Start Gardening Series
4 Growing Fruit
The satisfaction of growing your own fruit
is not unlike the wonderful sensation on
turning up the first new potatoes with a
fork, when they suddenly appear like pale
lumps of gold in the fresh, dark earth.
Fruit growing is no longer the preserve of
bossy old men wearing belt and braces,
wielding buckets of tar wash and muttering
darkly about bacterial canker, scab and woolly
aphids.
The modern development of dwarfing varieties has
made lighter work of handling, planting, training and
pruning. Moreover, pest and disease resistant varieties
have removed many of the old risks and problems
associated with fruit growing.

Where to Plant
You don’t need a big sprawling garden to grow fresh
fruit. With only a balcony, a windowsill or a few big,
beautiful pots outside the door, you can experience
the joy of growing your own, even if only a few sunsweetened strawberries to share with someone special.
If growing fruit in pots, use a heavier, loambased
compost, such as a John Innes No. 3 mix, with added
horticultural grit for drainage. Place some broken
pottery at the end of the container for additional
drainage.Make sure the pots never dry out completely
by using a mulch on the surface of the compost. An
application in Spring of a fertiliser high in potash will
improve flowering and fruiting. At the other end of
the spectrum, if you have a sloping, well-drained piece
of ground lying idle, you could make a full orchard,
with spring bulbs naturalised in the grass. Apple, pear,
plum, cherry, medlar, quince, fig and pomegranate
trees could all grow big and free. Geese, hens, ducks

and guinea fowl could run around and feed off the
windfalls.
However, most kinds of fruit can be incorporated
into a smaller garden mixed among the more usual
flowers, shrubs and herbs, to provide productive and
very attractive features. In a garden setting, larger trees
— top fruits such as apples, pears or even peaches
— can add height to the overall picture and with a
little shaping can make fine specimen trees, valuable
not only for their crop, but for their beautiful spring
blossom, the shade they give in summer and for their
autumn-tinted leaves.
Every wall of the house and garden can be used to
grow fruit. The warmest walls for peaches, apricots,
figs, plums and grapes. An east or west-facing wall
will suit sweet cherries, pears, currants, plums, while
cultivated blackberries, gooseberries, early pears and
cooking cherries such as Morello will do fine on a north
wall. They can all be planted in company with more
usual limbers, such as roses, jasmine, clematis and
honeysuckle.
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Growth Habits and Training
Traditional training methods, by which most fruits can
be pruned and shaped to fit confined or awkward
spaces, also means that walls and fences can be
transformed into pretty and productive places. Pears
have magnificent spring blossom and are some of
the most pliable of fruits, lending themselves willingly
to bending and training, without much danger of
snapping. Gooseberries can be trained as funny looking
mop-headed standards (ie. grown on a clear stem).
Redcurrants, with their long red tassels of fruit glowing
like jewels and other bush fruits, can be planted as
decorative shrubs in any mixed border. Raspberries and
thornless brambles can make a slender, fresh green
hedge on fences or screens in a garden, or they can
be trained up poles or tripods in mixed beds or borders
to add height. Strawberries, having pretty foliage as
well as flowers and fruit,make a very nice edging along
paths and can crop for months on end.

Top Fruit Fertility
When choosing top or tree fruits, always seek expert
advice on varieties Some such as the obliging and
delicious Victoria plum, are self-fertile and can set a
fair crop of fruit on their own. Others need pollination
by one or more different varieties.

Planting
Before choosing the kind of fruits you want to grow,
first consider the aspect of the site,in all seasons.Most
fruits need some full sun to ripen. However gooseberries
will grow in shade and raspberries, a cool climate fruit
that grows well in Ireland and Scotland, does very well
in partial shade. With a little care, all fruit will crop for
many years. However, never
plant any fruit in hot, dry weather nor when the ground
is frozen or sodden. Preliminary soil preparation is not
hard work and will get things off to a flying start.

Fruit bushes such as currants, gooseberries and trees
(top fruits) grown on dwarfing rootstocks, have fairly
shallow roots and will grow well in ordinary garden
soil, where vegetables and flowers already flourish.
It is usually enough to make individual planting holes
— one and a half times the width and depth of each
rootball is best — to receive each plant. But the
ground must be well-drained, as no fruit will tolerate
waterlogging. If you have a layer of compacted subsoil under the top-soil, you must break it up with a
fork first and then incorporate plenty of horticultural
grit or sand or twiggy garden compost. When filling in
the hole, mix peat or compost in with the soil, to help
improve soil structure.
Fruit trees will need staking at planting time. Always
hammer in the stake before planting, to avoid
damaging the roots. Freestanding fruit bushes will not
need support, though all fruit being trained against
walls will need to be tied in to wires or trellis, using
weatherproof twine or raffia. Give everything a good
soak after planting, unless it’s winter and they are
dormant. With a modicum of sensible soil preparation,
most kinds of fruit can be made grow easily and over a
very long season, in even the smallest gardens.
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