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    Introduction
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 This part of our garden was once home to such poor soil that even cover crops failed to thrive. But years of no-till management were sufficient to turn the plot into a vibrant growing zone. In 2015, the area pictured produced a dozen large cabbages, five bushels of tomatoes, a bushel of sweet potatoes, and 225 pounds of butternut squash. Not bad for soggy soil with all of the topsoil eroded away.


    As you've probably already gathered if you read volume one in this series, one of the primary interests of a soil-friendly gardener should be organic-matter levels. In my case, that obsession inevitably led me toward no-till gardening.


    What's the big deal with no-till? One study followed twenty-three years of growing successive crops of chemically fertilized corn with no soil-building in between, with half the fields using traditional tillage and the other half using no-till technology. The scientists found that—even without the benefit of organic amendments like compost and mulch—the no-till fields contained six times as much organic matter at the end of the study compared to the conventionally plowed fields. You can think of that result as the worst-case scenario of no-till gardening, since you'll hopefully be using compost, mulch, and cover crops to boost your organic-matter levels in addition to no-till strategies. Wouldn't it be interesting to see how the combination of organic fertilization with no-till methodology could exponentially increase the benefits of ever-increasing organic-matter levels?


    No-till farming can sometimes sound like magic, but the results make sense once you realize you're turning back the clock on the negative effects of plowing. The trouble is that both plowing and tilling lower organic-matter levels dramatically, in part because excessive aeration burns through the banked organic matter in record time. Other studies have shown that tilling breaks down soil structure and removes biopores; that tilling lowers water infiltration, aeration, and root-growth rates; and that churning up the soil snuffs out beneficial fungi known as mycorrhizae that help roots find nutrients.


    To cut a long story short—your rototiller is bad for your dirt. In fact, the home tiller is even worse for soil structure than the average plow. So if I don't manage to sell you on no-till methodology by the end of this book, you might at least choose to hire out your soil-processing step to someone with a tractor in an effort to reduce your tillage to the bare minimum.
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    No-till soil isn't as light and fluffy as recently tilled ground, but the stable soil aggregates make it easy for roots, air, and water to move through the untilled earth.


    If tilling is so deadly, then why do we till? Plowing or tilling does improve soil structure initially by creating a loose seedbed through which baby plants can easily spread their roots. Tilling helps soil dry out more quickly after rains, which means the earth warms up faster in the spring (but also cools down faster in the fall). And tilling is an essential tool in the farmer's arsenal when battling weeds. In fact, I'd hesitate to recommend the techniques involved in mainstream no-till agriculture to anyone since large-scale farmers replace the tilling step with herbicide usage in an effort to keep unwanted weed seedlings at bay.


    Luckily, as a home gardener, you can enjoy all of the benefits of no-till gardening while suffering through few of the pitfalls. So for the next few chapters I'll explain the techniques I use to start new no-till beds and then to manage them through years of quality vegetable production...all without ever firing up the rototiller. Once you realize how easy these methods are, perhaps you'll also consider giving the soil-friendly technique a try.

  


  
    
​​Chapter 1:

    Two Ways to Start a No-Till Garden From Scratch


    
​​Kill mulches
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 At its simplest, a kill mulch consists of a layer of overlapping cardboard sheets...
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    ...covered with a layer of straw. This type of kill mulch can be planted into several months later.


    "I'm sold!" you tell me. "But how do I start?" The best method for transforming a patch of sod into a no-till garden will depend on how patient you are and on your soil's initial quality. Later, I'll suggest some alternative techniques for those of you starting with poor ground, but in the meantime let's take a look at my old standby—the kill mulch (also known as a lasagna garden or sheet mulch).


    Kill mulches make the most sense if your soil is relatively loose (rather than compacted), if the plants currently growing in the area aren't too ornery (grass is easy to kill, blackberries not so much), and if your water situation is neither swampy nor bone dry. This is the purest way to start a no-till garden since you won't burn up any organic matter and won't dismantle the soil structure in the process. However, a kill mulch requires more time between starting and planting than some of the other methods I'll mention later, and it also has the potential to cause problems if your ground isn't quite up to par. So I recommend using kill mulches with a bit of caution.
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