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Strawberries and sunshine
High summer sweet sensations

Strawberries are synonymous with Christmas in New Zealand – 

everyone has to have a punnet or two to top their pavlova. Your own 

strawberries will be sweeter and far more fragrant than the monsters 

you buy, and as a result you’ll never have too many. They really do taste 

better straight from the plant and still warm from the sun. 

Over 4 million tonnes of strawberries are grown around the world 

annually, the vast majority of them on huge plantations in California. 

In comparison, New Zealand is a tiny player in the global strawberry 

market. Our main commercial crops come from the Auckland region, but 

strawberries grow well across much of the country, including Wellington. 

Today’s berries are a distant relative of the original wild, or alpine, 

strawberry. You can, however, still grow these gems in a shady nook and 

marvel at how such a tiny package can pack such a flavour punch. 

Growing tips

I’ve found that keeping strawberry plants for three years works best 

in the home garden. In the first year, the plants are small and getting 

established but tend to fruit early. In the second year they give their best 

crop, and by the third year they’re less vigorous but still give a reasonable 

yield. I therefore replace a third of my strawberry plants each year to 

give me plants of different ages. I either buy new plants or propagate 

them myself from runners I’ve taken from young existing plants. You can 

collect the runners in autumn, pot them up in good-quality potting mix 

and keep them over winter to plant out in spring. Incorporate plenty of 

compost before planting them out, as the soil will be feeding them for 

a while. Choose a location where you haven’t grown strawberries for at 

least the previous three years, and select a sunny spot – the size of the 

fruit is highly dependent on a combination of sun and moisture. I space 

16 plants in a 1.2-metre-square bed, which makes picking easier as you 

can reach from all sides.

Plant care

Mulching the plants with a thick layer of pine needles is a great way to 

improve the soil, reduce the need to water and keep the fruit clean. Slugs 

love strawberries, and pine needles provide a dry environment that is a 

better deterrent than a soggy pea-straw carpet. They’re also cost-free 

and plentiful in Wellington. 

Netting your plants is essential, and even then I’ve seen blackbirds foil 

what seems to be the tightest barricade, destroying a crop in an instant.

Support netting over hoops of water pipe and secure it tightly to ensure 

it is effective. If you’re not getting many strawberries, watch closely to 

locate any flaws in your defences. Plants with berries missing at the top 

or when they are ripe will have suffered bird attacks, while those nibbled 

underneath will have been damaged by slugs or snails.

Strawberry plants need a thorough soaking about once a week during 

their fruiting season. It also pays to feed at the same time with liquid 

fertiliser in the form of worm or seaweed tea.

Reaping the rewards

You’ll need to pick fruit every couple of days in the high season, 

removing even the damaged ones, to encourage more fruit to form. 

Imperfect berries won’t keep well but they are still good to use if you 

cut out the blemishes and mix the remainder with a sprinkling of caster 

sugar, a splash of balsamic vinegar and a few generous grinds of black 

pepper. Keep them in the fridge but serve at room temperature with 

the syrup.

Nobody ever has a strawberry glut – there are too many ways to use 

such a delicious fruit. Don’t wait until Christmas; savour some summer 

strawberry sweetness today.
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