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Willow Weaving Workshop 

Willow expert Deggie, from West Town 

Farm, is offering a Basket Making workshop,  

on our field on 23rd May, 11am – 4.30pm. 

Cost is  £30 per person 

Places are limited by space constraints, so 

book early. 

Contact      lana.tomkins@btinternet.com 

Spring  
Newsletter 2015 

 
 
 

In this issue  

From the Chair – first  
Soil  
New Poly tunnel 
French students’ visit  
Forest Garden 
Field Update  

Nature Diary   

The Orchard 
From the Chair – last 
A Reminder 
 

 
Calendar Dates  

All Subscriptions due by 1st April 
 

AGM    9th May 
Willow weaving,  23 May (below) 

 
Monthly Meetings:  Saturdays 
 4th April, 2nd May, 6th June. 

 
 

 

From the Chair… 

Spring is bursting out all over and we are 
feeling organised for all the sowing and 
planting that lies ahead. 
So looking forward to putting the new 
polytunnel to good use.  Many many thanks 
to the polytunnel builders who achieved the 
February target -    it was great to be able to 
hold the February meeting there. 
 
Membership fees are due now and let’s 
hope that all current members renew their 
commitment to the co-operative. The field 
needs us all! 
 

Enjoy the spring. 
 

Jan 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Nothing is so beautiful as Spring 
When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush... 

G. M. Hopkins 

Spring seems to be emerging earlier than 
usual this year, after a less harsh Winter 
than last, and Exeter Growers – with a new 
poly-tunnel erected and beds mostly 
prepared – are ready to pick up its rhythm, 
in sowing and planting, in looking and 
listening, in sociability and solitude...... 
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Soil. 

I attended a lovely conference on soil, at 
Bicton Earth Centre, where the speaker 
was Joel Williams.  On trying to make 
sense of my notes I can see, as I thought, 
that it was on a complex level which is 
difficult to convey fully. However I will try to 
give the essential points. 
The main thrust of his presentation seemed 
to be that modern farming does not respect 
the fact that the soil has all it needs, we just 
need to make the nutrients present more 

available to our plants.  Instead of pouring 
on chemicals in a cycle of dependency, we 
need to feed the soil with organic matter 
(humus) and keep it alive!  He talked a lot 
about bacteria and fungi and how they work 
differently, about no-dig, about green 
manures, about composting, and about a 
whole variety of substances you can add to 
your soil that are organic. 
I highly recommend hearing this man, 
meanwhile here is the presentation in full: 

 
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/e68fr14vim70g47/AABTjO2MuzhSJAFaS0A7Pyaca?n=56434902 

 
Lisa 

 
It’s anything but dirt. 
 
2015 is the United Nations year of the soil and I 
would like to share with you a fascinating article 
on this subject which I read in the January issue 
of the magazine, Resurgence. 
 

In this article, Craig Sams, former chairperson of 
the Soil Association, describes how our soil was 
formed hundreds of millions of years ago.   Fungi 
were the first living organisms.  They were and 
still are vital to the creation and survival of our 
soil. These “root fungi” (or mycorrhizae) regulate 
the health of the soil and therefore the health of 
all growing things. They have tiny filaments that 
stretch for miles - there can be 10 miles of 
filaments in a handful of soil.  Just scoop up a 
handful and imagine that! 
 

“The mycorrhizal community of the soil has been 
described as associations for mutual aid and the 
promotion of common interests.”  Any disturbance to the soil, ploughing or the use of 
artificial fertilizers, breaks up this community. Pesticides kill the life in the soil (and there are 
at least 10,000 different bacteria and fungi living in the soil.) 
 

The author suggests that the soil’s living community provides an example to our society of 
how, through cooperation, we can share the abundance that the earth can offer.  I believe 
that in our co-operative we are doing just that! 
 

After reading this article I have a completely different understanding of what I am doing 
when I dig and I now realise the value of aiming for a “no dig” method of growing. 

Lana 

  

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/e68fr14vim70g47/AABTjO2MuzhSJAFaS0A7Pyaca?n=56434902
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The New Poly Tunnels 

The two new poly tunnels are 
looking pristine and impressive. 
EGC's poly has 4 very fine 15 
metre long by 1m wide beds, 
ready for planting; although there's 
been a lot of digging to remove 
thistle, couch and dandelion - the 
usual suspects!  Early carrots will 
be the first to be sown, followed by 
planting out early potatoes -
'Nicola'  variety. 
The tomatoes, peppers and 

aubergine plants 
have been 
ordered from 
Defland and are 
due to arrive in April to be planted out in the poly tunnels. 
The early anemone and rununculus plants are looking very healthy in In 
Bloom’s  new tunnel and the  sweet pea plants have just gone in  and have 
already started to climb the pea netting - all promising blooms in early April. 

Jenny 

 
French students visit 
our field 

We had our first paying group 
visit on 24th February - twenty 
three French horticultural 
students from the college of 
Pouille near Angers. They 
were over for the week 
studying English at a 
Language school in Plymouth 
and visiting various 
horticultural set ups in Devon. 
 It was thoroughly successful, 
with many of the students very 
interested and asking lots of 
questions!  We received very 
positive and generous 
feedback from the tutor in 
charge. 

Jenny 
Et en Francais: 
Une visite par des horticulteurs francais. 
 
Mardi 24 fevrier, 20 etudiants francais nous ont rendus visite. Jenny a explique l'entreprise 
"In Bloom", et Jan, Nicola et David leur ont parle de l'espace d'eau, des polytunnels, les 
planches, les plantes, l'organisation etc etc.  Lana a prepare du the et les etudiants ont 
mange du gateau avec grand plaisir!! 

Some ‘mature’ growth in the new polytunnel 
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The Forest Garden 

We are planning to create a forest garden in the Garden area.  Chrissie has been doing 
some research.   This is what she has found out. Thanks Chrissie. 
Here is a brief outline of how we would like to create a food forest. We will not include the 
first layer (Canopy) as these trees will be too large. We hope the food forest will develop 
over the year and will make an interesting addition to the field. 
 
A Food Forest is a self-sustaining ecosystem 
There are 7 layers to a Forest Garden: 

1. Canopy – Large fruit and nut trees 
2. Low tree layer – Dwarf fruit trees 
3. Shrub layer – Currants, berries and soft fruits 
4. Herbaceous layer – Culinary & herbs, companion plants, 

bee forage plants and poultry forage plants 
5. Rhizosphere – Root crops: Potatoes, carrots, ginger 
6. Soil surface – Ground cover crops: clovers, heathers 
7. Vertical layer – Climbers and vines: climbing beans, peas and any other 

climbing species of berries or fruit. 

 
Benefits 
Natural mulch, compost, fertilizer –  
Food Forests are: 

 Self-mulching and cover the soil on their 
own to retain moisture. 

 High plant density = high volume of fallen 
leaves accumulates and rots down to add 
organic matter to the soil. 

 Decomposers = class of insects that break 
down organic matter and help the natural 
composting process (woodlice, 
earthworms, pill bugs, millipedes etc) 

High productivity: 
 High density planting = high yields 

 Biodiversity = continuous food supply 

Natural pest control: 
 No chemicals required 

 Predatory insects have a permanent home 
& abundant food sources (nectar from 
flowers etc.) 

 An abundant living eco system attracts 
birds and larger predators contributing 
further to natural pest control. 

 
Mixing different plant types together makes them grow better and creates natural synergy 
that benefits all the plants involved, and the plants are more resistant to pests and diseases 
and then more productive. 
Using companion planting recreates nature’s biodiversity and benefits the plants. 
 
Easy soil repair – chop & drop 

 No need to uproot dead plants, cut stems at soil level. The roots will rot away to create thousands of 
intricate air and water channels in the soil. The tops of the chopped plants create a natural sheet 
system like the forest floor. 

 Preserve your soil, build paths and don’t step on garden beds, it compacts the soil closing all the air 
and water channels making it harder for water and air to reach 
plant roots and it impairs growth of the plants. 
 

A Food Forest is created to emulate a real forest  
(only fill it with food plants and trees we want!) 
No pesticides, herbicides, weeding, crop rotation, mowing or 
digging is required. 

Chrissie 
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Field update. 

The main focus of work since Christmas has been final work to our new poly tunnel.  For 
more on this see the Poly Tunnel article. 

 
First Sowings 

The first seed sowing of the season has begun.  We 
have set up a long table in the small poly tunnel, and 
on the first Saturday of March, Jenny demonstrated 
how to sow in modules.  We have sown cauliflower, 
rainbow and Swiss chard, and Brussels sprouts.  
Coincidentally, we have just pulled up the last of the 
Brussels and also discovered that, after a very long 
wait, our caulis are flowering!   
The sowing programme will be written up on the white 
board and thanks to Liz O for her detailed work on this. 

 
 
Soft fruit 

Lisa had been very active in the soft fruit area, lifting the raspberry suckers so that we can 
get in amongst the bushes to harvest.  Some of these suckers have been replanted in neat 
rows nearby, so more raspberries this autumn! We are also in the process of laying down 
mypex between all the soft fruit bushes in order to keep down the perennial weeds. We 
plan to cover the mypex  with thatch, once we have found a new source. Does anyone 
know of a thatcher who would like to deliver used thatch? Please contact Nicola. 

 

The Shed 

At last we have a set of new shelves in the shed. Thanks 
Richard! The next task is to sort and tidy and label boxes in 
which to store all the material we have in the shed. Anyone 
keen to take on this task? 
If so, please contact Lana. 

 

Harvesting 

Yes, even at this time of the year, there has been veg to 
harvest.  Lots of salads in the small poly tunnel, starting, alas, 

to bolt now.  However, since we covered the red 
kale with netting to keep off the birds, it has 
rejuvenated itself and looks as though it is ready  to 
be harvested again.  Hopefully, next year, with the 
help of our large poly tunnel, we will have more 
vegetables to fill this hungry gap. 

Lana 

 
 
 

Jenny demonstrates 
how to sow in modules. 

 

Farewell to sprouts 

Hello to Cauliflower 
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Nature Notes. 

Thank you to everyone who wrote and 
told about the wildlife on the field and in 
the air above – noting that as early as 
December the Greater Spotted 
Woodpecker was drumming, four 
buzzards were soaring overhead in 
January, and in February a single 
Snowdrop appeared in the Garden, while 
a Kestrel was spotted resting and flying out 
from one of the tree guards. Ravens with their 
unmistakably deep call were also seen flying over,   
as well other members of the Crow family – often combined flocks of Rooks and Jackdaws. 
On the last afternoon of February, when I left the field, a blackbird was in full song just as 
dusk began to fall. 
By 1st March - St David’s Day – Spring was unmistakably in the air. There was excitement 
that a Kestrel, and possibly a pair, was appearing frequently, hovering and sometimes 
perching for quite long periods of time, once on our tool shed, with its chestnut colouring 
richly visible. I’m always reminded of Hopkins’ poem, The Windhover (what a perfect name 
for a Kestrel!):  
 
 
 
 
 
(there is another 
verse but I’ll leave it 
at that.) 

 
On 7th March I 
went to the field very early, just to see what was there for the looking and listening. Already 
there were several modest but yet exquisite tiny flowers such as starry white Chickweed 
and Hairy Bittercress, and blue Creeping Speedwell, while alongside were the bright faces 
of Daisies and Dandelions; in the hedges, too, Blackthorn was just coming into 
blossom.....Robert Frost suggested in his Prayer to Spring 
 
Birds were in abundance too – as I walked up 
from the bottom gate a Wren darted about the 
hedgerow, while in the higher hedges a Song 
Thrush was singing, and there were Great 
Tits, Blue Tits, Blackbirds and a Blackcap.  
A cock Pheasant ran and called, startled from the stubble – apparently they can pick up on 
vibrations in the earth as much as sound or sight! 
By the time you read this Spring will be in its full abundance and vigour, but it’s lovely to 
notice the unfailing emergence of new life from the very turning of the year. 

Margaret. 

  

 

I CAUGHT this morning morning’s minion, king- 
  dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding 
  Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding 
High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing 
In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, 
  As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding 
  Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding 
Stirred for a bird,—the achieve of; the mastery of the thing! 

 
 

 

Oh, give us pleasure in the flowers to-day; 
And give us not to think so far away 
As the uncertain harvest; keep us here 
All simply in the springing of the year. 
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The Orchard. 

On January  17th this year we had a glorious 
Wassail, thanks especially to Lucy and Jan. 
With all kinds of musical and not-so-musical 
instruments we descended on any unwanted 
spirits that might harbour malice towards our 
orchard, and tied protective ribbons on all the 
trees. Then we feasted on mulled cider and 

apple juice, and varieties of fruit based cakes.  
Since then we have pruned trees and willow. 
Willow now has its soft buds and as spring 
progresses we look forward to the blossom 
and the buzzing of the bees.....  

A last word from the Chair 

Some of you will have seen from the minutes of the last meeting, that I shall be 
resigning as Chair at the next AGM.  It’s been a privilege to be in this position for the 
past few years and witness the transformation from Exeter Community Agriculture to 
Exeter Growers and the continued development of the field.  Its time for someone else 
to take on this task!  David will be calling for nominations soon.  
 
Thank you. 
 
Jan 
  

Some of the celebrants take a break after a 
particularly vigorous Wassail, to admire the 
encroaching dusk 



8 
 

 Reminder 

Don’t forget your subscriptions are due by the end of March. Below is a copy of the email you should 
already have received, setting out how payments will be handled this year. 
 

We are asking that people pay directly into our account at the:   
Cooperative Bank   Account Name   Exeter Growers Cooperative Ltd 
Sort Code  08 92 99  Acc. No.                65349463 
 

Please give your payment the reference  ‘your initials’.SUBS (e.g. John Smith reference is JS.SUBS) 

&  
Please send me (Treasurer), an email to  4jake.exeter@gmail.com with the subject line ‘EGC subs’ 
stating the amount and the date paid.  
 
Thank you. This will greatly ease administration.  

Jake 

 

mailto:4jake.exeter@gmail.com

