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Preamble

There’s one big problem with calling a book ‘The Allotment Diaries’ – and that’s the fact that any diary, based around allotment life, is going to seem completely implausible and unlikely to many of its readers. Not that they would object to the stories of remarkable folk I’ve met and their fascinating lives – those bits resonate with most allotment-holders and when I give readings from Minding My Peas and Cucumbers, my first book on the subject, there’s always somebody in the audience who thinks I’m writing about their allotment site, or who has had a virtually identical experience with an allotment neighbour. No, it’s the horticulture that people will think I’m making up!

Britain has one of the most variable meteorological systems in the world, along with complex geology. Those two factors combine to ensure that the conditions in which I grow food will probably be different to the conditions in which people reading this book grow food. Some of the differences may be subtle: a frost date that’s a few weeks earlier (anybody north of Birmingham) or a few weeks later (anybody south-west of Southampton), or they may be gigantic: my struggles with clay soil will not make much sense to Fenlanders with their blessed rich and friable loam and folk with vegetable gardens in County Down will laugh derisively at what I call a gale – they call it a breeze!

So you may be wondering what use this book will be to you. It’s a fair question. The answer is that good growing, like most things, takes practice and experience and all information is simply indicative of how to begin that practice and how to develop some personal experience. I teach allotment skills on my plot and every year somebody will mutter disgustedly that you can’t trust seed packets because the instructions don’t work. It’s true they don’t, a lot of the time, and that’s because any ‘average’ information written to cover the range of potential soils, weather and knowledge in the British population will inevitably fail to meet the requirements of the soil, climate and knowledge at each of the extreme ends of ‘average’. My friend Celia can look at a seed and with one piece of information – the geographic location to which it is native – work out the necessary growing conditions, but her knowledge is encyclopaedic and she has a lifetime of experience. I need a lot more information than that, but I am pretty good at adapting general information to the specific circumstances of my plot, my soil, my time constraints, my willingness to cater to fussy plants, etc. Learning is based on earning, and you earn knowledge through the cycles of the allotment year and through being alert to what works and what doesn’t – for you.

Each of us can become proficient at growing vegetables, flowers and fruit, and a large part of proficiency is based on experience that comes from adjusting general information like ‘plant potatoes at Easter’ to local conditions. Find out your first and last frost dates, if you haven’t kept track of them in the past, and base your sowing, planting out and harvesting on them, not on calendar dates. Watch what more experienced growers do, but don’t listen to what they say (they lie, like fishermen, to impress) and if you must listen, before you take their words as gospel, get a look at their harvest.

In my early years of allotment life I was a credulous simpleton who believed whatever any man wearing a flat cap and braces told me. It wasn’t until I learned to look at the food they produced that I realised they weren’t necessarily experts and often did things they had been told to do without ever testing the advice to see if it produced good results. As an example, people used to trim leek roots before planting them out, until several reliable field trials proved that this actually harmed growth – but when I first started allotment growing old guard members told me my leeks would come to nothing if I didn’t cut back the roots. They were wrong, scientifically proven to be wrong, but I don’t think pointing this out to them ever changed their minds or their methods – or improved the size of their leeks!

Good growers are flexible, they keep reasonable records and they try new things with a sceptical but willing attitude. Approach this book in the same way. If I make a suggestion that clearly wouldn’t work for your growing conditions, it doesn’t mean the rest of the book won’t be useful, it just means our situations with regard to that crop, or that month, are not identical. If something does seem plausible, give it a test – you don’t have to change the habits of a lifetime overnight but you can, for example, plant half your leeks with trimmed roots and half with untrimmed and compare the results when you harvest them. And let me know what works for you!
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