Organic gardening


R
E

PART 2:
VEGANORGANIC
GROWING

GREEN
NG

I

I

@ GROW

@GROW

I

ER

GREEN
G
N

DEEP GREEN
GARDENING

The down-to-earth lessons of vegan-organic growing
have the potential to make our gardens not just more
productive, but more ethical and compassionate too,
argues John Walker

f you’re expecting a delivery
of steaming manure this
spring, if you swear by pelleted
poultry manure, or regularly
use bonemeal or hoof and
horn, you are, whether through
ignorance or indifference, party to
some pretty grisly goings-on: ‘There

are two types of captive bolt pistol:
penetrative and non-penetrative.
Penetrative stunners drive a bolt into
the skull and cause unconsciousness
both through physical brain damage
and the concussive blow to the
skull. The bolt on a non-penetrative
stunner is ‘mushroom-headed’
Foregoing manure means finding
other ways to feed my soil, so I cut
bracken when it’s green and build
big ‘hot’ compost heaps. Here, a year
later, is a nicely maturing heap

and impacts on the brain without
entering the skull. Unconsciousness
is caused by the concussive blow.
Traditionally, animals are stunned
before their throats are cut but
the stun does not actually kill the
animal. Animals die from loss of
blood after their throats are cut.’
Most of us have never been
inside a slaughterhouse, but it does
not take much imagination. Such
activities are a fact of everyday life
(and death) in our food industry.
And another fact of life is our longestablished use, as gardeners, of
the by-products of that industry.

Ethical dilemma

One of my compost
bins a few weeks after
setting up and about to
receive its kick-start of
composting worms

Mostly, we gardeners tend to care
deeply for the natural systems
around us, of which we are part.
If we tread a more earth-friendly,
organic path, we aim to work with
nature, not against it, to create
healthy, biologically diverse and
balanced ecosystems within our
gardens and allotments. In tandem
with that we recycle feverishly and
shun synthetic pesticides. We get
a buzz not just from the beneficial
insect life we draw to our plots,
but from the feeling that what
we do has an ethical dimension;
gardening in an earth-friendly
way is an inherently ‘good thing’.
But how many of us, whatever
our approach, have stopped to
consider, wrapped in the steam
rising from a barrowful of manure,
the less ethical side to what we do?
Happily, a new way of growing
is emerging that frees us from
garden-scale ethical dilemmas. It
is a way of growing that breaks our
deep-seated reliance on animal
by-products, be it their waste
materials, ground-up parts of their
carcasses, or the blood that flows
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Greater understanding of the ecological impact of
livestock farming and less consumption of animal-derived
foods could make manure a rare sight

through their veins. It’s still earthfriendly, organic gardening at heart,
but with added ethics. It has the
potential to turn our gardens an even
deeper shade of green, to make
them more compassionate and to
change the way we think about the
world and our place in it. With a
growing consensus that we should
start to eat less meat to ease the

As well as being an effective soil-builder, red clover has
pretty flowers which attract bees and other pollinators

growing environmental burden of
the global livestock industry, it offers
tomorrow’s gardeners – for which
steaming muck heaps might be a
rare sight – a practical solution.
As a long-time, occasionally
faltering vegetarian with vegan
leanings, I have resorted to using
very few animal inputs in my new
garden. This, I admit, grew more

out of local necessity than a desire
to avoid the lurking spectre of
the slaughterhouse trade – sheep
just don’t do steaming manure
heaps. Instead, I am composting
like mad (both kitchen/household
resources and the abundant
bracken around my garden) and
have occasionally topped up with
soil improver from a local ‘green
waste’ composting project.
When it comes to adding major
plant nutrients, of which my virgin soil
has virtually none, I now find myself
passing over the ‘classic’ organic
animal-derived fertilisers in favour
of their more ‘ethical’ equivalents.
Some of these come in seed
packets, rather than fertiliser sacks.

Vegan-organic pioneers

Market gardens run entirely vegan-organically are living proof that this approach works.
These tomatoes are growing in soil fortified with compost and green manures
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This emerging way of growing
plants is known as ‘vegan-organic’
or ‘stock-free organic’, signifying that
soil fertility is maintained without
the need for livestock or their byproducts. It is being pioneered in the
UK by a small but growing number
of market gardeners who use zero
animal inputs to run their businesses.
They use no manure of any kind,
nor any ‘organic’ fertilisers derived
from the bodies of animals. Even the
seed and potting composts they
use are free of animal by-products.
Demand is growing for food which
is certified organic and which is, in
addition, grown without the use of
animal inputs – food, if you like, with
impeccable moral credentials.

These growers use what is called
a ‘closed’ system, meaning that
virtually all of the fertility required to
grow crops is generated within the
holding, largely from composted
plant wastes and the effective use
of green manure crops, deployed
via carefully planned crop rotations
of up to nine years. Little, if
anything, is brought into the loop.

Building soil fertility

Green manures – plants we grow
to feed and build soil – are familiar
to many gardeners, but we have
as yet only scratched the surface
of their potential to build fertility
by increasing the soil’s organic
matter content, while enhancing
our garden ecosystems. Put simply,
green manures create fertility for free
by trapping sunlight and building
biomass in soil by increasing its
bank of humus – a kind of dark,
supercharged organic matter. The
term ‘green manure’ often foxes
gardeners hearing it for the first time.
It’s time for a makeover: ‘fertilitybuilding crops’ gets to the nub.

Another key element of
the vegan-organic approach
is to minimise soil cultivation,
to encourage a settled and
balanced soil ecosystem. Soil
which receives only light surface
cultivation is ideal for the one kind
of livestock that vegan-organic
growers and gardeners do actively
encourage: earthworms.
When green manures are a key
part of your soil-building programme,
more lateral, imaginative thinking
kicks in, leading to some eyecatching partnerships. One of the
cleverest I’ve tried is sweetcorn
under-sown with the green manure
buckwheat, which is sown at the
same time as the sweetcorn is
planted. The latter eventually towers
above the buckwheat and while its
tassels are busy shedding clouds
of pollen overhead, the buckwheat
is busy smothering weeds, its roots
are increasing soil fertility, and its
blooms are pulling in swarms of
beneficial insects such as hoverflies,
whose larvae eat aphids. The best
bit about this combo is it works just
as well in a garden or allotment.

Underground livestock

Earthworms are among the more visible movers
in the soil ecosystem and they’re the one kind of
‘livestock’ which vegan-organics encourages. As
well as working in partnership with other soil life,
earthworms play an important part in keeping
soil adequately drained and well aerated. They
also pull organic matter (fallen leaves, compost)
down into the soil, where they help turn it into rich,
supercharged humus. Earthworms also ingest tiny
mineral particles, which pass though their guts to
become the familiar wormcasts. Wormcasts are
high in easily-absorbed plant foods.

Green light for green manures
Green manures bring numerous benefits to
the vegan-organic plot, including:

Building soil fertility: As well as adding valuable humus to the
soil, leguminous green manures such as clover and tares will take
nitrogen from the atmosphere and lock it in at ground level.
Protecting soil nutrients: By growing green manures on empty
ground the nutrients contained with the soil is prevented from
leaching out. Soil structure is also protected from heavy rain.
Weed and pest control: With a green manure in place
there will be less room for weeds to grow, while pest
predators such as beetles will have plenty of cover.
Boosting soil life: Green manures with deeper roots will help
to improve soil structure, while dug in foliage will support soil
organisms big and small, leading to a thriving, living soil.

One to try at home: once you’ve planted your sweetcorn,
sow buckwheat around the young plants to smother
weeds, increase soil humus and attract beneficial insects
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Bug banks
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Vegan-organic growers respect nature as an
ally in maintaining a healthy and balanced
growing environment. As well as using
must-grow beneficial insect-attractants,
such as single-flowered pot marigolds
(calendula), they also tap into useful wild
plants, such as perennial stinging nettles,
often growing them in clumps or ‘bug
banks’ near to their crops. Nettles support
over 40 insect species, including familiar
butterflies such as the red admiral. They
also attract aphids, a vital food source for
ladybirds and hoverfly larvae, and so help
build up populations of these beneficial
predators. Blue tits and other pest-eating
birds will also flit through the nettle stems.

Life in clover

Red clover (Trifolium pratense)
is a key green manure used by
vegan-organic growers because
of its fertility-building qualities.
Nodules on its roots fix nitrogen
from the air and it adds lots
of biomass to the soil. These
courgettes have been planted
into a bed which, during the
previous summer, grew runner

Deeper green

It would be naive to think that if all
gardeners gave up using animal
by-products fewer animals would
have a penetrative stunner entering
their skulls. But it still feels good
to know I am on course to create a
garden that has not relied heavily
on distant, unseen slaughter. You
don’t need to become a vegan
overnight (or indeed at all) to garden
this way; it’s an evolving way of
growing that anyone, whatever their
dietary preferences, can try out.
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beans under-sown with red
clover. After the runners were
finished, the clover was left to
grow on. To avoid competition,
a strip of soil was cleared of
clover before planting the
courgettes in early summer.
Win-win combinations like this
allow you to improve the soil and
harvest a crop at the same time.

Being vegetarian, I realise I am
guilty of inherent hypocrisy in that
I still eat a few animal products,
knowing full well that those animals,
even if organically reared, are unlikely
to end their days in sun-soaked
retirement. Whatever the moral
conundrums and ethical debates
around what we choose to eat, it’s
not hard to see that by declaring
our plots ‘animal by-product-free
zones’, we’re gardening in a deeper
green way and, ultimately, to an
even higher set of values.

