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For my growing family
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PREFACE



Growing fruits and vegetables is a crazy-good thing to do. From chilly spring days when I bundle up and venture outside to briskly poke pea seeds into the wet soil to hot summer afternoons spent staking tomatoes, their sticky foliage enveloping me in a slightly bitter herbal aroma and staining my fingers olive—I find the entire process endlessly appealing. But all that pales next to the sheer pleasure of going into the backyard and harvesting crops in their prime. It’s all about the food, people!


Oregon is a land of plenty, ripe with potential. Ample rainfall (ahem), good soil, and moderate temperatures grant a long and hospitable growing season. But we grow things a little differently here. All gardening is local, and especially so if you happen to reside in a region embraced by mountains, bordered by salt water, or divided by rivers. Cool-season crops (like kale, carrots, and cabbages) yield generously, demanding little from us aside from the care of the soil and attention. But if you want your harvest to also include tomatoes, eggplants, cucumbers, and peppers, it pays to approach the growing season with a definite plan and a few simple tricks to maximize summer heat.


This book will take you through every month and the many eccentricities of the gardening year. You’ll find tips and techniques as well as suggestions of plants and specific varieties proven to excel in our region. No matter what you’re looking to harvest—a windowsill crop of midwinter microgreens, fresh salads spring through fall, a bumper crop of tomatoes, or a few savory herbs to enliven your dinner—this is your guide to navigating the delicious possibilities available to the Oregon grower. Read this book cover to cover on a rainy winter night for a complete crash course in edible gardening. Or pick it up midsummer to discover how to turn the seedlings you purchased on a whim at the farmers market into a tasty, healthy harvest. Growing good food means something different to each of us.


Tending a garden teaches us to know our plot and our place more intimately. We become familiar with shifting sun and shade as we move through the seasons. We recover the classroom-like wonder of watching seedlings emerge or discover a favorite (and reliably productive) tomato. Whether you’re new to growing or a seasoned green thumb, cultivating a year-round garden is a continuing education as well as a nearly constant feast.


Some years are more challenging or fruitful than others and sometimes the harshest seasons are the best teachers. Some years we celebrate a bountiful harvest, some years the birds get the berries. Alongside tender lettuce and tasty herbs, we learn to cultivate a respect for natural systems and understand the importance of caring for the land that we have access to. In other words, by tending a garden we grow ourselves.


Welcome to another year in the garden. Dig in!
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Get Started






[image: A person uses garden shears to cut a broccoli head while holding it in their hand.]

Harvesting backyard broccoli.
























[image: Green bean pods hanging from a plant with leaves and small flowers, alongside flowers in the background.]

With a little know-how, the sky’s the limit when it comes to growing your own great vegetables.





















WELCOME TO GARDENING IN Oregon



Oregon’s varied geography, ranging from sea level to soaring elevations, produces conditions that run wet and dry, as well as cold and hot. But as a gardener, all you really need to learn to be a success—think ripe tomatoes, fresh salad, and hearty greens—is how to read and work with the growing conditions in your own backyard. All good gardening is local.


Understanding Our Climate


Gardeners love to talk about the weather. But there’s weather—what’s happening right now—and then there’s climate—weather conditions over a period of time. Where we live determines what we can grow and when. Fortunately, most of the state has a mild, hospitable climate and some of the longest growing seasons in the country.


In 1960 the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) devised a map dividing the country into ten hardiness zones determined by average minimum winter temperatures. USDA zones quickly became industry standard for most garden texts and plant labeling systems. The updated 2012 USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map has improved computing models that take into account elevation, slope, and the moderating influence of neighboring bodies of water. The result is a highly detailed, interactive online map that allows you to more accurately pinpoint where your garden falls within the system simply by entering your zip code. In the fall of 2023, according to the USDA, about half of the country, including Oregon, got bumped up a half zone, about the equivalent of 5°F.


Knowing your area’s first and last frost dates, the seasonal bookends that determine the growing season, is a good starting point to get to know your growing conditions. However, frost dates are calculated by compiling and averaging several years of data collected at regional weather stations that often bear little resemblance to a garden—think airport tarmac, not open soil. These days, “average” is an elusive concept as we all adjust to a new normal affected by climate change factors. Consider official frost date data as flexible guidelines to work from when planning the growing season.


A map, rather than a chart, offers a better perspective on growing conditions in Oregon. The Cascade Range, characterized by tall volcanic peaks and deep valleys, is responsible for the dramatically different climates dividing Oregon into western and eastern growing regions. Like first and last frost dates, temperatures listed for each growing region are averages based on several years of data. Actual conditions and severe weather events are to be expected. Global warming and climate change—and the resulting extreme temperatures, stronger winds, and heavy rain—require gardeners to monitor conditions and be prepared to adapt, something that comes naturally to this weather-watching corner of the country.


As gardeners, it’s important to develop an understanding of climate and get a “feel” for the weather of your growing region. This takes time, experience, observation, and, yes, more than a few disappointing losses as we try to predict, gamble, complain, and cajole circumstances to get every drop of goodness out of the growing season. But once you learn to work with conditions in your garden, you’re on your way to a bountiful harvest.





HARDINESS ZONES







[image: Map of Oregon showing major cities including Portland, Salem, Eugene, Bend, and Medford, along with geographical features and water bodies.]

Influenced by mountain ranges and moderated, or not, by neighboring bodies of water, Oregon growing regions are remarkably different on either side of the Cascade Range.








[image: ] Zone 5


[image: ] Zone 6
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MICROCLIMATES


If climate is regional, microclimate is where you live. A microclimate is a localized pocket of unique weather modified by adjacent buildings, bodies of water, terrain, and wind. Cold air flows like water down a slope and pools at the bottom, forming a frost pocket where winter may linger hours, days, or weeks longer than in a garden plot upslope. Buildings, fences, and hills provide shelter from chilling winds, while paved and masonry surfaces serve as heat banks, absorbing the warmth of the sun during the day and releasing it at night to keep adjacent garden beds a few degrees warmer.


Not only do microclimatic conditions vary from yard to yard, they can even vary within a garden. Careful observation will reveal existing microclimates at play in your garden. Note where early weeds germinate to find which part of your garden warms up first. You can manipulate microclimatic conditions by installing a stone wall, hedge, fence, or other windbreak, and by choosing building materials like concrete, stone, and brick to trap and retain heat.


Growing in Western Oregon




[image: ] Zones: 7 to 9


[image: ] Growing season: 172 to 266 days


[image: ] Average precipitation: 35 to 75 inches





Stable temperatures in the Pacific Ocean throughout the year modify the climate along the Oregon coast with cooling breezes in summer and warmer conditions in winter. Wind, fog, and cool air temper the luxuriously long growing season, and heat accumulation is slow. Inland, buffered between the Coastal and Cascade Ranges, western Oregon enjoys warmer summer growing conditions. Frigid continental air spilling down through the Columbia Gorge is responsible for cold winter conditions.


Growing in Eastern Oregon




[image: ] Zones: 5 to 7


[image: ] Growing season: 96 to 200 days


[image: ] Average precipitation: less than 10 to 30 inches
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KIDS WILL BE KIDS


Weather in western Oregon is affected by the climatic conditions known as El Niño (little boy) and La Niña (little girl). These patterns, which represent a shift from the norm, are influenced by surface water temperatures in the Pacific. El Niño conditions bring on warmer and drier winters, while La Niña produces cooler and wetter weather. In years past, El Niño has diminished seasonal snowpack, resulting in water shortages during the following summer dry period. In contrast, the cold wet winters of a La Niña system, while heaven for skiers and boarders, foster headlines that read “Snowpocalypse,” as white-knuckled lowlanders try to navigate icy roads and bridges, bemoaning the loss of their otherwise hardy plants. Given the proximity of the Pacific, “the kids” are a fact of life, gardening and otherwise. I find it helps to think of them as a continuum—and embrace change.





Eastern Oregon is dry. The eastern slopes of the Cascade Range transition to plains and high desert. Summers are hot with long sunny days, while frigid continental air spilling into the Willamette Valley is responsible for considerably colder winters. Warm summers and chilly winters are ideal for cultivating fruit trees, berries, and grapes, and warm-season crops produce abundantly.


















[image: A bird holds a larva in its beak while perched on a branch, with its body slightly turned to the side.]

Look for signs of spring in nature, like this American robin with a worm for its young.




















Phenology: Nature’s Calendar


When climate chaos and calendar collide, look to the natural world for cues as to how the season is progressing. Farmers and gardeners throughout history have relied on patterns and seasonal rhythms rather than weekends and holidays. The observation of recurring stages of plant and animal life and their timing relative to weather and climate is called phenology. A caterpillar, for example, waits to emerge until the plant on which it feeds leafs out. Likewise, birds delay nesting until nature serves up a caterpillar meal to nurture their young. This elegant system is based on the appearance of a particular plant, which is mostly likely determined by rising soil temperature—that universal gardening bell that rings in the start of each growing season.


Folklore is full of gardening truisms like “plant spinach, lettuce, and peas when lilacs show their first leaves.” Practice a little citizen science by keeping a garden journal to track what blooms when, what the weather was doing at that time, and the corresponding appearance, or disappearance, of backyard birds and insects. Over time you’ll accumulate a picture of the very unique seasons found in your own backyard and a series of valuable reminders that when you see this happening in the natural world it’s time to do that.


















[image: A young plant emerges from the soil, with two leaves. There are several similar plants lined up in the background, indicating a row of seedlings.]

Emerging pea seedlings in the spring garden.





















GARDENING 101



Gardens have been around since nearly the dawn of time and no matter how many fancy gadgets come on the market, the basics remain the same. The building blocks of every garden—sun, soil, water, and a seed or plant—comprise the syllabus for Gardening 101. Whether you’re a rank newbie or seasoned green thumb, we all have to play by Mother Nature’s rules if we want our gardens to flourish.


Sun


The sun is the source of all life and fundamental to plant growth. Semitropical edible plants native to equatorial parts of the world (such as tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants) require high levels of light. Other plants have adapted to low light levels and flourish in cooler conditions provided by partial shade. Beginning and experienced gardeners alike are often confused by the seemingly countless degrees of sun and shade referenced in garden books. Here’s a quick breakdown of the language:




[image: ] Full sun Six hours or more of full-on direct sunlight per day. This does not have to be continuous sun—you might get three hours in the morning before the sun goes behind a tree or building and then another four hours later in the afternoon.


[image: ] Partial sun or partial shade There’s some nuance here. Most references define the number of hours of sun per day as four to six for partial sun and two to four for partial shade. A location that receives partial sun may get less than the six hours a day necessary to be considered full sun, or it may get only broken light, dappled through a lacy tree canopy.


[image: ] Full shade Less than two hours of sun per day. However, even here, there are degrees. Is the shade cast by the dense growth of a mature conifer or large shade tree? If so, you might be surprised at the relative light level compared with the deeper shade cast by a large building or solid fence.





Add to the mix where in the world you garden and the relative strength of the sun depending on the season, and you can begin to understand the complexity of light and its impact on the garden. On the longest day of the year, the summer solstice in June, sunrise in Portland occurs shortly after 5 a.m. and sunset around 9 p.m., providing nearly 16 hours of daylight.


Notice I said daylight, not sunshine. Western Oregon light levels remain low throughout most of the year due to persistent cloudy or partly cloudy conditions. Many plants that thrive in partial shade in other regions require full sun exposure west of the Cascades to capture every elusive ray. Often as not, overcast skies diminish long hours of daylight in June, which only makes the glorious heat and blue skies of July and August that much more critical to our garden’s success—and most welcome. Eastern Oregon is another story, where as many as 300 days of sunshine a year is not uncommon. At the other end of the seasonal spectrum, on the winter solstice the sun barely seems to rise in time to set again. In December, Oregon receives a little more than half the amount of daylight as it did in June, and if you’re in western Oregon, most likely those hours will be overcast and rainy in addition to chilly and dark.


WHERE’S THE HEAT?


Oregon enjoys a growing season that ranges between 89 and 266 days, as well as some of the longest days in North America, but gardeners in the western half of the state may still struggle to consistently produce a ripe tomato. Although cold temperatures influence plant growth and survival, it is heat that plays a critical role in the success of warm-season crops. Scientists love to measure and have devised a system of counting growing days, known as “accumulated heat units.” A careful understanding of this concept clearly explains the seasonal and sometimes heartbreaking conundrum. Bear with me through the math.


Heat units are the difference between the mean temperature of the day and a baseline of 50°F. (The day’s mean temperature is found by adding the maximum and minimum temperatures and dividing by two.) For instance, a typical July day in the greater Portland metro area reaches a high of 80°F with an overnight low of 57°F, giving it a mean temperature of 68.5—providing 18.5 units to my “heat bank” as it were. If the mean temperature is below 50°F, no heat units are accumulated. Warm summer temperatures east of the Cascades ensure that heat units accumulate quickly.


Warm-season crops (such as tomatoes, eggplants, and peppers) require a certain number of accumulated heat units to ripen, color up, and, most importantly, develop good flavor. That’s why cool summers produce paltry crops of pallid, relatively flavorless fruit. Days-to-harvest estimations listed on the seed packets of warm-season crops need to be adjusted to factor in slowly accumulating heat units. For example, corn that ripens in 72 days in eastern Oregon may take 100 days in the west. Thank goodness for local seed suppliers who do the adjustment math for us and offer short-season varieties that have been bred or selected to produce under cool conditions and in the shortest period of time.






[image: A cluster of tomatoes on a plant with soil at its base.]

A sunny exposure is critical to growing vegetables.








In the next chapter, we’ll discuss where to locate your garden in more detail. But keep in mind that choosing a site that receives plenty of sun and that’s out of the wind is critical for successful harvesting of juicy red tomatoes and other heat-dependent crops in a mild but cool climate.


Soil


Just plain dirt or the very foundation of a healthy planet? Healthy soil is teeming with lively microbes that constantly feed on organic matter. (Note: organic matter is material, which was once alive, that is in the process of naturally breaking down or decaying.) The end-product of this microbial feasting, humus, is rich in carbon and acts like a sponge, retaining moisture and nutrients in the soil and making them available to growing plants.


Native soils in Oregon reflect the impact of the neighboring Cascade and Olympic Ranges as well as rivers, lakes, and the Pacific shoreline. Heavy rainfall and geologic events, from glacial melt to volcanic eruptions, contribute to a soil profile that is naturally rich in potassium, poor in phosphorus and nitrogen, and generally acid, and (with the exception of low-lying river basins where organic matter accumulates) contains insufficient humus to sustain good growth for vegetables.


Scientists vary in their estimates of how long it takes for one inch of topsoil to form. Some say as quickly as several hundred years, while others conjecture a timeframe measured in thousands. Site-specific weathering and topographic factors affect the outcome, but I think we can all agree it takes a long time to build good soil. Yet, it can all be lost in an instant to natural or humanmade calamities like erosion from flood and wind, fire, agricultural degradation, or building up and paving over.


Cultivating edible crops removes a tremendous amount of organic matter from the garden. Just spend the afternoon filling the wheelbarrow with spent pole bean plants and tomato vines after a fruitful summer harvest for a vivid reminder. Replenishing organic material with compost, manures, and plant debris is absolutely necessary to maintain healthy microbial life and a balanced soil composition. Composting and building good soil is something you can do for the garden throughout the year.


SOIL TYPES


The breathing spaces within your soil—its actual structure or “tilth”—are just as important as the amount of humus, organic matter, and minerals. Soil types vary according to this relative composition of solids to pore space, with compost functioning as an adaptable moderator of deficiencies.




[image: ] Clay soils have a high percentage of fine particles and little room for oxygen. Such soils compact easily, drain poorly, and can bake like a brick in the summer sun. Routinely add compost and any organic material you can find (dried leaves, twigs, spent plants) to create gaps in the dense structure of clay. This will promote air circulation, improve drainage, and produce a more hospitable environment for microbial life that depends on oxygen.


[image: ] Sandy or rocky soils are very porous and low in organic matter. These soils tend to be thin and malnourished, as quickly draining water carries off what few nutrients are present. Exposed sandy soils are also quick to erode. Again, the solution is to add compost and organic material, which act as a sponge to improve water retention and boost fertility.


[image: ] Loam is perfect soil—a fine balance of organic matter, mineral content, air spaces, and microbial life. It is well drained, easy to dig, and rich in accessible plant food. Does such earthy perfection exist on… earth? Rarely. Soil is not static. Smart gardeners are mindful of their soil and routinely amend conditions in a constant and continual pursuit of a lofty ideal loam.









[image: A hand holds a handful of soil above a larger pile of soil, with grass in the background.]

Get your hands dirty and get a feel for your soil.








Water


The application and management of water is just as critical as sun and soil—think of it as the third leg of a sturdy garden foundation. All plants require water to carry nutrients from the soil and deliver it to plant tissues. Even short periods of drought cause fine root hairs to die, cutting off nourishment and growth. Some plants are severely stunted by intermittent wet/dry cycles and, as a result, production suffers dramatically.


Almost half of household water usage goes toward irrigating the garden and other outdoor needs. Anyone not on a well—which covers most of us—is not only purchasing that water but also paying for its post-use treatment, whether it’s going down a drain or soaking into the ground. Over the course of a typically dry summer, watering the garden and washing the car, even just filling the birdbath, can get expensive.


In western Oregon, when it rains, it pours—sometimes for months on end. The silver lining to those rainclouds is all that free water, the lifeblood of flavorful and healthy edible crops. Water is the Northwest’s most abundant resource, but our annual dry period coincides with plants’ most active growth phase: good for picnics, bad for gardens. Dry conditions in eastern Oregon routinely border on drought. It makes a lot of sense to develop a plan to capture seasonal rain and store it on site.




[image: ]



DIY SOIL COMPOSITION TEST



By checking the percentage of clay, silt, and sand in your soil, you can estimate its water- and nutrient-holding ability. Use this information to determine what amendments are needed to bring it closer to an ideal loam.


YOU’LL NEED:




[image: ] small scoop or trowel


[image: ] wide-mouth jar with straight sides and a tight-fitting lid


[image: ] water


[image: ] soil sample









[image: Illustration of a jar containing layers of water, clay, silt, and sand, labeled accordingly.]

This simple home test reveals relative amounts of clay, silt, and sand present in your soil.








STEPS:




	Dig down to root level (about 6 inches), collect small soil samples from three or four sections of your garden, and mix them together.


	Sift sample by hand to remove large stones and debris.


	Fill the jar about halfway with soil.


	Add water (from the tap is fine) until the jar is three-quarters full and screw lid in place securely.


	Shake the jar vigorously, making sure that all clumps are broken down, nothing is stuck to the bottom, and everything is well mixed.


	Set the jar on a well-lit level surface and leave it for a couple of days. Once settled, the contents of your jar will reveal distinct layers. Sand, the heaviest material, sinks to the bottom. Silt forms the middle layer and clay particles settle on top.








HARVEST THE RAIN


Capturing and storing the rain is hardly a new concept. But with increased environmental and economic concerns, this age-old practice is enjoying revitalized popularity. Technological advancements, coupled with educational support from local governments, mean that anyone can save money and reduce impact on overburdened waste-management systems by harvesting this valuable resource. Learn how to install a rain barrel, cistern, or other water catchment system and you’ll literally be “banking” water for the next dry day.


A rain barrel is designed to capture and store rainfall by connecting to your home’s gutter system. Approximately 600 gallons of free water can be harvested from an inch of rain falling on 1000 square feet of roof. Most rain barrels hold between 55 and 80 gallons of water and are easily filled in a brief cloudburst. Often available at nurseries and hardware stores, quality rain barrels are made from high-grade, food-safe plastic and are UV stable for many years of service. Secure, light-blocking lids keep children and animals safely out of the water and prevent algae growth; screens filter debris and stop mosquitoes from breeding in the standing water. Maximize your water harvest by positioning a unit at each downspout, or connect several to increase your storage capacity. Connect a hose to a gravity-fed spigot at the base of the rain barrel to access a gentle, steady stream, or simply fill a watering can.






[image: Illustration of a rainwater collection system featuring a barrel with a gravity-fed spigot, downspout, screened lid, overflow valve and connector, and gravel footing.]

Capture free water for seedlings and garden beds by diverting a downspout into a rain barrel. A sturdy footing stabilizes a full—and very heavy—rain barrel.








Scale things up from a rain barrel and now you’re talking about a cistern. Like an artificial well, cisterns are completely enclosed, which eliminates the issues of external contamination and evaporation that can compromise rain-barrel efficiency. Cisterns were traditionally made of concrete and discreetly buried in the ground, but models on today’s market are manufactured from ceramic, fiberglass, or flexible membrane materials; supported by a wooden frame; and designed for use above grade. These units, while not unsightly, easily tuck out of the way beneath a deck or behind a screening fence or trellis alongside the house. With storage capacities in the hundreds-of-gallons range, cisterns require proper installation (careful foundation work and knowledgeable engineering) to ensure that pipes, pumps, and hoses deliver water where it’s needed.






[image: A watering can pours water onto various plants in a garden.]

A fine rose on the spout of your watering can provides a gentle sprinkling and protects newly planted seedbeds.








WAYS TO WATER


The first question is: what is the best way to water? To promote deep roots, water deeply but less often. More frequent, shallow watering encourages weak surface roots that quickly dry out, causing plant stress. The type of soil you have is a significant factor in effective watering because water soaks into and drains through sandy soil twice as fast as it does in clay soil. Ideally your soil falls somewhere between these two extremes, with plenty of organic matter worked in and a nice layer of moisture-retaining mulch on top. The best rule of thumb—or should I say finger—is to stick your pointer into the soil to determine whether your plants are getting the water they require. The next question is: hose, watering can, or sprinkler?




[image: ] Hoses If you are a beginning gardener, I recommend you learn to love your hose. Time spent at the end of it is the best education and the most accurate barometer of your garden’s needs. Do yourself a favor and invest in quality hoses: life’s too short for brittle vinyl and intractable kinking. Durable rubber hoses are easy to coil even in cold weather and come in fashion-forward colors that brighten this sometimes-boring chore. Avoid schlepping a long, heavy hose—a risk to plants and pots alike—by staging easier-to-manage and lightweight shorter lengths throughout the garden that can be joined together with quick-connect fittings.


[image: ] Watering cans I’m never without several durable, lightweight watering cans that hold at least a gallon or two of water. Cute animal shapes and diminutive copper models are more stylish than serviceable, although kids sure love them. It’s best to purchase—and carry—watering cans in pairs; carting two full cans is easier on the body than awkwardly lugging a single sloshing container. Whether you choose a vintage galvanized can that will last you a generation (if you remember to protect it from freezing) or a brand new, brightly colored plastic model, make sure it comes with a fine rose on the spout to break the stream into a gentle sprinkle. This is especially important when watering newly planted seeds to avoid washing away all your careful work.


[image: ] Drips systems and sprinklers When the dry season descends—even if the temperature doesn’t rise—irrigation becomes a necessity and watering by hand or hose can get tedious. This is when you’ll rely on a well-constructed drip system or portable sprinklers. You could hire an expert to install a permanent in-ground system, but most vegetable gardeners prefer to keep things flexible. Garden centers and hardware stores stock a variety of DIY irrigation systems at different price points. Soaker hoses, an easy and cost-effective option, slowly leak water into the soil directly to the root zone; this eliminates the wasteful runoff and evaporation caused by overhead sprinklers. If you decide to go the DIY route, make sure to pick up a timer—it remembers to turn off the water so you don’t have to.







[image: ]



MULCH MATTERS



Mulch is a layer of material placed directly on the surface of the soil—in the ground or in containers. In addition to conserving soil moisture, a blanket of mulch keeps out light and prevents weed seed from germinating. You can choose from three basic categories of mulch:


Feeding mulch Organic mulches like compost, wood chips, pine needles, and other natural materials may be layered with garden amendments to add nutrients to the soil as the entire mass breaks down.


Decorative mulch Nonorganic materials like pebbles, beach stones, seashells, tumbled glass, marbles, or shards of broken china serve as a functional but nonnutritive topdressing. Alternative materials like pinecones, hazelnut shells, and spent coffee beans add a personal and unique finishing touch to plantings.


Living mulch Ground-hugging plants like creeping thyme, alpine strawberries, and Corsican mint shade the soil and help maintain soil moisture.






[image: A hand wearing a patterned glove holds a handful of straw mulch above a garden bed with leafy greens and beet plants.]

Mulching with organic materials feeds the garden, helps cut down on weeds, and conserves moisture.











Feeding the Garden


Healthy plant growth relies on a great many soil nutrients. We could discuss chains of carbon, oxygen, and hydrogen that form the foundation of photosynthesis and list micronutrients down to molybdenum—more fun to say than to spell—but informed gardeners primarily need to be familiar with the big three: nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium.




[image: ] Nitrogen (N) promotes leafy growth. Too much nitrogen produces a leafy plant at the expense of flowers and fruit; too little stunts leaf growth and causes foliage to turn yellow.


[image: ] Phosphorus (P) is essential for flower and fruit formation. Less soluble than other elements, phosphorus should be applied in the root zone to ease uptake.


[image: ] Potassium (K) is critical to cell health and acts as a general tonic, enhancing color, flavor, and plant hardiness.





Every package of fertilizer or soil amendment, organic or inorganic, is labeled with a three-number code keyed to the N-P-K macronutrients (and always in the same order). The actual numbers refer to the percentage of the fertilizer (by weight) of that element. Organic fertilizers have much more modest numbers than inorganic mixes. A box of organic fertilizer labeled 5-5-5 contains a blend that is 5 percent nitrogen, 5 percent phosphorus, and 5 percent potassium. Specialty mixes designed for a particular application, say feeding a lawn, will reflect higher concentrations of a particular element; 22-2-2 indicates an inorganic, nitrogen-rich mix formulated to green up turf and speed growth.


GO ORGANIC


Does a plant know the difference between organic and inorganic food? Frankly, no. But the impact on soil is significant. Organic fertilizer benefits microorganisms present in the soil, while a buildup of inorganic fertilizer creates a toxic environment that kills off microbes and brings humus formation to a halt. Furthermore, the sourcing and production of inorganic fertilizer relies heavily on petroleum products and other environmentally questionable materials.


Organic amendments slowly break down in the presence of soil microbes to provide a gentle, steady boost rather than a potentially burning onslaught of chemicals. Resist the temptation to overfeed plants, organically or otherwise, for instant karma–like results. The resulting growth, however lush it may appear, is weak and vulnerable to pests and disease. Instead, concentrate on fostering healthy soil with regular applications of compost and manure. Address deficiencies and boost growth with gentle, slow-release organic amendments on a case-by-case basis to maintain adequate nutrition levels and nontoxic conditions.


Just as garden soils around the country have different nutritional needs, the availability of organic amendments varies from region to region. These locally sourced and readily available resources are just what Oregon gardens need:




[image: ] Alfalfa pellets or meal (3-1-2) A legume crop closely related to clover, alfalfa breaks down rapidly, generating heat and boosting beneficial microbe activity in soil and compost. It is a good source of trace elements and natural growth stimulators. Be sure not to confuse pure alfalfa pellets with rabbit food, which has harmful added salts.


[image: ] Blood meal (12-0-0) A by-product of the slaughter industry, blood meal is an excellent source of water-soluble nitrogen that promotes rapid growth. It is an ideal side-dressing for quick-growing lettuces, greens, and corn, but should be applied cautiously to fruiting plants (such as tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants) that respond by putting on excessive leaf growth at the expense of setting fruit. Blood meal attracts dogs and some wild critters and is best dug into the soil.


[image: ] Bone meal (3-15-0) Another by-product of the slaughterhouse and an ideal fertilizer for all flowering and fruiting plants, bone meal is a rich source of phosphorus and calcium for strong root growth. Predictably, bone meal attracts dogs; work it in well or expect Fido to come digging.


[image: ] Cottonseed meal (6-2-1) While not a local crop, cottonseed meal is a good vegetarian form of readily available nitrogen, phosphorous, and potash. Because of its acidity, this fertilizer is good for acid-loving plants like blueberries, potatoes, and onions.


[image: ] Feather meal (12-0-0) The insoluble, slow-release nitrogen provided by feather meal is especially useful in the rainy weather of early spring, when soluble nitrogen quickly washes away.


[image: ] Fish meal (10-4-0) An excellent local source of readily available nitrogen and phosphorus that promotes leaf growth and vigorous roots as it enhances soil microbial life. Liquid fish fertilizer has the same properties and can be applied as a soil drench or foliar feed for quick results. As with blood meal, avoid overuse near fruiting plants.


[image: ] Kelp or seaweed Locally abundant in parts of Oregon, kelp is high in potassium and contains many trace elements. Kelp also has many antifungal and growth-promoting properties, which makes it an outstanding all-around plant tonic.


[image: ] Oyster shell flour With a mix of fine and coarse particles, oyster shell flour ensures an immediate and sustained release of high-quality calcium, which promotes strong roots and general plant health. Adding this amendment to the compost heap or directly to garden beds improves soil texture and aeration.


[image: ] Rock phosphate This finely ground rock dust is completely insoluble. Rock phosphate remains present but inactive in soil until plant roots come in direct contact with it, breaking it down and releasing its mineral content. Think of this as a long-term soil-building amendment and work into the soil at the root zone.





SOIL pH


Any talk of feeding the garden must include a discussion of soil pH, a measure of the soil’s acidity or alkalinity. Technically, soil pH measures the concentration of hydrogen ions within a solution, or its “potential hydrogen,” but all you really need to know is that essential nutrients—even if they are present in the soil—become locked up and unavailable to growing plants if conditions fall too far out of balance.


Soil pH is measured on a scale of 1 to 10, with 7 being neutral: lower ratings on the scale indicate increased acidity while higher numbers reflect alkaline conditions. The ideal soil pH is between 6.5 and 7.0, just slightly on the acidic side of neutral. Native Oregon soils are naturally acidic in areas that receive the greatest rainfall, where soils can have a natural pH of 5.0 to 5.5.


Agricultural dolomitic lime is an inexpensive, easy-to-source amendment providing calcium and trace nutrients that raises the pH of (or “sweetens”) an acid soil. Most soils in our region benefit from an annual application of roughly 1 pound of lime to every square yard of garden soil. Lime breaks down slowly, so it should be applied in the fall (worked into the top few inches of soil) to allow months for it to begin working in advance of the spring growing season.


Garden centers and hardware stores often carry simple pH tests. However, independent studies have shown that many of these kits provide inaccurate or inconsistent results; assume your soil is acid and treat accordingly. But if garden results are still unsatisfactory—or like me, you’re a bit of a science geek with fond memories involving a childhood chemistry set—a complete soil test conducted on a sample of your garden’s soil carefully prepared and submitted to a laboratory is a wise and modest investment. Test results, which usually arrive in a couple of weeks, provide a complete analysis of nutrients, possible contamination, and pH, and offer specific directions for correcting any revealed deficiencies.






[image: A hand holds several seeds above soil, with some seeds on the ground below.]

Sowing pea seeds.








It Starts with a Seed


A seed is a dormant plant waiting until the conditions are optimum to begin growing. As gardeners, our job is to help it along by providing everything the plant needs to flourish: good soil, proper sun, and water. For many of us, our first introduction to seeds involved a Dixie cup and a bean in an overheated elementary school classroom. We didn’t have to understand horticulture to know that something special was happening. Today I know more about timing, germination, and selecting varieties, but I never get over the thrill of tiny sprouts muscling through the soil and springing to life.


A packet of seeds costs about as much as a cup of coffee and is capable of providing weeks of good eating. And while economics may be a factor in the choice to start from seed, the wealth of varieties available is the real gain. Nursery racks and seed catalogs offer an enticing treasure trove I find hard to resist even if I don’t realistically need twelve different kinds of lettuce. Buying premixed seed collections is a great way to efficiently and deliciously add variety.





HOW TO READ A SEED PACKET






[image: Seed packet for 'Tomato San Marzano' featuring plant and variety name, botanical name, photo or illustration, seed company name, seed count, and organic certification. The back includes crop description and harvesting information, growing information, information about how the seed was raised, packaged-for date, planting directions, growing habit, light requirements, days to harvest, growing season, and plant and variety name.]














[image: Illustration depicts four planting methods: furrows, wide rows, broadcast sowing, and planting hills, each indicating different arrangements of crops.]

Choose the sowing method that best fits the needs of your plants and gardening space.








WHEN TO SOW?


“If you can sit on the ground with your trousers down, it’s time to plant your seed.” This old potting shed adage is one way to determine when to sow, although most of us prefer the easier and more accurate method of following the instructions on seed packets regarding optimum soil temperatures for germination. Remember, we’re talking soil temperature, not ambient air temps. An occasional pleasant day is lovely for cooped-up gardeners, but it takes a string of warm weather and lengthening days to raise soil temperature even a few degrees. A soil thermometer is a modest investment and a helpful tool for gardeners looking to keep their pants on.


Although direct sowing is somewhat forgiving of a gardener’s early spring impatience (seeds possess genetic material that prevents germination until growing conditions are hospitable), it’s still important not to rush planting. Hasty direct sowing in chilly wet soil leaves dormant seed vulnerable to rotting or scavenging by hungry birds and rodents.


HOW TO SOW?


Garden prep before sowing seed is simple and straightforward but critical to the success of plants. Select a location that receives at least six to eight hours of sun and turn the soil to 12 inches, or about the depth of your shovel. Dig in generous amounts of compost to create light yet moisture-retentive growing conditions in the critical root zone, and finish by raking the surface of your seedbed to a fine texture.


I’m not looking to complicate what on the surface would seem to be a relatively simple task. But how you sow—that is, how you pattern, lay out, distribute, or spread seed—influences the success of your crop. With the right approach, you can increase production without enlarging the garden. Refer to individual plant listings in the Edibles A to Z section for proper sowing depth and final spacing details.




[image: ] Furrows Sowing seed at the base of a shallow trench or furrow is the traditional method for row planting. When sowing seed midsummer in hot, dry conditions, leave a shallow depression along the length of a furrow to collect and conserve moisture and provide young seedlings with a little wind protection. For larger seeds (peas, beans, and sunflowers, for example), dig a furrow or shallow trench, space seed out according to seed packet directions, and backfill with soil, gently tamping to form a snug seed/soil sandwich.


[image: ] Wide rows or blocks This intensive planting method allows you to grow more food in less space. Sow seed so that as plants mature their foliage fills in to completely cover the surface of the bed, shading the soil to preserve moisture. A densely planted block is also the best approach for wind-pollinated plants to ensure that pollen falls productively on adjacent plants rather than dispersing on the wind. Small seeds (like those of lettuce, carrots, spinach, beets, onions, and many herbs), which often fail if planted too deeply, can be broadcast sown into wide rows. Lightly tamp the raked seedbed smooth before broadcasting or scattering a scant pinch of seed—approximately one or two seeds per square inch—over the entire surface of your planting area.


[image: ] Planting hills Mounding soil above grade provides a warmer, well-drained planting area and concentrates compost and fertilizers in the root zone of large vining plants such as squash, pumpkins, cucumbers, and melons.





No matter what method you choose, sprinkle the seedbed with a watering can (fitted with a fine rose) to settle the seeds firmly into the soil. Cover seeds with sifted compost or potting soil to provide a fine, weed-free layer and prevent crusting. Finish up with another gentle sprinkle, taking care to not dislodge the tiny seeds. Be sure to keep newly planted seedbeds evenly damp; just one sunny afternoon or drying wind can wipe out an entire sowing. A protective layer of burlap, damp newspaper, or garden fleece anchored with stones helps moderate the fickle fluctuations of typical spring weather. Water as necessary, check for germination daily, and remove the cover to expose young seedlings to light.


Once sprouts are about 2 inches tall, thin to the spacing recommended on seed packets; snip with scissors just above the soil to neatly remove plants without disrupting neighboring roots. Plants are more productive when given enough room to fully mature: overcrowding limits growth and stresses plants, leading to problems with pests and disease. Similarly, it’s important to keep up with weeding so crops don’t have to compete for water and nutrients.




[image: ]



INSTANT-GRATIFICATION GARDENING



Who can resist pots of baby lettuce, glossy colorful chard, and chubby broccoli starts on the shelves of the local nursery, farmer’s market, or grocery store? I know I can’t. Cute and perky and ready to be placed directly into larger containers or the vegetable garden, these seedlings are as close to instant gratification as gardening gets. Furthermore, this makes it easier to trial different varieties of a single plant, which means the opportunity to discover new favorites and encourage delicious variety in the garden and on your plate.


HOW TO READ A PLANT LABEL






[image: Illustration of a corn plant labeled 'Bodacious' Zea mays with planting instructions, light requirements, watering needs, days to harvest, and information about cultivation methods.]










How “Green” Does Your Garden Grow?


Growing healthy food is an environmental win. But don’t stop there. Here are a few ways to make sure your productive, beautiful, relaxing garden is good for our planet too.




[image: ] Build good soil This is the best investment you can make. Everything else you do in the garden will be more successful if you’ve established a healthy foundation of fertile soil. Routinely incorporate compost and slow-release organic fertilizers for lasting soil health. Healthy soil equals healthy plants equals healthy people.


[image: ] Conserve water Seasonally abundant rain, countless lakes and rivers, and a heavy influence from the presence of the Pacific Ocean—Oregon and moisture are practically synonymous. But how we manage this valuable resource determines our environmental legacy. By combining smart watering practices, mulch, and appropriate plant choices, we can make the most of our water resources.


[image: ] Encourage beneficial insects Help good bugs help you by providing a constant source of pollen and nectar throughout the growing season—flowers! In turn, you’ll encourage an army of beneficials to stick around and help control unwanted pests.


[image: ] Stick with organics Building soil, feeding crops, and dealing with pests organically works with natural systems while avoiding contamination and disruption of pollinators.


[image: ] Choose sustainable building materials Limit the use of impermeable paving and specify locally quarried stone and gravel as well as recycled or sustainable timber to lighten your garden’s environmental load. Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) accreditation ensures timber has been responsibly produced and harvested. Check out salvage yards and businesses that stock economical and sustainable (and often character-filled) recycled building materials when constructing garden beds, pathways, and structures.


[image: ] Make smart choices In the end, our best conservation efforts reside in the simple decisions we make every day and how we manage our time and resources. Seemingly small steps like making fewer trips and recycling materials already onsite go a long way toward preserving our beautiful Northwest landscape.









[image: A variety of leafy vegetables and herbs densely arranged, including cabbages and other greens, with some plants indicating signs of growth and vitality.]

Healthy, nourished plants resist pests and disease.












OEBPS/images/Art_P30a.jpg
.-

-l_’f





OEBPS/images/P14.jpg
AVERAGE FROST DATES IN OREGON

FROST-FREE DAYS /

CITY OR AREA FIRST FROST LAST FROST GROWING SEASON
Astoria 1/2 4/3 212 days
Portland 1/22 3/6 260 days
Salem 10/26 413 195 days
Eugene 10/15 4/25 172 days
Newport 115 an 227 days
Coos Bay 1/27 /5 266 days
Medford 10/23 418 187 days
Bend 9/12 6/14 89 days
Pendleton 10/3 4/30 155 days
Klamath Falls 9/il8 6/16 88 days
Milton-Freewater 10/22 4/3 201 days
Hood River 10/6 4/28 160 days
Baker City /0 6/4 96 days
Ontario 10/4 4/29 157 days
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