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Preface


I can’t look through a seed catalog without choosing enough varieties to plant a football field–sized garden, with an appetite for more. Just thinking about vegetable gardening makes me hungry. Few things in this world can compete with biting into a freshly picked fruit or vegetable. The scents, the vibrancy, and the anticipation of that eruption of flavor make growing food an allsensory delight.


Very few edible plants can’t be grown in the Northeast, especially if you are willing to push the seasonal envelope. Leafy greens, earthy root crops, luscious berries, and hearty winter squash are all ours for the growing. Our climate provides gardeners a warm, sunny summer and plenty of chill days for those exacting plants like rhubarb that need a rest between seasons (kind of like us gardeners). We take a brief pause to celebrate the holidays, and then we reach for our seed catalogs and the gardening season is back underway.


Vegetable gardening allows us to be part of the seasons and their changes. Although some people mark spring by the whims of a mercurial groundhog, there is no denying that spring has begun when we see the first green shoots of spinach, asparagus, or rhubarb. It’s not summer until we can bite into a beefy, glowing tomato, and just when the garden is overflowing with abundance in early fall, the shortening days remind us that it is time to slow down. The Northeast vegetable garden may go under cover for the winter—under mulch, under plastic, or underground—but the process never ends; it just keeps re-creating itself in a most comforting, and often frustrating, way.


This book offers information for gardeners in several states and Canadian provinces: Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Quebec. Our part of the world is the perfect place to enjoy the change of seasons, and each season brings its own reward. The information offered here will help you make sure you do not miss out on any of the gardening enjoyments the region has to offer, whether it is filling your winter home with sprouting greens and luscious fruits or the succession of harvests from the first spring thaw through the closing curtain of frost in the fall. The Northeast may be thought of as urban and industrial, but it is also home to some of the best farmers’ markets, locavore restaurants, and resilient gardeners who can turn any abandoned lot or alleyway into a feast for the soul.


Having four true seasons gives us the down time we need to plan and prepare our garden year, and getting the most from a vegetable garden does require a little advanced planning. It’s all laid out for you in this book, including a year-round schedule to show what you can prepare, plant, and harvest each season. Whatever your level of gardening experience, you can jump in at any time and get up to speed. Read and digest it all at once, and keep it handy to guide you month by month.


Viewing your garden throughout the year is the best way to learn the intimate nuances of what each plant wants. That knowledge will serve you well, because no two years are the same. It is the rare spring when we can enjoy the gardening tradition of planting our peas on St. Patrick’s Day, but it is not unheard of. What I most hope you will glean from this book is the cycle of the garden and the role you play in keeping it moving forward. The Northeast offers a climate for savoring everything from arugula to zucchini; think about what you love to eat, and get ready to take it to another level.




GET STARTED
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WELCOME TO THE NORTHEAST


[image: img]


The Northeast is an expansive, diverse area, where climates are affected by mountains, sheltered valleys, a long coastline, and assorted rivers and lakes. Soils tend to be rocky, and soil pH (the measure of acidity or alkalinity) depends on the predominant type of rock in the area. We can experience wide weather differences within a single zip code, but as the old saying goes, “If you don’t like the weather here, just wait a few minutes.” As diverse as the region may appear, a few characteristics are shared throughout the NE. Winters may or may not be cold, but summers are always hazy, hot, and humid. Spring is often wetter than fall, and much of our annual precipitation comes from snow. We are positioned in a storm track that pulls cold air from the north and tropical storms from the Gulf Coast.
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Climate Zones



Asking a gardener what zone he or she gardens in is an invitation for commiseration or envy. Plant hardiness zones tell us the length of an area’s growing season—when we can expect the first and last frosts of the seasons, which is crucial information for any gardener. Not all growing seasons are equal, however. Knowing the arc of your area’s particular growing season will help you extend the time in which you can grow and harvest vegetables. You’ll know when it’s safe to get started with frost-tolerant, leafy greens; when you can expect them to fizzle out and need replacing with plants that like it hot; and how long you can expect to enjoy every harvest.


In the mid-1900s, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) mapped out the United States, Canada, and Mexico into 11 zones based on the lowest annual minimum temperature. Each zone represents a 10°F difference in that low temperature. This ranking made it possible for the people who grow plants to label them according to zone, so gardeners would know which plants should survive winter in their area. In the NE, we garden in USDA plant hardiness zones 3 to 7.


Agriculture Canada followed suit in 1967, using a broader range of data including the length of a frost-free period, summer rainfall, snow cover, and maximum wind speed. These maps were updated in 2000 by Natural Resources Canada’s Canadian Forest Service. With advances in mapping techniques and 30 years of data, the maps are now a lot more accurate and easier to read.


In the United States, new hardiness maps were released in early 2012, also using data collected over a 30-year period. Older maps were grouped by the lowest temperature ever recorded, but the new maps average the data, making it more representative of actual fluctuating climates. The maps now include two new zones at the warm end of the chart. Although these new zones don’t apply to the NE, most areas here did move up a half zone warmer, a factor attributed to better mapping and weather tracking.


Although hardiness zones provide valuable information for a gardener, they are still just guidelines. Every year is different, and many microclimates fall within zones—and sometimes within your own yard. Exposure to winds and sunlight can play games with the climate in your garden. Think about that shady spot in the far corner where the last of the snow stubbornly refuses to melt, or the south-facing border of your house where the first daffodils put in an appearance each spring, weeks before they show color in other areas of your yard. You can even create your own garden microclimates by putting up walls and wind breaks. An enclosed courtyard or walled garden can retain enough heat to bump the spot into a different zone. Even the radiant heat offered by your home’s foundation will affect the hardiness of the plants growing near it.


Obviously, you have more to consider than your hardiness zone and the length of your growing season, but having a reasonable idea of your area’s first and last frost dates will be a big help in planning your garden. The accompanying table provides frost dates for a few areas in the Northeast.




AVERAGE FROST DATES IN THE NORTHEAST












	


	FIRST FROST


	LAST FROST







	Connecticut







	Danbury


	9 Oct


	1 May







	Hartford


	9 Oct


	26 Apr







	Stamford


	12 Oct


	29 Apr







	Delaware







	Dover


	30 Oct


	8 Apr







	Milford


	25 Oct


	9 Apr







	Wilmington


	30 Oct


	10 Apr







	Maine







	Fort Kent


	16 Sep


	28 May







	Jackman


	17 Sep


	31 May







	Portland


	6 Oct


	2 May







	Massachusetts







	Boston


	7 Nov


	7 Apr







	Hyannis


	23 Oct


	24 Apr







	Worcester


	14 Oct


	26 Apr







	New Hampshire







	Berlin


	24 Sep


	20 May







	Grafton


	8 Sep


	6 Jun







	Nashua


	3 Oct


	7 May







	New Jersey







	Newton


	2 Oct


	6 May







	Somerville


	15 Oct


	8 Apr







	Toms River


	18 Oct


	25 Apr







	New York







	Bridgehampton


	19 Oct


	25 Apr







	Lake Placid


	11 Sep


	7 Jun







	Oswego East


	16 Oct


	28 Apr







	Pennsylvania







	Altoona


	13 Oct


	2 May







	Philadelphia


	4 Nov


	6 Apr







	Warren


	12 Oct


	13 May







	Rhode Island







	Kingston


	3 Oct


	8 May







	Newport Rose


	6 Nov


	20 Apr







	Providence


	22 Oct


	16 Apr







	Vermont







	Chelsea


	12 Sep


	2 Jun







	Montpelier


	1 Oct


	11 May







	Newport


	28 Sep


	16 May







	New Brunswick







	Bathurst


	26 Sep


	19 May







	Edmundston


	18 Sep


	28 May







	Saint John


	4 Oct


	18 May







	Nova Scotia







	Halifax


	20 Oct


	6 May







	Kentville


	5 Oct


	16 May







	Truro


	21 Sep


	30 May







	Ontario







	Hamilton


	15 Oct


	29 Apr







	Ottawa


	5 Oct


	6 May







	Windsor


	22 Oct


	25 Apr







	Quebec







	Montreal


	7 Oct


	3 May







	Sherbrooke


	10 Sep


	1 Jun







	Trois-Rivières


	23 Sep


	19 May
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Growing Season Profile



The length of the growing season is the time between your area’s average last spring frost date and average first fall frost date. The shortest growing seasons in the NE are in the high inland altitudes of northern New England and the Canadian provinces, but the wide latitude in weather means we can grow just about anything if we time it right. Spring tends to roll up the coastline and inward.


The mid-Atlantic coastal areas thaw first, and gardeners in the northernmost sections of Maine, New York, and Vermont, along with Quebec, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia, must bide their time a little longer before venturing into the garden.


Zones 3 and 4. In northern New England and New York, western New Brunswick, and southern Quebec, the combination of being far north and higher in elevation translates into cool, damp summers and cold, windy winters. In this short growing season, vegetables must mature quickly.


Growing season: 123 days


Average minimum winter temperatures


Zone 3: –40 to –30°F


Zone 4: –30 to –20°F


Average days over 86°F


Zone 3: 8 to 14


Zone 4: 15 to 30


Zones 5, 6, and 7. These growing zones encompass at least some part of every state and province in the NE.


Growing season: 183 days


Average minimum winter temperatures


Zone 5: –20 to –10°F


Zone 6: –10 to 0°F


Zone 7: 0 to 10°F


Average days over 86°F


Zone 5: 31 to 45


Zone 6: 46 to 60


Zone 7: 61 to 90


Regional growing profiles


Although there is a lot of overlap in growing conditions and timing, a few distinct groupings will help you in your planning.


New England interior and Maine coastal lowlands (zone 5). Rocky soil and a short growing season, including a fleeting spring, can make this a challenging area for a garden. Late frosts can kill the buds on fruits trees and keep the soil cool and damp well into summer. But cooler temperatures and abundant rainfall mean you can extend the season for cool-weather crops such as lettuce, spinach, radishes, and all kinds of leafy greens.


Hudson Valley and the Appalachian Plateau of New York, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut (zones 5 and 6). This area doesn’t benefit from the Atlantic Ocean’s moderating affect, but its lower elevation makes it a hospitable spot for gardening, with a warm summer and regular rainfall. Soils vary greatly, from rocky clay to sand, but sustain many regional small farms and apple orchards.


Lakes Erie and Ontario areas in Pennsylvania, New York, and Ontario (zones 5 and 6). Although the inland doesn’t get the full moderating effect of the Great Lakes, the air still tends to pick up some of the moisture, making for plenty of rain and humidity. Winters can be milder than those further inland from the lakes, but the area is still affected by arctic winds.


Shoreline regions of the Great Lakes in Pennsylvania, New York, and Ontario (zone 6). Along the borders of the Great Lakes, gardeners enjoy the full effect of living by a large body of water. Cool spring weather lingers into summer, and the mild fall climate stretches into winter. Snow cover can be heavy in winter, especially along the southern shores in New York. Ancient glaciers left behind deposits of fertile soil.


Appalachian Mountains of south-central Pennsylvania (zone 6). This area’s higher elevation is a blessing and a curse. Summer temperatures are cooler and humidity is less of an issue. However, winters tend to be colder, and late frosts will surprise you just when you thought spring was assured. The weather will warm and tease and then drop back below freezing.


Southern Ontario (zone 6). Summers are humid, and rain remains pretty steady throughout the year. However, the lake effect also generates high winds and intensifies storms. Ontario is on the top end of tornado alley, and many parts are susceptible to summer storms—from severe thunder and hail storms to heavy winds and tornadoes. But it’s the winter that challenges plants here, with the arctic winds that blow in and make themselves at home.


Delaware, southern Pennsylvania, and southern New Jersey (zones 6 and 7). These mid-Atlantic areas are blessed with a mild climate, plenty of rainfall, and a long growing season. It may snow in winter, but here you are spared the arctic freeze that drives many indoors, resulting in cabin fever. This area is the only part of the NE where you can plant a fall vegetable garden without protection and indulge in fig trees.


Coastline from Delaware to Boston (zones 6 and 7). In this part of the country, water comes to drop. Most of the area tends to be at or around sea level, intensifying the moderating effect of the ocean. It gets its share of seasonal storms, but the cold weather doesn’t linger long, extending the growing season and your choice of plants.
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GARDENING 101


[image: img]


Unfortunately, plants are not “plug-and-play.” They don’t thrive if you ignore them, and they require a lot of follow-up, which is why some people love gardening and others avoid it. As with anything worth doing for the long haul, it helps to start with a good foundation. For plants, that would be the essential three elements of sun, soil, and water. Of those three, sun is the one element you will have the least control over, and it’s something you should wisely consider before you plan or plant.


[image: img]



Sun



Vegetables vary in their need for sun. Those grown for their leaves and roots, such as spinach, lettuce, radishes, and beets, do not demand a full day of sunshine. They can be happy with the respite of some afternoon shade. Fruits and fruiting vegetables, such as tomatoes, squash, eggplants, and peppers, need lots of sun to be productive.


Garden books and nurseries usually specify a plant’s requirement for sunlight in three particular ways: full sun, partial sun or partial shade, and full shade. Here’s a quick breakdown of what these terms mean.


[image: img]    Full sun: At least 6 full hours of sun each day. Heat-loving vegetables such as eggplants, okra, and melons want as much sun as they can get. If you’ve spent long periods of time out in the sun, you know that 6 hours in the morning can be cooler than 6 hours in the afternoon. It’s all considered full sun, but keep in mind that if your plants are being exposed to sunlight during the hottest parts of the day, they will also need more water.


[image: img]    Partial sun or partial shade: There is no explicit definition here and little agreement about how to make the distinction. In general, this encompasses 3 to 6 hours of sunlight each day, with partial sun at the high end and partial shade at the low end. Plants requiring partial sun are more tolerant of the accompanying heat. Plants requiring partial shade tend to prefer some protection from the afternoon sun. Dappled sunlight that filters through tree canopies and trellises can be treated as partial shade.


[image: img]    Full shade: When it comes to plants, full shade means less than 3 hours of sunlight each day and dappled sunlight the rest of the day. It does not mean no sunlight at all.


Before you choose a location for your vegetable garden, watch the movement of the sun across your yard to get a clue of where the sunlight falls at what time of day: for example, a bright, sunny spot at 6 a.m. might be shaded by your neighbor’s fence by 10 a.m. Many gadgets are available to measure the amount of sunlight your yard receives—from disks filled with light-sensitive dyes to electronic meters. The low-tech way to calculate your garden’s sunlight exposure is to make an hourly chart. Start around sunrise and check at the beginning and end of each hour, noting whether the area receives full or partial sunlight and when it is totally shaded. Then add up the total hours of sunshine. By tracking the sun throughout the day, you’ll notice the shading effect of nearby buildings, fences, and other tall structures.


Another circumstance to consider is the growth rate of nearby trees. The maple you planted last year will become a shade tree within 10 years. (It will also send its roots into your well-watered and fertilized vegetable garden.) When it comes to deciding whether to move an established vegetable garden or cut down a mature tree, the tree usually wins.


One final complication for gauging sunlight involves where and when you are gardening. Not all sunlight is equal. The days don’t just go from short spring days, to long, lingering summer days, and back to short again. As the sun rotates, it gets closer to the Earth during the summer, and the North Pole is tilted toward the sun. Northern latitudes have the most hours of sunlight in the summer. So, for example, a garden in Bangor, Maine, will receive 15:36 hours of sunlight on the summer solstice, the longest day of the year. Its counterpart in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, will receive 15:03 hours of sunlight on the same day. This is just the opposite at the winter solstice, when southern gardens see more sunshine than those in the north. Because plants respond to day length, the hours of sunlight become really important, especially if you are trying to get plants to mature in the fall or keep things going with protection in the winter. To take the best advantage of all the available sunlight, position your garden and cold frames to make the most of the sun.


Growing days means heat


You’ve chosen the perfect location, and the sun is out and shining down upon you, but your plants are languishing rather than thriving. Why? The missing ingredient could be heat. Some vegetables, such as tomatoes and peppers, are actually semitropical plants that need plenty of heat to ripen. So even if your packet of seeds says that fruit will be ready to harvest in 75 days, during a cool season, you may have to wait a little longer.


Many plants do not start actively growing until temperatures reliably remain at 50°F or warmer. The agriculture industry measures heat as growing degree days (GDDs). In a nutshell, they take the average of the daily highest and lowest temperatures and subtract it from 50, the baseline minimum temperature for growth. Warm-season vegetables such as tomatoes and peppers need a certain amount of these heat units to ripen and develop their sugars and flavor. If you have a long string of cool days, warm-season plants are going to bide their time. On the other hand, vegetables that prefer cooler temperatures such as spinach and radishes will throw in the towel when temperatures rise too high.


Once summer gets going, the NE is assured of having more than enough GDDs to ripen tomatoes. But this concept will become more important to you as you try to stretch your growing season by planning late fall harvests and gardening under cover throughout the winter.


Soil


Professional gardeners are taught early that garden soil is never called dirt. Soil is the foundation and future of your garden plants. Dirt is what gets on your clothes. Don’t treat your soil like dirt.


It is almost impossible to have healthy plants without healthy soil. Don’t be fooled by its inert appearance; there’s a party going on down there. Soil is an ecosystem that provides a home for all sorts of insects and microorganisms that, in turn, provide air and nutrients for your plants to uptake. These organisms feed on the organic matter in the soil, such as compost, manure, and decaying plants and insects, and turn it into humus, which improves the soil’s texture, retains moisture, and is rich in the many nutrients plants need.


Most soil is made up of organic matter along with crumbling rocks, which are in plentiful supply in the NE. Rock provides the inorganic material in soils, and the predominant type of rock in your area will factor into what type of soil you have. For example, limestone creates soil high in calcium with a slightly alkaline pH. Shale often results in a clay soil with an acidic pH. The minerals in the rock also play a role. Rock with lots of quartz can produce the more irregularly shaped grains of soil found in sand. Even topography and climate get involved—for example, smaller grains of soil wash off slopes, excessive rain leaches nutrients, and arid, baked soil is no place for earthworms.


Given the diversity of our topography, it is no wonder that no single type of soil predominates. In my small area, the glaciers left one town with a surplus of shale, the next with sand, and then carried the rich, black sediment into the next county.


Building good soil is an ongoing task and not a quick one. Soil is constantly in transition and can become depleted by rain, chemicals, and even the plants growing in it. If you live in farm country, your soil has probably been amended over the years. However, if you live in some type of housing development, you can bet that the topsoil was removed and sold off during initial construction. A soil test will tell you everything you need to know about your soil. The good news is that any type of soil can be amended and made suitable for gardening.


Soil types


Good soil is a combination of texture, structure, and fertility.


Texture refers to the size of the soil particles.


[image: img]    Sandy soil is comprised of large, irregularly shaped particles. This makes it feel coarse in your hand and prevents it from compacting easily, so water and nutrients percolate right through it. Sandy soils are usually low in fertility.


[image: img]    Clay is made up of flat microscopic particles that pack together, preventing water and air from circulating. Add heat, and clay soils become bricklike. On the plus side, most clay soils are highly fertile.


[image: img]    Loam is considered a balanced soil, and this is what you are striving for in your garden. It is rich in organic matter, has a healthy structure, and attains the elusive moist but well-draining quality preferred by most plants.


Structure refers to how well the soil holds together. A good soil structure is crumbly and allows plant roots to branch out and water to drain but not run off. Grab a handful of damp soil and form it into a ball. If the ball totally falls apart with a slight tap, the soil is sandy. If it stays intact, you have clay. You want something in between.


Fertility is the most dynamic aspect of soil. The nutrients in your soil are the measure of its fertility, and nutrients are continually being used up by plants. Luckily, the means by which you replace nutrients are the same as those you use to improve your soil’s texture and structure—adding organic matter. Organic matter refers to decomposing plant and animal materials, and in our gardens that generally is compost, composted manure, and green manures (cover crops). Adding organic matter gives substance to sandy soil and lightens clay. It feeds the microorganisms and insects in the soil and even makes plants’ roots more permeable so they can take up more nutrients and water.


Soil pH


Nothing you do for your soil will make an appreciable difference if the pH is too high or too low to sustain your plants. Soil pH matters because plants can access nutrients from the soil only if it is within a specific pH range; if the soil pH is too far out of that range, the nutrients will sit idly in the soil and will never become available to the plants.


pH is shorthand for potential hydrogen, which is a measurement of hydrogen ions in a solution. Don’t worry if this means nothing to you; just know that the pH scale, with a range of 0 to 14, is used to determine the relative acidity or alkalinity of a substance—in our case, soil. A pH of 7.0 is considered neutral. Anything below a 7.0 is considered acidic, or sour, and everything above 7.0 is alkaline, or sweet. You might think it’s no big deal if your soil’s pH is only 1 point above 7.0, but this is a logarithmic scale, so each number represents a power of ten. That means that a pH of 8.0 is ten times more alkaline than a pH of 7.0.


As gardeners, we need to be concerned with pH, because different plants prefer different soil pH levels; in general, plants are happy in soils between pH 6.2 and 7.0. I wish I could tell you that all NE soils fall into this range, but most tend to be on the acidic side (below 7.0) of the scale. Luckily, you can change that.


[image: img]
DO-IT-YOURSELF SOIL TEST




You can get a sense of the quality of your soil just by looking at it and observing how well plants grow in it, but periodically testing for nutrient levels will give you a better idea of its fertility and what amendments might be needed. You can start with this simple home test to determine your soil’s texture. A predominately loamy soil—a balance of sand, clay, and silt—is a gardener’s dream; it will retain water and provide a base of organic matter.




[image: img]


Know the percentage of sand, silt, and clay in your soil, and you can estimate its water- and nutrient-holding ability and determine what needs improving.





WHAT YOU’LL NEED


[image: img]    Small scoop or trowel


[image: img]    Clean jar with straight sides and a tight-fitting lid


[image: img]    Water


[image: img]    1 Tbsp. powdered dishwashing detergent


[image: img]    Soil sample


STEPS:


1   Collect small soil samples from three or four sections of your garden and mix them together.


2   Sift the sample to remove stones and debris.


3   Fill the jar about halfway with the soil.


4   Add the detergent to the jar; this will prevent the soil particles from clumping together.


5   Fill the jar about three-quarters full with water and tighten the lid.


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


7   Set the jar on a level surface and check back periodically over the next couple of days to see how everything has settled.


[image: img]    Sand is heaviest and will settle to the bottom of the jar.


[image: img]    Silt will form a layer on top of the sand and will be a bit darker than sand.


[image: img]    The tiny clay particles can take days to settle. This layer will be lighter than the silt.


[image: img]    Any stray organic matter should float to the top.





But before you can adjust your soil’s pH, you need to know what its pH actually is. Many home-testing kits are available, and some are more accurate than others. You can also bring a sample into your local cooperative extension office and have them test it. Armed with that knowledge, you can start making adjustments. You can improve an acidic soil by applying lime. For alkaline soils, you can add some type of sulfur (usually elemental sulfur), aluminum sulfate, or iron sulfate. These are not instant fixes, however. The best time to amend the soil to improve its pH level is in the fall; this allows the lime or sulfur time to work its way into the soil in time for spring planting. These are also not one-time fixes. You will need to monitor your soil pH continually and make adjustments as needed.


Feeding plants


Plants are living things, which means that just like you, they have to eat. They do pull some nutrition from the soil we have taken great pains to build, but these nutrients will become depleted if they are not replenished. You can add plant food, or fertilizer, to amend the soil and provide the plants with the nutrition they need so that they can do the same for us.


Good things come in threes, and when it comes to plant food, the big three are nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). Every bag of fertilizer comes labeled with the amount by weight of each of these key elements, always in the same order: N-P-K. If you see 5-1-1, for example, you know immediately that the fertilizer in the bag contains 5 percent nitrogen, 1 percent phosphorus, and 1 percent potassium.


A balanced fertilizer, in which the percentages of all the elements are fairly equal, such as 5-4-4, is recommended for general use. However, you’ll find specialty fertilizers with higher ratios of a particular element that target a particular plant’s needs. For instance, leafy vegetables need a fertilizer high in nitrogen. Phosphorus encourages more flowering and fruiting, an obvious benefit to many garden edibles. These elements are all vital and work together, but each has its own strengths.


Nitrogen assists in the development of chlorophyll and protein and is necessary for healthy green leaves. Without enough nitrogen, leaves will slowly turn yellow and the plant’s growth will be stunted. Too much nitrogen will encourage a lot of leafy growth and little flowering and fruiting. Nitrogen is the most rapidly depleted element in the soil.


Phosphorus contributes to many plant functions, including root growth, overall health, and the setting of flower buds and the resulting fruits. Phosphorus depletes slowly, but is it accessible to plants only when the soil is warm and when the soil pH is within a 5.0 to 7.0 range. Working it into the soil near the plant’s root zone helps the plant access it more easily. Phosphorus deficiency can manifest as excessively dark green leaves, purplish leaves or stems, and fruits that drop before they mature.


Potassium, sometimes referred to as potash, is essential for a plant’s overall healthy functioning—from strong growth, to disease resistance, to the quality and flavor of the fruits and vegetables. It tends to stay put in the soil, so you do not need to apply it often. But when you do, apply it near the roots and work it into the soil. Some signs of potassium deficiency are yellowing along the leaf veins and leaves that roll up or crinkle.


Assisting this triumvirate of nutrients are many micronutrients required for healthy plant growth, including calcium, magnesium, sulfur, iron, and zinc. Most of these micronutrients are supplied by fertilizer mixes or compost, so let’s talk about choosing a fertilizer.


The scoop on fertilizer


Every year, new choices in plant food appear on the store shelves, and most are moving toward organic. Using organic, slow-release fertilizer in the vegetable garden is a win-win situation. You don’t have to worry about what you’re putting into your future food, and the organic materials actually feed the soil in addition to the plants. Most synthetic fertilizers contain salts that wash away in the soil and can harm that ecosystem you worked so hard to develop. They do nothing to build up healthy soil, so they must be continually reapplied. Applying an inorganic fertilizer is similar to trying to survive on vitamin supplements instead of eating food. Organic fertilizers enrich and amend the soil, releasing their nutrients slowly so that they are available when the plant needs them.


You can find complete slow-release organic fertilizers to work into your garden beds a couple of times a year. In addition, water-soluble organic fertilizers can be used through a drip irrigation system or as a quick feed from a watering can. Fish emulsion and manure tea, for example, can be applied to provide a shot of nitrogen for plants that need it.


Because soil varies greatly from region to region, many gardeners prefer to have a complete soil nutrient level test done to learn exactly what their soil needs and then add just those amendments. (You can get your soil tested at a lab or via your local cooperative extension office.) Once you know exactly what you need, you can find organic amendments at a good garden center. Most are by-products reclaimed from the farming and fishing industries. Keep in mind that when it comes to feeding plants, more is not better. Follow the recommended doses.


Alfalfa meal (2-1-2) usually comes in pellet form. Alfalfa is a nitrogen-fixing legume—which means it holds onto nitrogen in nodules on the roots. In addition to adding some nitrogen to the soil, alfalfa meal provides potassium and many trace minerals and growth stimulants.


Blood meal (12-0-0) is a slaughterhouse by-product. It is one of the highest nitrogen supplements you will find, but use it with caution, because applying too much at one time can burn plants. Don’t let it come in contact with leaves. Blood meal also makes a decent deterrent for herbivores such as rabbits and groundhogs, but it can attract dogs.


Bone meal (3-15-0) is ground animal and fish bones. A great source of phosphorus and calcium, it also adds some nitrogen and micronutrients. Like blood meal, it can attract dogs and also rodents. Some studies suggest that the phosphorus in bone meal is available to plants only in soils with a pH lower than 7.0.


Cottonseed meal (6-0.4-1.5) is another good source of nitrogen. Be sure the product is labeled organic, because pesticide residue stays in the cotton seed.


Feather meal (12-0-0) is another slaughterhouse by-product. It is very high in insoluble nitrogen, which is released into the soil slowly, so not all of it washes away in the spring rainy season.


Fish by-products are rich sources of nitrogen. Fish emulsion (5-2-2) is a balanced, water-soluble food with the misfortune of smelling rather foul. The odor fades, but it can attract fish lovers such as bears to your garden. Fish meal (10-6-2), made from dried, ground fish, is not as foul smelling but is slower to work.


Greensand (0-0-3) is mined from prehistoric marine deposits in New Jersey. Containing 3 percent potassium and many micronutrients, it breaks down very slowly and makes an excellent long-term soil conditioner.


Kelp/seaweed (1-0-2) amendments made from dried, ground seaweed are valuable for their micronutrient content. Liquid kelp is often mixed with fish emulsion to create a complete fertilizer.


Oyster shell flour (NPK is negligible) is a mix of coarse and finely ground oyster shells. It contains 96 percent calcium carbonate and a healthy dose of micronutrients. The nutrients are released slowly and do all kinds of wonderful things for your plants and your soil, including assisting with the uptake of fertilizer, aiding cell growth, regulating pH levels, and improving soil texture. It also makes a beneficial amendment to compost heaps and worm bins.


Rock phosphate (0-3-0) is also known as colloidal phosphate. It is made by encasing clay particles with insoluble phosphate and provides a slow release of 2 to 3 percent phosphate throughout the growing season. It also adds micronutrients to the soil. Another form, called hard rock phosphate, has a higher percentage of phosphorous (0-33-0), but more of it is released into the soil and it isn’t as beneficial to the home gardener.


Soybean meal (7-2-1) is an excellent source of nitrogen and phosphorus and can usually be purchased where livestock feed is sold. Soybean meal is a nice alternative if you do not or cannot use fish products.


Mulching


I find mulching a tedious chore, but I’m always glad I did it, because it makes such a difference. Mulching a 2- to 4-inch layer of material around your plants helps prevent weed seeds from germinating, conserves water, and keeps the soil and plant roots cool. Mulch also keeps soil from splashing up onto your plants when it rains. One hour spent spreading mulch will save you many hours of weeding and watering later in the season.


Inorganic and organic mulches are readily and inexpensively available throughout the NE. Inorganic mulches range from plastic sheeting to stone. Even better, organic mulches will slowly decompose and feed the soil and are made of almost any available plant material, including straw, pine needles, shredded leaves, compost, and wood chips. Because you will be starting from scratch each spring, straw makes excellent vegetable garden mulch that can be easily moved aside for planting and seeding. It lasts the entire season, and you can turn it into the soil to decompose. It also attracts spiders that hide out and eat insect pests.


Compost makes a great mulch and adds a great deal to the soil by improving its water-holding ability; it also helps maintain a balanced ecosystem and makes for healthier plants. But it can be expensive to buy if you haven’t made enough of your own to cover your entire garden. And weed seeds will eventually germinate in it.


[image: img]
START A COMPOST PILE




The composting process in a compost pile helps speed up the decomposition of organic matter. Build a pile of all your garden debris and watch it turn into a sweet smelling, crumbly, free enhancement for your soil. You have to weed, prune, and clean out your garden anyway, so why waste all that free fertilizer?


You can actively compost by maintaining the right balance of ingredients and moisture so that the pile heats up and decomposes quickly, or take the passive approach of simply piling up your garden trimmings and allowing them to decompose naturally, over time. With an active compost pile, you’ll need to add alternating layers of brown, carbon-rich materials such as dried leaves, and green, nitrogen-rich debris such as kitchen scraps and grass trimmings (2 parts brown to 1 part green). Don’t be concerned about having to keep the right balance of brown to green; sooner or later, it all has to be mixed together anyway, so if your preferred method is to dump in whatever is handy at the moment, that will work, too—but it may take a little longer to become finished compost. Here are the basics of composting to get you started.
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