
Planning Your Gardening Year

Step 1: Mapping/Assessing your site

1. What are your growing conditions? Shady, damp, dry, super sunny, windy etc
2. Sketch out your site/bed. How many beds, or square feet sections do you have?
3. What was grown in the previous year in each bed, or each section of your bed?

What’s important here is the plant family that was grown (e.g. brassica, allium) rather
than the individual crop (e.g. broccoli, onion).

4. Did you have any pests/diseases last year?
5. What is your fertility like? How did things grow last year? Do you need to add

nutrients?

Step 2: Choosing your plants

1. What do you love to eat, and what do you eat on a regular basis?
2. What is it actually possible to grow in Scotland outdoors?
3. Do you want to grow lots of different varieties, or just a few?
4. Do you want/need to grow crops that feed the soil? (green manures, legume family)
5. Think about companion plants for pest control (among other things)- what will/won’t

work well together? Google it!

Step 3: Plotting out your plot
1. Start by researching:

a) What family is each plant in, and what does it need in terms of sun, water,
protection from wind.
b) Pests - it can be helpful to group plant families next to each other as they will have
the same needs in terms of netting, slug protection etc.
c) how much space does each plant need - it is useful to calculate how many plants
you can fit in any 1ft of space in your plot
d) when to sow seeds, and how much time does each plant need before it can be
harvested (and will this vary depending on the season?)
e) what size of harvest will you likely get from each plant (and will this vary
depending on the time of year?)
f) can you expect to get multiple harvests from each plant, or will they need to be
taken out of the ground completely when you harvest them (and, again, will this vary
depending on the season!)
NB. If you can’t find this information for a given crop, it’s a good idea to ask other
growers or run some experiments on your plot and keep records on what happens!

2. Match this up with how much of any given crop you would like to be eating each
week or month (e.g. I like to have parsley once/week, and lettuce pretty much every
day)

3. Also match it up with when in the year you would like to be eating each crop - e.g. I
like to eat bulb fennel, but I’m ok with only having it once/year. I really like planting



radishes early in the year because it gives me a nice crunchy texture at a time when
there isn’t much other veg around.

4. Always factor in insurance! I plant 10-20% more of everything than I need, just incase
the weather, pests or diseases diminish my harvest.

Successional Sowing:
This is a really invaluable practice in the garden. The basic principle is to sow something
little and often, so you have a continuous supply of it. E.g sow lettuce once a month. Sow
coriander once every 2 weeks.

Catch-cropping:
Another useful tool, especially on small plots where you really want to get the most out of
what space you have available. Catch cropping is when you grow two (or more) crops in the
same space. One crop should take a short time to grow (e.g. radishes), the other a long time
(e.g. parsnips, kale or potatoes). The quicker crop will grow and be harvested by the time the
slower crop is big enough to need all the space in the area.

Stacking/polycropping/companion planting:
This is where you grow numerous crops, which ideally have different needs and perform
different roles, in the same space. A classic example is the Three Sisters, a native American
practice whereby sweetcorn/maize, beans and pumpkin/squash are grown in the same bed.
The beans use the sweetcorn as supports to climb up, while feeding the hungry sweetcorn
and squash through their nitrogen fixing capabilities. The squash creeps along at ground
level, covering the soil and suppressing weeds for the beans and sweetcorn. If polycropping,
it is important to think what role each plant plays, and whether they will benefit one another.
E.g. does one plant attract pollinators, or predators of an insect which can harm another
crop? Or feed the soil, provide shade, etc etc.

Example: planning a lettuce rotation.

● I know I’d like to have lettuce all year round, from as early as possible to as late as
possible.

● From research and recording past growing seasons, I know lettuce takes roughly 8
weeks from sowing to harvest, and that you can harvest leaves from them for about a
month and a half.

● I can fit 4 lettuces (one for insurance incase some of the others get eaten by slugs!)
into 1 square foot of my beds

● I reckon 8 lettuces is plenty to pick leaves from each week, so I’ll aim to always have
2 square feet of lettuce ready to harvest at any one time.

● From reading the seed packet, I know the last window of opportunity to plant lettuce
before it becomes too cold for them is roughly early August.



Bed A - each square represents 1 square foot

First planting Second Planting

Lettuce sow week 14, harvest wk22-28
(sow radishes week 14, aswell harvest wk
20)

Winter Lettuce sow week 29, harvest wk37
onwards

Lettuce sow wk 14, harvest wk22-28 Winter Lettuce sow week 29, harvest wk37
onwards

Lettuce sow wk 20, harvest wk 28-34 (sow
radishes week 20, harvest week 24)

Miner’s lettuce sow week 35, harvest in
winter/ spring

Lettuce sow wk 20, harvest wk 28-34 Radicchio sow week 35, harvest in
wnter/spring

How to plan for winter
This varies massively from crop to crop, but can broadly be grouped into 3 categories:

1. Sowing seeds early in the year that will be ready to pick from early winter onwards
(and could stay in the soil all winter). E.g. parsnips, swede, celeriac.

2. Sowing seeds in late summer/early autumn to harvest all winter. E.g. kale, chard,
lettuce, radicchio, Asian greens. Some fleece or polytunnel plastic will be a big help
here.

3. Sowing in Autumn to harvest in early Spring or early Summer E.g. broad beans,
winter peas, lettuce, garlic, onions.

Recording data to allow you to plan for next year:
Keeping a garden diary it can be really, really useful when planning your garden, especially
because most veg growing advice you can find is for the English climate, not Scotland!
Things I find useful to record for each crop I grow are:

- When did I sow each crop?
- How many weeks did it take for seeds to germinate?
- How many weeks did it take before I could harvest the crop?
- What yield did I get (in kilograms, normally?
- How did all of the above vary month to month (ie. how did the climate effect the

crops?)
- And, any other notes re. Pests, how well different plants grow together etc.

Useful Planning Resources:
Kenneth Cox and Caroline Beaton - Fruit and Vegetables for Scotland
Charles Dowding: How to Grow Winter Vegetables
RHS website




