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			​Forward

			I live at the end of a suburban cul-de-sac in a small town that is sandwiched between two larger towns that are adjacent to two even larger cities. Roads and houses, restaurants and big-box stores now disguise what was once largely an agricultural area. I have neighbors bordering me on every side—most of whom do not grow vegetable gardens. I was not raised on a farm, and neither were my parents. I work as a marketer and writer and spend most of my days behind a desk staring at a computer. I have no degrees or professional training in horticulture, and I don’t make a living from selling what I grow.

			What I do have and have had for a very long time, is a fascination and passion for growing food. I have been a backyard gardener for over 40 years and have had many amazing successes, along with plenty of spectacular failures. Along the way I have grown tons (literally) of delicious and nutritious food for my family and friends, felt the satisfaction of accomplishing something truly worthwhile, and been perpetually awed by the miracle of nature. In short, I have enjoyed every minute of it.

			I had no idea how lucky I was growing up. I spent the first 16 years of my life living in Sonoma County, California, an area that legendary horticulturist Luther Burbank described as “the chosen spot of all the earth as far as nature is concerned.” It was an area of rolling, fertile landscapes blanketed with orchards and vineyards. A place where everything was green until the native grasses dried in the summer sun yielding the hues that give “the Golden State” its famous nickname.
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			How my current home and garden look from space.(Image credit: Google Earth)

			It was a place with a temperate, Mediterranean climate that supported everything from palm trees to redwoods, to eucalyptus and the mighty lone oaks that dotted the hillsides. The home where we lived was literally surrounded by vineyards. Only a few hundred yards separated us in any direction from the gnarled trunks and wandering branches of tens of thousands of grape-bearing vines.

			It was hard to grow up there and not feel the tug of Mother Earth. But my interests as a kid were focused elsewhere and I never learned to appreciate what I had before my parents moved our family to the harsh, dry, high desert climate of the Rocky Mountains. Consequently, my passion for gardening has developed amid freezing winters and intense, scorching summers, short growing seasons and endless experimenting with what will and won’t grow in my climate.

			I am fortunate to live on a lot that is about 1/3 of an acre in size, of which I dedicate roughly 20% to raising chickens and growing food. If I had more space, I would plant more gardens, but since I don’t, I apply methods that maximize the space I have. My growing season runs from the end of March to the middle of October—nearly 7 months if I take steps to stretch it out with approaches and materials that protect plants from frost.

			Over the years I have learned to work with the elements, and I’ve had a fair bit of gardening success. I still learn new things every year and I still experience a few failures, but I have grown confident in my ability to consistently produce hundreds of pounds of food each summer from a relatively small backyard.

			After many seasons of gardening and studying what works and what doesn’t, and why, I feel I can be helpful to those who possess the same inexplicable desire to grow their own food, but who have yet to achieve their gardening goals. The promise of saving money, savoring delicious food, increasing food security, and experiencing the thrill of accomplishment are all alluring inducements, but the path to getting there isn’t always straight or smooth.

			If you’ve never gardened but feel you’d like to try, I can help you get off to a good start. If you’ve tried your hand at gardening and felt the meager reward didn’t justify the effort, I hope to convince you to try again. If you have had some success but want to improve, I can help you take your knowledge and skills to the next level.
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			A sure sign that August is near—Crimson Sweet watermelon ripening in the sun.

			Along the way I hope to ruin your appetite for store-bought tomatoes with the mouth-watering flavor of the ones that ripen on your own vines. I want you to enjoy the thrill of pulling up a carrot and being astonished at how much it looks like the ones from the grocery store (and tastes even better!) I want you to savor a sun-ripened watermelon that you started from seed, and which literally cracks open when you begin cutting into it.

			If all of this sounds as fun and rewarding to you as it is to me, keep reading and I’ll show you how these and so many other delights are possible in your own Achievable Garden!

		


		
			​Introduction

			There’s a reason why there are thousands of books, articles, and videos about growing your own food. First, it’s one of the world’s most popular pastimes. From growing in planters on an apartment balcony to homesteading on an acre or more of ground, gardening is a great way to spend your time that also produces healthy food.

			Second, there is A LOT to know, and it varies A LOT depending on where you live and what you want to grow. You could invest a lifetime and not learn everything there is to know about gardening.

			Fortunately, gardening is one of those things where you don’t have to know everything to succeed. You can start now with what you have and what you know and improve from there. My objective is to give you enough information to get started or improve your skills quickly, not bore you with details.

			I have no interest in writing an exhaustive book on vegetable gardening and you likely have no desire to read one. This book is not “comprehensive,” or the “complete” anything, and it won’t tell you everything you ever wanted to know about any aspect of gardening. There are much more impressive and expensive books for that. I highly recommend those books for your next purchase.

			What this little book will do is tell you enough to give you the success you want and will need to keep growing and learning. You likely bought it because you want to quickly learn the basics about growing delicious food in your own garden. I applaud your enthusiasm and I’m right there with you.

			The 80/20 Rule

			I’m a big believer in the Pareto Principle, or what is commonly referred to as “the 80/20 rule.” First suggested by Italian sociologist and economist Vilfredo Pareto, this principle says, “for many outcomes, roughly 80% of consequences come from 20% of causes.”* 

			Applied to vegetable gardening this means most of your gardening success (the 80%) will result from knowing and acting on a few basic, but critically important principles (the 20%).

			Ignore these principles and your gardening experience will almost certainly disappoint. Apply them and you’ll be amazed at what you can achieve even on your first attempt.

			I learned these principles over 40 years of gardening and I’m sharing them here to hopefully shorten the learning curve for you. Furthermore, this book is not a “how-to” of gardening because I can’t see nor predict all the variables of weather, climate, soil type, pest issues, crop varieties, and so on, where you live. Instead, what you’ll get from me are principles for success. I believe they are universal, but you will have to apply and possibly adapt them to your own situation to achieve the best results.

			Now, for some disclaimers.

			Disclaimer 1: What I share here applies generally wherever you are, but most of my experience has come from gardening in the continental United States, and more specifically from gardening in a dry, high-desert climate. My climate influences much of my approach to gardening just as your climate will influence your approach. I can recommend the nine principles I follow wholeheartedly, but you’ll have to think through how they apply to your specific situation.

			Disclaimer 2: I’m writing with beginner and intermediate gardeners in mind. I am a backyard gardener, not a farmer or market gardener. I have sold produce at farmers markets from time to time, but most of my growing is aimed at feeding my family. And I prefer organic methods, meaning, largely, that I don’t use synthetic chemicals in my garden either to grow my plants or to control weeds or pests.

			I try hard to work with nature to solve my problems because I believe it gives me the best all-around results. I won’t criticize other approaches, just know I won’t be discussing the ins and outs of chemical fertilizers, herbicides, or pesticides in this book.

			Disclaimer 3: Most of the people making videos about gardening on YouTube have had success in their particular situations, and I have gotten a lot of great ideas from them. But there are so many variables in gardening that what others say may or may not apply to your situation.

			For example, even though I have clay soil like a lot of people, I don’t have the drainage issues that a lot of online gardeners talk about because I live in a desert. My rule: always consider if it applies to your situation before following others’ advice.

			Disclaimer 4: When I recommend varieties, tools, vendors, gardening experts, YouTube channels, etc., it’s simply because I have had a good experience with that specific product or person. I am not being paid or compensated in any way to make my recommendations. I simply want to help you achieve success faster than I have. If you find varieties, products, or expert advice that works better for you, go for it. I reserve the right to disagree, but I’ll never argue with success!

			Disclaimer 5: If you have money to burn, go out and buy your way to gardening success. Just don’t assume you have to have acres of fertile land, greenhouses, prefabricated garden boxes, the best equipment, or even a ton of knowledge to be a successful and fulfilled gardener. Instead, start where you are, acquire the knowledge and tools and equipment you want over time, and let your experience guide you to what is important for you. There are some things that matter to being a successful gardener—having a lot of money isn’t one of them.

			
				
					* Wikipedia, “Pareto Principle,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pareto_principle

				

			

		


		
			​My Nine Principles for Gardening Success

			As you read what I consider to be the nine principles of gardening success you may think they sound simple and maybe a bit obvious. And the concept behind each one is simple, the same way the concept of preparing a delicious Thanksgiving meal for 20 people is simple. But if you’ve ever attempted such a feat, you know there is a lot to pulling it off successfully.

			I don’t say this to discourage you, only to invite you to take your time and not skip over principles that don’t seem as important on the surface as you might expect. Master each of these principles and you’ll be well on your way to consistently growing healthy, delicious fruits and vegetables. Ignore any of them and all bets are off.

			Additional knowledge to perfect your gardening skills will come over time as you apply these principles to your unique situation, look for specific answers to specific questions, and learn from your experience.

			So, what are my nine principles for gardening success?

			
					Your garden should give back much more than you put into it.

					Successful gardens don’t just happen—preparation is key!

					Success starts in your soil!

					What, when, where, and how you plant really matters.

					Your garden needs a daily visit.

					Timing your harvest is the key to quality.

					If you want to improve as a gardener, record your experience.

					Fall is the time to prepare for spring success.

					There’s a lot you can do for your garden during the off season.

			

			With that out of the way, let’s start growing!

		


		
			​—Principle 1—

			​Your Garden Should Give Back Much More Than You Put into It

			Why do you want to grow a garden?

			A lot of people grow gardens to save money on food or to increase their food security. Others want tastier and healthier food for their families. Some just want the satisfaction of mastering a new skill or accomplishing something they didn’t know they could do. Whatever your motivation, your garden should give back a lot more than you put into it. If it doesn’t, then you probably won’t stick with it.

			My garden does much more than just save me money. It gives my family (and my chickens!) more delicious and nutritious food than we can eat. It makes it possible to add to our food storage and give away tasty treats to my extended family and friends.

			It also gives me less-tangible benefits like feelings of accomplishment and peace, and confidence that I can provide for my family when times are tough. It is a place of wonder where my family loves to gather and make memories. And to me, it’s just good, healthy fun that is being passed down to my children and grandchildren.

			But even with all of those tangible and intangible benefits, and even with my natural passion for growing food, I’m not sure growing a garden would be worth it to me if not for a handful of things I do to make it easier, cheaper, more efficient, and more productive than it might otherwise be. By applying the principles and practices I have learned over a lifetime of gardening, I can confidently state that the value I get from my garden does exceed, by far, what I put into it.

			Here is a quick overview of the things I do that make it so worthwhile.

			Saving Money

			Aside from the obvious monetary value of the hundreds of pounds of food I grow, the way I garden saves me money over other methods. For example, I rarely buy plants from the nursery. Instead, I buy seeds and start most of my own plants indoors during the late winter and early spring, or I sow directly in the ground when the temperatures warm. For the cost of a flat or two of mature seedlings I can buy enough seeds for several gardening seasons.

			I also save money by making a lot of my own compost and mulch from the recycled plants, tree trimmings, and excess produce that grows in my yard each year. (Actually, my chickens do most of the composting work!) And I don’t spend money on expensive garden box containers. They have their place, but I find I can grow more efficiently and inexpensively without them.

			Planting the Right Varieties

			No matter how hard I try, some plants just won’t grow where I live. I love bananas, oranges, avocados, and mangoes but I would need a heated greenhouse the size of my home to grow them in my high desert climate. Not practical on my 1/3 acre lot. Likewise, acid-loving blueberries can’t tolerate my alkaline soil and water, so I don’t waste my time trying to grow them where I live.

			Instead, I grow plants that are well-suited to my environment. Most years I grow 40 or more types of fruits and vegetables in my garden, and I choose varieties that prefer the type of climate and soil conditions that my area offers. It’s all about working with nature to maximize the return on my gardening investment. It may seem sad not being able to grow absolutely everything I would like, but don’t worry, more stuff than you would expect does grow where I live and the same is true about where you live as well.

			Minimizing Work

			I estimate I spend a total of about three hours per growing season removing weeds. That’s all it takes to keep my garden weed-free. Likewise, I only hand-water my plants when I first put them in the ground. The rest of the year my garden is watered automatically, usually while I’m sleeping.
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			Well-behaved peas growing on a cattle panel trellis. Some “training” of the plants is required but growing them on a trellis saves space, keeps fruit off the ground, and makes harvesting much easier.

			Also, I don’t rototill my garden and I rarely turn or loosen the soil by hand which saves me a ton of time and work. Gardening is not exactly easy, but what I do now is a whole lot easier than what I used to do and what I see many others doing.

			Maximizing Space

			I cultivate about 1,500 square feet of growing space each year. As I said earlier, I’d plant more if I had more space but since I don’t, I make the best use of what’s available. For me that means growing many of my plants vertically on trellises or other structures.

			I find this not only saves space, but it reduces some pest and disease issues, and it makes it easier to pick because most of my produce is off the ground near eye level. I also interplant different species that like to grow together and I plant new crops just before or immediately after another is harvested (succession planting) to keep the ground producing all season long.

			Maximizing the Growing Season

			A lot of crops prefer cool weather and can even tolerate light frost, so I seed them indoors in February and put them outside as early as late-March, a full month before my average last frost date around the end of April. That way I get a jump on the growing season and am already harvesting some things by the time I set out my summer crops in May and June.

			I continue planting throughout the season so I can harvest things like carrots, beets, and a second planting of cool weather crops (broccoli, cabbage, peas, etc.) late into the fall. Also, in the fall I use season-extending materials like “row cover” cloths and deep mulching with compost or straw to protect my plants from any early frosts.

			Planting the Right Amount

			I could grow hundreds of pounds of zucchini, but what would I do with it? On the other hand, planting only a few corn seeds will only yield a few ears of corn so I plant enough to satisfy my family’s craving for this sweet treat. Knowing how much productivity to expect from each crop is essential to garden planning.

			Growing too much or too little is a problem you can overcome, but by the time you recognize the problem, it’s usually too late in the season to adjust and you have to wait until the next year to correct it. Better to get it right from the start to maximize the benefit you get from your garden in the current year.

			Experience has taught me roughly how much of a harvest I can expect from each of my crops, so the result generally matches what we want and need.

			Working with Nature

			Bugs, weeds, unexpected storms, and early frost are all part of the gardening experience. My approach to dealing with these unwanted challenges is to find and adopt natural solutions to mitigate and sometimes eliminate the problem. For example, rather than spray poisonous chemicals on my plants to kill bugs, I plant specific types of flowers throughout my garden. I choose the varieties based on how attractive they are to pollinators like bees and butterflies, and how well they attract beneficial insects that prey on the insects I don’t want in my garden. I also outwit certain bugs, like leaf miners, by interspersing the crops they like throughout the garden rather than planting all of one species together in the same area. In my experience, nature usually has answers to gardening challenges that are easier, cheaper, and more effective.
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			Don’t let this scary looking bug fool you. This is a ladybug larvae and is one of the best critters you can have in your garden, eating up to 400 aphids and other soft-bodied insects and their eggs in the two weeks they spend in this stage of development.

			Managing Expectations

			I used to judge my success based on how good my garden produce looked. Now I judge it based on how it tastes. Your produce may look as good as what you see in your local grocery store. If so, congratulations! Just keep in mind that much of the produce in stores is grown and selected for its looks, is usually treated with chemical pesticides and fertilizers, and may have been “ripened” with ethylene gas during shipping.

			My home-grown fruits and vegetables often live up to a high visual standard, but even when they don’t, I can always count on them being fresher, tastier, and more nutritious than store-bought.

			My Bottom Line

			When you maximize the value of your garden, it becomes a joy rather than a burden and it takes care of you in so many ways! It may take a while to get there, but along the way you will see progress that will encourage you to continue. The key is to apply sound principles, keep learning, keep experimenting, and not give up! YOU can do this—I’ll show you how.
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			Annual flowers I grow in my garden for their ability to repel certain bugs and attract pollinators and predatory insects. Clockwise from top left: zinnia, marigold, another zinnia variety, cosmos, nasturtium, and sweet alyssum.
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