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Growing organically isn’t 
about making life di!cult 
for yourself, quite the 
opposite. Chemicals may be 
a quick "x, but can bring 
problems and by making 
your soil healthier, you get 
better results for less e#ort.

I started growing organic 
veg in the 1980s, at a time 
when farmers were still 
encouraged towards 
quantity rather than quality 
– and my mother, for one, 
was worried no one would 
buy my vegetables. But to 
me it has always felt like the 
right thing to do. And over 
the coming year, I’ll share 
with you what I’ve learned 
in 30 years of growing.

In the "rst of a new series on growing veg organically, veteran grower and organic guru  
Charles Dowding goes back to basics and reveals why success lies under your feet

Great veg 
starts here

Which compost to choose? 
All have their various pros and cons – from low-nutrient municipal compost to rich chicken manure

Home-made compost is 
full of valuable nutrients

growing organic
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Follow Charles’s 
organic advice over 

the coming year and 
your harvests could 

be just as impressive

  By making 
your soil 
healthier, you 
get better 
results for  
less e#ort 

he secret to growing great 
organic crops is great 
organic soil. Feeding soil 
with compost now puts  

you one step ahead, ensuring you’re 
ready for spring as soon as it comes. 
Vegetables love compost-enriched soil, 
for all the life and vigour it gives them, 
and you’ll love it for the bigger, healthier 
crops it gives you.

Compost benefits
I always spread compost on all soil 
where I plan to grow vegetables, 
because they all grow better for it. 
Even if it means buying some extra,  
it’s a sound investment, because that 
little bit of work now saves time later 
on, in less watering and weeding.   

The slow, steady release of nutrients 
from composts and composted 
manures means that plant growth is 
balanced and steady, without the leafy 
excess that can result from using 
chemical fertilisers. This even growth 
creates more robust plants that are 
less prone to diseases and better able 
to keep growing if they get nibbled by 

Municipal 
compost  
Pros: Readily 
available and free  
of weed seeds  
and pathogens. 
Cons: Of variable 
quality – sometimes 
too much wood, so 
the nutrient supply  
is compromised for  
a few months as the 
wood decomposes.

Mushroom 
compost  
Pros: Soft and 
crumbly, so easy to 
use. No weed seeds. 
Apply as a thick 
mulch, with medium 
level of nutrients. 
Cons: High pH, as 
chalk is added for 
mushroom growing, 
so don’t use every 
year on alkaline soil.

Home-made 
compost  
Pros: Often has 
more nutrients than 
you think. If lumpy, 
just spread over the 
soil and let winter 
weather break it up. 
Cons: Often full of 
weed seeds, so 
extra weeding 
needed in spring to 
get rid of seedlings.

Horse manure 
Pros: Lighter in 
texture than cow 
manure and lower in 
nutrients. Excellent 
for feeding soil and 
improving structure. 
Cons: If horses were 
bedded on wood 
shavings it’ll take 
longer to rot down 
so is best used as 
surface mulch.

Cow manure  
Pros: Rich in 
nutrients, ideal for 
less fertile soils and 
hungry veg crops 
such as potatoes 
and tomatoes. Apply 
a thin layer every  
year if you can. 
Cons: Must be 
stacked for at least 
12 months before 
use. May be lumpy.

Chicken manure 
Pros: The richest in 
nutrients. If mixed 
with bedding straw 
and over six months 
old, apply a thin layer.  
Cons: Use pure 
droppings – available 
to buy in pellet form 
– with care, like a 
chemical fertiliser, 
or as a compost 
activator. 

pests. It also gives the vegetables  
a finer, more concentrated flavour. 

You have a choice between 
incorporating compost when digging, 
or leaving it on the surface of undug 
soil. I do the latter and find that worms 
like to travel upwards in November’s 
moist soil to find this great food.  
In so doing, they create channels for 
aeration and drainage, giving your soil 
an open and enduring structure and 
stopping it becoming waterlogged 
during wet weather. Compost also 
acts like a sponge, soaking up water 
and then slowly releasing it, which 
helps plants to cope with dry weather.

Less weeding
Laying compost on top of 
undisturbed soil will mean you have 
to do less weeding in the long run.  
If the area is fairly weed-free, just 
remove them all by hand before 
applying the compost. Then no 
weeds will have a chance to set 
seed before spring. 

If there are lots of weeds, smother 
them with an 8-10cm layer of compost 

New series    Growing Organic
Learning from an 
organic pioneer
Charles Dowding has been 
growing and selling organic 
vegetables for 30 years. He 
started with a market stall and 
set up one of the first organic 
veg box schemes, and things 
grew from there. 

He now supplies local shops 
and restaurants with organic 
veg and salads all year round. 
He is author of five books on 
organic vegetable growing, 
with more in the pipeline.

COMING UP Charles shares  
his expertise on:

 tackling slugs organically 
getting great results from 
seed sowing 
 successful crop rotation
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Larger yields from your crops
 Healthier crops, better able 
to resist pests and diseases
Great-tasting vegetables,  
due to their steady growth
Fewer weeds in spring,  
by tackling them now, and 
then mulching with compost 
Less watering during dry 
spells because compost 
absorbs moisture like a sponge
 Better drainage in wet 
weather as compost helps  
to prevent waterlogging
Fewer fertilisers needed,  
as the soil is already full  
of beneficial nutrients 
 Better soil structure and 
fertility in the long-term 
Earlier sowing in spring as 
dark surface compost warms 
up quicker than normal soil

to create a clean surface for spring 
sowings. Alternatively, you can spread 
less compost and lay a light-excluding 
mulch on top of that, such as 
cardboard, black polythene or  
weed-suppressing matting. 

Don’t worry about whether your 
home-made compost is free of weed 
seeds. Even if it contains lots, quick 
hoeings or scuffling with a trowel in 
spring, when seedlings are still tiny, 
should quickly get rid of them. This  
will result in a clean surface for easier 
growing, and any weeds you do get  
will be easy to hoe or pull out of the 
crumbly compost. 

Seeds can be sown directly into this 
top layer of compost. Even carrots and 
parsnips can be sown in a new bed of 
well-decomposed compost or manure, 
and they’ll grow nicely shaped roots, 
without forking, and with good flavour. 
The darker colour of compost also 
means that it warms up quickly in  
any sunlight, so you can start sowing 
sooner next spring.

Why now?
Autumn is the perfect time to get 
your soil into shape for next year  
by feeding all its hard-working 
inhabitants, from earthworms and 
beetles to bacteria and fungi. These 
have evolved to be busy processing 
new food at this time of year, when 
there’s plenty of plant debris as 
summer growth decays. When soil 
organisms eat, digest and excrete 
organic matter, they increase the 
nutrient reserves in the soil and 
improve its structure.

In a vegetable plot, we can speed  
up this natural process and have 
healthier crops by adding compost 
from our garden heap, or any pile of 
decomposed organic matter, such  
as old leaves and manure. Using 
composted organic matter is a short 
cut to soil improvement, because 
bacteria and fungi have already 
processed its ingredients into  
higher quality soil food. It’s also less 
attractive to slugs, which are drawn  
to undecomposed organic matter. 

Animal manure must be at least  
a year old before you use it, and 
preferably older. This gives time  
for the bedding to break down and  
for microbes to have stabilised the 
nutrients, preventing them being 
leeched away in the rain.

All organic matter should have 
decomposed to a reasonably dark 
colour before it is spread. It doesn’t 
matter if your home-made compost is 
quite lumpy and sticky – just use a fork 

NEXT MONTH: Healthy fast food – Charles shows how to counter the Christmas excess with quick and tasty greens

to break up the bigger clods before 
spreading it. The winter cold will help 
to further break down any lumps. 
There’s no need to sieve it either –  
just remove any large bits of wood  
and pieces of plastic, which somehow 
always appear in a compost heap! 

Keep cropping
You can add compost to your soil now, 
even if you still have winter crops in 
the ground. Simply spread the compost 
around vegetables such as Brussels 
sprouts, kale and purple-sprouting 
broccoli, after clearing away any 
weeds. This will feed the soil around 
these crops and leave it rich and  
ready for new crops in spring.

Admittedly, heading out into the 
cold at this time of year to spread 
compost over your soil isn’t the most 
appealing prospect (though it will 
warm you up!). Still, come next spring, 
when you have healthier soil, with 
fewer weeds, that’s ready to sow into 
earlier, and needs less watering, you’ll 
be glad you did it. !

Remove weeds before 
applying any mulch

Spread a thick 
layer of compost 
between your 
winter crops now

Reasons to add 
compost now 


