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Growing edible greens on your doorstep
You don’t need a massive 
garden to grow your own veges, 
as Wellington gardening expert  
rachel Knight explains.

Some of the most successful edible 
gardens I’ve seen are small ones. 
Small enough to be close to where 
we spend our time, small enough 
for us to care for them and small 
enough for us to pick and consume 
all the produce. The best example of 
this is a ‘back step salad’. A container 
full of greens or herbs so close to 
your back (or front) door that you’ll 
remember to water it, be bothered 
to pick it and enjoy seeing it each 
time you pass. 
The size and shape of container 
doesn’t matter. Bigger, deeper pots 
need less watering and can be home 
to more crops, but they’re heavier 
to move, take up more space and 
need more potting mix to fill them. 
One of my favourite containers is 
a polystyrene crate because of its 
stability, lightness and zero cost. 
Buckets, large flower pots, half-wine 
barrels and planter boxes are also 
great. If you don’t like working at 
low levels, you can raise containers 
on a table or sit them on bricks 
or old tyres, as long as they’re 
somewhere they won’t be blown or 
knocked off. 

You’ll be asking a great deal from a 
small space, so don’t skimp on the 
soil. A 40-litre bag of potting mix 
(about $10) will fill a polystyrene 
crate. If you have some well-rotted 
homemade compost you might fill 
it with that instead. I usually still 
add a top layer of potting mix so I 
know I won’t get any competition 
from weeds. Garden soil is usually 
too heavy and not nutrient-rich 
enough for container gardening. 
Potting mix contains slow-release 
fertiliser to feed your plants, but rain 
and watering tend to wash those 
nutrients out of the soil. You’ll get 
better crops for longer if you feed 
weekly with a liquid fertiliser or 
worm or seaweed ‘tea’. 
Choose a spot that’s as close as 
possible to your kitchen, is open to 
the rain and gets plenty of sunshine. 
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level and have drainage holes in 
the bottom. Starting with seedlings 
speeds things up but seeds are 
cheaper and allow you a greater 
choice of varieties. You may need 
to protect your seedlings from 
birds, cats and other predators. I 
plant eight lettuce seedlings in a 
polystyrene crate and pick a few 
leaves from each at a time. You 
could sow seeds more thickly and 
harvest them as ‘baby leaves’.
Be selective and start small with 
perhaps one container for greens 
and another for herbs. You’ll be 
surprised how much you’ll be able 
to harvest from a limited space with 
a little watering and feeding. Enjoy 
the freshness, convenience and 
satisfaction of your own back step 
salad. 

Here are some crops I’ve successfully grown in containers:

HERBS: chives, coriander, mint, basil, parsley

SALAD GREENS: rocket, lettuce, spinach, mizuna, mesclun*

ROOTS:  spring onions, carrots, radishes, beetroots, turnips

* Mesclun is a blend of salad leaf varieties sold in a single seed packet.


