Mar/Apr

Market Garden Management
In most parts of the country these are the months of peak harvest.  We bring in the remaining summer crops such as sweetcorn, tomatoes and zucchinis and we should finish planting for the winter garden.  Cover crops established now will protect soil over winter.

Mulching and Composting

Those drying summery days aren’t over, so mulching remains important.  Mulching will keep weeds down and also warm the soil as the night temperatures drop.  An historic issue with mulching at the Biological Husbandry Unit is the unfortunate presence of twitch or couch grass.  It really is best to weed this perennial grass out of the garden before mulching as it forces its way through most mulches and is difficult to control without digging around.

As we head toward winter it is also worth noting that mulches can often have a negative effect on the plants around them.  In cold areas they need to be applied before the soil gets cold and they should be kept away from sensitive plants as they actually increase the chance of frost damage.  Bare soil absorbs heat during the day and radiates this out at night; mulches prevent this.

As well as being harvest time now in the vegetable garden, it is also a time when many organic materials become available for composting and mulching. Weeds, crop residues, straw, hay and eventually leaves can all be used in various ways.  Hay due to its weed and grass seed content should be left in the chook yard first.  Grass clippings should be dried out and only be laid out in a very shallow mulch to avoid ammonia, stickiness and odour issues.  Pull annual weeds out before they start to flower (the flowers on pulled weeds can often mature and set seed after being pulled) and they make good compost fodder or can be left to wilt and return to the soil.

Deciduous tree leaves can be composted on their own to produce leaf mould valuable as a seed and disease free potting mix ingredient.  The classic way is to stack them in wire netting frames.  The leaf mould may take a year to form.

The Hot Compost

If you gather enough materials together to make a cubic metre or larger compost pile, you have a chance of making a steaming hot compost.  The advantages of hot composting are being able to get weed free, disease free, high value compost.  The BHU website has a manual on compost making (www.bhu.co.nz - see workshops) which gives details on good mixes and the timing of turning.  Essentially we want a mix of stalky material like mature weeds or straw and green material like grass clippings, young weeds or kitchen residues.  To speed up an overly stalky or woody heap, add nitrogen rich material such as manure, fishmeal or blood and bone.  Moisture should be added to achieve a damp sponge effect (squeeze a handful and no water comes out but it feels damp).  Turn the compost as regularly as practical once it is too hot to put a hand in (the Berkley method sees compost turned every 3 or 4 days for a quick two week compost).  If the compost goes to sticky and smelly, sprinkle two large handfuls of lime through for every cubic metre while turning the heap over with a fork.  Composting is forgiving: if you get the mix wrong, just wait a longer time.  If the heap isn’t going to get hot, I like to introduce tiger worms into the heap for a low tech worm farm – and add lime as above (they love it).  Once a compost is mature and dark it can still need a month or so of curing in a heap as it can be harmful to sensitive roots and seedlings (or incorporate it in soil and delay planting until fortnight later).  

Harvesting and Storing

At this time of plenty in the garden, it’s sobering to think that the majority of loss to pests and disease often happens post-harvest.  Take care of stored crops by providing optimum conditions and protection from pests and select only the best disease free and undamaged specimens for storing.  Some crops such as celery (if earthed up), parsnips and to some extent carrots can be left in the garden for winter picking as required.  Potatoes and other root crops (though carrots won’t last long) can be clamped by allowing their surfaces to dry for a few hours then placing in a pyramid over a layer of straw on a well drained garden plot.  Cover with a thick layer of straw or bracken and after another few hours (allowing the pile to “breathe” out any excess humidity) cover with 15cm of soil allowing a few small areas of straw to show through at the top and at places around the base (to keep the pile “breathing”).  In all but the coldest areas the clamp will be safe from frost.  Store carrots and beetroot buried in dry sand separate from each other – harvest these crops with tender care and don’t wash them as this just hastens rotting.

Pumpkins and squash should be stored on their side in a dark, dry, well-ventilated space e.g. suspended up on wire netting or placed on old apple carton trays.  The main risk is Sclerotinia rotting from the stalk base so keep an eye on them.

Remains of the Summer Salad

Keep harvesting salad plants many of which can be clipped back and the regrowth used.  There’s still time to plant brocolli, radish and winter hardy lettuces and spinach.  Winter spinach planted now can be harvested for an extended time over the winter if the cold season is not too harsh.  You can also plant chinese cabbage and some of the other hardy Asian greens like misome, mibuna and mizuna – they grow fast providing tasty salad additions and stir fry ingredients, often outgrowing any weeds and surviving the cold.  Silverbeet and beetroot can be sown though doing this in containers for subsequent transplanting may help hasten crop maturity before winter suspends growth.  

Perennial Tasks

A well-designed edible garden will feature many perennial crops.  These have the advantage of providing yields year after year with comparatively little maintenance required.  But still some maintenance is required to get the best out of them and many of the tasks are this time of year.  Any summerfruit (stonefruit) that have not yet been pruned should be attended to as soon as possible and on a sunny day to reduce silverleaf disease risk.  Berry and currant fruits are generally pruned back after harvest.  Mulch up perennials while the soil is still warm.  Cut back asparagus ferns and globe artichoke tops.

Cover Up For Winter

Any empty spaces in the garden can be sown into cover crops such as mustard, lupin, vetch, rye or oats.  Cereals and lupins are great for improved soil structure.  Legumes fix nitrogen and leafy plants help outcompete weeds.  In fact a mix of species is the best to grow maximum foliage, out-competing weeds and providing a reservoir of nutrients that when incorporated into the soil will mean a superb crop (plant the crop six weeks after incorporation to avoid the period of nitrogen robbing and poor germination that can occur at first).  Establish the cover crop as soon as possible to improve the amount of cover the soil has from winter rain damage.

Sidebar:

Vege of the Month – Broadbeans

We can start planting broadbeans now though July is the time I plant my main crop.  Some variations on the normal broadbean theme are to try harvesting them early before the pods are fully formed.  They do this in France and after the seedcoats are removed they are lightly steamed and taste amazing.  In Egypt the other extreme is followed allowing the seed to fully ripen for making into hummus etc as an alternative to chickpeas.  In this way we can have a homegrown substitute for this exotic dish.

To grow the seeds to maturity, sow from April to July, harvest a few for green vegetables from early summer and keep the main crop until mid January to February.  Some of the dry seed can be kept for sowing next year’s crop.  If wanting to keep for seed or storing for making hummus at later dates, make sure the seed is fully ripened and the pod dry.  Store the seeds out of the pod and in a cool dry place until required.

When ready to make hummus from the ripe seeds, soak them overnight, boil with a bit of salt for around one hour until fully softened.  Blend to a smooth consistency with either some water from the broth, vegetable stock or orange juice and add garlic and lemon juice according to taste.  The hummus differs from chickpea hummus in having a bit of a green tinge (indicating healthy properties), and having a taste that is rather sweeter and tastier.  I keep the seed coats on for extra fibre and nutrients though this does make extra work for the blender and any mashing.  Pictured are broadbeans before and after transforming into hummus.  

Broadbeans are also useful as nitrogen fixing green manure crops over the winter providing natural soil cover.  Some can be incorporated in late spring a few weeks before planting a leafy crop that will take advantage of the nutrients released.  Another useful feature of the plant is that even before flowers are present they attract and feed beneficial insects like lacewing with a sugary substance in at the axis of the stem and leaves.  The lacewings help manage aphid, mite and thrip pests.

