
The onion family – alliums 

 
Veg in the onion family include: 

- Onions/spring onions 
- Leeks 
- Garlic 
- Shallots 

 
Perennials... 

- Chives 
- Welsh onion 
- Wild garlic 
- Japanese bunching onion 

 
Onions (allium cepa) 
An onion bulb is a storage organ consisting of a collection of swollen bases of leaves. So the more 
leaves you see on an onion plant, the bigger the onion will be. 
 
Onions like a lot of sun, with good drainage. They are fibrous-rooted, so the roots are shallow – they 
aren’t good at extracting deep-lying nutrients or moisture. 
 
Though onions can be grown from seed (time=6months), they are more often extracted at the seedling 
stage to buy and be replanted as sets. 
 
Advantages of sets over seed growing... 

- Time saving 
- Better yield 
- Less vulnerable 
- You can plant later (better weather) 
- Easier for spacing 
- Need less preparation 

BUT there are one or two disadvantages... 
- More vulnerable to bird attack 
- More expensive 
- Sets may flower rather than forming a bulb...if they have become too big before being picked 

for a set. It is possible to buy heat-treated sets which will not flower. 
 
Onions become harvestable when their leaves have fallen over naturally – then they can be stored. It 
is possible to pick them before this, but then they will not store. 
 
Lift them out, then cure (dry) them for 2 weeks in warm dry conditions. The outer layers will then dry 
and protect the inner layers. Do NOT store in moist conditions. 
 
Leeks (allium porrum) 
Leeks are a hardy vegetable, being plantable from October through the winter and on into spring. 
They have a long eating range! The established method of planting is to grow from seed until pencil-
thick in a cold frame or other protected area. Then use a dibber (or broken spade handle) to dig a 
10cm hole into which the seedling can be inserted, if necessary trimming the roots, and the top to 
compensate for the roots. The hole is then filled with water - not soil. 
 
BUT...an easier and equally effective planting method is simply to separate the soil with a trowel, 
insert the seedling and refold the soil over. 
 
Garlic 
If you plant the smallest garlic cloves from the middle of the head in a row, closely spaced, they will 
grow as green garlic! 
The only difference between wet and dry garlic is that wet garlic has been harvested earlier, while the 
tops are still green and have not flopped over! 
 
 
 



Planting... 
 

Allium 
 

Distance apart - rows Distance apart - plants Time of sowing 

Onions – direct sowing 22-30cm 7cm March 
 

Onions – module-sown, 
planted out 

25cm 25cm March-April 

Onion sets - spring 
 

25cm 9cm Late March-Early April 

Onion sets – autumn 
 

25cm 9cm Autumn 

Salad onions 
 

10cm 1cm Mid Feb-Mid July 

Shallots 
 

20cm 20cm Jan-March 

Garlic 
 

15cm 15cm Oct-Feb 

Leeks – seed bed 
 

15cm 2.5cm March-April 

Leeks – planted out 
 

30cm 15cm Late May – Early June 

 
SUMMARY 
 

1. Alliums, especially garlic and onions, prefer light soils with moderate fertility and free of white 
rot. 

2. Onions can be sown directly or in modules, or planted out as sets. This can be done twice a 
year to produce overwintered and maincrop onions. 

3. Onions should be left for the tops to die back and fall naturally. Easing loose the roots can 
accelerate this. 

4. Alliums dislike competition: hoe shallowly, hand weed or plant through black plastic 
5. The leaves of leeks can be affected by Leek Moth and Rust. The bulbs of onions can be 

infested by Onion Fly. White Rot attacks the roots of alliums in general. 


