GROWING KALE

Not only nutritious and easy to grow, kale is
attractive, flavoursome and generous - it’s the cool
weather green that keeps on giving.

Brassicas come in all shapes and sizes. Cabbage, brussel
sprouts, broccoli, cauliflower and even run-of-the-mill
root vegies like turnips and swedes are all part of the
family. Kale is a lesser known, good-natured Brassica
cousin, that tolerates less than perfect soil and weather
conditions and becomes sweeter with frost.

Kale is also known as borecole, which in Dutch means
“farmer’s cabbage’. There are many varieties now avail-
able, the most common being Cavolo Nero (Tuscan kale,
with dark green ’dinosaur’ leaves) and Scotch kale with
tightly curled frilly leaves.

Site and soil

Ideally, choose an area with full sun and rich, well-
drained soil with a pH of 6.0-7.0. If the soil is too acidic,
add lime. If the soil isn’t already rich, dig in compost or
well-rotted manure. As you are growing kale for foliage,
high nitrogen content is recommended.

Planting

Kale prefers cool temperatures. Frost will sweeten the
taste, while heat turns kale bitter. Sow in February-March
for a winter harvest.

Kale can be either direct seeded into the garden or trans-
planted as seedlings. For direct seeding, sow about 1 cm
deep and about 30-45 cm apart. Three or four seeds can
be planted together and thinned out at the two-leaf stage.
If you ensure the soil doesn’t dry out, seeds should ger-
minate in about 5-8 days.

Transplanted seeds should be spaced 30-45 cm apart,
giving them room to spread. Choose healthy plants and
keep them lightly moist.

Cultivating
Keep young plants well watered. Along with cool tem-
pratures, moisture will encourage tender, sweet leaves.

Apply mulch to keep soil moist and cool, control weeds
and protect plants from late summer heat. Kale will also
benefit from regular applications of liquid fertiliser dur-
ing the growing season.

Harvesting

Plants should be ready for harvest in around 2 months,
depending on weather conditions and variety. Young
leaves can be used fresh in salads or mature leaves can be
used as a cooked green.

You can regularly harvest the lower leaves, allowing the
centre of the plant to continue to produce. Alternatively,
you can wait until the plant is mature and harvest all at
once.

Problems

Kale is bothered by many of the brassica pests and dis-
eases, such as cabbage moth, aphids, snails, slugs and
some soil-borne diseases. Suggested companion plants
are celery, onion, potato and beetroot.

Healthy kale grown in rich, well-drained soil will be bet-
ter able to withstand these problems. Crop rotation is also
strongly recommended so that members of the cabbage
family are not grown in the same place in the following
year. This reduces the likelihood of pests and diseases
building up in the soil.

Choosing and using

Choose green kale with dark, soft leaves or Tuscan kale
with glossy blue-black leaves. Store (washed and dried)
for a couple of days at the most in a salad crisper.

Kale is rich in vitamins and minerals, particularly iron,
potassium, calcium and vitamins A and C. Cook as you
would cook cabbage - stewed, boiled, braised, blanched -
but remember that kale takes a little longer to soften.
Tuscan kale is traditionally used in minestrone.

References and further reading

e The Farmers Market Companion (Viking Books)

e Botanica’s Organic Gardening (Judyth McLeod)

e How to grow cabbage and kale
(www.gardening.about.com/od/vegetables)

e Growing cabbages and brassicas
(www.bbc.co.uk/gardening)
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