Vegetables
BEYOND THE GARDEN
py Caddy Sitwell

The Horticultural Show. Part Two:
Showers and Growers "Are we mad, daft or stupid?”

hilst training to be a vegetable judge 1
had fallen into the delightful realm of
the Horticultural Show. Growers and

showers at all levels gently welcomed me to their
craft, sharing tips and tales. But occasionally, very
occasionally the competitive tension can bubble
out—especially at staging time.

In 2021 a frazzled woman was heard through the
canvas at the Melplash Show shouting at her long-
suffering husband, “lay those peas out propetly or I’ll
thwack you round the head with this cucumber”. She
meant it. She really meant it. It’s hard work growing,
transporting and staging perfect show vegetables. That
was in fact the only year she entered but it certainly
takes a particular temperament to become a ‘shower’.
It requires patience and a methodical commitment to
perfectionism—having a practical nature with a dose
of ‘allotment style’ thrift can help enormously.

Some vegetables need both dawn and dusk visits,
with staking and tweaking throughout the summer.
Timing is key and a careful succession of seed sowing
is needed to ensure peak condition on show day. For
instance, cauliflowers take between 14 and 16 weeks to
grow and are nototiously only ‘right’ for two days. They
are quick to ‘blow’ into frothy curds so a batch is sown
every ten days to try and compensate for the vagaries
of the weather. A Cornishman told me he grows 2000
pickling shallots to give him the best chance of finding
a matching set of twelve and the reigning stump carrot
champion grows 104 carrots from which he hopes to
find ten good ones.

Vegetable growing was traditionally seen as the
man’s domain with flowers left to the ‘ladies’ but
not so any more with Sherie Plumb of Essex being
regarded as possibly the best show potato grower in
England. Her husband and children are all involved
in showing and I’'m told grow 400 bags of potatoes
annually. A helpful family is an invaluable asset and is
surprising how many partners can be sucked into this
world—shocked to find themselves balancing French
beans or tomatoes on their laps in the back of the
already rammed, show-bound car.

At top shows the vegetables themselves are often
not normal, they are grown from special seeds in
highly controlled environments, with regularised
watering, temperatures and soil mixes. Three-foot
parsnips can be grown in oil barrels, leeks are
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First Prize for Sherie Plumb’s show potatoes

blanched by daily wrapping in plumber’s insulation or
brown paper and onions the size of your head should,
it is said, traditionally be sown on Christmas day. This
could well be a ‘traditional’ ploy to get out of the
washing up, as also I presume, was the ‘necessity’ of
preparing carrot barrels on Boxing Day. But size is
not the goal. Old school growers in fact dismiss the
‘glant veg’ world as bringing the subject into disrepute
and an Americanisation—the goal for them is a
perfect matching set, in peak condition, never tasted
but creepily perfect.

Rows and rows of these perfect carrots or tomatoes
or beans stretching into the distance are surreal and at
first glance it seems an impossible task to differentiate
between them. The RHS Horticultural Show handbook
has, luckily, a pointing system and detailed advice to
guide the judge on the different attributes sought in every
vegetable. Cauliflowers for example require a ‘creamy
white curd that sits well in the hand” or celery needs to
be ‘blemish free, clean, well-blanched’, tomatoes must be
‘shapely, ripe but firm’ and blanched leeks should have
‘long barrels with no sign of softness or splits, a tight
button and be free from bulbing and ribbiness’.

As vegetables have their idiosyncrasies so do the
showing community and I suggest that a similar range
of characters exists today as in its Victorian heyday.
There are the showers who chase the cups and money
known as ‘pot hunters’, the hopeless optimists who
keep entering but never learning and a wealth of keen,
self-taught horticulturists. My respect for successful
growers is boundless, especially as year after year has
seen me failing to master the twenty pointer ‘long
carrot’. They often have to put up with the ubiquitous
patronising amusement and ribaldry but total focus
on growing exceptional vegetables is no joke. It can
be obsessive, totally consuming and take over your
summert, but it’s certainly not madness.
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www.fordeabbey.co.uk

LANDscAPE DESIGN

traditional, abstract, continental, cost efficient & low maintenance.

LANDSCAPE CONSTRUCTION
ground works, driveways, walling, decking, fencing, paths, patios, ponds,
pergolas, lawn/border creation, planting.

GARDEN RESTORATION

historic manors and cottage gardens recycled and regenerated.

GARDEN CARE & MAINTENANCE

all forms of garden works undertaken. Lawn care and border mainteance.

ARBORICULTURE & CONSERVATION
woodland and wildlife habitat management, all forms of tree surgery and
planting, hedgelaying, seeding and spraying

Fully insured, experienced and professionally qualified.
Efficient commercial contractors & personal gardeners.

Tel: 01308 455755 f— OPENING > ENJOY DELICIOUS
www.littlefones.co.uk ﬁ MARCH 2025 ; BRUNCH, LUNCH &

Quality Control Associations
OUR BRAND NEW CAFE CREAMITERS
OPEN DAILY FROM 10:00AM

-y

te”

' r‘ ~ 'N - .

30 acres of award winning gardens, Gift Shop, Coffee Shop

Plant Nursery and a Pottery. Visit us for a fun family day out.
Open 18T Mar - 31ST Oct 10:30 AM - 5:00 PM (last entry at 4:00 PM)
Please check our website for our exciting events through the year.

email: info@fordeabbey.co.uk - Ph No: 01460 221290
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HIGHLY EXPERIENCED AND
PROFESSIONAL HORTICULTURISTS

Chelsea Flower Show
Gold Medal Winners

Mlarshall James

Garden Development Ltd

The Design, Construction
& Maintenance of
Beautiful Gardens

South Endf:?i?:: ST;J::&;::; L Bespoke timber garden offices, music
7 studios, garages and summer houses.

www.marshalljamesgd.co.uk

MICHAEL CULLINANE GARDEN OFFICES

NEVER ,M'ESGAN 'SlschjJEt TEL: 01305 257 943 | MOB: 07899 894 733
ot it sl tory EMAIL: MICHAELSGARDENOFFICES@GMAIL.COM
and we will alert you when the WEB: WWW.MICHAELSGARDENOFFICES.CO.UK
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n Find us on Facebook - Michael's Garden Offices
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