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Planning Your Space

Planning can make things easier in the long run. If you have a large and
daunting area, don’t try and do too much. Keep it simple for the first year and
cover the rest of the area to suppress weeds (see clearance mulch). You can
just stick to one or two crops if you don’t have much time and want to make a
start.

What space is available?

Most of you will have a space already planned for your veg or cutting flowers,
so where is it? Allotment, garden or somewhere else?

The most productive space is that close to your house, or that which you walk
past every day. This will get the most attention as you can see weeds and
little jobs more easily and do them little at a time, so if possible to site your
patch with this in mind. Veg doesn’t have to be an eye sore, far from it, veg
can be beautiful, especially if combined with the odd flower!

You may be limited by shade, only having room for pots, or have particularly
stoney or poor soil. If so please inform me of any particular problems you
have so we can discuss a way around them.

Growing in containers

If you have no soil then growing in pots may be your only option. This is a
little limiting as vegetables are very hungry plants and generally prefer to be in
soil. So you need to create the best growing medium possible, choose
suitable plants to grow, and make sure you feed and water regularly.

Choosing your pot

Any container can be used, including old baths, sinks, chimney pots and other
recycled material, all being successful if you water and feed the plants
regularly. The deeper and bigger the better.

Terracotta and metal pots look lovely, but tend to heat up and dry out in the
summer. You can protect the roots from drying by putting a smaller plastic pot
inside, and reusing polystyrene packaging in-between as insulation.
Terracotta can also shatter in the frost.

Plastic pots are very thin and you need to make sure the root balls of
perennial plants don’t freeze in the winter by wrapping in fleece.



Raising your pots up on feet will help drainage if they are otherwise flat on the
ground, which is especially helpful in the winter.

There are some fab inventive pots on the market and many help you to grow
in a vertical space.

Check out “lifeonthebalcony.com” for tips on growing in containers in a small
space and decorating pots to look more stylish.

Filling the pots

* First put in a layer of stone chippings or “crocks” (broken up terracotta
pots)

* Then fill with a mixture of compost, and (bought sterile) topsoil

* Do not add fresh manure as this can heat up.

* Do add Chicken manure pellets, and sprinkle on the surface every so
often.

* Peat helps to retain moisture, but is really bad for the environment, as
its an important carbon store, its better left in the ground, and
heathland is an important natural habitat we need to preserve.
Dalefoot compost made from sheep’s wool and bracken, is a peat free
alternative, and holds on to moisture really well, plus the nutrients are
released for longer than with inorganic compost. So there is no need to
use peat with this alternative, apart from the price. If you want to save
money and can gather an order of 50 bags between friends, then you
will save a lot, about £3.50/bag + P&P saving too. TTW place a group
order early February and July, which you are welcome to join.

* Municipal compost is a cheap, nutritious bulk filler of pots, but should
not be used alone. It can be picked up from Poole tip for 3 bags per
£10.

* Soil can be added, and contains bacteria and fungi, which can improve
the health of your pots

* Home made compost is great in pots, free, and very nutritious.

* Leaf mulch is low in nutrients, but a great additive to the mix, also free.

* Before shop bought composts, each gardener would have their own
recipe for good compost. Lets get this skill back!

Rotation in pots

Rotating what you grow in the same compost should lengthen the life of the
compost you have used. Refer to rotation later for more details, but each type
of crop has different nutrient requirements and pests. Compost should be
refreshed from time to time and removed if contaminated with a pest. It can
be spread on soil if you or a neighbour has some, often the birds will then
feed on the pest. Vine weevils can be a pest in many containers. They feed
on the roots of plants, killing the plant, and look like small (5mm or so) white
maggots in the soil. Ifitis not feasible to change the compost | found that



vine weevil neamatodes work really well, and cost about £7 from amazon,
which can be cheaper than replacing compost.

Types of crop

| have briefly mentioned crops happy to grow in containers above. Keen
gardeners can grow almost anything in pots with some perseverance. As we
go through the different vegetables in the talk, | should spend some time on
how to grow in pots, please pick me up on this if | don’t.

Protecting from slugs is easier if you put a 2 rings of copper band tape around
the pot, (available from Willowbrook for £4-5.) Check under the pots regularly
and occasionally water with slug nematodes.

Watering and Feeding

This is the most important thing when growing in pots. All plants will be more
successful in the ground because their roots can spread further to access
water and nutrients. Without this connection to the earth, it's all up to you to
provide water and further feed. You can use liquid comphrey feed as
described later.

Shade Tolerant Plants

If you would like to make use of a more shaded area in your garden, perhaps
under trees or near a wall or fence, the following are more tolerant of shade

These plants can tolerate semi shade,
and shade which is for more than half

These plants can tolerate full

of the day, although all prefer full sun

Gooseberry
Raspberry
Worcester berry
Jostaberry
Aronia berry
Barberries
Honeyberry
Gojiberry
Rhubarbs

Kiwis

Good King Henry.
Caucasian Spinach.
Hog peanut

(this one actually needs a bit of shade)
Ground nut
Hop
Lemonbalm

shade, although prefer full
sun

Redcurrant

Blackberry

Loganberry

Bowles mint

Horsemint

Applemint

Oragano

Morello cherries are

great trained against a north
facing wall



Medowsweet
St Johns Wort
Comfreys
Lettuce
Spinach
Coriander

These plants are even better survivors! They can tolerate full shade and
actually prefer shady conditions

Wood Sorrel & Red wood sorrel
Sweet Coltsfoot
Ginseng

Black Lovage

Hedge mustard

Plum Yews

Nepalese Raspberry
Groundcover raspberry
Ramsons/ wild garlic
Golden Saxifrage
Siberian Saxifrage
Siberian Purslane
Hostas

Sweet Cicely

Planning What to grow

The choice of which plants to grow is just a suggestion, but if you only have a
small area, obviously you may need to narrow down the choice, so working
out your priorities is a good idea. So what is most important to you?

Easy potatoes, beans, beetroot, squash, turnips

Low work turnips, beetroot, potatoes, courgettes, garlic, spinach / chard,
broad beans, barlotti beans, Kale, squash, radish

Fresh salads
Expensive salads, garlic, squash, beans, purple sprouting

Yield runner beans, carrots, courgettes, leeks, lettuce, spinach / chard,
beetroot

Likes personal preference

Taste carrots, tomatoes, fruit, everything!!



Pretty (for potager style) lettuce, rainbow chard, onion, Garlic, beans, leek,
herbs, flowers, blueberries, aronia berry, cherry. Look for colourful types in
the seed catalogues and plant a mixture.

Containers and pots lettuce, spring onions, carrots, strawberries, herbs,
potatoes(?), flowers, cherry tomatoes, pea shoots, cucumber,

Choosing Seed

Tips:

* Varieties usually come in early, mid and late season. This gives a
clue as to when they ripen, so if you want a continuation of harvest
throughout the year, you can choose one of each, (although
sometimes staggered planting can help)

* F1 varieties are modern hybrids, usually more expensive to buy, but
can hold some worthwhile qualities, such as blight resistant
tomatoes, or carrot fly resistant carrots.

* Heritage varieties usually crop over a longer period to spread out
your harvest, can include some unusual varieties not found in
shops, can be adapted to your local climate, and even taste nicer! |
recommend supporting the heritage seed library for £20 per year to
help keep diversity alive and get yourself some fantastically unusual
plants!

* Look out for helpful properties such as long storage life, reliable
crops and good cold/wet/drought tolerance.

* List what has worked well for you on your soil/taste preference so
you can remember what to get next year. And list what you don't
like too!

* If you want veg to look pretty, look for different coloured radishes,
chard, beetroot, lettuce etc, either to mix up the seed or create
patterns. Different colour bean flowers look pretty too!

*  Would you like to save your seed year on year? This can help with
sustainability, saves money, and can keep some rare varieties
going. Check out the Heritage Seed Library, https://
hsl.gardenorganic.org.uk or the Real Seed Company https://
www.realseeds.co.uk for open pollinated types, that will stay true to
their parents when saving seed at home.

The No Dig / Minimal Till Method

Reasons to dig

To incorporate manure / lime / compost deeper in the soil (helps with heavy
clay)


https://hsl.gardenorganic.org.uk
https://hsl.gardenorganic.org.uk
https://www.realseeds.co.uk
https://www.realseeds.co.uk

To remove weeds e.g. bindweed / brambles
Compaction of soil. (Depending on severity, this can be solved by no dig)

Reasons not to dig

It takes up lots of energy, which could be used for turning compost!

It's not good for your back, whether or not you currently have a back problem.
It releases carbon dioxide in the air, as the carbon stored oxidises with the
oxygen in the atmosphere.

Deeper compaction of soil can be caused by rotavating / tractors.

Some weeds benefit from having their roots broken up — e.g. horsetail,
causing a bigger weed problem.

New weed seeds stored in the soil have access to light and germinate,
causing a bigger weed problem.

It destroys the structure of the soil, mixing up distinct layers containing
specific bacteria, which take time to get back to where they should be.

It kills earthworms and other soil dwelling creatures such as ground nesting
solitary bees.

It breaks up mycorrhizal fungi networks in the soil. This is a huge
disadvantage, as mycorrhizal fungi can store carbon, improve the structure of
the soil and can transfer nutrients from the soil to your plants.

It increases soil erosion: soil left bare during rain will wash away topsoil and
nutrients, when exposed to frost it will damage soil structure.

Creates excess aeration which can lead to nutrient loss

The Bed system

When using the no dig system it is important not to stand on the soil. Worms
will leave passages behind as they work their way through the soil, which will
help to aerate it but the pressure from our feet will destroy this. When you
construct your beds they do not have to have structured boarders or even be
particularly raised, as long as you know where they are! It is recommended
the beds are no more than 5 feet wide and the paths are wide enough to work
on comfortably, suggested 2 feet wide. In a small garden this may be too big
or a waste of space, so stepping stones or the key system may work better —
see diagram shown below. The beds will raise themselves as you put
mulches on every year.

During the first season, if you decide to dig to deal with compaction or
perennial weeds, then add as much organic material as possible; activated
biochar, (see later) manure and compost. Then in subsequent years add
compost, manure and composted leaves (leaf mulch) to the surface of the
soil. The worms will help draw this material into the soil. Some vegetable
gardening does require digging of some sort, so this can also help distribute
hummus into the soil. With some veg like leeks and parsnips, although the soil
doesn’t need digging when they are planted, you will disturb the soil when
they are harvested. This is why farmers call the system minimal till because
there may be some digging but it is kept to a minimum. Even crops such as



potatoes can be planted and
harvested with minimal digging.

Keyhole raised beds (A) and straight raised beds (B).

Carbon Sequestering

Now (I hope) we know how important it is for all of us to help address climate
change, here are some tips for you to help the soil store as much carbon as
possible, as it stores 82% of the carbon in our biosphere.

To enable the soil to absorb carbon we must:

* Never use chemicals - artificial fertilisers, pesticides or herbicides on your
soil. This kills the beneficial fungi that captures carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere, via the plants roots, and binds it to the soil using glomulin.
Practice the no dig method as much as is feasible to do so. Ploughing,
forking, digging or turning the soil all exposes the carbon stored in the soil to
oxygen in the air, oxidising it and releasing carbon dioxide.

Plants store carbon in their roots, so cover your space in as much plant
material as possible. This includes grass for your paths, and cover crops/
green manures.

When harvesting annual plants, leave their roots in the ground to rot. When
harvesting vegetables, you can leave roots in the ground

Making compost from all your green and brown waste is key. Fast growing,
woody plants store a lot of carbon too, that can be turned into compost to
feed plants. Although this is only a temporary carbon store, as the
biodegrading process eventually releases CO2 again, it grows healthier
plants, which hold more carbon in their roots.

Adding biochar to the soil, (preferably after activating to get instant results in
regards to fertility,) will store carbon indefinitely, and improves the health of
the soil too. Make sure you source proper biochar. This is different to
charcoal because water has been used to put out the fire- this opens up the
pores so it can absorb nutrients such as nitrogen.



* Planting a tree if you have space, is great for storing carbon in its wood,
however remember that bushes and other plants store carbon too, so a
mixed variety of planting will all help.

Digging / clearing weeds

Assess the ground
Is it compacted?
Is it covered with a mixture of perennial weeds?

If you have brambles or bindweed, or a really thick mat of weed roots in the
soil, | would suggest removing as much of the top and root as possible by
digging and taking it to the tip for their compost.

You can use no dig from the start, and most problems can be overcome with
no dig and mulches (see later).

Types of weed:

Annual weeds really aren’t much of a problem, you can hoe them off, and
they will be killed easily by mulching.

Be aware that you will get more annual weed seeds on the surface whenever
you turn the earth over, and if you add horse manure

Perennial weeds are more effort to remove, because often they have a large
root, and if you cut up the root on removal it can grow back from tiny scraps.

It's important to know how to spot difficult weeds, as how you deal with them
can save you work in the future.

Brambles

If you find the wild type in your garden or allotment, remove as soon as you
can, these can quickly spread, sending arching branches that root up to 8
meters away in one year. They don'’t all produce nice berries, so either find a
patch to forage from elsewhere, or plant a cultivated one in your garden.

Cut down the top foliage and dig out as much root as possible. This is difficult
if next to a fence or hedge, but constant cutting back will get rid of them
eventually. Dispose down at the tip’s garden waste, as they take a long time
to compost.

Field Horsetail

The roots go down over a meter so you will never get it all out by digging
You can weaken the plant however by forking over the soil and removing the
black fiberous roots. Do this as carefully as possible, you can hear the roots
snap as you break them! Wear glasses to see them if you need to!



The picture on the right shows the “flowers”, remove asap!

Once you have your plants in, hoe weekly until around July. If
you don't let it grow, you can really get on top of it in 4 years.
Black plastic or other clearance mulch for a year at least is the
best method of removal.

. The deep roots can be fed by a weedy plot next door.

. Dont rotavators this breaks up the roots into many pleces

“ Don't glve up! We don’t find it a problem now, although it was
reaIIy bad the first year.

To note, if growing fruit bushes, horsetail isn’t a problem at all, it provides a
grass like ground cover and home for insects including ladybirds.

Bindweed

Bindweed is easy to see, as the
roots are so pale.

It is especially easy to remove if
the area has been covered in
black plastic for the winter.

The roots break easily so be
careful.

The plant re-grows from the
tiniest of root fragments.

It is tricky to remove from perennial plants such as fruit bushes,
and from under fencing.

It can easily come over from a neighbours plot.

It strangles your plants as it twists around them as it grows
Again, hoe regularly to deny the root its supply of food.

Dandelions

Although a problem in lawns, dandelions aren’t as much of a problem in the
veg plot, as the ground is regularly cleared and the whole root can be
removed.

They are a good mineral accumulator when added (rotted) to compost — see
later for details of rotting.

You can put the leaves in a salad although they are rather bitter like chicory.
As a really important source of early nectar for bees, | have stopped removing
them apart from if they are right next to a treasured plant or crop | think might
be out competed.

Dock



This grows quickly from seed so
whatever you do — prevent it from
seeding! You can, if you are brave
enough to let it seed, eat the seeds &8
ground up to make flour!

It provides food for the lovely
looking dock beetle (shiny and
green) which would otherwise eat
your sorrel.

It's large leaves block off lots of
light to other plants.

Not too difficult to remove like dandelion.

Lesser Celendine

This beautiful little wild flower spreads quickly be seed and tiny
fragments of root. It’s really difficult to remove once you have it,
but the leaves do die down quickly after spring. Another one to oy
remove if you feel it is overshadowing something you want.

Stinging Nettle

This can re-grow from roots, so best to soak and rot like other perennials
rather than putting it straight in the compost. It is high in potash so can be
used instead of comphrey to make highly concentrated fertiliser (see later)

Creeping Buttercup

Also soak the roots just in case, before putting in compost. Try to remove it all
as it spreads easily via runners.

Question and Answer on Digging

Would you use a fork or spade?
| would always use a fork as it minimises worm death and
breaking up weed roots, however I've seen many experienced
gardeners using a spade.

How do you incorporate manure/compost?
Stirring with a fork
As deep as you are digging if digging

How about adding grit?
A clay soil can be improved by adding grit, but this is very
expensive and not good for the environment, due to the carbon
emissions from the mining and transport.



If you sow parsnips into grit (or coarse sand see later) then you
can work your way round your area over successive years.
Sand can actually harm a clay sail, clogging up the few
remaining air pockets. Use coarse sand if at all

If your soil is very heavy clay, | recommend adding municipal
compost by digging into the soil. Fab for carrots!

Teamwork helps to save both your backs!
If you are lucky enough to have someone to help you dig, we
find teamwork helps.
One person forks and works backwards, throwing the soil a little
in front of them as they go. This breaks up the soil a little as it
lands. The other person kneels or crouches and sifts through
the soil, carefully removing the weed roots.
This method stops constant stooping to pick out weeds, is fast
and efficient, and you can take it in turns to do each job, getting
a break from the other, as each job uses different muscles.

What are the pros and cons of rotavating?
Pros
Is fast and efficient, useful for breaking up compacted soil, and
good if you have a bad back.
It efficiently mixes compost or manure into the soil
Cons
It effectively breaks up the weed roots, giving you a nightmare to
weed for many years!
It adds too much air to the soil, increasing carbon loss from the
soil, and the water goes through too quick, resulting in drought
for your plants

What is “Double digging
This is an old method of digging, to 2 spade depths of soil.
Effective for removing deep perennial roots but mixes up the
layers of soil and soil bacteria, and damages structure.
This may be the only method of removing a clay pan, a layer of
compacted soil deep underneath, characterised by unusually
damp soil. This is quite often a problem in newer houses.

Making Compost

What sort of compost bin will you use?
This depends on how much space you have and what sort of things you have
to put in your compost.

The Black “darlec” compost bins
These are great if you don’t have much space and you are likely to add
material a little bit at a time, which is what most back gardens will have.



Compost Bays
Made usually with old pallets, these can be large for an allotment, with two or
more in a row for turning.

Slow Compost

If you have one open compost bay that you don’t turn regularly, this can be a
habitat for slow worms and grass snakes. You can also place seed heads in
the spring for insects to slowly emerge out of hibernation. Do not turn in the
summer as you may find grass snake eggs, or in the winter you may find a
hedgehog. Slow compost can be investigated in the spring to see if you have
compost worth using on the garden at the bottom, but it will be less good
quality than if you try to make a good, hot compost.

Fast / Hot Compost

This is what to aim for, for healthy plants and increased nutrient value. It does
however take a bit more time and effort.

What to put in your bin:
Greens (50%) to add nitrogen

* kitchen scraps — fruit and vegetable waste, (no meat or animal
bones as this will attract rats. | also wouldn’t add bread for the
same reason, best fed to the birds!)

* grass clippings — add this in thin layers with browns layered in
between so they don’t matt into clumps. Grass clippings with clover
are even higher in nitrogen. Layering with shredded office paper or
biochar works really well.

* garden plants, including dead flowers and seeds as most garden
flowers won’t re-grow from compost. Chop up any woody stems.
Do not add diseased material such as blighted tomatoes or white
rot onions as this spreads the disease to next years crop.

* Lawn and garden weeds — annual weeds only, leaves of
perennials, and nothing that has gone to seed — for composting
these items see later.

* Green comfrey leaves — excellent as a compost activator and also
adds potassium.

* Seaweed and Kelp — collect from the seaside that which has been
washed ashore. Rinse before adding to compost, a great addition
to compost as it contains many trace minerals, great for the healthy
growth of plants.

* Chicken Manure an excellent compost activator

* Coffee grounds and tea

Browns (50%) to add carbon



* Leaves- all except walnut tree leaves. Avoid those collected from
salted roads in the winter.

* Pine needles can be added but in small quantities as they are
acidic.

* Straw is great, and convenient to have by the bin to add in layers.
Hay, which contains seeds, is less ideal.

* Wood ash is high in potassium so is great, be aware that it is
alkaline, can be used to neutralise pine needles.

* Shredded office paper is the easiest thing we have found to use
as a source of browns, saved in bags in the shed.

* Newspaper is great to have a handy supply near the bin for
layering. It is best to scrunch all paper to increase air pockets
rather than lying flat, which takes ages to decompose. Avoid using
plastic coated, glossy material such as magazine covers, as this
takes ages to decompose.

* Cardboard — best shredded to help decomposition. Again avoid
plastic coated, glossy card such as toothpaste tubes as these don’t
decompose and you will be picking them out when you use the
compost.

* Drier Lint only from natural fibres.

* Biochar fo a reputable source such as “Oxford Biochar” is a great
way of lowering your carbon footprint by carbon sequestering, and
also adds great nutrients to your plot. It needs to be activated
before adding to the soil, or it can cause nitrogen robbery from the
soil, however, you can d this by adding it in layers to your compost,
especially with grass clippings

Other

Sawdust is best composted in a separate area with urine to activate. We
kept in a separate container and surprisingly it doesn’t smell! Small amounts
can be added to compost bin, sprinkled in thin layers.

Wood chippings when added to compost or soil cause nitrogen robbery as
they decompose, which are why they work so well as a weed suppressing
mulch for a path. If you have access to a lot of woodland waste, please ask
me how to compost this, as there is a way!

Soot — this can be used but has to be stored somewhere dry for at least 3
months, to rid it of sulphur. It can be used as a top dressing to the soil, it
improves the texture of a clay soil, and because of it's dark colour, helps the
warming of the soil in spring. It is said to deter pests such as pea weeuvil,
celery fly, carrot fly, onion fly and slugs.

Eggshells need to be crushed as they take ages to decompose. They are
neutral.



Urine - now don’t laugh! It is a sterile and highly valuable resource that we are
currently wasting through our sewage systems. It contains nitrogen in a format
already broken down ready for plants to use, along with lots of micronutrients.
It can be added sparingly to the compost. But better if used to break down
sawdust, wood shavings or biochar.

Maintenance for fast compost

Make sure you turn your compost every 6 weeks. This dramatically speeds up
compost decomposition, and you could have usable compost in as little as 3
months.

To make faster compost, cut up the ingredients using a lawnmower of shears
before adding, and make sure you have a good ratio of browns and greens.

Adding fresh manure, grass clippings and a solution of yeast, sugar and urine
can speed up compost, acting as activators.

Keep in a sunny place, the compost will decompose quicker than in the
shade.

We have our 4 darker bins in rotation, with one or two we are filling, one which
is being turned, perhaps one spare or full of combos ready to use. You could
use the same method with compost bays.

Do not keep your compost bin on top of anything impermeable, such as
concrete or plastic membrane, the worms need access from underneath to
help with the decompostion.

If you find lots of slugs in your compost, it is too wet, so make sure you are
keeping the lid on to protect from rain, and try not to add too many wet things
to the compost, and maybe add more browns.

If you find lots of ants in your compost, it is too dry. Remedy this by
sprinkling in some water, and / or asking the boys to wee into the bins. Urine
also acts as a catalyst and makes it decompose quicker!

If it smells, then the air has been compressed out of it by the weight of too
much “greens”, adding more browns would add more air pockets, turning
smelly anaerobic decomposition to non smelly aerobic decomposition. It can
also smell if the compost is too wet — so keep the lid on!

Do not add cooked food, grains or meat. This will attract rats. Putting the
bin on a layer of bricks with small gaps in-between is said to deter rats.

Liquid Fertiliser from Weeds



Weeds that have a strong root, or those that are flowering and so may contain
seeds, are best not put on the compost, as this will increase the number of
weeds you have in the soil.

To get round the disposal of these weeds without resorting to taking them to
the tip, you can make sure they are fully rotted before you add them to the
compost. You do this by soaking them in water for 2 weeks. You can use a
bucket, or we find a dustbin with a lid better, because as it rots it smells, and
the lid traps in that smell! We have 2 dustbins on the go — one for filling and
one for rotting for 2 weeks as we have a large area.

You can just empty your bucket of water onto a plant, then scoop up the rotted
material and put it in the compost.

We have a bit more to deal with, so we press a colander onto the smelly
watery stuff in the bin, scoop out the water, leaving the matted material
behind. We use a funnel to transfer the stinky water to containers, then we
have a supply of liquid fertiliser to water our plants with. We then tip the
dustbins up to empty the excess water onto the rhubarb (it loves it and the
one near the bins grows the strongest!), then we add the soggy remains in the
compost bin. We find our compost tends to get dry and have ants in so the
wetness helps. We also layer scrunched up paper below and also above to
help airflow. A grim job but our plants and compost definitely benefit.

Making High Potash Liquid Fertiliser from Comfrey

A patch of comfrey can be useful on a

boundary hedge or fence to help

suppress weeds from coming in from

a neighbour, or can utilise a shady /f———‘l——’\% Lol
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comfrey, as it has a sterile seed, or ' | | i Fempm
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Create a container, as shown in the
diagram. Put the leaves in and j{—h\[’
preferably site it in the sun for faster /\ /\4/

hetqnt
decomposition. w”ﬁ\

Once made, put the black liquid in a
bottle and add to a watering

can at a concentration of 20:1,

one part comfrey and 20 parts
water. Use on anything

particularly containers and



tomatoes. It can also be
bought from garden centres.

Manure

Well rotted manure should look like compost, dark and crumbly! You shouldn't
be able to really see straw, or manure, and it shouldn't smell! It is rare to get
this from people, more often you will receive it not rotted enough to use. If you
have room to store it, you can speed up how quickly it rots down by turning.
To do this, simply move it from one place to another. However, if you are
concerned your manure is too fresh, just don't let it get too near to stems of
plants or it can burn them, spread it on the surface of the soil fairly thinly, and
move it to one side to sow seeds. Rain will wash nutrients into the soil, and
this is much better than not using any manure at all.

Cow manure is much better for gardeners than horse manure, simply because
cows are generally eating straw and pellets during winter in the sheds,
whereas horses eat many more weed seeds such as thistles in the field.
However vegans and those with horses may prefer to use horse manure, and
it's just as good from the plants point of view.

Recent research from reading “The Agricultural Testament” explains in detail
how to make a large volume of compost for organic farming, known as the
“Indore method”. This includes adding manure to the usual green waste for
composting.

Mulches

Clearance Mulch

Clearance mulch can be used on some of your garden, in order to make a
large area more manageable. The first year is often the most work you will do
on your allotment. It is much wiser to tackle this in stages rather than run out
of time and get downhearted. You can remove it in sections to uncover more
earth, and if you don’t get round to all it this year, it will make the ground
easier to manage next year.

For severe problems such as horsetail, you can use black plastic sheeting
such as silage clamp from Mole valley farmers. It works extremely well, as it
excludes all light and prevents weeds from growing. If you are concerned
about plastic use, be aware that it is not single use- we have been using the
same pieces for over 10 years, and expect it to last many more. If it does
wear out, your non recyclable rubbish is now burnt at Avonmouth to create
electricity.



Carpet is no longer advised, as it not only leaves plastic fibres which are a
nuisance when the rest rots, but even wool carpet is treated with a concoction
of chemicals that are not advised where you will be eating crops on the same
ground.

| would not recommend weed suppressant membrane. Some types simply do
not work well enough and weeds can grow through. Other woven ones work
better, but can break down into small particles which can trap birds feet or
break off in your soil.

You can also use a thick layer of mulch such as wood chipping, manure or

leaves as a clearance mulch, if you have access to enough material to create
a thick enough layer to block out light.

Grow through mulch

1. Apply when the soil has warmed up in spring, and if the soil is not already
damp, water thoroughly.

2. Apply cardboard and overlap each sheet by 20cm, or if using newspaper,
you need 15-20 sheets thick

3. Apply manure; (doesn’t have to be very rotted), seaweed or compost to
hold down the first layer

4. At each planting station put a hole in the mulch, scrape away the top layer
and replace with compost or topsoil

5. Plant into this

6. If your crop is potatoes apply a layer of straw as it stops the manure drying
out, (this can harbour slugs if wet weather, so not as suitable for other crops)
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Layers of mulch.

Maintenance Mulch

Covered more in the summer talk

Protects the surface of the soil
Suppresses weeds
Feeds soil



Can use autumn leaves / straw / bracken / municipal compost
Can slow the warming of the soil and harbour slugs, so only apply when
plants are established

Rotation

This is worth thinking about in your first year, because if you divide crops into
their rotation groups, the following year it will be much easier.

You use rotation to reduce disease and organise nutrient requirements

Many books will have different rotation plans, which can be confusing, but it
really doesn’t have to be that difficult, with a simple plan and an
understanding of why you do it!

Basic 4 rotation

Nutrient Preparation Crop
) Manure Potatoes (because potatoes are
greedy and like lots of nitrogen)
) Compost and lime Legumes (because manure is a little

acidic, and legumes like the soil a
little alkaline, so add compost rather
than more manure for their food.
Manure also lasts 2 years in the soil).

) Compost Brassicas (brassicas also like
nitrogen, which is fixed by nodules in
the roots of beans. When removing
pea or bean plants at the end of the
season, leave the roots in the soil.
Manureing before brassicas is bad
as it can increase the risk of club
root disease. Adding compost to the
soil prevents club root.)

) Nothing/ manure for alliums Roots (parsnips and carrots can fork
if there is too many nutrients left in
the soil. They have long thin roots as
they are searching for food and
water.

Alliums like the sulphur left

from the roots of Brassicas as it can
help prevent white rot, but they are

also hungry plants and benefit from

more manure added.

Roots = carrots, parsnips, beetroot

Legumes = beans, mange tous, peas, sweet peas

Brassicas = cabbage, brussels sprouts, cauliflower, broccoli, purple sprouting

turnips, swede, radish, kale

Allium = onion, leek, garlic



Frost susceptible = sweet corn, courgette, squash, cucumber, outdoor
tomatoes

If you have a small plot and want to grow everything, frost suceptible plants,
leaves and flowers can be put as part of the other rotations. Potatoes and
brassicas take up the most space so | suggest adding the extras you want in
the other groups’ areas.

Tip; If you only grow early or salad potatoes e.g. charlotte, you won’t have a
problem with blight, and you can put squash in after the potatoes if you start
the squash off in pots. Peas and mange tous also finish quite early so can be
followed by something else.

Vegetables

Potatoes

Types - Early potatoes are also known as “new”, and are harvested around
June/July

Main crop potatoes are your baking / mashing potatoes and are harvested
later, but can more often get blight. Cara is a good variety to avoid this.
What to do before April Chitting potatoes — buy them now and leave them
in the light in egg trays, spraying with water if they get too wrinkly, until they
start to sprout

Preparing the soil potatoes like lots of nitrogen so manure is a good
preparation. To practice the no dig method, you can just spread it on the
surface.

Plant between mid march and early may between 1'4ft- 2 ft apart (instructions
on packet)

Plant with the leaf sprouts pointing up, by making a hole in the ground, 6
inches or more deep.

If planting when frosts may still happen (between March and May!) then you
can cover the ground in old horticultural fleece. If the leaves get frost
damaged, it can seriously reduce the eventual yield.

Earth up by covering the leaves as they grow. This can be done with a hoe
when weeding, drawing up surface soil and mulch to form a ridge. To be fully
no dig, you can cover the leaves with mulch such as well rotted bark clippings,
if you have enough mulch material. You need to “earth up” potatoes because
they are a stem tuber, and form above the seed potato. If you don’t, the
potatoes will be too close to the surface and
5755 are likely to go green.
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Harvest your potatoes after you see flowers forming. The longer you leave
them in however, the bigger they will be.

Potato leaves do start to die off eventually, this involves the slow yellowing
and deterioration of the leaves, but is perfectly normal, happening around
July. However, the leaves may also die off due to blight, and this happens
quickly. This is a fungal disease affecting potatoes and tomatoes. It affects
potato leaves first, which is fairly harmless, but you want to stop it getting
down to the root. So if your leaves start looking black or wilted, then cut them
all off and dispose of the leaves at the tip. Their processing is hot and kills the
fungal spores. You can harvest the potatoes after two weeks, as the spores
don’t survive on the surface for longer.

You can harvest potatoes at your leisure, or harvest them all and follow on
with a green manure or other crop e.g. squashes or winter onions. Main crop
store better out of the ground than salad potatoes. Dry them out in the sun but
don’t wash them, and store in a paper or fabric bag, cool and dark, but above
freezing.

If growing in a container only use main crop potatoes, plant near the bottom
and keep adding more compost as the leaves work their way to the top. As
with potatoes in the ground, cut off and dispose of the leaves if they get blight.
Do remember to water potatoes thoroughly while they grow, adding comfrey
liquid as well will also help, as not enough water or nutrients will affect their
size.

Parsnips

What to do before April Sow in situ (this means where they are going to
grow) in Feb / March

There are many different ways of sowing parsnips. You can sow really early in
February if you add grit to the soil, by pushing in a pole, filling with grit, and
sowing on top. This prevents the seed from rotting and can give some
protection from slugs.

However, by far the easiest method is to wait a bit longer and sow in March/
April, direct in the soil in rows, sprinkling a thin layer of soil on top, then
COVER IN OLD HORTICULTURAL FLEECE! This, | think, stops the birds
from eating the seed, or perhaps it stops the seed being blown or washed
away, maybe keeps them warmer- however it works and | get great
germination.

Once you see they have popped up and look green under the fleece, remove
it and thin them out, removing excess so they are the correct spacing...

Position each parsnip 5-10 cm apart, rows 1 ft apart.



Soil Preperation parsnips do not require any fertiliser. If you manure them
you will get forked roots. They also do not need watering — let them find water
and form long roots. The only stage they may need water is as they
germinate when the weather is unusually dry.

They just need weeding until the leaves get large enough to block out the
light, suppressing the weeds.

Harvest after the first frosts as they will be sweeter. They can be left in the
ground all winter and dug up when required. If you leave one parsnip to
flower the following year, the flowers will attract beneficial insects and you can
save the seed for the following year. Seed does not save for more than one
year, so unless you save seed you will have to buy another packet next year.

Summer onions

What to do before April Plant white onion sets in Feb if possible and red
onion sets in March

Plant the sets half in and half out of the soil, making sure the rood side points
down, 10cm apart, rows 1 ft apart Planting further apart encourages bigger
onions.

Deter the birds from uprooting the sets by either covering with fleece or
netting. This can be removed once the leaves start to grow, as birds only
uproot them when they think it's a worm. | have found planting the onion sets
in module trays, half in, half out of any old compost, inside on a windowsill,
poly tunnel or greenhouse, is absolutely fab! Plant out when the green is
10-20cm centimetres long, and the roots are formed. The birds then leave
them alone, and you get less gaps in your planting.

Soil Preparation onions need a lot of nutrient, so apply compost or manure
on top of the soil. You can also feed your onions while they grow, applying
more compost as a mulch, or sprinkling with chicken manure pellets, or
watering with liquid manure or comfrey juice. to get bigger onions.

And Then Be careful when weeding not to break the onion plant’s leaves.

Remove any stalks that have a seed head, and eat these onions if they are a
decent size. Bolting (as this is known) can be prevented by watering in hot
dry weather. If onions go to seed they end up with a really solid core and it
wastes the onion for eating. You can however save the seed, even planting
this year if you can get the seed in the summer. The flowers also look quite
nice.

Diseases that affect onions are mildew, rust and white rot.

Mildew and rust affect the leaves and cause the plant to stop growing, so you
start by just removing the affected leaves, but if it gets too bad, just harvest
them. | don’t find it affects the root, so just leave out to dry and dispose of
leaves at the tip.

White rot is more serious, and will spread throughout the




root. We have this, but | don’t find it ever affects the entire crop. Just dispose
of the affected roots and check when in storage, removing any that are
affected. Apparently you can reduce white rot in the ground by watering the
following years’ area with a garlic infused water. However [ tried this with
limited success, and worry it might affect the soil’'s other microbes. | have
recently found that onion sets can import white rot, which is why growing from
seed might be better. To do this, you will find the first year you will grow
onions the size of sets, then the second year they grow into full size onions.

To harvest, you can just pick onions fresh while the others are still growing.
Once your crop comes to an end (late summer if you are lucky, or when they
get too affected by mildew or rust like us), dig them up leaving the leaves
intact and dry them out on racks either outside if it is dry, or under cover if not.
This allows the moisture to be absorbed from the leaves into the root, and
dries the outer skin of the onion to improve store life.

Broad beans

What to do before April These can be started in pots to stop birds pulling up
the shoots and mice from eating the seed!

Or direct sown and protected as with onions. They don’t need much warmth
to germinate so sow asap!

Soil Preparation These beans aren’t too fussy, but appreciate compost and
may need some lime if the soil is acidic.

They don’t need much support when first planted, but later on you can support
with a cane.

The only real pest problem is blackfly, which start appearing in May. Planting
early is the best defence, so you are harvesting just as they appear. Blackfly
are mostly a problem because they suck the sap from the plant, restricting
growth, but if they are already producing beans they are already sturdy
enough to withhold some attack. You can prevent them by squishing them
early on before they breed too much, or providing hibernating sites over winter
for ladybirds, or spraying water from a hose.

Beans can be eaten by pigeons when they are young, so you may want to
protect them with net, although they aren’t as tasty as peas or brassicas!

Harvest when the pods feel heavy with beans

Eating if you have never tried double peeling broad beans | would
recommend it, and they are then lovely cold in a salad!

Peas / mange touts

What to do before April Start these off in pots or Y2 drainpipe so the mice
don’t eat the seeds, preferably inside or in cold frame

Can plant out early (in March) if given some protection e.g. fleece



You can also sow them directly into the soil, again finding better success if old
fleece is laid on the soil

Soil Preperation apply compost either dug in or to the surface. Peas may
need some lime if the soil is acid.

Give them something to grow up!

Peas may also be eaten by pigeons when they are young, so you may need
to protect with net.

Spring Leaves

What to do before April: these can be sown in the ground, but really you will
have to wait for the soil to warm up, so although this varies, you're looking at
around April. Also if sowing in your garden, you may have a problem with
slugs. Even one small slug can munch its way through a whole row of new
seedlings in one night! It can therefore be more controlled if you sow seed in
trays, either in your house, conservatory or greenhouse, and you can start
earlier too! In 2020, | found the slugs preferred wild cornflower annuals to
lettuce seedlings. So in 2021, | plan to experiment by mixing these two types
of seed and sowing in situ together, perhaps the wildflowers will be sacrificial,
and if they are not they will be good companion plants.

You can sow now: Chard, Coriander, Dill, Lettuce, Orache, Parsley, Peas for
their shoots, Sorrel, Spinach, and spring onions.

True spinach is mostly successful grown as a cut and come again baby leaf
as it goes to seed quickly, especially if the weather is hot and dry. Perpetual
spinach is actually a type of chard, both of which are very easy to grow.
Chard has very attractive stems in white, yellow, red and pink and looks lovely
in a flowerbed. Perpetual spinach also can survive a cold winter, re-sprouting
in march to give an early green crop, as a biannual it will flower the second
year if left in, when you can save the seed for the following year.

Lettuce comes either as a ball head or loose head type, or as a cut and come
again. Those that grow into a “headed” lettuce need more space, so always
refer to the packet.

Plant out when big enough to handle, teasing the plants apart gently so as not
to damage them, and plant 20cm- 1ft apart in rows and 20cm-1 ft between
plants. Harvest cut and come again types by giving the plant a “hair cut” or if
you have time and patience, you can harvest the outer leaves, leaving the
smaller inner leaves to grow. The latter is worth the time and effort as the
haircut method can sometimes kill the plant, meaning you have to spend re-
sowing again.

A Hot Box to Extend the Season



In 2013, we made our first hot box, which we repeated for a further two years.
A hot box is an idea from the Romans, as they invaded north, they wouldn't be
able to feed the troops without them. They utilise the heat from decomposing
manure to keep plants warm in colder months. This can elongate the season,
providing earlier crops of potatoes, beetroot, radish, lettuce etc. | found cut
and come again lettuce, spinach, and herbs like coriander, parsley and dill,
particularly good.

They also help prevent your seedlings being frost bitten by those surprise
spring frosts. | found every previous year | would have to re-sow something
or other, except last year with the hot box, when even the late May frosts
didn't kill my tender seedlings.

We put our hot box in the poly-tunnel, so we not only got heat in the cold
frame sat on top, but also planted peas along the sides, and trapped a bit of
extra heat in the poly tunnel. They can however be built outside with fantastic
results and here you don't have to move them when the heat dies down or
isn't needed. If you like, you can dig down 1-2 feet instead of having such a
high structure. | would advise not digging below the sub soil. You may wish
to use the height to bring the plants above shade cast by a low fence or
hedge, utilising a usually shady area.

We assessed the pros and cons whether to use this method to protect our
early seedlings again.

Pros

It was very cheap: pallets free from lan's work
Fixings cost £5 and can be used again and again
fresh manure £10, and can be used on plants once rotted
plastic sheeting £2 from Perrys covered it and kept the
heat in
compared cost and carbon footprint to uv lights to grow seedlings in the spare
room, or a gas or oil greenhouse heater, or cost of buying plants over seeds.

It worked well! | got so many more successful germinations, early salads, and
no frost deaths! My outdoor crops were also further on than usual when
planted out.

Cons
Time taken: half a day to build container the first year, only 1 1/2 hours to
build the following year once we knew what we're doing. Half a day to get

delivery and fill with manure. Half a day to dismantle and put manure outside.

Our poly tunnel is plagued with ants nests as it's so dry. They found the
warmth of the hot box a lovely home, although we didn't notice them during



the growing phase. The following year watering with ant nematodes, reduced
this problem, but we got a mouse eating our lettuce instead!

A more modern way of protecting seedlings from frost

An easier method of protecting from frost is buying horticultural bubble wrap
from the garden centre. This type has a longer life as it doesn’t degrade in the
sun, if you don’t mind buying plastic that is. We make a second poly tunnel in
miniature around a shelf in the poly tunnel, and it protects tomato seedlings
from spring frosts, however you need to open for ventilation every morning,
and close up at night.

This has been the method we have used to protect our seedlings from frost
for the last 5 years or so. If you dismantle this and bring the bubble wrap
inside in the shade for most of the season, it should last years.

Sowing seeds in preparation for spring

There will always be advice for sowing seeds on the seed packet. The most
useful general advice | was given was to cover the seed in the same depth of
soil as the size of the seed. This therefore means that as most seeds are
very small, you need only a sprinkling of soil on top. Check your packet
however as some seeds (eg lettuce) need sunlight to germinate.

Dalefoot Compost is the best compost I've ever used for growing seedlings. It
is peat free and organic, produced in the lake district. It is free from any
chemical residue or contaminants, and has a better carbon footprint than coir.
All other organic peat free compost I've tried has resulted in stunted
seedlings. Miracle grow peat free is ok, but its not organic. If you would like to
join in with TTW’s group order to make this expensive product cheaper, we
have been ordering for a February and July delivery, and bags cost around £8
each including p&p.

Using modules is good for getting plants to a slightly larger size, then you
don’t disturb the root ball when planting. You do have to take out some seeds
using this method, so you only have one per pot. An alternative with robust
seedlings like lettuce is to use a tray, then you can tease out the seedlings,
and not waste as many.

My favourite are root-trainers, although they are expensive I've treated myself
to a set per year. They are bigger and provide more nutrients for bigger
seedlings, such as sweetcorn, peas, beans, brassicas, tomatoes, courgettes,
aubergines etc. To reduce plastic you could use toilet roll inners, although
they are fiddle to fill and often fall apart after a few weeks.

Make sure the soil is wet all the way through the container before sowing the
seed. Water with a fine rose on your watering can to prevent damage to small
seeds. Do not over water as they will rot.



The following vegetables are useful to start sowing soon, although | know |
won’t have time to cover these veg now, if you fancy growing them, | would
start them off under cover

Leek seeds

Are best sown in the ground but in a greenhouse, poly tunnel or under a
cloche, this results in larger leeks. If you don’t have this option, sow in a deep
tray and feed with liquid feed once they reach 5 cm high.

Sow close together, only an inch or so apart, in an area around 1-2 square
foot. Aim to plant in the ground around may, so hopefully your leeks will be
between 20-40cm high before this time, although don’t worry if they are not.

Tomatoes

Sow in pots or root trainers, keep inside or in poly tunnel

(Or buy strong plants from Chelston Nurseries at the end of March)

| recommend choosing cordon types if growing many in a greenhouse, and
bush types if growing one in a container outside.

Sow celery / celeriac
In trays or modules with fine seed compost - these take ages to germinate

Sow flowers

In pots or modules

Types for cutting to sow in March include: Bergamot, Echinacea, Rudbekia,
Dahlia, Zinnia, French / African marigolds, Helenium, Verbena, and
Helichrysum,

In situ : cornflowers, and gypsophelia

Fruit

Fruit needs to be planted in it's dormant state, in winter before the sap starts
rising in the plant and the buds begin to swell, so if planting fruit, do it as soon
as possible.

| would recommend planting on a “fruit day” in regards to the lunar cycle, as
fruit is a long term investment and it is worth doing everything possible to
increase yield. You can google what day it is by searching for “biodynamic
calendar”.

| also recommend “root grow”, myccorhizal fungi powder that you add to the
roots of the plant before planting.

Blueberries and cranberries require an acid soil so you need to add a lot of
ericaceous compost to the soil before planting. Dalefoot Peat free double
strength ericaceous compost can be mixed in with the existing soil.



Adding bonemeal to the planting hole is also advisable.

Add manure to the surface for most plants, not the hole, as it will permeate
the soil gradually and will encourage the roots to go deeper in the soil to find
nutrients.

Pick dead blossom off pear, plum and apple trees (after the bees have fed!)
on the first year after planting, to ensure their energy goes to producing
healthy roots and not fruit to get them established.

If you want any more help on specific requirements of fruit | will try to answer
any questions.

Apples and pears can be pruned in the winter, however, do not prune stone
fruit trees, as they can suffer from diseases if pruned when the sap has not
risen.

Protecting crops

It is most disappointing when your crops are eaten by wildlife!
The best thing to do is try and guess what will be your main problem and
protect against it before you start

Rabbits

Build a 3 ft high fence and also dig it into the ground or surround in old patio
slabs to prevent them digging under. Use the smaller holed chicken wire as
baby rabbits squeeze through the bigger holed type.

Pigeons
Cover brassicas, peas and mange touts in netting or fleece, at least while they

are young

Other Birds

When planting onion sets, either plant in modes and wait for them to root and
shoot before planting out, or cover sets in fleece.

| have started to use old fleece more and more to give good germination for
seeds sown in situ. We don’t have a great problem with slugs at the allotment,
which might find fleece a benefit, but | think birds sometimes eat the
seedlings.

Soft fruit except autumn raspberries needs to be under net or fruit cage,
although if you have lots then this may not be needed for some (eg
strawberries). If you encourage birds into your garden for the fruit they might
also eat some slugs!

Mice

Sow peas and beans in pots before planting outside as mice often eat rows of
seed.

Also store seed in a container in your shed



Slugs — love lettuce / brassicas / small plants

These hide in perennial vegetation, and at the edge of vegetable beds if you
have a wooden boarder, plus hide around pots etc. Encourage birds /
hedgehogs / frogs into your garden.

They also don’t like garlic spray, horseradish spray, soot, ash and all the other
methods of which there are numerous.

Caterpillars - brassicas

Fleece works best, as they can lay their eggs through netting, if the leaves
touch the net.

Check there are no holes, they are crafty! | use new fleece for a couple of
years, then as it starts to degrade, it lasts another 3 or more to protect
potatoes from frost or seedlings.

Check regularly and pick off eggs / caterpillars, however much better to stop
them laying in the first place.

Carrot fly — see carrots at the next talk — fleece or planting at a height is key.

Cats

The problem with cats is their poo. It contains very harmful bacteria, so if
growing edible crops, you must try to stop it getting near your food. They also
in the process dig up newly planted crops. They generally like a lovely fresh
patch of soil, so if you are planting, cover with a net or something prickly, such
as rose cuttings (I don’t find this works) Pots and containers are another
solution, also growing things away from soil level, such as bushes, climbers
and trees.

Cats are deterred by the smell of orange essential oil, which can be bought
from sunseed, and some drops sprinkled around the veg beds, for example
on any wooden edgeing or containers.

The best method | have found is those audio cat scarers that use a high pitch
bleeping that is motion activated, to put off cats.

Aphids

These are never a problem if you ensure lots of habitat for ladybirds and grow
umbrellica flowers to attract tiny parasitic wasps. You may get a flush early in
the season (May) but these will soon be eaten by predators, even blue tits.

Companion Planting

A very good book on this is Bob Flowerdew’s “Companion Planting” from
where this summary is taken. If you are interested in the intricacies of
companion planting, I'd recommend reading this book.

Some plants provide shelter or support to others, and some provide nutrients
such as clover providing nitrogen. However some plants have an allopathic
interaction, and exude gasses to help themselves grow stronger, such as
marigolds surpassing weeds (good to sow on a bindweed patch) or
dandelions suppressing seed germination, or walnut trees surpassing all
growth around them.



The following can be used as beneficial plants in your vegetable garden.
French marigolds (tangetes) repel whitefly.

Nasturtiums repel wooly aphids

Allium family including garlic repel pests generally.

Slugs are repelled by extracts of herb Robert, soapwort, marjoram and ginger,
and will not cross crushed chestnuts!

Plants may indirectly help create a good ecosystem to protect your crop, like
honeysuckles can be used to breed aphids, to then raise an army of ladybirds
and lacewings to protect your crops. lvy can provide great overwintering
habitat, and single flowers providing nectar for bees. The greater diversity of
habitats we can create in our garden, the better the pest/predator balance will
be.

Things covered in next Talk

Questions / troubleshooting what you have done so far

Much more on veg and flowers, this is now the main planting season!



