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Everyone is a gardener. I believe it’s inherently in us – yes, even you,  
the person who’s never tried, or who has tried but without success … yet.

I garden towards a good life for everyone. So I’m a ‘good life gardener’, if you like. 
A good life gardener is anyone who is keen to leave a mark on the earth in one of 
the most beneficial ways possible – with a pumping garden.

Good life gardeners aren’t just into gardening for themselves and their carrots 
(although getting a yield for yourself is critical), they’re also helping to garden a 
new type of life into existence, one lettuce at a time. They’re cultivating healthy 
soils while also cultivating community. They know that it’s all well and good 
to have a cranking veggie patch, but it’s even better if you can help others to 
achieve or access one too. You’ll find them sharing seeds, plants, tips on soil 
health and tricks to get your compost just right.

And if a good life gardener doesn’t have any land of their own, they remember 
that despite the barriers to private land ownership, they still live on Earth and 
belong to the ground all around them. So they kindly and confidently use the 
land they can – community gardens, street verges, abandoned parklands, 
friends’ or family’s backyards, balconies and even windowsills – to grow some  
of the food they need to thrive in this world.

The good life gardener always finds a way to carry out this essential action of life 
– tending to the health of the soil and of our collective soul at the same time.

The best time to start gardening was yesterday; the next best time is today.  
This is your handbook on how to use the land (or balcony) you have to grow  
some of the food you need – anywhere, anytime.
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Yoorala Street 
Community 
Garden. 
Image from 
Colin Bushell, 
Meanjin/Brisbane, 
subtropical.

Gardening is good for you
No matter which angle you come at it from, gardening is good for you. Here are 
just a few of the many reasons why.

	● You’ll save money. Once your garden is established, you’ll find it’s 
often cheaper to shop in your backyard than at the local shops – some 
gardeners save an average of around $50 per week.

	● Your mental health may improve. Sticking your hands in the soil can 
expose you to a beneficial bacterium called Mycobacterium vaccae, 
which is linked to stimulating the production of serotonin, which acts 
like an antidepressant, making you more relaxed and happier.

	● You can build some muscles! Let’s face it, anything that gets us  
moving is good, and this includes pushing wheelbarrow loads of  
mulch or compost, digging holes for your fruit trees, and spending time 
weeding and watering. It can all add up to your being more physically 
active on a regular basis.
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	● You’ll have more food security. Having easy access to fresh food isn’t 
always guaranteed, especially with the increasing disruptions we’re told 
to expect due to the climate emergency and other interesting things 
that can pop up like the Covid-19 pandemic. It’s estimated that at any 
given time there is just thirty days’ worth of non-perishable food in our 
supply chain, and less than five days’ worth of perishable food, with 
the average household usually having around three to five days’ worth 
of food stored in their cupboards at home. Growing some of your own 
fresh food is not only fun, it’s also a downright sensible thing to do.

	● You’ll have ultimate convenience. At one stage my partner and I took 
a season off growing veggies while we did some major house building 
projects, worked full time and had a baby. I was like, ‘Okay, something’s 
gotta give – why don’t we just buy our veggies this season to save some 
time?’ But guess what. Shopping takes time! Instead of just walking 
through my garden to harvest lunch and dinner, I had to jump on my 
bike, ride to the shops, get bamboozled with choice and walk out with 
some random cabbage and three floppy carrots … and then repeat 
multiple times a week! It was the most inconvenient season of my adult 
life. And yes, I could have got way more organised and done a single 
weekly shop, but sometimes real life gets in the way of being organised.

	● You’ll have deep satisfaction. Every time I plant a fresh bed of seeds 
or harvest ten bowls of tomatoes, I feel really good. Like really good. 
It’s a combination of a warm hug around my heart and a ‘Take that!’ to 
the multinational companies degrading our planet, our farmers and 
us (the eaters) in the name of quick profit. The more I grow – and the 
more I spend my money locally and with Australian producers, and 
vote and advocate for progressive, climate-safe policies – the more I’m 
connected to crafting a food culture that puts people and the planet 
before profit. And this is deeply satisfying.
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What about the kids?
Gardening with young kids is always worthwhile – even when they plant 
your seedlings upside-down. When planting out her large garden, my friend 
Annemarie Brookman made sure to provide some ‘sacrificial’ seedlings for her 
kids, Tom and Nikki, to plant as they wished. Not all those seedlings survived, but 
everyone involved learned something and had a lot of fun – and these days both 
Tom and Nikki are absolutely brilliant adult gardeners (who plant their seedlings 
the right way up). See it as an investment in the establishment of their values, 
rather than as a waste of time or seedlings.
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Access to land
But can you still grow food if you don’t own land? The short answer is yes. But you 
might have to get creative, be bold, and remember that Earth is for everyone and 
that access to cultivating soil is (or should be) a human right.

Renting?
Thirty-one per cent of Australians rent, with the majority of leases ranging from 
six to twelve months. This means there are millions of people in Australia without 
long-term tenure for housing, and so without a lot of time to establish and 
harvest from a veggie patch. But it is still possible.

Over a period of ten years, I lived in twenty-five different rental properties, and 
without exception I made food gardens in every single one (or contributed to 
existing ones). Often the houses I lived in were so run down that the owner gave 
us free rein to do whatever we wanted – and so we did. But a decent chunk of the 
time we had to negotiate with the owner to get permission to create a veggie 
patch. Towards the end of my renting career I got to the point where I’d simply 
say, ‘Look, we’re really good at gardening and we won’t move in unless we can 
make a veggie patch.’ We’d also promise to find tenants who could take over the 
garden (and house) when it was time for us to move on. This was never difficult, 
as there was also someone in our network keen to move into a home with a 
cranking veggie garden.

I also joined forces with friends to set up the former Hobart City Farm – there’s 
often under-utilised land in urban areas which we could use for food production. 
The Hobart City Farm operated for five years as a non-profit enterprise on rented 
land with four other friends: Lou Sales, James Da Costa (pictured harvesting 
garlic), Bridget Stewart and Sam Beattie.

And so, while secure and affordable rental housing is increasingly tricky to find,  
it is always worth asking if you can improve your landlord’s home by establishing 
a food garden.



11Gardening is for everyone 

Renting with no earth, or between housing?
If the place you’re renting has no earth, or if you’re between housing at the 
moment, then having a personal backyard veggie patch may not be an option for 
you. But you can still grow food.

Explore growing fresh food in pots (see page 36) or on your kitchen windowsill 
(page 40), join a local community garden, turn a nearby verge into an edible 
hotspot, or even do a spot of guerrilla gardening (gardening on land that you 
don’t own, such as an abandoned green space in your town or city) or guerrilla 
grafting (grafting of productive varieties onto ornamental public fruit trees;  
see page 211).

A Naarm/
Melbourne rental 
we lived in for  
7 months in 2012. 
As well as a veggie 
garden, we got 
chickens and 
honey bees.

James DaCosta 
harvesting garlic at 
the Hobart City Farm
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Gardening without breaking  
your budget
Setting up a garden can be quite an investment of cash, but it doesn’t have to 
be. Here are some of the tried and true money-saving approaches that I’ve done 
over the years, which work a treat.

	● Use recycled materials. These can include things like old hardwood 
timber, fruit crates, pots and IBC tanks (intermediate bulk containers, 
which are reusable food-grade plastic vessels that hold 1000L; as long 
as they haven’t been used to hold toxic chemicals you can repurpose 
them as garden beds or even rainwater tanks). See if there’s a tip shop 
or other recycling outlet in your region, or search for local online forums 
where people are selling or even giving away used garden materials.

	● Grow from seed. Growing from seed rather than only purchasing 
seedlings will save you a bundle. Better yet, once you have a pumping 
garden you can start doing some of your own seed saving (see page 181).

	● Skill up. The more things you can do yourself, the more you can save 
on having to pay others to help you. It’s amazing what you can teach 
yourself by watching a few online videos! This can include everything 
from basic building techniques to fencing to making your own compost.

	● Host working bees. A working bee is a fun event where you get your 
mates over to help you get things done as a group, followed by a well-
earned feast where you all relax and admire everyone’s efforts. People 
love to help – all you gotta do is ask. If you’re involved in permaculture 
you could also consider organising a ‘permablitz’, a similar event that 
involves working together while teaching each other new skills and 
making new friends.

	● Harvest fallen leaves. You can use fallen leaves from private or public 
spaces (if permitted) to feed your compost system, or to make leaf 
mould (see page 115).

	● Scour local online gardening networks. Members often offer free 
or affordable organic matter, especially things like spoiled straw that 
has been left out in the rain so is already half-composted (making it a 
perfect mulch). Farmers sometimes even invite people to come and 
harvest their livestock manure for free.

	● Make your own compost and liquid fertilisers. You can save a pretty 
penny by making some or all of your own compost and liquid fertilisers 
(see Chapter 5).
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	● Get creative and think outside the box. There’s generally always a low-
cost solution for your context. For example, when we terraced our steep 
landscape we would have loved to build 90-degree stone retaining walls 
to increase the available flat space. Alas, our non-existent budget meant 
we had to think sideways to find a less costly solution. We ended up with 
large earth banks in between each flat terrace, which we stabilised with 
heat-treated pallets and planted with diverse edible forest gardens. Sure, 
this meant we had less flat space than we would have liked, but it was a 
design solution that fit within our capacity – plus, it’s worked a treat!

	● Use your greywater. During the dry months, using your greywater 
safely on some of your garden will reduce your water bill (see page 139).

	● Get to know your local edible weeds. Often the edible weeds that thrive 
in your patch are more nutritious than any veggies you’ll ever grow, and 
they don’t need your time or money to encourage them (see page 268)!

	● Take cuttings and root divisions of other people’s plants  
(with permission). Over the years I’ve saved hundreds of dollars  
by doing this.

We grew mixed 
green manures for 
the first year to 
help improve soil 
health.

Heat-treated pallets helped 
to stabilise the earth and 
provide timber shelves to 
plant into. These timber 
shelves helped slow and sink 
water and nutrients into the 
banks, helping to establish 
the plants. Over the years, 
these have composted in 
place and now the plants’ 
roots stabilise the banks!
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