Jan/Feb
Garden Management ~ The Salad Season
We’re in high salad season now, with ongoing planting and harvesting of all the traditional and some exotic salad ingredients. In addition many of the summer fruit and vegetables are coming online adding excitement and variety to the table e.g. courgette (zucchini), tomato, capsicum, chilli, eggplant.

Heat and Water

The key to combating heat and water stress is the use of organic mulches. Many straw and hay type materials are available for the conventional gardener, but sourcing organic materials can be difficult.

The benefits of using this type of mulch are many and range from moisture retention and soil cooling through to adding organic matter and feeding the soil. A number of pitfalls come with the use of mulches and the following list of problem advice may be beneficial:

– Apply mulches after irrigation or rain. That which can retain moisture can also exclude moisture as with old fashion haystacks.

– Don’t apply too thick. As mentioned above this can reduce wetability of the underlying soil.

– Watch out for importing weeds. Many materials can be high in weed seeds and introduce new weeds to the property.

– Slugs. They love the mouldering interface between soil and straw. Home brew residue traps can take care of these on a small scale – otherwise minimise the depth of mulch and allow the material to wilt and dry as quickly as possible.

Recently in Canterbury, organic linseed straw has become available. This stuff is great as it lasts a long time and is even effective in the medium term for fruit trees. Watch you don’t hit it with the mower, however, as it can turn into a matted ball of string.

Watering should be as seldom as possible (while still maintaining good growth) and include the entire rooting volume of the soil. Water quality may be an issue in some areas and as a matter of course many people rely on rain water from the roof for irrigation. This is a very accessible form of self reliance that more people should adopt.

Winter veges

For Northern readers there is scope to get winter veges in the ground as late as early March, but for Southern readers early January is the latest possible with some crops such as Brussels sprouts, already being essentially too late. A compendium of vegetables for planting this time of year would include:

Leek

Cabbage

Silverbeet

Broccoli

Cauliflower

Celery 

Chinese cabbage

Beetroot 

Swedes

Parsnips 

Many of these, especially root veges, could be planted later albeit with a consequent lower yield.

One way around the space premium in the garden at this time of year is to grow seedlings in containers. This has several advantages including the following:

​– Seedbed preparation is avoided and plants can be placed by pulling back mulch and planting the transplant. E.g. courgettes that have succumbed to powdery mildew are simply cut below ground level and either sent to the compost heap or left en situ. 

​– Mulch is simply pulled back and transplants of broccoli (or whatever) are planted with almost no soil disturbance.

– You can see the plants. This is particularly important for the less experienced gardener who may confuse weed and vege seedlings.

– You save area-time i.e. transplants are a month ahead of seedlings, or the garden can be smaller as 2-3 crops are grown per season (instead of 1-2).

Research has shown that the size of seedlings (at a given age) is almost directly proportional to the final size of the plant – i.e. the bigger the seedling, the bigger the adult plant – so care needs to be taken to grow transplants well. (see BHU Website workshop plant propagation www.bhu.co.nz)

Sidebar:

Vege of the Month – Early tomatoes?

We have recently re-established BHU links with some of the seed saving organisations in Aotearoa/New Zealand. One of the ‘gems’ these organisations offer members are heirloom tomatoes. Many of these old style tomatoes were bred for outdoor production in cool temperate areas. The BHU is growing 3 cultivars of early, outdoor, indeterminate (vining) tomato for the Southern Seed Exchange this season.

The varieties are:

Slava tomato

65 days

Earliana tomato

58-70 days

Stupice tomato

60-75 days

In addition we are trialling several determinate or bush types including the legendary if somewhat unimaginatively named VF145-21-40 that Bob Crowder once grew on the BHU.

Heirloom Seed Contacts

Koanga Gardens Trust

Rd 2 

Maungaturoto

Southern Seed Exchange

C/- CPIT

PO Box 540

Christchurch

