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  INTRODUCTION




  It was when I first set up my allotment website that I became aware of how many people were growing their own vegetables for the first time. I realized from the questions being

  asked on the website’s forum that most people nowadays don’t have the benefit of following in a parent’s or grandparent’s footsteps to guide them, as modern society spreads

  our family across the country and no longer is growing your own vital to full bellies of a night.




  These new vegetable growers were looking for a simple, straightforward guide, written in plain English, that told them what to do, when to do it and how to do it. This is what I have tried to

  provide here.




  I’m just an ordinary grower – albeit with 30 years of failure and success under my belt – so I know the difficulties of holding down a job, raising a family and trying to keep

  a vegetable plot productive and weed-free.




  If there is one trick to this, it is ‘little and often’. Just half an hour with a hoe one evening, half an hour sowing and potting up the next evening is far better than planning an

  entire day in the garden at the weekend when it will invariably decide to rain or the family wants a day out or, worse still, the pressures of the job demand some overtime.




  That half hour a day, or better still an hour, becomes your chance to wind down and return to the family refreshed.




  If you have children, do try and involve them. The wonder of seeing a seed turn into a plant, and then a crop that finally appears on the plate, is a fantastic cure for the ‘I only eat

  chips and nuggets’ disease that is sweeping the nation, its symptoms being obesity and a detachment from the real world in favour of over-developed thumbs pressing the fire button in the

  latest video game.




  That said, do remember that children have shorter attention spans and demand attention themselves. Spend ten minutes teaching them how to hoe and accept that the odd plant is going to be killed

  by friendly fire. When they get bored, which they will, move onto another job and when they’ve had enough of the garden let them go back in. It must be fun if they are to discover the joy of

  gardening and build a life interest.




  I’ve tried to answer the main general questions I am asked but one section of the book above all the rest was very difficult to write: the month by month guide. There is no such thing as

  an absolute set date for a job in gardening. For a start, temperatures vary according to where you are in the country. Winter comes earlier to Scotland than Devon and a drive from north to south in

  spring will show that clearly, with bare-branched trees changing to buds and leaves as you travel across the land.




  I live in Cheshire which is about half way up the country and have based my guide on this. What I cannot guide you through is the weather. We hear of climate change daily in the news and there

  is no doubt that the weather is becoming more extreme. We cannot say any individual summer or storm is due to climate change but the pattern is definitely changing.




  Unfortunately, we’re not rejoicing in a Mediterranean climate with glorious sunshine. The changes are as likely to bring us a cold wet summer as a drought; winter is less likely to bring a

  freeze and snow but next year it may. All this means we must adapt to the conditions and be more aware and prepared for the extremes.




  So read the month by month guide with an eye on the outside world. Even in ‘the good old days’, that were never quite as good as they seem in

  hindsight, the real skill of the gardener was being able to adapt to the changing weather conditions. It is surprising how often late plantings will catch up and I’ve had just as much

  success, in fact more, with parsnips planted in April rather than February as those old books advised.




  You will have failures, that’s part of growing. As I write at the end of a summer that has been the wettest recorded and, by general agreement, the worst in memory for the vegetable

  grower, we still have managed to cover most of our needs.




  This year farmers struggled with blight, which thrives and spreads when the weather is warm and damp. Despite a truly awesome chemical weapons array, many lost their potato crop. But I grew the

  new Hungarian Sarpo variety which is not only resistant to blight but seems to be unpalatable to the slugs, another pest that enjoyed the damp conditions.




  These new resistant crops promise the ability to get results without the reliance on chemicals of the previous generation, which is just as well since many are no longer available as stringent

  safety testing has seen their withdrawal from the amateur armoury. This is no bad thing because a major benefit of growing your own is the certain knowledge that your vegetables are free of

  poisonous pesticide residues. That’s not to say this is yet another organic growing book, as I do believe there are times where the use of weedkillers and chemical fertilizers make sense

  – but the choice, of course, is yours.




  I hope you find this book of value and enjoy it. Of necessity it is only a primer but I hope it encourages and enables you to grow your own.
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  WHY GROW YOUR OWN VEGETABLES?




  There are many reasons why people grow their own and I’ll try to cover the main ones here. It’s difficult to say what will encourage you into home growing but I

  expect you’ll find that some of the following apply to you.




  The economics of vegetable growing are tempting as long as you don’t cost your own labour and, even there, you can consider the exercise as a saving on the expense of going to a gym. A

  packet of seeds can cost as little as 50p and produce vegetables worth many pounds; a considerable saving, especially when compared with the cost of organic vegetables.




  In fact, if you are on a tight budget and have spare time, you can make a significant reduction in a family’s food budget. The average allotment plot of ten poles has been calculated to

  produce over £800 worth of fruit and vegetables at shop prices in a year, enough to feed a family of four. A pole, by the way, is a traditional measurement of land equivalent to about 25

  square metres. Costs vary but, at the time of writing, usually range from £20 to £40 per annum for renting an allotment.




  More important to many people than a cost saving is the knowledge of what has actually gone into their food and the benefits to the environment in general. Certainly the ‘air miles’

  that attach to food from the supermarket add to our carbon footprint and ultimately harm the environment of our planet.




  One supermarket was found to sell salad crops that were locally grown within five miles of the store but after being harvested were transported to an airport from where they were flown to Poland

  for cleaning and packaging before being flown back, transported to a distribution centre and then by road to the store. A round trip of hundreds of miles for a lettuce grown within five miles of

  the shop!




  Compare that with the ecological cost of sending a packet of seeds by post and walking the produce to a kitchen from the plot. Growing your own also saves the cost of packaging food. Less

  plastic in the landfill has to be a good thing.




  Even when you can source your vegetables locally there is always a concern about what the food contains. Forty-three per cent of all shop-bought vegetables and fruit contain detectable levels of

  pesticides. Even though these may be within government safety guidelines, the safety testing of pesticides assumes a healthy adult and doesn’t take into account vulnerable groups such as the

  elderly, infirm, young and unborn.




  There is also the ‘cocktail effect’ with pesticide residues. Studies have shown that three pesticides consumed together equal up to one hundred times the effect of any one on its

  own. It is practically impossible to test all the possible combinations of these residues and other additives for safety.




  Scandals regarding food sold as organic, and free range eggs that turned out not to be, have further damaged confidence in the food we buy.




  By growing your own you take control of your food and know its provenance. Even if you use pesticides or fungicides on your own produce, you know how much has been used and, I hope, will

  minimize that use. Most home growers tend not to use pesticides and fungicides at all, even if they would not qualify as organic gardeners.




  Fully organic gardeners use no herbicides, no chemical fertilizers and very few pesticides and fungicides from an approved range. Whichever system you favour, by

  growing your own, you will be in control of your food.




  One area in which shop-bought food, organic or not, cannot compete with home grown is freshness and taste. The taste of sweetcorn picked and cooked just minutes later is incomparable. The moment

  the cob is picked, the sugars start to change to starch and the sweetness is being lost. Freshly picked new potatoes are a delight to the tastebuds, not just a filler on the plate. I’ve seen

  children, who normally treat vegetables as if they were poison on their plate, happily eat tomatoes from the plant and peas from the pod.




  When a farmer chooses what variety to grow, he looks at a number of factors: yield, suitability for his soil and microclimate, regular shape to fit into the supermarket specifications, whether

  the crop will ripen at the same time to make harvest easier, how long it can be stored, how easily it will stand up to being transported and, finally, if at all, taste.




  When you grow your own, you can choose varieties that farmers would not grow. Not just varieties that taste well but varieties that you personally prefer the taste of. Varieties that mature over

  a longer period and so provide fresh crops over a period of time. No longer limited to red or white potatoes or Jersey Royals, you can pick from over four hundred varieties of the humble potato.

  Tomatoes with thin skins that would never make it to the supermarket in saleable condition will easily make it home from the vegetable plot.




  And don’t forget that whilst you are growing your own food you’re getting healthy exercise and fresh air without paying a subscription to a gym club. In fact, there have been studies

  that show gardening is good for your mental health as well. Working with the soil is good for the soul, as well as the muscles.




  Finally, there is the fun and satisfaction you can get from growing your own. It really is hard to explain the feeling you experience when you sit down to a meal where the vegetables started as a packet of seeds in your hand. When you have not grown your own, a cauliflower may not seem a big deal but just you wait until it is your cauliflower

  and you have nurtured it from a seedling, and fought against marauding hordes of slugs and caterpillars to bring it safely through to maturity. That is when you get a real feeling of pride.




  Most vegetable growers purely grow for the table but you might find you enjoy showing off your vegetables as well. There are literally hundreds of shows every year ranging from village halls to

  prestigious national shows like Harrogate where the crème de la crème of vegetable growers show the results of their labours.
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  WHERE TO GROW AND PREPARING TO GROW




  One thing I have heard said many times is, ‘I’d love to grow my own but I haven’t anywhere to grow.’ The truth is that you don’t need a huge

  garden in which to grow your own vegetables. I’ve a friend in a third floor flat who grows salad crops, tomatoes, carrots and beans on her balcony and even managed red cabbages in a pot.




  With a space of just ten square metres, about the size of a very small patio, you can provide a couple with many of the vegetables for the table. Throw in some large pots on the patio and you

  can even have potatoes as well.




  The ideal vegetable plot is south-facing and sunny, without overhanging or shading trees and bushes. Do not expect much from a plot under a tree whose leaves collect the sun’s energy from

  above and whose roots take the water and nutrients from below, leaving little or nothing for your crops.




  We expect an awful lot from our vegetable bed so do try to give them prime position. Avoid frost pockets at the base of a slope as this will reduce your growing season.




  If you don’t want to give up space in a garden to a vegetable plot, you can always grow some vegetables in your flower borders. This potager style of growing was made popular in

  France where often the vegetable plot is set out in a decorative style rather than in the conventional British style of rows in a rotation order.




  You can even set up a vegetable border that is every bit as attractive as a flower border. Just like with a flower border, you use the attributes like height and colour in your plan.




  The old variety of runner bean, Painted Lady, was originally grown as a decorative rather than a food plant. Running them up a trellis at the back of a border, with decorative cut and come again

  lettuce in the front, makes an attractive display that is edible as well.




  

    Container Growing


  




  When we found ourselves in a house with a concrete-covered backyard, we managed to grow significant amounts of our vegetables and salads in containers.




  Nearly anything that will grow in open ground can be grown in a container and often more successfully. The expert show-growers with their huge and perfect leeks, carrots and cabbages would not

  think of growing in the soil; it is all container grown.




  Growing in containers does require some different techniques from growing in the ground and a little more attention to detail. Obviously you are limited in space and will be demanding a lot from

  a little soil, so the first rule is to fill the containers with a good quality general purpose compost. You can buy this quite cheaply in bags from the DIY or garden centre. Do go for the best

  quality you can afford; some of the cheapest composts are coarse and lacking in nutrients. Humax is a good brand that I have found to be consistently good.




  Because you are growing vegetables, which like their soil to be less acid than most flowers, a little lime added to the compost will be beneficial. If you have a pH meter or soil test kit, you

  can measure the acidity of the compost and calculate how much lime to add. A pH (the measurement of acidity) of around 6 is great for most vegetables, although the cabbage family prefer around 7. Potatoes dislike lime so do not add lime to their compost.




  Now the compost will contain enough nutrients to get your plants started but after a month it will be running out of steam. You will need to add some extra fertilizer to get the best results.

  For most vegetables, a controlled release fertilizer, such as those sold for hanging baskets, will be ideal or you can add controlled amounts of liquid fertilizer throughout the season.




  Just as with the compost, it is worthwhile going for a quality fertilizer. Although all general fertilizers contain the basic elements for growing, the better quality fertilizers contain trace

  elements as well. Just like vitamins for us, these trace elements are essential for healthy growth.




  The size of the container is important. There is no point trying to grow parsnips or carrots in a shallow container since they require depth to grow so I would look for a container at least 30cm

  (12 inches) deep for those. The area of the container is the next constraint and that will depend on the crop grown.




  Growbags are a cheap and easy way to grow tomatoes, peppers and cucumbers but you can greatly improve their performance by increasing their volume. If you take a plant pot (a 15cm/6 inch or

  20cm/8 inch diameter plastic pot is ideal) and cut off the bottom to form a tube this can be set into the growbag, with the top of the tube sticking out of the top of the growbag, and thereby

  providing greater depth to plant in. Just fill it with the compost from inside another growbag.




  Don’t forget with container growing that regular watering is vital. Unlike growing in the soil where there is usually some reserve below the surface to get the plants through a dry spell,

  with container growing there is no reserve. It may seem crazy, but you will find you even need to water when it is raining, otherwise the plants will die of thirst.




  Do not try and get around this by flooding one day and forgetting the next: that results in burst tomatoes and cracks in carrots, etc. Your containers should

  also allow excess water to drain because, just like us, plants can drown. If you pierce your growbag with a skewer about 2.5cm (1 inch) above ground level, this will allow excess water to drain

  away whilst holding a reserve at the base.




  Most vegetables need full sun to give of their best, so position your containers in the sunniest spot possible. Shade deprives the plants of sunlight which is what provides the energy for their

  growth. The more sun, the better they will grow for you.




  What to Grow in Containers




  There are a few crops that really aren’t suitable for containers – sweetcorn and Jerusalem artichokes for example – but most others will do well. What

  you do need to do is to select the right variety of each plant. If you look for vegetables that state ‘suitable for close spacing’ or ‘close planting’ and are sometimes

  described as ‘mini veg’, then these will tolerate the space restriction.




  Since you are going to change the compost next year, you need not worry about crop rotation. The interplanting of different things close in pots (you could have leeks, spring onions, lettuce and

  carrots all together, for example) seems to confuse many pests as well. As faster growing crops like lettuce are used, it frees more space for the slower growing crops.




  Some varieties you can try:




  Saladings




  Suitable lettuce varieties would be Tom Thumb or Little Gem. Or you could sow a mixed baby leaf collection and make your salads more varied. Cut and come again varieties

  will provide a continuous supply.




  Interplant with some salad onions and radish and you have the makings of a really fresh salad.




  Carrots




  You can get some really nice clean young carrots from a container. Good varieties for container growing are Amsterdam Forcing or Early Nantes 2. Sweet young carrots go

  well in a salad or just wash and steam them to go with a hot meal. Try station sowing about five seeds to the station and thinning to one or just scatter the seeds and use the thinnings whole in

  salads. Station sowing just means sowing seed at their final spacing and then thinning to one plant after germination.




  Potatoes




  You can get a surprising amount from growing in pots or even just plastic sacks. It’s important to feed well and one trick I heard was to plant one seed potato per

  pot. When ready, take the plant from the pot, remove enough potatoes for one meal from the plant and replace in the pot. Leave for a month (continuing to feed and water) and there will be another

  meal in the pot. With a number of pots you can take from one and then the next, giving you a meal every day.




  It’s only worth using fast first early varieties such as Swift or Rocket for container growing.




  Broad, French and Runner Beans




  Most dwarf French beans will perform well in a pot but for broad beans you need a dwarf variety, such as The Sutton, and for the runner beans a variety such as Hestia,

  which is not a climbing variety and will perform well in a pot. I have grown normal runner beans in a large tub but the dwarf varieties are more sensible if space is really tight.




  Leeks




  Any ordinary variety should be fine but you will need to keep the point where the leaves meet the shaft collared to get a good blanch (the white stem part of the leek) as

  you will not be able to deep plant in a hole. A cardboard toilet roll centre will do the trick.




  Onions




  I’ve not tried ordinary onions because I doubt they are worth it in a limited space but there is no reason why you shouldn’t be able to grow them. Close

  spacing of onions will result in smaller bulbs but that applies to onions on a conventional plot. Spring onions are ideal for a container system.




  Cabbage




  Try something like April or Chirimen F1 or F1 Hispi or Pixie which are ideal for close spacing and container growing. I have seen three grown from a 30cm (12 inch)

  diameter bowl!




  Cauliflower




  You can try Avalanche F1, which is particularly good for solid miniature heads, just enough for a meal.




  Beetroot, Turnips




  For beetroot try Pablo F1 and for turnips try Arcoat or Snowball.




  Tomatoes




  Tomatoes are often grown in pots or growbags on a patio but you can do really well with them in a hanging basket. Try the Balconi Collection from Thompson & Morgan or

  my favourite Gartenpearle (Garden Pearl). Putting a marigold into the pot not only looks good but also helps to deter whitefly, a pest on tomato plants.




  Raised Deep Beds




  In recent years, raised beds have become a popular method of growing. They first became popular in the 1970s where the soil was mounded between paths and more vegetables

  could be grown on the rounded surface. Unfortunately, heavy rain would wash the bed onto the paths and defeated the object of the exercise.




  Converts to deep bed growing soon moved onto walled sides to their deep bed, losing the benefit of the additional area, which was not much anyway, but gaining

  the stability of walled construction.




  Before constructing deep beds you should really consider if they are the right thing for you. Weigh the advantages and disadvantages carefully before going into construction.




  Advantages and Disadvantages of Raised Bed Growing




  Constructing deep beds correctly is hard work and can be quite costly in terms of materials but once done they are easy to maintain and should last for many years.




  Yield per square foot is higher with a deep bed but the space taken up by paths means that it is generally equal to ordinary growing methods.




  Because of the closer planting with deep beds, weeds are suppressed but they still require weeding and this is usually done by hand, which takes longer than hoeing a conventional row. However,

  psychologically, deep beds are easier to keep in order as you can select and clear a bed at a time rather than coping with a whole plot.




  Not all vegetables are ideal for deep beds and for some vegetables you will probably need to select varieties that are suitable for close spacing just as for container growing.




  Deep beds can be ideal for purpose-made large cloches and fleece supports (see here).




  Raised beds generally enable you to create high quality areas of deep topsoil if your soil is poor but they are a lot of effort if you have a good quality soil to start with.




  Deep beds can be very attractive and enhance a garden situation where a normal vegetable plot would look out of place. You can even purchase purpose-made kits of wood complete with finials, etc.

  to construct a decorative raised bed. Raised beds are, once the hard work of construction is done, easier to maintain and they enable those less physically able to continue growing vegetables when

  they are not up to digging over large plots.




  Constructing Raised Deep Beds




  The main point of deep beds is that you never tread on them and compact the soil so it is important that you can easily reach into the centre from the side of the bed. The

  best width will be around 1.2 metres (4 feet) to allow that.




  If the bed is too long, then getting to the other side will involve a long walk and you will be tempted to step over the bed, so about 3 metres (10 feet) long is considered the maximum length

  for convenience.




  The main paths will need to be between 60cm and 75cm wide (between 24 and 30 inches wide) to allow easy access with a wheel barrow, with the secondary paths around 45cm (18 inches) wide to allow

  walking and kneeling as you lean over the bed.




  First, plan out where the beds are going and use some line to mark out. Don’t be tempted to squeeze the paths; you will regret it. It’s better to have a narrow bed because you will

  not be able to get to the bed with too narrow a path.




  Having marked out and checked that you are happy with the layout, you can produce a cutting list for the wood for the sides. One good source can be second-hand scaffolding planks if they are in

  reasonable condition. Do not use wood that is too thin, like floorboards, because it will rot and be too flimsy to hold the pressure the soil will exert upon it.




  Boards the size of 225mm x 38mm are near perfect. Fix them to stout internal corner posts – fence posts can be ideal – with non-rusting screws. Because the wood is in touch with the

  ground it will be prone to rot so paint with a preservative like Cuprinol, and soak the corner posts, for a long life. The corner posts can be sunk a few inches into the ground to improve

  stability.




  One good idea is to have a finial decorative ball fixed on the top of the corners, like they use for the main posts on stairs. Not only do they look really good but they help when you pull a

  hosepipe through to a bed, stopping it from dragging across the plants.




  Now, and this is important, before you put the wooden frame into position you need to double dig (see here) the bed, removing any

  perennial weed roots and incorporating lots of organic matter like compost or manure into the base of the trench. Break the soil up well as you do this.




  Position and level the base using a spirit level. Allow the soil to settle for a few days and then incorporate compost into the top, bringing the soil level up to about 2.5cm (1 inch) below the

  top of the boards.




  Once the beds are in place, it is time to complete the paths between them. Level them out and compact them if loose. A shuffle walk up and down can do this. The easiest thing to do is to buy

  some porous, weed-suppressant fabric material. Cut to size and lay over the paths and then cover with bark or wood chippings.




  I have seen paths made from concrete slabs. If you use these, check the sizing accurately when you position the beds and save yourself a lot of work later. Other materials you can use are gravel

  and even block paving bricks.




  Your raised deep beds are now ready to plant.




  Preparing the Vegetable Patch




  Your first job is to decide where to grow your vegetables. In an ideal world you will have a patch of good, deep, fertile soil, close to the house and south facing.

  Reality is likely to fall short of that.




  If you haven’t got a large garden, or even any garden, then what about an allotment? To track down a site try your local council who will usually know where they are. Some sites are

  managed by the council and some are self-managed. If you call down to the site on a Sunday morning you’re bound to see people there who can give you some information.




  Despite what you may have heard, many sites do have vacancies and will be pleased to rent you a plot for a very modest charge. Even if there is a waiting list, it is worth talking to people on the allotment. You may find someone ready to give up or share a plot with you.




  Not all plots are equal. Once again, ask existing plotholders what they think about the plots before choosing one. On our small site some plots are wet (being on a down slope), some are sunny

  and well worked and some are real lemons where nothing has grown but weeds for years.




  If you are converting a patch of land or taking over an allotment covered in weeds, take a few minutes to look at what weeds are growing there. Lush tall weeds indicate that the soil is fertile,

  and weeds such as nettles and docks tell you that it is acidic which will need to be dealt with.




  Clearing a large patch of land (the average allotment is 250 square metres) is a daunting task. Rome wasn’t built in a day and you need to take your time as well. The ground is going to be

  the foundation for many years of growing.




  One thing you really should never do is run a Rotavator over a patch of weedy ground. The perennial weeds will grow from a root fragment and so chopping them up and tilling the soil is a great

  way to propagate them and ensure you have a plot absolutely covered in weeds a few weeks later.




  The easiest way to clear a weed-covered plot of land is to spray with a glyphosate-based weedkiller like Roundup™. This is absorbed by the plant’s leaves and taken down to the roots,

  thereby killing the weeds, but it is made harmless when it gets to the ground, so enabling planting to take place quickly.




  One application, if applied as per instruction, is usually sufficient to take care of most weeds although some perennial weeds may require a second application or just digging out by

  hand. Don’t spray one day and dig the next, leave for at least a fortnight, preferably four weeks, to let the weedkiller be taken down to the roots to do its job.




  If you are an organic grower and are set against using a herbicide, then you have a harder job to clear the patch in short order. First decide how much time and energy you have. There is no way I could clear a plot in one go or even one week. You can cover sections of the plot with thick plastic, carpets or tarpaulins (if you have them) and this will hold

  back growth until you can get to the section. If you leave an area covered for a year or so, then most of the weeds will die.




  Personally, I do not want areas out of production that long so I just use covering as a holding method; neither do I think it ecologically sound to have large areas covered with plastic. Some

  allotments now ban the use of old carpets for this as too many people move on leaving the carpets behind for others to dispose of.




  Now take a small section at a time; looking down 30 metres (100 feet) of weeds is enough to make anyone despair. I found 2-metre patches (5 metres wide) – 8 feet and 16 feet wide –

  to be about right for a day but those younger and fitter can do more.




  Start by taking off the surface grasses and short-rooted weeds with a spade – the resulting ‘turfs’ can be stacked so that they eventually form a loam. If you are converting a

  lawn into a vegetable patch, then mow it short first and then remove the turf. Stack face down and cover with a tarpaulin or plastic sheeting. After six months you will have a wonderful growing

  medium.




  The deeper rooted perennials (like docks) need their roots digging out. These are the devil to deal with because if you just add them to a cool compost heap they happily grow on. You can try

  chopping them (to weaken them) and add them to a hot compost heap but a more effective method is drowning in a barrel of water for three weeks or tying up in a plastic bin bag for a few months.




  Having completed clearing, the next job is to dig over with a fork. The purpose is to break up the soil and extract any weed roots. Watch out for bindweed – this is one that spreads from a

  small bit of root. A small stem is probably growing from a foot of tubular white root snaking along a few inches below the surface.




  One exception to the rule is mare’s tail or horsetail. This wonderful weed has roots that go down to Hades, well 1.5 metres (5 feet) anyway. The only thing

  for you to do is try repeated applications of glyphosate-based weedkiller. The problem with this is that you will effectively have the land out of production for a season as you keep repeating the

  process. It’s not officially approved for organic growers.




  Now you have the weeds clear you can judge the type and quality of your soil.




  Know Your Soil




  Soils come in different types and how you work them will depend on this. Soil is formed by years of rocks being split into small particles by the action of water, frost

  and friction combined with decayed vegetable matter and animal remains. The vegetable matter is known as humus and is vital to the life of the soil. This is what feeds the millions of bacteria and

  thousands of worms who work tirelessly in your soil to make it productive.




  Your soil is the basis of everything you grow and the difference between success and failure lies in the soil. A gardener with a good soil will find his crops forgiving of mistakes in

  cultivation but a gardener with a poor soil has a struggle to produce good crops whatever he does.




  Different Types of Soil




  Sandy Soils, as the name suggests, are predominantly sand. Sand is actually relatively large particles of rock which means they do not stick together well and make

  the soil light and easy to work. It also makes the soil very free-draining, which is a boon in periods of wet weather. The soil warms quickly in spring and is especially good for early crops.




  The problem with a sandy soil is that it does not retain water in dry weather and neither does it retain nutrients well. The way to counter this is to add large quantities of animal manure,

  especially from cows on straw or strawy horse manure and compost.




  Clay Soils are made from very fine particles which stick together well. Clay holds water, which is a benefit in dry weather but the opposite in wet. In

  hot weather the surface may form a hard crust and, when dug, the large clods set like concrete. Often a clay topsoil will have a pan of solid clay underneath which prevents drainage, resulting in

  waterlogging and lifeless soil.




  It’s not all bad news with clay soils, though, for they can be amongst the most productive with work. Double digging in the autumn and allowing the winter frosts to break up the clods will

  help but, as with a sandy soil, the real answer is loads of organic matter. If there is a pan of solid clay underlying the top soil, try to break this up when double digging to allow the water to

  drain away. If this is impossible, due to the depth of the pan, then consider drainage to get excess water away.




  Clay soils tend to be acidic and require lime but the good news is that liming encourages flocculation (the forming of lumps) amongst the fine particles and so makes the soil more workable.




  The addition of sharp sand, that is gritty sand rather than fine building sand, will also assist in opening the soil, thereby improving drainage and aeration, and allowing better root growth.

  Sharp sand is also known as concreting sand and can be obtained delivered in bulk from builders’ merchants. Garden centres stock horticultural sands, which are much the same but more

  expensive.




  Chalk Soils are usually very thin and difficult to work without mixing in the chalk layer below. The answer is to build up the soil with organic matter but where the soil is really

  shallow, sometimes as thin as 150mm, the best answer is to build raised deep beds.




  Peaty Soils are the reverse of the soils above, in that they are rich in humus and have a great texture but the process that creates them usually means they are wet and acid. The answer

  is to dig over to add air and break up the texture whilst adding lime to reduce the acidity. They may also be lacking in nutrients so a programme of adding animal

  manure and fertilizers will be beneficial.




  The Ideal Soil is made from one of the difficult soils above over a period of years. It is deep, easy to work, smooth, soft and loose in texture, is well drained but holds moisture in dry

  periods and has a lot of humus which is known by the large number of worms living in the soil.




  To maintain the soil in this condition compost, manure and lime is added in a regular programme with digging over as required.




  The Subsoil. If you dig down through your soil, you will notice a distinct change at some point as you go down. On a clay soil, the change will be from a dark colour to a lighter brown or

  even blue-tinged colour and more solid texture. On chalk, it will change to a white-coloured layer. Whatever your soil type this layer, known as the subsoil, will be obviously lifeless.




  Your task is to increase the depth of top soil above this layer which is where the plant roots gain their sustenance but you cannot just dig up the subsoil in one go. With a shallow soil you

  should seek to add around 5cm (2 inches) a year by just breaking up the surface of the subsoil and adding organic matter to it. Over the year the worms will feed on that organic matter, pulling the

  subsoil through their guts and converting it to top soil.




  Gardening is a long-term process and each year, with proper cultivation, your soil will improve and the crops it produces improve.




  Why, When and How to Dig




  Each year, as the season comes to a close, you will see gardeners digging over their plots. You may have heard of ‘no dig’ growing (see later in this chapter)

  and wonder why they go to all this trouble.




  The reason is that digging improves the texture of the top soil, assisting drainage and bringing nutrients from below to the surface, thereby encouraging worms

  and bacterial action. Digging also exposes pests hiding in the soil. Many gardeners will know the experience of being followed down the row as they dig by a robin happily partaking of the exposed

  bounty.




  Digging is carried out in the autumn and early winter months for two reasons. The first is that you do not have crops in the ground so it is free and the second is that the winter freeze and

  thaw will help to break down the soil into a fine texture, or tilth as we call it, for next year.




  With an ideal soil, digging is not needed every year as the action of cultivation, digging up root crops and so forth is already cultivation enough. Even so, double digging on a three to five

  year cycle will ensure that a hard pan does not develop below the surface.




  In those years when you do not need to dig, you can use a green manure to hold the nutrients over winter and provide valuable humus for next year. Of course, the action of digging in the green

  manure will be cultivation of itself.




  With raised deep beds where you never walk on the surface, the action of normal cultivation will be sufficient and apart from the occasional light forking over of the surface no digging is

  usually required.




  Digging should not be carried out when the soil is wet and sticking to your boots as it will pancake and compact. Neither do you want it too dry as it will tend to ‘shingle’ as fast

  as it is dug.




  There are three main systems of digging: (1) single or plain digging; (2) double digging, which is also known as bastard trenching, possibly because of the effect on your back; and (3)

  trenching.




  Single Digging




  This is the easiest form of digging and for good worked soil perfectly adequate for most years. It is a fairly easy action and, once you have the rhythm, quite fast.




  Divide the area you intend to dig into two rows. From one row remove a trench of soil one spit deep to the side. A ‘spit’ is the depth of your

  spade’s blade, about 25cm (10 inches). Always insert the spade vertically; this ensures a consistent depth of dig.




  Move backwards and dig another trench, turning the soil from that trench into the previous empty trench. At the end of the row, turn the soil from the row by your side and work your way back to

  where you have piled the soil from the first trench that you will use to fill the final trench.




  Alternatively, you can barrow the soil from the first trench to the end of a row to fill the last trench but this adds an unnecessary amount of work to the job.




  Leave the soil in clods; the action of winter frosts will break them down for you so that in spring you can easily obtain a fine tilth.




  

    [image: img]




    Fig. 1. Single digging.


  




  Double Digging




  Double digging is a more thorough method where the bottom of the trench is broken up with a fork to another spit’s depth before the soil from the next trench is

  added. Usually some compost or manure is laid on the forked over soil before being covered. This feeds and thereby encourages the worms to break down and mix the soil to a greater depth, increasing

  the growing depth of your soil.
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