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THE THREE SISTERS PROJECT – Liam Devany
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This is the name given to a system of companion planting Sweet corn, runner beans and squash (we also added nasturtiums to attract pollinators and add to the edible contents). The corn acts as support for the runner beans and they exchange nitrogen and phosphorous at root level. The squash’s broad leaves protects the surface soil from drying out, acting as a living mulch. The system was originally developed by the Mayans and migrated north through the centuries, being used extensively by the Iroquois Indian tribes.

Just before IG’s last AGM commenced, I did a short presentation about this method of growing to see if there was any interest amongst members in participating in a grow bag scheme and twenty members put their names down. I then looked for suitable “cluster coordinators” who would take care of distributing all the growing materials to other participants in different areas of Islington. We needed at least 50 participants to make the project fundable. By the end of April 2010, we had just under one hundred participants signed up, but only six of the original IG members actually participated, which was a pity.

[image: image3.jpg]



The project was to be delivered in grow bags and participants could choose a ½ tom white bag or 130 litre green bags, most chose the latter and sometimes in multiples. All bags were punctured at the sides to allow for drainage and a set of canes was included with each package to assist the beans and keep the bag edges stretched open in the early growing period. The sustainability factor centres on remediating as much barren or concreted space as possible, particularly in front gardens, without any energy intensive excavation of hard surfaces. This helps divert heavy rainfall from the sewers and spreads biodiversity in the locality. Two people can also easily move the bags to new locations when and if the necessity arises.

Edible Islington agreed to fund most of the project’s costs and IG also made a small contribution, so that we had funds to cover materials, distribution etc. Naomi Schillinger, a recent IG member, worked tirelessly with me in planning the logistics of the project. Her cluster group in the Ambler Rd area would eventually contribute 50 participants, the other groups comprising 20, 14, 8 and 6 members. 
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The first stage of implementing the project required that I design an A4 sheet that had clear growing instructions on one side, and recipes for cooking the resulting produce on the other. The 100 sheets were then laminated so they could be used as reference material outside when planting, impervious to the elements. The seeds used were: Sweet Corn: Golden Bantam / Climbing French Bean: Cosse Violette / Squash: Waltham’s Butternut / Nasturtium: Empress of India. These were supplied by Pennard Plants, an organic heritage seed company that uses striking imagery on its packaging! Its seed germination success is also 95%.

Naomi hosted a Cake Day in Ambler Rd in April by erecting an awning spanning two of the neighbour’s front gardens. People brought cakes along to exchange and have a chat about the project and this was successful in broadcasting the idea to new people living in the area. It helped recruit more participants to the scheme as well as being a social “get to know you” event. Around thirty of the participants received their planting materials at this event.
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On April 10th, North London Waste Authority delivered 15 tons of compost derived from kitchen food waste to a local primary school. They agreed to have it dumped in the playground during the holiday break so that they could use some for their own project. There was more than enough to go around for both projects, and it took a team of four just under three days to bag it all. It was left in the school shelter to settle for a couple of weeks and then topped up ready for distribution. The original IG participants were the first to receive their bags and seeds that weekend as they lived in a wider dispersal area, so they had a head start in germinating / planting.

On Saturday, May 1st the Big drop-off occurred. Through careful coordination in the weeks leading up to this, four drop-off areas were selected and the cluster coordinator for each one took the responsibility for seeing that the bags were distributed to individual participants after we delivered them. It was an ambitious target to deliver over 100 bags in one day, but with the help of some extra volunteers on the first and largest drop, the core team of four strong men from Highbury Builders managed the job with the aid of a 7.5-ton Luton van. They did not finish until 7 pm that night and got thoroughly soaked during the last drop, so the day was finished off with a large hot Indian meal as a grateful thank you gesture for the labour expended over the day!
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Results
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Many of the experienced gardeners we encountered did not hold out much hope for the sweet corn in particular faring well in our climate, saying that there would not be enough sunshine for it to prosper. However, our research was based on the type of climate and geography the Iroquois were so successful in nurturing their plants in, which is now New York State. This is subject to a maritime climate like the UK is, and in fact the general constant ambient temperature in London is much warmer compared to Iroquois conditions, because of the urban heat Island affect a large density of buildings and vehicles creates in a mega city like London.

As we now know, this summer was one of the longest and driest in the south east, so rather than a lack of sunshine and heat, a judicious regime of watering was necessary to get the best results for plant growth. One of the early observations noted, was the effect having just one bag had on some concrete gardens. It seemed to inspire householders to add other containers to their planting scheme, beginning a process of greening the whole barren surface. This was an unforeseen but welcome development and reveals that once householders are motivated to grow they start thinking expansively.

Early reports, primarily from the original IG participants, seemed to suggest that the squash seeds had not germinated successfully. However this was not the case with the other cluster groups, so there is no obvious explanation for why this happened to one sub group in the project, especially as they were spread over different parts of Islington.

[image: image9.jpg]


In general, the sweet corn seemed to shoot ahead, with the beans soon catching up. It became apparent that the canes supplied for support were far too short, as 10-12 ft ones would have offered better support. The squash was slower to develop but seemed to grow quickly once the nasturtiums started to flower. Both these plants serve the purpose of acting as living mulch as their broad leaves act as a canopy to keep the earth below moist and protected from high moisture evaporation under a harsh sun. Once the nasturtiums started flowering they began to attract beneficial pollinators such as honey bees, bumble bees and hover flies. The latter’s grubs also act as an effective deterrent to aphids, so the process of biodiversity spread begins to take effect.
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After an e mail request was sent out to the cluster coordinators, by the end of July we started to see pictures of what the Three Sisters project had achieved in only three months spanning age groups and gender. Basically this project was a departure from what Islington Gardeners primarily focuses on, which is the growing of flowers. It can be seen as the first outreach project the organisation’s members contributed to and were responsible for. Serving both as an educational project as well as a community hub, the growing of urban food is becoming increasingly relevant to many city dwellers as a

 way of learning to cut their food bills whilst taking control of the organic produce they consume (e.g. knowing that they are not consuming pesticide drenched or GM modified crops). These issues will only intensify as the cost of fuel for food delivery into cities increases over the next decade and supermarkets can no longer offer cheap food.

At 12ft high, Anna from Ambler Rd produced the tallest sweet corn – so far!

