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Notes from My Garden
With few jobs needing to be done outside, cold winter days are a good time 

to browse through seed catalogues and gardening books and to make plans 
for the year ahead.

Every year I draw out a rough plan of my vegetable growing area and make 
a note of what I have grown in each bed.  This helps me when deciding what I 
will grow where the following year.  I try to practice a four-year crop rotation 
for the main vegetable groups.  Potatoes, tomatoes, cucumbers, courgettes and 
squashes like a very rich soil so the areas where they are to be grown will have 
plenty of well-rotted manure or compost added to them.  In the next year these 
crops will be followed by onions, leeks or garlic which do best in soil manured 
the previous year, or legumes, which fix nitrogen and like a soil rich in humus.  
Brassicas follow legumes as they need plenty of nitrogen to grow well and they 
also appreciate the addition of leaf mould before planting.  The cycle ends with 
root crops which are fairly undemanding and dislike freshly manured ground.  
Other quick growing crops that I grow, such as salad leaves, are slotted into 
any free space.  Early lettuces, for example, will be planted out where main 
crops, such as brassicas and leeks, will not need the space until the summer.

It is easy to be tempted by the many 
seed catalogues now available and it 
is fun to try out something different 
each year.  The Organic Gardening 
catalogue has a particularly good range 
of vegetable seeds with many unusual 
varieties.  Before browsing, I check to 
see what seeds I have left.  Most seed 
will keep for at least two years and 
often longer if kept in a cool, dry place.  
I keep mine in a cake tin indoors and 
have found that seed often stays viable 
well after the date on the packet.

Before the sowing season begins, I 
get all my seed packets out and make 
a list of the months and when each 
will be sown.  Some seed will be sown 
several times so I make a note of that 
on my lists.  Like this I have a reminder 
of what I should be sowing throughout 
the year.

There are some jobs to be tackled 
when the weather is amenable.  
Deciduous trees can be pruned as 
soon as their leaves have fallen.  This is 
the time to shape, thin out and reduce 
them in size if necessary, remembering 
that hard pruning stimulates vigorous 
new growth.  The main rule is to open 
up the centre of the tree and to remove 
branches that are crossing, damaged or 
overcrowding those that you want to 
keep.  Sawing off thick branches will 
often result in a mass of weak, sappy 
shoots appearing the following spring 
and any unwanted ones should be 
removed whilst still small.

A pleasurable task on a sunny 
January day is to prune Wisteria.  It 
is often advised to prune in August 
but I prefer to do it when I can see 
the plant’s framework.  The main 
branches are cut back to keep them 
within bounds and all side shoots are 
shortened to 2-3 buds.

On the vegetable plot an area of 
ground can be prepared where runner 
beans are to be grown by digging a 
trench one spade deep and filling it 
with weeds and kitchen waste over 
the winter.  Put a layer of soil on top 
in late March or early April to give it 
time to settle before planting.

It is good to pause, to rest with the 
garden, to have time to reflect and 
gather strength for the year ahead.

� Christine Briner
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