Tips for new allotment holders
A NEW ALLOTMENT A Guide to planning and coping
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Well here you are! The lucky tenant of a piece of Chiltern countryside.
Having made the decision to take on an allotment there are a few points to take into consideration.

Very few new allotment holders are fortunate enough to inherit a beautiful plot that is up and running and full of vegetables, because no one would readily give up a plot in weeds. It might be hard to believe but an allotment that has been neglected for as this condition! Much more likely is something that resembles a field full of grass and little as three months during the summer will quickly resemble a jungle and the battle of the weeds will ensue.

Contrary to popular belief hiring a rotivator and digging over the whole plot is not a good idea, because you are chopping up the perennial weeds, such as dandelions and nettles, and all the little bits of root will create more weeds in a few months time.

The only tried and tested way to clear an overgrown plot is to cover it with black plastic (available in large quantities on the internet) and wait! If you do this over the summer months it will take about six months for the weeds to die down. Of course this is rather frustrating because you are itching to get on with growing vegetables, everyone wants to see some quick results and this will give them the incentive to continue with the project.

At this point it is a good idea to draw up a plan of how you want to lay out your allotment and make a list of what you want to grow vegetables, fruit, flowers and herbs. Then select a small area that is not too overgrown, which you can dig over relatively easily and then plant with a few crops, e.g. potatoes, onions, spinach or courgettes. 

After about six moths remove the plastic ( it is not good to leave it covered for very long periods as the soil needs to get oxygen) you will then need to dig it over to remove the roots of the weeds, large stones and other rubbish. It is important to enrich the soil with plenty of organic matter such as well-rotted horse manure, mushroom compost or rotted kitchen and garden waste before planting your crops.


Advantages of an Allotment

Being part of a community
Enjoying the outdoor life
Keeping fit (all that digging!!)
Plentiful supplies of fresh fruit and vegetables
Eating food that is in season and healthy
Save money on supermarket bills (as much as £500 pa)
Help the environment, cut transport costs and recycle
Satisfaction of eating food that you have grown

Disadvantages of an Allotment

Allotments are a commitment
Physical hard work
Take up time, especially at the start
Some initial set up costs, black plastic, netting, tools etc.



Pests – The Enemies

It is a good idea to remember that you are up against nature and there is nothing more upsetting than to arrive at your plot to find that your newly planted seedlings have been eaten by the slugs for supper, so be prepared and put defences in place.
Common problems are: pigeons (especially on brassicas) cabbage white butterflies, slugs and snails, muncjac deer and humans!! 

The Weather

Once you are cultivating your allotment you will find you become an avid follower of the weather forecast. When is it going to rain and do I need to water? When is the last frost? (this is a difficult one and can be very local for example the Hill House plots are in a frost hollow and have frosts when the village does not).

Recycling Ideas

Traditionally allotment holders have been good at re-using things around their plot although don’t get too carried away as you don’t want your patch to resemble a rubbish dump.

Old dustbins to store water 
Wooden pallets to make compost bins
Other useful items old cardboard for mulching, CD’s to scare those pigeons, old plastic bottles to put on canes.
Waste from kitchen and garden can be composted as well as that on the allotment.
It should not be necessary to have a bonfire as most green waste can be used to enrich your soil. (bonfires are smelly and not environmentally friendly, if you have any rubbish take it home and put it in the dustbin).
Save money by buying plants at local plant sales or swapping with friends.


REFERENCES

Internet:

BBC Digin campaign – Free seeds and garden advice on growing veg.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/digin

RHS website – Garden advice http://www.rhs.org.uk

Books: 

One Man and His Dig (Adventures of an allotment novice) by Valentine Low
Pub. Pocket Books

Dr D G Hessayon Expert Series - Vegetables and Herbs, Fruit

Allotment Month by Month by Alan Buckingham Pub. Dorling Kindersley


Suppliers of seeds and plants:

Pennard Plants – Heritage heirloom seeds
http://www.pennardplants.com

Chiltern Seeds – flowers and vegetables
http://www.chiternseeds.co.uk

The Real Seed Catalogue – Vegetable seeds
http://www.realseeds.co.uk

Cottage Garden Seeds - flowers and vegetables
http://www.park-promotions.co.uk

J. Parker – plants, flowers, fruit bushes etc.
http://www.jparker.co.uk



And finally become a member of the Chalfont St Peter Garden Club
Interesting monthly talks, Access to Garden Hut shop, Visits and shows, and monthly newsletter.

E-mail info@gardenclub.org.uk or call in at the hut (its next to the community centre) on a Sunday between 10-12am


