Gardening - Growing with Tom Moggach - Peckham potato men show how to grow crop of ‘treasure’ 

Feature strapline: 

Tom Moggach says we're spoilt for choice when it comes to spuds, so start 'chitting' now if you want to dig up buried gold next summer 
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I’m still recovering from a potato frenzy in Peckham. On Sunday, hundreds of people squashed into a school hall to buy rare varieties of spud such as Shetland Black and Mr Little’s Yetholm Gypsy.
The event was the eighth annual Potato Fair. 
It was busier than ever. 
There’s definitely a special magic to growing spuds – digging them up is like unearthing buried treasure. 
Potatoes are fun and easy to grow, with a dizzying choice of varieties, colours, tastes and textures. 
Have a go in sacks or containers if you don’t have a garden or allotment.
Stick with “earlies”, the new potatoes that are first in the season and eaten fresh. Plant in March to be ready around June. 
Choose certified seed potatoes, guaranteed disease-free, from any garden centre or online suppliers such as Carroll’s (heritage-potatoes.co.uk), Thompson and Morgan (thompson-morgan.com) and Alan Romans (alanromans.com). 
This year, I’ve gone for a mix of new varieties and trusty favourites such as Red Duke of York. 
Next, “chit” the tubers so that they develop sprouts before planting. Place “rose end” up (the blunter end with the most dark round “eyes”) in old egg cartons or trays, in a cool light spot.
Ideally, you’re aiming for three or four sprouts of around 3cm (1”) after a month. Rub off any smaller extra sprouts before planting.
For containers, potatoes will thrive in deep pots over 30cm (12”) wide, hessian or polythene sacks or even empty dustbins with drainage. 
Some growers favour old tyres, stacking vertically as the plant grows. 
Garden suppliers will also sell special potato grow bags.
Fill about half full with a multi-purpose compost, then place a couple of potatoes sprout end up. (Up to six in dustbin-sized containers). Cover with 3cm (1”) of compost. 
The trick is to keep the compost moist, not wringing wet, at all times. 
“Earth up” as the plant grows – this means scooping up compost or soil around the leafy shoots as they grow to cut out light and encourage more tubers. 
Then, once established and leafy, feed twice a week with a liquid tomato food or seaweed extract.
In gardens and allotments, potatoes are also a nifty crop for clearing ground without backache. Instead of weeding, cover the ground with black sheet plastic or cardboard, then plant potatoes through slits in the material. 
If planting direct, wait until the soil is warmer and not too wet and sticky. 
After all the snow, it’s tempting to rush, but patience will be well rewarded.  
For free monthly growing tips, sign up for our newsletter at:
www.cityleaf.co.uk
• City Leaf specialises in urban food growing. We offer training to groups and individuals plus site assessments and consultancy. Call 020 7485 9262 or email info@cityleaf.co.uk
