
Store a little 
sunshine to  
light up winter

 Ifell in love with winter squash for the 
shallowest of reasons. I was working in 
a walled vegetable garden just outside 
Bristol some years ago. After being 
picked, the squashes and pumpkins 

were piled into the cold frames, a several-
metres-long jumble of burnt umber and 
yolk yellow, forest green and silver grey. 
Some were squat, fat, Cinderella’s-carriage 
shaped, others bulbous and hooked, 
or warty and forbidding. It was 
beautiful. It took your breath 
away, and I would linger by 
them as often as I could 
while they were in there, 
curing in the late sun for 
winter storage.

Along with the 
essential tomato, winter 
squash is the vegetable 
that I have grown every 
year since, sometimes 
trying out different 
varieties, sometimes 
clinging to old favourites, 
and the act of harvesting and 
curing them always takes me 
back to those crisp, cool autumn days 
working in weakening sun hazy with wood 
smoke. 

This year I am particularly pleased with 
my lot. Along with a single plant each of a 
few wild cards (‘Buttercup’, ‘Burgess Vine’ 
and ‘Carnival’), I majored on the onion-
shaped, glowing orange ‘Uchiki Kuri’ — a 
must-grow for me which always does 
well — and the big and beautiful silver-
grey-skinned ‘Queensland Blue’, which 
I have lusted after for years but never 
grown: ridiculous, as it is just as easy to 
grow as any of the less beautiful varieties. 
The contrast of grey-blue skin and bright 
orange flesh is particularly pleasing if the 
visual feast is high on your priorities.

But, of course, it isn’t all about looks. As 
well as being among the most beautiful of 
vegetables, winter squash are also up there 
with the tastiest.

The sweet, nutty, firm flesh lends itself 
perfectly to autumn and winter comfort 
food: soups, roasts and curries. And unlike 
other crops, you don’t have to process 

squash to store it. There’s a reason internet 
forums don’t ring with recipes for winter 
squash chutney or queries about how well it 
freezes: grown and cured well, squash will 
store just as it is into winter.

Growing tips 

The hard work with winter squash is all at 
the beginning of the year. If you set them up 

well, you can almost ignore them 
until harvest time: I don’t think I 

watered mine once this year 
beyond mid-June. 

Sow seeds six weeks 
before the last projected 
frost date, and harden off 
seedlings carefully over 
a week or so before 
planting them out. Dig a 
good sized planting 
hole (mine were 

roughly 50cm/20in 
deep and wide) 

and backfill with 
a mixture of well-

rotted manure or 
garden compost and soil. 

Make a slight depression in the 
centre of the planting pit and 
plant into that: you want any 
water to pool naturally around 
the plant. Push a cane into the 
ground near the plant as you put it 
into the ground. It seems 
unnecessary at planting time when 
the plants are so small, but these are 
big, lolloping plants, and you will 
quickly lose sight of where 
the roots of the plant are, 
making watering 
near impossible. 
They are loved 
by slugs when 
young so protect 
with organic slug 
pellets and copper 
rings while they get 
away.

Once they’re 
past that 
vulnerable, slug-

Star players: burnt 
umber and yellow, 
forest green and silver 
grey, squash has pride 
of place in Lia’s 
allotment. Inset left, 
snipping the stem of a 
squash at harvesting
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bait early stage, your work is 
pretty much done, bar 
watering during dry patches.

As the fruits mature, pop a 
tile or a piece of wood 
underneath them to lift them 

from the ground. Contact with 
wet soil can soften skin and lead 

to rots.

Harvesting and curing

Squash can take a light autumn 
frost, but nothing beyond that, 
so they must be harvested as 
the weather starts to cool. 
If you haven’t already done 
this, cut a short length either 
side of the stem to create a 
little handle for carrying (see 
inset left) and also to improve 
storage. Short stems shrink 
right back and can create an 
entry point for bacteria.
Once cut, squash should be 
“cured” for around 10 days 
somewhere light, bright 
and frost free to help them 

store well into winter. I have a covered deck 
which is perfect, but a shed window or cold 
frame would do just as well. 

Then they should be stored. Pretty as they 
look, squashes won’t keep for long in a 
centrally heated kitchen. Leave them 
somewhere cool, such as a shed or cellar. 
There these globes of summer sunshine will 
stay sealed away, patiently waiting for a big, 
sturdy knife, some oil and a little heat to 
realise their delicious potential.

Where to buy seed
Real Seeds sells early flowering and ripening 

varieties, particularly useful in our short and 
unpredictable summers (01239 821107; www.
realseeds.co.uk).

Otter Farm supplies a number of the tastiest 
varieties (www.otterfarmshop.co.uk).

Simpson’s Seeds has a vast range, and also 
supplies small plants at planting time (01985 
845004; www.simpsonsseeds.co.uk).
  

Looking for delicious squash recipes? Visit 

www.telegraph.co.uk/gardening for three 

of Lia Leendertz’s favourites.
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