it is with temperature. 

TIME

As a general rule of thumb, July and
August are a great time to sow winter
plants - in particular leafy greens. The
sowing schedule has details of when
exactly we sow different plants. That said,
some winter things require more time -
leeks and purple sprouting broccoli, for
example, need to be sowed earlier than
that to be ready in winter. Again, the
sowing schedule indicates this. 

One thing to consider when planning your
winter growing is to think about light and
temperature. Plants will not grow much
when it gets cold and dark, so you need to
sow things early enough that they have
time to grow big enough to survive the 

WEATHER AND
ENVIRONMENT

Successful winter growing hinges on
knowing and understanding your
conditions - and putting things in place to
work with that. For us, light is a big issue
because we're so far north. At the winter
solstice we get just over 6 hours of
daylight here, and this combined with our
temperatures means that any plantings
are mostly asleep for most of the winter
season. Snow is an unpredictable factor for
us - some years, we get snow, some we
don't. More often than not we don't, which
means that we can rely on outdoor
harvests for much of winter. We are also
sheltered from winter storms - not that it
doesn't get plenty windy here, it does. Our
temperature is also higher than other
areas of the Highlands. 

If you're new to winter growing, do a bit of
research into this - look at average
temperatures / light levels / weather
statistics, and - if you've been in your place
a few winters - think back on how it has
been these past few years. If you're new to
your garden, take this coming winter as an
opportunity to record these things to help
you plan ahead in the future.

Most winters, we end up with a steady
supply of leafy greens outside - things like
kale, spinach, perpetual spinach, and
chard. Usually other brassicas also work
well, such as Brussels sprouts and purple
sprouting broccoli. Leek is also an outdoor
staple, though we find that they tend to
grow slowly and swell up towards the end
of the winter season most years. 

We use the tunnels to provide fresh veg
(again, mostly leafy - but definitely
including things like lettuce, rocket, and
various 'oriental' greens) towards the end
of winter and into spring. In the tunnels
we are also thinking ahead to the
following year, with late summer / autumn
plantings of things like garlic and broccoli,
which will ripen the following late spring
or summer but need to be planted before
winter. 

You might also want to think about
protecting your crops - with clothes,
netting, or other coverings. Here, we're
looking at two types of predators: pigeons
and other birds, and ice/snow. 

SPACE

Our winter growing takes place both
indoors and outdoors: on no dig beds on
the ground, and in polytunnels. Both
spaces are important for us and they
provide different things at different times. 



cold and dark weeks and then be ready to
put on new growth as the light returns
and the soil wakes up. Sow things too
early and the plants get too big, and are
killed by the cold. Sow things too late and
the plants won't grow enough and will be
killed by the cold! There is quite a lot of
trial and error in this to work out how to
get this right in your particular conditions,
because light and temperature really
matters. Here, it starts to get darker - and
noticeably so - from mid-September, and
any early September sowings probably
won't make it. But further south you have
more time, and sowing winter things in
early August might be too early there.
Bear this in mind when you're looking at
'winter veg' websites and books - think
about where the author is based, and
what the light levels and temperatures are
there, and how that compares to where
you are trying to grow. 

you're not sure that you're going to
manage that I'd recommend wilting them
in a pan with a bit of garlic and onion, and
then freezing that. We tend to eat large
portions of leafy greens so one small
freezer bag will do us for a meal, but if you
want smaller portions then freezing your
wilted greens in muffin trays works really
well. Once frozen you can take it out of the
tray and pop it into bags and containers.

STORING HARVESTS

Winter does not yield more fresh veg than
we can eat - and sometimes does not yield
enough for our needs. And that's with a
fairly repetitive diet built around leafy
greens! So, winter is the time when we
turn to our freezer and store cupboard,
and this requires prior planning. In
particular, we're very grateful for any
frozen fruit and any stored root veg like
onion and carrots and beetroot, and for
the garlic and potatoes. Winter is also a
great time to eat squashes if you have
managed to store them appropriately or if
you have frozen them. Any and all
summer veg are very welcome, too -
frozen beans, peas, broccoli and
cauliflower are particular favourites. We
put aside a bit of each summer harvest for
use in winter, and it is surprising how
quickly a handful here and there adds up.

We have stopped freezing leafy greens
because we know we can grow enough of
those to get us through the winter, but if 



SPRING / SUMMER
In many ways, growing veg in spring and
summer is the easiest part. There are
several reasons for this: weather and light
levels; advice available; previous
experience. Chances are, when you start to
grow your own veg you'll do so sowing
stuff in late winter, to enjoy in spring and
summer. 

For us, spring is a time of preparation and
early harvests. In particular, we'll be
looking forward to harvests from the
polytunnel once the winter plantings are
picking up speed once the light returns
from late February. It is also the time of
brassica flowers - we tend to leave all
brassicas in place unless we're desperate
for the space, eagerly awaiting the time
when they'll go to flower. The flower buds
are delicious and taste like broccoli, and
they are very welcome after a long
autumn and winter. 

But spring and summer are also times
that feel really out of synch here - while
'everyone' seems to be harvesting things
we're still looking at our small plants, and
that can be disheartening and worth
bearing in mind. Garlic, for example, tends
to be a mid-/late July crop for us, same as
broad beans. Strawberries, too. A general
piece of advice would be to take all
suggestions on seed packets as
suggestions, and to spend a season
noticing things and making notes - how
long does it take for your seeds to
germinate? How long until the plants are
big enough to plant outside? When is your
last frost date - work backwards from that
so you don't sow things too early for your
conditions. How long from planting out to
harvests?

A key aspect of growing in spring and
summer is to embrace 'little and often' -
think about which crops to sow once
(because they'll take a really long time to
be ready to harvest), and which you can
sow repeatedly. Salad greens, radishes,
and peas are great starting points for
successive sowings - sow a few of these
once a month for a steady supply

throughout the season. That's a simplified
version, though - because light and
temperature levels change dramatically
throughout the season the time it takes
for your plants to grow also changes, so
using the same sowing spacing
throughout the season doesn't quite give
you a uniformly steady supply of plants.
But - like so much in gardening, this is a
case of trial and error. Try sowing lettuce
once a month from March to August and
see what happens - when are the plants
ready? Do you wish you'd sowed more or
less? Do you have too much ready at the
same time? 

In many ways, spring/summer is the time
to think about the rest of the year - and to
do your current growing on autopilot. This
sounds a bit silly - after all, we keep
hearing about how busy gardeners are
during that time. But really, it's all about
thinking of veg growing as an all-year-
round activity. Your tasks may shift, and
you might be busy in different ways, but
trying to space things out and develop a
sowing/planting plan that works for your
space and energy levels is key to this.
During spring and summer it is also
important to think of autumn and winter
in terms of preserving - think about which
of the spring/summer produce you'd like
to be eating then, and how to do that.
Freezing? Pickling? Storing in other ways?
Things like rhubarb wine and rhubarb
ketchup make the most of an abundant
crop - because rhubarb stalks are so big
you get a lot of yield from even one plant,
whereas collecting berries takes longer
and you need to collect quite a lot to get
the same amount of food at the end. It
might also be worth thinking about a
system of 'putting away' - say, put away
10% of each harvest, no matter how small.
Harvesting 10 pea pods? Put one or two of
them away for later. If you want
something specific to aim for, putting
things away for Christmas is a good way to
get into this way of doing things.



FEBRUARY

Aubergine
Chili
Pepper

Broad Beans

Broccoli
Brussels Sprouts
Cabbage
Cauliflower
Lettuce
Salad / Spring Onion
Rocket
Spinach

Aubergine
Chard
Chili
Kale
Kohlrabi
Lamb's Lettuce
Onion (main)
'Oriental Greens' (mizuna, mibuna, mustard, etc)
Pea
Pepper
Radish
Turnip

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

SOWING SCHEDULE
pn

MARCH

Artichoke
Beetroot
Carrot
Leek
Tomato

Broad Beans
Parsnip

Week 1

Week 2

These timings are for
successive sowings - small
amounts, repeatedly. They are
for planting both outside and
in polytunnels, and
germinating mostly in
polytunnels as described
above. They also include extra
sowings in case of unusual
weather. 



Broccoli
Brussels Sprouts
Cabbage
Celery / Celeriac
Lamb's Lettuce
Lettuce
Salad / Spring Onion
Onion (main)
Pea
Spinach
Tomato

Kale
Potato (early)
Radish
Turnip

Week 3

Week 4

pn

APRIL

Artichoke
Beetroot
Broad Beans
Carrot
Fennel
Leek
Spinach Beet

Courgette
Cucumber
Lamb's Lettuce
Parsnip
Pea
Potato (main)
Squash / Pumpkin
Sweetcorn

Beans (French, Runner, Climbing, etc.)
Lettuce
Onion (main)
Onion (spring/salad)
Cabbage

Celery / Celeriac
Kale
Kohlrabi
Leek
Radish
Squash / Pumpkin
Swetcorn
Turnip

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4



pn

MAY

Beetroot
Carrot
Courgette
Cucumber
Pea
Spinach Beet

Beans (French, Runner, Climbing, etc.)
Lettuce
Onion (salad / spring)

Broccoli
Brussels Sprout
Cabbage
Cauliflower
Chard
Kale
Kohlrabi
Radish

Week 1

Week 3

Week 4

JUNE

Beetroot
Carrot
Endive / Radiccio
Fennel
Swede
Turnip

Lettuce

Broccoli
Brussels Sprouts
Cabbage
Cauliflower

Kale
Kohlrabi
Lamb's Lettuce
Radish

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4



pn

JULY

Beetroot
Chard
Spinach Beet

Endive / Radiccio
Lettuce
'Oriental Greens' (mizuna, mibuna, mustard, etc)
Parsnip
Rocket
Spinach

Lamb's Lettuce
Leek
Pak Choi
Turnip

Kale
Kohlrabi
Onion (salad / spring)
Radish
Spinach Beet

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

AUGUST

Beetroot
Carrot
Rocket

Chard
Endive / Radicchio
Lamb's Lettuce
Lettuce
'Oriental Greens' (mizuna, mibuna, mustard, etc)
Pak Choi
Parsnip
Spinach
Turnip

Kale
Onion (salad / spring)
Radish
Rocket
Spinach Beet

Week 1

Week 2

Week 4



pn

SEPTEMBER

Beetroot
Garlic

Week 1

OCTOBER

Broad Beans
Week 1


