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Well, another year passes, and another newsletter from us. And what a year! Our daughter Josephine started to walk, and talk (‘seeds’ was her second word) and has now even started going to nursery. We fixed a big part of our irrigation system, put in a new water meter and automatic timer which helps make sure different crops get the right amount of water, and we tried new types of drip irrigation. The Collection is becoming more widely known – and we had many nice emails and letters from people letting us know how their plants got on. Seed requests almost doubled. And having increased the catalogue by about 30% last year, this year we are trying to double it again – with 207 new varieties to try out in the garden. This year we are adding some rather fine cabbages, turnips, beetroot, peas and lots of new squash.

A year at the VidaVerde Seed Collection

Our year really starts in September. All summer we have been wandering around the garden, and the kitchen, picking, tasting and cooking, discussing what has done well, what is borderline and what is out of the running. 

Although not everything is ripe and harvested, by September we have a pretty good idea of what the successes are, and which are also going to give a good crop of seed.  Then we know what can go in the catalogue! Its always a mad rush then to get the catalogue descriptions written (where did we put those comparative tasting notes from June??) and sent off to the printer – while at the same time doing the website, which of course has some extra things on it that were good but we just didn’t grow enough seed of.

In October the catalogues are back from the printer, and are all labelled up and posted out, with many, many thanks owed to Kate’s parents Val and Mac. For a couple of weeks we have a breathing space to finish processing the remaining seeds before requests come in.

Winter is a time of seed-packing. Almost all our seed requests come in between November and February. And it is easier for us that way too – please request your seeds as early as you can - in spring we often really need to start preparing the land for new crops while requests are still trickling in. But winter is also a time for research, writing to other collectors and seeking out new varieties to try in the future.

Searching for early Squashes & Courgettes

We sat down in December, trying to clear up the office after the Christmas rush of seed requests, and started looking at the Collection. What were we happy with? What needed changing? What had people written in about  - positively or negatively?

One thing we both agreed on (these discussions can be hard to agree on!) was that we should offer more varied courgettes, more squash, better squash, more interesting squash, and squash that ripened faster. The squash available in commercial seed catalogues are frankly a bit boring, and ours, though interesting, had been offered for several years now. Time for change!

One problem growing squash in the UK is that they originally come from much longer-season countries. And many of the more-interesting varieties take 120 days or more to ripen, which just isn’t really reliable in the UK climate.  So we wrote to other European squash collectors asking for suggestions, and chose really early varieties from their collections. 

But we also got in touch with some small family-run seed companies we had heard about in Canada and Montana, high up in the mountains, where they too have a very short season. These people have been breeding their own squash for several generations, selecting and choosing those that ripen fastest and do well in their less-reliable climate. Comparing what they said with notes in the 5th Garden Seed Inventory, plus positive comments listed in the Seed Savers Exchange yearbook, we chose some varieties that sounded really good. A few seed of each were obtained, and put aside for trial in the summer. Those that taste good and perform well will go in the catalogue. The others will go in our soups!

[Postscript in June: Several of the varieties under trial are already noticeably earlier and more vigorous than any others we have ever grown, so as long as the taste-tests go well, expect big changes to this section of the catalogue in October!]

New Tools!

In April Kate pointed out that we really needed to grow more stuff while doing less work. What a laudable idea! But it is true, we have got to the point where we are no longer growing on the home-scale, more like doing 10 allotments, so we do need to look at how we work. In the past, we never really worried about efficiency too much, but now with an ever-increasing collection, plus a young baby, time has become more precious. Over the winter we had been reading Elliot Coleman’s inspiring book ‘The New Organic Grower’ and it convinced us to try 3 things: (1) grow more green manures (2) get a precision seeder  and (3) improve our hoes!

In his book, he talks a lot about the efficiency of hoeing, and advocates a very different style of hand-hoe. This has a light razor-like head, and you use it standing up straight  in a ‘floor-sweeping’ motion rather than the traditional bending over ‘hoeing and dragging’ position. 

The other great tool he enthuses about was the wheel-hoe. Essentially this is an oscillating dutch hoe, on a wheel. You roll it along, and as the wheel takes the weight, your only effort is the push-pull motion to cut the weeds. Given than you might make 6,000 strokes an hour while hoeing, this makes it a lot easier. Wheel-hoes are an old invention, from the peak of real organic market farming in the late 1800’s.  Nowadays of course weeds are just killed with toxic sprays  so these old technologies have been long forgotten. But the crops we are trying to grow haven’t changed in a hundred years, nor have people, so why shouldn’t the old tools still be a good solution?  

We spent ages trying to track down both an ‘Elliot Coleman Collinear Hoe’ and a Wheelhoe. Lots of people said ‘oh yes, they’re fantastic’ but didn’t actually know where to buy one! In the end a German neighbour phoned a Swiss company and we did get a catalogue in the post.

The collinear hoe is great. I enjoy hoeing now! It’s very nice, the angle of the head forces you to stand up straight – very much like a yoga pose – and it’s your arms that do the work, not your back. It’s actually quite a mellow experience. We’re going to get another one so we don’t fight over this one . . . .

European seeds

We’ve been collecting seed catalogues from all over Europe and we have noticed that there are a lot of good non-hybrid varieties being kept alive by these companies – but that  they just aren’t available to the UK gardener. So we ordered seed of several of these varieties to try out.

One such case was courgettes. We pored over catalogues. “Look, an open-pollinated extra-early lebanese type!”  . . .  “We’ll need a black one” . . . “But how about this Italian one, it’s their own, bred almost a hundred years ago”  - and so it went on, and on. In the end we had silly numbers of courgette seed to try out.  A big plot of land was marked out, manured well, and then we put a few plants of each out for a comparative trial. We did of course include old favourites like Costata Romanesca (commercially extinct now?) and White Volunteer.

Squash breeding

For a few years now we have been working on squash breeding. Some has been just playing around – for example trying to cross different species that in theory don’t interbreed, but others have been to try and combine the very best of our current varieties.

Current projects include:

· Breeding the vigour and high yield of White Volunteer into the Golden Zucchini.

· Making a yellow and green version of the Patisson Panache (an unusually large & vigorous patty-pan)

· Crossing the sugary sweetness of Calabaza Pequena Asar with the earliness of Waltham Butternut.

· Creating a true-breeding acid-green pattypan from a commercial line of Hybrid Green patty-pan.

· A round yellow courgette like Tondo Chiaro de Nizza, but more productive.

· Transfer the long-keeping waxy skin of Blue Banana to other varieties.
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There have been a few  failures along the way. “What on earth is that?? – I’m not eating it!” was the initial response to one lumpen, warted, stripey monstrosity that came in to the kitchen from the breeding bed. (Actually it tasted pretty good, and we have kept some seed to see what happens in future generations)

But some of the results have been very encouraging. In particular, we have some very fine second-generation crosses from the courgettes. Two are especially good – a yellow cousa courgette (club-shaped), and a yellow ribbed courgette in the Italian style. 

Having figured out the genetics of what is going on here, it looks as though the cousa one will be stabilised (pure-breeding)  in another 3 years, and the ribbed one in five – that will take longer as we want to breed a bush habit into it to make it more suitable for home gardens.
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Don’t poison your soil with fertiliser . . .

Of course, as we garden organically, in our breeding experiments we are automatically selecting for plants that respond well to this type of culture. This is one of the reasons we say our seeds should be grown organically – they have been selected to do well without chemical input.  

Most gardeners are aware of the benefits of earthworms, but few realise that the soil bacteria are more important. In one teaspoon of soil there are more bacteria than there are people on the planet, and they improve the soil much the same way that earthworms do, but on a much grander scale. A healthy soil will provide all of a plants needs through the action of these bacteria in the soil - they actually digest the soil and air and make soluble nutrients from it. 

Adding artificial fertilisers gives a short-term increase in weight of crops (not the same as quality!) but poisons the bacteria and soil structure – so slowly more and more has to be added each year for the same effect. It can take the soil up to 8 years to recover from the application of artificial fertiliser (or for that matter, raw manure slurry, which has the same destabilising effect). 

A good book that gives details of this  is ‘Towards Holistic Agriculture – A Scientific Approach’ by RW Widdowson (Pergamon Press 1986).

Salad stuffs

Another area of the collection that we have been trying to develop is our range of salad stuffs.  We have a pretty good selection of lettuces (although we’re always on the look out for nice new varieties), but we wanted to try out some other new salad plants, for both winter and summer.  One that we’re really looking forward to trying out is Clary, or ‘Sclarea’ in Italian.  This came from Alberto Olivucci in Italy, who sent us Liscari Sativa a few years ago.  That’s become one of our favourite early summer salad plants, and we’re hoping that the Clary will be just as good to eat.  

I’ve never been that enamoured by Orach, but a new variety tracked down by Ben, called Aurora, might change my mind.  Although the seedlings are just beginning to pop up as I write, they are already the most amazing range of colours, from fluorescent orange through lime green to brilliant pink. 

[Postscript: As we go to press with the newsletter, the orach is doing very well, but it seems that only the deep purple and pale green are really vigorous. We’re still debating it, but will probably offer these two as a mix while we work on selecting more vigorous strains of the other colours.]

‘Old standard’ varieties

Another of those mid December conversations, while we were making out our garden plans for the year went something along the lines of ‘you know all those old standard varieties, that we still grow, because we like them so much – why don’t we ever grow seed of those?’ 

And its true, although we are always looking for new (or rather rediscovered!) varieties that are just right for home gardeners, there are some varieties that we will always grow, no matter how many other types of that vegetable we have. Gardeners Delight tomato is a good example, as is Early Purple Sprouting Broccoli.  Over the next few years, we plan to gradually add a few of these old favourite varieties to the catalogue, where we feel that they really merit a place in the organic home garden.  

Seedsaving

Hopefully soon the tomatoes will start to ripen.  This is the time to think about saving some of your own seed for next year!  

Most varieties of tomato are reliably self pollinating, and will not cross with other varieties growing nearby.   So there’s no need for special planning, caging or other stratagems to isolate your favourite tomato varieties from their neighbours.  The anthers on tomato flowers (which make the pollen) are fused together to make a tight cone that insects cannot enter. Usually the stigma (the receptive surface for receiving pollen) is very short, and so is located deep inside this cone of anthers. No insects can get to it and the only pollen that can fertilise it comes from the surrounding cone of anthers.   

There are a few exceptions, including potato leaved tomatoes, and currant tomatoes.  In these varieties the stigma is much longer, sticking out beyond the cone of anthers. In this case, insects can get to it, and there is the chance of cross-pollination from other varieties nearby.   Even so, most of the pollen that lands on the stigma is from the cone of anthers hanging just above it, so only about 10% of the offspring will be crosses.  
To collect the seed, allow your tomatoes to ripen fully.  Then gather a few of each variety that you want to save seed from.  Slice them in half across the middle of the fruit, and squeeze the seeds and juice into a jar.  (The tomato flesh, minus juice and seeds, can be used in cooking.)  

You need to ferment this mixture for a few days to removes the jelly-like coating on each seed.  Fermentation also kills off many diseases that can be carried on the seeds.  To do this, just put the jar of seeds and juice in a reasonably warm place for 3 days, stirring the mixture twice a day.  Be warned – it will develop a coating of mould, and start to smell really nasty!  With some very dry plum tomato varieties, you may need to add a little water to the mix.

After 3 days, add plenty of water to the jar, and stir well.  The good seeds should sink to the bottom of the jar.  Gently pour off the top layer of mould and any seeds that float.  Then empty the good seeds into a sieve and wash them thoroughly under running water.  Shake off as much water as possible, and tip the sieve out onto a china or glass plate (the seeds tend to stick to anything else).  Dry somewhere warm but not too hot, and out of direct sunlight.  Once they are completely dry, rub them off the plate and store in a cool dry place, where they should keep well for at least 4 years.  

[Postscript:  Readers of Organic Gardening magazine may have noticed that Kate has been writing a series of short articles giving seedsaving instructions for a range of common crops.  Look out for these for more detailed instructions than we can include with our seed packets, plus some lovely accompanying photos taken by Ben.]

References

If you're interested in learning more about seed saving, we recommend 'Seed to Seed' by Suzanne Ashworth as probably the clearest basic reference, with good illustrative photographs.  Look out for the recently published 2nd edition.

Ben's favourite bedtime read might be also be of interest to keen gardeners:  'The Vegetable Garden'  by Mm Vilmorin-Andrieux (ISBN 0898150418).  This classic book, first published in 1885, covers an amazing range of varieties of common vegetables - and you'd be surprised how many vegetables we think of as 'new' were being grown in the late 19th Century.

Banks and other Corporate mumbo jumbo

Several people have asked why we don’t take credit cards. The answer is simply that we’re not big enough – the banks won’t let you take cards unless your turnover is much bigger than ours! (They take 50p plus a percentage of the order value, and they want 3% of lots rather than 3% of not very much.) 

There are a few possible alternatives which we have been looking at, especially in conjunction with the internet as it would be nice if you could simply order from our website and pay by card. Some systems we tried out are too complicated and clumsy, as well as absurdly expensive. For now the simplest system is just to post us a cheque with a list of what you want, though we will accept cards as soon as we can find a simple and reliable way to do so.

The only exception is that if you happen to have (or are happy to open for free) a PayPal (internet money transfer) account, you can order online via PayPal (which gets charged to your card). Check our website for details, as this technology is changing rapidly  and by the time the catalogue comes out we may have a fully-fledged online ordering system.

In the Kitchen

As well as good varieties of normal vegetables, we’re always on the lookout for new and interesting things to eat. One example is ‘Cima de Rapa’ which is well known in Italy but not grown that much anywhere else. 

‘Cima di Rapa’, or Top Sprouting Turnip (sometimes called Broccoli Raab) is very similar in appearance to sprouting broccoli, and used the same way, but with a different flavour because it is a bred from the Turnip family (Broccoli is of course developed from the Cabbages). 

Looking into it, it seems that the reason it is not more widely grown is that in Italy, most varieties are slow growing (100 day or more) – they are planted in summer and grown overwinter for a spring harvest.  But the plant is not very hardy and so this doesn’t work in the UK where we have much colder winters.

Luckily, we have managed to find a very quick-maturing variety which we think could do well sown in late spring to mid-summer and harvested in Autumn. We are trying this out now and will offer it in the catalogue for you to try also. 

But this also led on to another new vegetable for us. While researching all this, we remembered that normal turnip tops are said to be edible too, so armed with a knife, we went out to the turnip beds and tried some. We boiled them in a little water and then added some garlic, lemon juice, salt and olive oil.

What was very interesting was that it really depended on the variety. For example leaves of Red Milan Turnip were truly disgusting – far too hairy & bitter. But the leaves of the Navet de Nancy Turnip were great served this way, and will be part of our cooking now every time we thin that turnip bed. Any of you who grow this particular turnip next year really should have a try of the leaves.

Another good discovery for us was this great chilli chutney recipe.  As you can imagine, we end up with rather a lot of de-seeded chillies at the end of the summer, and it always seems a shame not to use them.   

Chilli Chutney:

250 gr fresh chillies
2 cups white wine vinegar 

8 cloves garlic
2 cups white sugar

5cm piece fresh ginger (approx)
3 teaspoons salt

Deseed the chillies (use rubber gloves).  Peel the garlic and the ginger.  Put chillies, garlic and ginger in a blender or food processor and blend briefly so that they are in small pieces (you may need to add some of the vinegar if using a blender).  They should be a 'minced' consistency, NOT a puree.   

Then put all of the ingredients in a saucepan and boil gently, uncovered, for about 1 hour.  Pour into hot clean jars and seal.  Keep for at least 1 month before using.  Use with caution!
Please sow enough of your Seed

This came up in a few emails we had last year. If you’re a beginner, do make sure you sow enough seed! Not only are there many disasters that can strike between sowing & harvest, but you will want extra plants so you can choose the strongest & healthiest to plant out.  It is always better to throw away spare plants rather than risk missing a whole growing season by sowing too few.

We assume you will sow the whole packet , and size them accordingly. 

Especially with smaller seed, we usually sow more than twice as many seed as we want plants. Say you’re growing peppers: you should sow about 20 seed as a minimum. Hopefully at least 18 will come up. Maybe two or three of these might then succumb to over/under watering, damping off etc. Then there are the varied dangers of slugs, snails, and toddlers which may well polish off another four or five seedlings. This leaves you 12 baby plants, of which you would choose the 10 healthiest, most vigorous and best advanced to pot up or plant out. Maybe one or two won’t survive the process, and of course they then have to grow on without being pulled up by birds, dug up by cats, or weeded out by mistake (aargh!). But you should still be certain of still having at least six or seven really nice plants at the end of the season to give you a good harvest of peppers. 

Feedback

We are very keen to hear from you - we like to know how our vegetables do in different parts of the country. So if you have any comments, good or bad,  please do let us know, either by email or letter. It gives us a wider picture when comparing and choosing new varieties for the future.

About the Collection

The VidaVerde Seed Collection is a private collection of rare, heirloom, and unusual vegetables selected particularly for the home grower. All have been chosen from our personal experience, for their excellence in both the garden and the kitchen. All are  non-hybrid, interesting and easy to grow, and will add new possibilities to your gardening and cooking.  Our seed comes with detailed sowing instructions, recipes, and seed saving notes. We are happy to answer questions, or help people choose plants - just email us at:  info@vidaverde.co.uk 

Our new catalogue, available from October 2003, will include lots of new varieties - almost double the size of last year's version. As the Collection grows, and people request more varieties, our costs decrease, so we are reducing the prices for most items, and are also including much more seed in many packets.  As always, our aim is to offer you the very best seed available of the best varieties we can find.  Everyone who receives this Newsletter will be sent a copy of the catalogue when it becomes available, but if you know anyone else who would like a copy, let us know by email or post to the address below.

If you like the Collection, tell your friends . . .

If you know someone who would like a free copy of our catalogue,
it can be requested by email to catalogue@vidaverde.co.uk , or they can write to :
"VidaVerde, 14 Southdown Avenue, Lewes, East Sussex BN7 1EL"
And it is of course on the web at www.vidaverde.co.uk
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