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In the Beginning








Few things taste better than a dish of new young vegetables, lovingly cooked. No need for meat or apologies.




Jane Grigson, Jane Grigson’s Vegetable Book














I can remember with the utmost clarity where I was when the penny dropped. My wife Eliza and I were having dinner with friends in west London, a couple who live in one of those streets that occupy the no man’s land between the moderately fashionable (David Cameron is only a few streets away) and the utterly hopeless (the local park is one of those green spaces that seem to have been created solely for the disposal of dog faeces and hypodermic syringes; oh yes, and bombs too–one of the London 21/7 attackers dumped his device there after he lost his nerve). The assembled company included a Guardian columnist and novelist, a museum director, a garden designer, someone from the fashion business and a woman with a frightfully clever-sounding job in the film industry (Mrs Low, as it happens). Then there was me, a journalist on the London Evening Standard, an old-fashioned news man who in his time has reported from the war in Iraq, the tsunami in Thailand and New York in the aftermath of 9/11 (those were the career highs, of course; I would not be giving the full picture if I failed to mention rather less glorious episodes such as the week I spent as a young reporter pursuing Michael Jackson round the streets of London, or the fortieth-anniversary re-enactment of the evacuation of Dunkirk which I chose to mark by passing the entire Channel crossing being sick over the side of a Thames narrow-boat).




Given such company, we should perhaps–if we had been acting to type–have spent the evening talking about Damien Hirst, or the new Ken Loach movie; or, if things got really desperate, schools and house prices. But we didn’t: we talked about beans. Broad beans, to be precise–how to grow them, when they are going to be ready, and how best to cook them. Not to mention radishes (is there any way to stop the flea beetle eating the leaves?), spinach (how do you prevent it bolting?), tomatoes, courgettes, garlic and potatoes.




The idea that such a collection of people could spend their evening happily talking about the whys and wherefores of vegetable gardening would have seemed extraordinary just a few years ago. Now it is different; now vegetables are cool. Most of us gathered round the dinner table that night wouldn’t normally be associated with dirt under the fingernails, but we had all become part of the new urban phenomenon that has seen increasing numbers of people take on allotments or turn their back yards into kitchen gardens as they embrace the joys of growing their own vegetables. Not so long ago having an allotment was definitely a minority pastime, up there with pigeon fancying and whippet racing–something indulged in by old men who wore flat caps and smoked roll-ups. Now everyone wants to do it. The garden designer and her museum director husband used to have an allotment in London, and now have one in Bath; the Guardian columnist had one down by the Thames, and has since converted his back garden into a vegetable-growing utopia; and as for my wife Eliza and myself, we had just got ourselves one down the road from our house in Shepherd’s Bush, and were full of the enthusiasm of the newly converted. As gardeners go, we were not completely inexperienced–we had a few shrubs and flowers growing in the garden, and over the years had managed to raise a few tomatoes in pots outside the back door–but getting our hands on an allotment had opened our eyes to an exciting new world of vegetable husbandry. No sooner had we got our plot than we discovered how many people we knew were secret allotment-holders–friends whom we had assumed to be normal, regular members of society but turned out to have a passion for growing their own veg. There was the hairdresser (a fellow mother from our children’s nursery school) and her photographer husband, the book-keeper, the yoga teacher, my cousin Jane and several hacks of my acquaintance. Everywhere I looked there were people who had an allotment, were on the waiting list for an allotment, or at the very least dreamed of getting an allotment. There was no doubt about it: we were on the crest of a Zeitgeist (I don’t know if you can actually be on the crest of a Zeitgeist, but if you can, we were there).




The question is: why? Is there actually any point in growing your own vegetables? Isn’t it all just a fashionable bit of foolishness, a fad we will all grow out of when the next big thing comes along? Allotment gardening is a tiring, frustrating, bothersome business, where you spend the whole year working your fingers to the bone in the cold and the wet only to find that a malign confederation of slugs, pigeons, blackfly, greenfly, whitefly, caterpillars and light-fingered local vandals has got to your produce before you, and even if you do manage to salvage some of your precious crops, they are usually deformed, discoloured and full of holes. And incredibly dirty. Let’s be honest: the stuff in the shops is much better. It is clean, and fresh, and usually comes in a nice plastic packet which tells you which sun-drenched paradise it has been grown in. There are no surreptitious slugs hiding inside the cabbage leaves, like some long-forgotten Japanese soldier who hasn’t been told that the war is over, and if you are really lucky someone has been kind enough to trim off all the unsightly bits, so that all you have to do is throw your Kenyan beans into a pan of boiling water, wait a couple of minutes and then eat and enjoy. What could be simpler?




And please don’t tell me that you are saving money by growing your own vegetables. Have you seen the price of carrots in your local supermarket? Or potatoes? They practically give the things away. Yes, you might have to fork out a few bob if you want sugar snap peas from Guatemala in the middle of February, but then you wouldn’t be eating them at all if it were not for the wonders of air freight. And when you consider the expenses you incur when growing your own veg–the seeds, the tools, the fertilisers (the prices some people charge for manure are a national outrage–at that rate it’s a wonder the horses don’t cut out the middle man and start selling it themselves)–there is no doubt in my mind that if you manage to save any money at all, it is a pitiably small amount. Then when one takes into account all the work that is involved–well, the whole thing makes no sense at all. It is madness, pure and simple, and I am going to give it up just as soon as I have got the onions in. And the broad beans, of course: it wouldn’t do to miss out on the broad beans. And perhaps it would be fun to have some sugar snap peas again, so lovely and sweet that you have usually eaten the lot before you get home. Then there is the purple sprouting broccoli to consider, and the sweetcorn, not to mention the two varieties of squash I am hoping to try out this year. No, perhaps I won’t give it all up quite yet. I’ll give it another year.




 




Wind the clock back a couple of years. It is a cold, dark Sunday evening in November, and my wife Eliza and I have just got back from staying with her parents in the country. As usual, there’s no food in the house: it is the end of the weekend, after all. But it shouldn’t matter, because we live in west London, and if there is anything to be said for living in this multicultural urban jungle, it is the proliferation of ethnic food shops and convenience stores near us. Within about two minutes of our house there is Michael K Vegfruit, and the Continental Stores who own the place now that Michael K (or is it Mr Vegfruit?) has gone back to his native Cyprus. The Co-op is a couple of doors down, and if none of those will do there is always Damas Gate a couple of hundred yards in the other direction, and the Supreme Food & Wine directly opposite. No one needs to starve in Shepherd’s Bush, they really don’t.




But this was Sunday evening. Outside most of these shops there were long vegetable displays, rack after rack of salad and spuds and carrots and aubergines and what have you, and perhaps if you were driving past in a bit of a hurry, or rather on the short-sighted side, or perhaps just not paying very much attention–well, in those circumstances you might just about imagine making the mistake of thinking that you could rustle up some kind of supper from what was on offer. Iceberg lettuces that had long since seen better days. Carrots wrinkled with neglect. Mushrooms grown old and black and disappointed. All we wanted was to make a nice soup, but it simply wasn’t on the cards. In the end we gave up, and bought one of those soups that come in squat Tetra Pak cartons, the ones which like to give the impression they are homemade but aren’t like any homemade soup I have ever had. The good varieties had all gone, naturally, and all that was left were the ridiculous fancy ones, the ones dreamed up by marketing executives with too much time on their hands: parsnip, sweetcorn and coriander, perhaps, or courgette and swede surprise. I cannot remember what we went for in the end–some memories are best wiped clear from the system–but it was definitely something that set new standards in culinary horror. And I remember thinking this: that if we grew our own vegetables, we wouldn’t have to put up with this kind of thing.




For most of us, vegetables are something we get in neat, shrink-wrapped packages from the supermarket. But it wasn’t always like that. We are one of the first generations where people do not grow their own veg as a matter of course, and many people of my age have a memory of their parents or grandparents growing their own produce. It might have been just a little patch in the back garden where they had a few runner beans and perhaps the odd lettuce; perhaps it was a full-blown kitchen garden, with row after row of carrots and turnips, cabbages and cauliflowers, and sacks full of spuds to keep the family going through the winter. My own personal memory is of going to stay with my grandparents in Wiltshire as a small boy: on summer’s days I would wander out the back door, through the orchard, past the old water trough–taking care not to let my bare legs brush against the stinging nettles–and then through a small gap in the trees (hazel? beech?) and into my grandfather’s vegetable garden. I cannot remember much of what went on there, except that there were several beds, with grassy paths in between, and plants which I now reckon must have been runner beans growing up some kind of beanpole. And there was my grandfather–well, stepgrandfather actually, but he felt like the real thing to me–who in my mind’s eye was always digging, or forking, or picking, or doing something grown-up and important. At mealtimes he would bring in the produce of the day for my granny to cook: and what I will never forget is how she would always save the water that the beans had been boiled in, and pour it into a teacup for him to drink with his lunch. It was green.




It is memories such as these which tend to give one a rather idealised, romantic view of the theory and practice of growing vegetables. For those without their own Proustian memories of the cabbage patches of their childhood, there is always Beatrix Potter to help them out. I am sure I am not the only person whose view of the idealised kitchen garden has been heavily influenced by that most seminal of works, The Tale of Peter Rabbit. As I write this I have borrowed my children’s copy of the book to remind myself of exactly how it was depicted by Miss Potter: there were lettuces and French beans and radishes for a hungry rabbit to eat; a row of carrots, nice and straight and tapered, next to an old fork handle stuck in the ground on top of which a robin is perched; tomatoes growing in pots; a cold frame; a bed full of young cabbages (untouched, I note, by any cabbage white caterpillars); a gooseberry cage, whose netting was nearly to prove so fatal for poor old Peter; a sieve, or riddle, which also nearly did for Peter; one of those nice old-fashioned metal watering cans, which provided an effective if damp hiding place for a rabbit on the run; and, finally, a tool shed and a scarecrow. We should not, of course, forget the central character, a charming and naughty rabbit with brown leather slippers and a blue waistcoat with brass buttons. Those who grow vegetables in the country, however, know that rabbits are not delightful little rascals who get put to bed with camomile tea, they are rapacious bastards who eat everything they can find and should be shot on sight. These days I have a lot more sympathy with Mr McGregor than I ever did as a child; he was, after all, only trying to feed his family.




Even in my most hopelessly romantic daydreams, though, I knew that if I did succeed in finding somewhere to grow vegetables, it would not be in some Beatrix Potter-inspired rural idyll. It would not be surrounded by fields and woods, there would be no lanes for rabbits to run down, or old fir trees where they could make their home; instead it would be in London, with all its noise and dirt and traffic, and I would just have to get used to it. Charming it may not be, but the soil in London would surely be just as fertile as anything that Mr McGregor had to contend with; and sun is sun, and rain is rain, and beans probably do not give a fig for charm.




Recently, however, I discovered something that rather cheered me up. Like most people I have always associated Beatrix Potter with the Lake District, but in fact she was brought up in Bolton Gardens, in Earls Court; and the original Peter Rabbit was a pet rabbit called Peter Piper which was bought for the young Beatrix from a pet shop in Uxbridge Road, Shepherd’s Bush. It was probably only a couple of hundred yards from where we live, although it certainly is not a pet shop any more: a halal butcher, more like–poor Peter!–or possibly one of those wretched convenience stores that litter Uxbridge Road.




The moment I knew there was no turning back happened one Saturday at a birthday lunch thrown by friends. They have a reasonably large garden by London standards, about 100 feet or so, and the bottom third was given over to a vegetable patch. I stood and stared at it for a bit, then insisted that my hostess give me a guided tour, demanding a detailed commentary about each and every crop they had growing there. At the end, rather pointlessly and probably just because I could think of nothing else to say, I said that I wished we had an allotment. ‘Well,’ she said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world, ‘you should get one.’ It turned out that there was a site just around the corner, and if I dropped a letter to the secretary there was really no reason why Eliza and I should not get one.




Something dramatic must have happened to me that day, because by Monday afternoon I had tracked down the allotment secretary via Google, written her a suitably fawning letter and generally worked myself up into such a state of excitement that I was practically planning my crop rotation already.




The excitement lasted about a week. Having worked out the crop rotation we were on to our seed selection–dwarf French beans or climbing ones? Cherry tomatoes or beefsteak?–when we got The Letter. Anyone who has ever applied for an allotment knows what it is like to get The Letter: it is the one where the allotment secretary says, ‘Thank you very much for your interest, but I am afraid that we are totally full at the moment, and there is in fact a waiting list with 400 names on it, or at least there would be were it not for the fact that several of the potential applicants have been waiting for so long that they have probably died of old age long before getting their hands on a plot, and so if you are really so naive as to believe you might get an allotment you had better think again.’ Our particular letter went on to make a number of distinctly pointed remarks, to the effect that the people who really need and deserve allotments are elderly, do not have gardens of their own and are, not to put too fine a point on it, generally members of the deserving working classes, who would probably starve to death if they did not get some land on which to grow their potatoes. You, on the other hand, it implied, are quite obviously one of those Guardian-reading middle-class types who buy up all the houses round here, you probably work in the media and if I had it my way you would not be getting your allotment until sometime in late 2035.




The letter was not entirely negative, however: it added in a casual aside that there were some other allotments in the area, run by the Acton Gardening Association, and perhaps we ought to try them. I was immediately suspicious of this, naturally: what was wrong with the Acton Gardening Association? Did they have less stringent entry criteria? Had they indeed been taken over by the Guardian-reading classes? Or was there something wrong with their land? Perhaps it was riddled with industrial pollution, and had not produced a successful crop since around the abdication of Edward VIII.




But by then it was too late to back off: we were hooked. Having started trying to get ourselves an allotment there was simply no way we were going to give up, and so we composed a second letter, possibly even more fawning than the first, which was sent to the Acton Gardening Association. I cannot remember how long it took them to get back to us, but the answer was along similar lines to the first one: no vacancies at the moment, long waiting list, blah blah blah. It was a touch more positive than the first letter, though, and did not actually tell us to go away and stop bothering them. In fact it might even be said to have held out a whisper of a hint of a suggestion that if we played our cards right we might, one day, get ourselves an allotment.




Now, if I was to draw up a list of my strongest attributes, qualities like determination and perseverance would not necessarily be top of the list. Giving up at the first obstacle is not only a perfectly decent strategy for dealing with life’s vicissitudes, but it is also the best way of avoiding wasting time on lost causes, and indeed is probably the only thing that has kept me sane all these years. My wife, on the other hand, is an entirely different kettle of fish. When things look hopeless she carries on fighting until the battle is absolutely, completely and irrevocably lost; then she carries on fighting a bit more, just in case. Given, therefore, the slim possibility that the Acton Gardening Association might actually give us a plot one day, Eliza embarked on a campaign of harassment to wear down their resistance. She wrote letters. She made phone calls. She made more phone calls. When she got tired of making phone calls, she roped me in to make some more. Gradually the Acton Gardening Association, in the form of its secretary, Michael Wale, began to weaken. By the time he got in contact with us to ask what, if they gave us a plot, we would be able to bring to the Association in terms of skills, we knew the battle was all but won. We had no idea what he was talking about, of course: was he enquiring about our pruning expertise? Our ability, using my journalistic experience, to produce an allotment newsletter? Or was he asking whether we would be able to do a turn at the allotment Christmas party? Somehow, however, we managed to compose a letter that was not completely meaningless twaddle, and hoped for the best.




At last, around the end of October, we got the phone call. It was Michael Wale: somehow we were being offered a plot on the Bromyard site of the Acton Gardening Association, and this no more than six months after we first started looking. It was the most fantastic, brilliant, surprising news, little short of a minor miracle and quite the best thing that had happened to us since our children were born. Accordingly, on hearing the glad tidings we did what any sensible person would do in the circumstances: we started having second thoughts. Did we really want an allotment? What’s wrong with shop veg? Would we really keep it up? And even if we did want an allotment, were the Acton plots really the best we could do? Shouldn’t we hold out for the garden fascists down the road? And what about the Dukes Meadow allotments? Dukes Meadow is a large green open space on the banks of the Thames in Chiswick, with lots of playing fields and a large allotment enclosure that is probably the nearest thing that the west London vegetable grower will ever get to a rural paradise. Wouldn’t it be nice to have an allotment there?




Well, yes, it probably would be. It would also be nice to have a large country estate with some Capability Brown-designed parkland, a spacious walled kitchen garden and a gamekeeper on hand to shoot the rabbits, but it wasn’t going to happen. And anyway, Chiswick was just a little too far away, so that even if we did get a plot there we would probably never go. Then we would be just another one of those sad couples who take on an allotment only to find that after three months it has disappeared under a forest of weeds, so that they are forced shamefacedly to hand it back again. I could almost hear the tut-tutting of disapproving committee members as they whispered to each other: ‘Aye, I knew they were no good from the moment I clapped eyes on them. Guardian readers, if I’m not mistaken.’ So Bromyard it was.




Before we could get our hands on a plot, though, we had to go and meet our plot representative. His name was John Roberts, and we arranged to meet him one fresh autumn morning. Bromyard turned out to be a funny little afterthought of an allotment site, three minutes down the road from the main site, known as Perryn. Situated a couple of hundred yards off the Uxbridge Road, the main road leading from Shepherd’s Bush to Acton, it is sandwiched between the entrance and exit roadways of the Virgin Active sports club. The perimeter is a green wire-mesh fence, the gate–which is on Bromyard Avenue, opposite a Stalinist-looking block that used to house social security offices and is now being turned into flats–a fearsome affair with sharp metal spikes at the top, secured by a hefty padlock. It was not quite clear whether all this was to prevent intruders getting in, or the vegetables getting out, but two things were apparent. One was that security was An Issue; the other was that the charms of the Bromyard allotments would take a little time to reveal themselves to the casual acquaintance.




With John Roberts, we were pleased to discover, it was quite the opposite. A West Indian in late middle age, he was wearing a cloth cap and a big, friendly smile when we first met him, and I do not think it is an exaggeration to say that in all the time I have known him since I have never seen him without either of those two things. In theory it should not have taken him long to show us round the site; there are, after all, only fifteen plots on Bromyard–five across, three deep–and conducting a tour of inspection should really have been a matter of minutes.




But John was a man with much to say. There was the state of the soil, for a start (very good, apparently), the extent of the weeds, the life and times of the previous occupant of our plot, the iniquities of the Park Club, a sports and leisure club for well-heeled locals (rather more upmarket than our own immediate neighbour, the Virgin Active) and a subject about which I would soon find myself learning considerably more, the virtues of blue potatoes and, perhaps most important of all, the joy of sheds. In particular, of course, the joy of John’s shed, which, like so many on the allotment, was entirely homemade. Old doors, discarded pallets, builders’ offcuts: it would take an allotment archaeologist to identify with any kind of precision exactly where all the pieces originally came from, but two things were moderately certain. One is that John did not pay any more than he had to for his shed; the other is that he built it all himself–none of your B&Q rubbish for him. Inside, while not being exactly luxurious, it had everything one could reasonably hope for from a shed. As well as the usual shelves, and places for tools, there was a radio for listening to the test match, a kettle and a comfy chair. One got the impression that were it not for the need to take the occasional bath, and perhaps to reacquaint himself with his wife, John would be quite happy moving into his shed on a permanent basis.




Our tour of the site ended with an important decision. John told us that we did not have to take the whole plot if we did not want to: if we preferred we could just have half, and the other half could be let to someone else. It was a very tempting prospect, for looking at the plot in the cold light of day, it did seem awfully big. Officially it was five rods in area, or about 150 square yards–in practice a little smaller–although to our eyes it looked more like one of the larger US states: we were just a couple of people hoping to grow a few vegetables for our supper, not Midwestern grain farmers driving our tractors across the Great Plains. Indeed, we even had a friend–Jeanette–who had expressed an interest in sharing a plot with us, should we ever get our hands on an allotment. It made perfect sense, really. Here, then, in cold print, is my formal apology to Jeanette for being selfish and greedy; after all that time waiting for a plot of our own, I was damned if I was going to give up half of it to someone else, however nice they were, or deserving. Ever the cold-eyed rationalist, I told myself that if we found that we could not manage a whole one, we could always sub-let half later; but if we gave half away right at the very start, and later wanted more space because it wasn’t big enough, we would be stuck. So, sorry Jeanette.




Before we left the allotment, John decided that we should not walk away empty-handed. He went to his shed, got out an old plastic bag, found some parsnips hiding in a box and filled the bag with them. In case that wasn’t enough, he dug up some of his blue potatoes, gave them a bit of a rinse in the rainwater tank next to our plot–did I say our plot?–and put them in the bag too. To the outsider, it was just some slightly grubby root vegetables in a dirty old bag, but to us it was a highly symbolic moment. Not only did we have our very first homegrown vegetables from land which we could almost call our own, but we had joined the ranks of allotment folk. We were one of them now, and no one could take that away from us.
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Spade Work








Growing vegetables is easy. All you need is earth and seeds.




Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, The River Cottage Cookbook














Digging. We didn’t know much, but the one thing we did know was that we were going to have to start with some digging. And digging involved a spade: we knew that, too. We had got one of those from B&Q, along with a fork, because something at the back of our mind told us that digging might also involve the use of a fork and, well, you could never be too careful. Very nice tools they were, too, with lovely smooth wooden handles and shiny metal bits, all gleaming and new, quite the smartest things you had ever seen; and very, very embarrassing. It was quite obvious from the moment that we first saw the allotment that people there did not really do new, or shiny, or smart. They did old, and shabby, and worn; spades that looked as if they had owned them all their lives, possibly even been used by their fathers and grandfathers before them, not bought a couple of hours before in the local DIY superstore along with all the other weekend gardeners. Turning up with a spade so gleaming that you could have used it as a mirror to shave in was, we felt, not really the done thing. We would be rumbled as know-nothings before we had even started.




I decided to make up for this woeful but unavoidable faux pas by making sure that I had the digging thing completely sorted in my mind before I even set foot on the allotment. Books were consulted: and while I secretly suspected that our fellow allotment-holders were the sort of people who had never read a gardening book in their lives, at least I could do my research work in the privacy of our own home. No one need ever know that I was such a neophyte that I had to learn how to dig over my soil by looking it up in a book. I read: I learned: I inwardly digested, and by the end of it I could have gone on Mastermind to answer questions on the subject of digging if I had wanted. The techniques. The posture. The difference between single digging and double digging. The way you use the soil from one trench to fill in the trench you have just dug, thus turning over the soil in an orderly and effective manner. Digging? I was the man.




What no one really tells you, of course–and even if they did you wouldn’t believe them–is that all that digging is really hard work. You dig one trench, eighteen inches wide and one spade deep, and you feel OK, that was quite interesting, I’m just getting warmed up. So you dig another. And that’s OK, so you dig another, and yes, that’s proper work, isn’t it? And you dig another, and another, and phew, perhaps it’s time for a break. And you dig a few more, and then you stop for lunch, because actually you’re getting a bit tired. Then you decide to have another go after lunch, and you discover you can’t move any more. Your back has seized up. Your legs have turned to jelly. Your arms are simply no longer interested in obeying orders. Your body is, in effect, making a general announcement along the lines of ‘I do not know what the hell you think you were doing before lunch, Mr So-Called Gardener, but I am not doing that ever again. Forget it. We are downing tools. Now, where’s a good place for a nap?’ But you soldier on, because you have to; and because the ground has to be dug; and because if you don’t you know that you will feel like the most pathetic fraud that ever put on a pair of wellies.




It was at about that stage that I met Michael. I had dug an area about twelve feet square when this Irish fellow appeared. He seemed quite old, seventy if he was a day, and wore a dirty old jacket and a flat cap: I was beginning to think that somewhere along the line all the old boys who had plots on our site had read that allotment gardeners always wore flat caps, and had decided they ought to fit in. I was even beginning to think I ought to get one myself. Anyway, this character did not really introduce himself, but just walked up to our plot to have a look at what I was doing, looked rather amused at something, and then said: ‘Are ye building a swimming pool, then?’




Blimey, I thought, what on earth is this man on about? Quite clearly I am single-digging according to the prescribed method, one spit deep, well perhaps a bit deeper on account of my enthusiasm, and turning the soil over just like it says in my Reader’s Digest Gardening Year. ‘Er, no,’ I replied, stupidly.




‘Are ye digging your way to Australia?’ he said. I laughed, somewhat sheepishly: now he came to mention it, the trench was quite deep; perhaps I had got a bit carried away. No wonder I was so knackered. And maybe that hard stuff I had encountered deep down in the soil wasn’t a bit of old brick, maybe it was the outskirts of Perth…




It was with quite a measure of relief, therefore, that I listened as Michael explained that there was really no need to dig that deep, that in fact the soil was in reasonably good condition because the previous occupant of the plot had looked after it quite well, for a Kerryman. Michael, like most Irishmen, did not have a frightfully high opinion of Kerrymen; according to him, all Paddy O’Casey ever grew was potatoes, without ever bothering to move them round the plot from year to year, which for those of us who know all about crop rotation (it’s on page 432 of The Gardening Year) is a bad thing. ‘You grew your potatoes there last year,’ Michael would tell him. ‘No I didn’t!’ Paddy would say.




Two stubborn old Irishmen, arguing about their spuds: it is what I got an allotment for, really.




Funnily enough, all this talk about Paddy was curiously humbling. It wasn’t so much the thought that, for all his potato-centric obstinacy, Paddy had probably forgotten more about vegetable gardening than I will ever know, Reader’s Digest or no Reader’s Digest; it was the realisation that this allotment which we had just acquired, and which we would no doubt one day regard with such pride (assuming, that is, that we ever managed to grow anything on it), was not really ours at all. We were just tenants, looking after it until the day when we got too old, or tired, or ill to manage it any more. That is what had happened to Paddy: he was in a home in Hounslow, apparently, and while it took me about a year to get a straight answer from anyone as to what had happened to him (over the next year I would come to learn that if it’s evasive, confusing or outright incomprehensible answers that you are after, allotments are the place to go), it was clear that his gardening days were over. In fact they had been over for at least a year before Eliza and I appeared on the scene, but allotments are, for the most part, rather caring and cooperative places. When Paddy became too frail to do any gardening, his friends on the allotment took over the cultivation of his plot, digging it, looking after the vegetables and making sure it was properly tended until it was clear that he would not be coming back.




It is not just our allotment where this happens, either: it is everywhere. Some time later I had reason to visit some allotments in east London, and one of the old boys happened to mention in passing how one of his fellow plot-holders had dug his patch while he had been in hospital. He wasn’t making a big deal of it; he certainly did not seem to think it was anything special. It was just one of those acts of everyday kindness that cement a community together; you help each other out, in the knowledge that when you are in need someone will help you out, too. A couple of hundred yards away, in the bustling, traffic-clogged madness that is the Uxbridge Road, there is city life, impersonal, alienating, unfeeling; but on the allotment there is something much more akin to village life, with a nurturing sense of togetherness that you probably do not even get that often in the countryside these days.






It also explains one of the curiosities of allotments–namely, why do they often seem both oversubscribed and neglected? We are always being told how hard it is to get an allotment, how they are always heavily in demand and how long the waiting lists are. You can wait ten years for a plot in Highgate, north London. Yet walk round any allotment site and there is always a handful of plots that seemingly have not been looked after for years; sad, forgotten, thick with weeds, they look as if they are in desperate need of love and attention. So why don’t they get given to people who are going to look after them? My theory is that these neglected patches belong to the old, the sick and the frail, long-standing plot-holders who have been there for years and who have found themselves unable for whatever reason to keep up with the work on their patch. The allotment committee have probably known them for ever, grown old with them, and are not about to issue an eviction notice just because they got behind with the weeding last summer. So the plot gets overgrown; possibly someone with time on their hands does their best to keep it in shape. Only when they know that old Jim really isn’t coming back does the plot get taken back and given to some newcomer.




One of the old hands–I think it was John Roberts–had been looking after Paddy’s allotment while he was ill, and you could see that a certain amount of cultivation had been going on. There were some old cabbages around, a few unidentified members of the onion family, and the odd potato lurking underground: and, yes, there were some weeds. There was grass, and dandelions, and thistles, and weeds with nasty pernicious roots that seemed to go deep, deep underground, probably coming to an end somewhere around the outskirts of Melbourne. No doubt about it: we were good for weeds. Before tackling the weeds we had faced what was to become merely the first in a series of allotment dilemmas, namely: Rotavator or fork? (A couple of years down the line, I have come to the conclusion that such dilemmas are the privilege of the newbie gardener, the dilettante who comes along without ever having had the pleasure of getting earth under his fingernails. If you have been growing vegetables all your life, if you learned everything you know about potatoes from your mum or dad, who in turn learned everything they knew from their parents, then to your mind there is only one way of doing things. It may not be the right way, it may not be the way that is recommended in the books, but it works for you, and that is a pretty unassailable argument. Michael, for instance, cuts his seed potatoes into quarters before planting them, thereby ensuring that he gets four times the crop. It is not a technique I have ever seen recommended in any book, but then neither have I ever seen Michael go short of potatoes. It probably helps to be Irish.)




So: Rotavator or fork? I don’t think I had really heard of a Rotavator before I got an allotment, but apparently they are the bee’s knees for cultivating land. They chop as they turn as they dig as they plough, or something like that, turning your weed-infested rainforest into nicely churned topsoil, all in a matter of minutes–and without the terrible backache you get from digging. I knew I could get one from my local tool hire shop, and I must admit it was terribly tempting. However, something inside of me, something instinctual told me that the likes of Michael and John weren’t really Rotavator people, and perhaps I shouldn’t be either. It wasn’t just that Rotavators weren’t very allotment (old men in flat caps have been cultivating their land with spade and fork for centuries, so who was I to cop out and go and enlist the help of some mechanical tool?); it turned out that there was a good practical argument against them as well. It’s all that chopping: those perennial weeds with their nasty long root systems like nothing better than being chopped up into tiny little pieces by the blades of a Rotavator. Instead of there being one weed, suddenly there are a hundred tiny pieces of root, each one of which will grow into a new weed. Perennial weeds are bent on world domination, and any gardener who uses a Rotavator when they are around is simply playing into their hands.




So, fork it was, and thus one chilly Saturday morning Mrs Low and I embarked on the slow and arduous task of forking over the whole allotment, painstakingly sifting out all the weeds from every forkful of soil we lifted. We knew we had to be particularly careful, because John had come over just as we were starting and said: ‘You’ll find some little white roots while you are forking it over. You’ll want to get all of that out.’ The way he said it was rather serious, portentous even, and there was no doubt in our minds that we ought to heed his words. John did not actually say what these white roots were called, but we soon found out. Bindweed, it was: a charming little fellow, with whom we were to become quite familiar over the coming year.




Excuse me for a moment while I go and kick the furniture. Bastard bastard bastard bindweed. Evil, pernicious, unkillable bindweed, greedy, grasping, creeping, life-sucking, horrible…weed. Bindweed is the Freddy Krueger of the allotment, a resourceful bit of nastiness that, whenever you think you have finally got rid of it for ever, comes back again even stronger and more evil than before. The rational thing to do would be to deal with it once and for all with a good dose of Roundup, the Agent Orange of modern weedkillers. Roundup is the stuff you turn to when all else fails, the stuff that brings hope when all around is despair. The trouble is, it is not exactly organic. And, like so many new allotment gardeners, when we got our plot there was an unspoken assumption by Eliza and myself that we were going to do it organically.




Why bother growing your own if you are not going to be organic? There are perfectly good vegetables available in your local supermarket, fresh (more or less), clean (so they tell us) and inexpensive (or are they?). But pesticides and fungicides have been used to produce those perfect specimens that look so tempting in the shop. The concern is not just the question of chemical residues on your vegetables, or the effect of long-term exposure to such chemicals on the health of farm workers, it is also the effect that such chemicals have on the environment. Pesticides kill beneficial insects as well as the ones they are targeting, and have over the years been responsible for a catastrophic decline in insect populations as well as a corresponding fall in bird populations.




Equally damaging is the use of modern fertilisers. For generations man has used muck–whether it is from horses, cows, chickens or, in the case of some less fastidious societies, humans–and other natural products such as seaweed to return the goodness taken out of the ground by his crops. As it rots down it provides the soil with the nutrients it requires, gradually and slowly, as well as improving the structure of the soil. Modern fertilisers are brilliant at providing the soil with all the nutrients a plant could possibly want, or at least the major ones, but not so good at looking after its long-term interests. Being water-soluble they get washed out by the rain, so that our rivers and groundwater become polluted with excessive levels of nitrates and phosphates. And that’s bad news for fish, for shellfish, and for anyone who wants to drink the water at some point down the line. At the time of writing 55 per cent of the UK has been officially designated as ‘nitrate vulnerable zones’. The situation seems unlikely to improve in the near future; the Environment Agency reckons that with the current regulations, it will be impossible to reverse the long-term trend of increasing nitrate levels in groundwater. The other bad news is that as organic material is not being replaced, the structure of the soil gradually breaks down so that it becomes vulnerable to soil and water erosion. In southern Spain, where much of the landscape is now covered in plastic, the telltale scar tissue of modern intensive agriculture, diggers have to be brought in to replace the soil when it becomes saturated with chemicals or exhausted by the demands of three harvests a year.




We were, therefore, committed to the organic way: not so committed that we were going to stick to the rules even if it killed us, but sufficiently serious not to reach for the Roundup as soon as we saw our first weed. Mind you, there was an awful lot of bindweed…




Digging, quite obviously, is man’s work. It is physically demanding, requiring strength, stamina and endurance; it is also rather boring and repetitive, and therefore just the sort of dull-but-hard activity that men are used to. So quite why Eliza is such a satisfactory digger is something of a mystery to me, albeit a welcome one. The best thing that I can say about her technique is that she gets on with it: she starts at one end of a patch, and keeps digging–and picking out the weeds, which is the really boring part–and carries on until she has got to the other end. This has a number of advantages, apart from the obvious one of getting the job done in half the time. It means that often I have company while I am digging, which given the soul-destroying tedium of the job (on a bad day, that is; on a good day a bit of mindless digging can be quite therapeutic) is a welcome distraction; and perhaps more importantly, it is an incentive to me to keep up. I am the sort of person who is easily distracted (‘Oh look, there’s a robin, ooh, I think it’s looking for worms, yes, look it’s got one…’) and if there is one thing guaranteed to make me keep up my work rate it is the thought of avoiding the indignity of having my wife dig more than me. These things are important, you know.




The result, therefore, of this digging frenzy is that by the end of the second day we had dug about a third of the allotment. It does not sound much, I know, and indeed it does not even sound much to me but we felt like we had done something marvellous and heroic, akin to building the Great Wall of China single-handed. ‘Great,’ said Eliza. ‘Let’s plant something.’




This was shocking. I wasn’t really emotionally ready to plant anything: we hadn’t finished digging the allotment, nowhere near, and anyway it was November. What on earth could you plant in November?




‘Let’s plant some onions,’ she said. Oh OK, let’s plant some onions. Whatever that involves. My wife was ahead of me here: it turned out that John had a bag of onion sets in his shed which he had bought from the allotment shop and which were surplus to his requirements. They were ours for £1 or whatever it was that they cost him in the shop. Now, until that moment I do not think that I had the faintest idea of how people grew onions, or what onion sets were. I suppose that if anyone had asked me I would have said that you bought onion seeds, and planted them in the ground, and, er, grew them. And, yes, you can do that. But it helps if you have a greenhouse if you want to grow them from seed so that you can get them going early in order to harvest them in decent time. The alternative is to grow them from sets, which is essentially just a smart name for baby onions. The technique is as follows: you get your baby onion–sorry, onion set–you put it in the ground, you wait about eight months or so until it has grown into a full-sized onion, and then you pull it out of the ground. Isn’t nature marvellous? If allotment gardening was going to be all like that, I thought to myself, even I might be able to get the hang of it.




In went five rows of onions and then, because we were on a bit of a roll, in went four rows of garlic. The technique for garlic is pretty much the same as it is for onions, except that you plant a clove of garlic and wait for it to turn into a whole head. The other difference is that the garlic was free, or at least free in the sense of us not having to shell out any more money for it. We happened to have a load of garlic at home, Rose du Tarn, which we had bought from the sort of fancy west London grocer where they stick labels on the garlic to tell you what variety it is.




Now onions are all very well, an essential part of any self-respecting allotment and a crucial ingredient in the kitchen, but they are not exactly very exciting. Broad beans are something else, however. Those lovely pale green beans, smooth and plump, all tucked up nice and comfy inside those fur-lined pods: when they are young and tender they are possibly the most delicious thing on earth. I can get quite excited about broad beans, and the prospect of growing them myself, so that I can pick them as young and as tender as I like, was one of the main reasons why I wanted to have an allotment in the first place. There is another reason why broad beans are good chaps: it is because they are incredibly hardy, which means that with many varieties you can plant them in November and then just forget about them. The weather can do what it likes–frost, sleet, snow, the lot–and the beans will just happily carry on growing regardless. You’ve got to admire that in a bean, haven’t you?






As luck would have it, one of the few things we had to our name during those first few weeks of allotment ownership were some broad beans. They were one of a small number of seed packets we had acquired over the previous year from Sarah Raven, the gardening-writer-cum-cut-flower-guru who runs a mail order business in Sussex. She is very much one of the new generation of garden people, espousing ideas about varieties, design and even lifestyle that a lot of twenty-first-century gardeners find very appealing; but when it comes to our allotment, she has a lot to answer for.




It was all my fault, really. During the time we were looking for an allotment, I gave Eliza for her birthday a place on a two-day vegetable-growing course at Sarah Raven’s garden school at Perch Hill. What better way of giving us an instant grounding in the basics, I thought to myself, as well as some more interesting modern ideas that could help us create an allotment a little out of the ordinary? And, of course, it would be a very charming way for Eliza to spend a couple of days, learning how to grow lots of lovely vegetables and then, Blue Peter-style, eating the ones they had prepared earlier–a whole lot earlier–for lunch.




What I had not really catered for, however, was that she would come back from the course with Ideas. Ideas Of Her Own. Ideas which ran counter to my own ideas, which were of course the ideas of decent, right-thinking vegetable growers everywhere, proper common-sense ideas whose merits could be seen by anyone who gave them the slightest thought. Take companion planting, for instance: Sarah Raven is very big on companion planting. This is the theory that states that some plants perform better when planted next to another. For example, you might want to plant your carrots alongside your spring onions, because carrot flies find carrots to lay their eggs on by means of smell, so that if there are some onions in close proximity the smell is going to confuse them. Perhaps it works: perhaps carrot flies really are that stupid. But haven’t they got eyes in their heads? Can’t they see some nice juicy carrot fronds lurking behind the onion stalks? It all sounds a bit dubious to me. My main objection, though, is aesthetic. I like rows. Nice neat rows of onions here, carrots there, cabbages over there, the sort of thing that Peter Rabbit would recognise as a proper vegetable garden. With companion planting, however, it all gets to be a bit free-form. There is some summer savory among the broad beans, and look, here’s one row of carrots mixed with spring onions, and just for a change another row all jumbled up with cornflowers. Maybe it works, maybe it doesn’t, but to my mind it just doesn’t look right.




Companion planting is one thing; the real trouble with Sarah Raven is the way she awoke in Eliza a desire to experiment with different vegetable varieties. New, exotic, radical varieties. Now, I do not think I am being too presumptuous when I say that in a long life devoted to the growing of vegetables, I do not suppose that Mr McGregor ever once felt the need to grow a purple Brussels sprout, or black tomatoes; come to that, I don’t reckon that Mrs McGregor ever started chipping in with her opinions at sowing time, suggesting that it would be rather interesting if this year the McGregors tried growing this fancy new variety of turnip she had heard about. No, she stuck to the things she knew about, like making tasty rabbit pies, and everyone was happy.




Unfortunately that sort of attitude does not really cut it these days. Our allotment is a collaborative enterprise, with my wife and I putting in an equal amount of work, and taking an equal responsibility for the important decisions. We are, as it were, equal shareholders, each with 50 per cent of the voting stock, and, well, if I am a paid-up member of the Flat Cap Tendency with a natural affinity to all things old and traditional, and if she subscribes instead to the Pink Trug Collective (I am not suggesting for one second, of course, that she actually owns a pink trug: not even Eliza would go that far), then perhaps it is a good thing, ensuring that our vegetable-growing activities are never dull but characterised instead by a spirit of free debate and always open to the possibility of innovation and change. And if Eliza ever oversteps the mark, then I can always remind her about the black flowers. Of which more later.




Anyway, in the interests of reconciliation, I have to confess that Ms Raven does quite often get it right. Unlike other seed suppliers, which offer you a long list of different varieties, each sounding equally delicious and easy to grow, she does the groundwork for you and offers up instead a short–very short–list of varieties which she has found to be the best. That is how, back on that grey November morning, we found ourselves with a packet of Super Aquadulce broad beans which we proceeded to plant in a double row along one end of what was to be our bean bed. In they went, one every nine inches, two inches deep–I am not sure if Eliza, who happened to be doing the sowing while I did something rugged, like digging, actually used a ruler to check the planting depth, but such was our desire back then to do things by the book that I would not have put it past her–and with a piece of string stretched between two old sticks to mark each row. Then we stood back, and felt incredibly pleased with ourselves. The onions were in, the garlic was in, and now the broad beans were in. Were these things actually going to grow? It seemed scarcely believable, but apparently that was what was meant to happen. So we went home, had a cup of tea to celebrate, and dreamed of eating baby broad beans.
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