Growing and Showing Vegetables.

Today we have google and the internet and all those modern sources of instant information but we
have over the years lost an encyclopaedia of invaluable knowledge as many of our finest gardeners
were never approached or recorded their unique insight on growing vegetables for showing. Can
you imagine the wealth of information that we would now have at our fingertips if gardening greats
like Tom Brennan, Bill Rossitter, Willie Neville, Seamus (Shang) Murphy, Tom Flood, Tony Furlong,
Michael Colfer and many others over the years had recorded their methods and some might say
secrets? Those who are still with us should be approached and asked to impart their undoubted
expertise be it growing vegetables, showing flowers or in many of the baking or craft classes. We
should never be too proud to ask as tomorrow it could be too late.
Both my parents, Willie and Penella Conroy showed extensively at Castlebridge and throughout
Leinster for many years with considerable success and I was to follow in their footsteps. Indeed,
my daughter Fiona became the third generation of our family to win the accolade of most points of
show in recent times, achieving a unique treble for our family. As I have now taken something of a
back seat it is time to pass on some of the knowledge gained over half a century of growing and
showing.
We live in a time when the environment is uppermost on our minds and gardeners have for
generations been the perfect exponents of looking after our surroundings. There is a perception
that to be a gardener one has to have a large or largish plot of ground. This is not the case as some
gardeners have a preference for vegetables whilst others may prefer flowers or fruit. Having a
largish garden does mean that you can grow a greater variety of produce but a bountiful crop can be
had from a limited space and the best way to do this is by the use of raised beds. These can be from
8 to 10 feet (2.4m to 3.0m) in length and 39 inches (1m) wide. An ideal working height would be
about 30cm as it makes working the soil much easier.
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I have also set out a combination of three beds as I would use them as it offers a space saving way
of growing vegetables or flowers. Each individual bed will require 4 x 118 inches (3m) and 4 x 39
inches (1m) of treated timber 6 inches (15cm) x 2 inches (5cm), nor forgetting 6 of 3inch (7.5cm) x 3
inch (7.5cm) square stakes (4 corners and centre) of sufficient length to stabilise the bed and some
screws to affix the timbers to the stakes.
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We often associate gardening with spring and summer but perhaps the most fruitful time is late
autumn and early winter as it enables us to clear the plot and perhaps plant some overwintering
types of cabbage, cauliflower and onions. To this end I have set out an idea for a bed for
overwintering onion sets and this has the advantage of producing an earlier crop of onions next
year, ripening in late June to early July. The varieties I use are Senshyu (yellow) or Red Winter. The
onion bed in this instance is the length of the plot and 30 inches (76cm) wide. I allow 12 inches
(30cm) on either side and dig over the entire area. Using lines to define the required width of the
bed remove the soil from the centre to outside the lines to the 12-inch (30cm) area to a depth of
about 4 inches (10cm) continuing on to incorporate farmyard manure back up to ground level.
When done backfill the soil from outside the lines to give a raised bed ready for sowing. I would
normally plant onion sets approximately 6 inches (15cm) apart with 7 inches (18cm) between rows.
Lay out your onion sets on top of the bed as shown finally pressing them down into the soil until
covered. Remove weeds as they grow so as not to impede the progress of the bulbs. I usually sow
a second bed of onion sets in march to carry me over in to the winter.
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Realising that some may prefer flowers sown in whatever space is available I have included a couple
of ideas for fairly maintenance free flower beds with the use of perennials. Where space is limited
and height a problem, I find that perennials offer a very good solution and will give variety and
colour most of the year round. The longer bed is 20 feet (6.1m) by 4 feet (1.2m), The corner bed is
slightly raised to cover what was an unsightly area, the tree looked a little lost until the addition of
some annual bedding and the area by the patio was enhanced by the addition of a second wall to
allow for a flower bed. Perennials require little attention when set and will give years of pleasure.
When setting out mark and dig over the area for the bed, lay down some weed suppressant fabric
and set your plants. When planted add a layer of bark mulch to a depth of 2 inches (5cm) and this
should give a weed free bed. Excellent perennials for sowing are hosta and heucheras in a variety of
colours, phlox (emerald cushion), dianthus (flashing lights), osteospermum (lady Leitrim) or
chameleon (houttuynia cordata) to name just a few. These are low growing and will brighten up
any dark area.

Before

After
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Throughout the years I have always been an advocate of natural gardening and have avoided the use
of fertilizers, etc. I have been fortunate enough to have been able to acquire copious amounts of
farmyard manure or as some would describe as muck to dig into the garden in order to improve soil
condition. This is a gradual process and replaces the nutrients lost through rain, etc. It is advisable
not to apply fresh manure to the ground when sowing as this may cause problems. It is far
preferable to acquire manure some months prior to sowing and stack it and allow it to break down
so as to allow the maggot population to thrive and this in turn will have a very beneficial effect on
your soil when eventually applied. There are also a variety of green manures available that may be
sown in the autumn and dug back in to the soil in the spring. This helps prevent the erosion of
valuable nutrients from the soil.

Prior to sowing it is advisable to invest in an inexpensive soil testing kit as this will tell you whether
or not you may need to apply lime as plants will struggle if the soil is sour. It is important that your
soil is in good condition. A good test would be to squeeze a handful of soil together and if it forms
into a clump the soil is too wet to work and this will lead to problems later on. Soil that crumbles
easily is ideal for working and sowing. If your soil tends to be wet try using ridges or a form of
raised beds and the simplest and most cost effective of these would be marking out a bed perhaps
two feet six inches wide (76cm) flanked on either side by ones 12 inches (30cm) (furrows or walking
area). If this is a fresh area skim the grass sod turning it upside down on the bed (saves the soil and
prevents grass from growing through) and the idea is to spread your manure on the larger bed and
finely dig out the two 12-inch (30cm) trenches and place on top of the manure. If sowing potatoes
place them on top of the manure prior to covering, if sowing other vegetables cover first and sow in
finished bed. Remember carrots and parsnips will fork if sown on fresh manure. If your soil is in
good condition you can continue as usual to use rows or drills. Level ground is best and if planting
on sloping ground make sure rows run across the slope, not up and down as this will keep soil from
washing away during irrigation. Make sure you have adequate light (8 hours sunlight ideal) and try
to avoid sowing vegetables where they are shaded by walls, trees, shrubs or fences. Remember
shrubs and trees will be competing with your plants for moisture. Whether you are into showing or
not, sowing your own vegetables will provide loads of fresh produce for your table and will give you
enormous pleasure in the process. Remember there is the additional benefit of working in the fresh
air and the exercise can only be good for your health. Never be afraid to try showing as most of the
judging criteria is common sense and hopefully the information below will allay your fears.
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Looking at a standard show schedule I will attempt to give my thoughts on various vegetables and
best varieties for showing. I will also look at growing methods used by showmen and hopefully
provide some tips for best results. It saddens me that many are afraid of showing principally
because they do not understand what the judges are looking for and I have set out the various
criteria upon which vegetables are judged. Again, many will not be aware that there is a specific
points system on which each vegetable is judged (Cauliflower or Celery 20 points whilst courgettes
or radish score a mere 12 points). These are maximum points for each variety and the actual points
awarded will depend on judging criteria. Point being, that in collections high scoring vegetables
offer the best chance of success and I will set out the league table by which various vegetables are
scored.
One other thing that beginners to showing find difficult is the approximate time from
sowing to harvesting and I have also set out guidelines to same in the knowledge that much depends
on soil and weather conditions but as always would recommend sowing at intervals so as to ensure a
continuation of crops.
Judging is usually based on five (5) different criteria: Condition 25%, Quality 20%, Uniformity 20%,
True to type 20% and Size 15%.
Condition: Points will be lost due to insect disease, e.g. carrot fly, slug damage in brassicas,
vegetables not being properly prepared or washed, leaves on carrots, parsnips, turnips, beetroot not
being trimmed or vegetables with damaged roots.
Quality: Exhibits should be at the perfect stage for eating, not overripe or under-ripe. Should not
be wilted, rough, misshapen or shrivelled.
Uniformity: All specimens should look the same in size, colour, condition and quality.
True to type: As specified in the schedule – Long carrots and short carrots must be in their
respective classes if not they will be disqualified and not judged. Similarly, round and pointed
cabbage, various onion classes, etc. Also remember that if the schedule states a specific number of
specimens in a class, entering less or extra will also lead to disqualification.
Size: Bearing the above in mind remember unless stated size is not the most important factor.
Vegetables should be in their prime. How often have we tried to cook overly large specimens only
to find them distasteful to eat?
Sometimes the schedule will specify largest or heaviest and in these specific cases that is what the
judges are looking for.
Each vegetable has a different best possible score based on the degree of difficulty in achieving a
perfect entry. There is a league table of vegetables which state the number of points they are
worth when exhibiting which range from 20 points down to 10 points. This particularly relates to
collection of vegetable classes where the judge will award marks for each type against the maximum
the vegetable attracts. You should try to include as many high pointed vegetables as possible in
your collection.
20 points – Cauliflower, celery, leeks, large onions, long carrots, parsnips, peas, potatoes and long
beetroot.
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18 points – Shallots, tomatoes, runner beans, short carrot, aubergine, cucumber and sweet corn.
15points – Globe beetroot, French beans, cabbage, garlic, peppers, medium onions, broccoli, Brussel
sprouts, marrows and swede or garden turnips.
12 points – Courgettes, salad onions, rhubarb, small tomatoes and radish.
10 points – Pumpkin.

Looking at a standard show schedule and beyond here are some observations giving recommended
varieties and approximate days from sowing to harvest. Soil and weather conditions can play their
part in how long specimens take to mature. When using the term sowing, I am referring to sowing
from seed. If buying and sowing plants from your nursery, harvesting time will be reduced from
stated.
Dwarf French Bean: Masterpiece or the Prince – 40 to 60 days
Broad Bean: Masterpiece green long pod (great for freezing) or The Sutton – 40 to 60 days.
Runner Bean: Enorma or Liberty – 40 to 60 days.
Beetroot: Boltardy, Red Ace or Pablo – 55 to 70 days.
Cabbage (round or flat): Minicole, Bronco or Kilaton – 65 to 120 days
Cabbage (large): Brigadier or Hercules – 65 – 120 days.
Cabbage (pointed): Durham Early, Hispi or Winningstad – 65 to 120 days.
Carrot (long): New Red Intermediate, St Valery or Autumn King – 120 to 150 days.
Carrot (stump): Eskimo, Berlicum or Nantes hybrids – 120 to 150 days.
Celery: Mammoth – 90 to 120 days.
Cucumber: King George, Carmen – 60 to 75 days.
Onion (over 8oz.): Ailsa Craig or the Kelsae
Onion (under 8oz.): Centurion or Sturon from sets – Toughball, excellent overwintering type.
Parsnip: Gladiator, Albion or Tender and True – show parsnips sown in early February.
Peppers (bell type): Bell Boy or Summer Salad – 60 to 90 days.
Potato: Nadine (white) or Kestrel, Blue Danube (coloured) – 90 to 120 days.
Shallot: Golden Gourmet or Red Sun (bulbs) – 90 to 150 days.
Cauliflower: All the year round, Boris or Jerez – 90 to 110 days.
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Aubergine (egg plant): Black Enorama – 60 to 80 days.
Lettuce (Butterhead): All the Year Round or Artic King – 40 to 50 days leaf or 70 to 90 days for head.
Lettuce (Iceberg): Antartica – 40 to 50 days to leaf or 70 to 90 days for head.
Tomato: Alicante or Shirley – 60 to 80 days.
Tomato (Cherry): Suncherry or Cascade – 60 to 80 days.
Turnip (garden): Golden Ball or Sweetbell – 45 to 70 days.
Turnip (swede): Rutabaga or Tweed – 55 to 90 days.
Spinach: Apollo or Perpetual – 40 to 50 days. (Why not try Swiss Chard equally as good)
Radish: French Breakfast – 21 to 30 days.
Vegetable Marrow: Tiger Cross – 85 to 110 days.
Courgette: Venus – 60 to 80 days.
Peas: Hurst Green Shaft or Show Perfection – 80 to 105 days.
Other vegetables you might try are Kohl Rabi a bulbous member of the cabbage family which
matures in 50 to 60 days. Water Melons are very tasty and take 85 to 95 days whilst Summer
Squash (Pumpkin) 50 to 60 days or for Halloween (Winter Squash) will be ready in 85 to 110 days.
Some veg will take longer to mature so it is a good idea to try companion planting. With Beans,
peppers, carrots, tomatoes, sweet corn or cabbage why not try a faster maturing vegetable such as
radish, leaf spinach, salad onions or leaf lettuce between the rows as these will have matured and
been picked before interference with the larger veg.
The majority of the above mentioned are usually sown in drills or beds and if planting beans or peas
it is important to support them with stakes or twine. What I usually do is to sow at different
intervals so as to keep a continuation of fresh vegetables. A good space saver is to measure out a
patch of ground approximately one metre by one metre, dig out the centre and incorporate some
manure, covering with soil and using 6 x 2.4 or 2.7 metre canes in a circle from the outside leaning
towards the centre with the tops tied together. This is excellent for runner beans as they will need
no help with tying and will give a very attractive feature in your garden when in bloom or bearing
produce. Peas can be done similarly with shorter canes dependant on the height of the variety that
you are sowing.
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Shallots will divide into perhaps seven or eight bulblets and when they are growing strongly you will
need to thin them back to about two or three so as to allow them to attain the best possible size for
showing. A super bonus of this is the number of small onions and leeks they will produce for salad.
Carrots and parsnips can easily be grown in good deep fertile ground and are an excellent vegetable
throughout the year. When it comes to showing, these are perhaps the most competitive of classes
and take real skill to win a prize as showmen are becoming more inventive in their methods. A
number of years back it was common practise for growers to dig out a trench perhaps thirty inches
deep and fill it with good soil as free as possible from stones. Many also would use a steel bar to
create holes which in turn were filled with fine soil. The more recent practise is the use of raised
beds or 45-gallon drums. With raised beds again it is sieved soil so as not to damage the produce.
The drums are usually filled with sand and four or five holes are bored with a tree stake and these
filled with a mixture of soil and peat. The drums should be drilled at the bottom so as to prevent
water lodging and the bases covered with stone or crocks to supply drainage. Recently my
neighbour was complaining about his wheelie bins having their lids damaged and of being no use so I
quite happily took them off his hands with a view to trying a few parsnips next year. Be careful
when adding fertiliser as this causes root vegetables to fork. Parsnips for show are generally sown
in February and carrots in early March. In dry periods it is important to water your carrots or
parsnips to prevent drying out but be careful not to overwater as this will have a detrimental effect.

With any vegetable it is good practise to sow sufficient seed to ensure a plentiful crop without
overcrowding and if intending to show, thin out throughout the growing season so as to have ample
room for specimens closer to the show date, remembering that if one is entering a class for larger
vegetables they will need adequate room to develop to their potential. Many showmen grow with
particular shows in mind and plan accordingly, this is all very well but my parent’s philosophy and
mine was always that the garden had to provide for the household first and if something of a
standard remained then it was taken to show. If you are lucky enough to have a poly tunnel or a
glasshouse this is the perfect environment to grow tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers or melons. It can
also be invaluable in ensuring early sowing of seeds for plants in your vegetable garden. Tomatoes
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are an excellent crop keeping you in abundance of sweet fruit for salads in summer and autumn.
When the plants are developing either tie in to a line running through the house or stake
individually, applying ties to keep the plant fixed to the stake. When the fruits have developed a
reasonable size remove the leaves under the truss and continue as trusses develop. This ensures
that all the energy of the plant is concentrated on growing the fruit and not the leaves. Do not
remove the leaves at the top of the plant and always keep well fed with a quality high nitrogen feed.
Cucumbers again can be tied in to an overhead wire so as to help carry the weight of the fruit. Do
not allow too many to develop at the one time as this will affect size and quality. Peppers either of
the bell variety or the hotter chilli types are easy to grow and will provide excellent fare.
Aubergines too are well suited to this environment and will give you many large excellent fruits and
can be used in so many dishes. Personally, I prefer to cut into half inch slices, apply salt to each side,
leave to stand in fridge (not freezer) for an hour or so, rinse off and dab dry with kitchen paper and
fry in butter (teaspoon of oil included to stop burning). Yum! Whilst cucumber, aubergine and
peppers are excellent and bountiful vegetables I am mindful that buying these particular seeds are
not cheap so I usually source my requirements in a garden centre as one or two of each are great
but five to ten is overkill and eventually wasteful.
If you have surplus vegetables or fruit throughout the season why not make soups, pickle, jams or
chutney that you can preserve or freeze to enjoy throughout the winter months.

Gardening for me has been a pastime, a hobby, a source of learning about nature and plants, a
useful form of exercise, an escape from the pressures of life and always a pleasure. It is a link with
the past, it was my parent’s way and I would heartily recommend it to one and all.
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