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Preamble


There’s one big problem with calling a book ‘The Allotment Diaries’ – and that’s the fact that any diary, based around allotment life, is going to seem completely implausible and unlikely to many of its readers. Not that they would object to the stories of remarkable folk I’ve met and their fascinating lives – those bits resonate with most allotment-holders and when I give readings from Minding My Peas and Cucumbers, my first book on the subject, there’s always somebody in the audience who thinks I’m writing about their allotment site, or who has had a virtually identical experience with an allotment neighbour. No, it’s the horticulture that people will think I’m making up!


Britain has one of the most variable meteorological systems in the world, along with complex geology. Those two factors combine to ensure that the conditions in which I grow food will probably be different to the conditions in which people reading this book grow food. Some of the differences may be subtle: a frost date that’s a few weeks earlier (anybody north of Birmingham) or a few weeks later (anybody south-west of Southampton), or they may be gigantic: my struggles with clay soil will not make much sense to Fenlanders with their blessed rich and friable loam and folk with vegetable gardens in County Down will laugh derisively at what I call a gale – they call it a breeze!


So you may be wondering what use this book will be to you. It’s a fair question. The answer is that good growing, like most things, takes practice and experience and all information is simply indicative of how to begin that practice and how to develop some personal experience. I teach allotment skills on my plot and every year somebody will mutter disgustedly that you can’t trust seed packets because the instructions don’t work. It’s true they don’t, a lot of the time, and that’s because any ‘average’ information written to cover the range of potential soils, weather and knowledge in the British population will inevitably fail to meet the requirements of the soil, climate and knowledge at each of the extreme ends of ‘average’. My friend Celia can look at a seed and with one piece of information – the geographic location to which it is native – work out the necessary growing conditions, but her knowledge is encyclopaedic and she has a lifetime of experience. I need a lot more information than that, but I am pretty good at adapting general information to the specific circumstances of my plot, my soil, my time constraints, my willingness to cater to fussy plants, etc. Learning is based on earning, and you earn knowledge through the cycles of the allotment year and through being alert to what works and what doesn’t – for you.


Each of us can become proficient at growing vegetables, flowers and fruit, and a large part of proficiency is based on experience that comes from adjusting general information like ‘plant potatoes at Easter’ to local conditions. Find out your first and last frost dates, if you haven’t kept track of them in the past, and base your sowing, planting out and harvesting on them, not on calendar dates. Watch what more experienced growers do, but don’t listen to what they say (they lie, like fishermen, to impress) and if you must listen, before you take their words as gospel, get a look at their harvest.


In my early years of allotment life I was a credulous simpleton who believed whatever any man wearing a flat cap and braces told me. It wasn’t until I learned to look at the food they produced that I realised they weren’t necessarily experts and often did things they had been told to do without ever testing the advice to see if it produced good results. As an example, people used to trim leek roots before planting them out, until several reliable field trials proved that this actually harmed growth – but when I first started allotment growing old guard members told me my leeks would come to nothing if I didn’t cut back the roots. They were wrong, scientifically proven to be wrong, but I don’t think pointing this out to them ever changed their minds or their methods – or improved the size of their leeks!


Good growers are flexible, they keep reasonable records and they try new things with a sceptical but willing attitude. Approach this book in the same way. If I make a suggestion that clearly wouldn’t work for your growing conditions, it doesn’t mean the rest of the book won’t be useful, it just means our situations with regard to that crop, or that month, are not identical. If something does seem plausible, give it a test – you don’t have to change the habits of a lifetime overnight but you can, for example, plant half your leeks with trimmed roots and half with untrimmed and compare the results when you harvest them. And let me know what works for you!









SPRING









March


3 March


I have been invited to visit Celia, my clever, polyglot, plant-conserving friend. There are two ways that I interact with Celia – my favourite is the casual way we bump into each other around the allotments, or just happen to be in the same place at the same time, usually at a plant sale or a seed swap or some other horticultural happening.


The other way is the one I don’t like nearly as much: it’s when I get a summons by telephone to Celia and Stefan’s house and it’s usually the prelude to an announcement. Sometimes the summons isn’t clear – I pick up my mobile, see that Celia has called, and then listen to a message that sounds like a Dalek reading Klingon through a tannoy. The first time this happened I was perturbed, but after years of experience I have learned to accept that Celia has just remembered she wants to talk to me, and that her intellect is translating one complex language (say Latvian) to another (perhaps Macedonian) at the same time her hands are reshaping a hundred-year-old bonsai tree with her phone set to hands-free. So at the instant that the thought strikes, she leaves me a message in whatever language is uppermost in her mind, the end result of which is a tinny incomprehensible string of consonants on my phone.


When I arrive she is reading The Waste Land aloud to one of her cats. This is not an unusual scenario in Celia’s house in March and I slide into a chair and wait for her to finish. She closes the book and turns to me with the martyred expression of a woman in torment yet determined to be stoical. She’s good at martyred stoicism; her slim, chiselled blondeness and energetic air often suggest to me what Joan of Arc might have grown up to look like if she’d escaped the flames.


‘I have lost all my Tillandsias,’ she says in muted tones. I nod sombrely and make a mental note to look up Tillandsia when I get home.


She hands me a propagator in which are two small pots. In each pot a single seedling of extremely unprepossessing appearance lolls like a consumptive orphan in a Dickens novel.


‘It could be an airborne bacterium – we’re disinfecting everything!’


I look at the cat, who appears long-suffering and clean; when Celia does things, she does them thoroughly.


She continues, ‘In the meantime, other potentially susceptible plants have to be removed from the danger zone. You are an isolation ward. Guard these with your life,’ she finishes, rather dramatically.


I make another mental note that if I can’t keep these two plants alive I had better arrange to meet Celia in a place free from blades and blunt weapons to announce my failure, and drive home with the propagator nestled into the seatbelt beside me and a sheaf of notes on the seedlings’ daily care tucked into my bag.


This is a regular spring operation for those of us who know Celia – she propagates and germinates a vast range of almost impossible to grow plants, but March is the cruellest month and she has learned to distribute her tender young seedlings amongst her friends so that if damp, blight, cat romping or Acts of God destroy what she has raised, she may still have a few seedlings boarded out amongst her acquaintance. Having just lost all her Tillandsias (whatever they may be) to Persephone (Celia is a classicist) she has been driven to desperation, as a result of which I am entrusted with two of some other variety of precious seedling in case the goddess hasn’t quite finished with Celia yet.


17 March


My new infants are being nurtured as I have been instructed. They aren’t exactly thriving but they are still alive. Daily I turn their pots, check their temperature and humidity and do everything short of reading aloud to them. They still look Dickensian but are now more like members of Fagin’s gang than Little Nell: they are ugly, stunted and dwarfish.


‘OH’, my practical and somewhat sceptical husband, looms over the seedlings and pronounces their fate. ‘Nasty looking things, aren’t they? Bet they grow up to be something spiky.’


I understand his concern – our new allotment, nicknamed The Voodoo Plot for its gloomy appearance and sinister contents, has continued to surprise us, mainly with spikes!


A year after we took it on we are still finding things that aren’t natural allotment items: the box of walking sticks belonging to dead people, discovered at the back of the potting shed, turned out to be balanced by another box of walking sticks belonging to dead people, found lurking behind the greenhouse, doubling the number of potential haunters that walk through my dreams at night; there are disembodied dolls’ heads buried under plants; brass incense burners decorated with crescent moons buried in planters (burying is a constant theme, which is as worrying as anything else); and, verging on normalcy, stashes of beer and vodka bottles… the list is lengthening and not getting any less peculiar.


There have been nasty surprises of the horticultural variety too – the huge holly bush on the corner of the plot has been under-planted with a member of the Lonerica family that is so prickly and toxic it might as well be a tribe of Amazonian pygmies equipped with poisoned darts. It’s not often that any plant gets the better of OH, who is six foot two and highly energetic, but the Lonerica is definitely winning the battle. Even putting our incinerator on it in November and lighting fires on top of it hasn’t killed it – the old shoots burnt but it’s stubbornly throwing out new ones and each time OH tries to remove the hideous shrub, he comes home covered in scratches that itch and refuse to heal.


Inspired by Celia’s dedication, in fear of her wrath, and intimidated by the seedlings, I spend more time in my own greenhouses than ever before, trying to avoid failure in my own germination process.


20 March


OH leaves the early greenhouse weeks to me, as he has an aversion to thinning seedlings. Today I am thinning with a vengeance. For big bruiser seedlings like cucurbits I plant two seeds to a self-watering propagator (see May) and when both have germinated I simply nip the weaker of the two between my finger and thumbnails at soil level and leave the stronger to grow on for a week or so before repotting.


For tiny surface-sown seedlings like the ones I am working on today I use a brilliant device – a pair of angled chiropody scissors. With them I can shear the unwanted, weaker seedlings just above the soil to give plenty of growing space to the stronger specimens, without the risk of damaging neighbouring plants. Something in me becomes mischievous – perhaps it’s the added warmth of the greenhouse making my blood overheat – but instead of carefully removing every other seedling so that each baby plant has a chance to grow unimpeded, I come over all creative and cut the tiny swathe so that it resembles a heart. I step back to admire my handiwork, which is like a doll’s house topiary, and only then do I realise I’ve just sculpted away half our leek seedlings, and guiltily rush down to the shop to buy another packet of seeds and sow them in the hope that by the time I must confess to OH what I have done, there will be a second sowing ready to be thinned.


22 March


Celia rings daily for a report on her miserable-looking whatever-they-ares. She won’t tell me what genus and variety I’m raising, because, ‘You’ll be intimidated.’


I concur, preferring her to believe that I would struggle to live up to the pedigree of the whatever-they-ares than to tell the truth: I probably wouldn’t recognise them from their botanical name and even if she told me the common one I’d almost certainly still fail to be intimidated because I would have absolutely no idea what they were or why they mattered.


I looked up Tillandsias and discovered they are a bromeliad, aka ‘air plant’, which, while resistant to most forms of neglect when mature, is almost impossible to raise from seed and can take up to eight years to become big enough to be considered ready to transplant! My respect for my friend increases and my fear of the Dickensian seedlings increases too, until I am getting up in the middle of the night to check on them for fear that they might be sitting in a fatal chill.


30 March


The seedlings are 4 inches tall and have two sets of true leaves – quite long leaves they are too – so I ring Celia. She is out and Stefan, her long-suffering husband, informs me that ‘she may be some time’. This should ring big alarm bells but I am so desperate to be rid of the leafy invalids that I announce I’m coming round in ten minutes, strap them back into the passenger seat and drive to Celia and Stefan’s house where I deposit them on the kitchen table and heave a sigh of relief.


Stefan, on the other hand, looks beleaguered and now I am free of my horticultural obligation I can relax and sympathise.


‘What’s up?’ I say.


‘Celia is being voted on today,’ he says mournfully.


‘Voted on?’


‘She is up for election as Chair of The Exotics.’


I whistle. The Exotics is a small group of horticultural… well, the word I want to use is pedants but Celia would probably say they are experts or devotees. We might compromise on divas, I suppose. The Exotics raise unusual (some would say impossible) plants from seed and have arcane competitions. I remember meeting the winner of ‘who can grow the biggest banana plant in five years from seed’ and wondering first why anybody would take part in a five-year-long competition, second whether the dedication to the cause had led to the gentleman’s complete abandonment of social niceties such as bathing and third how on earth he’d managed to live to the end of the five-year process when I wanted to murder him after just six minutes in his company. Similar contests have led to long arguments in the quarterly newsletter of The Exotics which is usually one page of events, and seven pages of letters in which the members assassinate each other’s characters, sometimes in Latin! There have also been a couple of brawls after the Annual Dinner at which a trophy is awarded to the most accomplished grower. Well, supposedly it is – usually the committee say nobody has met the strict criteria which include, for example, growing Encephalartos woodii, the world’s rarest tree, extinct in the wild, which doesn’t produce seeds and therefore has to be grafted! To me, this all sounds a little excessive and socially unattractive.


Celia, on the other hand, finds The Exotics stimulating. Obviously so, as she is trying to become the putative leader of this bunch of malcontent plant worshippers.


‘So what have I been growing?’ I gesture at the Dickensians as they lounge in their pots like tuberculosis sufferers heading for a consumptive decline.


Stefan squints at them, clearly as unenthused by their appearance as I am. ‘Drosophyllum lusitanicum,’ he says, ‘also known as dewy pine.’


I squint at the seedlings. ‘They don’t look like a pine.’


‘They aren’t. They’re carnivorous.’ He picks up the pots and stows them in the conservatory and I head for home, glad to be free of the things and convinced that from the beginning I knew they were killers.


Celia rings at nine to tell me she has been voted in. She sounds exultant and I try to be excited. When she suggests I attend a committee meeting though, I remind her of my plebeian horticultural background and am glad to be let off. The idea of spending time with more than one Exotic is terrifying. I would be egging the dewy pine onto them in no time.






Healthy greenhouse seedlings


Greenhouse seedlings should be looking vigorous by now. Assuming you check your seedlings daily for moisture, pests and signs of distress – plus regularly turning pots or trays – you’re giving your plants an excellent chance of being sturdy. After many years of losing tender seedlings we’ve formulated some simple rules to avoiding sickly greenhouse germination:
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Temperature – it’s important to keep an eye on your greenhouse temperatures. Few of us have a problem with temperatures too high in January and February, but it can happen that the temperature soars in March – all it takes is a sunny day or two, especially if you have a greenhouse heater too. This can lead to the plants shooting upwards, thinking it is much later in the year and that they need to grow rapidly to ‘catch up’. It leads to long spindly plant stems and if the temperature drops again, the shock to the system can kill the new plants. A maximum/minimum thermometer and a careful eye on the suggested temperatures for germination will help you to avoid such problems.


 


Light – low light levels make early seedlings stretch towards what little light is available, which can leave them spindly and weak, and even lead to them collapsing and dying when they are planted out. Many hobby growers now use ‘growlights’ or daylight balanced bulbs to give precious plants 16 hours of ‘daylight’ in every 24. If you’re not up for that, planting large seeds with a layer of white vermiculite over the top can double the light that hits the seedlings. Having mirrors in your greenhouse (but not right next to the seedlings, or they might fry) also increases light levels, as does painting woodwork white and setting white polystyrene tiles on the staging so that light is reflected back to the plants from below their pots or trays. This is where turning pots or trays is valuable: I now grow all our seeds in square or round containers, rather than rectangular, so that they can be turned through 90 degrees each morning, giving them a four-day rotation back to the beginning – it seems to keep the stems shorter and stronger than turning through 180 degrees as is often necessary for longer trays on narrower staging or windowsills.


 


Air movement – commercial growers of tender crops use fans to blow gentle zephyrs of greenhouse temperature air across their seedlings. This encourages them to grow shorter and stronger stems. Most of us don’t have the capacity or desire to engineer a gentle greenhouse breeze, but it’s a good idea to move your hand over the top of your seedlings when they are about four to six weeks old, just for a few seconds daily and just strongly enough to move the top growth slightly, as this has the same effect at a much lower level of intensity. Ensuring you thin seedlings and don’t pack pots and containers into every available corner of your staging will also help prevent the dreaded damping-off fungus, which runs rife if air circulation is poor.


 


Depth – read seed packets carefully or ask other growers if you have obtained ‘swap’ or saved seeds that didn’t come with horticultural guidelines. A seed set too deep in the soil will use up most of its energy in reaching the surface, and may then expire from exhaustion. The same effect happens if the planting medium is too firm, so don’t press the compost down on top of the seeds and when you water, don’t allow the water to hit the soil surface too heartily, as this can compact the crust, which, as it dries, becomes difficult for the new growth to penetrate. Seeds have a finite amount of energy, held in the cotyledon (or seed embryo) which creates the first leaves that push through the soil to reach the air. If the energy in the cotyledon is exhausted by the journey, it can be too weak to create the rest of the system (embryonic roots and the conversion cells to convey nutrients from the soil and move them around the plant) that allows the seed to become a viable plant. This is what happens when we see the first leaves appear but within a couple of days the plantlet just expires for no apparent reason.


 


Nutrients – either too rich a soil, or too poor a one, can kill seedlings. As soon as the first true (non-cotyledon) leaves appear, it is time to move the plants from their potting medium, or to give them a very week nutrient feed such as a seaweed solution. Potting compounds like John Innes No. 2 are great to germinate seeds, but not rich enough to keep seedlings going for more than a couple of weeks, so be ready to pot on into something richer. Rich compost can also cause seedlings to fail. Some composts are enriched with granular fertiliser and this can cause seedlings to become big, green and sappy – they look great but the cell walls in such seedlings are too big and fragile to cope with outdoor conditions and the plants flop over when they are potted on or planted out. Getting the seed compost right is more than fussiness – it can determine the future of the plant. Read packets carefully and ask other growers for advice.


 


Factor in the hardening-off process – take, as an example, the supersweet corns such as Lark, Butterscotch or Earlibird. The reason I don’t start them before March, even in a greenhouse, is that if you look at the commercial growing instructions (usually much more detailed than the amateur seed packet information and often readily available online through horticultural/agricultural college websites) it suggests that for supersweets to set good cobs, they need to be planted out in soil of 21°C once they’ve germinated. They are never going to get that, consistently, in the UK, but we can try to give them the best start possible. For many years I started them in February, and they became tall and leggy by the time it was safe to plant them out in May and didn’t produce many cobs. If I planted them outside earlier in the year to stop them getting leggy, say in April, they also failed to produce cobs! So when planning the germination of crops that will eventually be planted outdoors, count forwards to the optimum time to plant the seeds out, and then sow them the recommended period of days (plus or minus seven) back from that optimum planting-out date.








Sowing and growing




	Early Brussels sprouts, if started now in a seed bed and given ample time to establish, can be ready by mid September (of course, you have to be the kind of person who wants to eats sprouts in mid September for this to be an appealing idea!).


	
Summer cabbage, leeks and cauliflowers can be sown in seed beds with some protection both above (fleece or similar) and alongside (March winds hitting plant stems will kill as many tender seedlings as frost). This is where seed beds, nursery beds or raising plants in trays in a cold frame can be the ideal solution for those who like to get plants started early.


	Early peas can be planted now, but only if you can keep them frost free, either in a greenhouse or under a substantial frost cover – horticultural fleece alone is not usually enough to get peas through to April without their growth being checked by a temperature drop.


	
Lettuce, radish, spring onions, carrots, beetroot, early parsnips and turnips can all be sown in open ground – you may need to use cloches or fleece to protect seedlings on most nights this month.


	
Onions for storing, whether from sets or seed, can go in the ground in March in mild areas, April for harsh climates. Onion sets are like miniature onions, which is in fact what they are – somebody else has done the hard work of raising them from seed so they can make lots of growth as soon as they reach the soil. They should be sown in a light soil – scrape a little dip to pop your sets into, pointy end up, or sow your seeds in tiny depressions in the soil. Give them 15 centimetres between sets or seeds to get full-size onions, 10–12 centimetres if you want smaller ones. If planting sets, remember to cover them, or stretch string between them, to stop birds pecking them up. Bigger sets are more likely to bolt (flower) than small ones, so sow the smallest first as they are most likely to produce a good onion. You can sow onion seed in trays to plant out, but my experience is that they tend to bolt. Always remember which onions you’re planting – spring-sown seed or spring sets can be stored for months, maybe right up until the next year’s autumn sets are ready, but autumn-planted sets only keep until the beginning of winter.


	
Peppers and chillies, tomatoes, indoor cucumbers and supersweet sweetcorn can all be sown in a greenhouse.





Crop care and allotment tasks


Many people will be planting their onions and shallots in a dry March, but if the weather is very damp, it’s often best to hold off until April.


 


Around mid March is best to start off your first early potatoes, if you’re able to keep them frost free, and Jerusalem artichokes often perform best when planted now.


 


This is also the time of year to think about starting a new asparagus bed from crowns – I covered establishing an asparagus bed, and good varieties to grow, in Minding My Peas and Cucumbers.


 


Fruit trees, if bare-rooted, can still be planted, and March is the optimum month to move or plant raspberries.


 


Finish pruning apple and pear trees if you didn’t do them in January, and take old stems out of the heart of currant bushes, shortening side-shoots to a single bud to give an open centre to the bush so air can circulate.
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Crops to harvest




	Late Brussels sprouts will still be available in March, as will winter cauliflowers.


	
Chard is a good leaf crop in March, and you should also be harvesting all forms of kale.


	
Endive is still edible if you kept it going through the winter under fleece or cloches but if you forced it, this is just the time to break the last of the delicious heads from the roots and enjoy a feast!


	
Leeks you’ve left in the ground over the winter can be lifted now and used up in soups and stews.


	
Pak choi and mizuna grown in a cold greenhouse will be welcome additions to the March food table, given that this is part of the hungry gap – the period before the spring vegetables are ready, but the winter vegetables have either been eaten or become inedible through drying out, rotting or starting to produce shoots in preparation for another year of growing. Winter density lettuce is readily available from a winter sowing too.


	
Parsnips need to be lifted or they will try to become perennials by putting out new growth, which means the inner core of the root becomes woody and unpleasant to eat. In the ‘soft south’ we are often harvesting our first purple sprouting this month, so keep checking yours to see if it’s ready.


	
Rhubarb is ready, especially if you forced it, whether indoors or out.


	
Savoy cabbages with their tough outer leaves should still be good after even the worst winter, but the slugs will be trying to eat them too.


	
Swedes can be harvested if they were left in the ground – while they don’t go woody, they can turn dry and fibrous if they start to put on spring growth.


	
Wild garlic (ramsons) may just be ready in March in the south but please don’t harvest it from the wild – plants can be bought from many herb suppliers and they multiply rapidly if planted in a shady area (ours grow in the hedge and under the raspberries and get culled regularly or they’d take over the plot!).
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Recipe of the month:




Perennial broccoli pot pies





At this time of year, allotment workers require a substantial meal! It’s not usually fun to be working outdoors in March.


Perennial broccoli is like an open-headed cauliflower – creamy in colour and delicate in flavour. The plant lasts three to seven years and can be harvested between February and April annually. It’s ideal for a hearty pot pie and doesn’t require any of that faffing around making a white sauce that usually goes with winter vegetable pies. You can ring the changes on this in a number of ways: add sweetcorn or chopped ham or top with puff pastry instead of the breadcrumbs, but I think this is the simplest, healthiest version.


 


Around 200 g perennial broccoli or purple sprouting broccoli or
cauliflower florets
30 g butter or 25 ml olive oil
1 onion, peeled and finely chopped
A small handful of ramsons leaves, chopped, torn or shredded
100 ml milk
300 g cheese: you need three different cheeses – a mozzarella type, a cream cheese and a strong hard cheese. The proportions can vary, but you need to have at least 100 g of mozzarella for the recipe to work
Your choice of winter herbs
70 g fresh breadcrumbs, 20 g oats and around 30 g finely grated hard cheese mixed together


 


Soften the cream cheese by beating it in a large bowl, chop the mozzarella if it’s not grated and grate the hard cheese and add to the bowl with half the ramsons and your chosen herbs: we like thyme, winter savory and some crushed dried coriander seed.


Wash (if necessary) and steam the broccoli until al dente.


Preheat oven to 165°C/gas mark 3.


While the oven is heating, fry the onion in the butter or oil until translucent, tip into the bowl and fold the milk, broccoli and onion into the mixture.


Divide the mixture between four large oiled ramekins or small bowls, sprinkle remaining ramsons over and top with the breadcrumb and cheese mix.


Put the four dishes on a tray and bake for 15–20 minutes.
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