July/August

The Days Lengthen
The mornings may be cold but at least the days are getting longer and spring is not far away.  So now is the time to get many crops started for the growing season ahead.  If all has gone according to plan, winter crops, green manures or mulches are protecting the soil.  We need to sort out the spaces to plant the coming crop rotations 

Available vegetables

Many of the brassicas like broccoli, cauliflower and cabbage are still harvested now plus other staples like carrots, parsnips and leeks can be pulled from the winter soils.  Winter greens such as minutina, Asian brassicas and winter lettuce can also help fill a gap of greens in the market. 

Vegetables to Plant Now

Asian brassicas, broadbeans, cress, onions, peas, radish and winter spinach can be planted outside (depending on region) and broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower and winter lettuce can be container sown for transplanting outdoors later.  See May/June for comments on the benefits of greenhouses at this time of year for both crops and people managing the crops.

Making the Most of Green Manures

Where you have grown green manures there are now a few options.  The tops could be cut and made into compost but this does take some time and effort.  The traditional method where space and time permits is to simply dig the crops in, thus providing a very beneficial and fast available nutrition for subsequent crops.  

Unfortunately most crops can be sensitive to this newly dug in material as this will at first use up nitrogen as it starts to decompose and will increase the likelihood of seed and seedling diseases (e.g. damping off and collar rot).  It is best to allow four to six weeks to enable the decomposition process to proceed though it should be faster in a healthy soil.  

If incorporating the green manure into a compost heap instead, it could provide enough material to allow hot composting (at least a cubic metre is required for standard hot composting).  If the green manure is sufficiently stalky e.g. contains lupins or plants like mustard that have started to bolt, then it is probably near a perfect hot composting balance of carbon to nitrogen and stalkiness to fresh green material.  

If there is too much fresh green material in the compost heap it may compact too much and go anaerobic, sticky and smelly – such leafy material should have a little straw or similar added to it to balance it.  If the material is, however, too stalky then mix it up with grass clippings or manure to help heat it up and speed the composting process.

The alternative to digging in or composting is to use the tops as mulch.  The most elegant example of this is to choose green manures that can simply be cut down on site without the roots producing new shoots.  A suitable species combination is oats and vetch.  Cut them down (e.g. high speed flail mower) before the vetch is in full flower to avoid seed set.  

The mulch will help conserve soil moisture, contribute nutrients over the growing season, benefit soil biology and help manage weeds.  Slugs can become a problem in some areas with a mulch like this in which case remove some of the material top leave a thinner layer that will be able to wilt and dry faster making a less hospitable habitat for the slugs.

Phacelia

These flowers feed hoverflies whose larvae then feed on aphids and small caterpillars.  Well now is the time to start planting for this growing season’s supply of phacelia for natural aphid control.  In cold areas they can be planted in containers and transplanted later but in most areas they can be sown direct into the soil from August onwards.  Sowing a line or a few patches every couple of months throughout the spring and summer will provide effective aphid management through an ongoing supply of the beneficial flowers.  In fact you can plant some phacelia in at the end of summer or early autumn to grow over the winter and flower early in spring.  It makes a great green manure too, protecting the soil in either winter or summer and then dealt with as discussed above in “Making the Most of Green Manures”.

Sidebar:

Vegetable of the Month – Shungiku 

The crowning glory of the BHU salad is a scattering of the buttery yellow petals of shungiku (Chrysanthemum coronarium or edible chrysanthemum).  It is in fact the leaves that are the main part eaten and while in Japan it is commonplace it is still considered a delicacy.  The aromatic flavour complements other salad vegetables and the smooth lobed leaves make a perfect garnish.

Shungiku is hardy to pests and climate alike.  Can be sown directly outside just about any time of year apart from the dead of winter, if sowing in June or July try it in containers under plastic or glass structures for later transplanting..  Raising seedlings in containers will also be helpful where germination is patchy in the soil.  In a well drained soil from early spring on there should not be too much trouble in direct sowing.

We have had great success in a scattered mixture of shungiku, amaranthus (for purple salad leaves) and snowpea (for the small shoots, tendrils and eventually the thin pods).  Thin out after a month or two by harvesting young rosettes of leaves for the salad, the stir-fry or garnishing on soups and hot dishes.  Commercial production almost solely concentrates on the large leaves of young plants but even after plants bolt to flower, the smaller leaves have a beautiful taste and of course the flower petals just top it off.

Having a few of the flowers around keeps a vegetable garden looking good and also helps feed lacewings, ladybirds and parasitoid wasps that can then do a better job of protecting the other crops that are more prone to pests than shungiku is. 

The BHU is supported by the MAF Sustainable Farming Fund in providing model systems and information on organic and sustainable techniques.  The BHU website offers information and research findings. 

