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The good stuff: Judy Chrystall and her daughter-in-law Lyndall layer mulch on one of the vegetable garden beds beside an asparagus paddock. Photos: KELLY HODEL

Organic all the way
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Pecking order: Judy Chrystall rounds up
the chooks, essential in an organic garden.Continued Page 11

W
hen Judy Chrystall gives
away produce from her
Gordonton vegetable garden
and sends her asparagus crop

off to her customers, it’s with satisfaction
that the food she grows is high quality
and free of man-made chemicals.

This spring’s asparagus crop will be her
first produced with full certification from
OrganicFarmNZ – an organic certification
system designed for small/lifestyle
growers supplying their local or the New
Zealand market.

‘‘I’ve always had a passion for organic
growing. I’m convinced that a lot of
sickness is caused by chemicals in the soil
and food.’’

She believes the motor neuron disease
that killed her husband was related to
exposure to chemicals in his previous
occupation. When they bought the
Gordonton property 20 years ago and
began growing asparagus he used sprays
because ‘‘he just couldn’t stand to see
weeds in the crop’’.

As an experienced organic vegetable

gardener it was a logical next step
following her husband’s death, for her to
convert the asparagus paddocks to a
smaller 2 hectare organic crop.

She uses permaculture methods in her
large vegetable garden and aims to
eventually follow suit with the asparagus
crop. If it weren’t for a recurring intestinal
worm problem in her flock of wiltshire
sheep, which she treats with homeopathic
remedies and conventional drench, they
too would be eligible for organic
certification.

It took five years to get the asparagus
paddocks free of synthetic chemical
residues to qualify for full organic
certification.

‘‘It usually takes three years but I
understand why mine has been longer –
I’m keen to do whatever it takes to
produce organic food from this property.’’

In her vegetable garden the winter’s
kale crop is starting to turn to seed, her
early spring salad greens are doing well
and it’s time to cover the beds with the
layers of mulching material – cardboard,
hay, cloth – to build up worm numbers
and improve soil structure in readiness
for the spring planting.

Vegetable seeds or young plants will be
sown in holes in the mulch. Paving
separates the beds, each no wider than an
arm’s length from the path so that there’s

no need to stand on the soil.
Likewise in the asparagus paddocks a

tractor will go over the ground only once
to top the grass before the appearance of
the spears – usually around the end of
September or whenever the soil
temperature reaches about 17 degrees
Celsius.

Worm farming and homemade compost
keep the vegetables healthy and moist.
Layers of mulch and close planting keep
down weeds.

The asparagus is treated with compost
tea, brewed locally to meet the exact
nutrient needs of the soil in Chrystall’s
paddocks. It contains living organisms
and has to be applied within a few hours
of being made.

Weeds are the biggest problem in the
asparagus crop – Chrystall plans to try
grazing her sheep between the rows
because they don’t eat the fern.

Most of her crop goes to Auckland but
she would prefer to increase her Waikato
customers and sell it all locally to reduce
her carbon footprint.

‘‘I’ll even deliver to workplaces if I get
big enough orders.’’

Being on the main Gordonton to
Tahuna road, she also makes quite lot of
gate sales.
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Organic vegetables: A variety of mustard provides colour in the winter vegetable garden.
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This weekend she and other Waikato
Organic Producers Group members are
hosting the national OrganicFarmNZ
training weekend and annual meeting at
Hamilton Gardens.

Workshops and speakers will offer
members and the public opportunity to
increase their knowledge of organic
growing and resources, learn how to
preserve soil, seed and water assets,
where to obtain organic supplies from and
how to keep food production free from
genetic modification.

The organisation aims to make organic
certification as simple and low cost as
possible.

There are a few Hamilton city organic
growers among its members.

Clare Jackson and Tim Newton have
‘‘under conversion’’ status (the step before
full certification) for their 1200 square
metre Hillcrest home orchard,
permaculture vegetable garden and
chickens.

A landscape designer and
environmental best practice educator,
Jackson says OFNZ membership has
been a good way to improve her skills and
knowledge of organic growing.

‘‘We don’t sell our produce but we
benefit from the mentoring and support
that OFNZ membership and certification
provides.

‘‘Because it’s a Waikato group there’s
knowledge and experience there about
local soil conditions.’’

She says there’s increased interest
among city people and lifestyle block
owners in converting to organic
production.

One of the weekend’s workshops will be
held at the Hamilton Garden’s
Sustainable Backyard garden and will
teach the principles of permaculture.

For further information visit
www.organicfarm.org.nz

Nature’s free cultivator
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Added value: Worms are a great improver of soil. Photo: TIMES FILE

‘‘T
he answer lies in the soil.’’
I’m not sure where I picked
that phrase up from but it
has stuck in my mind over

the years. Certainly as a gardener, I’m
aware of the importance of knowing what
soil type you have and how that has a
direct bearing on what you can and can’t
grow. Also, as a gardener I’m always
interested in hearing about how best to
work and improve the soil in my own
garden.

There’s a wealth of information,
suggestions and techniques available on
what’s best for the garden soil and
through the local garden centres and
nurseries there’s a huge range of
products, tools and equipment that
enables us to care for and enrich our soil.
I just wonder how much is spent annually
in New Zealand on fertilisers, soil
enrichers and various feeds alone. Yes,
the merits of these products are many but
just how much they’re required and the
quantities in which they are used may be
something of a debate.

Don’t overlook the vegetative waste
from your own garden. It’s easy to collect
a variety of this and produce good quality
compost. Organic matter not only
provides plants with much-needed
nutrients but it does a great job of
improving the soil structure. With regard
to this fact I would like to mention one of
the soil’s greatest improvers, and it’s free
– the earthworm.

In New Zealand we have an interesting
collection of some 173 species of

earthworms plus numerous introduced
worms. Among our natives we have the
impressive 1.4 m long North Auckland
worm. This giant creates burrows
measuring up to 20 millimetres in
diameter and to a depth of some 3.5 m.
Another amazing thing about this huge
worm is that it luminesces at night.

The earthworm diet consists generally
of dead and decaying remains of plants. It
is also essential for earthworms that they
are close to water and live in moist
conditions as they are unable to conserve
moisture. Exposure to the sun will cause
severe injury or even death. Whenever
the heat is on and the temperatures rise

they will rapidly tunnel and seek the
coolness of the lower layers of vegetation
and soil.

Preference for soil type varies from
species to species, and the same is to be
said of their tolerance to the soil’s pH
levels. The lowest recording is pH4 for our
natives. Generally earthworms can cope
with being in water, so long as it is not for
a prolonged period. You will notice that on
your lawn areas after a heavy rainfall,
worms will be forced to the grounds
surface to avoid drowning; however, we do
have some aquatic species.

These creatures are a great asset to the
garden. Their burrows provide drainage

channels through the soil, improve its
aeration, and assist deep root penetration.
Earthworms speed up and increase the
efficiency of the organic cycle by hastening
the decomposition process. Possibly
accounting for the majority of the animal
biomass in native forests, they are also
thought to be major drivers of forest
ecology above and below ground.

Generally in New Zealand, our worms
are found in three different environments.
The smallest of these groups are known
as leaf-mould species. They tend to be
active and quite distinctive with a pinky
to red colour. They range from 15mm to
18cm in length but most are between 2cm
and 5cm. They prefer to live among the
leaf material and debris on the surface as
opposed to burrowing below ground, and
are readily taken by birds.

Then we have the topsoil species. These
larger worms can reach up to 30cm but
most are between 75mm and 20cm.
Besides being slower than the leaf mould
species, these worms are also less
colourful.

They create shallow permanent
burrows in the topsoil. In New Zealand
some 48 native species are found almost
exclusively in topsoil.

Thirdly, we have what is referred to as
the subsoil group of earthworms.
Compared with the leaf mould and top
soil species these are slower moving and
much larger. They range in length from
35cm to 14cm, though most are between
10cm and 40cm.

They will spend the whole of their lives
amongst the sub-soil, making just
infrequent visits towards the surface in
search of food.

In their quest for food they will greatly
improve the quality and drainage of the
soil by producing networks of tunnels, at
times linking the top and sub-soils.


