
       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Winter 2016 

 Newsletter of the Cottonmill and Nunnery Allotment Association 

 

This issue: 

• Summer Show Review 

• Coming up: Ryder Cup Presentation 

• Recent events 

• Discount Seeds  

• Committee Q&A 

• Notices and news 

• New Plot? 

• What to do now 

• Caring for your soil 

• Winter Veg Dishes 

 

THE CNAA COMMITTEE WISHES YOU 

A MERRY CHRISTMAS AND A HAPPY 

NEW YEAR, AND A SUCCESSFUL 

GROWING SEASON IN 2017! 
 

 

Contact Details 

Committee Chair:  Keith Reynolds 07809 503438   keithlesliereynolds@gmail.com  

Newsletter Editor:  Naomi Distill  07941 954530  naomi.distill@gmail.com 

Cottonmill Plot Officer:  Terry Beckett  01727 865091  terry.beckett2@ntlworld.com 

Nunnery Site Rep:  Jane Ridge  07950 734740  jane.ridge2010@gmail.com  

Sopwell Mill Plot Officer:  Val Langford   01727 837229  val.langford64@gmail.com 

 

 

If there’s anything you’d like to see in the newsletter, or if you’d like to contribute an article related to allotments, 

growing your own, eating your own, or even the local area – or if you have something else to share or advertise – do 

email me at naomi.distill@gmail.com. Content submitted may be edited. 

 

Many thanks to the committee for their contributions to this issue.  

 

Catalogues for discounted seeds from Kings Seeds are available now, 

and orders must be in by 30
th

 December. Read on for details. 

Don't miss our next event:  

Ryder Cup Presentation,  

January 14
th

, Aylett Nurseries 

(read on for details) 



SUMMER SHOW SUMMER SHOW SUMMER SHOW SUMMER SHOW     
 

Our Summer Show in September was a great event, with 19 different plotholders scoring a win in 

at least one category! Our overall winners are those who achieve the highest points score across 

their top eight placings, with every 1
st

 placing scoring 3 points, 2 points for a 2
nd

 place, and 1 point 

for a 3
rd

. Many thanks to all who took part in the show and to our judge John Boden, and a big 

congratulations to our winners! 

 

First Place: Scott Bailey & Erica Weindorf (21 Points) 
 

Second place: Keith Reynolds (19 points) 

 

Third place: Maria Jose Martin & Jose Luis Montero (17 points) 

 

 

 

RYDER CUP PRESENTATIONRYDER CUP PRESENTATIONRYDER CUP PRESENTATIONRYDER CUP PRESENTATION    
Aylett Nurseries, 10am, Saturday 14

th
 January 

 

Please join us on the date above for the official presentation of 

the Ryder Cup to our show winners, Erica and Scott. The event 

will take place in the café at Aylett's, and refreshments will be 

available. We're hoping to arrange our usual discount voucher for 

attendees, and seed potatoes and all sorts of other early-season 

essentials will be in stock by then so pick up a few bargains while 

you're there! 

    



PUMPKIN FUNPUMPKIN FUNPUMPKIN FUNPUMPKIN FUN    
 

We had a lovely afternoon at the Pumpkin Social. Lots of plot holders came along but sadly only 

one child, although she did have a wonderful time as she had all the games to herself! We had a 

'Lucky Dip' for adults which was fun, and Michelle won the carved pumpkin competition (much to 

her embarrassment!) Many thanks to Rita for donating her Summer Show prize winning pumpkin 

for our 'Guess the Weight' competition (and to Vets At Home for weighing it for us). The pumpkin 

weighed 35.4kg (5st 8lbs) Jeff and Hilary Heine won the competition with the nearest guess. 

 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

TRIP TO RHS WISLEYTRIP TO RHS WISLEYTRIP TO RHS WISLEYTRIP TO RHS WISLEY    
 

Eleven members enjoyed a trip to RHS Wisley on 20
th

 October, courtesy of CNAA's membership of 

the RHS which gives us free group entry once a year, and they had a lovely day. Wisley was hosting 

an Autumn Festival so there were plenty of stalls offering retail opportunities and horticultural 

information and advice. The gardens themselves were looking particularly autumnal and the 

colours glorious. Thanks to Ian Lees for arranging this trip and being our minibus driver for the day. 

 



COMMITTEE COMMITTEE COMMITTEE COMMITTEE REMINDERREMINDERREMINDERREMINDER    
 

As always, we will be seeking more volunteers to help out on the committee and keep the 

association running smoothly next spring, so please consider whether you would be able to join 

the team from our next AGM in May 2017! Committee members attend meetings approximately 

every two months, usually at a local pub. 

 

The committee exists to organise events and publicity, to push for improvements, and to help 

resolve issues and problems. However, many problems on our sites are matters for the council, 

since (a) it is ultimately the council that enforces allotment rules, (b) not all plotholders are 

association members, and (c) our authority is limited since the council owns the sites. Please 

contact the council directly if you have concerns about hazards onsite, rulebreaking or any other 

potentially serious matters, but let us know too so that we can keep campaigning for 

improvement. 

 

To contact the committee: Please contact your site rep or plot officer directly using the contact 

details on the front page. 

 

To contact the council: Call St Albans 819329, or email allotments@stalbans.gov.uk. 

 

 
 

DISCOUNT SEEDSDISCOUNT SEEDSDISCOUNT SEEDSDISCOUNT SEEDS    
 

Don't forget, the 2016/17 Kings Seeds catalogue is now available and can be collected from the 

leaflet dispensers on the notice boards of Cottonmill and Nunnery Sites, or by contacting your Plot 

Officer (see contact details on the front page). 

 

CLOSING DATE FOR ORDERS 

Friday 30
th

 December 2016 

  

Please note; 

1. Again this year both trees and potatoes are available to order. Some larger items may 

require you to arrange with Kings Seeds for separate delivery. 

2. You must be a full paid up member or join the association before placing your order to take 

advantage of the great prices offered by the Kings Seeds/NSALG scheme. 

3. You must include the individual packing charge of £1 per order placed. Failure to do so may 

mean that your order is not processed. 

4. Any cheques should be made payable to Cottonmill & Nunnery Allotment Association. 

5. Please ensure that you provide your name, plot number and site, postal address and 

contact telephone details on your completed form. 

6. Please return completed forms and full payment to Paul Umpelby at 13 Sadleir Road, St 

Albans, AL1 2BL before the closing date. 

 

    
     



COMMITTEE Q&COMMITTEE Q&COMMITTEE Q&COMMITTEE Q&AAAA 

 

"What is your favourite winter vegetable? Any tips for growing it? How do you like to eat it?" 

 

"My favourite winter vegetable is leeks. Luckily I haven't been affected by the leek moth yet. I start them in a 

seed bed on the allotment, they always (so far) germinate well. When they are pencil-sized I get my trusty 

broken billiard cue and make holes in the new bed, drop the seedlings in and fill the hole with water. That's 

all that is necessary apart from the occasional weeding. I use them as replacements for onions in stews and 

curries, and they are a great addition to any soup I am making to use up my excess pumpkin/squash." 

- Jane Ridge, Nunnery Site Representative 

 

"I'm a huge fan of pumpkins and squashes – as long as you get them to planting-out size without the slugs 

eating them, they just get on with it and need very little further attention; they keep for months after 

harvesting; and they're versatile and delicious – I mostly use them in casseroles, pasta bakes, pies, curries and 

mashed or roasted as a side veg. But if you read this newsletter you've heard me harp on about them enough in 

the past, so let me also put in a good word for the humble swede. Buttery mashed swede has always been a 

favourite part of a roast dinner in our household, and the flavour and tenderness of my allotment swedes is 

always even better. I find them a little bit hit-or-miss on the plot and they can vary a lot in size, but they're well 

worth a go. I always grow them under mesh to keep the flea beetles, white butterflies and pigeons off." 

- Naomi Distill, Newsletter Editor 

 

"This year we successfully grew a variety of squashes for the first time! Here are my tips for using them up - 

and dealing with some of their very tough skins! If your squash's skin has toughened and you don't have a 

chainsaw to hand, don't despair! Score the skin as best you can then steam or boil for 15-20 mins depending 

on its size. Then you should be able to get a knife into it. The skin may even crack away leaving the gorgeous 

tasty flesh ready for you to cook. Use it in soups, curries, risottos or pies (use instead of pumpkin for a 

favourite USA pud). 

 

Here's a recipe for a stuffed little squash - cut off the top, steam for 15 mins, scoop 

out some of the flesh, mix with fried onion and garlic, prepared couscous, and herbs, 

and stuff it back in. Put in a little water and bake in the oven for 15 mins. You can 

top with cheese - otherwise it's a vegan delight.!" (To prepare the couscous, follow 

the pack instructions or cover three tablespoons of dry couscous with freshly boiled 

water until it soaks in - about 3-5 mins. Do not over-soak or it will become soggy! 

Add seasoning, herbs, chilli flakes or whatever you like before stuffing the squash.)  

- Val Langford, Sopwell Mill Plot Officer  

 

"My favourite winter vegetable is leeks. I can't say that I have managed to grow any sadly, but I have recently 

discovered that they beat onions hands down in terms of nutrition, with loads more iron, manganese and 

vitamin K, so they're worth using instead of onions in stews and casseroles, and also as a vegetable in their 

own right in a gratin or soup. I will definitely be adding them to the plot next year." 

- Juliet Foxwell, Website administrator 

 

"Parsnip! I'm harvesting mine from late Nov till Feb (after that they'll get a bit woody). My Dad always used 

to say leave them in the ground till they've had a good frost on them, it seems to enhance their flavour and 

definitely adds a sweetness to them. Not the easiest of seeds to germinate, but once they have they are low 

maintenance on the plot, and always go on to be a dependable winter trug filler. Traditionally boiled and 

served with a knob of butter is good enough for me, but the better half likes to dress them up a bit by 

roasting under a light coat of honey! Added to the Boxing Day bubble and squeak also works, and, I reckon, 

outdoes the much-maligned sprout when it comes to the windy boxing day evening!" 

- Keith Reynolds, Chair  

 

"My favourite winter vegetable would have to be parsnips. I find them a bit hit and miss to grow; sometimes 

they germinate, sometimes they don't. This year I have managed to grow quite a good crop though. I love 

them roasted or made into a mash with swede, carrot, a knob of butter and some salt and pepper. And they'll 

be on my Christmas dinner menu twice - roasted and in the lovely rich Winter Root Mash on the last page..." 

- Michelle Mackenzie, Cottonmill Site Rep and Facebook Administrator 

 

 

Do you have a question about growing your own that you'd like me to put to the committee? Please email 

it to naomi.distill@gmail.com. 



 

 

 

 

 

Having problems coping with your allotment, or fancy more space? 

 There are many reasons why people occasionally have problems 

keeping their allotment in tip-top shape. Instead of worrying about it, 

receiving a non-cultivation order from the council or annoying your neighbours, 

we suggest that first of all you have a word with your friendly plot officer (Terry, Jane or 

Val – see front page for contact details) and discuss your situation. They will be happy to 

talk about your problems with you, and will bear this in mind when the council next inspects the 

plots. If you are having problems keeping up with things and would like to reduce the size of your 

plot, or if you're doing well and would like to apply for an additional half-plot, contact the council 

on 01727 819329 or at allotments@stalbans.gov.uk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Like us on Facebook for extra updates, photos and allotment-related links! Search for 

"Cottonmill and Nunnery Allotment Association". 
 

 

St Albans Wood Recycling, a not-for-profit social 

enterprise in St Albans, sells a wide range of 

reclaimed timber and wood products at very 

competitive prices. Find them at 11a Pickford Road, 

AL1 5JH, or at www.stalbanswoodrecycling.org.uk, or 

call them on 07880 528407.  

 

 

SPECIAL OFFERS! 

Did you know that our NSALG membership entitles 

you to discounts from all sorts of companies relevant 

to growing and preserving? To see the offers 

currently available go to 

http://www.nsalg.org.uk/join-us/current-member-

discounts/. 

 

 

A BIG THANK YOU goes to the White Lion, Sopwell 

Lane, for use of their snug for our committee 

meetings and recent Christmas social. Find them at 

facebook.com/whitelionstalbans or on Twitter: 

@whitelionsta 

 

Please take a look at our brand new website, and remember to  

check it regularly: 

www.stalbansallotments.co.uk 
To access the members’ area, enter the password  

Carrot1617 (case sensitive). 



COMMUNITY FOOD GARDENCOMMUNITY FOOD GARDENCOMMUNITY FOOD GARDENCOMMUNITY FOOD GARDEN    
 

Local group FoodSmiles St Albans is set to open an 'Incredible Edible' community food garden in 

the town centre next year and will be inviting the whole St Albans community to get involved. 

Look out for more details on their website (http://foodsmilesstalbans.blogspot.co.uk/) or social 

media pages (facebook.com/foodsmilesstalbans or twitter.com/FoodSmilesStA), and find the 

garden on Russell Avenue, behind the multi-storey car parks, from February. 

 

 
 

 FLOODINGFLOODINGFLOODINGFLOODING REMINDER REMINDER REMINDER REMINDER 

 

Some of our plots, particularly on Cottonmill, are prone to seasonal flooding, and if we have a very 

wet winter then the problem has on occasion been widespread. There are several things we can 

do to reduce the impact of flooding on our plots should it happen this winter: 

 

• Keep your plot tidy and dispose of any rubbish. 

• Keep chemicals, paints, herbicides and other treatments sealed, and raise them out of the 

reach of floodwaters to prevent contamination. Remove them from site if this is difficult. 

• Make the sure the bottoms of sheds are weatherproofed and protected against rot. 

• If you have loose items on your plot that might blow or float away in severe weather or 

flooding, label them with your name and plot number. Secure them if possible, or even 

bring them home! 

• If flooding threatens, consider removing tools and equipment from sheds and greenhouses 

- or at the very least, raising them off the floor. It may be possible to protect your shed or 

greenhouse with sandbags.  

• If flooding threatens, consider harvesting your winter produce and storing it at home. 

• Take cuttings of valued perennials, or split plants and pot them, and keep them at home. 

• Floodwater can be dangerous and carry nasty contaminants. Avoid contact with it where 

possible: wear waterproof gloves and footwear if needed, and shower and wash your 

clothes after contact. Protect cuts and grazes, and beware of hazards underfoot. Don't try 

to walk through moving water and don't take any risks. 

 

 



NEW PLOT?NEW PLOT?NEW PLOT?NEW PLOT? 

 

Congratulations, you’re the proud owner of a potentially fantastic allotment, and many years of fun and 

achievement lie ahead of you. But where do you start? Don’t panic, help is at hand! 

 

Your plot may be covered with weeds or brambles now, but look around you; all of those lovingly tended 

plots once looked just like yours, if not worse, so there is hope! 

 

 

READY…READY…READY…READY…    
 

• Plan your plot carefully from the outset and divide it into manageable areas that you can swiftly 

and easily weed and have ready for cultivation. 

• Look at other plots on the allotments to see what others do, and don’t be afraid to ask your 

neighbours or committee members for advice. 

• Don’t expect to have your whole plot under control this year; make a realistic 2 or 3 year plan. 

• Any land that you can’t clear this year could be temporarily covered with a weed suppressant 

membrane (e.g. Mypex) or carpets (non-rubber backed, please). 

• Plant crops which are easy to grow and expensive to buy in the shops, such as courgettes, herbs, 

garlic, leeks, lettuce, kale, onions, perpetual spinach, potatoes, radishes, rocket, runner beans, 

French beans and squash. 

• Plan to plant some fruit bushes in the winter. Berries and currants grow really well here. 

• Think about devoting a small part of your plot to an asparagus bed – it must be kept weed free but 

is otherwise very easy to care for and produces a high value crop every spring for up to 20 years! 

• Major pests on our allotments are pigeons and slugs – be aware. Protect young plants and berries 

from birds with netting, and consider slug pellets (organic ones are now available), traps or other 

protection. 

• An allotment will take at least one day a week to tend well, and in the summer you’ll probably need 

to visit your plot on at least two additional evenings for harvesting and watering. 

• Buy or build a compost bin and start using it right away! 

 

You can also find out which vegetables grow well on our allotments and which varieties our members 

would recommend by taking a look at the CNAA Vegetable Variety Guide, available on our website at 

www.stalbansallotments.co.uk. This is an invaluable starters’ guide as choosing the best varieties can be a 

minefield for the beginner, and it’s really useful to know what other allotmenteers are growing.  

 

 

GET SET…GET SET…GET SET…GET SET…    
 

This is the perfect time to start a new plot, as you have a good 

month or three to create a plan of action and buy your seeds 

before the new growing season begins. It’s not a good idea to 

dig your soil when it’s very cold or wet, but it’s a great time to 

clear away debris and dead foliage, do any construction work 

such as sheds, raised beds and compost bins, establish paths, 

and cover bare ground to help warm it when spring comes. Chat 

to some of your allotment neighbours for tips and advice. The 

colder months, when plants are dormant, are the ideal time to 

plant cane fruit, bushes, rhubarb crowns, strawberries and 

asparagus.  

 

 

GO!GO!GO!GO!        



WHAT TO DO NOWWHAT TO DO NOWWHAT TO DO NOWWHAT TO DO NOW    
 

December, January and February are the quietest times for the vegetable gardener, when plants are dormant and the 

allotment can be a foreboding place to visit. But do things right now and you’ll have the best possible start next 

season. 

 

If you haven’t already, tidy away old foliage, cut down 

asparagus ferns, and clear up any debris. Protect 

vulnerable plants with netting, fleece or stakes. 

 

Harvest root crops to store, clamp or heel in at home, 

or cover them with cloches or a thick straw mulch so 

you can still access them when the ground is frozen. 

 

Collect leaves for leaf mould. Cover compost bins, to 

insulate them.  

 

Check your plot regularly to make sure all is well. A 

blown-away bucket, loose net or torn fleece will cause 

less damage the quicker you catch it and put it right. 

Keep an eye on pest problems too; pigeons can be 

pesky over winter. And take precautions against 

flooding if your plot has flooded before. 

 

Keep checking any veg you have in storage – one 

rotting specimen can infect others fast. 

 

 
 

Burn any diseased plant material and other non-

compostable organic waste during the winter; the 

council’s allotment rules permit bonfires between 

October and March only, between noon and dusk, on 

Tuesdays and the first Saturday of each month. So if 

you’re going to burn rubbish, please make sure you do 

it at these times, before April 1st, and never leave fires 

unattended. Please don’t burn non-organic materials, 

such as plastics, carpet or flammable liquids. 

 

Repair suffering tools and give them a good clean and 

sharpen. Sand off any rust and wipe with an oily rag, 

or fill a large bucket with coarse sand mixed with a 

small amount of vegetable oil, and dip tool heads into 

it several times. You can do this all year round to keep 

your tools in great condition. 

 

Use the winter months to do structural work on the 

plot; building new structures or raised beds, marking 

out new paths and preparing new beds. 

Dig or weed soil as required on good days, as long as 

it's not frozen or too wet; digging in poor conditions 

can damage the structure of the soil. 

 

Split rhubarb crowns in February. Consider forcing 

some early chicory and seakale in January and rhubarb 

in February, by covering with straw and an upturned 

bucket. This will give you tender, sweet shoots for 

picking in March and April. 

 

Early sowings can begin in January; sow early varieties 

of cabbage, peas, spinach, salads, spring onions, 

radishes and carrots under cloches or in a greenhouse, 

and start leek and onion seeds. Tomatoes, peppers 

and aubergines can also be sown as early as January, if 

you have a good warm greenhouse to grow them on 

in. Sow outdoor broad beans and plant garlic and 

shallots from February, if you didn't do it in autumn. 

 

Choose a dry, sunny day in Feb or early March to clear 

out your shed, greenhouse and any other storage.  

 

The colder months, when the plants are dormant, are 

the best time to plant berry bushes, strawberries, 

rhubarb and asparagus. Be ready to plant these out 

when the ground is thawed and dry but before the 

growing season begins – March at the latest. 

 

Berry bushes and fruit trees should be pruned in early 

spring to remove old wood, tidy the plant up and 

encourage fresh growth. Cut autumn raspberries to 

the ground in February. 

 

Order your seeds, plants, bulbs and potatoes ready for 

the new growing season! Chit potatoes by spreading 

them out, with an eye facing upwards, in a cool, bright 

place (but out of direct sunlight) to start sprouting. 

 

In March, feed overwintered plants and perk them up 

with a seaweed, comfrey or nettle liquid spray. Sowing 

can then begin in earnest for crops to plant out in 

May!  

    



CARING FOR YOUR SOILCARING FOR YOUR SOILCARING FOR YOUR SOILCARING FOR YOUR SOIL 

 

December 5
th

 was World Soil Day, which calls for action on soil depletion. Around the world, 

agricultural topsoil is being lost to unsustainable farming practices which lead to soil erosion, 

nutrient depletion, loss of soil biodiversity, pollution, compaction, and loss of organic matter. 

Around 40% of the world's soil are considered to be degraded or seriously degraded, and others 

are degrading at a rate 10 to 40 times faster than soil can naturally replenish. All this threatens 

future food security. 

 

On our allotments we have the advantage; you'll rarely find harsh industrial practices used on such 

a small scale, and traditional gardening practices over a number of decades mean that most of our 

plots have had their soils nurtured lovingly for years. A study in 2014 showed that allotment soils 

had 32 per cent more organic carbon, 36 per cent higher carbon to nitrogen ratios, 25 per cent 

higher nitrogen, and were significantly less compacted than arable fields in the same region. Great 

news for us! 

 

But it's easy to take soil for granted, and it's worth remembering its huge importance to the food 

we grow and factoring soil care into the way we grow: 

 

• Soil microbes, fungi and invertebrates play an enormous role in soil health, so avoid 

chemical treatments that will diminish soil life. 

 

• Bare soil is easily eroded or leached of nutrients in harsh weather; a cover crop over winter 

(and at all times) boosts soil life and keeps 

the nutrients where they belong. 

Alternatively, mulch will help protect the soil. 

 

• Apply compost or other bulky organic 

material annually to improve structure and 

boost biological activity and fertility. 

 

• Use crop rotation so that the soil doesn't 

become 'tired' of growing the same things 

over and over again; different crops have 

different needs and different problems. 

 

• Consider 'no-dig' gardening, or reducing the 

amount that you dig. Digging disturbs soil life 

and damages soil structure. 

 

The cold months between growing seasons are a 

great time to assess your soil and make any 

adjustments. Consider your results last year, your 

plans for next year, the texture and density of your 

soil, and think about getting a pH testing kit to see if 

its acidity needs adjusting. Here are some of the 

most common – and useful – soil conditioners you 

might like to use: 

 

Compost is the best choice for general soil 

improvement, and it’s free and easy to make 

yourself; in fact every plot should have a compost bin 

COMPOSTING BASICS 
 

To make great compost you need a roughly even 

mix of high-nitrogen ‘wet/green’ materials and 

high-carbon ‘dry/brown’ materials. Chop big bits 

of material into smaller pieces (no bigger than 

6"/15cm) and mix the materials well. 

 

WET/GREEN  DRY/BROWN 

Grass clippings  Card/shredded paper 

Veg/fruit peelings Woody plant matter 

Soft green plant matter Straw/hay 

Fresh manure  Sawdust 

 

Compost needs to be aerated often by turning. 

Protect it from excessive rain, but don’t let it dry 

out either; it should be moist throughout. Try to 

keep diseased plant material, bindweed roots 

and weed seeds out, and don’t compost meat 

scraps or cooked foods, which will attract rats 

and flies. 

 

 



to recycle waste into gorgeous rich nutrition for crops. Organic matter is essential for great soil, 

and you can dig it in or simply use it as a mulch – it will work its way into the soil with the help of 

rain and worms over time. Compost benefits the structure of any soil, creating airspace and 

improving drainage, but retaining water when it’s dry. 

 

Manure is much richer and more nutritious than compost, and an excellent staple for boosting 

nutrition before another growing season. It will also help soil structure in much the same way as 

ordinary compost. Use well-rotted manure. If you get it fresh, add it to your compost bin in layers 

or heap it up and let it mellow for 6-12 months until it resembles compost, with no manure smell. 

Do not put manure where you will grow your roots such as carrots and parsnips – rich soil can 

deform them! Potatoes, however, love lots of manure and its mild acidity helps protect them from 

scab. Dig it in or apply on the surface to a depth of about 2 inches. 

 

Leaf mould is excellent for retaining more moisture in your soil; make it for free by collecting 

autumn leaves in a net bag or wire cage and leaving in a sheltered spot for 1-2 years. 

 

Blood, fish and bone or chicken manure pellets are great organic sources of extra food for your 

plants, and can be dug in before planting, or worked into the soil around plants, at any time of 

year. Follow the instructions on the pack – usually a handful to every square metre. 

 

Sand or gypsum are good for lightening heavy soils and improving drainage. This is useful in clay 

soils, or around crops that don’t like to get too wet, such as asparagus, sea kale, hot-weather 

Mediterranean plants and bulbs.  

 

Organic mulches (straw, card, tree bark or prunings, leaves, lawn clippings, chopped annual 

weeds, etc.) can be used during the growing season to reduce evaporation, or to protect soil from 

winter weather, and if left to rot in situ will add even more organic matter to your soil. 

 

Seaweed is a highly nutritious biostimulant with multiple benefits: it makes plants more resilient 

to pest and disease attack and even improves colour and flavour in some veg! You probably don’t 

have a ready-enough supply to use fresh seaweed as a mulch as some do, but quality seaweed 

extracts and concentrates can be bought for incorporation into the soil or as a liquid treatment – 

spray on, water in, or dip roots when transplanting. Use all year round. 

 

 

See this great guide to sustainable soil care at the Garden Organic website:  

https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/sites/www.gardenorganic.org.uk/files/guidelines-

part2_0.pdf  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    



WINTER WINTER WINTER WINTER VEG VEG VEG VEG DISHESDISHESDISHESDISHES    
 

Winter Root Mash (from Michelle Mackenzie) 
 

1lb parsnips, diced 

1lb swede, diced 

142ml tub sour cream 

1 tbsp horseradish sauce 

3 tbsp fresh thyme 

2oz butter 

1 small onion, chopped 

2oz white breadcrumbs  

1oz grated parmesan cheese 

salt and pepper  

 

1. Cook the parsnips and swede in a large pan of water until tender (about 20 mins). Drain and mash 

roughly, then stir in the sour cream, horseradish, 2 tbsp of the thyme, and season with salt and pepper. 

Spoon into a greased, ovenproof dish. 

2. In a frying pan melt the butter and fry the onion till golden. Add the breadcrumbs and allow to brown. 

Add the remaining 1 tbsp thyme and season with salt and pepper.  

3. Spoon the breadcrumbs over the root veg mash. Sprinkle the parmesan over the top. Bake at 190°c/Gas 

mark 5 for 20-30 mins. 

 

(You can easily make this in advance ready for Christmas dinner. Freeze it and cook it from frozen at 

190°c/Gas Mark 5 for approx 1 hour 30 mins, or make it the day before and cook from chilled for 30-40 

mins.) 

 

 

 

Allotmenteer's pie (from Juliet Foxwell) 
(serves 2) 

 

60g dried green lentils, rinsed 

1/2 white onion, finely chopped 

1 clove of smoked garlic, crushed 

1/2 leek, finely chopped 

1 small carrot, peeled and chopped into small 

pieces 

1 small parsnip, peeled and chopped into small 

pieces 

1 veg stock pot (or stock cube and 2 tbsps water) 

1 tbsp brown sauce 

1 tin chopped tomatoes 

1 bay leaf 

2 tsp chopped fresh thyme 

2 small turnips, peeled and chopped into quarters 

2 large potatoes, peeled and chunked 

60g smoked cheddar cheese 

 

Method 

1. Preheat the oven to 190°C. 

2. Add potatoes and turnips to some salted boiling water and simmer for 15-20 minutes until soft. Drain 

and set aside when ready. 

3. Simmer the lentils in 150ml boiling water with a bay leaf for 20 minutes, stirring occasionally – leave lid 

partially on when not stirring. They should still retain their shape, not be reduced to a mush in this time 

and almost all the liquid absorbed. 

4. Heat a frying pan over a medium heat, add the onion to a little oil and cook for a couple of minutes to 

soften, add the garlic, leeks, carrots and parsnips and cook on a very low heat to soften the vegetables 

for 8-10 minutes. 

5. Add the stock pot (or stock cube crushed and mixed with 2 tbsps water) and brown sauce, stir to coat 

the vegetables, then add the chopped tomatoes and thyme and simmer for a further 8-10 minutes. 

6. Add the lentils (removing bay leaf) and the thyme and simmer for a further 1-2 minutes to combine. 

Season to taste with salt and pepper. 

7. Mash the potatoes and turnips together with a large knob of butter (and splash of milk if required). 

Season generously with salt and pepper. 

8. When the parsnips and carrots are cooked but firm, lay the lentil mixture in the dish and spoon the 

mash on top, joining each spoonful roughly together. Dot with butter and sprinkle with grated cheese. 

9. Transfer the pie to the oven and bake for 20-25 minutes, or until the topping is golden-brown and the 

filling is bubbling. Allow to cool slightly before serving. 

 

 

 


