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Gardening in Clay Soil



My friend Millie is a potter. We were down on our hands and knees in her flower bed this spring when I started my diatribe about “this darned clay.”


“Don’t say that,” she said. “This stuff is our livelihood.” And that, I realized, says much about the problems of gardening in clay. A potter mixes clay and water, stirs it around, shapes it and bakes it, and ends up with a relatively permanent product — a pot. Trouble is, that’s often what happens to gardeners too. It rains; we dig in the clay, mixing and shaping our beds, maybe even add some sand. The result is sun-baked earth the consistency of a brick.


What we have to learn is how to use the clay soil as gardeners, not potters or brick manufacturers. The number one rule is: Never work clay wet.
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Number One Rule for Clay Gardeners!



Never Work It Wet!





To understand why not, watch a potter at the wheel. She’ll take a lump of wet clay, throw it onto the wheel, wet it some more, then wet her hands before she starts turning. As the pot takes shape, she repeatedly spreads water on it. The water helps firm the clay tighter and tighter, alters its density so that, when heated, it will become solid as a rock. I came to this understanding late because the clay in the garden seemed so easy to handle when it was wet.


My first clay garden baked into a brick in the Carolina sun. Even the rudbeckias looked spindly. It has taken me several years to undo the initial damage and loosen up the clay so that it is fertile. Now I’ve got good soil, earthworms, and healthy plants, but even that doesn’t mean I can just plant a few seeds, sit back, and enjoy the benefits of my earlier labor. Keeping clay friable is an ongoing process.


Although gardening in clay presents serious challenges, clay has its advantages, too. First, clay tends to be fertile. Amish farmers looking for new areas in which to settle favor clay fields because they so often yield productive crops. Also, clay, unlike sandy soil, holds moisture, retains nutrients, and anchors plant roots securely.


Both the benefits and the problems are the result of clay’s basic character: it is composed of extra fine particles which stick together tightly. The gardener’s challenge is to loosen the mass. The worst thing to do is to till it and douse it with chemical fertilizer. Even if you get a crop the first year, you’ll find diminishing results and deteriorating soil in subsequent seasons. I learned this when my family lived in a house surrounded by cannery farms.


These farms grew large quantities of peas and beans. Every year the farm managers used heavy equipment to work the clay loam fine enough to get seeds in. Then they followed with a heavy program of liquid fertilizers, weed killers, and powerful insecticides from before planting time until harvest, when they returned with more heavy equipment.


The workers were nice people. Every year they brought us bushels of peas, beans, shoepeg corn, and tomatoes. Without exception the vegetables were tasteless and had a texture like Styrofoam. In ten years I watched those fields become hard and cracked, streaked with gullies and bristling with thistles as everything washed away except the clay. The day after a rain the surface of the fields felt as hard as cement. The last I heard, the fields were no longer used at all.


This was made all the more dramatic because right next door an Amish family had a cornfield and a truck garden. The Amish, too, used commercial fertilizers, but they also spread a lot of manure. And, of course, the Amish worked the soil with mule-drawn plows. Their gardens were breathtakingly beautiful. Their produce attracted buyers from all over the county. Watching what happened under these two different treatments was an eye-opener.


You can have a good garden in clay if you use elbow grease rather than heavy equipment to loosen the clay; if you enrich it and improve its tilth; and if you use long-term strategies to maintain the health of the soil. Use a tiller or turn the earth in beds with a spade and improve the soil with both commercial products and natural materials from your own locale. But number one, you should never work it wet.







Ways to Improve Clay Soil —
Inorganic Additives



Once you have stopped working clay soil wet, the next step is to improve the composition and structure of the soil by adding inorganic and organic materials to make it less dense.


The following inorganic additives act as barriers to keep clay loose by getting between the clumps so they can’t stick together. My reading and experience suggest that you need to replenish such materials every few years because they gradually disappear from the soil. I’ve never quite figured out where everything goes. At least not things like sand and ashes.


Lime


Don’t ignore the standard advice to take soil tests before beginning your garden to check the pH and to spot mineral or chemical imbalances. Clay tends to be slightly acid and applying a light dusting of lime, in the form of ground limestone or dolomite, is standard practice for many gardeners, except those who plant lime-hating plants such as blueberries. In addition to raising the pH of clay to make it less acid, lime makes the clay particles come together in larger clumps, creating looser, less dense soil.
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