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To Madison, and a new generation of gardeners




Digging in


Planting a garden is hope in action. As you tuck in seedlings or pat seeds into soft soil, you hope they will grow. But maybe you also feel a little anxious because, truth be told, you’re just learning to tell a radish from a rutabaga. Relax. You can grow a successful organic food garden right now, this season. This book will get you started with simple, delectable garden plans and the instructions to see them through to a bountiful harvest. Next season, when you’re ready for a little more challenge, you can graduate to specialized planting plans to expand your cultivated space, grow a pet crop like gourmet potatoes, or add more herbs and flowers for a garden that’s as beautiful as it is practical.

Tending your garden will be more pleasure than struggle. Granted, there will be some bending and lifting involved, but you wanted a hobby that you could enjoy outdoors, moving around, right? The work won’t be terribly hard. While I cannot guarantee that every crop in your garden will succeed any more than I can promise you a summer without hail, I can say this with certainty: Growing at least some of your own food will change your life for the better.



Dig This! Food gardens can be as pretty as they are productive. Including colorful flowers looks great and attracts butterflies and bees as well as scores of pest-eating beneficial insects such as lady beetles.




How to Use This Book

This book is intended to be of enduring value to three groups: new gardeners ready to jump into food gardening with both feet, experienced gardeners who are coaching new gardeners, and seasoned greenies who can grow prize-winning roses or peonies but are stumped on the fine points of growing a gourmet salad garden. In pursuit of this goal, the book is divided into three parts.



Part 1: Developing Your Garden Plan

New gardeners are often told to start small, but how exactly is that done? The first section of this book takes the confusion out of this process by showing planting plans for three different Growing Gardens, each of which starts very small and simple and gradually expands to approximately double its initial size over a three-year period. Check out all three Growing Gardens if you’re having trouble visualizing how a robust food garden can fit in your yard. Each uses a different soil-building strategy to transform underutilized space into a fertile new garden.

The Easy-Care Bag Garden is sized for one or two people to plant and maintain, and it starts out with a no-dig approach: bags of potting soil arranged on top of lawn grass or untilled earth. At maturity, it supports two dozen delicious food plants.

A Bountiful Border uses design principles borrowed from formal flower borders, with emphasis on building superior soil through deep digging. These balanced planting plans are ideal for gardeners who prefer the order that comes with formal style.

The Front-Yard Food Supply transforms a small front yard into a beautiful tapestry of colorful beans, tomatoes, and chard. Eye appeal is built in from the first season, and soil quality improves as the beds receive regular helpings of compost and mulch. As the garden evolves, there are plenty of opportunities to add personal touches with handmade trellises and artful accessories.

For Growing Garden graduates and other experienced gardeners who simply want to enjoy plenty of great garden food, Part 1 also includes plans for three different Family Food Gardens. Designed for short-, moderate-, and long-summer climates, these plans make the most of regional crops with proven track records for delivering great results.



Part 2: Essential Techniques and More Planting Plans

Every passing gardening season teaches me new things, so learning to be a better gardener is not the exclusive turf of beginners. That’s the double-duty goal of Part 2: to help new gardeners learn basic skills, from planting seeds to harvesting crops at the best time, while providing interesting twists (and valuable pointers) for food gardeners who need a quick refresher course. Even folks who have hoed 10 seasons of beans might pick up a tip or two reading over the seed-starting instructions for vivid Paintbrush Beds . The Beneficial Border may give experienced growers new insights into the world of bugs.

As you get to know your climate, site, and soil, you’ll encounter certain challenges, be they drought, disease, or stubbornly infertile soil. Reacting to problems gets old fast, so instead this section invites you to build your gardening skills, which will improve your ability to prevent many problems—and manage them better when they do occur. Explore the practical possibilities here, whether you’re installing your first soaker hose in the Marinara Medley garden or piling on mulch in the Managed Mulch garden.



Part 3: Pick-of-the-Crop Veggie Varieties

Choosing strong varieties is vital to growing a healthy garden. Can you simply buy packets of seeds off the rack at the store? (Yes.) Or should you order seeds from a specialty seed company? (Yes, there, too.) But whether you’re stocking up on cheap seeds, ordering gourmet or historical strains, or looking for a variety to address a specific problem, be sure to check out Part 3. In these pages, I review the best old and new varieties for your garden. Read before you buy, and you’ll be several steps closer to finding the perfect varieties for your garden.


Extra Help

When you’re just getting started, sometimes you can feel a bit confused about precisely what gardening terms like “cover crop,” “hardening off,” and “intercropping” mean. Don’t let the lingo discourage you! If you encounter unfamiliar words or phrases in the instructions for planting a garden, turn to Gardener’s Basic Lingo to learn what’s what.

Finally, this is meant to be an idea book, so Which Planting Plans Are Right for You? should not be missed. There you’ll find lists of the garden plans in this book keyed to your wants, needs, and whims. If food gardening doesn’t feel like fun, these lists may lead you to think in new directions as you look at all the uncharted territory you have yet to explore. In gardening as in life, there is always something new to learn.




PART 1 Developing Your Garden Plan


Pay attention to what you’re doing, and don’t get in over your head. This is the best way to learn anything new, whether you’re learning to bake bread, set up a new computer, or grow your own great-tasting food. New gardeners are often told to start small and let their space grow with their experience, but that really doesn’t give you much to go on. Which crops should you try first? When and how should you plant them?
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Starting Small and Growing Year by Year

One worry-free way to start your first vegetable garden is to follow a “recipe” provided by an experienced gardener, and that’s just what this section of the book provides: ingredient lists, step-by-step instructions, and illustrated planting plans that show you exactly what to plant where. These gardens are practically foolproof!

To make the process of establishing a vegetable garden even more manageable, I’ve created plans and instructions for three different Growing Gardens. Each one “grows” in size and scope over a three-year period—and I’ve provided all the details of what you need to do in year one, year two, and year three to achieve great results. The year one plan for each garden is small and simple. In year two and year three, you’ll add more beds and crops until you have a garden that’s double or even triple in size from when you started.

Each garden is different in style and uses a different soil-preparation technique—you can choose the one that appeals most to you. With any of these gardens, you have the choice of staying small or gradually expanding to something bigger as you gain experience over time. For example, you may decide that the year two layout of a particular garden is as large as you need and stop there. And if you feel ambitious, it’s fine to skip right over the first year plan for any of these gardens and start with the year two or year three version instead.



The Growing Gardens at a Glance

The Easy-Care Bag Garden. Starting in year one with bags of planting mix arranged on top of the ground, your Easy-Care Bag Garden will grow into a garden brimming with more than 20 vegetables and culinary herbs by year three. It’s the perfect size for one person to manage.

A Bountiful Border. This beautiful and highly productive garden benefits from double-digging, a soil-improvement method. Over three years, new beds are added to form a lush border where bright annual flowers mingle with sun-ripened tomatoes and gourmet greens.

The Front-Yard Food Supply. Is it fitting to grow a food garden in your front yard? Of course! This garden gradually transforms a typical front yard into a feast for the eyes and the palate. You and your neighbors will love it.


Big, Bold Plans

For gardeners who want to jump into food gardening fast, I’ve also created ready-to-use regional garden plans that I call Family Food Gardens. These gardens will provide a season-long supply of food for four people, and the planting plans are tailored to short-, moderate-, and long-summer climates.



Should You Build Raised Beds?

You’ve probably heard that building raised beds is a good idea, both to make gardening easier and to improve the appearance of your garden. If you want raised beds, wait until the soil has been improved for three years to add wood, plastic, brick, or stone framing. It’s easier to dig deep when you’re not straddling framing materials, and deep soil improvement is a major mission in any garden’s early years. When you’re happy with the looks and feel of your soil 12 inches deep, you can start creating permanent raised beds. Keep in mind that deep beds and raised beds aren’t the same thing. Deep beds are improved to 16 inches or more below the surface. They are more drought resistant by nature compared to raised beds, which stick up above the ground. The ideal situation in many cases is to have slightly raised beds (about 6 inches) atop deep beds, with permanent pathways between the beds. When you get your garden to this point (allow a few years), you can grow just about anything.





Sizing Up Your Site and Soil

The sun is the main power supply for all garden plants, and most vegetables need all the sun they can get. Areas that receive less than six hours of sun are better used for shade-tolerant flowers than for edible plants; spots that receive six to eight hours of sun will do for lettuce and bush beans—two veggies with some tolerance of shade. Ten hours or more of sun is needed to bring out the best flavor and nutrition in tomatoes and many other crops and to keep them growing on schedule.

Bulldozers often do bad things to good sites when houses are built, so chances are good that the soil in your yard is only feebly fit for vegetable gardening. Don’t worry! Every garden has to start somewhere, and any soil can be transformed in just a few years by adding organic matter (decomposed plant material) at every opportunity.

Organic matter is sold under many different names: compost, composted manure, humus, planting mix, or soil conditioner. (See What’s Inside the Bag? for tips on buying organic soil amendments.) Regular additions of organic matter improve the soil’s texture and its ability to hold on to essential nutrients until they are needed by plants.


A Tip on Soil Testing

Unless you have reason to believe that your soil may be contaminated with lead or other pollutants, you don’t need to have your soil tested before you start a new garden. Instead, begin doing everything you can to boost the organic matter content of your soil, digging in compost between plantings and mulching between plants with biodegradable materials. If you do want to have a soil test done, you can usually arrange one for about $20 through your state-sponsored soil testing lab. Contact your local Cooperative Extension office to request a mail-in soil testing kit.



Learning Step by Step

Wherever you start, following the garden plans provided here will help you learn food gardening basics while allowing time for your soil to improve. Each garden starts out simple and includes detailed step-by-step directions for beginners. As you look over the plans and the accompanying instructions, remember to consult the Gardener’s Basic Lingo section if you come across any terms you don’t understand. Learning the lingo is one of the key steps in garden success.

By year three the planting plans become more complex as the gardens develop. Remember that you can refer back to the instructions for the first- and second-year versions of the garden if you’ve forgotten the details of techniques such as planting parsley seeds or onion seedlings. Pay attention and don’t get in over your head. Expand your space as your soil improves and you gain experience. It’s the no-fail way to start an organic food garden.


	

Chapter One The Easy-Care Bag Garden


Designed to bring good things to eat to a city backyard or an oversize suburban lawn, this easy-to-install garden requires no prior experience. You can set up the first-year rendition in a single weekend, and even after you expand the garden in year two and year three, it remains a doable project for a gardener working alone who also has a full-time job or takes care of young children. This garden is big enough to keep you in fresh food all summer but not so big that it will take over your life.



	Year One

	Year Two

	Year Three




Bag gardening couldn’t be easier. You simply set out purchased bags of topsoil, cut open the bags, and plant seeds and seedlings right in the topsoil. The Easy-Care Bag Garden is a one-person garden, and in year one, it will take one person only a few hours each week to keep up with watering, weeding, planting, and picking.

By the second year, the garden is fully functional as a food garden for a single person, with 15 vegetables and 5 herbs producing steadily from early summer to late fall. If you want more vegetables, you can expand the garden when you’re ready. You’re in charge, because this is intended to remain a one-person garden.

As the garden grows, you’ll see how well your site and soil support popular garden plants like tomatoes and snap beans. You will also learn the preferred growing season for broccoli and its close cabbage-family relatives, which tend to prefer fall over spring in most (but not all!) climates. You will discover whether harvesting and eating garden-fresh potatoes and rutabagas rates as superspecial or just so-so in your book, and your experiences will help you customize your crop list for seasons to come.

When you’re ready for new adventures, experiment by fitting planting plans from Part 2 such as Strictly from Seed and the Good-for-You Garden into the footprint of your Easy-Care Bag Garden. Browse the variety descriptions in Part 3 as well, and choose a few to try. This will make your garden more interesting with every passing season.
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Scarlet runner beans and snap peas anchor the edge of the bag garden in its first year.





Year-by-Year Overview


Year One

Large bags of planting mix define space for three permanent beds. Bags laid end to end create a narrow bed just right for a trellis. In the other beds, the bags create beds 3 feet wide (a good width for stepping over). The 2-foot-wide pathways between beds are easy to maintain with a mower.
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Yield


	Spring crops

	
lettuce: 2–3 lbs.

	
snap peas: 3–4 lbs.





	Summer crops

	
bush snap beans: 4 lbs.

	
tomatoes: 16–20 lbs.





	Fall crops

	
arugula and bok choy: 3 lbs. each

	
kale: 4 lbs.

	
spinach: 1 lb.





	Herbs

	
basil and parsley: about 12 bunches each

	
oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme: a year’s supply









Year Two

The circular bed is a natural focal point, so have fun with it! Eventually, you might decide to use it as a permanent home for your collection of kitchen herbs or put up a trellis for heavy-bearing pole beans.
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Yield


	Spring crops

	
lettuce: 7 lbs.

	
snap or snow peas: 3 lbs.

	
kale: 5 lbs.

	
kohlrabi: 6 bulbs

	
potatoes: 4 lbs.

	
onions: about 50





	Summer crops

	
pole snap beans: 20 lbs.

	
bush snap beans: 15 lbs.

	
tomatoes: 30–40 lbs.

	
peppers: 5–6 lbs.

	
summer squash: 20 lbs.





	Fall crops

	
arugula: 6 lbs.

	
salad greens: 10 lbs.

	
carrots: 12 lbs.

	
Chinese cabbage: 12 lbs.

	
rutabagas: 5 roots

	
garlic: 20 bulbs (harvested the following season)





	Herbs

	
basil: about 25 bunches

	
oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme: a year’s supply









Year three

The garden triples in size over three years, from 64 to 168 square feet of bed space. But even at its maximum, this garden remains a manageable project for a food-minded gardener working alone.
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Yield


	Spring crops

	
lettuce: 3–4 lbs.

	
snap or snow peas: 3–4 lbs.

	
potatoes: 20 lbs.

	
onions: about 25

	
beets: 8 lbs.

	
chard: 12 lbs.





	Summer crops

	
bush snap beans: 16 lbs.

	
tomatoes: 30–40 lbs.

	
peppers: 4–6 lbs.

	
squash: 35 lbs.





	Fall crops

	
salad greens: 7 lbs.

	
broccoli: 6 lbs.

	
mizuna, red mustard, or mixed Asian greens: 20 lbs.

	
carrots: 4 lbs.

	
turnips: 10 lbs.

	
garlic: about 45 bulbs (harvested the following season)





	Herbs

	
basil: about 50 bunches

	
cilantro: about 10 bunches

	
dill, oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme: a year’s supply










Year One Garden Plan


Turning a patch of sun-drenched lawn into an edible garden may be one of the best things you will ever do in your life, and here we begin in the easiest way imaginable—by arranging bags of topsoil over the new garden site and planting right into them.

Growing vegetables in bags of topsoil is almost too easy to believe, but it really works! Many new gardeners who have tried it have been so amazed with the results that they use the bag method over and over. Whether you use bags for one season or three, gardening in bags offers several benefits to first-time gardeners.


	No need to dig up and remove the grass. In the course of a season, the bags will smother the grass beneath them. This can be a huge savings in time and labor!

	No aggravation from seedling-killing cutworms, which are actually caterpillars commonly found in soil where lawn grass is growing. The bags serve as barriers to keep them out.

	Few (if any) weeds, because bagged soils and planting mixes are steam-sterilized to kill weed seeds.

	In late fall, you can gather up the fragile bags and dig the contents into your new permanent beds.






Tell Me More! Compost in Your Garden

Every garden needs a place to make compost from vegetable trimmings, weeds, and pulled plants. If you place your compost in a spot where you’re planning to add a new bed in the future, earthworms and other compost creatures will kick-start the soil-improvement process. Enclosed composters made from recycled plastic work like garden garbage cans by keeping rotting debris out of sight. Most models are animal resistant, making them a great choice for urban or suburban yards. You can also compost in a small pen made from garden fencing attached to stakes. Both types of compost enclosures are easy to move from one spot to another as your garden expands.
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Name

	The Easy-Care Bag Garden: Year One

	Footprint

	8 × 19 feet

	Skill Level

	Fine for first-timers

	When to Plant

	
Midspring: snap peas, lettuce, and parsley

	
Late spring: basil, tomatoes, bush snap beans, rosemary, thyme, oregano, sage, nasturtiums, and scarlet runner beans

	Late summer: kale, spinach, arugula, and baby bok choy




The Plants


	Bed 1

	Baby bok choy, 1 packet seeds

	Nasturtium, 1 packet seeds

	Scarlet runner bean, 1 packet seeds

	Snap pea, 1 packet seeds

	Spinach, 1 packet seeds





	Bed 2

	Basil, 1 packet seeds or 3 seedlings

	Parsley, 1 packet seeds or 3 seedlings

	Tomato, 2 seedlings





	Bed 3

	Arugula, 1 packet seeds

	Kale, 1 packet seeds

	Mixed lettuce, 2 packets seeds

	Oregano, 1 plant

	Rosemary, 1 plant

	Sage, 1 plant

	Snap bean (bush variety), 1 packet seeds

	Thyme, 1 plant









The Stuff


	For the beds

	Eleven 40-pound bags of organic topsoil or tree and shrub planting mix

	Cardboard or newspaper to smother grass between bags

	One 2-pound box of organic vegetable garden fertilizer

	Stone or small board

	Organic mulch such as shredded leaves (see Chapter 10)





	For the pea trellis

	Two 6-foot-long wood or metal posts

	Cotton string, jute or hemp twine, or polyester garden netting





	For the tomatoes

	Two 5-foot-tall tomato cages





	For the compost area

	One stationary composter, or a pen made from plastic fencing attached to stakes





	Tools

	Wheelbarrow, cart, or wagon for moving bags of soil

	Spade or shovel

	Digging fork

	Sledgehammer or hammer

	Utility knife

	Hand trowel

	Long-bladed knife or screwdriver

	Scissors or pruning shears









What’s Inside The Bag?

Most garden centers sell a dizzying array of bagged soil mixes and soil amendments, so choosing one can be confusing! To make the problem worse, there are no strict standards for what qualifies as “compost” or “shrub planting mix.” The best way to know what you’re getting is to look beyond the label and examine what’s inside the bag. Many garden centers set aside broken bags so customers can examine the contents, or you can buy a few sample bags and bring them home.


	For most soil-building purposes, a mixture that looks and feels fluffy, with plenty of tidbits of decomposed leaves or wood chips, offers more organic matter than a heavier mixture that includes mostly gritty soil. Light-textured composts are usually the best choice for digging into soil as a long-lasting source of organic matter.

	For the fast bag beds in this garden, though, look for products that do include some gritty soil, because plant roots prefer a mixture of soil and organic matter to organic matter alone. A bag of such soil will feel heavier than one that’s mostly organic matter (assuming that both are equally wet or dry). Ordinary bagged topsoil or inexpensive tree and shrub planting mix will do quite nicely for the first two years of the Easy-Care Bag Garden—or for any spot where you want to set up a new veggie bed fast.

	A final sticking point: Soil amendments may be sold by weight or by volume. Throughout this book I have listed weights. A 40-pound bag is the large size typically sold at garden centers and home stores, while 20-pound bags are the smaller ones.










Year One Planting and Care

Early spring


	
1. Prepare your site. Select a site and arrange the bags as shown in the garden plan. Before positioning the bags in Bed 2, cover the ground between the tomato and herb bags with four to six sheets of damp newspaper or a single thickness of well-dampened cardboard to deter weeds. The bags will hold the covering in place. Set up your composter or assemble your composting enclosure.

	
2. Do a little digging. Use the spade or shovel and digging fork to remove grass and weeds from the ends of Bed 1; toss all plant debris in the compost. The same tools work well for breaking up the stripped soil, loosening it at least 8 inches deep. Mix two handfuls of organic fertilizer into each end of the bed.

	
3. Prepare the bags for planting. Install the posts for the pea trellis in Bed 1 by pounding them into the ground at the ends of the bags (see How to Pound a Post). Use the utility knife to cut out a large rectangular window on the upper surface of each bag, leaving the sides and 2 inches of each top edge intact, like a picture frame. Lightly dust the surface of the soil inside the bags with organic fertilizer and mix in with a trowel. (Skip this if the bag’s label says that fertilizer has been added.) Stab each bag about a dozen times with a knife or screwdriver to pierce drainage holes in the bottom. Plant roots will also use these holes to grow down into the soil below the bags.
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Step 3. After bags are set in place, use a utility knife to prepare them for planting.
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Step 3. A 2-inch rim of plastic on the surface of each bag prevents soil spillage and helps retain moisture.





	
4. Weave the trellis. Install the trellis netting or string between the posts. If using string, start by tying a horizontal line between the posts, no more than 6 inches above the soil’s surface. Then tie more horizontal lines at least 6 inches apart (so there’s room to reach through the trellis when harvesting) until the top string is 4 feet from the ground. Create a trellis grid by weaving more string vertically in and out through the horizontal strings.






Trellis Reinforcements

A single slender stick or bamboo rod lashed to the tops of the two end posts of a trellis adds substantial stability, which makes it easier to weave the net of strings. Another option is to use sticks in place of string for some of the trellis’ vertical lines. After you tie off the horizontal strings, weave slender sticks or bamboo rods between the strings. Push the ends of the sticks a few inches into the ground. Then go back and lash the horizontal strings to your vertical sticks.




Midspring


	
5. Sow peas. One month before your last spring frost date, plant pea seeds in the soil in the bags, sowing one row on either side of the trellis. Poke seeds into the soil 1 inch deep and 2 to 3 inches apart.

[image: ]
Step 5. Left: With the string trellis in place, you will know exactly where to plant your snap peas. Right:After poking pea seeds into the soil, pat the surface with the palm of your hand to fill in the holes.





	
6. Sow parsley. In Bed 2, cut away the upper surface on three sides of the bag to be planted with parsley, leaving the plastic attached along one short edge. Apply fertilizer and make drainage holes as you did in Step 3. Plant about 25 parsley seeds 1⁄4 inch deep and 1⁄2 inch apart (fewer than half will germinate). Pat lightly to firm the soil over the seeds, then spritz with a light spray of water until thoroughly moist. Fold out the plastic flap over the seeded area, and hold it in place with a stone or small board. The plastic flap will help keep the soil moist until the parsley seeds germinate, which usually takes one to two weeks. After a week or so, check daily to see whether parsley has sprouted. As soon as seeds germinate, you’ll need to lift and cut away the plastic flap. (If you buy seedlings, see Step 8 below.)




[image: ]
Step 6 Left: Planting parsley seeds in rows makes it easier to track their germination. Right: A flap of plastic helps keep the soil moist for slow-sprouting parsley seeds.





	
7. Sow lettuce. In Bed 3, prepare the center bag (lettuce) as in Step 3. Lettuce seeds sprout faster than parsley, so they don’t need to be covered with a plastic flap. After applying fertilizer and making drainage holes, scatter the lettuce seeds over the soil’s surface so that they are about 1 inch apart. Pat them into place with your hand, barely covering them with soil. Keep the soil moist until the seeds germinate. Two to three weeks later, fill any gaps in the planting with small pinches of seeds.

	
8. Plant herbs. As soon as they’re available at garden centers, buy rosemary, thyme, sage, and oregano plants for Bed 3. Prepare the end bags in the bed as in Step 3. Keep the plants watered until you’re ready to set them out. Plant them at even spacing, with each plant about 10 inches in from the edge of the bag. Position each herb in its planting hole so that the base of the main stem is no deeper than it grew in the container. After filling in the hole, water well and use scissors or pruning shears to snip off any broken branches. (Note: If you purchased parsley plants for Bed 2, plant them now, too.)





Is There A Perfect Tomato?

Probably not. Cherry, plum, and saladette tomatoes are generally easier to grow than large-fruited beefsteaks. Hybrids are generally more dependable and fast-maturing than heirloom varieties, though there are exceptions to every rule. Tomato varieties are discussed in detail here, but keep in mind that you are always wise to diversify. Even if you’re growing only two plants, choose two different varieties to keep things interesting in your garden and on your table.




Late Spring


	
9. Sow beans and more. After the last frost date passes, cut away the tops of the remaining bags, sprinkle on fertilizer, and make drainage holes. In Bed 3, poke 10 to 15 bush bean seeds into each of the two bags, 1 inch deep and 6 inches apart. In Bed 2, sow pinches of basil seeds 1⁄2 inch deep and 10 inches apart or plant the basil seedlings. In Bed 1, plant five or so nasturtium seeds 1 inch deep and 2 inches apart at one end of the trellis; plant five scarlet runner bean seeds 1 inch deep and 2 inches apart at the other end.

	
10.Plant tomatoes. Water tomato seedlings, and try to handle them by the roots rather than the stem as you transplant them into Bed 2. Set the plants deep, as shown below. Water well. Install tomato cages soon after you set out the plants (see How to Cage a Tomato).
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Step 10. To transplant a tomato seedling: (A) Gently slip it from its container without squeezing the main stem. (B) Use scissors or clippers to snip off the lowest leaves. (C, D) Place the plant at an angle so the bottom part of the stem is buried. Supplemental roots will grow from the buried section of stem, helping the plant grow faster and produce bigger, better crops.




Throughout Summer


	
11. Water when needed. Since plastic helps retain moisture, your bag garden may not need as much watering as plants growing in the ground would. But even so, be sure to water your plants during periods of warm, dry weather. See Chapter 9 to learn about wise watering practices.

	
12. Enjoy the harvest often. Visit your garden at least every other day to harvest what’s ready for your table. Be sure to gather peas every other day, because they quickly go from perfect to starchy. See Chapter 14 for more tips on harvesting your vegetables and herbs at their peak.




Late Summer


	
13. Sow fall crops. Pull up and compost tattered peas, bush beans, and lettuce. Scatter a dusting of organic fertilizer over the soil’s surface, and lightly mix it in with a hand trowel. Sow bok choy and spinach in Bed 1 and kale and arugula in Bed 3. Plant the seeds 1⁄4 inch deep and 3 to 4 inches apart, in rows at least 8 inches apart. Keep the soil moist until the seeds germinate.




Fall


	
14. Start garden cleanup. A heavy frost will end the season for the runner beans, tomatoes, basil, and nasturtiums, but cold nights actually improve the flavor of leafy greens. As exposure to cold damages more and more crops, pull up old plant debris and throw it into the compost. Once a bag is vacant, gather up the plastic and dispose of it in the garbage, leaving the topsoil or planting mix in place. Don’t try to remove bags where perennial herbs are growing, though! Leave them in place through winter.
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Plant roots have no trouble growing through drainage holes into the soil below.




Early winter


	
15. Put the garden to bed. As time and weather permit, dig the topsoil into the beds, cultivating the soil at least 12 inches deep. Then mulch over the beds with any organic mulch you can get your hands on, from shredded leaves to dry grass clippings. Spread the mulch 3 to 4 inches deep; leave it in place until the soil begins to warm in spring. 








Year Two Garden Plan


Picking up where you left off last fall, your Easy-Care Bag Garden will double in size as you set up more bags and turn the compost area into a circular planting bed for peas and salad greens. Expect a faster pace, because you will have twice as many veggies to tend, including peppers and superproductive summer squash.

Learning to grow new crops is part of what makes gardening fun. This growing season, you’ll be introduced to the cabbage family—an incredibly diverse clan of related cool-season crops. You’ll start with the easiest to grow of all the cabbage-family cousins, kale and kohlrabi. Planting and tending them will be excellent preparation for future crops of more challenging broccoli or cauliflower.

There are also secrets afoot belowground in this garden, where soil that has benefited from a full year of improvement is used to support bulb onions—your first root crop. Like other root crops, onions require the improved drainage and fertility of organically enriched soil, and they need more root space than is available in bags. Long-bearing pole beans and tomatoes benefit from the bag-to-bed transition, too. With the bigger and better root space available to them in an actual bed, expect your tomatoes to grow stronger and produce longer than they did in your first-year garden.

This year’s garden plan is intended to make the most of the growing season by keeping every bed busy until late fall, putting fresh food on your table for five months or more. All of the 22 veggies and herbs are easy to grow, and you can keep on top of routine watering, weeding, and other tasks by working in your garden for an hour or so three times a week.
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Name

	The Easy-Care Bag Garden: Year Two

	Footprint

	18 × 19 feet

	Skill Level

	Fine for first-timers

	When to Plant

	
Midspring: rosemary, thyme, oregano, sage, snap or snow peas, lettuce and/or other salad greens, potatoes, onions, kale, and kohlrabi

	
Late spring: basil, tomatoes, peppers, pole snap beans, and summer squash

	
Midsummer: basil, bush beans, rutabagas, and carrots


	
Late summer: more lettuce and/or other salad greens, arugula, and Chinese cabbage


	
Late fall: garlic





The Stuff


	For the beds

	Eleven 40-pound bags of topsoil or tree and shrub planting mix

	One 5- to 7-pound package of organic vegetable garden fertilizer

	One bale of straw






	For the bean and pea trellises

	Twenty-four 8-foot-long bamboo poles or 1 × 2 pieces of lumber

	Cotton string or jute or hemp twine

	Three 18- to 24-inch-diameter stone or concrete stepping-stones






	For the tomatoes

	Four 5-foot-tall tomato cages






	For the compost area

	One stationary composter, or a pen made from plastic fencing attached to stakes






	Tools

	Wheelbarrow, cart, or wagon for moving bags of soil

	Utility knife

	Long-bladed knife or screwdriver

	Hand trowel

	Spade, shovel, or digging fork

	Soil rake

	Clean, sharp knife (for cutting potatoes)








The Plants


	Bed 1

	Snap bean (pole variety), 1 packet seeds






	Bed 2

	Lettuce and/or other salad greens, 2 packets seeds

	Onion, 50 seedlings or 1⁄2 pound sets

	Pepper, 2 seedlings






	Bed 3

	Basil, 1 packet seeds or 4 seedlings

	Seed garlic, 1⁄2 pound or about 3 bulbs

	Tomato, 4 seedlings






	Bed 4

	Carrot, 1 packet seeds

	Lettuce and/or other salad greens, 1 packet seeds

	Rutabaga, 1 packet seeds

	Snap or snow pea, 1 packet seeds






	Bed 5

	Arugula, 1 packet seeds

	Chinese cabbage, 1 packet seeds

	Summer squash, 2 packets seeds or 4 seedlings






	Bed 6

	Basil, 1 packet seeds and 1 seedling

	Kale, 4 seedlings

	Kohlrabi, 6 seedlings

	Oregano, 1 plant

	Red potatoes, 3 small (from grocery store)

	Rosemary, 1 plant

	Sage, 1 plant

	Snap bean (bush variety), 1 packet seeds

	Thyme, 1 plant












Year Two planting and care

Midspring


	
1. Set up new beds. About four weeks before your last frost, mark spaces for Beds 5 and 6 and arrange bags on the ground as shown in the garden plan. Cut, fertilize, and perforate the bags as described in Step 3.

	
2. Transplant herbs. Dig up thyme and other perennial herbs that survived winter and move them to their new planting spots in Bed 6. Try to keep the soil intact around the plants’ roots as you work, and water them thoroughly when you’re finished with the job. Set out new herb plants as needed (if some from last year’s garden died during winter). Then go back and remove the plastic from Bed 3 and work the bag’s contents into the soil beneath.

	
3. Prepare established beds. Apply a light dusting of organic fertilizer to Beds 1, 2, and 3. Use a spade, shovel, or digging fork to mix in the fertilizer along with the weathered winter mulch. Rake to level the soil surface.

	
4. Move the composting area. Relocate the compost to its new spot. In the old composting area (now Bed 4), spread the decomposed material into a 5-foot-wide circle. Rake out undecomposed chunks and put them in the new compost pile; dig in the rest.

	
5. Build a tripod. In the middle of Bed 4, erect a 30-inch-diameter tripod using five bamboo or wood poles, bound together near the top with string. Push the bases of the poles 2 inches into the ground. Tie the string to a pole about 3 inches above soil level, weave it horizontally among the poles, and tie off the end. Tie and weave two more strings at 6-inch intervals. Plant pea seeds all around the tripod.

	
6. Plant salad greens. Rake up the soil outside the tripod into three evenly spaced mounds about 10 inches tall. Install the stepping-stones between the mounds by setting them on firm soil. Then use the rake to flatten the top of each mound to prepare it for planting. Sow one of the mounds with lettuce, smooth-leafed spinach, or mixtures of salad greens called mesclun (see here).

	
7. Plant potatoes, kohlrabi, and kale. Cut the potatoes in half and let them dry in a warm, sunny place for a day or two before planting. Set them 2 inches deep at even intervals in the center bag in Bed 6. Set out kohlrabi seedlings about 8 inches apart and kale seedlings about 12 inches apart.
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Step 7. Kale seedlings spaced a foot apart






Tips for Success


	Onion sets (small dormant bulbs) are more likely to bolt (produce flowers and seeds) than pencil-size seedlings. If you must use sets, plant them later, just before your last frost date. Exposure to chilly weather often triggers bolting in any onion, whether they’re grown from sets or seedlings.

	Consider small-fruited peppers rather than big bells, which often set fruit poorly in hot weather. For example, banana-type peppers are famous for bearing heavy crops, and they come in both sweet and hot varieties (see here).

	When planting carrots in hot weather, cover the seeded area with boards raised up on rocks or bricks a few inches above the soil to prevent sunlight from drying the germinating seeds. Be patient, because, like parsley, carrots need two weeks or more to complete the sprouting process.







	
8. Plant onions. In Bed 2, plant onion seedlings or sets 2 inches deep and 6 inches apart in five parallel rows, so that the plants are 6 inches apart in all directions. Onion seedlings that are more than 6 inches tall will stay upright better if you first trim back the tops with scissors or pruning shears. While you plant, avoid walking on the soil where peppers will be planted later.
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Step 8. When transplanting onion seedlings, firm the soil with your hands to ensure good contact between roots and soil.




	
9. Sow more salad. Two weeks later, sow another mound in Bed 4 with lettuce, spinach, or mesclun. Then two weeks after that, sow the third mound.
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Step 9. Stepping-stones provide access to trellised peas and small plantings of lettuce.




Late spring


	
10. Plant tomatoes and more. When the soil feels warm to your bare feet, set out tomato seedlings 2 feet apart, starting 1 foot away from the ends of Bed 3. Set out basil and pepper seedlings, and set out either four squash seeds or one squash seedling per bag. If you sow seeds, wait until the seedlings sprout and develop three leaves, then thin to one seedling per bag.

	
11. Distribute mulch. Use about half of the bale of straw to mulch the potatoes, spreading a layer 3 inches deep. Spread 2 inches of mulch beneath and between the kohlrabi and kale. Use more straw to mulch over the front edge of Bed 6, which will hide the bags from view.

	
12. Make a bean trellis. Starting at the center of Bed 1, arrange poles in five tripods, three poles each. Push the poles an inch or two into the ground as you set up the tripods, and loosely bind the top of each one with string. Lay a pole across the tops of two of the tripods, and lash the tripods to it with more string. Repeat with the remaining tripods. Poke bean seeds into the soil 1 inch deep and 4 inches apart along both sides of the trellis.
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Step 12. Pole beans quickly twine their way up a trellis made from bamboo poles.




Midsummer


	
13. Start the fall crops. Pull up the peas and the last of the spring lettuce and other salad crops in Bed 4, and take down the trellis. Dig a moderate dusting of organic fertilizer into the soil before planting rutabaga seeds 1⁄4 inch deep and 3 inches apart in the center of the bed. Rutabaga seeds sprout quickly. Watch for seedlings, and thin plants to 12 inches apart. Plant carrot seeds in the renovated mounds. To get good germination in hot weather, sow the tiny seeds thickly, and cover the seeded bed with an old blanket to keep the soil moist.

	
14. Dig the potatoes. In Bed 6, harvest potatoes when the viney stems begin to lose their green color and die back; pull kohlrabi when they are the size of tennis balls. Replace the potatoes and kohlrabi with bush beans (in short-season areas, choose a fast-maturing filet bean). Replace the kale with a second sowing of basil.

	
15. Dig the onions. When the leaves of your onion plants topple over, pull or dig the bulbs and cure the pulled bulbs in a warm, dry place for two weeks before trimming off the tops and roots. If any plants produced flowering stalks, eat those bulbs right away; they won’t keep worth a flip.




Late summer


	
16. Sow fall salad greens. Once nighttime temperatures cool down, sow lettuce and other salad greens in place of the onions in Bed 2. At about this time, your summer squash plants in Bed 5 may slow down or stop producing, so pull and compost them. Replant two of the bags with arugula and the other two with Chinese cabbage. 




Late fall


	
17. Put the garden to bed. Pull up tomatoes in Bed 3 after they are damaged or killed by frost. Replace them with garlic cloves, planted 6 inches apart and 4 inches deep with their pointed ends up. Mulch the planted area with at least 2 inches of grass clippings, weathered hay, or shredded leaves. By next summer, each clove will mature into a big, new bulb. Clean up and bed down the rest of the garden as you did last year (see here).
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