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               Newsletter:  Margaret Haslam 01372 724138, 3 Elm Grove Epsom KT18 7LZ

                Membership Secretary and Newsletter Distribution: Steve Roebuck  0208 394 2168

                Show Secretary: Cathy Flitter 07821 277708

Dear Member, if you have any news or garden related small ads that you would like to be included in the Newsletter, please phone me, 01372 724138, or email me, margarethaslam6@gmail.com
Cathy Flitter writes: Following the success of our 'lock-down photography' competition in 2020, I was so disappointed to only have a handful of entries for our 2021 Calendar competition. I have therefore taken the decision that we will 'roll over' to 2022 in the hope that you will all spend the winter digging out your very best photos for entry. To remind you, we are looking for pictures that best depict particular months or seasons. Format is not important, but if you can send them to me via email at catherine.flitter2@ntlworld.com in the first instance, we can convert them at a later date. Closing date is 31st August 2022 with the resulting calendar printed in time for Christmas, hopefully raising some much needed funds for the Society in 2023. Looking forward to seeing your pictures in the coming months. Happy Snapping!
On 15th November Cathy has organised a Zoom meeting at 8pm called 'New Tricks for Old Gardeners'.  Our AGM is on Wednesday 8th December as a Zoom meeting at 8pm and on Monday 13th December we have a Festive Flower Arranging demonstration on Zoom at 8pm. Hopefully, back in the Hall in March.
If you are making a seed order from Dobies include the Order Code (members only!) for a 40% discount on seeds and 10% discount on other items. Just for members of Epsom Garden Society. To see the catalogue look at www.dobies.co.uk, or phone me, Margaret, 01372 724138, and I will put a paper one through your door. Thank you for buying things last year, Dobies say they are sending us a cheque for £18 as 10% of orders! Also, we are associate members of The Vegetable Society, more about them next time.
I have been really enjoying reading Bill Bryson’s' book 'At Home' and was surprised to read about the development of Maize. We call this corn on the cob, but Americans just call it corn, here 'corn' has meant any grain since the time of the Anglo-Saxons. It also came to signify any small round object, which explains the corns on your feet. Corned beef is called that because it was originally cured in kernels of salt. Because of the importance of maize in America, the term became exclusively attached to maize in the early eighteenth century.

Ten thousand years ago the ice age had just retreated and Neolithic people here were building huts in villages and starting to plant crops. 'If you had been asked to guess which would be the seat of the greatest future civilizations, you would probably have settled on some part of Central or South America because of the amazing things they were doing with food there. Academics call this part of the world Mesoamerica. These people were the greatest cultivators in history, but of all their many horticultural innovations none was more lastingly important or unexpected than the creation of maize, and we still don't have any idea how they did it. If you look at primitive forms of barley, rice or wheat set beside their modern counterparts you can see the affinities at once. But nothing in the wild remotely resembles modern maize. Genetically its nearest relative is a wispy grass called teosinte, but apart from chromosomes there is no visible kinship. Maize grows into a hefty cob on a single stalk and its grains are encased in a stiff, protective husk. An ear of teosinte, in comparison, is less than an inch long, husk-less and grows on a multiplicity of stems. It is almost valueless as a food: one kernel of corn on the cob is more nutritious than a whole ear of teosinte.

It is beyond us to divine how any people could have bred cobs of corn from such a thin and unpropitious plant – or even thought to try. Hoping to settle the matter once and for all, in 1969 food scientists from all over the world convened at 'An Origin of Corn Conference' at Illinois University, but the debates became so vituperative and bitter, and sometimes personal, that the conference broke up in confusion and no papers from it have ever been published. Nothing like it has been attempted since. Scientists are now pretty sure, however, that corn cobs were first domesticated on the plains of western Mexico, and are in no doubt, thanks to the persuasive wonders of genetics, that somehow it was coaxed into being from teosinte, but how it was done remains as much a mystery as it ever did.

However they did it, they created the world's first fully engineered plant – a plant so thoroughly manipulated that it is now wholly dependent on us for its survival. Corn cob kernels do not spontaneously disengage from their cobs, so unless they are deliberately stripped and planted, no cobs will grow. Had people not been tending it continuously for these thousands of years, corn-cobs would be extinct. 

The inventors of corn-cobs not only created a new kind of plant, they also created – conceived from nothing really – a new type of ecosystem that existed nowhere in their world. In Mesopotamia natural meadows grew everywhere already, so cultivation was largely a matter of transforming natural grain fields into superior managed ones. In the arid scrubs of Central America, however, fields were unknown. They had to be created from scratch by people who had never seen such a thing before. It was like someone in a desert imagining lawns.

Today corn is far more indispensable than most people realise. Cornstarch is used in America in the manufacture of fizzy drinks, chewing gum, ice cream, peanut butter, ketchup. Auto-mobile paint, embalming fluid, gunpowder, insecticides, deodorants, soap, potato crisps, surgical dressings, nail polish, foot powder, salad dressing and several hundred things more!

The worry is that as crops are engineered to a state of uniform genetic perfection they will lose their protective variability. When you see a field of maize today, every stalk in it is identical to every other – not just extremely similar, but eerily, molecularly identical. Replicates live in perfect harmony since none can out-compete any others. But they also have matching vulnerabilities. In 1970, the maize world suffered a real fright when a disease called southern corn-leaf blight started killing corn all over America and it was realised that practically the entire national crop was planted from seeds with genetically identical cytoplasm. Had the cytoplasm been directly affected or the disease proved more virulent, food scientists all over the world would have been scratching their heads over ears of teosinte and we would all be eating potato crisps and ice-creams that didn't taste quite right.

The other great food crop of the New World is potatoes, and this is another intriguing batch of mysteries. Potatoes are from the nightshade family, which is of course, notoriously toxic, and in their wild state they are full of poisonous glycoalkaloids – the same stuff, at lower doses, that puts the zip in caffeine and nicotine. Making any wild potatoes safe to eat required reducing the glycoalkaloid content to between one-fifteenth and one twentieth of its normal level. This raises a lot of questions, beginning most obviously with: how did they do it? And while they were doing it, how did they know they were succeeding? How do you tell the poison level is reducing and by how much? How did they even know that it was worth the effort and they would get a safe and nutritious foodstuff in the end?

Of course, a non-toxic potato might have mutated spontaneously, saving them generations of experimental selective breeding. But, if so, how did they know that it had mutated and out of all the poisonous wild potatoes around them here at last was one that was safe to eat?

The fact is, people in the ancient world were often doing things that are not just surprising but unfathomable.'
Our daughter, in Australia, has just planted a row of grapevines, intending to try making wine. You need about 1,200 grapes to make each bottle. The enterprise has been slightly messed up by a troupe of wallabies moving in and eating all the leaves. They have tried to save the situation by making cages for each plant with chicken wire.

With this in mind, I asked my friend, who was concerned about having stained pink feet, if she had been pressing grapes? She was amused at the thought, but said no, just wearing pink shoes in the rain.
Currant Growing and Pruning, a one day workshop on Saturday 29th January 2022, from 10.30 – 3.30, at Carshalton Community Allotment SM5 2PW, £38. Currants, including blackcurrants, gooseberries, redcurrants and jostaberries, may be small, but they pack a real nutritional punch. Growing currants gives excellent yields of fruit over many years. Bushes can grow large, but most currants can be trained to grow in smaller spaces and fit into a tiny garden. Led by Sarah Foss, RHS qualified, experienced fruit grower and tutor. Learn about types of currants, planting, training and pruning. Practical experience in winter pruning a variety of currant bushes. Dealing with common pests and diseases without chemical sprays. Book at www.ecological.org.uk, or food@ecological.org.uk, 020 8404 1522.
Small Ad: Free, Small electric Qualcast lawnmower , phone XXXXXX.           Best wishes Margaret  

