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Hello
  SUE STICKLAND

Sue was Head 
Gardener 
for Garden 
Organic at 
Ryton Gardens 
and has written 
several books on 
organic gardening, heritage 
vegetables and seed-saving. 
She is passionate about growing 
fruit and veg, and now writes for 
gardening magazines from her 
smallholding in Mid Wales.

  LIZZIEB

When not busy 
in the kitchen 
creating her 
fabulous recipes 
for Home 
Farmer, LizzieB 
is running her online 
vintage fabric shop from her 
home in Malvern, Worcestershire. 
If you love crafting, beads and 
all things vintage, head over to 
Twitter: �lizziebvintage

  MARK ABBOTT-COMPTON 

Mark, a 
keen kitchen 
gardener, is 
now a regular 
contributor. 
His style is 
down to earth and 
very ‘Home Farmer’. 
His numerous videos on 
YouTube and his website 
(learn-how-to-garden.com), 
are a useful resource.
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EDITORIAL

WELCOME

W
elcome to the February issue 
of Home Farmer, which is 
awash with gardening, recipes, 
livestock and DIY. It’s still 

early in the gardening season, so there’s 
time to make decisions on what to plant, 
and where and how, but time passes 
quickly – before you know it you’ll either 
be harvesting… or regretting not taking 
prompt action. To help, we welcome new 
contributor Sue Stickland’s article about 
getting the most from older seeds: which 
are still viable, and which should be 
thrown away? Chucking things out that are 
beyond their best is not wasteful; however, 
devoting valuable time and space to seeds 
that won’t germinate is. Do save and store 
seeds, but if you don’t do it properly and in a 
way that’s easy to access at the start of each 
season, it defeats the object.

On wider matters, let me mention the Paris 
climate talks. It takes a lot to bring together 
leaders from so many countries, and especially 
when each is going to go back to their own 
people to explain how a solution to a problem 
which many still don’t recognise is going to 
mean huge change over the coming years. 
Sadly, to do nothing will leave us condemned 
by our descendants in a couple of hundred 
years for an atrocious and criminal level of 
short-sighted selfishness, and I would rather 
be remembered as having been part of the 
solution, not the reason why my descendants 
have to wear masks to go outside and live in 
constant fear of the weather.

Some time ago there was a suggestion that 
climate change might benefit northern European 
countries, and we would be able to grow a wider 
range of crops with a little adaptation – it was 
made to sound quite positive, and there are always 
people keen to hear a positive message rather than 
more from the prophets of doom. In reality, it’s 
impossible to come up with definitive arguments to 
convince a climate sceptic, but it is gradually getting 
warmer, year-on-year, and the ice at the Poles 
is melting – these facts are indisputable. What is 
also indisputable is that there will be no pleasant 
outcome to such dramatic changes – effects 
will be unpredictable, with greater flooding and 
more extreme weather. I’m glad they have come 
away with an agreement, but less so that there 
is no legal requirement to act. Our own energy 
secretary, Amber Rudd, suggested that we should 
not be required to act by ‘gunboat diplomacy’, but 
sometimes it might be the only way.

PAUL MELNYCZUK
Editor

VISIT THE WEBSITE: WWW.HOMEFARMER.CO.UK

NEED AN ISSUE FAST?
If you are having any difficulty locating Home Farmer please call 01772 633444 and we will rush you a copy!

awash with gardening, recipes, 
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“HERBS ARE A STALWART OF ANY 
KITCHEN GARDEN, AND BEING MOSTLY 

QUITE TOUGH PLANTS THAT CAN 
WITHSTAND LOW LIGHT LEVELS AND 

FAIRLY AVERAGE SOILS, THEY ARE EASY 
TO GROW IN ALL SORTS OF CONTAINERS”

JOHN MASON 
AND THE 

ACS STAFF 
CONSIDER WAYS 

OF GROWING 
HERBS IN A 

SPACE-EFFICIENT 
AND PRODUCTIVE 

MANNER
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THE PARIS CLIMATE TALKS
AS SOMEONE WHO promotes 
growing veg and keeping livestock, 
and lives on planet Earth, it would 
be wrong not to mention the recent 
climate talks in Paris. Whatever your 
position on this matter, the scientific 
evidence is now overwhelming 
that action does need to be taken 
if we are not to be remembered 
as some sort of Bond villain by our 
descendants in a couple of hundred 
years’ time. The general view from 
environmental campaigners was that 
world leaders have finally grasped the 
fact that climate change is a bigger 
threat than previously thought, and 
they have agreed to work together to 
do something to tackle it. However, 
the agreement does not commit any 
country to act, and the US actually 
conceded that a requirement to do 
so would scupper any possibility of 
agreement, as such legislation would 
simply never be passed. So, the fate 
of Pacific islands with land only a 
metre or so above sea level remains 
uncertain, and the accusation from 
many developing countries that 
the current perilous state in which 
the planet finds itself is a result of 
pollution which made richer countries 
rich, remains uncontested.

To bring matters closer to home, 
it is appropriate to look at the UK’s 
position with regard to the ‘more or 
less’ agreed commitment to keep 
future temperature rises to below 
1.5 degrees – rather than the 
previously agreed 2 degrees. There 
is a commitment to cease burning 
coal, and although commitment is 
required to end our dependence on 
fossil fuels, the British government 
has extended its commitment to the 
shale gas industry by going back on 
a pledge not to extract from beneath 

national parks, and to ensure it 
becomes a reality by overriding 
all sense of local democracy. 
Of course, I speak as a Lancastrian 
here, living just up the road from the 
Fylde, where our long-established 
tourist industry and agriculture is 
to be sacrificed for the sake of a 
short-term desperation on the part 
of a small number of companies to 
make lots of cash. Even ignoring the 
much-publicised risks it presents to 
the environment, the fact that as a 
fossil fuel it has no future is sufficient 
to destroy the argument that it will 
be a significant investment for the 
region and our job prospects. 
When it does come to an end in 
20 years’ time we’ll be looking to 
find jobs for all our agricultural and 
tourism workers, at the same time as 
looking to retrain our ‘highly skilled’ 
frackers. And if there is an argument 
that it is no good under highly prized 
countryside, why is it considered 
good under my home and those of 
others, together with schools and 
hospitals? 

Recently, one of the more 
prominent campaigners supporting 
fracking, Professor Paul Younger, 
who holds the Rankine Chair of 
Engineering at Glasgow University, 
withdrew his support for the 
industry on the grounds that the 
UK government had pulled a billion 
pound commitment to carbon 
capture and storage. Professor 
Younger was quoted as saying that 
the UK government’s new position 
on carbon capture and storage 
now means that fracking would 
be pointless. He even resigned as 
a director with a company intent 
on pursuing underground coal 
gasification to make his point. And 
with subsidies now withdrawn from 
much of the renewables industry 
just as it was becoming competitive, 
it really leaves us with little option 
but to pursue a nuclear pact with 
China, which is involved in a major 
land-grab in the Pacific, and a new 
round of arresting dissidents for 
even the most minor social media 
dissent. With the prices agreed by 

our own government, this is likely 
to become an even worse fiasco 
than PFI funding for hospitals.

Perhaps environmental 
campaigners have set their sights 
low so as not to come away 
disappointed, or to at least claim 
that something positive was agreed 
in Paris. The general consensus 
was that an ambition to keep 
global temperature rises below 
1.5 degrees is a positive step 
forwards, but I still have an 
ambition to join Tim Peake on 
the International Space Station – 
sadly, it probably won’t happen. 
No world leader is going to reject 
proposals to keep climate change 
under control, but the fact that 
none are prepared to make a 
binding commitment means that 
in practice they will. The fact that 
China and Saudi Arabia are both 
allowed extra leeway as so-called 
‘developing nations’ is more than 
enough evidence to suggest that 
the talks are little other than 
an attempt to be seen to be 
doing something, and an ideal 
opportunity for ‘selfies’ with any 
world leaders a little further up the 
ladder. I really hope I’m wrong, and 
there is undeniably optimism from a 
number of organisations. I just hope 
that when I’m outside County Hall 
in Preston again, protesting about 
Communities Secretary, Greg 
Clark’s right to override our local 
democracy in order to kick-start 
fracking in the UK, that we get lots 
of the ‘big guns’ in town to support 
us, otherwise Paris will have been 
a major waste of everyone’s time 
and money, and our role as the 
most evil Bond villain to date will be 
secured for posterity.
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PIGSWILL COULD HALVE FARMERS’   FEED BILLS
RESEARCHERS AT 
CAMBRIDGE University 
are claiming that removing 
the ban on pigswill by 
introducing new heat 
treatment technologies 
developed in Asia could 
halve feed costs for EU 
farmers and save around 

1.8 million hectares of land which 
is currently being stripped for grain 
and soy-based pig feed production. 
Apparently, countries such as 
Japan have developed highly 
regulated systems for the safe 
recycling of waste as animal feed. 
The researchers described the 
original ban, introduced after the 

foot-and-mouth outbreak in 2001, 
as a ‘knee-jerk’ reaction, and 
suggest that this could be a way of 
recycling the 102.5 million tonnes 
of food waste produced each year 
in the EU. Japan now recycles 
35 per cent of its waste food, and 
the ‘Eco-pork’ it produces is sold 
as a premium product. 

PIGSWILL COULD HALVE FARMERS’   FEED BILLS

a pledge not to extract from beneath 



PORCINE EPIDEMIC 
DIARRHOEA (PED) is now a 
notifiable disease in England, so 
there is a legal requirement to 
make the Animal & Plant Health 
Agency (APHA) aware of even 
any suspicion that the disease is 
present. The measure has been 
implemented at the request of 
pig industry bodies, who view 
it as a significant threat, in light 
of the fact that it has caused 
up to 100 per cent mortality 
in young pigs in the USA. Even 
milder European strains have 
been known to cause up to 70 
per cent mortality, but unusually 

there will be no statutory 
movement controls, no 
slaughter, and no blocks 
on export, and the 
information received 
by the APHA will be 
passed in confidence 
to AHDB Pork – 
the ‘appropriate 
organisation’ – and 
AHDB Pork will then 
provide the affected 
unit with biosecurity advice and 
carry out tracings and alerts. 
The aim is to prevent the spread 
of disease and eliminate it from 
affected units; referred to as 

PORCINE EPIDEMIC 
DIARRHOEA

‘lightweight’ notifiable by 
the National Pig Association, 
a similar approach has apparently 
worked well in Canada. PED is not 
harmful to humans.

SUPERSTAR ECONOMIST, JIM – 
now Baron – O’Neill, has given 
an economist’s view of the use of 
antibiotics in agriculture in the 
‘Jim O’Neill Review on Antimicrobial 
Resistance’. He concludes that 
overuse in the farming sector 
threatens the effectiveness of human 
medicine, and recommends banning 
treatments regarded as vital for use 
in humans from agricultural use. 
In addition, the report recommends 
fiscal controls, together with targets 
for antibiotic use per kilo of meat 
produced. He has also called for a 

global response to the matter, and 
warned that drug-resistant infections 
could kill 10 million people every 
year by 2050 unless drastic action 
is taken. Given O’Neill’s background 
in economics, he has also warned 
that the potential catastrophe could 
cost as much as $100 trillion, which 
is actually greater than the entire 
world economy! Both the British 
Veterinary Association (BVA) and 
the National Office for Animal Health 
(NOAH) have criticised O’Neill’s 
findings: the BVA rejecting the idea 
of targets, and NOAH suggesting 
that the fact that there were more 
animals than humans skewed the 
figures somewhat. However, support 
for the findings came from Laura 
Piddock, Professor of Microbiology 
at the University of Birmingham, 
and Zac Goldsmith MP, Chair of the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Antibiotics, and London mayoral 
candidate. Professor Piddock said 
that academics had long argued 
for a reduction in agricultural use of 
antibiotics, the introduction of targets, 
and a ban on the agricultural use of 
antibiotics critical for use in human 
medicine. Zac Goldsmith said he 
had long argued for such a ban, and 
described the report as providing 
further evidence why the practice 
should stop.
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PIGSWILL COULD HALVE FARMERS’   FEED BILLS

O’NEILL ANTIBIOTICS REVIEW

there will be no statutory 

slaughter, and no blocks 

unit with biosecurity advice and 

DIARRHOEA

‘lightweight’ notifiable by 

PANEL 
RAGE
CITIZENS OF 
WOODLAND, North 
Carolina, in the USA, 
recently denied a zoning 
permit that would have 
allowed the development 
of a solar farm. Reasons 
for the refusal included 
the fact that solar panels 
would scare off the kids, 
and according to one 
resident, they would 
suck up all the energy 
from the sun. Another 
resident, a retired school 
science teacher, feared 
that solar panels would 
block photosynthesis and 
prevent plants growing. 
She also commented 
that there had been 
a lot of cancer deaths 
in the area, stating 
that no one could tell 
her that solar panels 
didn’t cause cancer. The 
council chose not only to 
reject the development 
but also to vote for a 
complete moratorium 
on solar farms. This 
pleased one resident, 
who complained about 
the constant intrusion by 
the company proposing 
the development, Big 
Solar, although a satellite 
view of the area shows 
that there are no solar 
farms in the region. It all 
leads me to think that 
President Trump is a 
distinct possibility.

Both conservationists and a 
number of prominent chefs have 
called for the ban on feeding 
pigswill to be lifted, but the 
pig industry has expressed its 
reservations, most of which are 
based on uncertainties about 
safely reintroducing food waste 
back into the feed-chain.



SUNDAY 31ST JANUARY 

SOMERSET POTATO DAY
Caryford Community Hall
Maggs Lane, Ansford
Castle Cary, BA7 7JJ
11.00am–2.00pm
Ample parking. Refreshments
Admission: Free

THURSDAY 4TH FEBRUARY

CHIPPENHAM POP-UP 
ALLOTMENT SHOP & POTATO 
DAY
St Peter’s Church Hall, Lords Mead,
Chippenham, SN14 0LL
4.00pm–7.30pm
Organised by Chippenham Garden & 
Allotment Society
Refreshments
Admission: Free

SATURDAY 6TH FEBRUARY

DRIMPTON POTATO DAY
Drimpton Village Hall
Drimpton, Nr. Beaminster
DT8 3RF
10.30am–2.30pm
Organised by Clapton & Wayford 
Horticultural Society and Pennard 
Plants
Great lunches and children’s activities.

SATURDAY 13TH FEBRUARY

EAST ANGLIA POTATO DAY
Stonham Barns, Pettaugh Road
Stonham Aspal, Nr. Stowmarket
Suffolk, IP14 6AT
9.30am–1.30pm
Organised by Norfolk Organic Group, 
Suffolk Organic Gardeners, and Ipswich 
Organic Gardeners Group
http://www.eapd.btck.co.uk
80+ varieties of potato, plus various 
stalls
Admission: £1.50

WEST YORKSHIRE ORGANIC 
GROUP’S POTATO DAY
Exhibition Hall, Exhibition Road 
Saltaire, BD18 3JW

10.00am–2.00pm
http://www.wyog.org
Around 40 varieties available  
(many organic), with a good 
selection of heritage and  
speciality varieties. 
Tubers 15p each – you can buy singly.
Cafe serving light refreshments
Admission: Free 

CAMBRIDGE 7th ANNUAL 
POTATO DAY
Commemoration Hall
High Street, Huntingdon
11.00am–3.00pm
Organised by the Cambridgeshire 
Self-sufficiency Group.
Over 60 varieties, together 
with onion sets and shallots, 
refreshments, craft stands, children’s 
activities and more. 
All potatoes £1 per kilo.
Admission: Free

CODFORD POTATO DAY
Codford Village Hall, Codford,
Warminster, BA12 0LD
10.00am–2.00pm
Organised by Codford Horticultural 
Society and Pennard Plants
Refreshments

MERE POTATO DAY 
AND SEED SWAP
The Grove Building, Church Street,
Mere, Warminster, BA12 6DS
5.30pm–7.30pm
Organised by Mere Gardening Club 
and Pennard Plants
Potato-themed refreshments

POTATO DAYS
ARE HERE AGAIN!

SATURDAY 9TH JANUARY 

BRIDPORT POTATO DAY
Bridport United Church
East Street, Bridport, DT6 3LY
10.00am–2.00pm
Refreshments
Admission: Free

SATURDAY 9TH JANUARY 

& SUNDAY 10TH JANUARY

BRISTOL EAST ALLOTMENTS 
POTATO DAY
The Pavilion, Nicholas Lane, 
St George, Bristol, BS5 8TY
9.00am–12.30pm
Refreshments

Over 30 varieties of potato, plus seeds, 
onion sets and shallots, and general 
goods for all gardening needs.

SUNDAY 10TH JANUARY

BRISTOL POTATO DAY 
& SEED FAIR
Southville Centre, Beauley Road, 
Southville, Bristol, BS3 1QG
10.00am–2.00pm
Organised by Beans and Herbs and 
Pennard Plants
Cafe serving refreshments
Free talks
Admission: £1.00 (children free)

SATURDAY 16TH JANUARY

SWINDON POTATO DAY
Gorse Hill Community Centre
Chapel Street, Swindon, SN2 8DA
10.30am–2.00pm
Organised by Swindon Allotment 
Society and Pennard Plants
Teas and coffees
Admission: Free

SUNDAY 17TH JANUARY

PEWSEY POTATO DAY
Bouverie Hall, North Street,
Pewsey, SN9 5ES
10.00am–2.00pm
Organised by Pewsey Vale 
Gardening Club and Pennard Plants
Refreshments

SATURDAY 23RD JANUARY

MARSHFIELD POTATO DAY
Marshfield Community Centre
The Hayfield, Marshfield, 
SN14 8PG
10.00am–2.00pm
Organised by Marshfield Gardening 
Association and Pennard Plants
Refreshments
Admission: 50p 

SUNDAY 24TH JANUARY

BLANDFORD POTATO DAY
Pimperne Village Hall
Pimperne, Nr. Blandford
DT11 8UZ
10.00am–2.00pm
Organised by Blandford Museum 
Victorian Gardening Club and 
Pennard Plants
Refreshments and other stalls
Admission: 50p 

SATURDAY 30TH JANUARY

URCHFONT POTATO DAY
The Village Hall, Urchfont, 
Nr. Devizes, SN10 4QU
10.00am–1.00pm
Organised by Urchfont Garden 
Society and Pennard Plants
Admission: £1 (including first tea/
coffee and biscuit)

TRANSITION CHESTERFIELD’S 
8th ANNUAL POTATO DAY
The Pavements Shopping Centre
Chesterfield
Please email potatoday¦
transitionchesterfield.org.uk

SATURDAY 30TH JANUARY 

& SUNDAY 31ST JANUARY

HAMPSHIRE POTATO DAY
Testbourne Community Centre
Whitchurch, RG28 7JF
10.00am–3.00pm

Talks, refreshments, heritage seeds, 
etc. Plus free coloured potato for 
children bringing along parents.

FEBRUARY IS THE time to start getting your potatoes ready for planting in March, and it’s also time for Potato 
Days all around the country. Wherever you are there will probably be one nearby, possibly in a school or other 
municipal building, at a garden centre, at a local allotment site, or on a site of its own – if it’s particularly well 
established. They are good events run mainly by enthusiasts rather than professionals, and offer a great chance 
to find many rare and unusual varieties. 

PLEASE NOTE  Our list is by no means comprehensive; we have trawled the Internet to put together this information, but most events are 
small and do not have the resources to generate lots of publicity – they are, however, well worth supporting. Consequently, please do try to 
check times and dates before travelling any distance to avoid disappointment. We urge any organisers whose event we may have excluded 
to contact us asap on 01772 633444, so we can get your event onto our online listings at https://homefarmer.co.uk/potato-days/.
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SUNDAY 14TH FEBRUARY

GROWING FROME POTATO DAY 
AND SEED SWAP
The Cheese & Grain, Market Yard, 
Justice Lane, Frome, BA11 1BE
10.00am–3.00pm
Organised by Incredible Edible Frome 
and sponsored by Frome Town Council.
Fantastic food, workshops, talks and 
children’s activities.
Admission: Free

TUESDAY 16TH FEBRUARY & 

WEDNESDAY 17TH  FEBRUARY

RHS POTATO DAY AND 
PLANT FAIR
RHS Lindley Hall, 80 Vincent Square,
Westminster, SW1P 2PE
10.00am–7.00pm (Tuesday)
10.00am–5.00pm (Wednesday)
Booking available in advance at 
www.rhs.org.uk
Admission: Free to RHS members 
– otherwise entrance fee applies

SUNDAY 21ST FEBRUARY

DULVERTON POTATO DAY
Dulverton Middle School
Fishers Mead, Dulverton
Somerset, TA22 9EE
11.00am–3.00pm
Organised by Dulverton 
Gardening Club
Refreshments
Admission: Free

SATURDAY 27TH FEBRUARY

MAIDEN NEWTON POTATO DAY
Village Hall, Station Road,

Maiden Newton, DT2 0AE
10.30am–2.00pm
Organised by Maiden Newton 
Allotments and Pennard Plants

TRANSITION LINLITHGOW 
SEED POTATO DAY
Masonic Hall, Linlithgow Cross
EH49 7AQ
10.00am–2.00pm
Over 30 varieties of seed potatoes, 
plus small quantities of onion sets 
as a trial. 

SUNDAY 28TH FEBRUARY

GLASGOW POTATO DAY
The Pearce Institute, 
840–860 Govan Road 
Glasgow, G51 3UU
11.00am–3.00pm
Organised by Glasgow 
Allotments Forum 
There will also be other produce for 
sale, including cake!
www.glasgowallotments 
forum.org.uk

WINSLEY 
POTATO DAY
Winsley Village Hall 
(rear of Seven Stars 
Pub)
Winsley, BA15 2LU
10.00am–1.00pm
Parking in Dorothy House
car park 
Tea/coffee and cakes 
Organised by Winsley
Gardening Club and
Pennard Plants
Admission: 50p

BEAK TRIMMING HAS long 
been practised by chicken 
keepers as a method of 
reducing damage caused 
by pecking – something 
found mainly in larger 
intensive flocks, where 
boredom is often a 
serious problem. Recently, 
however, management 
techniques have come 
to be regarded as a far 
better solution, which 
remove the inherent 
causes, but an expected 
move to ban beak 
trimming has been replaced by 
a decision to support improved 
management techniques in the 
sector. Farms minister, George 
Eustice, described the change of 
mind as being based on a report 
from the Beak Trimming Action 
Group, a broad group of interested 
parties originally convened by 
the Labour government in 2002. 
The NFU welcomed the U-turn, 
commenting that a continuation 
for the time being was in the best 

interests of the industry, 
with the industry itself looking to 
2025 as a more realistic time to 
end the practice. Compassion in 
World Farming, a member of the 
Beak Trimming Action Group at 
the time of the report, expressed 
its disappointment, pointing out 
that Germany will phase out 
the practice from the middle of 
next year, Holland by 2018, with 
Sweden, Denmark and Austria 
also taking similar action.

U-TURN ON 
BEAK TRIMMING
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trimming has been replaced by interests of the industry, 

BEAK TRIMMING

BANANAS FACE
EXTINCTION?
DUTCH RESEARCHERS HAVE suggested that the Cavendish banana, 
the most widely consumed variety, could be wiped out in the near 
future by a fungus called ‘Panama disease’. It is apparently already 
responsible for having almost wiped out a popular variety called 
Gros Michel in the 1960s. The present strain is different from that 
encountered in the 1960s, but it is believed that it will only be a 
matter of time before it reaches Latin America, where 80 per cent of 
all Cavendish bananas are grown. The TR4 strain destroys the plant’s 
water-transporting mechanism, causing it to die of dehydration; the 
TR4 strain was first found in Taiwan in the 1990s, when it wreaked 

havoc on crops. According to scientists 
there is no easy solution to the problem, as 
commercial bananas are all seedless clones 
of each other and cannot evolve to defend 
themselves against disease. Ironically, 
back in the 1960s the Cavendish variety 
was grown primarily in botanical gardens 
in the UK and in Honduras, and a similar 
back-up variety is regarded as the only 
possible solution today, but to develop 
it will require a major investment in 
research and development – and time, 
which is in short supply.

Parking in Dorothy House

havoc on crops. According to scientists 
there is no easy solution to the problem, as 
commercial bananas are all seedless clones 
of each other and cannot evolve to defend 
themselves against disease. Ironically, 
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ON THE 
PLOT
in February

John Harrison gets some early-season sowing 
underway with the aid of a little basic protection 

against the unpredictable British weather

T
here’s a saying that is very 
true about Britain – we don’t 
have a climate, but we do have 
weather to spare. If we are to 

believe some people in other countries, 
they can predict when the snows are 
coming to the week, and when they’re 
going to melt away, but that’s not the 
case here. February demonstrates this 
saying particularly well: some years 
we’re indoors huddled around the fire 
wondering if the great winter freeze will 
ever end, while in other years spring 
arrives early and we head out to the plot 
to start the sowing; then, just as we get 
things into the ground, the temperature 
plummets and winter returns with a 
vengeance.

It’s really no wonder that the 
ancients thought the gods had nothing 
better to do than torment mankind 
– they certainly sometimes seem 
to have a wicked sense of humour! 
Anyway, what I’m trying to say 

here is be cautious about planting and 
sowing too early, even if the weather 
does look to be set fair. 

It’s usually recommended that you 
sow your parsnips in February, but then 
everyone says how difficult and slow to 
germinate they are. I’ve heard all sorts 
of suggestions, including soaking the 
seeds in urine for twenty-four hours 
to improve germination rates; and no, 
I’ve not tried that one yet, thanks. 
Of course, it is going to be difficult to 
get any seed to germinate if you stick 
them in the cold, wet ground. 

Getting good germination with 
parsnips isn’t really rocket science or 
magic: just sow them a little later in the 
year when the soil is warmer and not 
quite so wet. The alternative is to sow 
them under a cloche. I like the plastic 

IN THE KITCHEN GARDEN

ancients thought the gods had nothing 
better to do than torment mankind 

to have a wicked sense of humour! 

them under a cloche. I like the plastic 



“THERE’S A SAYING THAT 
IS VERY TRUE ABOUT 

BRITAIN – WE DON’T HAVE A 
CLIMATE, BUT WE DO HAVE 

WEATHER TO SPARE”
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tunnel cloches myself 
– they’re fairly cheap 
and last well, so long as 
you keep them in the 
shed when not in use. 
They’re also easy to 
put up. 

Just prepare for 
sowing as normal, 
then put the cloche 
up for a week or two, 
which will warm up 
the soil by a degree 
or two, and it’s 
surprising just how 
much difference two 

degrees can make. Sow the seeds and 
leave them to get on with it beneath the 
cloche until the seedlings appear, then 
remove the cloche. 

Cloches are also useful for the direct 
sowing of broad beans and early peas. 
Yes, they are both hardy plants, but 
giving them that extra bit of help will 
mean far fewer gaps in the rows. 
The same also goes for just about 
anything you might want to direct sow 
early in the year, for example, carrots.

A cool greenhouse or a polytunnel 
is incredibly useful at this time of year, 
but if you don’t have one it’s by no 
means the end of the world. A simple 
cold frame, which is inexpensive to buy, 
or easy to make, can be just as good for 
starting off summer cauliflowers and 
cabbages, or indeed any sowing. I like 
to start leeks off early by sowing them 
thinly in deep troughs – the plastic ones 
available from bargain shops are ideal 
– and a brief spell in a cold frame gives 
them a decent head start. 

You can also try a few very early 
potatoes in bags. Planted in mid 
February inside a greenhouse, they’ll 
be ready to harvest by early May. 
You’ll need the space in the greenhouse 
well before they’re ready, but that’s all 
right, as you can just move the bags 
outside once the weather improves. 

Shallots can go out in February if the 
weather allows, and covering them with 

tunnel cloches myself 
– they’re fairly cheap 
and last well, so long as 
you keep them in the 
shed when not in use. 
They’re also easy to 
put up. 

sowing as normal, 
then put the cloche 
up for a week or two, 

degrees can make. Sow the seeds and 
leave them to get on with it beneath the 
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horticultural fleece will give them that 
extra bit of shelter to get them off to a 
good start. It will also prevent any bird 
damage – especially useful if you’ve a 
pigeon problem. 

Holding fleece in place, especially in  
windy areas, can be a problem. You can  
buy pegs that you push through the 
fleece into the ground, but wind can 
tear the fleece off the pegs. I tried 
bricks and rocks to hold down the 
edges, but they also had a tendency to 
tear the fleece. The eventual answer 
was 2-litre, plastic milk containers. 
They’re easy to carry and place, having 
handles, and are smooth so they don’t 
tear the fleece. I started filling them 
with water to give them weight, but this 
leaked out when they were lying on 
their side. Filling them with sand or soil 
was the solution, as it doesn’t leak.

February is also a good time to start 
bulb onions from seed. Onion sets, 
which are planted out later in the year, 
are certainly easier for the beginner, but 
the choice can be limited. They’re more 
expensive too, and unless you pay extra 
for heat-treated ones, they can have a 
tendency to bolt.

You can start your onions in modules, 
either in a cool place indoors or in a 
greenhouse in a propagator set to 15°C, 
or lower. Once they’re showing, lower the 
temperature to 10°C, or just put them in 
a cold frame. Use ‘15-to-a-tray’ modules, 
or ‘12-to-a-tray’ for the best results. 

I’m quite fascinated by Victorian 
and Edwardian kitchen gardens 
before the horrors of World War One 
changed everything for ever. Those 
walled kitchen gardens owned by the 
super-wealthy aristocracy really had 
just one task – to put the finest fruit 
and vegetables on the master’s table on 
demand. The aristocracy liked to throw 
dinner parties, where the pride of place 
might be a pineapple that had cost the 
equivalent of £1,000 in today’s money 
to grow, or a melon variety perhaps 
named after the owner. 

IN THE KITCHEN GARDEN

Head gardeners of the time were 
a little like footballers today – true 
superstars of the age. In the late 1800s, 
a top head gardener could be paid £100 
a year – a fortune at the time – plus 
extras such as accommodation and beer 
money, as all the big houses vied for the 
best. He would have worn a three-piece 
suit and top hat too, and managed a 
large staff in a strict hierarchy going 
down from his assistant gardeners 
in bowler hats, to the apprentice 
gardener, or crock boy, at the bottom 
of the heap, who would have earned a 
mere six shillings a week and probably 
paid a shilling for his lodging and 
two shillings a week back to the head 
gardener for his tuition! Plus, his family 
would also have paid a premium to get 
him the position in the first place!

Of course, those at the bottom got all 
the worst jobs, like staying up all night 
in winter to stoke the heating boilers, 
which kept the greenhouse growing 
those pineapples, and also heated the 
double walls that kept the frosts off the 
peaches and apricots.

And this neatly brings me round 
to the worst job in the garden (which 
I promised to reveal last month): pot 
washing! Imagine standing in an 
unheated shed with a mountain of clay 
pots and washing them out, one by one 
in cold water, scrubbing each one until 
not a single stain remained, and with 
chilblains on your hands numbed by 
the cold, bleeding from cracked skin, 
and scratches from the hard bristle 
brush – and they call them the ‘good 
old days’! 

Nowadays, a good gardener will 
still wash his pots to stop diseases and 
pests, and it’s still not exactly a pleasant 
task, but it will pay him back with 
much healthier seedlings. However, the 
suggestion that I might use the warm 
kitchen with hot water was greeted by 
an answer best described as ‘over your 
dead body’! So, it’s a trug filled with 
cold water and a splash of Jeyes Fluid in 
the garden for me, but at least I get to 
wear some thick rubber gloves and can 
come back into the warmth for a hot 
cup of tea when I’ve had enough.

An invention dating back to well 
before the Victorians is the hotbed – Below: The former walled garden at Haigh Hall, near Wigan.
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“Another great book from John Harrison, I love John’s writing style, it is friendly 
and chatty and easy to read. It has all the information you need to get you 
started on your allotment, from clearing it to getting it into delicious production.”

L. J. WILLIAMS writing about The Essential Allotment Guide

“Written by a real gardener, it’s 
thorough, concise, inexpensive, 
well laid out and a good read.”

D. CASTON writing about 
Vegetable Growing Month by Month

“My son wrote this, he’s an author 
you know. Buy a copy now from him 
and he’ll sign it for you. Did I tell you 
he’s an author?” 

JOHN’S MUM

Visit www.allotment-garden.org/book/ to find out more about these and other 
titles from John Harrison, and to chat online and exchange growing and preserving 
tips with other like-minded home farmers everywhere.

   John
 Harrison

SPECIAL BOOK OFFER

A new year means it’s time to get cracking – a bumper crop doesn’t just happen, 
it’s virtually always the result of forward planning and hard graft, so let’s look at 
how best to maximise that 2016 crop. For many years growers have been working 
together with John Harrison, either via his website and blog, or with the help of 
his many acclaimed books on growing veg. The Independent on Sunday even 
described him as “Britain’s greatest allotment authority”. Both Vegetable Growing 
Month by Month and The Essential Allotment Guide are designed to help you 
maximise your productivity on the plot, and to help you understand the particulars 
of the gardening calendar and the preparation required to give your veg that all-
important head start. Each book costs just £7.99 including postage, and each one 
also comes with a collection of veg seeds from Suttons worth £9.00, so you’ll have 
everything you need to get you off to a flying start, including John’s thirty years of 
growing knowledge! Here’s what some readers have said about John’s books:

 Harrison
SPECIAL BOOK OFFER

A new year means it’s time to get cracking – a bumper crop doesn’t just happen, A new year means it’s time to get cracking – a bumper crop doesn’t just happen, 
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WWW.ALLOTMENT-GARDEN.ORG/BOOK/
VISIT THE WEBSITE TO DISCOVER A WORLD OF GROWING ADVICE

usually a large, brick-built cold frame 
about 1.2m deep, which was filled with 
fresh horse dung mixed with straw and 
possibly some chopped green waste. 
Every 15cm it would be trod down and 
levelled, then watered (if need be). 
Over this would be laid 15cm of sieved 
soil. The initial rush of heat from the 
decomposition beneath would sterilise 
the soil, killing off any weed seeds, and 
once the temperature fell to below 30°C 
(86°F in those days), salad crops would 
be sown.

The heat of the decomposing 
manure would effectively keep the soil 
well above ‘ just warm’, and the glass 
on top kept the heat in and the air 
temperature well up too. But guess 
whose job it would have been to load 
and unload the manure? Yes, the poor 
apprentice. 

This got me to thinking about the 
benefits of a hotbed, but with thought 
given to cutting down on the amount 
of work required – a somewhat more 
modern approach to ‘hot bedding’, 
perhaps.

I’m lucky enough to have a cold 
frame made of twin-wall polystyrene, 
which lets the light in whilst holding 
in the heat. If I just dig a hole in the 
ground slightly larger than the cold 
frame, about 60cm deep, then fill it 
with fresh manure, as above, before 
covering it with sieved soil and placing 
the cold frame back on top, it should 
work just the same. Come April or 
May it should be the ideal spot to 
start off a marrow, courgette or a 
squash/pumpkin, or even an outdoor 
cucumber, which will love the deep rich 
compost and any remaining warmth. 
I’ll let you know how it works as I find 
out, but please feel free to try it out 
for yourself – it can only improve your 
prospects for any early-season sowing, 
irrespective of the weather; just make 
sure your cold frame is held down 
securely, as I’m sure we’ve not yet seen 
the last of the winter storms.

www.allotment-garden.org/book/ to find out more about these and other  to find out more about these and other www.allotment-garden.org/book/ to find out more about these and other www.allotment-garden.org/book/
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FEEDING

T
here are many claims being made 
at the moment for two unusual 
sounding products, both of which 
we can use in our gardens. 

One – mycorrhizal fungi – directly affects 
growing plants, and the other – rock dust 
– is a broader, general-purpose garden 
additive, and there’s lots of information 
about both of them.

MYCORRHIZAL FUNGI
Most gardeners are well aware that 
good soil is teeming with a vast array 
of different microscopic life forms. 
Mycorrhizal fungi are a group of fungi 
that are some 500 million years old, and 
they have a symbiotic relationship with 
the majority of trees, flowers, fruit and 
grass that grow on our planet.

The fungi, which grow through 
the soil, have developed a complex 
relationship with the roots of trees and 
plants, which works to the benefit of all 
parties. The benefit for the fungi is that 
it is supplied with essential sugars and 
feed from the plants, and the benefit 
for the plant is that its roots – the main 
source of its nourishment from the soil 
– become larger and can also tap into 
the fungi’s extensive web throughout the 
surrounding soil system. This means, for 
example, that plants benefitting from the 
presence of mycorrhizal fungi can obtain 
phosphates from a far wider area than 
their roots could ordinarily access. 

For us gardeners, this simply means 
that we get better establishment of our 
plants, which in turn helps them become 
stronger and with an increased ability to 
fight off both diseases and pests, giving 
us greater and more reliable harvests 
each year.

The complex process which takes place 
is explained in more detail, as follows.

A symbiosis occurs between plants and 
the fungi that colonise their roots. These 
associations are called ‘mycorrhizae’, a 

word meaning ‘fungus root’. 
Unlike pathogenic fungi that cause 
disease, mycorrhizal fungi benefit the 
plants in several ways. These fungi 
germinate from spores in the soil to 
form thin, thread-like structures called 
hyphae, which grow into the roots of 
plants. Once roots are colonised, the 
fungal hyphae grow out from the root 
in an extensive 
network to explore 
the soil beyond the 
reach of the roots, 
gathering essential 
mineral nutrients 
and transporting 
them into the 
plant, increasing 
its growth. 
In return, the 
plant provides 
carbohydrates 
as a food source 
for the fungus. 

Mycorrhizal 
symbiosis 
occurs in 
about 80 per 
cent of all 
plant species. 
It’s essential to many plants in low-nutrient 
environments because their roots alone 
are incapable of absorbing adequate 
amounts of some essential minerals such 
as phosphorus. The symbiosis is also 
essential to the fungus because, unlike 
plants, fungi cannot make their own 
food via photosynthesis. 

Mycorrhizal fungi also provide other 
benefits to plants, including improved 
resistance to drought and disease. 
The additional mineral nutrients 
acquired by these fungi have been shown 
to help plants cope with competitors, 
and herbivores too. This symbiosis 
plays a major role in the growth and 
functioning of plants in both natural 
and agricultural ecosystems. 

Legumes 
and certain 
other plants 
are colonised 
by Rhizobium 
bacteria, 
which form 

small swellings or nodules on their 
roots. These symbiotic bacteria carry 
out the process of nitrogen fixing – the 
conversion of nitrogen into ammonia. 
Nitrogen is an essential element required 
by all organisms, but although nitrogen 
is abundant in the air, plants are unable 
to use it in this form, but they can readily 
use the ammonia formed by these 
bacteria and therefore benefit greatly 
from this symbiosis.

WHEN TO USE 
MYCORRHIZAL FUNGI 
There are many different types, and 
they have evolved to work and live with 

There are only about a hundred harvests left 
in much agricultural soil, yet research shows 

allotment soil is healthy. Mark Abbott-Compton 
looks at two treatments to improve performance

our soil
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TopTips

❋ When planting annual or native 
flowers, the addition of some 
mycorrhizal fungi along the sowing 
drills has been shown to increase 
plant vigour and flowering, unlike 
fertiliser, which can produce lush 
foliage at the expense of flowers. 
This is especially useful when 
growing to attract pollinators and 
beneficial insects. 

❋ Plug plants sprinkled with 
mycorrhizal fungi establish 
quicker, and the effect on 
larger root systems is improved 
by adding leaf-mould. Leaf-
mould greatly increases levels 
of fungi, and just covering a 
bed in autumn with shredded 
leaves and allowing worms to 
incorporate it is good practice.

❋ When planting out seedlings, 
sprinkle a small amount of 
mycorrhizal fungi onto the roots  
beforehand, or alternatively 
you can mix some mycorrhizal 
products with water to form a 
gel into which you can dip your 
seedlings before planting.

❋ The no-dig method of gardening, 
with its philosophy of minimal 
disturbance to soil, undoubtedly 
allows mycorrhizal fungi to 
establish a much greater web 
around the roots of all plants.

❋ Sadly, brassicas do not have 
a symbiotic relationship with 
mycorrhizal fungi, so are better 
grown in a raised bed that has 
been cultivated and allowed to 
settle, as they prefer a firmer soil.

specific plants, so use one with fungi 
that will grow with trees, shrubs, 
flowers or vegetables, or you can even 
get specific ones for certain plants such 
as rose mycorrhizal, for example. 
When planting any bare-rooted plants 
into soil, the effect of mycorrhizal 
fungi is faster establishment, and in 
the case of trees there will be far fewer 
losses and failures in the first year after 
transplanting. 

HOW TO APPLY 
MYCORRHIZAL FUNGI
Use mycorrhizal fungi when planting 
bare-rooted fruit or roses. The product 
comes in granular form, and you 
simply add a handful to the hole before 
planting, then whilst planting add more 
around the roots. It is very important 
that at least some of the fungi is in 
actual physical contact with the roots 
of plants, as this allows the relationship 

between them to establish, so ensure 
you sprinkle some onto the bare roots or 
root-ball before putting the plant into the 
planting hole. You don’t need to work it 
into the soil, as there will already be an 
existing mycorrhizal ‘net’ present – what 
you are doing is connecting into this with 
the plant’s roots.

Remember, too, that just a single 
tablespoon of soil contains more bacteria 
than there are people on Earth, so there 
will certainly be some present in your soil.

ROCK DUST
Rock dust – aka rock flour, rock minerals 
and (sometimes) rock powders – is finely 
crushed rock, which is produced either 
by a natural process such as glaciation, 
or by more modern mechanical means. 
It can be obtained from any type of rock, 
but basalt and granite have the highest 
proportion of minerals.

The main reason for applying rock 
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dust is the fact that it contains large 
amounts of trace elements and minerals, 
which are lost by soil over time by the 
process of leaching, as they are water 
soluble, and, certainly here in the UK, 
we usually have considerably more rain 
falling and running off than can actually 
be absorbed by the soil. 

Over the centuries, people have 
regularly added amounts of dust, sand 
and small shingle to their growing soils 
to both improve drainage and improve 
the soil itself – inadvertently, they would 
also have been adding minerals to 
the soil, making the process far more 
beneficial than they would perhaps have 
realised at the time.

Rock dust is not regarded as a 
fertiliser and doesn’t directly affect the 
growth of plants, but the more trace 
elements and minerals that are present in 
the soil, the stronger the plants will grow, 
making them less susceptible to disease 
or attack by pests, and generally more 
capable of coping with a range of stresses. 

The reason that rock dust is so much 
more useful when applied as a finely 
ground powder is that the smaller the 
particles, the quicker and easier it is for 
those particles to break down and become 
soluble, and it’s only once they are in a 
soluble state that they can be beneficial 
to plants. When it is crushed to a very 
small granular size, it can interact with 
other organisms in the soil, and by simply 
being ingested by worms and other soil 
inhabitants, the effect of the constituent 
chemicals within the soil can take place. 
This is basic science – if the rock dust 
is very fine there is an overall larger 
surface area, and that means that all 
those essential trace elements can become 
available to the plants more quickly. 

Rock dust has a similar effect to a 
mild liming agent on the soil, and can 
help to neutralise pH due to the large 
amounts of calcium and magnesium 
it contains. For some vegetables, 
especially brassicas and lettuce, 

the application of rock dust will produce 
noticeably stronger and sturdier plants. 

HOW TO APPLY ROCK DUST
It’s always best to apply rock dust at 
the start of the growing season, but it 
can really be incorporated within your 
growing beds at any time. The rate of 
application for garden beds is from 
400g per square metre on healthy soil, 
and up to 2kg per square metre on 
very poor and deficient soil. Brassicas, 
and specifically cauliflowers, which are 
susceptible to trace element deficiencies 
that can cause curds to go brown, will 
certainly benefit from the extra minerals 
and trace elements. 

At present, there is lots of research 
being done into the long-term effect 
of soil remineralisation; in nature it’s 
apparent that soils which have frequently 
experienced remineralisation, either by 
flooding from rivers or being close to 
volcanoes, naturally grow healthier plants. 

In the case of volcanoes, it’s volcanic ash 
(an extremely fine and soluble powder 
containing very high levels of minerals) 
that the plants in the locality benefit from. 
Visit http://www.reminscotland.com/
remin-video/ to learn a little more about 
the effects of rock dust on soil. 

IN CONCLUSION…
After a number of years trialling it, I am 
absolutely convinced of the beneficial 
effects of mycorrhizal fungi on the growth 
of my own plants, and in particular on 
the rapid establishment of bare-rooted 
trees and bushes. As regards rock dust, 
the effects are less noticeable, as it 
functions more as a general soil improver 
over the long term. It certainly does 
no harm to the growing environment, 
though, and if it helps with drainage 
that’s a plus point, too. However, there 
is much that we are really only just 
beginning to understand about the 
relationship between plants, soil, and the 
life within it that makes it so critical to 
feeding us, but research is pretty clear 
– if we don’t nurture it, it won’t go on 
feeding us for much longer.

Beans (above) and sweetcorn (right) benefitting from a generous fix of mycorrhizal fungi at the early stages.Agretti (foreground) and Jerusalem artichokes.

mild liming agent on the soil, and can 
help to neutralise pH due to the large 
amounts of calcium and magnesium 
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Beans (above) and sweetcorn (right) benefitting from a generous fix of mycorrhizal fungi at the early stages.
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SOW IT
I 

spent a long, dark evening recently 
sorting through packets of vegetable 
seeds leftover from last year. But how  
do you judge which are still viable 

and which should be thrown away? 
Seeds aren’t cheap, and it is tempting to 
keep them, but sowing ones that fail to 
germinate loses you valuable time in the 
race to put fresh, home-grown produce 
on the table. Sometimes it could even 
mean going without a crop, or buying 
expensive plants instead.

With the growing season about to 
begin it is time to decide, and there 
are several factors to take into account: 
the type of crop, how old the seeds are, 
and, in particular, how they have been 
packeted and stored.

HOW WERE THEY STORED?
Damp conditions and fluctuating 
temperatures are a death knell for seeds, 
so if you’ve just rescued packets from the 
greenhouse or garden shed, personally 
I would put them straight into the bin. 
Seeds that have been kept since last year 
in a box or drawer in a cool room in the 
house stand a much better chance.  
The ideal is to make sure they are really 

dry in the first place and then keep them 
in an airtight container with a desiccant 
such as silica gel. 

CLUES ON THE PACKET
Many seeds are now sold in foil packets, 
which help keep seeds dry and stop them 
deteriorating, especially if conditions 
are less than ideal. Seeds in unopened 
foil packets should still give good results, 
provided they are within their ‘sow-by 
date’ (see below). Once foil packets are 
opened, however, moisture seeps in 
and the seeds will start to deteriorate 
markedly – as will seeds in paper packets, 
whether opened or not. 

Legally, packets of most vegetable seed 
have to show the year they were packed; 
they often say ‘Packeted for year end 
September 2015’, for example, meaning 
the seed could have been packed any 
time from August 2014. This is when the 
packet was filled, not when the seed was 
harvested, but tests by the seed company 
should ensure that the germination rate 
is high at the time of packing. Some 
companies also put a ‘sow-by date’ on the 
packet – usually one or two years after 
the packing date – which gives a rough 

guide as to how long the seeds can give 
good results.

Infuriatingly, the design of many 
packets makes it all too easy to tear off 
the date when you open them, and the 
inner foil packet isn’t usually any help. 
The number printed on this is the seed 
lot or batch number – used by the seed 
company to keep track of their supply 
of seed. If you buy new seed and the 

A warm welcome to Sue Stickland, who this month 
considers ways of assessing the viability of unused seed 

– a potential cash saving or just a plain waste of space? 

or throw it?

“I SOW IN SMALL POTS,  
THEN TRANSPLANT INTO CELL 
TRAYS WHEN STURDY”

Foil packets are increasingly being used by seed  
companies, and help seeds remain viable for longer… 

…however, peas and beans are still usually supplied in  
paper packets. 

Packets of most vegetable seeds are required by law to 
show the year when they were packed.
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Extra!
CHECKING 
GERMINATION RATES
Legally, the germination rate for 
seed of most vegetables has to 
meet a minimum standard at the 
time it is sold. This depends on 
the crop: for onion seed it is 70%, 
for example, and for lettuce 75%. 
However, most seed companies 
aim for germination rates higher 
than this – more like 85–90%. 

If a packet leftover from last 
year contains plenty of seeds, you 
can test their germination rate for 
yourself:

METHOD 
1 Sprinkle 

a sample 
of seed 
thinly onto 
a moist 
paper towel 
in a lidded plastic 
container – the more you can 
spare, the more accurate your 
test will be. 

2 Make a few holes in the lid, then 
put it onto the container – this 
allows some air to circulate, but 
the paper towel should still stay 
moist.

3 Put the container in a warm 
place (about 18–20°C is about 
right for most seeds) and check 
daily for tiny shoots appearing. 

If nearly all the seeds germinate, 
you can sow them as you normally 
would. If a smaller proportion 
germinate, you could still sow 
them, but more thickly. However, 
remember that the test is carried 
out in ideal conditions – the 
situation may not be so good 
outside in the garden, and seeds 
that have been stored may not 
have the same vigour to overcome 
poor conditions as fresh seeds 
would. If more than a third of the 
seeds in a germination test do 
not sprout, I recommend that you 
throw them away and buy a new 
packet instead. 

germination is poor, or if – later in 
the growing season – the plants don’t 
match the variety description, then give 
them this number when you complain. 
Other information printed on the 
packet includes the ‘seed origin’, which 
confusingly is often given as the UK. 
This was where the seed was packed, not 
where it was grown – hardly any seed is 
grown commercially here. 

SEED LIFETIMES
Seed of some crops (parsnips, for 
example) are notorious for quickly 
losing their viability, and others (such as 
tomatoes) have a reputation for keeping 
a long time. However, opinions on many 
other crops differ, and estimates of exact 
lifetimes vary depending on where you 
look. The chart overleaf is a compilation 
from seed companies, books, seed-saving 
groups and my personal experience, and 
at least gives an indication of the lifetime 
you can expect from your seeds if they 
are kept cool and dry. 

Seed lifetime is more difficult to find 
for some of the unusual crops, unless it is 
an obvious problem for seed companies. 
This is apparently the case with soya bean 
seeds and those of the salad plant salsola, 
for example. I find the seed of lamb’s 
lettuce (corn salad) also quickly loses its 
viability. The best way of guaranteeing 
fresh seed of any crop, particularly those 
tricky ones, is to save it for yourself, 
although this is easier for some crops 
than others. With lamb’s lettuce, for 
example, I just leave a few plants in the 
ground to flower and self-seed. 

The seed lot or batch number enables the seed 
company to trace the seed. 



MAIN VEGETABLE CROPS IN ORDER OF 
APPROXIMATE SEED LIFETIME

VEGETABLE LIFETIME (years)

PARSNIPS (worst keeper) 1–2

ONIONS AND LEEKS 2–3

PARSLEY 2–3

COURGETTES AND SQUASHES 2–4

BEETROOT AND CHARD 2–5

LETTUCE 2–5

CARROTS 3–4

BEANS 3–5

PEAS 3–5

BRASSICAS (cabbage, kale, Brussels sprouts, etc.) 3–7

RADISHES 4–5

TOMATOES 4–5

PEPPERS AND AUBERGINES 4–8

CUCUMBERS AND MELONS (best keepers) 4–10

SEED CHECK

20 W W W.HOMEFARMER .CO.UK

BUYING NEW SEED
Even if you discard your old seed 
packets, sorting them out should at 
least have taught you how to look after 
the new ones you buy this year. For a 
start, open them carefully, so you 
still have the packing date for future 
reference. Even if you sow all the 
seeds, keep the packet until the end 
of the summer – if there is a problem 
with germination or with the plants, 
you’ll need to send it back to the seed 
company or quote the information 
it contains. If you have seed leftover, 
don’t leave it in the damp and heat of 
the greenhouse or potting shed, even 
for a few days. 

When you have finished sowing for 
the season, put your seeds in paper 
packets in an airtight container with a 
desiccant such as dry rice or silica gel. 
Keep changing this until you are sure 
that the seeds are really dry, and then 
keep the container in a cool place for 
the winter. These precautions will allow 
you to get the most from a packet of 
veg seeds, and to have successful results 
not just this year but next year – and 
maybe for one or two more after that. 

Left: Parsnip seed is one of the worst keepers.

Store leftover seeds in an airtight container with a desiccant 
such as silica gel. 

Above: Lamb’s lettuce is best left to self-seed.Left: Parsnip seed is one of the worst keepers.

such as silica gel. 

Remember!
Seeds aren’t cheap, and it 

is tempting to keep them, 

but sowing ones that fail 

to germinate loses you 

valuable time.
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HOME
MADE

M
any home-made products 
can be used around 
the garden to replace 
the expensive chemical 

herbicides and pesticides that line 
garden centre shelves – many at least 
as good as the proprietary brands. 
It must be said, however, that there 
are many more useless remedies out 
there than useful ones, and a few more 
that are actually harmful, so beware 
the weird and wacky, and be sceptical 
of too-good-to-be-true claims… no 
one preparation can do it all, despite 
numerous declarations to the contrary, 
but some can work unexpected wonders 
on specific problems.

WATER
Things don’t get much cheaper 
than water! Sprayed onto plants 
susceptible to powdery mildew, 
it’s as effective as any of the 
powdery mildew sprays available at 
garden centres, and boiling water 
poured onto troublesome weeds 
or annoying insect nests is about as 
simple and cheap as you can get. 

TRAPS
Use traps to monitor the health of plants 
before there is a problem. A few sticky 
yellow cards hanging around plants 
(inside or outside), beer or milk traps in 
the garden to monitor (and kill) slugs, 
and a nice big magnifying glass are all 
indispensable garden tools. 

The best way to control slugs is by 
putting out well-designed slug traps 
baited with milk or beer, and ensure that 
they are regularly topped up (with bait) 
and emptied (of bodies). Slug pellets are 
expensive, poisonous and unnecessary, 
while milk and cheap, yeasty beer are 
readily available and effective. A little extra 
protection in the way of ash rings around 
tender seedlings will then finish off the job. 

BUCKET TRAPS
Some large pests such as lily beetles can 
be easily dislodged by filling a bucket 

with a few centimetres of water and 
holding it under the affected plant while 
giving the plant a vigorous shake… 
it couldn’t be simpler.

Elizabeth McCorquodale looks at ways of 
saving money and taking control of the 
chemicals you use by making a range of 
home-made pesticides and herbicides

pesticides & herbicides

powdery mildew sprays available at 
garden centres, and boiling water 

or annoying insect nests is about as 

pesticides & herbicides

Powdery mildew on squash. Larger insects can be knocked off, or treated with pyrethrum. 

A home-made slug trap. 



Hoylake Allotments Open Day.
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Spray
   Rules

❋ Never spray pyrethroids near 
ponds or streams, and never 
spray on a breezy day, when 
the spray could be blown onto 
nearby plants or surfaces.

❋ Always test your preparations 
on a small area of the plant first. 
Spray and leave for a couple of 
days, then proceed if there is no 
sign of leaf burn. 

❋ Always wear gloves to protect 
your hands, and a head covering 
if spraying above head height. 

❋ Cover indoor surfaces to protect 
them before applying sprays to 
house plants.

❋ Exercise caution: remember, 
home-made does not 
necessarily mean harmless. 
Chemicals are chemicals, 
whether derived from a plant in 
your garden or from synthetics 
in a laboratory. Home-made 
does, however, generally mean 
you know exactly what you 
are using, and it almost always 
means cheaper! 

❋ When applying any insecticide, 
investigate the spray area closely 
to see if there are any beneficial 
creatures that might be affected. 
Spraying to remove a pest won’t 
do much good in the long run if 
you wipe out predatory insects 
at the same time! 

“…THERE ARE MANY MORE 
USELESS REMEDIES OUT THERE 

THAN USEFUL ONES…”
YELLOW STICKIES
Insects are attracted to yellow. You can 
use this to your advantage by making 
your own yellow sticky cards to 
monitor and trap small insects such as 
whitefly and aphids in conservatories 
and greenhouses. These cards can 
be made in minutes by cutting out 
rectangles of yellow card or plastic 
and then coating them with a sticky 
mixture made up of equal parts 
petroleum jelly and washing-up liquid. 
Make a hole at one end of the card in 
the middle, then thread a paper clip 
through it to hang it on your plants. 

TAPE TRAPS
Persistent aphids, whitefly and 
mites can be quickly lifted from the 
undersides of large leaves by good-old 
sticky tape. Wrap a couple of lengths of 
sticky tape around your fingers, sticky 
side out, gently roll the tape along the 
underside of the leaf, then discard 
the tape, together with the offending 
beasts. 

TEA AND VINEGAR
If you grow blueberries, camellias, 
rhubarb or any other acid-loving plant, 
but garden on neutral to alkaline soil, 
you will be engaged in a permanent 
battle to lower the pH of your soil. 
Here is where apple cider vinegar comes 
in. Water the soil around acid-loving 
crops once a week with one cup of 

Vinegar is both an acidifier and a herbicide. 

Hoylake Allotments Open Day.



PEPPER SPRAY
Hot peppers work as an insect 
repellent because of the way they taste, 
rather than the way they smell. They are 
especially valuable for using indoors, 
where a garlic spray would be intolerable. 

METHOD
Blend 1 cup of fiery-hot peppers with 2–3 cups of water, then strain and add 
1 teaspoon of liquid soap to use as a wetting agent.

Use as a repellent on greenhouse crops and house plants. Pepper spray won’t 
kill insects, but it will stop them eating a specific plant.

GARLIC SPRAY

METHOD
1 For a smelly but highly effective garlic spray, simmer 6 cloves in 1 pint of 

water, leave to soak for 1 hour, then strain and make up to 1 gallon with 
cold water. 

2 Stir in 1 tablespoon of pure liquid soap to make it stick to the leaves, then 
spray onto your plants until it drips off.

If necessary, spray on a weekly or fortnightly basis. 

MAKING UP SPRAYS

PLANT PROTECTION
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vinegar mixed into one gallon of water 
and it will effectively lower pH. Tea bags 
reclaimed from the kitchen and left 
to soak in your water-butt will also 
do the same job. Never apply vinegar 
undiluted, as on its own it’s a contact 
weedkiller of annual weeds. 

Used as a weedkiller, even neat 
apple cider vinegar won’t penetrate the 
ground sufficiently to kill off the roots of 
perennial weeds, but it can clear ground 
temporarily if you are looking to ‘top 
kill’ in order, for instance, to lay down 
a layer of mulch. First, try a 1:1 mix of 
water and vinegar, and if that doesn’t do 
the job, increase the strength by cutting 
out the water completely. 

GARLIC & PEPPER SPRAYS
There is no doubt garlic has antifungal 
and antimicrobial properties – it’s 
often used to combat powdery mildew 
– but its main use in the garden is as 
an insect repellent against sawfly and 
beetle larvae on shrubs and trees, and 
whitefly in the greenhouse, and it’s also 
an excellent slug repellent on hostas. 
Pepper spray will repel insects too, but 
it’s more suitable for indoor use.

HORTICULTURAL SOAPS
Horticultural soaps are contact insecticides 
and must come into direct contact with 
the targeted pest at the time of spraying. 
There are several theories about how these 
soaps work: they disrupt cell membranes; 
they clog the spiracles (the breathing holes 
through which insects breathe); or, they 
remove their waxy coating, causing the 
insects to dry out. What is not in dispute 
is that they do work effectively. There 
are two types of insecticidal soaps: simple 
horticultural soaps which work purely by 
physical action; and insecticidal soaps that 
contain an added pesticide. 

You can make up a batch of 
horticultural soap by adding a 
tablespoon of natural soap (liquid or 
fine shavings from a bar of pure soap) 
to a litre of water and stirring it until 
the soap has dissolved. Pour the liquid 
into a spray bottle and spray onto 
infected plants, targeting the infested 
area. The more precise you can be with 
your spraying, the better the results, 
but only use pure soap such as Castile 
soap, pure laundry or household 
soap such as soap flakes, or any 

other vegetable- or animal-based soaps 
that contain no detergents, fragrances, 
moisturisers or enzymes. Most washing-up 
liquids are detergents, not soaps, and 
should not be used.

For very persistent infestations or 
hard to control insects such as mealy 
bugs and scale, up the ante by adding 
a minced garlic clove or a couple of 
minced chilli peppers to the soap mix, 
then strain it through a fine sieve and 
use as before, or dip a cotton bud in the 
mix and wipe the bugs off with it. 

There are always some free apples for 
the taking in autumn, whether from 
wildings, from community orchards, or 
through social media sites like Freecycle, 
and making up a batch of apple cider 
vinegar is a cheap way of acidifying soil 
or making your own spot weedkiller.
 
METHOD 
1 Half fill a 1-gallon jar with chopped 

apples (any variety, with cores, skin 
and blemishes intact), add 

1 heaped cup of sugar, 
then top up with water.

2 Cover with cheesecloth to 
keep out fruit flies, then leave 
it to stand for 1 month (or so). 

3 As soon as it tastes/smells like 
vinegar, strain it and store in 
sealed bottles or jars. 

If you have a good supply of apples, 
you can make a very respectable 
quantity to last through the year!

MAKING CIDER VINEGAR
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keep out fruit flies, then leave 
it to stand for 1 month (or so). 

3 As soon as it tastes/smells like 

If you have a good supply of apples, 
you can make a very respectable 
quantity to last through the year!



METHOD 
1 Cut the flower stalks and hang them upside down for 24 hours before 

trimming off the flower heads, together with a small piece of stalk.
2 Lay them out in a shaded and airy place until dry. The freshly dried flowers 

will keep for about 10 days stored in an airtight container in the fridge, and 
for about 6 months in a sealed bag in the freezer. 

3 When required, crush the flowers finely, mix 5g of the crushed flowers into 
1.5 litres of water and soak for 3 hours, then strain and put into a spray 
bottle.

Adding ½ a teaspoon of liquid soap (not detergent) to the infusion improves the 
spray’s efficiency by enabling it to stick to insects.

MAKING A PYRETHRUM SPRAY…

There are as many recipes for this mix 
as there are advocates, but this one is 
representative. Give it a go and let me 
know… I am dying to find out if it works! 

METHOD
Mix 3 tablespoons of baking soda, 
1 tablespoon of vegetable oil and 
1 teaspoon of pure soap into 1 gallon 
of water, then spray onto the plants 
until it runs off. Repeat weekly.

…AND A BAKING 
SODA SPRAY

PLANT PROTECTION
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PYRETHRUM
The most effective 
home-made 
insecticide is made 
from the flower 
heads of an easily 
grown garden 
plant. Pyrethrum 
daisies (now 
listed as Tanacetum 
cinerariifolium and T. coccineum) 
belong to the chrysanthemum family, 
and are closely related to the common 
or garden herb, feverfew, and to the 
cottage garden flower that still goes 
by the name pyrethrum. You can 
grow T. cinerariifolium in your garden 
and make up an infusion of highly 
effective insecticide to target persistent 
or damaging pests such as cucumber 
beetles or squash bugs. 

 Pyrethrum is toxic, and lethal to 
invertebrates and fish, and while it 
doesn’t affect birds and mammals in the 
same way, you must still take care. 
An excellent way of exploiting 
the toxicity of pyrethrums, whilst 
safeguarding beneficial insects, is to 

spray infested 
plants on a still, 
calm evening, 
then cover the 
plants with 
horticultural 
fleece for twenty-
four hours to 
exclude bees, 

butterflies and other non-target insects. 
Pyrethroids are most effective in cooler 
night-time temperatures, and remain 
active for about twelve hours after being 
exposed to sunlight. 

MULCH
Mulching around roses with grass 
clippings and practising good hygiene by 
removing infected leaves and damaged 
stems, and cleaning up all leaves and 
twigs as they fall, is a good natural 
remedy for controlling black spot in 
roses, as it interrupts the life cycle of the 
causal organism. The pathogen lives part 
of its life cycle in the soil, so if the soil 

An ideal target for either 
horticultural soap or pyrethrum.

surrounding the rose is covered and the 
infected leaves and twigs removed, the 
disease will be stopped in its tracks.

BAKING SODA
The last word in home remedies must 
be given to baking soda, which is 
undoubtedly the darling of many a 
gardener. There is no doubt it is cheap 
and safe to use diluted at the correct 
dose (it can burn foliage if the solution is 
too strong), and there is no question it is 
effective against powdery mildew – but 
so is water. However, there are credible 
claims by farmers and professional 
growers that it is also effective against 
black spot on roses and blight on 
potatoes and tomatoes, as well as on 
grey mould… but there are also equally 
credible claims that it’s not. One thing 
everyone agrees on is that baking soda 
should not be used too often for fear of 
burning foliage. When it is used it should 
always be combined with a wetting agent 
and an emulsifier. 

Above: Cover any treated plants with fleece to keep beneficial insects safe. 

Left: Try out baking soda to treat black spot on roses.

T. coccineum) 

spray infested 
plants on a still, 
calm evening, 
then cover the 
plants with 
horticultural 
fleece for twenty-
four hours to 
exclude bees, 

horticultural soap or pyrethrum.

Above: Cover any treated plants with fleece to keep beneficial insects safe. 

Left: Try out baking soda to treat black spot on roses.



THE EDIBLE GARDEN SHOW 2016

“I SOW IN SMALL POTS, 
THEN TRANSPLANT INTO CELL 
TRAYS WHEN STURDY”

THE EDIBLE GARDEN SHOW 2016 

takes place on 11th–13th March at 

the original venue – Stoneleigh Park 

in the Midlands – which is great news 

for visitors from all over the UK, as 

it’s such a central location. It also 

gives the event greater opportunities 

to expand, and to bring back the 

popular livestock marquee from 

earlier shows… and with free parking, 

what’s not to like? Timed to coincide 

with the start of the growing season, 

it’s a plot-to-plate must for both 

novice and expert gardeners and cooks, 

or for anyone simply seeking their own slice 

of the ‘good life’.

But some things are not changing – the 

expert speakers, the interactive hands-on 

demonstrations and exhibitions, the huge 

array of trade stands, and the great 2-for-1 

offer of both THE EDIBLE GARDEN 

SHOW (featuring all that’s best about 

growing your own food) and GOOD LIFE 

LIVE (featuring outdoor living), which has 

proved such a success. This year’s event 

features James Wong, who has been there 

from the very start; popular gardener and 

broadcaster, Pippa Greenwood; Love Your 

Garden presenters, Frances Tophill and Katie 

Rushworth; The One Show’s resident gardener, 

Christine Walkden (but only on Sunday, sadly); 

The Big Allotment Challenge 

floral expert, Jonathan 

Mosely; chef, forager and wild 

food expert, Mark Lloyd; and 

popular chef, Rachel Green. 

Of course, with a couple of 

months still to go there will be 

new attractions to announce 

too, which you can keep up 

to date with by visiting www.

theediblegardenshow.co.uk, 

where you can also buy your 

tickets in advance – and 

don’t forget that children 

under 5 get free entry. 

YOUR CHANCE 
TO WIN!

novice and expert gardeners and cooks, 

WIN!

WIN TICKETS TO THE EDIBLE GARDEN SHOW 2016!
We have ten pairs of tickets to offer. To win your pair of 
tickets, please answer the following question:

Where will The Edible Garden Show 2016 be held?

Please send your answer to: Home Farmer, PO Box 536, 
Preston, Lancashire, PR2 9ZY; or email your answer to: 
ruth�homefarmer.co.uk with the subject heading
‘TEGS COMPETITION’. All entries must be received by 
7th February, and don’t forget to provide your details, 
including name, address, a contact phone number and, in 
the case of postal entries, an email address (if available) 
for details of where to pick up your tickets on the day.

Sadly, we know that not everyone can win, so the nice 
people at The Edible Garden Show have also created 
a special ‘2-for-1’ ticket offer. Any Home Farmer 
readers wanting to take advantage of this should visit 

www.theediblegardenshow.co.uk 
and simply quote HF16 when 
purchasing two tickets, or call the 
booking hotline on 0871 230 3451, 
quoting the same reference: HF16. 

Christine Walkden (but only on Sunday, sadly); 

www.

theediblegardenshow.co.uk, 

www.theediblegardenshow.co.uk
and simply quote 
purchasing two tickets, or call the 
booking hotline on 
quoting the same reference: 
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POTTERING

T
hey say you are never very far 
from a rat! Wherever you grow 
food, feed hens, or whatever 
else, you will find rats. It is 

inevitable they will turn up from time 
to time to take advantage of some of 
the bounty in your garden, especially 
if you do things like feed the birds, 
which always spill some of the food on 
the floor. 

As I am writing this, I am watching 
a rather obese squirrel. He is bound 
to fall foul of a fox or a crow, having 
eaten all the fat balls in the bird feeder, 
but he is exceptionally messy, and 
there is a small army of birds on the 
grass sweeping up after him!

Actually, rats are rarely seen, and 
they are pretty jumpy at the best of 
times. I first noticed them when the 
bottom of my thermal composter had 
been nibbled through, and the contents 

strewn all over the floor; a small 
family of rats had moved in, eating 
the composting material. Now, call me 
squeamish if you like, but I don’t fancy 
the idea of rat-urine-soaked compost, 
though it does underline the fact that 
we should always wear gloves in the 
garden. You can catch some pretty 
nasty diseases from rats, so it’s always 
best to be sure.

Being full of warm compost makes 
any heap the perfect home for a family 
of rats, and after careful examination 
my old-fashioned bin has effectively 
become social housing, complete with 
all the potato peelings you could 
possibly eat. But what can I do 
about it?

I could set humane traps and 
then waddle off to the next valley 
to set them free in the wilds of 
Lancashire. There is no way I am 

going to poison them – I really don’t 
believe it works, and it could just as 
easily poison other animals too. 
I could get myself a Jack Russell 
killing machine, but I really don’t 
fancy having a little terror in the 
house – I have been bitten by them 
too many times before.

Paul Peacock ponders germination and bare-root fruit trees, but mainly the 
problem of rats – a constant concern for anyone keeping livestock and storing feed

in the garden in February

Above: Montbretia. 
Right: Sedum.

❋ First of all, anything that can be 
gotten into – a shed, a rabbit hutch, 
a hen-house – should be 
reinforced. Our hen-house had a 
great floor, but the ventilation holes 
at the top had been nibbled by the 
rats to give them more space to 
squeeze in! This led me to believe 
that the rats, realising the holes 
were there, then climbed up on the 
door of the house, balancing 
precariously whilst nibbling away at 
the wood! I have to confess, I am 
full of admiration for them.

❋ Secondly, if you store food, seeds 
or bulbs in the shed, lift them off 

the ground and put them in metal 
containers, wherever fungal 
infection is not important.

❋ Thirdly, be tidy and have regular fires. 
Do be considerate about any fires – 
I try to have them only when the wind 
is right, and I don’t burn any material 
that could be composted. Rats really 
don’t like smoke, and a regular 
bonfire will mean you have fewer 
of them around.

❋ Fourthly, make sure you lift 
everything off the ground by a good 
60cm – don’t offer them any 
convenient and cosy places to 
shelter: they don’t like being exposed 

and feel vulnerable if they have too 
much open height above them.

❋ And, finally, keep a lookout for poo. 
This is an obvious telltale sign, but 
don’t touch it with your bare hands 
– rats carry disease that can really 
cause you problems, including a 
type of leptospirosis often called 
Weil’s disease. Make sure you always 
wash your produce, and always wash 
your hands whenever you have 
been working in the garden. 

I don’t think I would want to live in a world 
without rats; they obviously have their 
place and deserve it, but I don’t really 
want them as close neighbours!

TIPS FOR GARDEN RATS

garden. You can catch some pretty 
nasty diseases from rats, so it’s always 

Being full of warm compost makes 
any heap the perfect home for a family 
of rats, and after careful examination 
my old-fashioned bin has effectively 
become social housing, complete with 
all the potato peelings you could 
possibly eat. But what can I do 

I could set humane traps and 
then waddle off to the next valley 
to set them free in the wilds of 
Lancashire. There is no way I am 

too many times before.

the ground and put them in metal 
containers, wherever fungal 

and feel vulnerable if they have too 
much open height above them.

Remember!
Make sure you always wash your produce, and always wash your hands whenever you have been working 

in the garden.
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So, what are the remaining options? 
Move any food as far away from them 
as possible, and this goes for chicken 
feed as well as anything else, and buy a 
super, break-your-finger-off-if-you-get-
it-wrong rat-trap that will guarantee 
death in just a quarter of a second! 
Actually, I now have four of them. I set 
them and watched from the bedroom 
window long into the night. The rats 
eventually turned up, saw the food in 
the traps, then started to jump up and 
down next to the traps – really close, 
in fact. Eventually, the traps were 
set off and the rats then ate the bait! 
Curiously, I had more success putting 
the traps where they couldn’t actually 
be seen all that well, so that’s what we 
eventually ended up doing.

I know that some of you will not be 
comfortable with the idea of killing an 
animal – not even a rat. It isn’t an easy 
thing to come to terms with, especially 
when you are a miserable city slicker 
like me, who moved out into the 
comparative rawness of the semi-
countryside. But I am afraid the idea 
of urine-soaked vegetables – one of 
their favourite runs was right through 
the cabbages – made the mission 
imperative: the rats really had to go.

So, back to gardening in February, 
when pretty much everything we do is 
either under cover or in the kitchen. 
Actually, for me, it’s all in the kitchen! 
I take over the windowsills and every 
light spot not heated by a radiator. 
I watched a programme on television 
once, where this chap germinated 
his seeds in a place that was dark 

conditions – actually, I can’t even 
go out in freezing conditions these 
days – and make sure the soil is well 
nourished. Dig a deep hole, half fill 
it with good compost, then backfill 
it with what you originally took out. 
Quite how far you might want to go 
with taking out the lawn to plant fruit 
is entirely up to you, but don’t forget 
you really need two or even three 
metres of space between them. 

There are two things I am very 
much hoping for in February. One is 
snow – I love a fire in the grate and 
a book in my hand, which I pretend 
to read while in reality I am looking 

out at the snow-covered 
moors. And I’d like 

some warm days so 
I can get out and do 
stuff in the garden… 

and, of course, 
fewer rats.

and warm. They grew like mad, but, 
although they didn’t show it, his 
seedlings would have been absolutely 
useless in just a few weeks. Keep your 
seedlings cool, grow them slowly, 
and watch out for any damping-off. 
At present I am sowing onions, leeks, 
carrots, cucumber, tomatoes and 
peppers, and waiting by the front door 
for my delivery of seed potatoes. 

It is still possible to plant bare-
rooted fruit trees. I have had some 
carpets on the lawn for six months to 
clear it so I can plant some more apple 
trees. Don’t plant them in freezing 
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GROWING
H

erbs are a stalwart of any 
kitchen garden, and being 
mostly quite tough plants that 
can withstand low light levels 

and fairly average soils, they are easy 
to grow in all sorts of containers. 
They have been grown by mankind since 
time immemorial, and most are familiar 
to us because they are used to flavour 
and garnish food. Others have medicinal 
properties, and some are prized for their 
fragrances and are used in potpourri, to 
enhance perfumes, or they are added to 
cosmetics and soap products. Whatever 
their final use, no garden feels quite right 
without at least some herbs. But how 
should you go about growing them? 

CHOOSING CONTAINERS
Many herbs will survive if left in a 

garden bed and watered occasionally. 
They probably won’t thrive, but they won’t 
die either. But to really make the most of 
them there are much better ways to grow 
herbs. For those of you who are short 
on space, or who want to create a well-
stocked herb garden, container growing 
is an option well worth considering. 
Many different types of containers can be 
adapted for growing herbs, and a wide 
range of materials are suitable, from 
plastic to terracotta, and wood to metal. 

Generally speaking, you’ll need 
deeper containers for shrubby herbs like 
lavender and rosemary, but shallower 
pots will do for lower-growing types like 
thyme and those more annual in growth 
such as basil and coriander. Most soils 
will suffice, but a rich, fertile soil will 
yield the best results – especially because 
your plants are going to be living in a 

restricted environment, where their roots 
can’t spread out in search of additional 
nutrients. 

When planting out herbs, avoid 
planting new young plants in winter. 
Instead, wait until after the last frost in 
spring before planting annual types with 
soft foliage or young perennials that 
have not yet hardened off. If there is a 
cold snap after you have planted them, 
place your containers under cover until it 
warms up. If they’re too heavy to move, 
you’ll need some cloches on hand to 
protect them.

If you can’t find any containers you 
like or you are the creative type, why 
not consider making your own? Think 
about making use of empty containers 
or constructing your own from recycled 
timber. Just ensure there are drainage 
holes to avoid problems with root rot.

John Mason and the ACS staff consider ways of growing herbs in a space-effi cient 
and productive manner, and they provide a step-by-step container project using pallets

herbs in containers

Herbs en masse provide a lush garden backdrop.

GARDEN DIY PROJECT

GROWING

Potted herbs in a wooden fruit crate have rustic charm. This tiered pot is great for smaller gardens. 
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“HERBS ARE A 
STALWART OF ANY 

KITCHEN GARDEN, AND 
BEING MOSTLY QUITE 
TOUGH PLANTS THAT 

CAN WITHSTAND LOW 
LIGHT LEVELS AND 

FAIRLY AVERAGE SOILS, 
THEY ARE EASY TO 

GROW IN ALL SORTS 
OF CONTAINERS”

“HERBS ARE A 
STALWART OF ANY 

Versatile!
Herbs are not only used to 

flavour and garnish food, they 

are also found in medicines, 

fragrances, cosmetics and 

soap products.



MATERIALS
3 ∫ wooden pallets of the same dimensions 
Potting mix
Manure or other organic mulch
6 × lockable castors (optional) 

SAFETY EQUIPMENT
Gloves
Goggles
Ear defenders

TOOLS
Tape measure
Square
Pencil
Claw hammer (or crowbar)
Electric saw (e.g. drop saw), or handsaw (e.g. panel saw)
Electric drill and wood bit
Countersinking bit
Phillips bit (or Phillips screwdriver)
Sandpaper and block
Spirit-level

CHECKLIST

 wooden pallets of the same dimensions 

Manure or other organic mulch

TOOLS
Tape measure
Square
Pencil

GARDEN DIY PROJECT
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MAKING A HERB 
PLANTER WITH PALLETS: 
A STEP-BY-STEP PROJECT
Pallets can easily be refashioned into all 
kinds of garden items. Below are details 
on how to make an effective planter to 
house herbs or other garden plants. 
The following instructions are for one 
large planter, with four smaller upright 
planters above it. Depending on the size 
of the pallets you have, you may wish to 
play around with the dimensions to suit 
your own needs, but the overall concept 
is still the same. 

  SAFE PALLET HANDLING

Pallets are generally quite rough 
because they’re only intended to 
be used for carrying goods, so it’s 
recommended to wear gloves when 
handling them. 
 
STEP ONE
Choose the best pallet to be used for the 
upright planters. Start by removing 
one of the supporting planks from 
the underside of this pallet on one 
end. This will be the section that 

ends up inside the main planter so that 
the top, ladder structure of the pallet is 
on the outside. Use your claw hammer 
or crowbar to remove this slat. Set the 
slat to one side.

STEP TWO
Totally disassemble the second pallet. 
You’ll need the timber for making the 
planters. Again, set the pieces to one 
side.

STEP THREE
Take the third pallet. You’ll need to cut 
this one to form the frame of the main 
planter. Decide on the depth for the 
main planter. For a typical pallet this 
should be either two or three planks 
up. Cut the pallet at this point to create 
the front for the planter. 

STEP FOUR
Decide how wide you want your 
planter to be and then cut off the next 
two or three planks up from the third 
pallet to form the base of the planter.

STEP FIVE 
So far you have the main upright section, 
the front and the base of the planter – 
which are all the same width. You also 
have the spare pieces of timber. Use some 
of the spare slats to fill in the spaces on 
the base section of the planter so that it is 
solid. You may need to remove some slats 
and reposition them before screwing into 
place. Pre-drill and countersink your 
screws into the slats.

STEP SIX
Measure off and cut several slats to form 
the two sides of your main planter. Pre-
drill and countersink before screwing 
these to the front and back sections so 
that all the sides are fixed together.

STEP SEVEN
Sit the frame on the base. Secure it to the 
base by fixing spare slats across the front 
and back. Measure off and cut other slats 
to secure the sides. If you want to make 
the planter mobile, now would be the 
time to secure castors underneath.

STEP EIGHT
To create the smaller planters on the 
upright section, simply use other offcuts 

Try creating a vertical herb garden using stacked 
wooden crates. 

A planter of fragrant herbs around a wooden bench is 
ideal for creating a relaxing place to sit. 

A herb planter made from old pallets is a great idea 
for recycling.  
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and then screw them into place to form 
a base beneath the front and back slats. 
Paint the inside of the planters with 
bitumen to stop them from rotting, or 
line them with black plastic, then drill 
some drainage holes.

STEP NINE
Finish off the outside. Smooth any rough 
surfaces with fine sandpaper. If you want 
to extend its life, you may wish to paint 
the planter with a wood preserver and 
apply a wax, wood stain, or primer and 
outdoor paint. 

STEP TEN
Once dry, fill all the planters with a good 
quality potting mix and plant up.  
Add organic mulch to give your plants 
some additional nutrients as well as to 
retain some much-needed moisture. If 
the planter is to go in a semi-shaded spot, 
then some options include chives, garlic, 
mint, parsley, coriander, chamomile and 
lemon balm. For a sunnier position, your 
choices include basil, rosemary, lavender, 
sage, parsley, fennel and thyme. 

CARING FOR HERBS
To give your container herbs the 
best chance of success you’ll need to 
water them regularly. The key is not 
to overwater or underwater. If there 
is too much water, then the roots may 
become waterlogged and there won’t 

be enough air around them, so they 
may rot. If there is insufficient water, 
then they’ll start to wilt. Stick your 
finger a few centimetres down into the 
soil. If it is dry, then water the plants. 
If not, leave it a little longer before 
watering. You might also consider using 
a soil-wetting agent so that the soil 
retains some moisture under hot, dry 
conditions.

You should fertilise your potted 
herbs, too, but again don’t go 
overboard. A layer of organic mulch is 
ideal, but alternatively one application 
of a slow-release granular fertiliser at 
the start of spring is good enough for 
the season. Thereafter, you can feed 
them every 3–4 weeks throughout the 
growing season with a liquid feed to 
compensate for nutrients leached out 
of the containers each time you water. 
So long as you offer some care and 
attention, your perennial herbs should 
last for many years. You can also save 
seeds from tender annual types like 
basil and rocket and then resow them 
the following spring. 

If you’re feeling really ambitious there is no limit to the type 
of planter you could create!

“MANY HERBS WILL SURVIVE IF LEFT IN A GARDEN 
BED AND WATERED OCCASIONALLY. THEY PROBABLY 
WON’T THRIVE, BUT THEY WON’T DIE EITHER”
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FORAGING

I
t’s starting all over again! Inevitably, 
it happens earlier than you think. 
Each year I’m always of the opinion 
I won’t be out in the woods, fields 

and valleys picking wild food again until 
April, but in reality I’m usually out and 
about as early as January, and finding 
lots of wild stuff too… as long as it’s not 
snowing or too icy. ‘Micro herbs’ are the 
‘in’ thing, these days – I don’t seem to be 
able to go for a meal anywhere without 
my plate being full of them (not that I 
mind – I do love them) – but it is really 
no different in the wild. Hairy bittercress 
and wavy bittercress are sweet and 
delicious from January onwards until 
they flower, nettles are starting to creep 
through, and one of my real favourites, 
wild garlic, is already producing its first 
growth of leaves, which are always really 
amazing. So, the time of year to get 
to grips with nature’s bounty is really 

already upon us, and I will try to guide 
you through the dos and don’ts of what 
to pick and – even more importantly – 
what not to pick.  

We really do need to go back to basics, 
though; and after reflecting on last year’s 
foraging I have made a few notes. 
The first is that it really was the worst 
season I have ever known for mushrooms 
in autumn – I now have an idea what my 
own personal hell looks like! The second 
is that some people’s attitude to foraging 
could land them with serious problems 
in the future. I have been increasingly 
concerned to see more people posting 
pictures on facebook showing baskets full 
of mushrooms they have collected. 
Most people probably just think, “Wow, 
how impressive”, but when I look through 
these pictures I am baffled. Some of 
them show baskets full of Blushers (edible 
if boiled and the water discarded, but 
misidentify it and you could end up 
dead, as I’ve seen specimens growing 
side by side with its deadly cousin) and 
Clouded Agarics (a species that gives 

Weather permitting, there really is no time of year when woodland
and riverbanks are out of bounds, and according to David Winnard,

the keen-eyed forager can fi ll a basket even in February

in February

Early wild garlic.

The Blusher (Amanita rubescens var. rubescens).



David Winnard runs foraging and 
wildlife photography courses. 
Visit www.discoverthewild.co.uk 
to find out more about his activities.

FURTHER INFO

38 W W W.HOMEFARMER .CO.UK

SEASONAL FORAGING

painful gastric upsets and doesn’t even 
taste nice – a recent study suggested the 
toxins are stored long term in your body) 
– and these are just a couple of examples. 
My point is that if you are reading this 
and thinking, “Mm, those sound nice, I 
might try them”, then from now on you 
are only allowed to buy your food from 
supermarkets – no more foraging for 
you, but thanks for playing. 

At the start of this foraging season I’d 
like everybody to remember that safety is 
paramount: if in doubt, leave it out! 
Avoid any species you could misidentify, 
and only target those species which 
are good to eat, and that you are 100% 
confident you can identify. Over the coming 
issues I will discuss further the best ways 
to identify plants and fungi, what you 
really need to look for to confirm those 
identifications, and how best to ensure 
you remain safe. Consequently, this 
month I am including three species to 
keep an eye out for – one, whilst pretty, 
I would avoid, but the other two are 
certainly worth looking out for.

SCARLET ELF CUP
(Sarcoscypha sp.)
Some of the more seasoned foragers 
amongst you might be asking why I have 
put this pretty little fungus on the ‘avoid 
list’. There are certainly plenty who post 
online that they eat it and fill the bright-
scarlet cups with early spring greens to 
make them look very ‘bistro’. My reasons 
are simple: many who have eaten it agree 
it is not very tasty, and it takes quite 
a while to cook to make the texture 
palatable – call me pedantic, but 
I still strongly believe that if you 
cannot give me the scientific 
name of the species you think it is, 
then you probably don’t really know 
for certain what it is. 

Also, recently, the Scarlet 
Elf Cup was split into 
two species, and even 
experts cannot agree 
on how to tell 
them apart in 
the field – you 
have to look at 
the spores under 
a microscope 
to stand any 
chance of 
distinguishing 
one from the 
other. Even 
then, a 
quick 
look through 

ten books on my shelf shows that six 
say ‘inedible’, two say ‘avoid’, one 
says ‘edible if thoroughly cooked 
but not worthwhile’, and one says 
‘edible’. It really doesn’t fill you with 
confidence, does it? I am sure I will get 
emails telling me that people eat it all 
the time and are fine, but that doesn’t 
work for me – each to their own, but 
the fact it’s not even worth it on taste 
merit means it remains out for me. 
Do, however, keep a lookout for it on 
rotting logs and woodpiles in woodland 
right up until early April, in order to just 
see and appreciate this visually stunning 
species, which is actually quite common. 
Its bright-scarlet appearance certainly 
stands out against snow, and the shape of 
it undeniably allows any thirsty elves to 
drink from it.

PINK PURSLANE 
(Claytonia sibirica)
This is a very pretty 
woodland and hedgerow 
plant that blends in 
wonderfully with our 
native flora. Why blend 
in? Well, it’s not actually 
native to the UK; it’s an 

Right: Scarlet Elf Cup 
(Sarcoscypha sp.)

Right: Pink purslane (Claytonia sibirica) 
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leaves are all out well before that 
anyway. If you are new to this 
species, then you could wait 

until it flowers to ensure 100% 
confirmation of the ID.

IN CONCLUSION…
So, there you have it: another month, 
and another three things to keep an 
eye out for. But make sure you don’t eat 
the Scarlet Elf Cup!

Keep foraging, and keep safe!

American species introduced in 1768 
that has become well established over 
here, but it’s not too aggressive and 
is small enough to remain under the 
radar of invasive species. Pink purslane 
has five deeply notched petals, and 
the basal leaves are long-stalked and 
rounded at the end, a bit like an ace of 
spades. It loves damp woodland, shaded 
streams and mature hedgerows. 
The leaves are delicious – a bit like 
spinach – and give a great flavour to any 
salad. They can be cooked like spinach, 
too, but I prefer them raw. It is quite a 
common plant, and when you find one, 
you generally find a whole area full of 
it, so collecting enough to add to a salad 
should be no problem. This species 
commonly also produces an ‘alba’ form; 
it looks identical but has white rather 
than pink petals – to begin with target 
only those with pink petals to be sure. 

SPRING BEAUTY
(Claytonia perfoliata)
This is from the same family as pink 
purslane, and was also introduced to 
the UK, but slightly later, in 1794. 
It is really quite unique: the upper 
leaves form like a bowl in which 
the flower sits, making it appear as 
if the flower actually comes through 
the centre of the leaf. The basal leaves 
are long and stalked, and the flowers 
are white with five petals. It is a common 
plant, established in coastal areas and 
along dunes, where it can occasionally be 
abundant. It can also be found on sandy 
soil, on wasteland, and in gardens – 
I have even found it growing 
in the centre of Manchester. 
The leaves are wonderfully 
succulent, and again make a 
wonderful addition to a salad. 
I often eat them whilst on a walk 
along the coast, and they really 
are something I look forward 
to in springtime. They usually 
flower from April to July, but in 
some years I have seen them in 
flower in March, and obviously the 

We shall be delving deeper into 
the art of identification, as well as 
looking at more things to forage as 
we head into spring.

NEXT MONTH

Above: The pink purslane flower in greater detail.

So, there you have it: another month, 
and another three things to keep an 
eye out for. But make sure you 
the Scarlet Elf Cup!

Keep foraging, and keep safe!

plant, established in coastal areas and 
along dunes, where it can occasionally be 
abundant. It can also be found on sandy 
soil, on wasteland, and in gardens – 
I have even found it growing 
in the centre of Manchester. 
The leaves are wonderfully 
succulent, and again make a 
wonderful addition to a salad. 
I often eat them whilst on a walk 
along the coast, and they really 
are something I look forward 
to in springtime. They usually 
flower from April to July, but in 
some years I have seen them in 
flower in March, and obviously the 

Note!
You might think that you 

won’t be out foraging again 

until April, but in reality you 

can find lots in January, 

February and March.

Above and left: Spring beauty (Claytonia perfoliata)
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PROFITABLE

F
reddy Lehmann (pictured above)
may now be seventy years old, 
but he is pioneering a growing 
movement that he believes can 

save our soil and feed the world. 
His family company, Lehmann Natur, 
wholesales organic fruit and veg mainly 
to German supermarkets, but also 
in Scandinavia, too. They haven’t yet 
entered the UK market simply because 
they do not have enough produce, such 
is the demand from the company’s 
existing market. 

However, it was not always this way. 
When he started work with the company 
it dealt only in conventionally grown 
produce, but he decided to change 
direction. He explains: “My good feeling 
was gone, so we started again. 

People said to me that it was crazy to 
turn to organic, and there was no future 
in what I was about to do, but I could 
feel there was a reason.” At the time, the 
change certainly caused considerable 
worries about the company’s future.

At about the same time, a close friend 
advised Freddy to buy a small organic 
farm in the Hueva region of Andalucia 
in south-east Spain. He did buy the farm, 
then a little later he bought another one 
close by. The first was just 50 hectares, 
and the second one was a little larger at 
160 hectares. 

Freddy picked me up from Faro 
airport, in Portugal, and as he drove me 
across the border to his farms (a good 
hour-and-a-half into Spain) I began to 
learn about Freddy’s environmental 

beliefs and commitment. He pointed 
to endless orange groves beside the 
motorway, with bare soil in between, 
which, he explained, had become like 
that due to gallons of Roundup (which 
includes glyphosate) being poured into 
the earth. The bare earth is baked by 
the sun, destroying the topsoil, while 
the chemicals then destroy all the layers 
beneath.

Freddy says: “If you have a rich soil, 
you have a rich country. We’re living in a 
crazy system. Of course, all the things I 
say are only my views, but if you destroy 
the soil, the bad food it produces will 
destroy people. The bad people destroy 
the world. We have to change this system. 

Michael Wale reports from Spain on one man’s 
mission to run his farm profi tably, while sustaining 
and saving the soil, and feeding people properly

PROFITABLE
permaculture!PROFITABLE

People said to me that it was crazy to 
turn to organic, and there was no future 
in what I was about to do, but I could 
feel there was a reason.” At the time, the 
change certainly caused considerable 

beliefs and commitment. He pointed 
to endless orange groves beside the 
motorway, with bare soil in between, 

sustaining 

Funding!
Freddy is crowdfunding a new organic centre in his native Düsseldorf, which will house a logistics centre for his crops worldwide.
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permaculture!
If you are very good with the soil you 
can produce food for billions of people 
without destroying the earth.”

Eight years ago, Freddy met Sepp 
Holzer, who had made his name in 
permaculture on his farm in the 
mountains of Austria. Holzer had been 
involved in a large project in Portugal at 
the time, and advised various changes, 
some of which still remain secret, but 
the main change in the operation can be 
seen on both of the original farms, with 
the smaller 50 hectare one now set to 
grow considerably to meet the increasing 
demand for the company’s produce.

Freddy’s ‘open’ secret can be seen 
piled high in rows – black-soiled compost 
based on sheep droppings bought 
from a farmer in the nearby 
hills, combined with weeds 
now banished by most of the 
commercial growers thanks to 
Roundup. These same weeds 
are cut on Lehmann’s two farms 
only once each year, in late 
autumn, and a small amount 
of ground stone is added to the 
mix, producing life-giving micro-
organisms. 

Each fruit tree is heavily 
mulched with this magic mixture, 
which acts to store the restricted 
moisture of the arid Spanish 
climate, and permeates and feeds 
the earth around it. As a result, 
the crops produced on the two 
farms have risen from 300 tons – 
before permaculture practices were 
introduced – to 500 tons this year. 
Lehmann forecasts that this will 
increase to 800 tons in the near future, 
and to 2,000 tons in three to four years’ 
time. He says: “The reason for this 
is strong soil. In our second farm we 
have employed what we call ‘the curve’. 
Permaculture taught us that before 
you start to plant you have to measure 
your land’s topography. We are near 
the sea and get this wind, so we stopped 

planting in straight lines and now do it in 
curves. It saves water draining away from 
the trees, and protects them.” 

The other unusual approach 
introduced by Lehmann is to stop growing 
the same fruit in the same row, as is 
done the world over. As you walk along 
the rows you come across a rosy, ripe 
pomegranate growing next to a ripening 

avocado, and this will just as likely be 
followed by a newly planted almond tree. 
Alongside, and every now and again in 
between, are blossoming flowers grown 
to attract pollinators. Never less than 
ambitious, Freddy is now planning to buy 
and plant 1,000 lemon trees, in addition 
to some 11,000 mandarin, clementine, 
pomegranate, olive, and lime trees, 
together with pistachios.  

Freddy explains that what really made 
him start to believe in permaculture was 
when, four years ago, his region of Spain 
experienced an unusually severe winter. 
He says: “Permaculture is nature. 
There was this big freeze up, with 
temperatures dropping to just 
eight degrees. A lot of trees on the 
conventional farms around us went 
down. Our trees survived. We had to cut 
and clear a little bit, but today they are all 
well, and the reason is our strong soil.”

Now, Freddy is taking his message 
across the world by putting development 
money into farms to encourage them to 
grow his way, together with a guarantee 
that his company will buy the results, 

A mulched tree.The wonder mulch.

Above: Fruit trees grow among weeds, which are 
now cut just once each year. 

Left: Freddy and farm manager, Manolo, 
admiring a pile of ‘black gold’ compost, which 
nurtures each plant.

Freddy’s ‘open’ secret can be seen 
piled high in rows – black-soiled compost 
based on sheep droppings bought 

mix, producing life-giving micro-

mulched with this magic mixture, 

climate, and permeates and feeds 

farms have risen from 300 tons – 
before permaculture practices were 
introduced – to 500 tons this year. 

A mulched tree.The wonder mulch.

Above: Fruit trees grow among weeds, which are 

Flowers growing among the fruit trees. Different fruit trees growing together.



SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE

42 W W W.HOMEFARMER .CO.UK

understand what you are doing. If you 
work in this direction the money does 
come in. We have to change the balance; 
we cannot work the same way as we have 
done for the last 150 years.”

Financially, Freddy’s company is 
booming, with a €150 million annual 
turnover, which is rising every year. He 
says he simply cannot meet the demand 
for organic fruit and vegetables, which is 
why he has yet to enter the UK market. He 
feels the Germans are more organically 
aware, and to prove this he points to the 
fact that McDonald’s have just introduced 
an organic burger there, and he is now 
negotiating with them to make an organic 
veggie burger using his avocados.  

Meanwhile, Freddy is crowdfunding 
a new organic centre in his native 
Düsseldorf, with backing from the 
Triodos Bank, a world leader in ethical 
and sustainable banking. It will house a 
logistics centre for his crops worldwide, 
together with a new school and an 
education centre, which will attempt to 
teach the organic way of life.

although he emphasises that growers 
will retain the right to sell wherever they 
wish. He explains that the idea is to work 
as partners, and already the initiative 
has encouraged growers in Germany, 
Spain, Italy, Argentina and Peru, as well 
as organic banana growers in Dominica. 
Rather than putting in just money, 
Freddy prefers to also invite potential 
partners to his Spanish farms to enthuse 
them with the passion of his ideas and 
knowledge, and he recently hosted a 
surprise visit from some Egyptians 
who are planning to put permaculture 
principles into practice to grow potatoes.

Freddy’s views about permaculture 
are very much determined by the results 
he has achieved on his own land.  
He points out with a smile that he sent 
his farm manager, Manolo, to last year’s 
Permaculture Conference in London. 
Manolo’s rise to management is typical 
of Lehmann’s approach to life. He says: 
“He joined us from a local village as a 
tractor driver, but he had this passion 
and knowledge about the soil, which 

became obvious. So now he runs the 
two farms here. He came back from the 
London Conference and said it had been 
full of hippies,” a thought which causes 
Freddy to laugh. 

He goes on to say that most people in 
the world have lost contact with nature, 
adding: “If you work with nature you 

“THE BARE EARTH IS BAKED BY THE SUN, 
DESTROYING THE TOPSOIL, WHILE THE CHEMICALS 

THEN DESTROY ALL THE LAYERS BENEATH”

Organic avocados thriving in the sun. 
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SLOW-
WORMS

T
hese charming, little legless 
lizards are often found in 
gardens or on allotments, half 
hidden under stones or log piles. 

Slow-worms are shy and secretive, and, 
unlike other lizards, they don’t bask out 
in the open, so they are not often seen, 
although they may well be present in 
your garden. They are carnivorous and 
feed mainly on slugs, small snails, 
insects and worms, and their natural 
habitat is grassland and woodland. 
They are distributed all across 
Europe.

Slow-worms (also known as 
blind worms or glass snakes) are 
harmless. If you pick up a slow-
worm, it may try to take a bite, but 
because their teeth don’t protrude 
past their gums, the bite will be 
no more than a ‘gumming’ of 
your hand. Being lizards, their 
jaws are not able to dislocate and 
extend in the manner of snakes, 
and, unlike snakes, slow-worms 
also have eyelids and earholes, 
and they can drop their tails – 
all characteristics that point to 
them being lizards. If you are 
ever lucky enough to have the 

opportunity to observe a slow-worm for 
any length of time, you will also notice 
that its backbone isn’t nearly as flexible 
as a snake’s, and even without legs their 
movements are rather lizard-like.

The slow-worm is ovoviviparous, 
meaning that the young hatch out of 
their eggs while still inside their mother, 
and they emerge still encased in an egg 
membrane, which breaks soon after birth. 

Although a clutch can be much larger, 
the usual number of babies is 8–10, and 
they are very small, measuring only 
about 8cm long when born. The young 
become sexually active at about 5 years 
of age and reach full size – about 45cm 
long – at about 8 years. Slow-worms are 
possibly the longest lived of all lizards, 
and can live for up to 30 years in the 
wild. Distinguishing between males and 
females is relatively easy, as males tend to 
be grey to coppery brown, while females 

are a glossy copper with dark 
flanks and a back stripe. 

Unlike snakes and other British 
lizards, slow-worms don’t enjoy the 
heat of high summer, but because 
they are ectothermic they do need 
to be in a relatively open habitat 
that will allow them to bask, but not 
be exposed. They have very little 
in the way of protection – they have 
neither speed nor sharp teeth – and 
the only thing they have at their 
disposal (so to speak) is the ability to 
drop their tails when threatened. 
This allows them to escape and 
provides a bit of a distraction, as the 
discarded tail wiggles on the ground. 
A new tail grows back within about 

This month Elizabeth McCorquodale features 
the slow-worm, a legless burrowing lizard whose 

decreasing numbers have earned it protected 
status, alongside all other UK reptiles

Anguis fragilis 

insects and worms, and their natural 
habitat is grassland and woodland. 

worm, it may try to take a bite, but 
because their teeth don’t protrude 
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be grey to coppery brown, while females 

that will allow them to bask, but not 
be exposed. They have very little 
in the way of protection – they have 
neither speed nor sharp teeth – and 
the only thing they have at their 
disposal (so to speak) is the ability to 
drop their tails when threatened. 
This allows them to escape and 
provides a bit of a distraction, as the 
discarded tail wiggles on the ground. 
A new tail grows back within about 

SLOW-



❋ Slow-worms live for a long time. 
The record for the longest lifespan 
is 54 years, for a male specimen 
which lived in Copenhagen zoo.

❋ As with all wildlife, slow-worms 
benefit from gardens not being too 
tidy, and will seek out wild places 
like areas of long grass, bramble 
patches or piles of logs or stones. 
A sheet of rigid black plastic or 

corrugated tin in a quiet, sunny spot 
makes for a wonderful hideaway. 

❋ Compared to other lizards, 
slow-worms are indeed quite slow 
and are frequently predated by 
cats, snakes, hedgehogs, badgers 
and birds. 

❋ As slow-worms often hibernate in 
compost heaps, it is a good idea 

to leave turning the heap until the 
weather warms properly in April 
or May.

❋ Like all reptiles, the slow-worm 
has been granted protected status 
in the United Kingdom, where it 
has been decreasing in numbers 
in recent years. It is illegal to 
intentionally kill, injure, sell or 
advertise to sell a slow-worm.

SLOW-WORM FACTS
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SLOW-WORM FACTS

Hideaway!
Slow-worms are shy and 

secretive, and, unlike other 

lizards, they don’t bask out 

in the open, so they are not 

often seen.

Look for both earholes and eyelids. 

2 weeks, but it grows with a 
cartilaginous skeleton rather than a 
new bone, and the new tail will not 
be as long as before, and nor will it 
have the ability to regrow again. 

Late summer and early autumn are 
busy times in the life of a slow-worm. 
The young are born at this time of 
year, and both young and adults need 
to find enough food to put on sufficient 
body fat to see them through 5 months 

A perfect slow-worm habitat.

of hibernation. Compost heaps are often 
chosen as a hibernaculum because of 
the raised temperature in the heaps, 
but slow-worms can also be found holed 
up underground, in deep litter and 
under log piles. Temperatures in the 
hibernaculum must not drop below 
freezing or the slow-worm will die. 
They emerge from their winter 
protection in late February or early 
March.
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  2ND NOVEMBER

Tim was away all day at a Spring Festival 
meeting.

Checked all the sheep. I’m still having 
some difficulty adjusting to the fact that 
I’m only cooking for four rather than five 
now Iestyn’s away at university. Made a 
casserole from two lots of recent leftovers. 
It was really tasty, but we didn’t eat half 
of it! Looks like we’re having casserole for 
dinner tomorrow as well…

  3RD NOVEMBER

Did all the daily livestock tasks.
Tim was sorting out the end-of-year 

financial paperwork.
Did some tidying up in the shed and 

brought in the lambs for the Winter Fair. 
One of them hasn’t been eating from 
the troughs, so I’m a bit worried that 
she will lose weight once she comes in. 
The old ewe, No. 3, still looks ropey, so 
we brought her in and gave her a fluke 
drench to see if that perks her up at all.

Made bread and cookies.

  4TH NOVEMBER

Dealt with two more chickens and put 
them in the freezer. Also breasted four 
pheasants and froze them as well.

Tim trimmed the feet of the ram 
lambs and then did some mucking out 
in the top shed.

Worked in the garden this afternoon 
– covered the area the spuds have been 
harvested from with black plastic, 
and also did some general tidying up, 
removing spent crops.

Bizarrely, the lamb that wasn’t 
eating the hard feed is tucking in to it 
better than all the others now. Perhaps 
she just preferred grass while it was 
available?

Made a bun loaf this evening. 

  5TH NOVEMBER

Tim finished mucking out in the top 
shed and then we spent the rest of the 
day working on our new book – Viable 
Self-Sufficiency.

Had roast pork for dinner.

  6TH NOVEMBER

We had a day sorting out sheep. It is time 
for the rams to come out from the ewes. 
Moved the ewes around ready for the teaser 
rams to go back in, in a couple of days.

The weather was very wet and 
miserable all day!

Lots of baking this evening for the 
cake stand at tomorrow’s Young Farmers’ 
Club Eisteddfod.

  8TH NOVEMBER

Tim and Llinos went to collect a Badger 
Face ram lamb she’s borrowing from a local 
breeder – it will go in with the ‘badger’ 
ewes to pick up any that haven’t held first 
time around. Meanwhile, another ‘badger’ 
breeder brought seven of her ewes to run 
with Llinos’ ram, Humbug. 

It’s still wet!

  9TH NOVEMBER

The ‘badger’ ram lamb has marked one 
ewe overnight, but I’m almost 100 per 

Dot Tyne’s November diary records miserable weather as the 
cows are brought in and the ewes turned out to the hills, 

while preparations are made for the Royal Welsh Winter Fair

A WAY OF LIFE
A Smallholder’s DiaryA WAY OF LIFEA WAY OF LIFE
A Smallholder’s DiaryA WAY OF LIFE
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cent sure that this is the first time she’s 
come into season, so we don’t need to be 
worried about Humbug’s fertility. 
Put raddle harnesses with red crayons 
on the teasers and put them out with the 
ewes – one with each of the four groups.

Went to the mountain to take down 
an old piece of wire netting – the 
landowner has arranged for a contractor 
to replace a stretch of the boundary fence 
for us while there are no ewes up there, 
and hopefully he’ll be doing it this week. 

  11TH NOVEMBER

Tim was out all day at a National Sheep 
Association meeting.

We’ve run out of eggs and none of 
the hens are laying, so Llinos made an 
eggless sponge for pudding and we had 
custard to go with it. Also made bread.

  12TH NOVEMBER

Checked all the sheep – a few ewes were 
marked by the teasers as not in-lamb, but 
not too many, thankfully. Humbug has 
tupped four of the visiting ewes to date. 

  13TH NOVEMBER

Did some more work on the book today. 
We’ll need to really crack on with it over 
the next couple of months if we are to 
meet the publication deadline.

Made butter this evening, but it was 
really, really slow to come.

  14TH NOVEMBER

The girls went beating with the shoot 
despite the continuing foul weather.

Checked all the sheep and discovered 
that one of the teasers has broken his 
raddle harness. Tim and Spot went back 
later to catch the ram and mend the 
harness.

Finished off sorting out in the top 
shed ready to move the heifers.

Poor old No. 3, who’s been going 

steadily downhill, finally died during 
the night. She was approaching thirteen 
years of age and has had a huge 
influence on the development of our 
flock. A very high proportion of our 
sheep are related to her in one way or 
another. She will be missed.

Killed two chickens – put one in the 
freezer and roasted the other one for 
dinner.

  15TH NOVEMBER

Moved the heifer calves to the clean pen 
in the top shed.

Started halter training the lambs 
for the Winter Fair. Not bad for a first 
effort – quite a 
bit of jumping 
about, but not 
too much rolling 
around on the 
floor, so generally 
positive. We also 
weighed them.

Cold chicken, spuds and salad for 
supper. 

  16TH NOVEMBER

Tim started mucking out the pen that 
the heifers were moved from – a lot of 
muck to shift!

Day three of the chicken: pie this 
evening. 

  17TH NOVEMBER

Tim finished mucking out the empty 
calf pens and did some more general 
tidying up in the cowshed. The weather 
is so wet that we really need to get the 
cows in now. They look quite fed up of 
paddling about in the mud.

More halter training for the Winter 
Fair lambs.

Spent a while clearing fallen leaves 
from drains about the place.

Made bread and choc-chip cookies.
It was very windy this evening. 

Three trees came down on the drive while 
the girls and I were out, so I had to leave 
the car in a neighbour’s driveway and walk 
back across the fields in the dark. 

  18TH NOVEMBER

Milked the cows and then brought them in 
for the winter – they look quite relieved. 

Cleared the fallen 
trees off the drive and 
stacked the trunks in 8ft 
lengths ready to cut up 
into logs when they’ve 
seasoned a bit. 

Another chicken 
dinner – with pasta this 
time.

for the Winter Fair. Not bad for a first Cleared the fallen 
trees off the drive and 
stacked the trunks in 8ft 
lengths ready to cut up 
into logs when they’ve 
seasoned a bit. 

dinner – with pasta this 
time.
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Made more butter this evening, but 
it took ages again. I don’t think I can 
justify the time to do any more during 
this lactation – I will now have to wait 
until the cows calve in the spring.

  19TH NOVEMBER

Finally finished the chicken – made an 
amazing chicken stew/soup.

Ordered the winter-feed blocks for 
the ewes. 

  20TH NOVEMBER

Tim and Llinos were away for a 
few days at the Sheep Breeders’ 
Round Table – a biennial technical 
conference. This left Rhian and me 
at home to do all the work! 
More halter training of the Winter 
Fair lambs, and we started brushing 
them, too.

 

  22ND NOVEMBER

Did all the animal jobs and some 
more work brushing and halter 
training the lambs.

It was bright and blustery, so Rhian 
and I went for a walk on the beach. 

  23RD NOVEMBER

Back to normal now Tim and Llinos are 
home again.

Checked all the sheep – a few more 
red-marked bottoms amongst the ewes 
today, unfortunately.

Washed the hindquarters and tails on 
the lambs that I’m taking to the Winter 
Fair at the weekend. Given how wet 
the weather is, I have my doubts as to 
whether or not they’ll dry in time!

A local farmer came to look at the 
weaned calves – he bought some from us 
last year and was pleased with the way 
they turned out, so he’s come back to us 
again. Agreed a price of £400 per head 
for the six of them. Arranged for the vet 
to come and do the first part of the TB 
test tomorrow.

  24TH NOVEMBER

Processed another two chickens for the 
freezer.

The vet came to carry out the first 
half of the TB test. He’ll be back to read 
the results on Friday. 

  25TH NOVEMBER

Tim spent most of the day clipping lambs 
in preparation for the Winter Fair. 

Went to get a load of feed and 
also purchased the fluke drench that 

we’ll need when we sort out the ewes 
tomorrow. 

  26TH NOVEMBER

Checked the mountain to see if the new 
fence had been done – the contractors 
were making a start on it when I got 
there.

Sorted out three groups of ewes that 
have been with teaser rams. Gave all 
the ewes a liver fluke treatment, put a 
red pitch mark on anything that hadn’t 
held to the ram, and then took them all 
to the mountain. The fence was nearly 
complete by the time we unloaded the 
last lot. We removed the harnesses from 
the teasers and took them home. 
We’ll do the last bunch tomorrow. 
Finished clipping the lambs.

  27TH NOVEMBER

Checked the sheep 
we turned to the hill 
yesterday. Sorted out 
the last group as per 
yesterday and took 
them to the hill as 
well.

Killed and 
plucked a chicken 

to enter in the ‘dressed poultry’ 
competition at the Winter Fair.

The vet came to read the TB test 
– it was all-clear! 

  28TH NOVEMBER

Checked all the sheep, and Tim 
did a few jobs for a neighbour 
who’s away for a couple of days.

Cleaned out the little trailer 
ready to go to Builth for the 

Winter Fair tomorrow. Did the final 
preparations for the lambs – brushed, 
clipped and washed. Made some repairs 
and adjustments to the sheep coats. 
Gutted and trussed the chicken and 
put it in a cool place. Roasted a huge 
lump of pork so that the others have 
something to eat while Rhian and I are 
away from home. 

  29TH NOVEMBER

Gathered up the rest of the things 
needed for the show, then loaded up 
the car and trailer and headed off. 
Spent the rest of the day settling in 
and getting the sheep sorted out. 
At home, the calves were collected by 
their purchaser. 

  30TH NOVEMBER

A busy day at the Winter Fair – got a 
second and a fourth 

with the two pairs 
of lambs, which I 
was really pleased 
with. Didn’t get 
a prize with the 
chicken, but sold 
it for £17! It was a 
horrendously wet 
day, with parts of the 
showground flooded.

It was bright and blustery, so Rhian 

Back to normal now Tim and Llinos are 

to enter in the ‘dressed poultry’ 
competition at the Winter Fair.

– it was all-clear! 

  28TH NOVEMBER

Winter Fair tomorrow. Did the final 
preparations for the lambs – brushed, 
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we turned to the hill 
yesterday. Sorted out 
the last group as per 

A busy day at the Winter Fair – got a 
second and a fourth 

a prize with the 
chicken, but sold chicken, but sold 
it for £17! It was a 
horrendously wet 
day, with parts of the 
showground flooded.
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CHOOSING
Terry Beebe considers the most important aspect of your poultry 

management – your choice of housing and the bedding you provide in it

T
he most important consideration 
when keeping chickens is to make 
sure they have a nice, comfortable 
and safe home to live in; it is 

where they lay their eggs, sleep at night 
and, in many cases, hide if they are 
frightened. Selecting the right housing 
is vital to both your birds’ well-being and 
their safety.

The decision as to which type of 
housing to use is down to the individual; 
both wood and plastic housing each 
have their own distinct advantages, 
and pre-made plastic housing is now 
very popular, in part due to the lower 
maintenance regime that this type of 
housing permits, but it also comes in 
a greater range of sizes, designs and 
colours. Plastic housing is said to be 
better for insect control – principally red 
mite, as they have fewer hiding places 
and the housing doesn’t take a couple 
of days to dry out – but with regular 
treatment and control readily available, 
this, for me, should not be the sole 

deciding factor. Good management and 
a regular cleaning regime is probably 
the most important part of keeping 
poultry, whether you house your birds in 
a wooden or plastic coop.

 

WOODEN HOUSING
Wood is still probably the most popular 
material for chicken coops. They also 
come in many different sizes and shapes, 
including the original, familiar pointed 
arks which sit on the ground, or the 
more rectangular housing which usually 
stands raised above the 
ground on legs. The latter 
seem to be the favourite 
design today, due to the 
major advantages this 
type of housing gives 
with regard to keeping 

it dry during very wet weather, and also 
the extra rodent protection that a raised 
floor with no hiding places offers. 
The main issue to concern yourself with 
is that the housing is well built with 
good access, making it easy to clean and 
maintain. When shopping for a new 
coop, always consider the following:

❋ Is there easy access for cleaning, and 
can you get into the housing without 
crawling on your hands and knees?

❋ Is there easy access to the nest boxes 
for emptying?

housing and bedding

POULTRY
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ground on legs. The latter 
seem to be the favourite 
design today, due to the 
major advantages this 
type of housing gives 
with regard to keeping 

A traditional pointed ark 
which sits on the ground 
complete with a small run.
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❋ Can perches and other internal 
fittings such as nest boxes be easily 
removed for cleaning?

❋ Is there a removable droppings 
board, ideally beneath the perches, 
to make cleaning the floor 
reasonably easy?

❋ Is the housing draught-proof but well 
ventilated?

❋ Is the housing solid and well built, 
with good quality roofing to keep the 
inside as dry as possible during bad 
weather?

❋ Are there good quality, secure 
fittings to discourage and prevent 
attacks by predators?

❋ Are there mesh windows for 
ventilation and perhaps a mesh run 
too, and are they made from rugged, 
heavy gauge material and well 
attached to the frame?

 
If housing passes most, or even all, of the 
above requirements, then it will certainly 
be up to the job, and should make a 
very good and long-lasting poultry 
house.

Remember that with a 
wooden house the drying period 
after washing or during bad 
weather will be longer than with 
man-made materials, and there 
are obviously more nooks and 
crannies, including all the joints, 
for mite to hide in. However, if you 
look after your poultry house well, 
with a regular hygiene regime, any 
problems can be kept under control, 
but it requires time and effort.

 

PLASTIC HOUSING
The principal practical advantages 

of plastic housing are that it can 
be easily washed out and left to 
dry in a single afternoon, even on 
dull days, and offers fewer nooks 
and crannies for insects such as 
red mite to hide. They are also 
generally lighter, although make 
sure any larger coops – wooden or 
plastic – come with wheels if you 
propose to move them regularly. 
Man-made materials are long 
lasting and need little major 
maintenance, as the material 

is rugged and weather-resistant, 
and they also come in different colours, 
whereas with a wooden coop you would 
have to get out the preserver and 
cover it in your chosen colour scheme. 
This often works well for back-garden 
poultry, where a coop has to fit in with 
the general garden design.

Both wood and plastic units are 
usually the product of design teams, 
and both look very good, but in this 
case beauty is in the eye of the beholder 
– and the existing garden design. 
Wooden housing is more traditional, 
as are the designs – although there are 
exceptions – and plastic (or man-made, 
as many are recycled) coops tend to have 
a more adventurous and modern look, 
with the materials used being more 
open to creating unusual shapes and 
designs.

Above: A larger wooden structure which provides 
plenty of space and easy access for cleaning.  

Left: A characterful chicken coop from Green Frog 
Designs made using recycled materials. It will 
house 6 standard-sized chickens or 12 bantams. 

The Cosy Coop from BEC is a great low-maintenance solution for 3–4 standard-sized chickens in the garden. 

be up to the job, and should make a 

with a regular hygiene regime, any 
problems can be kept under control, 
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of plastic housing are that it can 
be easily washed out and left to 
dry in a single afternoon, even on 
dull days, and offers fewer nooks 
and crannies for insects such as 
red mite to hide. They are also 
generally lighter, although make 

is rugged and weather-resistant, 
and they also come in different colours, 

Above: A larger wooden structure which provides 
plenty of space and easy access for cleaning.  

Left: A characterful chicken coop from Green Frog 
Designs made using recycled materials. It will 
house 6 standard-sized chickens or 12 bantams. 



The western-themed housing is 
from the USA, and 
the more 
traditional 
design for 
fans of 
Downton 
Abbey 
is from 
a British 
stately 
home.

…AND HERE’S 
HOW THE OTHER 
HALF LIVE
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When buying plastic housing, make 
sure you apply the same tests as you 
would when looking to buy wooden 
housing. It still has to be strong and dry, 
and you still need a coop that is easy to 
clean out. There are some advantages to 
the plastic option, but this does not mean 
that you can ignore the essentials of good 
husbandry – management and cleaning 
regimes will still be critical if you want to 
be a good keeper of healthy birds. 

 

SUITABLY-SIZED HOUSING
There are recommendations as to how 

much space should be provided 
per bird, but no actual requirements. 
The suggested space for three 
laying hens is one square metre, 
but you will always do better to exceed 
recommendations if possible – this 
will help with the overall health of 
your birds, will reduce any bullying 
problems, and could also give you 
scope for getting a few more birds at 
some point without having to invest in 
a new coop. The main consideration is 
always that your birds are comfortable 
and not kept in cramped conditions 
– most of us can easily tell when our 
birds are happy and content.

BEDDING
If you get it dead right with the 
housing, but then fail to get the 
bedding and the interior right, you 
will have wasted your money, and 
you will be doing your birds – and 

CLEANING PLASTIC 
HOUSING
When cleaning plastic poultry housing it 
is better to brush or hoover out the inside 
bedding – a second, older vacuum cleaner 
is useful here – and then thoroughly 
wash and disinfect the interior. Wash it 
out using a hose or a power washer, and 
once washed and dried – usually on the 
same day – sprinkle the surfaces inside 
with BioDri and Diatom to keep them 
disinfected and free from insects, and 
then the birds can return to a very clean 
environment. 

from the USA, and 
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much space should be provided 
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yourself – no favours. There are many 
options available, but whatever you opt 
for, the correct bedding and conditions 
inside the coop will have a considerable 
influence over how healthy and content 
your flock will be. This is achieved by 
selecting the right material, and then 
making sure that it is replaced and the 
interior cleaned on a regular basis – 
or once a week at least. In winter, this 
becomes even more critical, as birds – 
especially free-range birds – are often 
coming in wet and with dirty feet. 
This means that bedding will become 
wet, and in the warmth of the coop, 
where birds remain from 4.30pm 
until 7.30am in winter, it produces 
the ideal conditions for a wide range 
of parasites and pests. And due to the 
close proximity of the birds, infestations 
will spread like wildfire if you don’t 
keep on top of things – bedding should 
be removed and disposed of, the coop 
cleaned and then disinfected prior to 
putting down new bedding; this should 
be done at least every week during 
winter. 

In winter, it is critical to stick to 
this regime, but in summer things are 
slightly different, although there are 
other problems within the coop such 
as red mite, which thrive in warmer 
conditions – these require their own 
specific regime using a product such 
as Poultry Shield on a regular basis. 
In summer, there isn’t quite the same 
amount of mud, and birds are more 
likely to be dry when they enter the 
housing. They are also only inside 
from 10.00pm to 6.30am, so there 

isn’t quite the same build-up 
of warmth and parasites on 
damp bedding, and even 
wooden housing usually dries 
reasonably quickly during July 
and August. 

The bedding, or floor 

POULTRY

yourself – no favours. There are many 
options available, but whatever you opt 

Remember!
The most im

portant 

consideration when 

keeping chickens is to 

make sure they have a 

nice, comfortable and 

safe home to live in.

“AS IN ALL WALKS OF LIFE, THERE ARE 
ALWAYS NEW PRODUCTS AVAILABLE TO POULTRY 
KEEPERS, AND BEDDING HAS SEEN A NUMBER OF 
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS, WITH SEVERAL SUPPLIERS 
NOW OFFERING NEW PRODUCTS FOR CHICKENS”

Above: A good sprinkling of disinfectant is always 
important, but especially so in winter. 

Right: In winter, wet bedding can stick to feet 
and cause problems as it combines with mud 
and hardens. 
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covering, should be shavings, or one of 
the newer products available for sale 
today. The choice is really down to the 
individual, but there are certain types 
of bedding that are not recommended. 
Straw always looks good in coops, and 
is no doubt comfortable, but this is 
deceptive. Underneath it sweats and 
quickly turns mouldy. This affects your 
birds’ respiratory systems, as is the case 
with sawdust, due to the fine dust that 
is usually present in the air when it is 
used. Another problem with straw is that 
it is an excellent hiding place for many 
insects, as they become totally invisible. 
Shavings, on the other hand, soak up 
the damp and can be cleaned up using 
a brush, with a scraper used for more 
stubborn bits.

If you choose to use straw, make sure 
you clean it out more regularly than with 
shavings, and always ensure that there is 
a good layer of BioDri directly beneath it. 
This will keep it smelling reasonable, 
and will help to counteract some of the 
problems. Sawdust should not be used 
due to the dust it creates. 

As in all walks of life, there are 
always new products available to poultry 
keepers, and bedding has seen a 
number of recent developments, with 
several suppliers now offering new 
products for chickens.

The most suitable bedding material 
for chickens is still dust-extracted 
shavings, which can be purchased 
from feed suppliers. It is more 
cost-effective to buy it in bulk 
rather than to buy small packages 
from pet stores – often these are 
intended for rodents. Shavings 
do not go into solid lumps when 
in contact with dirt, and can be 

freshened up between clean-outs using 
a small rake to loosen the bedding. 
Some brands even include additives 
to create nice smells, such as lavender 
and lemon, and although they have 
no major health benefits, they include 
an anti-viral agent. I have heard no 
comments from any chickens about the 
nice smells, though.

Although I do not recommend 
using straw, chopped wheat straw and 
chopped oilseed rape bedding come 
very finely chopped, removing any 
underlying problems of dampness 
developing under the bedding. These 
products are very similar to shavings, 
and are easy to rake and keep clean and 
fresh. Both also come with an added 
anti-viral agent.

Another new development is chopped 
hemp, which is natural, dust-free and 

quick to compost. It also has odour-
eating properties and is twelve times 
more absorbent than straw, and four 
times more absorbent than shavings. 

Whatever material you choose, 
keeping your chicken coop clean 
and fresh can only be achieved by 
regular cleaning, having good draught-
free ventilation, and using a proven 
disinfectant prior to putting down any 
bedding. If this is done on a regular 
basis, together with a quick rake over 
every couple of days, the coop and birds 
should both remain in good condition.

POULTRY

Above: Chopped wheat straw bedding. 

Right: Whatever coop or bedding you choose, there is 
no escaping the importance of good hygiene for your 
birds’ health.

As in all walks of life, there are 
always new products available to poultry 
keepers, and bedding has seen a 
number of recent developments, with 
several suppliers now offering new 

The most suitable bedding material 
for chickens is still dust-extracted 
shavings, which can be purchased 

rather than to buy small packages 
from pet stores – often these are 

do not go into solid lumps when 

anti-viral agent.

hemp, which is natural, dust-free and 
quick to compost. It also has odour-

times more absorbent than shavings. 

keeping your chicken coop clean 
and fresh can only be achieved by 
regular cleaning, having good draught-
free ventilation, and using a proven 
disinfectant prior to putting down any 
bedding. If this is done on a regular 
basis, together with a quick rake over 
every couple of days, the coop and birds 
should both remain in good condition.

Remember!
Once you’ve got the housing sorted, you must make sure the bedding and the interior are right, or you will have wasted your money.
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T   XIC 
PLANTS 

P
oisonous plants are a 
threat to us all. 
From aconite to ragwort, 
yew, laburnum and 

buttercups, all and more can cause 
minor problems or the more serious 
effects of poisoning in humans and 
animals alike. Correctly identifying 
poisonous plants in our gardens, 
allotments and environment, and 
striving to remove them, means that 
our gardens, families and pets may be 
just that little bit safer.

Many of us don’t know with 
certainty just what we have in our 
gardens. When my eldest child was a 
toddler, I discovered to my horror that 
I had an aconite, or monkshood, plant 
in my flower border. The delightful 
purple-flowered plant was quickly 
dug out, bagged up and binned. 
It frightened me to think what could 
have happened if I’d left it in situ, as all 
parts of this plant are poisonous, and 
even brushing up against it can cause 
skin irritation, or worse.

Such a warning had me out in the 
garden, illustrated plant encyclopaedia in 
hand, identifying anything I wasn’t quite 
sure of. Foxgloves and yew were removed, 
bluebells and snowdrops fenced off, lily 
of the valley dug up, and any unknown 
fungi deemed out of bounds. 

It isn’t always easy to know just what 
poisonous plants lurk in your garden, 
along hedgerows or in the countryside, 
and some plants that we generally 
accept as being safe are anything but. 
Many of us admire the tall, spiked 

When foraging we take great care to recognise 
dangerous plants and fungi, but many common 
garden plants also require a health warning. 

Heidi M. Sands checks out a few

Burn ’em or bin ’em!

The lovely but potentially lethal foxglove. 

T   XIC 
PLANTS 

Yew and privet trimmings are a common cause of poisoning.

Snowdrops can cause illness if eaten in large quantities. All parts of the bluebell plant are poisonous to dogs. 

our gardens, families and pets may be 

gardens. When my eldest child was a 
toddler, I discovered to my horror that 
I had an aconite, or monkshood, plant 

Heidi M. Sands checks out a few

Snowdrops can cause illness if eaten in large quantities. All parts of the bluebell plant are poisonous to dogs. 
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Warning!
Each year a number of 

horses and ponies ingest 

ragwort (u
sually by accident), 

resulting in many of them 

losing their live
s.

foxglove (or digitalis), and few of us 
haven’t watched with pleasure as bees 
pop in and out of the usually lilac-
spotted, trumpet-shaped flowers, but 
foxgloves are actually very dangerous. 

Bracken is often overlooked as a 
poison, but not only is it thought to be 
carcinogenic (amongst other things); 
it may also cause blindness in sheep by 
causing progressive retina damage. 
Not all sheep that have access to bracken 
are affected, indicating perhaps that some 
instinctively know to avoid the plant. 
Similar can be said for rhododendron, 
which can cause a vomiting response in 
sheep. Of course, the remedy to both 
types of poisoning is not to allow sheep, 
or other grazers, access to dangerous 
plants, and this includes hedging that 
may contain deadly nightshade or 
privet, amongst others. 

Weeds can also cause poisoning 
problems in some animals. Top of 
the list is ragwort; this nasty yellow-
headed weed can appear in fields, along 
roadsides, on wasteland, and even in 
our gardens. Sadly, each year a number 
of horses and ponies ingest ragwort, 

usually by accident. Ragwort damages 
the liver of equines beyond repair, and 
leads to many horses and ponies losing 
their lives. It should be removed from 
grazing before it can seed and spread. 
It should also be dug up and either 
binned or burnt if it’s in our gardens. 
Don’t touch it with your bare hands – 
always wear gloves, and keep children 
and pets away from the plant. 

Rhubarb is, as we know, an edible 
fruit with lovely pink stalks that are the 
basis for crumbles and summer fruit 
pies. Its leaves, however, are poisonous 
and should be kept well out of the 
way of small and inquisitive livestock, 
including goats and, lest we forget, dogs 
too. That means that the growing plants 
should be out of bounds or fenced in, 
and discarded leaves should be binned 
carefully.

Whilst it’s important to correctly 
identify plants that are poisonous, it’s 

Don’t ignore the potential danger of fungi.

Ragwort. 

“CORRECTLY IDENTIFYING POISONOUS 
PLANTS IN OUR GARDENS, ALLOTMENTS AND 

ENVIRONMENT, AND STRIVING TO REMOVE THEM, 
MEANS THAT OUR GARDENS, FAMILIES AND PETS 

MAY BE JUST THAT LITTLE BIT SAFER”
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even more important to keep things 
in perspective. Whilst some plants, 
flowers, weeds, shrubs, bushes or trees 
can actually be fatal, others can cause 
problems such as vomiting or skin 
reactions that are only temporary. 
Correct identification gives us an 
indication of what to do about poisonous 
or problematic plants. 

Anything that is deemed to cause 
fatalities should of course be dug up, 
roots and all, and either burnt or 
disposed of in such a way as not to be 
accessible. In some cases, wilting or 
dried plants can be even worse than 
when alive, becoming more palatable 
but just as poisonous, so do dispose of 
them carefully. Digging up should be 
done with care too; always wear gloves 
and overalls that can be washed. 
Don’t eat or drink when working with 
any poisonous plants, and ensure 
that your hands and nails are cleaned 
properly before preparing food. If you 
are unsure whether poisonous plants 
can go into ‘brown’ recycling bins, give 
your local council a call – they should be 
able to advise you.

For all other plants that aren’t fatal 
but that can cause nasty reactions, 
evaluate your own situation. Do you 
have children or pets, and can you 
keep them away from problematic 
plants by fencing off an area or potting 
up a questionable plant and putting 
it out of harm’s way? Netting some 
plants or bushes may help; fruit cages 
are a good idea if you have the space. 
Some plants such as sweet woodruff 
can happily be used as a tea or salad 
additive, yet in large quantities can 
cause symptoms of poisoning such as 
dizziness and vomiting. The best way to 
avoid poisoning through overindulgence 
is education: learn how much is too 
much, and teach children to restrict 
their intake. 

Some plants, including hops, 
can cause contact dermatitis. 

Don’t brush up against such plants, and 
avoid prolonged skin contact. This is easy 
enough to do: always ensure that you 
wear long sleeves and use gloves when 
in contact with such plants. Always wash 
your hands well after handling plants 
such as iris, as this pleasant wetland plant 
can cause stomach problems and nausea. 

Container growing of plants that 
can cause unpleasant reactions in some 

Pyrrolizidine alkaloids in comfrey might be harmful.Sweet woodruff. 

people can be a good halfway house to 
allowing safer growing conditions, and 
growing under glass may also be an 
option. When considering growing or 
using plants or herbs with which you 
may be unfamiliar, check before using. 
Plant reference books can be purchased, 
and they are readily available in local 
libraries. If you are still unsure about 
the potential danger of any plants in 
your environment, or how to deal with 
one you know to be dangerous, contact 

your local allotment association 
or gardening group for help 
and guidance.

Hops can cause dermatitis.

much, and teach children to restrict 

Pyrrolizidine alkaloids in comfrey might be harmful.

your environment, or how to deal with 
one you know to be dangerous, contact 

Hops can cause dermatitis.

Elder is regarded as being just mildly toxic. 
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BEE-KEEPING

GET
READY
L

ast month we looked at jobs that 
the bee-keeper can do during 
the winter months when the bees 
are clustering in the hive. As the 

days begin to lengthen at the beginning 
of the new year, things will be starting to 
stir within the colony, so we can now take 
stock and prepare for the active season.

DEAD COLONIES
Take a walk around the apiary. If it is a 
warm, sunny day, you are likely to see 
some activity at the entrance. If most 
of your colonies are flying (if even a 
little) and one is not, then it is time to 
investigate. It could be that the bees are 
still clustered inside, or the colony could 
have died. If it’s the latter, you need to 
take the basic action of closing up the 
hive entrance to prevent any other bees 

robbing. You will need to sort out the 
equipment, but you can leave this 
until a more convenient time, if 
necessary. If the colony has died 
from disease – and I would 
always suspect nosema in the 
first instance – you do not 
want other bees to bring 
disease back to their 
own colonies so that you 
end up with an apiary of 
sick bees.

Your bees could have 
starved to death. They may 
not have had sufficient stores 
when they formed the winter 
cluster. The stores they had 
might not have been in the right 
place and they got separated from 
them – isolation starvation.  
Both scenarios can be put down to the 

Dead bees with their heads in cells is an indication that 
the colony has died of starvation. Make sure this does not 
happen again by feeding properly next year.

for the active season
Claire Waring looks at how you can best prepare 
for the forthcoming bee-keeping season, and at 

what to look out for as the hive comes alive once more

Heft the hive to check the level of winter stores. Lift the back 
and then one side just off the stand. If it feels light, feed the 
bees some candy or fondant.

bee-keeper not having fed the colony 
properly the previous autumn.

Bees form their cluster around the 
last brood nest. They uncouple their 
wings from the thoracic muscles and 
vibrate them to produce heat.  
This enables the colony to keep the 
centre of the cluster at around 35°C, if 
brood is present, or 21°C if not, even 
when the outside temperature falls well 
below this. That’s quite a feat for a small 
insect, which is achieved, of course, 
by lots of insects all making a small 
contribution. The fuel producing this 
heat is honey or sugar stores. 

As the bees eat their stores, the 
cluster moves slowly upwards. This is 
why you must ensure that food is stored 

❋ Heft hives to assess the 
remaining stores.

❋ Feed candy or fondant, if 
required.

❋ Block the entrances of any 
dead colonies and clean up the 
equipment when convenient.

❋ Swap or clean hive floors.

FEBRUARY 
CHORES IN THE 
APIARY
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above the brood nest in the autumn.  
At least 5cm should be available to see 
the colony through until 
spring. Many people think 
winter is when bees will 
starve, but it is much 
more likely in the 
spring as demands  
on stores increase. 

CHECKING 
FOOD 
STORES
Heft your colonies 
to check food levels. 
Raise the back and 
then one side of the hive 
just off the stand. If the 
colony feels as though it is 
nailed down, it should be fine. 
If it feels light, it needs feeding. 
Don’t feed liquid syrup at this time of 
year. Excess water in a bee’s system can 

When food stores contain a lot of water, this can cause dysentery, which is seen in brown streaks on the frames, combs and 
other parts of the hive. Photo courtesy of the Animal & Plant Health Agency (APHA), Crown Copyright. 

“BEES FORM THEIR CLUSTER AROUND THE LAST BROOD 
NEST. THEY UNCOUPLE THEIR WINGS FROM THE THORACIC 

MUSCLES AND VIBRATE THEM TO PRODUCE HEAT”



We shall deal with the bee-keeping 
duties for March as the season 
opens up with the arrival of spring, 
and we’ve put together a brief 
calendar of all the main bee-
keeping chores throughout the 
coming year. 

NEXT MONTH

BEE-KEEPING
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have to collect natural fatalities. Do this 
either from in front of the hive, or slide a 
piece of stiff card into the entrance and 
leave it for a few days. When you pull 
it out carefully, there should be some 
bodies there. Repeat this until you have 
sufficient! 

STERILISING EQUIPMENT
Why check for nosema? If the colony has  
died, surely there’s nothing you can do 
about it? Not for that colony perhaps, 
but you can sterilise the frames and 
boxes so that they are disease free for 
the next colony that uses them. Drawn 
comb can be sterilised using an 80 per 
cent solution of acetic acid, but I would 
recommend you remove it from the 
frames and burn it. Scrape any bits of 
wax or propolis from the frames and 
boxes. Scrub (or preferably, boil) the 
frames in a solution made up of 1kg 
washing soda dissolved in 5 litres of 
warm water. Use a blowtorch or hot-
air paint stripper to scorch the inside 
of wooden boxes until they are dark, 
chocolate brown, paying particular 
attention to the nooks and crannies. 
Polystyrene hives should be scrubbed 
with washing soda. Detailed instructions 

can be found in the ‘Hive Cleaning 
and Sterilisation’ fact-sheet on BeeBase 
at www.nationalbeeunit.com/index.
cfm?pageid=167.

REPLACING THE FLOORS
As part of your apiary hygiene at the 
beginning of the year, it is a good idea 
to clean the floors. Having at least one 
spare floor makes the process much 
easier. The existing floor is replaced with 
a clean one with minimal disturbance to 
the bees. If you are working alone, use a 
spare stand or other moveable platform 
on which you can place the hive.  
Break the seal between the floor and the 
hive and gently lift the boxes onto the 
stand. Either swap the old floor for the 
clean one, or clean up the existing floor 
before gently replacing the hive on it. 

Scrape off any debris and, for a 
wooden floor, scorch it with a blowtorch. 
For a polystyrene or open-mesh floor, 
use a strong solution of washing soda, 
as above. Make sure that the metal floor 
insert can slide in and out easily so that 
you can monitor for varroa.

If you have a bee-keeping friend, 
working with them will make things 
quicker, as one person can lift the hive 
while the other swaps the floor.

SIGNS OF LIFE
So far this winter the weather has been 
very mild, but some are forecasting 
a very cold spell early in 2016. If you 
have snow in your area, make sure you 
keep entrances clear. Have a look at the 
snow-covered roof. If there is a ring of 
slightly melted snow, this indicates that 
things are happening inside the hive. 
The brood nest is expanding and heat 
is rising. Hopefully, when the snow 
disappears and the spring flowers begin 
to bloom, your colonies will be ready and 
raring to go!

cause dysentery. During the winter, 
when confined to the hive, a bee stores its 
faeces in its expandable rectum. If these 
contain too much water, the bee excretes 
within the hive – over the frames, combs 
and even on top of the inner cover. 

You should feed candy (inverted 
sugar) or baker’s fondant. Place a block 
on the frame top bars directly over the 
cluster so that the bees can reach it easily, 
and cover it with plastic to help prevent 
it from drying out. Surround the block 
with an empty super or an eke on which 
you replace the inner cover and the roof. 
Some bee-keepers put insulation around 
the food. 

DYSENTERY AND NOSEMA
Dysentery is often, but not invariably, 
associated with nosema, a disease caused 
by two specialised monosporidian fungi, 
Nosema apis and Nosema ceranae.  
The latter was only discovered recently, 
but has the same effect on the infected 
bee. The organism lives in the bee’s gut, 
interfering with its ability to digest food. 
It forms spores, which are excreted.  
If this happens within the hive, the mess 
is licked up by the house bees, which 
themselves become infected. Nosema 
also shortens the bee’s life. The effect 
on a colony is particularly noticeable in 
the spring, when it does not build up as 
quickly as it should – having more than 
one colony enables you to compare this. 
Some colonies simply struggle along, 
but with a severe infection, a colony 
dwindles and dies.

Nosema is diagnosed using a 
microscope. There is not sufficient 
space to describe it here, but you can 
find details in any good bee-keeping 
book that discusses diseases. You will 
need a sample of thirty bees. In a dead 
colony, these can be taken from the hive. 
However, if you suspect nosema in a 
living colony, at this time of year you will 

Candy should be placed on the top bars, directly above the 
cluster so that bees can reach it easily. It is a good idea to cover 
it with plastic to help stop it drying out.

When you see a slightly melted circle in snow on the roof, 
this indicates that brood rearing has already started.

Dead bees on the floor where a colony has died from a 
nosema infection. Photo courtesy of the Animal & Plant Health 
Agency (APHA), Crown Copyright. 
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ONE-POT
T

his month I have created a 
number of delicious ‘one-pot’ 
recipes that are simple to prepare, 
which will come as a welcome relief 

after all the cooking – and washing-up – 
over the recent festive season. All of these 
dishes really do require just a single pot 
to create and cook a great meal! I have 
included a mix of different main meals 
for stove-top cooking, oven baking, and 
even one for a slow cooker – or crock pot, 
as they are also known. So, take it easy 
and enjoy making this selection of tasty, 
warming dishes using just a single pot!

SPICED CHICKEN 
NOODLE BROTH
This stove-top recipe has long been a work 
in progress, as each time I have made 
it I have added or changed some of the 
ingredients, but I am now happy with this 
tasty, spicy noodle broth. You can also 
make it with leftover chicken by removing 
Step 2 and adding the cooked chicken 
together with the greens at Step 3.

INGREDIENTS
SERVES 4
2 red onions, sliced
1 red chilli, deseeded and sliced
1 clove garlic, sliced and diced
1 yellow capsicum, sliced
1 large chicken breast, finely sliced
250g dried medium egg noodles
250g mixed greens (or savoy cabbage), 

finely sliced
900ml chicken stock
100ml white wine (or 100ml of additional 

stock)
Handful of Thai basil, shredded, not cut                                                   
1 tbsp olive oil
Salt and pepper (to season)

METHOD
1 Gently heat the olive oil in a 

large, 2-litre pan. Add the onions, 
garlic, chilli and capsicum, then 
fry gently over a low heat for 2 
minutes, stirring occasionally. 

2 Add the chicken strips and 
increase the heat, stirring 
well to seal the meat but 

also to prevent it colouring. After 
2 minutes add the stock and wine 
(if using), then cover and bring to the 
boil. Once boiling, reduce the heat and 
continue to simmer for 10 minutes. 

3 Add the greens (or cabbage) and 
cook for a further 5 minutes, then 
add the egg noodles and cook for an 
additional 4 minutes, stirring well 
occasionally to loosen the noodles.

4 Add the seasoning and the Thai 
basil, give the contents a quick stir, 
replace the lid, then turn off the heat, 
but keep the pan on the stove to let 
the dish steam for 2 minutes before 
serving.

LizzieB creates a range of delicious and fi lling meals which require only a single cooking 
vessel, making them simple to prepare, and with only minimal washing-up duties

wonders
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Use tongs or a slotted spoon to transfer 
the noodles, chicken and vegetables to 
serving bowls, then top with the broth.

  LIZZIEB’S TIP!

If you can’t find Thai basil, you 
could replace it with a handful 
of fresh coriander.

HERBY CHICKEN BAKE
I created this oven-baked 
dish for my daughter while 
she is on her year abroad. 
She loves to cook but has limited 
cooking equipment and funds. 
This really is a one-pot wonder, and 
is perfect for students, too, as it is 
economical, nutritious, tasty and 
comforting, with very little washing-up! 

INGREDIENTS
SERVES 2
4 chicken thighs
2 capsicums, sliced thickly 
2 courgettes, sliced
200g cherry tomatoes, halved
500g waxy potatoes, cut into wedges
3 tbsp olive oil 
2 tsp dried mixed herbs
Handful of freshly chopped parsley                                                                  

METHOD
1 Preheat the oven to 200°C. 
2 Place all the prepared vegetables 

(except for the tomatoes) into a 
large sandwich bag, then pour in 
2 tablespoons of olive oil and the 
chopped herbs, and shake to mix 
and coat the vegetables. Place to 
one side until needed.

3 Put 1 tablespoon of olive oil into a 
large, shallow, heatproof roasting/
casserole dish and place over a low to 
medium heat. Add the chicken thighs 
and fry to seal, turning regularly. 

4 Turn the chicken thighs skin-side 
up and pour in the marinated 
vegetables. Give it all a quick stir, 
then transfer immediately to the 
preheated oven to continue to cook. 

5 Cook for 25 minutes, remove from 
the oven, then stir and add the 
tomatoes. Return to the oven for a 
further 15 minutes until the chicken 
is crisp, the juices run clear and the 
potatoes are coloured and soft. 

6 Add the parsley just prior to serving.

MOROCCAN LAMB 
CASSOULET 
This is one for the slow cooker, which is 
great for cooking tougher cuts of meat 

that require a long cooking time, 
but without using up lots 

of power. The key to 
using a slow cooker 

is to ensure that 
everything is 

already hot 
before 

going 
into 

the 

cooker, and any liquids are best added 
freshly boiled. This recipe is a tasty 
Moroccan-inspired lamb dish, with the 
lamb slow-cooked until it melts in the 
mouth, and it’s complemented by an 
aromatic selection of Eastern flavours, 
including cumin, apricots and harissa.

INGREDIENTS
SERVES 6
1.5kg shoulder (or neck) of lamb, diced 
2 tsp cumin
2 tsp paprika
1 tsp cinnamon
1 tsp harissa powder                                                                              
4 tbsp sunflower oil
2 medium onions, finely diced
1 clove garlic, finely sliced
350ml chicken (or lamb) stock
200g dried apricots, finely chopped
400g tinned tomatoes, chopped
350g precooked (or canned) chickpeas

METHOD
1 The day (or night) before, place the 

lamb, cumin, paprika, cinnamon 
and harissa powder in a bowl, 
together with 2 tablespoons of oil, 
then mix together until the lamb is 
well coated. Cover and refrigerate 
for at least 12 hours.

2 Preheat the slow cooker on the high 
setting whilst preparing the meat.
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Use tongs or a slotted spoon to transfer 
the noodles, chicken and vegetables to 
serving bowls, then top with the broth.

If you can’t find Thai basil, you 
could replace it with a handful 

HERBY CHICKEN BAKE

She loves to cook but has limited 
cooking equipment and funds. 
This really is a one-pot wonder, and 
is perfect for students, too, as it is 
economical, nutritious, tasty and 
comforting, with very little washing-up! 3 Put 1 tablespoon of olive oil into a 

large, shallow, heatproof roasting/
casserole dish and place over a low to 
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  LIZZIEB’S TIPS!

If you are unable to find harissa in 
the supermarket, you can substitute 
it by adding 1 teaspoon of chilli 
powder mixed with 1 teaspoon of 
tomato purée and 1 teaspoon of 
sunflower oil.

Slow cookers do 
vary. Older 
models may not 
have ‘high’ or 
‘auto’ settings, but 
this should not 
matter – simply 
switch it on to 
heat up and let 
it do the 
business.

CHEESY POTATOES WITH 
BACON AND TOMATOES
This stove-top recipe is one of my 
favourite ‘lazy Sunday’ brunch dishes. 
It really just cooks itself, but you do 
need to regularly add ingredients 
to the pan. This recipe requires 
precooked bacon and potatoes, 
which you can prepare the day 
before and keep chilled in the fridge 
overnight.

INGREDIENTS
SERVES 2
3–4 rashers of cooked smoked bacon, 

diced
150g new potatoes, cooked and halved
200g mushrooms, sliced and diced

1 red onion, finely diced
1 small red capsicum, finely diced
200g cherry tomatoes, halved
100g Cheddar cheese, grated
3 tbsp olive oil
1 tbsp freshly chopped thyme                                                                   

METHOD
1 Put 1 tablespoon of olive oil in 

a large, heavy-based shallow 
pan (or a deep frying pan) 
and heat gently. Add the red 
onions and capsicum, then fry 
until soft for about 5 minutes 
over a low to medium heat.
2 Move the onions and 

capsicums to the outside 
edge of the pan and add 
the remaining oil to the 
middle of the pan, then 
increase the heat slightly 
and add the potatoes and 
bacon. Cook while stirring 
well until the potatoes 
begin to colour and the 
bacon starts to crisp up. 

3 Add the mushrooms and cook for 
a further 1 minute, then add the 
cherry tomatoes and thyme and 
cook for an additional 3–4 minutes 
over a medium heat until the 
tomatoes are beginning to soften. 

4 Sprinkle over the cheese and cover 
the pan with a lid, plate or tinfoil, 
then turn the heat down to low 
and cook for a few more minutes. 
Remove the pan lid and turn off the 

heat, leaving the pan on the stove 
top to sit for just 1 minute or so 

before serving.

3 Heat 2 tablespoons of oil 
in a large, deep pan and 
brown the meat in batches 
over a medium to high 
heat – you are searing and 
giving the meat a little 
colour rather than cooking it. 
Once it has browned, place 
the meat in the base of the 
preheated slow cooker and 
cover with the lid.

4 Reduce the heat slightly, then 
add the onions and garlic for 
just a few minutes until soft. 
Add the tinned tomatoes and stock, 
then increase the heat until boiling. 
Once boiling, transfer everything 
carefully to the slow cooker.

5 Heat the stock to boiling and pour 
it over the lamb. Add the chopped 
apricots, cover with the lid and cook 
on high for 15 minutes, then switch 
to the auto setting (or low) for a 
minimum of 6–8 hours.

6 Approximately 30 minutes before 
serving, add the cooked chickpeas 
to the pot.

Serve hot, drizzled with a little 
mint and yoghurt (optional) and 
accompanied by couscous for an 
authentic Moroccan feel, or with rice 
or jacket potatoes. 

1 red onion, finely diced
1 small red capsicum, finely diced
200g cherry tomatoes, halved
100g Cheddar cheese, grated
3 tbsp olive oil
1 tbsp freshly chopped thyme                                                                   

METHOD
1 Put 1 tablespoon of olive oil in 

a large, heavy-based shallow 
pan (or a deep frying pan) 
and heat gently. Add the red 
onions and capsicum, then fry 
until soft for about 5 minutes 
over a low to medium heat.
2 Move the onions and 

3 Add the mushrooms and cook for 

colour rather than cooking it. 

4 Reduce the heat slightly, then 

CHEESY POTATOES WITH 
BACON AND TOMATOES
This stove-top recipe is one of my 
favourite ‘lazy Sunday’ brunch dishes. 
It really just cooks itself, but you do 
need to regularly add ingredients 
to the pan. This recipe requires 
precooked bacon and potatoes, 
which you can prepare the day 
before and keep chilled in the fridge 
overnight.

INGREDIENTS
SERVES 2
3–4 rashers of cooked smoked bacon, 

diced

Slow down!
Slow cookers are ideal for 

cooking tougher cuts of meat 

that require a long cooking 

time, and they don’t use 

much power.
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A CARAMEL
M

aking caramel is as enlivening 
as it is frightening – you really 
do need concentration and 
nerves of steel. The thought 

of molten sugar alchemy – which is what 
it really is – can motivate anxiety, and 
whilst the prospect of spluttering volcanic 
sugar certainly should inspire caution, 
once you replace the fear with quiet 
respect you will enjoy making one of the 
easiest and cheapest luxuries you can 
create in the kitchen. 

For me, caramel transforms a 
pudding from good to sublime. 
From bitter-sweet dark caramel and 
crunch spun sugar, to the moreish 
caramel syrup that encapsulates a 
crème caramel and the delicate crack of 
caramel on a crème brûlée, this article 
covers the techniques to make both wet 
and dry caramel, and it’s your key to all 
of these wonderful delights.

STARTING WITH THE 
RIGHT KIT
A thick, heavy-based saucepan is a must. 
Try and get a pan that conducts heat 
evenly: hard anodised aluminium works 
better than stainless steel. The only 
other equipment you’ll need is a set of 
kitchen scales and a wooden spoon – for 
basic caramel even a thermometer is not 

necessary, as your eyes and nose are the 
best tools. 

THE WHITE STUFF
Wander down the baking aisle of 
any supermarket and you will find a 
bewildering array of sugars, syrups and 
substitutes. When making caramel you 
may well find yourself contemplating 
what colour or type of sugar to use; 
I practically always use plain white 
granulated sugar to give a pure and 
sweet taste to my caramel; not only is 
it the cheapest option, but using white 
sugar also makes gauging the colour 
of the caramel much easier, but with 
practice you’ll be able to make caramel 
with any refined or unrefined sugar.

WHEN IS IT BURNT?
The consensus amongst experts is that 
the darker the caramel, the better it will 
be, because the darker the colour, the 
more intense the bitter-sweet flavour 
becomes, but as with everything, there 
are limits. Once you put the sugar in 
the pan, it begins a journey through 
different visible stages. First, it forms 

a white syrup, then a clear syrup that 
occasionally has a frost-like white crust 
on top. It then begins to turn a golden 
caramel at the edges. Swirling the pan as 
it cooks further turns it a glossy golden 
caramel, then from this point on it turns 
into rich golden caramel, followed by 
a dark-reddish caramel, then a darker 
brown caramel with wisps of smoke, then 
finally it turns a burnt black; for me, 
the dark-reddish caramel is perfection, 
but it’s all a matter of taste, so just 
experiment and see what your palate 
tells you is right.

COOKING TEMPERATURE 
You need to adjust the cooking 
temperature to suit the ingredients 
you are adding to your caramel recipe, 
because the consistency it sets at is 
dependent on those ingredients. 
More fat keeps the caramel from turning 
too hard, but might also make it too soft 
to cut. Less fat can make the caramel 
brittle and hard. If your mixture is rich 
with cream and butter, cook the caramel 
to a higher temperature for a firmer set. 
If it’s a skinny recipe, cook it to a lower 
temperature.

DRY vs WET CARAMEL
Before we look at some recipes, I should 
explain that there are two different basic 
kinds of caramel: a wet caramel, where 
sugar is melted with water then cooked; 
and a dry caramel, where sugar is 
cooked by itself until it liquefies and 
caramelises. 

  SEREN’S TIP!

Sometimes, as sugar syrup boils, 
sugar starts to form back into 

crystals, which turn hard and 
cloudy. Crystallisation can be 

caused by stirring, or by 
a bit of something 

other than 
sugar getting 

Seren Evans-Charrington takes on the aromatic challenge of making both 
wet and dry caramel – skills of immense use to any keen kitchen confectioner

masterclass
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masterclass
Do it!

Being organised when making caramel 
is a must; it is hardly a risk-free activity, 
but because it is generally made on a 
small scale at home it is actually less 
dangerous than deep-fat frying or 
making jam; but danger is relative – 
there are steps you need to take to 
ensure your caramel-making activities 
are safe and pleasurable:

1 Clear away any distractions – you 
really need to concentrate.

2 Stay calm.
3 Don’t stick your fingers in – it 

sounds silly to say, but even when 
the caramel has finished cooking 
and looks very inviting it remains 
incredibly hot until set, so keep your 
fingers out and resist temptation!

4 Remove the pan from the heat 
when adding new ingredients, as fats 
and liquids bubble and spit furiously 
when added – stand back until any 
bubbling subsides. 

5 Should a small drop of boiling sugar 
come into contact with your skin, 
place the affected area under water 
immediately, and keep it there for a 
few minutes.

6 Get organised – if your caramel is 
going into a tin or tray, get it set up 
before you start making the caramel, 
and lay a damp cloth underneath the 
tin or tray so it doesn’t move about 
when pouring. 

7 Have all the ingredients measured 
out in advance, so you can add them 
when the time is just right. 

8 Caramel is hot and can splatter, so 
protect your arms by wearing a long-
sleeved top.

9 Use a sturdy, large pot or pan that 
won’t overflow – sugar rises up when 
melting, so you need a deep pan that 
can contain a sugar volcano.

10 Keep a deep bowl of icy water 
nearby to plunge your hand into if 
caramelised sugar lands on it, and 
also to stop the caramel cooking 
when it reaches the right colour. 
You can then plunge the pan into the 
icy water for a few seconds (but not 
for too long, or it will set in the pan).
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into the pan. This problem is easily 
rectified by the addition of a little 
acid, such as a squirt of lemon juice 
or a pinch of cream of tartar, which 
will help it stay fluid.

DRY CARAMEL
METHOD
1 Heat the sugar over a moderate heat, 

keeping an eye on it. It needs to be 
over an even, moderate heat so that 
it does not burn. It should begin to 
brown and liquefy at the edges. 

2 Once the caramel starts browning at 
the edges, drag the sugar towards the 
centre to prevent any burnt spots. 

  SEREN’S TIP!

If your caramel looks very lumpy 
and grainy, don’t panic! Just lower 
the heat and continue stirring.

WET CARAMEL
INGREDIENTS 
150ml water
300g caster sugar 
A squeeze of lemon juice 
(or a pinch of cream 
of tartar)

METHOD
1 Put the 

sugar 
into the 
pan with 
the water, 

then stir. Heat the contents gently 
over a moderate heat to dissolve the 
sugar, but without letting it boil, until 
every grain has disappeared. Stir any 
stubborn patches with a spoon 
without splashing. 

2 Once clear, add a drop of lemon juice 
(or a pinch of cream of tartar), then 
bring to the boil. Continue boiling 
until the syrup begins to thicken and 
change colour – this takes about 15 

minutes. Swirl the contents 
until the caramel is 

golden and even. 
3 Remove from 

the heat 
and pour 
the contents 
onto an oiled 
baking sheet 
to harden, 
then break

  into pieces, or crush into crystals 
for decorating cakes and desserts.

  SEREN’S TIP!

To make elegant caramel curls, lightly 
oil a thin, metal cylinder – a knife 
steel is ideal – then use a fork to 
wrap a fine strand of caramel around 
the metal like a coil. Let it harden, 
then carefully remove it. Use it to top 
cakes, ice creams and sundaes. 

AND FINALLY…
Hopefully, you will now be inspired to 
whip up a batch of caramel and enjoy 
the divine smells and the awesome 
delights of home-made caramel 
yumminess – but just don’t tell your 
dentist about it!

❋ PRALINE
 To make praline, add 200g of 

blanched, toasted almonds to the 
caramel; there is no need to cool 
the pan in water – the nuts will stop 
the cooking. Pour onto an oiled 
sheet to harden. Once set, break 
into chunks with your fingers, or 
use the end of a rolling pin for finer 
praline ‘crumbs’. Nut brittles can be 
made in the same way by adding 
pecans or hazelnuts. 

❋ CLASSIC CARAMEL SAUCE
 To make 300ml of classic caramel 

sauce, remove the caramel from 
the heat when it has turned a deep 
golden colour and add 150ml of 
thick double cream – it will spit and 

splutter, so add it with caution. 
Stir with a wooden spoon until 
smooth, adding 2 tablespoons 
of rum (if you like). You can even 
make this sauce in advance, as it 
will store in the fridge for up to 
1 week.

❋ CARAMEL APPLES
 On a recent trip to the USA, 

I walked into a caramel shop and 
the smell was divine. There were 
lots of caramel goodies, but the 
caramel apples really caught my 
eye as well as capturing my taste 
buds. Thankfully, you don’t need 
to endure a long-haul flight to 
sample a caramel apple, as making 
caramel apples is simple: wash and 

dry the apples, push a wooden 
craft stick partially through the 
core, then make a dry caramel. 
Dip the apples, swirling them 
around the pan twice to coat them, 
then pop them onto a sheet of 
greaseproof paper to set. 

RECIPES

then stir. Heat the contents gently 
over a moderate heat to dissolve the   into pieces, or crush into crystals 
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PRESERVING
E

very year, at the beginning of 
July, we used to visit my parents’ 
Shetland croft, and every year, as 
we started to prepare supper on 

the first night, they would have the same 
conversation. Mum would suggest that, 
in honour of the visitors, they should lift 
the first of the new potatoes. Dad would 
object, saying that last year’s crop was still 
perfectly edible, and true enough, it was. 

Dad would get his way at first and 
we’d eat the maincrop potatoes that he’d 
dug the previous October. Stored in a 
stone outhouse, in wooden boxes covered 
with heavy sacking, they had a certain 
venerable wrinkliness, but the flavour 
was still fine. With a big enough crop, 
and good enough storage conditions, you 
really can be self-sufficient all year round 
– at least in some crops.

Mum was right, however, and in the 
end dad would capitulate. The first 
new potatoes would be dug, and the 
remainder of the old crop would get 
boiled up for the hens. There’s no virtue 
in storing anything beyond the point at 
which the new crop is ready – no matter 
how good it makes you feel. This month 
sees the last of the old year’s crops come 
to harvest, and it’s now a question of 
bridging the ‘hungry gap’ by stretching 
the shelf life of your stored crops as much 
as you can, but nothing needs to last 
indefinitely; soon enough, the first of the 
2016 crops will be ready. 

FEBRUARY CROPS
❋ CAULIFLOWER
 If you grow a range of varieties, you 

can harvest cauliflower in practically 
every month of the year. The heads 
don’t ‘stand’ for long on the plant, 
however, so you do need to harvest 
them once they’re mature, and store 
any that you can’t use straightaway. 
Cut them with a length of stem 
attached and leave a ring of leaves 
around the head. They will keep 
for three or four weeks in a cold but 
frost-free outbuilding. 

    Cauliflowers freeze well: separate 
them into smallish florets and blanch 
them for two to three minutes. 
Add a little lemon juice to the 
blanching water to keep the florets 
white. You can also pickle cauliflower 
florets, add them to piccalilli, or 
freeze them in soup form. 

❋ LEEKS
 You can be harvesting leeks from 

September through to April, and 
they are extremely hardy, so the best 
place to store them is in the ground. 
If you do feel they need to be lifted, 
or you want to store some for the 
‘leekless’ months, they can be frozen: 
slice them and blanch them for three 
minutes first. 

You can also make leeks into a 
cream soup and freeze that, or add 
them to chutney recipes, or make 
them into a relish.  

❋ SPROUTING BROCCOLI
 There are varieties of traditional 

sprouting broccoli that can be 
harvested from September through to 
May, and the new, summer-cropping 
varieties close the gap – so if you want 
to be eating sprouting broccoli round 
the calendar, you can have it fresh. 
It is best straight from the garden, 
so only if you have a serious surplus 
should you think about storing it.    

    If you want to freeze a glut, blanch 
the florets for one to two minutes, 
depending on the thickness of the 
stems, and open-freeze them on trays 
before bagging them up. They lose 
texture in the freezer, so when they 
re-emerge, think in terms of braising 
rather than stir-frying. An alternative 
use for surplus sprouting broccoli 
would be to make a cream soup and 
then freeze that. 

❋ CHARD
 Swiss chard and the other leaf beets 

can be grown for an almost year-
round harvest, and crops sown in 
midsummer will be coming back into 
leaf now. If you want to preserve a 
surplus, you can freeze it: shred it and 

Gaby Bartai concludes her series of monthly guides to storing and preserving the harvest

the February harvest

indefinitely; soon enough, the first of the minutes first. leaf now. If you want to preserve a 
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“THIS MONTH SEES THE LAST 
OF THE OLD YEAR’S CROPS 
COME TO HARVEST, AND 
IT’S NOW A QUESTION OF 
BRIDGING THE ‘HUNGRY GAP’ 
BY STRETCHING THE SHELF 
LIFE OF YOUR STORED CROPS 
AS MUCH AS YOU CAN…”

STORING AND PRESERVING

RememberThere’s no virtue in storing 
anything beyond the point 
at which the new crop is ready – no matter how good it makes you feel.



You can get a secondary crop from winter brassicas once the regular one is 
finished, so don’t evict the plants too soon.
 
❋ When you harvest cabbages, leave the stump in the ground and cut a 

cross in the top of it; a new flush of leaves will sprout from the top. 
❋ Once you’ve picked all the Brussels sprouts on a plant that you possibly 

can, you should harvest the topknot of leaves and use them like spring 
greens. 

❋ Leave kale plants in the ground when they start to come into bud, and 
harvest the immature flower buds to use like sprouting broccoli. 

❋ If swedes start to sprout before you get to them, you can salvage a 
substitute crop by treating the new shoots like spring greens.

DOUBLE YOUR HARVEST! 

74 W W W.HOMEFARMER .CO.UK

STORING AND PRESERVING

blanch it for one minute, then squeeze 
out the water and bag it up in one-
meal portions. You can also squeeze 
handfuls into balls and open-freeze 
these before bagging them up. 

PICCALILLI
Piccalilli is a useful addition to the 
pickler’s armoury, as it uses cauliflower 
and beans, which don’t find their way 
into many preserving recipes. At this 
stage in the year you can use frozen 
beans. I’ve given the classic mix here, 
with equal quantities of cauliflower, beans 
and cucumber/courgette, but you can 
vary the proportions depending on what 
you have available, and what you prefer. 

 
INGREDIENTS
MAKES 2 × 454g JARS
140g cauliflower, separated into very 

small florets
140g onions, peeled and coarsely diced
140g French (or runner) beans, topped, 

tailed and cut into 7mm pieces
140g cucumber/courgette, quartered 

lengthways and cut into 7mm slices
50g salt
435ml malt vinegar
½ tsp allspice
1 tsp mustard seeds
40g soft, brown sugar
2 tsp mustard powder
2 tsp ground ginger
1 tsp turmeric
2 tbsp plain flour

METHOD
1 Put the cauliflower and onion 

into one bowl and the beans and 
cucumber/courgette into another. 
Dissolve the salt in 1,200ml of cold 
water and pour half of this over 
each batch of vegetables. Cover the 
vegetables with weighted plates and 
leave them for 12 hours, or overnight.

2 Drain and rinse the vegetables. 
Put the cauliflower and onion into a 
pan with 375ml of the vinegar, the 
allspice and the mustard seeds. Bring 
the vinegar to the boil and simmer 

“PICCALILLI IS A USEFUL ADDITION 
TO THE PICKLER’S ARMOURY, AS 

IT USES CAULIFLOWER AND BEANS, 
WHICH DON’T FIND THEIR WAY 

INTO MANY PRESERVING RECIPES”

for 5 minutes, then add the beans and 
cucumber/courgette and the sugar 
and simmer for a further 5 minutes.

3 Meanwhile, mix together the 
mustard powder, ginger, turmeric 
and flour. Add the remaining 60ml 
of vinegar and blend to a smooth 
paste, then mix in 2 spoonfuls of 
liquid from the pan. Add this sauce 
mixture to the pan, stirring briskly 
until it is completely incorporated, 
then simmer for a further 5 minutes.

4 Transfer the hot piccalilli to warmed, 
sterilised jars and seal straightaway. 

You can get a secondary crop from winter brassicas once the regular one is 
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ONION MARMALADE 
This is one of the best things for 
sandwiches since… sliced bread. 
It’s great for using up a lot of onions. 

 
INGREDIENTS
MAKES 3 × 225g JARS
4 tbsp vegetable oil
1kg onions, peeled and finely sliced
4 cloves garlic, peeled and crushed
1 mild red chilli, finely chopped 
Leaves from 3 large sprigs of thyme
½ tsp salt 
1 tsp freshly ground black pepper
100g soft, dark brown sugar
100ml red wine vinegar

 
METHOD
1 Heat the oil in a large, heavy-based 

pan over a medium-low heat. (‘Large’ 
is important: in too small a pan the 
onions will steam rather than sauté.) 
Add the onions and let them cook 
very slowly, uncovered, for about 40 
minutes until soft, sticky and golden-
brown. Stir them every 5 minutes or 
so, and if they are starting to stick or 
burn, reduce the heat.

2 Add the garlic, chilli, thyme, salt, 
pepper and sugar. Stir until the sugar 
has dissolved, then cook for a further 
10 minutes. 

3 Add the vinegar, then increase the 
heat slightly and continue cooking 
for another 5 minutes, or until all the 
liquid has reduced to a syrup. 

4 Put the hot marmalade into warmed, 
sterilised jars and seal straightaway. 

The relatively low proportion of sugar 
and vinegar in this recipe means that 
  it will only keep for 3 months or so in 
                           the fridge.

APPLE AND APRICOT 
CHUTNEY
This is one of my all-time favourite 
chutneys – and another good use for 
apples that have reached the end of 
the line. 

 
INGREDIENTS
MAKES 3 × 454g JARS
225g dried apricots, chopped into 

small pieces
225g sultanas
2 tsp pickling spice, tied into a piece 

of muslin
1 tsp salt
2 cloves garlic, peeled and crushed
2cm cube of root ginger, peeled and 

finely chopped
Juice and zest of 1 lemon
600ml cider vinegar
500g apples (prepared weight), peeled, 

cored and diced
450g soft, light brown sugar

 
METHOD
1 Put all the ingredients (apart from 

the apples and sugar) into a heavy-
bottomed pan. Bring the mixture to 
a simmer and let it cook, uncovered, 
for 30 minutes. Add a splash of water 
if it threatens to stick to the pan.

2 Add the apples and the 
sugar, stir until the sugar 
has dissolved, then 
increase the heat and 
boil steadily for a further 
20 minutes, or until the 
mixture has thickened to 
the consistency of jam.

3 Remove the bag of 
pickling spice, then put 
the hot chutney into 
warmed, sterilised jars 
and seal straightaway. 

Storage
Top Tips
❋ Keep checking everything 

religiously, at least twice 
a week now, and remove 
and use anything that looks 
suspect. Where possible, 
rearrange the survivors to 
give them more space and air. 

❋ De-sprout stored potatoes: 
this won’t stop them making 
their bid for life, but it will slow 
them down by a week or two. 

❋ Move crops or adjust storage 
conditions as necessary. 
If crops are shrivelling, it’s 
too dry: damp down the 
floor of your storage area, 
if you can, or move the 
crops somewhere more 
humid. If they are sprouting, 
it’s too warm: move 
them somewhere colder. 
Remember that the optimum 
storage temperature is 
between 2°C and 7°C – these 
temperatures are to be 
found in an outbuilding rather 
than anywhere in a centrally 
heated house. 

❋ The freezer should be 
emptying by now, so use the 
space to extend the life of 
crops that won’t keep ‘as they 
come’ any longer.

❋ Once your potatoes are set 
on sprouting, convert them 
into mash and then freeze 
that.

❋ Shrivelling squashes and roots 
can be made into mash or 
soup, and apples into purée, 
and they can then be frozen.

ONION MARMALADE

❋ De-sprout stored potatoes: 
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O
n a typical winter’s morning, 
thoughts of home brew are 
usually far from our minds, 
but as gardening is not 

absorbing our energies, why not wash out 
your fermenting bucket and try a little 
winemaking? Provided there’s warmth in 
the kitchen or airing cupboard, we can 
still create a super brew by using dried 
ingredients from our kitchen cupboards. 
Packets of raisins, sultanas (both dried 
grapes), figs and prunes (dried plums) 
are probably languishing on the shelves, 
and I even won a prize with a tea wine 
once, and have made wine from home-
made jam (just as an experiment), so the 
possibilities really are endless.

My own favourite dried fruit is the 
apricot. They make a delightful, fast-
fermenting, light table wine, but with 
skill, and accompanied by a well-tested 
recipe, this fruit can also contribute to a 
splendid, full-bodied dessert wine, which 
is well worth the longish maturation time. 

There are several important things 
to bear in mind when using fruits that 
have been dried and concentrated; firstly, 
they have a stronger flavour than fresh 
ingredients. One view is that a quarter 
of a kilo of dried fruit is roughly equal to 
a kilo of fresh fruit. During the drying 
stage, the skins of fruits also toughen 
considerably, so it is a good idea to chop or 
mince them coarsely before adding them 
to the fermenting bucket. This will assist 
the yeast in extracting natural sugars and 
acids present in the fruit, but will also 
prevent them swelling up in the liquid. 

Another important tip is to pour 
boiling water over the dried fruit 
first in order to remove dust and any 
preservative coating. Manufacturers 
commonly use paraffin oil or vegetable 

oil to make dried fruit glisten, and to 
prevent the formation of sugar crystals 
on the surface.

Bouquet is important in any recipe, 
and even in winter we can find a range 
of dried flowers in home brew stores to 
enhance the final aroma of the finished, 
matured concoction. Useful flowers are 
dried elderflower, rose petals, orange 
blossom and dandelion florets, which, 
when added to the bulk must, will 
improve the finished wine. 

At this time of year, too, Seville 
oranges are abundant – great news for 
marmalade makers, but this fruit also 
lends itself well to the fermentation 
of aperitif wines; and let’s not forget 
bananas, which do not boast a pleasant 
aroma, but add body and are useful as a 
clearing agent.

 

APRICOT AND SULTANA 
DRY WHITE TABLE WINE
INGREDIENTS
225g dried apricots 

225g sultanas
Juice of 2 lemons (or 1 tsp citric acid) 
3g (1 tsp) powdered tannin
1 tsp pectic enzyme
1 sachet (or 5g (1 tsp)) all-purpose yeast
900g white sugar

 
METHOD 
1 Prepare a starter bottle by adding 

the yeast to ½ a pint of warm water 
and 2 teaspoons of sugar. Shake well, 
then set aside.

2 Put the apricots and sultanas into a 
sterilised bucket and pour over boiling 
water to cover. Soak for 15 minutes, 
drain through a colander, then discard 
the water. Chop the fruit coarsely and 
put it into a sterilised white plastic 
bucket, together with the sugar. 

3 Add 1.5 litres of boiling water and 
stir well to dissolve the sugar. 
When cool, add the foaming activated 
yeast and the remaining ingredients. 
Add 1 litre of cold water, then cover 
and leave for 7 days in a warm place, 
stirring twice daily.

Sylvia Kent raids her kitchen cupboards and the fruit bowl to create a table wine and 
a dessert wine, proving that there really is no such thing as non-winemaking months 

in February
“I SOW IN SMALL POTS, 
THEN TRANSPLANT INTO CELL 
TRAYS WHEN STURDY”

COUNTRY WINES

FERMENTING
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Top Tips
Amateur winemaking is not 
an exact science, but most 
winemaking manuals suggest the 
keys to success are:

❋ CLEANLINESS 
 Campden tablets (potassium 

metabisulphite) are used by 
professional winemakers, and 
release sulphur dioxide when 
dissolved in water or wine. 
This sterilises equipment, and 
prevents the growth of moulds, 
bacteria and spoilage yeasts.

❋ SUGAR
 White, unflavoured, granulated 

sugar is best for winemaking. 
Dissolved in hot water to form 
a syrup, ordinary sugar is gently 
boiled for about 15 minutes 
in ½ a litre of water containing 
1 teaspoon of lemon juice or 
citric acid, which produces 
an inverted sugar that can be 
fermented when cool.

❋ ACID
 Three acids are usually used 

for a good fermentation and 
can be purchased in powder 
form, although citric acid 
(lemons) is still a favourite of 
many winemakers. An absence 
of acid results in a bland, 
unbalanced wine. Tartaric acid 
is a constituent of grapes, and 
malic acid is present in apples. 
Some winemakers use a 
combination of all three.

❋ TANNIN
 Tannin gives bite to wine. 

Without it wine can taste ‘dull 
and flabby’, but too much gives 
a rough taste that takes a long 
time to smooth out. It is found 
naturally in elderberries, grape 
skins, damsons, red plums and, 
of course, tea. Recipes that 
seem deficient in tannin need 
powdered grape tannin or a 
cup of strong black tea added 
to 5 litres of wine.

4  Strain through a nylon sieve, then 
pour through a funnel into a 
sterilised demijohn. Rinse the fruit 
pulp with a little warm water and 
use the strained liquid to top up the 
demijohn, leaving just 2.5cm of air 
space.

5 Fit an airlock and leave the demijohn 
in a warm place to ferment out. Rack 
off at several intervals when sediment 
forms in the bottom of the demijohn, 
adding a Campden tablet each time. 

This wine could be ready to drink in as 
little as 6 months, but it’s much better left 
to mature for 12 months. Serve chilled.

 

DATE, RAISIN AND 
BANANA DESSERT WINE
INGREDIENTS 
900g dates
225g raisins
450g ripe bananas, sliced
900g white granulated sugar
Liquid from 3 tea bags steeped in 285ml 

boiling water for 10 minutes
Juice of 2 lemons (or 1 tsp citric acid) 

1 tsp pectic enzyme
1 sachet (or 5g (1 tsp)) all-purpose 
yeast

 
METHOD
1 Prepare a starter bottle by adding 

the yeast to about 300ml of warm 
water and 2 teaspoons of sugar. 
Shake well, then set aside.

2 Peel and slice the bananas and 
simmer in a saucepan with 1 litre of 
water for 30 minutes, then strain into 
a jug and retain the liquid. 

3 Mince or chop the dates and raisins, 
then place in a bowl and cover with 
boiling water. Soak for 15 minutes, 
strain through a colander, then 
discard the water and put the fruit 
into a sterilised white plastic bucket. 

4 Add the cooled sugar syrup, fruit 
pulp, tea liquid and 1 litre of cold 
water. When cool, add the lemon 
juice and pectic enzyme and stir 
well. Lastly, add the activated yeast 
‘starter’.

5 Keep in a warm place, stirring twice 
daily for 7 days, then strain into a 

 4.5-litre demijohn. Top up with water, 
add an airlock and return to a warm 
place until fermentation has ceased. 

6 Rack into a clean demijohn once 
sediment has formed, then top up 
with cold boiled water and add a 
crushed Campden tablet. Repeat this 
process until the wine clears, adding 
a crushed Campden tablet each time, 
then sweeten to taste with non-
fermentable artificial sweetener.
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VANISHING GRE ENHOUSE
M

y wife Kirsten was ashen. 
Still trembling, she was 
eventually able to blurt 
out the awful truth. 

“The greenhouse,” she gasped. 
“The greenhouse,” she repeated with 
panic in her voice, “has gone!”

She had ventured into our vegetable 
garden – the first time any living 
human had visited in more than a 
year – and found that the greenhouse 
had vanished. There was nothing left 
of it – no frame, no glass, no rusty 
garden paraphernalia, no abandoned 
flowerpots, and no dead, deserted 
plants; absolutely nothing. 

We live in a village that has a very 
low crime rate – one of the lowest in 
Norfolk. This is partly because the 
streets are patrolled continuously by 
armed police. This is no reflection 
on the behaviour of the good people 
of Bacton. It has to do with a large 
commercial installation in the north 
of the village, where most of the North 
Sea Gas for the country arrives. Let no 
one comment that there is a lot of hot 

air in Bacton. It is considered a possible 
terrorist target, but (fortunately) there 
are not a large number of terrorists in 
these parts, so the armed police have 
little to do (though they are occasionally 
useful if one of the local dogs or cats goes 
missing). Nonetheless, they are on patrol 
24 hours a day, and this must be a real 
deterrent to burglars – even those who 
are hell-bent on stealing greenhouses.

 We do not have a good experience 
with greenhouses. There once was a 
traditional Victorian-style greenhouse 
in the garden, built against a high wall. 
It had vines growing in it, and pots, 
trestles, bewildering tools, and, in days 
gone by, probably a gardener called 
Simpkins sitting in the corner smoking 
a pipe. Then, due to damp and neglect, 
some of the panes of glass started to 
fall out, threatening to bisect anyone 
standing underneath. Consequently, the 
decision was eventually made to take it 
down to the brickwork in the hope that, 
at some distant point over the edge of 
the future’s horizon, enough bounty 
would be accumulated to recreate it in its 

former glory, to put back the vines and 
all the other necessities, and to restore 
Simpkins to his rightful position – sitting 
on an old apple box with several hessian 
sacks to cushion his bottom. Sadly, for 
the moment it remains a forlorn skeleton 
playing host to nothing more exotic than 
elder bushes. 

After that greenhouse was dispatched 
we invested in an aluminium-framed 
structure from Focus. That in itself 
might have been portentous because, of 
course, Focus is no longer in existence. 
If you must know, our local Focus has 
been transformed into a Waitrose, where 
all the trendies – ourselves included – pay 
for elegantly packaged vegetables that 
can be obtained at half the price from 
Lidl at the other end of town. 

The new greenhouse had been 
installed in an area of our land that 
is still, despite all appearances to the 
contrary, called ‘the vegetable garden’. 
A path was laid out down the middle of 
the plot. Our friends, Jane and Kate, 
helped us to create wigwams of bamboo 
canes, up which enthusiastic runner 

Had Bacton in Norfolk suddenly become a national hotspot of 
horticulturally motivated crime? Here’s what Richard Barr 
discovered as he set off in search of a missing greenhouse…

VANISHING GRE ENHOUSE
The case of the

DIARY OF AN INCOMPETENT SMALLHOLDER
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beans spiralled. Herbs were planted in 
a chequerboard of antique quarry tiles. 
A bower (with a seat) was created at one 
end, with a good view of the greenhouse 
at the other. For a year or so the garden 
yielded produce, and the greenhouse 
did what greenhouses do. The herbs 
burgeoned. 

Then the weeds moved in – huge, 
terrifying weeds that made triffids look 
positively tame. Soon our forays into 
the vegetable garden became few and 
far between, and – later – access became 
impossible without the use of a machete. 
Eventually the struggle became unequal 
and nature reasserted itself. Years went 

by, until one spring day Kirsten thought 
it was time to give it another go. “I may 
be some time,” she warned as she set out 
with a day’s supply of food, antimalarial 
medication, ropes and some formidable 
implements.

 Many hours later she returned, close 
to exhaustion, with clothes torn and bite 
marks from hostile insects, to break the 
traumatic news of the disappearance of 
the greenhouse. I scoured the reports 
we receive from the local constabulary 
to check whether thefts of greenhouses 
were rife in the county. The results were 
disappointing: not a single greenhouse 
had been stolen over a wide area of 

Norfolk. The nearest ‘hit’ was a report 
from five years earlier, when a spade 
and two trowels had been reported 
missing from a greenhouse in Trunch, 
but, if the report was to be believed, the 
greenhouse had remained. 

I decided to ‘don my pipe and 
deerstalker’ to investigate. In full safari 
garb I set out, expecting at the very least 
to find Dr Livingstone on my travels.  
I followed the swathe that had been cut 
by Kirsten, but I kept going further, 
and there it was – down at heart but still 
standing. It was completely covered in 
foliage and cunningly disguised as a 
bush. 

I raced back to the house to break the 
news – which was not greeted with great 
pleasure. While I was out searching, 
there had been a change of policy.  
“I have decided,” she said, “to abandon 
the vegetable garden to nature.” From 
now onwards our vegetables would grow 
in a trough outside the back door. 

And so they do. And so far the trough 
has remained, and there have been no 
reports (in Bacton, at least) of troughs 
being abducted. I am sure that this is 
only because of the ever-vigilant presence 
of the military police, whose sharp eyes 
would almost always spot vegetable 
trough thieves – and I’m sure they would 
gun them down, if necessary. 

DIARY OF AN INCOMPETENT SMALLHOLDER



  TRAINING COURSES

HANDSPINNING 
Learn to spin. 1 & 2 day courses. 
Essex/Cambs Border. Tel: 01763 838485 
www.mayshotorchard.com

WOOLLEY WORKSHOPS 
Learn to spin, pig loom and felt using 
British rare breed wool. Meet the sheep 
inc. rare Leicester Longwools. 
Tel: 07940 713707, 
email: baileyjnse�aol.com

ARTISAN FOOD 
Range of food and drink courses 
inc. cheese making, brewing, chocolate 
making, bread making. Hartingtons 
(of Bakewell) School of Food. 
Tel: 01629 888 586,   
www.hartingtons.co.uk 

QUIRKY WORKSHOPS 
Set in the Lake district. Range of courses, 
from cheese making to shabby chic 
furniture, jewellery making to blacksmithing. 
Tel: 017684 83984, 
www.greystokecyclecafe.co.uk

INTRODUCTION TO KEEPING CHICKENS 
Monthly courses held for the domestic 
chicken keeper. We also run ‘Housing your 
hens’ and ‘Handling your hens’ sessions. 
Tel: 01424 830357, 
www.mantelfarmshop.co.uk/training-courses

  LIVESTOCK

HENS FOR PETS 
(Essex) Hybrids POL; range of colours. 
Rare breed bantams. Hatching eggs. 
Tel: 01623 793841, 
www.hensforpets.co.uk

DOMESTIC FOWL TRUST 
(Warwickshire) Poultry breeders, 
equipment, housing and smallholder supplies.
www.domesticfowltrust.com

PEAR TREE POULTRY 
(Lancashire) 11 types of hybrid hens, 
45 different pure breed hens, ducks, 
pheasants, turkeys, geese. Large shop, 
boarding service, courses, hatching eggs. 
Tel: 07808 661873, 
wwwpeartreepoultry.co.uk

          PET SITTERS

          TREE & ROOT STOCK

SOFT FRUIT SPECIALIST 
Widest range of fruit trees available from 
Ken Muir. Tel: 01255 830181, 
www.kenmuir.co.uk

STOCK AVAILABLE NOW 
Tweed Valley Fruit Trees are the specialist 
fruit tree nursery in the Scottish borders 
growing a wide range of traditional and 
modern varieties of apple, pear and plum. 
Tel: 01896 831147, 
www.tweedvalleyfruittrees.co.uk

OVER 100 VARIETIES of apple trees. 
Dessert, juicing, cider, cookers to suit your 
farm, smallholding or garden from Adams 
Apples. Tel: 01404 841166, 
www.adamsappletrees.co.uk

HOMEFARMER            CLASSIFIEDS
PLEASE MENTION HOME FARMER WHEN RESPONDING TO AN ADVERT 

Khaki Campbells & Cherry Valley Ducks 
From sexed day olds to point of lay. Both excellent egg layers.

Small or large orders taken.
07999 507442

www.hillviewducks.co.uk

New Forest Poultry
Large fowl in Gold, Silver, Mottled and very rare Isabella 
Orpingtons, French Copper Marans in Blue, Black, Splash 
and Wheaten. Cuckoo Marans, Light and speckled Sussex, 

Welsummer, Silver Lacedd and Lavender Syandottas. 
Large fowl. Gold, White and Black Silkies. Hatching eggs 

posted, day old, 8 week old and POL for colection. 
07831 413812

www.newforestpoultry.o.uk

Home-reared and vaccinated.
 Speckledy & Golden Speckledy, Blue Bell, 
Maran Splash, Light Sussex, Silver Sussex, 
Rhode Rock, Amber Rock, Lohman Brown, 

White Leghorn. POL and chicks
Trade enquiries welcome
We accept debit cards.

Tel: 01404 823415
www.harepathsteadpoultry.co.uk

Harepathstead Poultry 

15–19th March 2016

Suitable for both complete novices and more 
experienced shepherds, this is a fully hands-
on ‘professional’ level course, covering not 

only the birthing process but all aspects of the 
lambing time routine.  

Places are limited! 
Tel: 01758 721898

email: info@viableselfsufficiency.co.uk

Residential Lambing Course

Money Does Grow on Trees

Premium Christmas Tree Seedlings. 
Low maintenance - high return. 

Full support & advice given.

Call 01274 834992
Mobile 07764 410 154
www.yctgroup.co.uk

 

12 variants of colours, day old poultry to adult 
size.

Grass-reared, largest selection of colours in 
Devon.

Small or large orders welcome.
Nationwide delivery from £45

Tel: 01837 83839
Mobile 07870 113867

www.ukguineafowl.co.uk

Guinea Fowl & Hatching Eggs

A1 Alpacas
J And J Alpacas

Family run alpaca farm with all 
colours. BAS registered, micro-

chipped, beautiful pregnant 
females and pet males for sale.

For information, advice or to 
visit, call Martin or Clare

Tel: 01636 626990
www.jandjalpacas.co.uk

Including farms & Smallholdings
Preseli Animal Homecare

Based in South West Wales with sitters across the UK
Taking care of all your creatures great and small - from 

tropical fish to shire horses.
Julia & Martin Hughes

Tel: 0800 085 5998
www.petsitterservices.co.uk

All carers CRB checked and full insured.

Animal Rescue Centre

Wonderful Hens
- Fabulous Eggs

Buy the famous Burford Browns & Cotswold Legbars here.
www.legbarsofbroadway.co.uk

078 31 8490 36

Miniature Donkeys for Sale
Show quality, but also adorable pets for the 

family as well as for the holiday trade.

Tel: 07963 646402
www.highfield.eu/animals

HOME FARMER CLASSIFIEDS
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FAST-GROWING trees, hybrid willow and 
poplars for windbreaks, hedging, coppice 
fuel and woodland regeneration. All sizes 
available, from 1ft up to 8ft rooted. 
Tel: 01404 812229, 
www.bowhayestrees.co.uk

 GREENHOUSES &
 POLYTUNNELS

FERRYMAN POLYTUNNELS offers 3 ranges 
of polytunnel inc. the Tufftunnel range for 
areas that suffer high winds. Also, wide range 
of accessories and replacement covers. 
Tel: 01363 84948, 
www.ferrymanpolytunnels.co.uk

  HUMANE SLAUGHTER
  ASSOCIATION

  SEEDS

New Seed Catalogue
Oriental, ordinary vegetables, herbs and flowers

Wallis Seeds (HF)
Broadsgreen, Gt Waltham, Chelmsford, Essex CM3 1DS

01245 360413 / info@wallis-seeds.co.uk 
www.wallis-seeds.co.uk

Medwyns of Anglesy
Vegetable Seed & Plant Specialist

Our 2016 full colour catalogue is now available

We stock Stenner runner bean, Zenith tomato. Sweet 
Candle carrot and new show winning parsnips. Plus an 

extensive range of composts and fertilisers as well as seed 
potatoes. Send 3 first class stamps to:

Llanor, Flordd Hen Ysgol, Llanfairpwll, Anglesey, LL61 5RZ
Email: medwyn@medwynsofanglesey.co.uk

11 consecutive gold medals at Chelsea
Established since 1975

Over 450 different varieties of top quality 
vegetable seeds available

2016 catalogue free on request from:
Shelley Seeds, 5 Speedwell Close, 

Chester, CH3 6DX or tel: 01244 317165

Shelley Seeds
Glazing clips, bolts, glazing gaskets, draught 

excluder, autovent cylinders, glazing bars, 
door frames etc. 

Spares for all major models inc: Robinson, 
Alton, Eden, Halls, Elite, Gardman as well 

as some models no longer made.
Gardencraft, Porthmadog, LL49 8RD

www.gcraft.co.uk
sales@gcraft.co.uk
Tel 01766 513036

GREENHOUSE SPARES

Every day, huge numbers of animals worldwide are transported, sold at 
markets and slaughtered. The potential for suffering is immense. The HSA, 
established in 1911, is an independent charity working, through
research, education, training and technical advances, to improve welfare at
these times – now and for the future.
Your support will help millions of animals!
For more information about the HSA’s work and achievements call 01582 831919, email
info@hsa.org.uk, visit www.hsa.org.uk or write to: HSA, The Old School, Brewhouse Hill,
Wheathampstead, Herts AL4 8AN, UK.

...caring beyond the farm gate

Make a lasting difference 
for millions of animals

Charity registered 
in England No. 209563

Humane Slaughter Association

HSA New Ad Senior Lifestyle_Layout 1  07/01/2015  12:27  Page 1

THE AD SPACE HAS BEEN DONATED BY HOME FARMER

FLOWER MEADOW SEEDS

for every garden
Mixes to suit all soils & aspects

Telephone 01380 724963

Please mention

Home Farmer
when responding to
an advertisement. 

To advertise please call

01772 633444

HOME FARMER CLASSIFIEDS
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   BASH – BIGGAR AREA SMALLHOLDERS

A group of like-minded people all of whom 
work the land in some way. The smallholdings 
they run are diverse: some are small, others 
quite large; some grow only vegetables, 
others have significant amounts of livestock.
www.bashsmallholders.co.uk.

  CENTRAL SCOTLAND 

  SMALLHOLDERS’ ASSOCIATION

The CSSA are a group of aspiring and existing 
smallholders who get together to share 
knowledge, experiences, and to socialise.
www.smallholders.webs.com.

  CHESHIRE SMALLHOLDERS’ 

  ASSOCIATION

A dynamic and enthusiastic group of 
small-scale and hobby farmers, horse 
enthusiasts and countryside lovers. 
www.cheshiresmallholders.org.uk.

  (CASP) CORNISH ASSOCIATION OF 

  SMALLHOLDERS AND PRODUCERS 

This is a group of smallholders and craft 
producers in the south-west with the aim of 
bringing support to each other and a shared 
outlet for the fine produce and crafts that are 
produced and sold locally to ensure quality 
and fair prices. 
www.cornishassociationsmallholdersand
producers.co.uk. For membership enquiries 
telephone 07886 839785.

  CORNWALL SMALLHOLDERS GROUP 

A group with members mainly in the Western 
half of Cornwall, with interests including all 
forms of livestock, orchards, veg and soft fruit, 
woodland, and the cooking and processing of 
produce. Meetings are held monthly, usually on 
the first Thursday of the month, with talks and 
discussions in winter and visits to members’ 
holdings and elsewhere in summer, with 
home produced food and drink a key feature! 
Website is undergoing a revamp. For further 
information contact 07794 978693.

  CUMBRIAN SMALLHOLDERS 

A facebook group which provides a place to meet 
other smallholders, share information, advertise 
stock for sale and appeal for items wanted.
www.facebook.com/groups/
cumbriansmallholders.

  DERBYSHIRE SMALLHOLDERS’ 

   ASSOCIATION

Derbyshire Smallholders’ Association was formed 
by a group of like-minded people with the aim of 
providing the opportunity for fellow smallholders, 
and those with just an interest in smallholding, to 
network and to pass on skills and information. 
www.derbyshiresmallholders.co.uk. 
For membership enquiries telephone 
07871 189889.

SMALLHOLDER             ASSOCIATIONS
NOT JUST FOR SMALLHOLDERS!

  DEVON ASSOCIATION OF 

  SMALLHOLDERS (DASH)

DASH is a friendly, non-profit making 
organisation who aims to provide its members 
with support and training in topics such as land 
management, welfare of livestock, horticultural 
and safe use of machinery.  DASH hold 
regular events, issue a bi-monthly newsletter 
and have a very active Facebook page and a 
‘Members Only’ area for advertisements on 
their website. www.devonsmallholders.co.uk 
Contact the membership secretary by email 
membership�devonsmallholders.co.uk or 
telephone 01237 405307. 

  DYFED SMALLHOLDERS’ ASSOCIATION

Est. 1986, the DSA is open to anyone in 
S.W Wales who enjoys a rural way of life. 
Monthly mtgs covering a wide range of topics 
+ soc. events, farm walks, workshops & 
support from fellow members. 
www.dyfedsmallholders.org.uk.

  EAST ESSEX SMALLHOLDERS’ GROUP

A group of micro farmers who operate 
different size ‘smallholdings’; some of them 
have a few backyard chickens, maybe grow a 
few fruit or vegetables, while others may have 
a pig, small herds/flocks, sheep or even a cow. 
www.eastessexsmallholders.org.uk.

  EAST RIDING SMALLHOLDERS’ SOCIETY

A society of smallholders, ‘home’ farmers, 
small-scale agriculturalists, horticulturalists, 
self-sufficiency enthusiasts and country 
crafts people who have rural interests or are 
motivated to make productive their own small 
portion of the Earth’s surface. 
For membership enquiries please telephone 
01757 638155.

  FENLAND SMALLHOLDERS’ CLUB 

The Club was originally started as a goatkeepers’ 
society in the early 1970s and has gradually 
transformed over the years into the more 
general smallholders’ group it is today. 
We have regular monthly meetings and a wide 
range of interest/training groups, including 
Gardening, Craft, Pigs, Home Butchery and 
a Blokes’ Baking group. Our membership is 
mainly drawn from the geographical area of 
Fenland encompassing North Cambridgeshire, 
West Norfolk and Lincolnshire, but also includes 
members from the wider area.
www.fenlandsmallholders.org.uk. 
Tel: 01945 773929.

  GUERNSEY SMALLHOLDERS’ 

  ASSOCIATION

The Guernsey Smallholders’ Association is a 
practical and social club, which forms a network 
of people who can offer each other advice, 
support and help, and which also facilitates the 
exchange of produce, skills and ideas. 
www.guernseysmallholders.weebly.com.

  HERTS & ESSEX SMALLHOLDERS 
  AND GARDENERS
The group holds informal friendly meetings once 
a month, and members have a wide range of 
expertise on smallholding and gardening issues. 
www.hertsandessexsmallholders.org. 
Tel: 01279 815044.

  KENT SMALLHOLDERS
The group was formed in 1987 by Hadlow 
College, to whom they are affiliated. They 
hold monthly meetings at the college 
with like-minded people who enjoy the 
countryside and the rural way of life, which is 
their only criteria for membership. 
www.kentsmallholders.co.uk.

  LINCOLNSHIRE SMALLHOLDING 
  AND SELF-SUFFICIENCY CLUB
The purpose of Lincolnshire Smallholding 
and Self-sufficiency Club is to bring together 
like-minded people within Lincolnshire who 
are interested or involved in any aspect of 
smallholding or self-sufficiency. 
www.lsssc.org.uk. Tel: 01205 290829.

  MONTGOMERYSHIRE & DISTRICT 
  SMALLHOLDERS
A friendly group of like-minded people who 
meet on a monthy basis, with guest speakers 
on a variety of subjects. New members and 
visitors are always welcome. We meet at Cobra 
Rugby Club in Meidod (Sat Nav SY22 6DA). 
Tel: Barrie 01691 648406
Email: mmrjd�btinternet.com

  NORFOLK SMALLHOLDERS’ 
  TRAINING GROUP
NSTG was set up in the late 1980s by a 
group of volunteers and now has members 
all over Norfolk (and beyond). 
www.nstg.org.uk. Tel: 01953 483734.

  NORTH SHROPSHIRE AND BORDERS 
  SMALLHOLDERS’ GROUP
A friendly group with varied interests – from 
window boxes to acres. Welcomes new 
members to their monthly meetings.  
www.northshrop-smallholder.co.uk

  NORTH YORKSHIRE 
  SMALLHOLDERS’ SOCIETY
This group was set up to help the smallholders 
of North Yorkshire and the North of England. 
www.smallholder.org.uk.

  NORTHUMBRIA 
  SMALLHOLDERS’ ASSOCIATION
A group of like-minded people from the 
north-east of England who enjoy the 
countryside and all that goes with it. The 
group formed following a smallholders’ 
course at Kirkley Hall College. 
www.northumbriasmallholders.co.uk.

  ROMFORD SMALLHOLDERS’ SOCIETY
They run a very large and popular allotment 
site in Romford and have been providing 
allotments for over one hundred years.
www.romfordsmallholders.wix.com/
growyourown.

  SCOTTISH SMALLHOLDERS’ 
  ASSOCIATION
The Scottish Smallholders’ Association has 
been established for over 15 years. They are 
a small group based in the south-west of 
Scotland, and their aim is to share knowledge, 
experience and ideas about smallholding, and 
they welcome anyone with shared interests.

  SEVERNVALE SMALLHOLDERS’ 
  ASSOCIATION
A group of people whose main interests 
are: flora and fauna, the environment, 
conservation and organic growing.
www.severnvalesmallholders.org.uk.

  SHROPSHIRE SMALLHOLDERS’ GROUP
A non-profit organisation providing members 
with information and mutual support on all 
aspects of smallholding, including animal 
husbandry, growing fruit and vegetables, and 
general smallholding interests. 
www.shropshiresmallholdersgroup.org.

  SMALL FARM TRAINING GROUP
The Small Farm Training Group (SFTG), based in 
Sussex, aims to enable members to learn better 
farming, smallholding and horticultural skills. 
Members are enthusiasts who want to know 
how to care for land, livestock and equipment in 
an efficient and professional manner.
www.sftg.co.uk.

  SOMERSET SMALLHOLDERS’    
  ASSOCIATION
The association was set up more than thirty years 
ago to bring together folk who have an interest in 
rural activities. Whether you have a flowerpot or a 
farm, you are welcome to join this friendly group 
of Somerset-based working smallholders. 
www.somersetsmallholders.org.uk. 
Tel: 07758 827869.

  SOUTH WEST WALES SMALLHOLDERS
A facebook group page for all those who have 
a smallholding in SW Wales. You can advertise 
items for sale, or appeal for wanted items.
www.facebook.com/
groups/218380055007087.

  STAFFORDSHIRE SMALLHOLDERS’ 
  ASSOCIATION
A small but lively group of families and 
individuals who share an interest in the 
small-farming way of life. 
www.staffsmallholders.info. 
Tel: 01889 881377.

  SUFFOLK SMALLHOLDERS’ SOCIETY
A non-profit group of like-minded people 
interested in smallholding, self-sufficiency, 
allotments, fruit and vegetable growing 
and animal husbandry on a small scale. 
www.suffolksmallholders.co.uk. 
Tel: 01449 711178.

  WEST SUSSEX SMALLHOLDERS’ CLUB
A friendly smallholders’ support group 
serving West Sussex, East Sussex, 
Surrey and Hampshire. 
www.westsussexsmallholdersclub.org.uk.
Tel: 01293 863508.

HOME FARMER DIRECTORY
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Smallholder Associations are a great way to meet like-minded people, share ideas, gain access to training, and in some cases share equipment. 
In almost all cases you don’t have to be a ‘smallholder’ to become a member. Membership can be anything from £10–£20 a year.

Please note: WHERE POSSIBLE WE HAVE INCLUDED TELEPHONE NUMBERS. However, phone numbers are not always 
readily available – this is not because the organisations do not want you to contact them, more it’s because the role is voluntary, 

with the people often doing a full-time job elsewhere. If any group listed below does have a phone number and we’ve not listed it, 
please email ruth@homefarmer.co.uk with a membership contact number so that we can include this in the future. 

Although these are smallholder groups, most of them welcome anybody with a genuine love of the countryside. Our thanks go to 
Richard Thompson for the listings. Please follow Richard’s blog (Small Plot, Big Ideas) for inspiration http://smallplotbigideas.co.uk/. 

Please remember to mention Home Farmer when contacting these organisations. Many thanks.

SMALLHOLDER             ASSOCIATIONS
NOT JUST FOR SMALLHOLDERS!
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Like
us on
facebook

Follow us
on twitter
homefarmer

Next
Month

PLUG PLANTS 
We look at the advantages 
of buying the more 
expensive ‘ready-to-plant’ 
plug plants, and at how to 
look after them to ensure 
your investment is not 
wasted. 

MAKING COMPOST
DIY recipes for making 
compost to suit your 
own plot.

GROWING HERBS 
FOR CHICKENS
We show you which herbs 
to grow to ensure a 
ready-to-hand source of 
natural medicine as well as 
a tasty treat. 

A TALE OF 
SELF-SUFFICIENCY
One family’s journey towards 
suburban self-reliance.
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Get it
!

MARCH ISSUE

DIRECT fro
m the 

Home Farm
er Store:

  29 January  

    I
n se

lected outlets: 

     
4 February

ORDER YOUR COPY DIRECT – TELEPHONE: 01772 633444   WEBSITE: WWW.HOMEFARMER.CO.UK

DOWNLOAD THE HOME FARMER APP TO 
MAKE SURE YOU ARE NOTIFIED AS SOON AS 
THE LATEST ISSUE IS AVAILABLE TO VIEW 
ON YOUR SMARTPHONE, TABLET OR KINDLE

NEX T MONTH

PR AC TICAL    |    INFORM AT I V E   |    I N SPI RI NG

NEWSFLASH!

Keep up to date with our weekly newsletter – sign up at: 

www.homefarmer.co.uk and be the fi rst to get recipes, 

news, competitions and other seasonal information…

THE WIDEST RANGE OF SUBJECTS IN OUR FEATURE-PACKED ISSUE!

ORDER YOUR COPY DIRECT – 
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