May/June
Preparing for Winter
Winter is arriving bringing many crops to an end. On heavy soils, we need to keep off soils as much as possible as winter wetness sets in.  And generally there is less inclination to get out and about in the market garden.  Fortunately there is also generally less to do in the way of weeding.  In this issue we look at preparations that might still be required for winter, tasks to perform during winter and planning ahead for spring.

Available vegetables

If all has gone well, this can still be a time of plenty in the garden.  One of the star entrances is the annual harvest of yams (not the true yam, this is oca – Oxalis crenata).  The welcome arrival of this bright and bountiful crop in early winter is at least some consolation for having waited so long.  The tubers don’t start forming until the days start getting longer in January and the crop will only do well in spots where they can escape frost for long enough to fully fill out.

Coming to the fore at this time of year are the brassicas.  The traditional brassicas all represent a long period of plant selection based on a particular plant part: broccoli and cauliflower have enlarged flower heads, Brussels sprouts have enlarged auxillary buds, cabbage an enlarged terminal bub, swedes an enlarged stem and turnips an enlarged root.

At the BHU we have just as much emphasis if not more on the growing of Asian brassicas.  These are invariably hardy vegetables that haven’t had quite the history of special selection and still retain an essence of the wild.  Yes, they can even grow like weeds (tasty weeds though).  

The main problem with many of the Asian brassicas is their tendency to bolt to seed, especially when planted in late spring.  While there are some varieties that do not bolt so readily (e.g. ‘Two Seasons’ Chinese cabbage) at this time of year there are less issues.  Depending on conditions, many of the Asian brassicas such as chinese cabbage, misome, mizuna, mibuna, mustard greens and mustard can be sown or transplanted outdoors now and grow through the winter conditions.

A close relative of the brassicas, the Japanese Radish (daikon) sure beats the European radish for size and versatility. Late summer plantings for winter harvest means no bolting and the winter chill brings an extra sweet taste.  Peel, slice and cook in a variety of soups or stews.  Fine grated skin can be used as a spicy condiment.  As a part in the rotation, they improve drainage (though avoid waterlogging or the bottoms can rot) and access nutrients from a lower depth than most crops.  Take care with commercial growing, the market for daikon is not established in New Zealand.
Vegetables to Plant Now

As well as Asian brassicas, the versatile broadbean (March/April), cress, endive, 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.

If you have reasonably insulated greenhouse facilities it would also be good to plant some of the summer seasonal crops in June for an early transplanting.  This could include capsicums, cucumbers, melons, pumpkins, tomatoes and zucchinis.  At the BHU most of these end up being transplanted into tunnelhouses to give earlier, higher yielding and more reliable crops.  Outside transplanting of such frost sensitive crops would not occur until after mid November.  When grown on reasonable scale, pumpkin and squash are simply sown directly in the soil in mid November.

What you sow now can be markedly changed if you have a greenhouse.  If you are looking to increase the productivity of your year round garden, a greenhouse is a worthwhile investment.  If it’s large enough to walk in and work comfortably then it provides scope for working more during the winter, sheltered from the outside rain and cold.

Soil Protection

In cold areas cover crops should already have been established as part of the rotation.  If late planting of a cover crop is required, ryecorn or triticale (available from agricultural seed merchants) will still work well at this time of year.  You may want to leave such late crops in for a longer time in the spring so plan for late crops in this spot and remember that for many crops it’s good to allow six weeks or so between incorporating the cover crop and sowing or transplanting in the next crop.  

In return for the trouble and potential delay with cover crops you get soil protection over the winter, improved soil from the root growth and a tremendous growth of veges from the “green manure” effect of incorporated cover crop.

Planning for the Spring to Come

Winter in cold regions can be seen as the end of the growing season but there will soon be a new growing season.  Winter therefore becomes a time of planning ahead.  Take the time to have a good look around the garden and think of things that worked or didn’t work.  Start a garden diary if you don’t already have one.

This may not be the time of year to do much digging in the garden but such activities as new garden creation, drainage and raised bed forming can be planned for.  A planting schedule can be designed to fill in all the gaps you noticed in the previous growing season.  This is the time to start purchasing extra seeds required, hopefully reducing the requirement for buying vegetable transplants as a later after thought.

Establishing trees

Take care with planting trees now.  Early winter has traditionally been seen as a great time for establishing trees and New Zealand’s version of Arbor Day even falls on 5 June.  If frost is a significant risk for the types of trees you are planting, there will be much better results from spring planting.  You still have pretty good soil moisture levels for the first couple of months of establishment but much less risk of mortality from the cold.

Care for trees after planting is the key to a successful and speedy establishment.  Trees should not go short of water and mulching can be used to reduce water requirement and prevent competition from weeds.

Mulching and Composting

In the last issue we looked at the ins and outs of composting and mulching leading up to winter.  The main relevant points to keep in mind now is to avoid mulching after the soil has already got cold and to keep mulch away from cold sensitive plants in frost-prone areas.

Sidebar:

Vege of the Month – Carrots 

This is the vegetable that demonstrates the best advantages of home garden growing.  The aroma and taste of carrots freshly picked can be intense.  Under plastic, carrots can be planted from July on in most regions.  In the outside, most of us have to wait till August for the first sowing.  The crop is sown direct into the soil but there can often be trouble with seedling emergence in heavier soils.  Emergence problems can be overcome by mixing some riversand and soil at around a 50:50 ratio and using this to thinly cover the seed.  Make sure it keeps moist during the germination period.

Carrot seedlings may take two or three weeks to emerge.  As with all slow germinating crops it can be helpful to mark the row to avoid accidental disturbance.  This can be done biologically by planting the odd radish seed in with the carrots. 

Weeds can be a challenge in large-scale carrot growing especially fast germinating weeds that get the upper hand.  The “stale seed bed” technique comes in very handy: the seed bed is prepared, seed sown and then a couple of days before the carrot seedlings emerge, the area is thermally weeded (e.g. flame weeder).  The trick is knowing when the carrots are going to emerge – one of the best guides is to place an old window pane on the soil after sowing.  Seedlings under the windowpane will germinate a few days faster giving adequate warning.

The biggest pest challenge is carrot rust fly.  A few key management methods include…

· Avoid planting early and late crops near to each other – it allows heavy build up of the population

· Remove infested plants rather than leaving material around or regrowth of host plants that enable further generations of fly

· May be some value in interplanting with garlic or onions to disrupt olfactory (smell-wise) senses of the fly

· In intensive growing, some growers use protective covering (floating row covers – but apply it before any pests have arrived) and there has been some success with 60 cm high windbreak fencing (the flies being poor at flying)

· Mulching around the carrot crop to prevent successful egg laying

see www.bhu.co.nz/Info/PestsandDiseases for carrot rust fly biology and more management options.

