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INTRODUCTION

In our health and environmentally conscious age, the latest ‘must have’ is an allotment where you can grow your own fruit and vegetables, or a few kitchen herbs and some flowers to help support the local wildlife. British people love allotments because they allow us to get involved in two of our favourite pastimes – gardening and queuing (as many allotment sites now have long waiting lists!).

The Allotment Pocket Bible offers light-hearted, yet down-to-earth, advice on maintaining and planning an allotment and information to help you to grow your own fruit and vegetables. If you’re a novice gardener, you’ll discover why so many people are flocking to allotments, and the joys of growing your own. It also tackles the thorny problem of finding and choosing your plot, whether you’re looking for a large allotment or just a quiet corner in which to sow your seeds.

For those with a little more experience, you’ll find advice on what to grow and when, and how to store your seeds and your produce. There’s guidance on how to organise and manage your plot, and a few tasty recipes to make the most of your harvest.

There’s also a quick peek at the history of allotments, and modern allotment communities, and information on how to get your children safely involved with growing (and eating!) their vegetables.

The growing calendar at the back of the book is a useful tool for planning your garden every year. Together with plenty of advice and tips, and the Glossary at the end of the book, it will get you off to a flying start, and in no time you’ll have all you need to make growing your own an enjoyable part of your life for years to come.
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ALL ABOUT ALLOTMENTS: BENEFITS AND COMMUNITIES

Allotments are a quintessential part of the British landscape. Their purpose is to make land available to anyone on which they can grow food crops, but allotments have come to mean much more than that to those who tend them. In this chapter we take a look back at how they have developed throughout history, examine the benefits of having an allotment and explore the communities which have grown up around allotments.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ALLOTMENT

• AD410: In Saxon times communities cleared land together, sharing out ‘allotted’ areas between themselves.

• 1066: Following the Norman conquest, land ownership was increasingly confined to lords of the manor and the church.

• 1600: During the reign of Elizabeth I the first mention of allotments is made, as land is given to the poor to compensate them for the enclosure of previously common land.

• 1845: The General Enclosure Act included a requirement to provide land for allotments where common land was enclosed.

• 1887: The Allotments and Cottage Gardens Compensation for Crops Act obliged local authorities to provide allotments, if there was a demand for them.

• 1907: The Smallholdings and Allotment Act clarified the responsibilities of local authorities to provide allotments.

• 1914: Germany’s blockade during the First World War led to an increased demand for allotments, although it fell again after the war.

• 1939: The Second World War, and its Dig For Victory campaign, brought allotments and kitchen gardens to the forefront of British life. The number of allotments in the UK peaked at 1.5 million.

• 1960: Disuse and development led to a large decrease in the number of allotments available.

• 1975: An interest in self-sufficiency, and the popular television show The Good Life caused a resurgence in interest in allotments during the 1970s.

• 2002: Organic vegetable growing got a big boost when Monty Don took over as the main presenter on Gardeners’ World.


Pocket Fact

The Victorians used allotments to encourage temperance in the working classes – a man productively employed feeding his family spent less time in the pub!



MODERN RESURGENCE

Despite increased interest in the idea of ‘self-sufficiency’ during the 1970s, the post-war years showed a marked decline in the use of allotments and as many allotments were sold off for development, or fell into disuse, the number of plots available plummeted.

However, concerns about our impact on the environment, and regular food scares, have encouraged a modern allotment resurgence, with many more people determined to ‘grow their own’. The new ‘allotmenteer’ is younger, and far more likely to be female, than in times gone by.


Pocket Fact

In 2006 the Allotments Regeneration Initiative said that women were the fastest-growing group of allotment holders, renting around 59,000 plots.



Modern allotment and kitchen gardeners have found support from celebrity chefs, many of whom are happy to get their hands dirty in search of fresh, organic produce. Local organisations, such as Incredible Edible Todmorden (www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk) are encouraging residents to grow as much of their own food as they can, on any spare land they can find, and even children are getting started growing their own, with a number of local and national campaigns supporting the development of school vegetable gardens.


Pocket Fact

Since 2007 sales of vegetable seeds have soared, and in 2009 70% of seeds sold were for vegetables.



ALLOTMENT BENEFITS

There’s no doubt about it, allotments are making a comeback. Growing your own fruit and vegetables not only provides you with fresh, seasonal produce, it also brings a multitude of other benefits.

HEALTH

• Five-a-day: it’s much more enticing to eat vegetables when you’ve grown them yourself, and that’s particularly true for children.

• Growing your own gives you easy access to organically grown, chemical-free produce.

• Gardening doesn’t have to be hard work, but you’ll be getting plenty of exercise in the fresh air.

• Green spaces have been proven to be good for our mental health.

• There’s scientific evidence that simply getting your hands in the soil can make you happier!


Pocket Fact

The PlantforLife campaign (www.plantforlife.info) recommends we all spend at least 20 minutes a day (or two hours a week) gardening or otherwise enjoying green spaces.



ECONOMIC

• The rent on an allotment is a mere fraction of the cost of a year’s fruit and vegetables, so you can save money by growing your own.

• You can also save money by ditching your gym membership, and getting your exercise outdoors instead.

• Allotments are a cheap source of recreation and entertainment for families – many kids love playing in the dirt!


Pocket Fact

In 2010 a British man grew £700 of fruit and vegetables on his balcony and windowsills.



ENVIRONMENTAL

• Green spaces produce fresh air, and are an important part of urban life.

• You can grow your own without resorting to the environmentally damaging chemical pesticides and fertilisers commonly used in agriculture.

• Home-grown produce has no food miles, saving on fossil fuel use and greenhouse gas emissions.

• Buying less food saves on packaging waste, and a compost heap makes use of your vegetable waste rather than sending it off to landfill.

• Allotments and gardens are valuable wildlife habitats.


Pocket Fact

Research published in 2010 showed that honeybees have a far more varied diet in cities than they do in the countryside.



ALLOTMENT COMMUNITIES

If your plot is on an allotment site or other communal project then you’ll have access to all the benefits of being part of a community.

Some allotment sites are still run by the local authority, while others are managed by an allotment association. Each one is different in terms of the facilities it offers and the strength of the community spirit.


Pocket Tip

Spend enough time investigating local allotment sites to find one with a welcoming community. Many allotment sites have websites to publicise their events and encourage local participation.



On traditionally run allotment sites you may find yourself surrounded by experienced gardeners who are more than willing to show you the ropes, offer help and advice and share spare seeds and plants throughout the year.


Pocket Tip

If you have a choice of plots on offer, chat to your potential neighbours – they’ll be able to help you choose the best one.



The modern trend is towards vibrant allotment communities that offer an on-site shop, toilets, shared tools and community events and shows. If there’s space, your site may also have plots set aside for wildlife gardens, or offer space to school gardens and gardening therapy projects.

ENCOURAGING COMMUNITY

Here are some ideas for fostering community spirit on your allotment site:

• Make your allotment site kid-friendly, with safe play areas and picnic spots.

• Offer a vacant plot to your local school, for a gardening club.

• Host shared meals. If you don’t have any cooking facilities then you can encourage picnics, barbecues and ‘pot lucks’, where people bring food to share.

• Organise seed and plant swaps in spring, so people can exchange spares for something new.

• A winter lecture series, with visiting speakers, is a great way to keep gardeners interested during the ‘off’ season.

• Arrange group visits to gardens that are open to the public, or open your allotment site to visitors via the National Gardens Scheme (NGS).

• Hold an allotment show, or ‘giant vegetable’ competitions. A contest to see who can grow the tallest sunflower is popular with children.

• Open your site to the public once or twice a year, to show off your hard work. ‘Apple Day’ is a popular choice, with activities from apple bobbing to apple pressing, or you can have a harvest festival.

ANTI-SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

Although allotmenteers are generally helpful and generous people, public allotment sites can be vulnerable to theft and vandalism. Make sure you’re aware of the security arrangements and ask for advice on keeping your patch secure. Your local police force will be able to advise you on plot security issues, but here are some tips to bear in mind.

• On a site level, good fences greatly help security. If money is tight then a thick hedge (of spiny plants) may be cheaper and more effective once it matures.

• Encouraging community participation in allotment activities and events will cut down on vandalism.

• Don’t leave your tools lying around: put them away or take them home. You could try burying a tool store in a corner of the plot.

• Sheds are often targeted by thieves; leaving them unlocked may save on damage.

• Encourage plotholders to mark their property, so it can be recovered if it is stolen.

• DIY garden structures are cheaper and easier to repair if they are damaged.

In the event that there are problems on your allotment site with anti-social behaviour, the key to solving them is to discuss the issues and potential solutions as a group. Usually a ‘Blitz spirit’ emerges, with everyone pulling together to help repair the damage.

If improvements need to be made to security then your allotment association can bring those up with the allotment officer on the local council.


Pocket Fact

The Queen herself is an allotmenteer: a vegetable patch was installed in the grounds of Buckingham Palace in 2009.
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TYPES OF ALLOTMENT

Officially there are three different types of allotment: permanent, temporary and privately owned. Permanent allotments cannot be sold, or used for a different purpose, without the consent of the Secretary of State. Temporary allotment sites are usually owned by the local authorities, but don’t have the same protection and can therefore be sold. You will also find sites on private land.

These official categories don’t do much to describe the features of an allotment though, or help allotmenteers to plan their crops. In addition to these official allotment categories, it can help to identify allotments by their location – namely urban, countryside, garden or even shared land – as these different locations all have different features and requirements. This chapter will take a look at these different types of allotment, the areas they can be found in, and how to decide which type is best for you.

URBAN

WHERE THEY’RE FOUND

The word ‘allotment’ brings to mind a large plot of ground, intended for growing vegetables, on a site where lots of plots are arranged neatly together. You may imagine a quiet and peaceful spot, surrounded by hedges and trees, but the reality is often very different. Urban allotment sites are generally in the middle of towns, or on the outskirts. They’re often next to main roads, or in the middle of housing estates. They may be in corners that have resisted development for decades.

Urban allotments tend to incorporate all of the typical features you associate with allotments, and so can serve as a useful guide for any type of allotment.

TYPICAL LAYOUT AND FEATURES

A traditional allotment is a rectangle of ground that measures 10 rods: an esoteric measurement that is the equivalent of around 300 square yards, 2,700 square feet, 250 square metres or 1/16 of an acre. To put it another way, it’s roughly the size of the penalty box on a football field.

However, the size and shape of plots varies widely, particularly now that waiting lists are increasing and plots are being divided up into smaller shares so that more people can have access to the land. It’s always best to ask about the exact size rather than making any assumptions.


Pocket Tip

If a whole allotment sounds too big for you to take on, you may be able to rent a half or quarter plot, or find a friend to share with.



The features on an allotment site may include the following.

• A shed. Sheds are allowed on some sites, but not others. You may even be lucky enough to inherit an old one. Many plotholders put their own together from scrap materials, but always check if you’re allowed one before you start building.

• Access to water. There are usually taps at regular intervals between plots.

• Boundaries. Some sites mark the boundaries of plots in particular ways, while others expect you to do your own.

• Paths. Grass paths are common between plots; gravel elsewhere. It’s unusual for even the entry road to be paved.

• Gates. Access gates are often locked to prevent problems with theft and vandalism – if so, you will be issued with a key. You may also find separate interior gates in fences aimed to keep rabbits out.

A few sites provide toilets and some even have a permanent shop or club house.


Pocket Tip

On some allotment sites, the water pressure may depend on how far you are from the water main, so it’s worth checking that any potential plots have a reasonable supply.




Some useful scrap materials for use on an allotment

• Pallets are easy to come by and a useful source of wood for building raised beds or even sheds.

• If a neighbour is having their windows changed, ask if you can have the old ones. They’re great for making cold frames (see here). Local window firms may even have a skip you can rifle through – but do ask first!

• Recycle old bricks into hard-wearing paths. You may also be able to find some old paving slabs.

• Unwanted net curtains are very good at keeping the birds off your crops, as is a scarecrow wearing your old clothes.

• Plastic barrels are great for water butts, but do make sure they weren’t used for something toxic, and give them a good wash before use.



RULES AND REGULATIONS

The raison d’être of allotment sites is to provide land for growing food, and when you sign up you should be presented with the rules and regulations. Many sites have their own ‘bylaws’ that you must abide by to keep your plot, but there are some common rules:

• It is usually prohibited to sell any of the produce that you grow.

• If you don’t keep your plot ‘in good order’ (standards vary!) then you will lose it.

• Permanent structures, and even trees, may not be allowed.

• Some sites allow ‘livestock’, while others don’t. Even where chickens are accepted you may find that bees are not allowed, as people are often afraid of being stung.

• Dogs may or may not be allowed.

• Unsupervised children may be also be an issue, particularly where there are vandalism problems.

• Bonfires may be restricted or banned entirely.


Pocket Tip

Always check your allotment agreement to see what is allowed, and ask if you’re unsure.



WHAT IS GROWN AND WHAT GROWS BEST

A whole allotment is a large space that allows you to grow almost anything you want. Many growers devote their plot to staple crops that take up a lot of space but need little management, and an allotment is ideal for those. Others treat their space as though it were a garden, with a mix of plants and flowers. Be wary of investing too much in perennial plants and trees, particularly at first. They are hard to move if you decide to give up your plot, or if the plot is taken from you – an inherent risk associated with gardening on land you do not own.

Pumpkins and winter squashes (which store through the autumn) are great on allotments as they are large plants, and good at suppressing weeds. Courgettes are more problematic, as they ripen and grow too large very quickly. Most families can make good use of a lot of potatoes, which are easy to grow and take care of themselves. Hardy winter vegetables such as Brussels sprouts and kale will take care of themselves on unpleasant winter days, when you’d rather stay at home!

COUNTRYSIDE

WHERE THEY’RE FOUND

It is not uncommon for farmers to section off an underused field to rent out as allotments. Although farms are usually a way out into the countryside, a few are on the peripheries of towns and villages. You may also have a National Trust property in your local area which hosts allotments, or be close to allotments on land owned by Network Rail or British Waterways.


Useful websites to search for allotments

• DirectGov lists the main local authorities, with their contact details (www.direct.gov.uk/en/HomeAndCommunity/YourlocalcouncilandCouncilTax/YourCommunity/DG_4018786).

• The National Society of Allotment and Leisure Gardeners (www.nsalg.org.uk) can help you find a plot, as can the Scottish Allotments and Gardens Society (www.sags.org.uk) in Scotland.

• The National Trust is making allotments available through the Landshare (www.landshare.net) scheme, which is a great place to look for available sites.

• The Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens (www.farmgarden.org.uk) can advise you on community schemes in your local area.

• Contact Network Rail (www.networkrail.co.uk) for information on renting nearby land, and check the Waterscape website (www.waterscape.com) for information on leisure activities near British waterways.



TYPICAL LAYOUT AND FEATURES

Where allotments are provided on privately owned land, rather than by councils, the size and shape of plots is less well defined. On a farm you may be able to choose how much land you want; in more unusual locations such as National Trust plots it’s hard to predict what sort of facilities will be on offer.

A farm may provide large quantities of animal manure to use as fertiliser, or spoiled hay for mulching, and there’s the potential to collect unwanted scrap for reuse (agricultural plastic sheeting, or old railway sleepers). This will depend on the individual nature of the plot.

RULES AND REGULATIONS

Again, the rules and regulations will depend on the type of site and your landlord. An allotment on a farm may come with a similar set of restrictions to a publicly owned allotment site, or none.

WHAT IS GROWN AND WHAT GROWS BEST

The types of crops that you can grow, and which grow best, will be very similar to those for more urban allotments, so have a look back here for ideas.

If your plot is a fair distance from your home then stick to crops that take care of themselves for much of the time – pumpkins and squashes, and potatoes, are ideal. Cabbages and other members of the brassica family are also a good bet, provided you give them enough protection from the local wildlife!

GARDEN

WHERE THEY’RE FOUND

Your home may have a front or back garden you could put to good use. However, in our age of increased urbanisation and land-grabbing, many homes these days don’t have much in the way of a garden. This doesn’t mean you can’t join in the allotment movement though. There may be shared spaces nearby (see here for more information on shared plots). Blocks of flats may have balconies and fire escapes, or even a roof garden, but even a windowsill will get your gardening off to a good start.

TYPICAL LAYOUT AND FEATURES

If you’re gardening on your own property, you will already be familiar with the facilities. But you’ll need to bear in mind where your water will come from (think about how you’ll cope if there’s a hosepipe ban) and how you’ll haul in compost.

RULES AND REGULATIONS

You will not face many restrictions in your own garden, but a front garden that looks like an unkempt allotment may draw unwanted attention from your neighbours. If you are renting your house, you’ll have to discuss your plans with your landlord. For balconies, fire escapes and roof gardens you need to make sure that the structure can take the weight of pots of wet soil.


Pocket Fact

There are no specific laws against having a bonfire in your own garden, or when you can have one – but there are acts that deal with the risk smoke can cause to traffic, and the environmental impact of poisonous fumes.



WHAT IS GROWN AND WHAT GROWS BEST

In gardens you can grow whichever perennial plants you desire, as they’re in a safe place where you can keep an eye on them. However, the built-up nature of most areas means that shade is common, and you may find that garden features cause frost pockets or wind tunnels, so you have to fine tune your planting to make the most of your microclimates.


Pocket Tip

There are many vegetables and fruits that look pretty, and make a nice addition to an ornamental garden. Think frilly lettuce, rainbow chard and striking herbs, such as bronze fennel, and edible flowers, such as calendula and nasturtiums.



Wherever you have plants in containers you have limited volumes of soil and water, so roof gardens and balconies (for example) have limits on what you can grow. Salad crops and strawberries make good use of space, and larger pots are fine for fruit bushes and larger vegetable plants – if you’re prepared to keep on top of the watering and feeding.


Pocket Tip

You can buy (or construct) containers with water reservoirs at the bottom, which make watering less of a chore.



SHARED

WHERE THEY’RE FOUND

Where allotment demand outstrips supply and waiting lists are very long, or in inner cities where the number of allotments is limited, there are a number of local organisations that share land with people who want to grow their own food. These schemes provide access to community gardens or shared allotment plots.

Shared schemes

The Landshare scheme is a nationwide scheme which aims to put people who want to garden in touch with people who have land to share, whether it’s an underused allotment site or an overgrown garden. The format is similar to online classified ads, but with plenty of support available. Visit www.landshare.net for more information.
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