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INTRODUCTION


A vegetable garden is meant to be eaten. This simple truth can be easy to lose sight of in the course of the planning, digging, transplanting, watering, weeding, and mulching that are an inevitable part of the gardening process.


Unlike growing houseplants or other ornamental plants, this is a practical sort of gardening. But don’t let the word practical put you off. There’s just as much pleasure in it, maybe even more, because of the wonder in both the process and the product. The products of your garden will enrich your cooking, fuel and strengthen your body, and surprise your taste buds. If you love food, you’ll find that nothing tastes as good as the literal fruits of your labor. You’re feeding yourself and the ones you love, and along the way, you’re experiencing the joy of tending and watching something grow. There’s something special about that.


Your vegetable garden can be anything you like. It will most likely be a supplement to what you buy, but you may also wish, ambitiously, to grow everything you eat. It’s a worthy goal, but don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good. I’ve found that with many things in life, it’s best to start small, and the garden is definitely one of those things.


Some of my most indelible childhood memories involve the garden. When I was growing up, my mom kept a huge plot, and I had my own small garden within it. I remember the intense odor of tomato plants as I brushed against their leaves and the feeling of squeezing through rows of sweet corn, taller than I was, to harvest the cobs, which we’d then husk on the front porch over a stockpot, fighting with the cornsilk that stuck to everything. There were prickly raspberry bushes, their irritating qualities somehow intensified by the summer heat, and the sheer abundance of raspberry jam, frozen raspberries, raspberry bars, and so on, that made me grow tired of this favorite fruit—until one day, in early adulthood, I tasted a raspberry at the Union Square Greenmarket in New York City and was transported back (yes, like Proust’s madeleine), and began to love raspberries again. There were also dusky Concord grapes whose thick, tart skins and sweet, gelatinous interiors were nothing like what the supermarket considered a grape. Baked into crumb-topped pies, they were a symbol of the fall garden. Maybe you have similar memories or motivations for feeding yourself and your loved ones. Or maybe you’re completely new to gardening. In either case, I hope this book helps you bring wonderful new flavors to your family’s plates.
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Your reason for starting a garden might be one of many: a desire to reduce your carbon footprint, a love of food or cooking, a craving for the freshest and tastiest ingredients, a way of increasing food security (especially in the wake of supply-chain issues or other disruptions), or as a hobby that takes you outside and away from life’s other stresses. Or all of the above. Here are some of the most popular reasons people are drawn to vegetable gardening.


Take your meals to the next level.


You’ve probably heard this so often, it’s become a cliché, but it’s true: the food you grow tastes so much better than anything you can buy in a supermarket. Garden-fresh ingredients need little adornment. Think of a crunchy cucumber sprinkled with flaky salt, or a juicy tomato drizzled with a little olive oil and scattered with torn basil leaves, or crisp-tender green beans tossed in a Dijon vinaigrette.


Eat more plants.


Whether you’re an omnivore, a vegetarian, or a vegan, we can all do better by eating more plants for our health and the health of the planet. When you have a garden, you’ll find that eating more plants is almost irresistible because you grew them yourself.


Be happier and more connected.


Gardening has been shown to have mental health benefits and is sometimes even prescribed for people with anxiety, PTSD, or depression. Plus, it helps you connect more with your community—after all, you’re going to have to give all that extra zucchini to someone. Why not the neighbor you usually only wave to?


Have food security.


At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, seed sales skyrocketed, as first-time and veteran gardeners alike wanted to grow food at home because of supermarket shortages, supply-chain issues, or simply to limit trips out to reduce their risk of contracting the virus. At the time of this writing, while the virus moves toward becoming endemic, shortages persist, and inflation and other concerns are still motivating people to grow their own food.


Regardless of your own motivations for gardening, you can’t beat the convenience of having the ingredients you need for that must-make recipe just a few steps away, saving you a trip to the store for a tiny, overpriced plastic packet of limp tarragon or faded thyme.


Attract wildlife.


By gardening thoughtfully and organically, you can increase biodiversity in your own small but important way. Bees, beneficial insects, and other creatures will find their way to your garden. I’ve included a few wildlife-attracting plants in the profiles.


This book will walk you through the steps of starting your first vegetable garden, from selecting a spot for your garden and navigating seed catalogs to dealing with pests and harvesting your first crops. Along the way, I’ll offer easy-to-understand guidance to try to reduce any feelings of frustration or intimidation and to help you succeed. If you’ve read my last book, How to Houseplant, you’ll find that my goal is the same here: to streamline vegetable gardening so that you have the tools you need to get started and feel excited and empowered to do so, but not to overcomplicate the process and leave you feeling overwhelmed and drowning in information that’s difficult to prioritize. You’ll find that you’ll naturally graduate to the next level as your interest and experience grow, and you’ll learn how to troubleshoot and look for the answers you need. Remember that gardening is always a learning process.
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Even though you can learn the basics of gardening from books, YouTube videos, or TV shows, what really makes you a gardener is your own experience of gardening. It takes practice and a willingness to learn from your environment—as well as from your successes and failures. As British horticulturist Monty Don has written, “There’s no one true way. If it works for you, then you are doing it right.” There’s a bit of finding your own way in the garden. As you become more experienced, your instincts will sharpen. You’ll understand the growth cycle of each plant and know when something doesn’t look or feel right.


Before you get started, it’s worthwhile to first do a bit of groundwork and planning, such as deciding where to put the garden, how you’re going to garden—in raised beds or in the ground—what type of soil you have, how long your growing season is, and what you want to grow.


Your Growing Season


The length of your growing season will vary greatly depending on where you live and the dates of the first and last frosts. Someone who lives in Maine, for example, has a much shorter growing season than someone who lives in Florida. Regardless of where you live in the world, you’ll need to determine this piece of information locally. Check with a local extension office or horticultural society—or, if you’re in the US or Canada, visit the Old Farmer’s Almanac page at www.almanac.com/gardening/frostdates. Soil temperature is also important, because some seeds won’t germinate in cold soil, will germinate very slowly, or will even rot.


If you have a short growing season, crops that take longer to mature may not be a good choice for you. There are ways to extend your growing season, such as starting seeds indoors (see here) and choosing varieties that mature faster. You can also use row covers and mulch to help warm the soil at the beginning of the growing season and to hold in warmth at the end of it. Cold frames and greenhouses are other options, but given that this is a book for beginners, we’re going to keep things simple and work with the seasons. As you advance in skill and interest, you can look into some of these more advanced options. Although many of the plants you’ll want to grow can’t handle a frost, the good news is that there are some that can (and, in fact, some are even tastier after a frost, such as kale, carrots, and cabbage).


By contrast, if you live in a hot climate with a long growing season, you may be able to grow cool-weather crops by adjusting the traditional seasons and growing in off times such as fall or winter.


Your Place in the Sun: Deciding Where to Put Your Garden


One of the most important decisions you’ll make is where to put your garden. Plants need sun, water, soil, and airflow to grow well, so you’ll look for a sweet spot that contains the best combination of those factors.


Sun


Your ideal garden location should receive six or more hours of direct sunlight per day. Some plants will be fine with less, but you want to ensure that you choose the sunniest spot available. Watch out for trees; they will not only block sunlight, but their roots may extend into your garden area, limiting the usable space. Try to observe the light in season, because the angle of light changes throughout the year. (You may have noticed this in your own home when the angle of light is lower in winter.)


Water


Unfortunately, Mother Nature will not always cooperate and give you rain exactly when you need it, so you’ll want to place your garden within easy distance of a water source. Water is heavy, so chances are, you don’t want to be hauling full watering cans a long distance. Instead, make sure the location is within reach of a hose and at a comfortable distance from your tools and equipment. Finally, avoid low-lying areas prone to flooding—the last thing you want is for your garden to turn into a muddy swimming pool when it rains.



Soil


Soil is a gardener’s most precious resource. If you’re planning on growing in the ground (versus in a raised bed or in containers), you’ll want to evaluate the kind of soil you have (whether it’s rich and loamy, heavy with clay, rocky, or sandy with quick drainage). We’ll spend a bit more time on this topic soon (see here). If you can, plant on a mostly flat surface to avoid erosion.


Airflow


Ideally, choose a spot that has good airflow. It helps plants grow and reduces the incidence of diseases and pests. Good airflow does not mean wind tunnel; avoid areas that are prone to incessant, strong wind currents.


What’s that you say? You don’t have 100 percent perfect conditions? Don’t worry—almost no one does. We’ll muddle through it together and troubleshoot as we go!
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I Dig It! Raised Beds, In-Ground Planting, or Containers


One of the most important decisions you’ll make after choosing where to put your garden is how you want to garden. There are pros and cons to each method, and only you can say what’s going to work best for you. For most people, raised beds will be the style of choice, because in-ground planting relies on so many other variables. Urban dwellers, unless they are lucky enough to have a small backyard or access to a community garden, will need to rely on containers.


Raised Beds


A raised bed is a separated, boxed-in plot of earth dedicated to gardening. The soil’s surface (the level at which you will plant the seeds) is higher than the surrounding ground (hence the term “raised”). Raised beds can be big or small—it all depends on your goals—and are usually rectangular in shape. A typical raised bed is no more than 4 feet (1.2 m) wide so you can reach in from any side without actually stepping into the bed. It’s placed on top of the ground and filled with 6 to 12 inches (15 to 30 cm) of soil, sort of like a flowerpot with no bottom.


PROS


You’re impatient. While there are no quick wins in gardening, raised beds do offer significant advantages to the gardener, since they provide a relatively controlled environment for your crops. For instance, a raised bed doesn’t require you to improve your soil if it’s heavy, sandy, or has other issues—a process that can take years and has its limitations. Instead, you directly control what goes into your beds. Choose quality soil (see here) that is aerated and drains well, and your crops will almost certainly be better off than if you gamble by planting in whatever soil happens to be around you. In other words, raised beds provide an excellent blank canvas for getting started on your gardening journey.


You want easier maintenance. When gardening, weeds come with the territory. Even though raised beds are not meant to be fortresses protecting your crops and keeping bad weeds at bay, they do reduce the incidence of weeds. Also, given that you won’t be walking on the beds and compacting the soil (as you would in an in-ground garden, for example), the soil will be looser and thus any weeds will be much easier to pluck out. Another advantage is that because they are elevated, raised beds lift the work area closer to you, a bonus if kneeling or bending over for long periods of time is not for you.


You just want to get started already. The soil in raised beds will warm up faster than the ground; this allows you to start your growing season earlier. However, if you live in a warm climate, keep in mind that the raised bed will likely need increased irrigation throughout the growing season.


You want to make the most of a small space. If you have a limited space for gardening and want to make the most efficient use of that area, a raised bed can help you do so.


You want to make pest management easier. Accept it now: your garden is going to attract pests, but by building raised beds you can make it harder for some of them to eat your veggies before you do. Because a raised bed is a limited, confined space, it’s easier to add physical barriers, such as row covers or fencing to protect the goodies the pests crave. It’s also easier for you to monitor and control.


You want something that looks great! Simply put, a raised bed looks neat and organized, thereby adding aesthetic value to your property.



CONS


$$$. Unless you have a source of free quality soil, you’ll need to purchase the soil that will go in the bed and the compost you will need to enrich it. This cost can vary substantially depending on the materials you choose, for example, whether you decide to go with bags from a garden center or to have it delivered in bulk (which may be more economical). There’s also the cost of the materials to build the raised beds to consider, which could vary from around fifty dollars if you go completely DIY to a hundred dollars or more for a kit.


The initial work. While in the end a raised bed will make gardening easier and more efficient, up front you’ll need to put in some labor in building it and in moving the soil. A kit might make things easier if you’re not so handy, but the cost of that will be higher. If you’re really not into this aspect of things, you might perhaps be able to bribe some of your handier friends or relatives to help you build it with the promise of a share of your harvest later on—or at least a few pizzas.


Increased watering. As mentioned above, a raised bed typically dries out faster than an in-ground garden (a raised bed has better drainage), so you may need to water more often, particularly if you live in a hotter, drier location.


Not perfect for all crops. Some crops, like corn, require larger areas because of their pollination needs. Other plants, because of their size, will need to be trellised to grow well in a raised bed.


In-Ground Planting


In-ground planting is exactly what the name says. You’re going to grow directly in the soil you’ve got.
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PROS


¢. By far, this is the most budget-friendly option. You don’t need to pay for soil to fill a bed, and you don’t need to build anything. You don’t have to put in as much labor to get started either.


Less permanent. If you’re on the fence about this whole gardening thing or you’re feeling like you just want to try something in a small area and see how it goes, in-ground planting may be for you, especially if you’ve got good soil. You can also move your garden to a new location later on if you discover that the spot you’ve chosen isn’t working for you.


Reduced irrigation. An in-ground garden won’t dry out as fast as a raised bed, so you won’t be watering as much during the growing season.


CONS


Soil challenges. If you’ve got rocky or heavy soil, your growing conditions will be more challenging. You can improve things to an extent over the course of several years with compost and mulch, but you’ll always need to work within the limits of what you’ve got. This may mean smaller crop yields, which in turn may force you to be a little pickier about what you grow, based on what you observe grows well. By far, this may be the biggest disadvantage of in-ground gardening. Soil quality may also be a concern, especially in urban environments, which is why a soil test (see here) that specifically checks for contamination (in addition to providing general information on soil composition) is recommended.


Weed challenges. As noted above, an in-ground garden will have more weeds competing with your plants for sun, nutrients, and space. Weeds can also harbor pests. Mulching can help reduce weeds (see no-dig gardening), but with an in-ground garden you’ll need to be more vigilant for weeds than with a raised bed.


More pests and diseases. You’ll also have more competition for your harvest from pests that burrow or simply walk or crawl right into your garden.


Accessibility issues. If you don’t want or are not able to work down at ground level because of back, knee, or other issues, in-ground gardening might not be the best choice. Always be honest with yourself about what you’re able and willing to do; otherwise, your garden may transform from a fun endeavor into a dreaded chore.


Containers


If you are an urban dweller, don’t have space for a garden, just want to dip your toe into gardening, or simply don’t find an in-ground garden or raised beds appealing, containers are your answer. You can grow almost anything in the right size container, and many plants that require a lot of space to grow have compact varieties that grow well in containers. Some weedy plants, like mint, are actually better grown in containers because they tend to take over the garden otherwise.


PROS


Space saving. A container garden can be as big or small as you like. You can have a handful of pots of herbs ready to clip fresh for whatever recipe you’re making that night, or you can fill big whiskey barrels with larger plants such as cucumbers and tomatoes, or you can do both! You can also get creative about the kinds of containers you use; potatoes, for example, can be planted in grow bags.


Moveable. You can place your containers in the best spot to receive the sunlight they need, and if the weather suddenly turns harsh (say, a midsummer hailstorm), you can move the containers to a sheltered location.


Easy start-up and less planning. For sure, many people find the idea of preparing the ground for a garden or building and filling a raised bed quite daunting, and these types of gardening also require nontrivial investments of time, money, and labor. But grabbing a few pots and bags of soil at your neighborhood garden store is easy and (relatively) inexpensive. Container gardening is versatile and manageable, and thus it can be a way of gauging your interest to see if you really enjoy growing your own fruits and vegetables.
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CONS


Watering. Pots can dry out quickly, and you’ll want to make sure that you stay on top of watering. For some plants, drying out even once can be detrimental (but so can overwatering, so always check the soil first to see if it really needs it), and stressed plants are more prone to disease and pests. On really hot days, you may have to water some plants more than once a day.


Fertilizing. Plants can quickly exhaust the nutrients present in the soil in a container, so you’ll want to keep up with their fertilizing needs, which will vary by plant.


Cost. You’ll need to buy potting soil to fill the containers, and while this is obviously much cheaper than filling a raised bed, it’s still an up-front cost that can add up. It’s very likely that you’ll find yourself going to the garden store repeatedly to buy soil, too, since you’ll be replacing much of the soil in the containers after each growing season. While you can reuse some of the soil from a pot that grew a healthy plant, you should refresh it with at least 50 percent fresh soil, because over time, the quality declines as the soil breaks down and nutrients are lost. If the plant had any problems with pests or disease, discard all the soil. Also, the “return on investment” of container gardening is lower: unless you have a massive container garden, you won’t have the same yield as you would from an in-ground or raised-bed garden, and if you’re really unlucky, you may even end up with exceedingly tiny yields that will hardly make a dent in your typical produce needs.


Limited varieties. While you can grow most anything in a container, you’ll need to be savvy and choose dwarf or bush varieties of plants, which will stay more compact. Although the focus of this book is on traditional gardening, whenever possible, I’ll suggest varieties suitable for containers.


Here’s a secret: You don’t have to choose a single gardening method. You can do one or both or all three, depending on your space, your plants’ needs, and your goals. You could grow sweet corn in the ground, most of your veggies in a raised bed, and herbs and hot peppers in a handful of pots by your doorstep.


From the Ground Up: Determining Soil Quality


Ask any longtime gardener what the most important part of a successful garden is, and they’ll say the soil. While you can’t change the kind of soil you have if you’re growing your vegetables in the ground, you can improve it over time with organic matter, such as compost. How do you determine what kind of soil you have? Let’s grab a handful and take a look.
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Clay. Clay soil is heavy and sticky, and when it’s wet, its small particles will easily squeeze together and you’ll be able to roll it into a ball. Clay has a lot of nutrients, but it doesn’t drain well or have good aeration. When it dries, as it would in periods of drought, it becomes very hard. While most crops like soil that is more free draining than clay, in the short term you can focus on crops that need more moisture, like brassicas and lettuce, and incorporate plenty of compost to improve drainage.
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Sand. Sandy soil feels gritty, like, well, sand, and when it’s dry it will run through your fingers. Its large particles drain well, but the soil is poor in nutrients. Mediterranean herbs, such as lavender and rosemary, grow well in sandy soil, as does lettuce, beets, and carrots.
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Silt. Silty soil is in between sand and clay. It has medium particles and a good amount of nutrients, feels somewhat slippery, and compacts easily when wet but not to the same degree as clay. Even though it drains well, silty soil can easily wash away. Like clay, silty soil needs organic matter added to it, but also as with clay, you can grow brassicas, lettuce, corn, and other shallow-rooted crops in it.
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Loam. Considered the ideal type of soil for vegetable gardening, loamy soil is a well-balanced mixture of clay, silt, and sand. It contains small, medium, and large particles, which gives it the benefits of all three soils—good drainage, sufficient water retention, aeration, and nutrition—with few of the downsides.


Very few people have “perfect” soil, and even those who have loamy soil benefit from adding organic matter to improve its structure and boost its fertility.
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Soil and the pH Factor


In evaluating your soil, especially if you’re doing it for the first time, you should have at least a passing familiarity with pH. A measure of acidity or alkalinity, pH falls on a scale of 0 to 14. A pH of 0 would be the most acidic (hydrochloric acid is one example), and a pH of 14 would be the most alkaline (sodium hydroxide, for example, a chemical found in liquid drain cleaners). A pH of 7 is neutral. Most soil is on the slightly acidic side, with a pH falling somewhere between 5.5 and 7. This range is good for gardening, though some crops prefer it slightly more acidic or slightly more alkaline. (Blueberries, for example, are well known for their acidic soil needs.)


To determine the composition of your soil, you can get it tested at a soil laboratory or local extension office. This inexpensive test will also give you a good indication not only of pH but of the nutrients present in the soil. (Note: If you’re also concerned about potential soil contaminants, such as heavy metals, the lab may offer an option to test for them for an additional fee.)


If you just want a quick indicator of pH, though, follow this fun tip from The Old Farmer’s Almanac Vegetable Gardener’s Handbook. It will take you back to those baking soda and vinegar volcanoes you made as a child. Place a few tablespoons of soil in a bowl and stir in ½ cup distilled white vinegar. If the mixture fizzes, the soil is alkaline. If not, move on to the next test: Place a few more tablespoons of soil in a separate bowl and moisten it with distilled water. Stir in ½ cup baking soda. If it fizzes, the soil is acidic. If it doesn’t fizz with either baking soda or vinegar, the soil has a neutral pH.


Over time, adding good compost (see here) will help correct pH issues, but you can also add lime to make the soil more alkaline and sulfur to make the soil more acidic.






The Cleverness of Compost


Composting is one of the best things you can do to boost soil health and plant health. It’s also a natural form of recycling, which reduces organic waste in the household, thereby limiting what ends up in the landfill. Bacteria, microbes, fungi, and worms break down the organic matter and convert it into a crumbly, sweet-smelling substance that gardeners call black gold.


Because composting takes time and a bit of space, when you’re first starting out, you may prefer to buy it, but it’s a good idea to start your own pile as soon as possible. This process can be as easy or complex as you want it to be, but I recommend a purpose-built composting bin, which is a good choice for a small garden and helps you get going quickly. You can also start a compost pile on the ground somewhere in the yard, or you can go big from the start and use recycled wooden pallets to build a series of bins or enclosures to speed up the process.
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As you start learning more about composting, you’ll hear the terms “browns” and “greens.” These refer to the kinds of material that comprise the compost pile.


Browns: shredded, dry leaves; straw; cardboard (cut up, if possible); pine needles; wood chips; newspaper; sawdust


Greens: fruit and vegetable scraps; uncooked kitchen waste; coffee grounds; grass clippings


A good guideline is that the ratio of browns to greens should be roughly 50:50, and the smaller the pieces, the greater the surface area, so the material will break down faster. It’s better, however, to err on the side of more browns than greens. Compost needs oxygen, so once a month or so, turn the pile over. If it’s wet and smells bad, add brown materials.


Some materials shouldn’t be thrown into the compost pile. Meat, fish, and dairy products may attract vermin. Don’t add diseased plants, pet waste, or anything treated with chemicals, such as pesticides and herbicides.


Much Ado About Mulch


There’s one myth about mulch that we need to bust right away. When you think “mulch,” the first thing that may come to mind may be wood chips, but mulch doesn’t have to mean wood chips—not at all. Mulch is simply a layer of (usually) organic matter spread on top of the soil. It helps reduce moisture loss, reduces erosion, regulates soil temperature, suppresses weeds, and improves the structure of the soil, adding nutrients as it breaks down. It also makes a garden look nice and neat, and you can add mulch even if you’re growing in containers. Mulch should be spread in a layer at least 2 inches (5 cm) deep on your raised bed or in-ground garden. Your choice of mulch (see next page) may depend on making the most of what’s plentiful and easily accessible in your area.
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Black plastic. Black plastic mulch can have certain uses, such as to suppress weeds or to warm up the soil. It’s also easy to find and use, but it’s not very eco-friendly, so I recommend limiting its role in the garden.
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Compost. Compost is an ideal mulch because it’s nutrient-rich, moderates pH, increases microbial activity, and much more, but you may not have enough of it to spread thickly over your garden, so mix and match it with other options.
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Hay. Hay and straw are different things. Hay is a grass and plant unto itself, while straw is a by-product. Hay breaks down faster than straw, thereby releasing its nutrients into the soil more quickly. However, hay often contains seed heads, which can then sprout into annoying weeds. That being said, some gardeners find that weeds from hay are not that hard to control and are generally worth the benefit the hay offers. You may also be able to find seedless hay in some areas.
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Leaf mulch/mold. Rake up those fall leaves and save them, either for your compost pile or to mulch your garden. For best results, shred them and let them break down over the winter before adding them to your garden the following spring.
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Straw. Straw is the stalk left over after harvesting grain crops. It’s lightweight and a great choice for composting and mulching (strawberries, anyone?), especially in warm climates, though it takes a while to break down. You can also use straw to bulk up raised beds.
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Wood chips. Wood chips can be used as mulch, but with a few caveats. Avoid anything that has been dyed (hint: nothing red!) or treated. Source the wood chips carefully: obtain them from a reputable supplier (or shred them from your own waste wood) and place them in a pile until they start to break down before adding them to your garden. (The smaller the pieces, the more quickly they will decompose.) Also keep in mind that wood chips can acidify your soil.




Raise Your Raised-Bed IQ


Size matters. A raised bed should be no more than 4 feet (1.2 m) across so that you can reach in from either side without stepping on the soil, which compacts it, and anywhere from 8 to 10 feet (2.4 to 3 m) long. Why that length? Any longer, and you’ll be tempted to walk on the soil, or you’ll find it inconvenient to walk all the way around. Twelve inches (30 cm) is a good height to shoot for, but the walls can be higher or lower, depending on what’s comfortable for you. (Keep in mind that a higher bed requires more soil to fill, but it may be the way to go if you have mobility issues.)


Choose your materials carefully. You can purchase raised bed kits if you’re not handy. If you’re building your own from scratch, opt for a wood that resists rot, such as cedar, redwood, oak, or cypress. Avoid chemically treated wood and railroad ties, which are treated with creosote. Concrete blocks, stone, and composite lumber are other options for your raised bed.


Level the surface. Use a level to see if the surface of the ground where you want to place the bed is flat. If not, you’ll want to remove some of the soil until it is.


Consider spacing. If you’re building more than one bed, make sure to leave enough space between the beds so that garden equipment, such as a wheelbarrow, will fit through them.


Cover it up. To help suppress weeds, line the inside of your bed with cardboard before you add soil. When the cardboard breaks down, it will also nourish the soil. This is especially important if you’re building a bed that is shallower than 12 inches (30 cm), where weeds are more likely to break through. Now you’ve got a use for all those boxes that might normally end up in the trash or recycling—just remove any labels, tape, or staples before adding the cardboard to your bed.


Calculate what you need. Soil is typically measured in cubic feet or yards. To calculate your soil needs, multiply the length of the bed by its width and its height. For example, for a standard bed, 8 feet long (2.4 m) × 4 feet wide (1.2 m) × 1 foot high (0.3 m) = 32 cubic feet (0.9 m) of soil.


Fill ’er up. When it comes time to fill your bed, you have a few options. You can use a 50:50 mix of garden soil and compost. Or you can use a mix of topsoil, coconut coir (as a substitute for peat moss, which is no longer recommended due to sustainability issues), compost, and other amendments such as perlite or vermiculite to improve drainage. Ideally, you should finish the bed with a 2-inch (5 cm) layer of compost. A landscaping company or local nursery may offer more affordable options for larger quantities of soil than buying lots of bagged soil at a big-box store, but find out what’s in the soil before purchasing it, so you can be sure it’s high quality.
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In-Ground Gardening


If you’re opting for the in-ground route, there are two approaches to consider to prepare the earth for your garden.


Tilling


The most conventional approach for starting a garden would be to first mark out the area and clear the grass, digging up any weeds and their roots. A tiller—which you can rent from a big-box home improvement store, or perhaps borrow from a neighbor—loosens, turns, and aerates the soil, breaking up big clumps. Tilling should be done on dry soil, not wet. As you till, you’ll want to pick up any remaining clumps of grass and toss them on your compost pile.


If you’ve done a soil pH test, here’s where the results can come in handy because now’s the time to incorporate any amendments, such as lime or fertilizer. Add a thick layer of compost (at least 2 inches/5 cm), then rake the surface to even it out and break up smaller clumps. You might want to wait at least a few days (or up to a few weeks) after tilling the soil to plant because it gives the soil time to incorporate the amendments; waiting also allows the soil’s microorganisms, which have been disrupted, to restabilize. In the meantime, you can add a layer of black plastic mulch (see here) or landscaping fabric to prevent weeds from coming back as well as to reduce soil erosion.
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No Dig


While tilling the soil has its benefits, it also has its drawbacks. According to the University of New Hampshire Extension, tilling “weakens the soil’s microbial community that metabolizes and holds nutrients, sequesters and holds carbon, and absorbs and holds water… . Tilled soil is still bacterial rich, but un-tilled garden soil is also rich in fungi. Fungi help your plants become more productive, and your garden will be more productive without disrupting the fungal community within your garden’s soil.” In addition, while tilling can be beneficial for starting a new garden plot and reducing weeds, it also surfaces dormant weed seeds that may germinate and grow.
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