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For Dany, Alex, and Isabelle 


And for all the gardeners who deal with frost, hail, wind, drought, cold, heat, insect pests, deer, groundhogs, and squirrels. This one’s for you. 
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Why I’m an Under Cover Gardener
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I am an under cover gardener. And no, that doesn’t mean I’m a garden spy covertly peeking through the hedge at my neighbor’s veggie patch. It means I’m a gardener who uses simple but effective covers to grow more food.


My own introduction to gardening under cover began with a pop-up polytunnel. I was only 16 years old but was already starting seeds indoors, growing herbs in pots, and had taken control of the family vegetable garden. The simple structure, which was a gift from my parents, was really more of a small, clear tent, measuring just 6 by 8 feet. And boy, did I love it.


That first spring, I stuffed it full of all the seedlings I had grown on my mother’s dining room table (hey, now I get why they gave me a polytunnel!). It didn’t take long for me to learn that a covered structure warmed up quickly, even on cold days, and produced sturdy, stocky seedlings.


I had a lot of fun with that little polytunnel, but it was flimsy and only lasted a few years. Soon, I was off to university and it would be 7 years before I had my own garden space again. However, once I was back in the garden, I quickly rediscovered just how handy season extending garden covers could be.




In my first book, The Year-Round Vegetable Gardener, I shared some of my favorite techniques for harvesting homegrown vegetables and herbs in all seasons (including winter!). Today, I still use those methods, but I’ve also added new types of covers and structures to my food garden, to boost yields and grow healthier, higher-quality vegetables. I use more shade cloth in my summer garden to extend the harvest of cool season greens. I switched from PVC to metal hoops for my mini hoop tunnels because they’re much stronger, and I added a 14-by-24-foot unheated polytunnel.


The tunnel offers plenty of space for year-round harvesting, but it’s also become my garden sanctuary; I can escape to the veggie patch no matter the outside weather. It’s almost always spring in the polytunnel. And with that in mind, we gave up a bit of growing space in the back corner of the tunnel to create a small indoor patio. It’s the perfect spot to sow seeds, get some writing done, or just enjoy a cup of tea surrounded by a jungle of veggies.


That said, you don’t need a big space or a huge garden to use the methods featured in this book. Many of my under cover techniques can be used in super small gardens, a single raised bed, or even containers on a deck or patio. You also don’t need to spend a lot of money to become an under cover gardener. There are many inexpensive — or free! — types of covers that you can put to work in your garden.


I’ve learned a lot about matching covers to crops. The types of covers and structures I use depend on the season and the crops being grown. Of course, there’s also a lot of overlap, as many of the covers can be used in more than one season. For instance, I use row covers in spring, summer, fall, and winter, but shade cloth is really just for summer.


Gardening under cover is not just about sheltering crops from cold or heat. It can also be a temporary fix for inclement weather like hail, downpours, or strong winds. Or a way to keep birds, deer, groundhogs, rabbits, and other pests away from your vegetables. I battle deer on a daily basis, and a simple length of netting floated on mini hoops helps give young seedlings a deer-free head start.


Covers also help keep insects like flea beetles, cabbage worms, and cucumber beetles from decimating my crops. They can even reduce the occurrence of diseases like tomato blight, which is devastating to garden-grown tomatoes; those grown in greenhouses or polytunnels are less susceptible to this common fungus.
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If you’re new to garden covers, this may all sound like a lot of work, but trust me — it’s not. I’m not one to fuss over my plants, but using covers to extend and protect the harvest is both easy and effective. It’s turned our traditional summer vegetable garden into a year-round food factory!




The garden covers featured in this book are the perfect complement to a home vegetable garden. If you’re new to food gardening, there’s no need to jump right into a greenhouse or polytunnel. Start with a row cover or mini hoop tunnel, graduating to a cold frame after a year or two. As you gain skills, confidence, and experience, you may discover that you’re ready to tackle a small backyard dome or a DIY polytunnel.


What should you grow within these covers? Grow what you like to eat! But should you want more specific information, I’ve shared the growing details of a wide range of vegetables in part 2, and listed all the garden covers I use for each vegetable.


In the end, my message is simple: garden covers are the easiest way to grow more food for a longer period of time, grow higher-quality plants bothered by fewer pests and diseases, and mitigate the stresses caused by cold, heat, and extreme weather.
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Eight Reasons to Become an Under Cover Gardener





Grow more food. We all want to be as efficient and grow as much food as possible in our gardens; using covers and covered structures will allow you to do just that.


Control the environment. Depending on the crop, your vegetables can be susceptible to heat, cold, wind, hail, snow, and other environmental conditions. Using covers or structures to create microclimates aids in preventing damage and maintaining crop quality.


Harvest year-round. Being able to provide homegrown food for my family 365 days a year is something that I’m proud to brag about. But the truth is that it’s not that hard. Covers allow me to harvest sooner in spring, later in fall, and throughout the winter.


Save money. Like most gardeners, I’m budget minded and don’t like wasting money — or food! Because growing under cover helps me increase yields and enjoy a year-round harvest, I’m shaving serious dollars off my weekly grocery budget.


Reap a hyperlocal harvest. Moving food around the world creates an incredible amount of greenhouse gas emissions. If I go to my supermarket any month of the year, there’s a good chance that the plastic tub of lettuce has been shipped to my Nova Scotia grocery store from California. By growing it myself, I’m cutting the distance our food has travelled from thousands of miles to mere feet.


Reduce pest problems. I’m not going to say you won’t have any pest problems (let’s be realistic), but you will have fewer pest problems when you use certain covers. Insect barriers, row covers, deer fencing, deep mulching, cold frames, and polytunnels are simple covers that can prevent insect and animal pests from eating your vegetables.


Grow the world. Using season-extending covers like mini hoop tunnels and polytunnels has allowed me to grow a wide variety of global vegetables like edible gourds and cucumber melons that are normally difficult to grow in a short-season region.


DIY your way to more food. Some of the more serious structures, like geodesic domes, polytunnels, and greenhouses significantly increase the amount of food you can grow, but they can be expensive to buy. However, handy gardeners will find that they can DIY many structures using commonly found materials like lumber, PVC conduit, polycarbonate, and polyethylene.
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Part 1Introducing the Covered Garden
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Garden covers such as row covers, mini hoop tunnels, and cold frames have transformed my vegetable garden. They shelter crops from weather extremes, helping mitigrate the new reality of a changing climate, as well as protect against insects, deer, rabbits, and birds. By creating microclimates in the garden, they also extend the season on both ends of the summer and help create better conditions for seed germination and for new seedlings to take root. There’s not a day of the year where I’m not using some type of cover to grow better crops, whether it’s the new seedlings sheltering under simple cloches, tomatoes basking in the warmth of the polytunnel, arugula thriving without flea beetles with the protection an insect barrier, or hardy winter greens awaiting harvest in the dead of winter.









1Choosing a Structure to Fit Your Needs
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Garden covers aren’t just for growing into winter or protecting from frost. They can be used all year long to boost yields, protect from pests, reduce disease, establish summer sowings, and improve crop quality. I use a variety of fabrics, devices, and structures to capture heat, reduce heat, provide shade, and create a barrier against pests. Most of them, like shade cloths, row covers, and mini tunnels, are inexpensive or easily made. A few, like polytunnels and greenhouses, require a larger investment.
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What Type of Protection Does Your Garden Need?




What type of structure you ultimately choose depends on what your goals are. Do you want an extra-early harvest of spring greens? Do you live in a short-season region where it’s difficult to mature heat-loving vegetables like tomatoes and peppers? Or are your summers hot and dry, making it hard to establish crops for fall and winter harvesting? Maybe your garden is plagued by deer, rabbits, cabbage worms, or other garden pests. Before you invest in a cover, consider why you need it.
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Protection from Weather Extremes


A protective cover is any material or device that shelters plants from weather — cold, frost, wind, snow, hard rain, and hail. Structures like cold frames or mini hoop tunnels collect and trap solar energy, creating a microclimate around the vegetables inside. They can extend the harvest by weeks or months in autumn or push up the planting season by the same time frame in early spring. They can also provide warmer growing conditions, allowing gardeners in colder regions to cultivate plants like eggplants and melons.


Best Options




	Cloches for temporary cover


	Mini hoop tunnel with row cover or plastic


	Polytunnels


	Greenhouses and geodesic domes









[image: ]

In winter, mini hoop tunnels cover my raised beds and a cold frame is mulched with evergreen branches for added insulation. Inside the polytunnel, a row cover helps insulate winter salad greens.








Defense against Pests




In my garden, thin insect barrier fabrics keep pests such as cabbage worms, Colorado potato beetles, squash bugs, and cucumber beetles from eating my crops. Combining fabrics with crop rotation is a smart way for organic gardeners to thwart these common pests, but the fabrics need to be applied and removed at the right times. Apply them in early spring as soon as the seeds or seedlings have been planted. If you wait to lay your fabrics, you risk having the newly emerged adult insects find their target plants before you cover them. In that case, you’re just creating a predator-free environment for them to nibble on your veggies.






















	

Choosing a Garden Cover












	
	Frost protection

	Spring/Fall Microclimate

	Sun Protection





	Insect barrier

	N

	Y

	Y





	Row cover

	Y

	Y

	Y





	Shade cloth

	N

	N

	Y





	Cloche

	Y

	Y

	N





	Mini hoop tunnel with polyethylene cover

	Y

	Y

	N





	Cold frame

	Y

	Y

	N





	Polytunnel/Greenhouse/Dome

	Y

	Y

	N





	
	Pest Prevention

	Disease prevention

	Winter harvesting





	Insect barrier

	Y

	N

	N





	Row cover

	Y

	N

	N





	Shade cloth

	N

	N

	N





	Cloche

	N

	N

	N





	Mini hoop tunnel with polyethylene cover

	Y

	N

	Y





	Cold frame

	N

	N

	Y





	Polytunnel/Greenhouse/Dome

	N

	Y

	Y
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Garden designer Nan Sterman protects her own vegetable garden from critters with a hoop house covered in half-inch-mesh hardware cloth. The mesh allows light, air, and rain to enter, but keeps out larger garden pests.







Floating fabric on hoops above, rather than directly on top of, the plants looks tidier and prevents bunching, which can block light. Once the fabrics are on the beds, they can be left in place until the plants begin to flower (in the case of squash and cucumbers) or until harvest (in the case of broccoli, kale, or potatoes). Keep in mind that it’s also important to rotate crops each season to avoid a repeat of insect infestations, diseases, or nutrient depletion.


Lightweight fabrics also make a reliable defense against larger pests like deer, rabbits, and birds. I often drape insect barriers or bird netting over my newly seeded beans, peas, corn, and lettuce, which seem particularly tempting to the local bird population. The covers are left in place until germination. They can even speed up the germination process because they help retain heat and moisture.




Best Options




	Mini hoop tunnel with row cover, insect barrier fabric, or bird netting


	For deer, rabbits, and birds: insect barrier fabric, row cover, bird netting, chicken wire


	For insects: insect barrier fabric







Shade from the Sun


For most crops, full sun (at least 8 hours per day) is necessary for healthy growth and high production. But sometimes intense sun and heat is too much for certain crops, like cool-season salad greens. If you live in a warm climate, shade cloth is a useful tool for growing a variety of vegetables. Even in my northern garden, I use it in late spring and summer to slow the bolting of my favorite salad crops like spinach, arugula, pak choi, and lettuce.


There are different weaves of shade cloth, which block different percentages of light. Common percentages include 30 and 50 percent. Shade cloth is generally floated over a garden bed to prevent heat buildup. I float shade cloth on my hoops, because it’s a quick and easy way to hang the cloth, but it can also be attached to stakes at the corners of a bed. Lengths of shade cloth often come with grommets for easy hanging, but clip-on grommets are also easily available.


Best Options




	Temporary shade from an upturned laundry basket


	Mini hoop tunnel with shade cloth


	A shade house or a lath house


	A row cover
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Many garden supply companies offer mini tunnels with interchangeable mesh and plastic covers for excluding pests or protecting from inclement weather.
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Willow cloches or simple upturned baskets offer needed shade to newly planted seedlings.








Using Structures Strategically






Layering Structures


Layering one protective structure inside another — a mini hoop tunnel layered inside a polytunnel, for example — offers additional warmth. Garden fabrics like row covers, insect barrier, and shade cloth are perhaps the easiest covers to layer inside polytunnels, greenhouses, domes, mini hoop tunnels, and cold frames. They’re inexpensive, quick to install, and easy to remove.
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On their own, garden structures are versatile garden tools. But they can also be combined in strategic ways to increase cold weather protection or to prevent pest damage.







Layering covers can be temporary and left on for just a few hours, days, or weeks, or for an entire season. I find layering particularly useful in early spring when the temperature inside my polytunnel can vary from 18°F (–8°C) in the morning to 95°F (35°C) by mid-afternoon. I open the structure in midmorning to vent as the temperature begins to climb, but by late afternoon the temperature starts falling and it’s time to roll down the sides or close up the windows and add a layer of row cover on top of young salad greens and root crops. I also layer fabric-covered mini hoop tunnels in the winter polytunnel over salad greens, root crops, and hardy herbs and include a layer of straw or row cover in a winter cold frame for added insulation over root crops.




Setting Up Temporary Structures


Sometimes covers are applied in sequence to a garden bed. For example, in early spring when more protection is needed, polyethylene covers my mini hoop tunnels. As the weather warms, I replace the plastic with a medium- or lightweight row cover. If I have insect-prone vegetables like cabbage or broccoli in the bed, that row cover can be replaced with an insect barrier fabric. If the crop in the bed is a cool-season salad green like arugula, lettuce, or spinach, I may switch out the row cover for shade cloth to delay bolting and extend the harvest as the weather warms.


Gardening in raised beds makes erecting temporary season extenders a snap. My beds are 4 feet wide which is an ideal size for mini hoop tunnels (whether covered with fabric, bird netting, polyethylene, or another material).


Keeping your materials organized in a handy location like a shed or garage also saves time. Fabric and plastics should be cleaned, folded, and stacked between uses, and materials for making the hoops, wire arches, PVC conduit, or metal conduit should be taped together and set aside neatly. If inclement weather is on the way — wind, hail, snow, rain, for example — it takes me very little time to gather my materials and set up my structures.







A Short History of Growing under Cover




Protected gardening is not a new idea; gardeners and farmers have been producing food under different types of covers for millennia. The first reference to using a greenhouse-like structure for growing food comes from Pliny the Elder in the first century CE. He describes structures called “specularia” that were built to grow cucumbers or cucumber-like fruits year-round for Emperor Tiberius.


Specularia were basically garden beds covered with frames coated in transparent mica, which both captured heat and allowed light to reach the plants. The emperor’s specularia were mounted on wheels so that they could be moved into the sun each day and brought back indoors each night.


Fast-forward to mid-fifteenth-century Korea, where simple temporary structures were used to grow vegetables and fruits in winter for the royal household. Described in the Annals of the Joseon Dynasty, these structures were erected over fruit trees for winter protection, but also over vegetables produced during the winter. The structures were built on a sunny site with south-facing windows to capture the sun. On warm days, the windows were left open, and when the weather was cold, straw mats were placed over the closed windows to retain heat.


Even the cloche has been an important part of food gardening for centuries. Cloches first emerged in Italy during the early seventeenth century and made it possible for farmers and growers to start crops earlier in the season. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European kitchen gardeners harvested crops out of season by using manure-heated hotbeds, glass cloches, and small greenhouses covered in oiled materials like fabric and heavy paper. English gardeners used glass-covered cucumber frames to get an early start on the growing season.


Garden covers eventually made their way across the Atlantic Ocean to Mount Vernon and Monticello, where George Washington and Thomas Jefferson used hotbeds and greenhouses to grow vegetables, citrus fruits, and other plants out of season.


The advent of plastic was a game changer for garden covers. It led to improved materials, larger structures and season extenders that were affordable and effective. Row covers, PVC, polyethylene, and polycarbonates have made it possible for me to harvest a wide variety of vegetables and herbs year-round from my northern garden.
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2Starting Small


Mini Hoop Tunnels and Cold Frames
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There is no one right garden structure. If you’re new to gardening, start small and begin with a mini hoop tunnel or a cold frame. This will give you an opportunity to flex your gardening skills and learn techniques like timing off-season growing and how to regulate temperature by venting regularly.




Mini hoop tunnels and cold frames also require little initial investment of either time or money. They can be built using new materials or from old windows, doors, bricks, conduit, and even straw bales. For me, the biggest advantage of these devices is that they are fairly easy to build — especially the mini tunnels — and you see their effectiveness almost immediately. Within a week of sowing seeds in my spring frames, tiny seedlings are popping up. I get to enjoy a full crop of salad greens before my neighbors have even begun to prep their gardens.


Once you’ve had a season or two under your belt, you’ll know if you’re ready to move to a bigger structure like a polytunnel or greenhouse.





Mini Hoop Tunnels




A mini hoop tunnel is exactly what it sounds like: a miniature polytunnel. But unlike a walk-in structure, these pint-size tunnels are quick to build, easy to use, and made with inexpensive materials. There are just two main components: hoops and a cover. The hoops can be made from a variety of materials, including PVC conduit, metal, wire, concrete reinforcement mesh, or even old Hula-Hoops cut in half.




Five Ways to Use a Mini Hoop Tunnel


Frost protection. Top your hoops with a row cover to protect from frost or cold weather. A row cover also shelters crops from heavy rain, hail, or strong winds.


Winter harvesting. We use mini hoop tunnels to harvest cold-season crops all winter long. For winter crops, cover the hoops with a 6 mil greenhouse polyethylene. Twist the ends closed and weigh down the sides to secure them against the winter weather.


Summer shade. I use my mini hoop tunnels from late spring to early autumn to provide some shade from the hot sun. Cool- and cold-season vegetables like salad greens quickly bolt once spring turns to summer. Having a length of shade cloth over the hoops lowers temperatures and prolongs the harvest season. You can also use shade cloth to establish just-planted seeds or seedlings.


Spring, summer, and autumn insect defense. Using a lightweight insect barrier keeps cabbage, kale, broccoli, potatoes, and other pest-prone plants free of insect damage. Float the cover over the hoops as soon as crops are planted and bury the sides to prevent pests from entering the mini tunnel.


Spring, summer, and autumn pest prevention. Not all pests are small. Deer, rabbits, birds, chickens, and even dogs can eat or damage vegetables. Top the mini hoops with bird netting or chicken wire to keep crops safe.








[image: ]



A temporary mini hoop tunnel made from nine-gauge wire and row cover fabric will protect crops during the main growing season. Those made from sturdier materials like metal conduit are great for long-term winter protection of cold-season crops.
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How High Should Your Tunnels Be?





Just-planted seeds or seedlings, or compact crops like leaf lettuce, mâche, or baby greens don’t require a high hoop. But taller edibles like kale, collards, leeks, and Italian parsley can grow several feet high, so take plant size into consideration when deciding on how big a hoop to use.


In general, hoops should be tall enough so that plants aren’t in direct contact with the cover. The exception to this is when lightweight insect barrier fabric is laid on vegetables during the growing season for pest control. Otherwise, plants shouldn’t come in contact with a polyethylene cover or row cover during cold weather as this can cause damage to the foliage. This also holds true in summer when a shade cloth-topped mini hoop tunnel is used to shield vegetables from the hot sun. Keep the cover well above crops to avoid heat buildup around the plants.
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Types of Mini Hoop Tunnels


In my mind, mini hoop tunnels fall into two categories: lightweight and heavy duty. Your reason for covering the crop and the timing of coverage help determine the type of hoop you’ll need. Are you prewarming spring soil, shading summer-planted seeds from sun, protecting plants from fall frost, or creating a winter harvest tunnel?


Lightweight tunnels. I make lightweight tunnels with wire hoops and use them as spring and fall frost protection in the garden. They do a fine job of protecting crops from cool weather, light frost, heavy rain, and wind, but don’t stand up to snow. I also place them over the beds inside my polytunnel for a double layer of winter protection. For this light work, wire or PVC hoops are fine.


I generally prefer to build my own mini hoop tunnels, as it takes little time and I can match the size to my raised beds, but there are many commercially produced mini hoop tunnel kits you can buy. The kits often have wire hoops and fall into the “lightweight tunnel” category. Depending on the manufacturer, mini hoop tunnel kits may be called polytunnel cloches, mini greenhouses, or mini tunnels. Often the kits are too narrow for my beds, or not long enough.




Heavy-duty tunnels. The other type of mini hoop tunnel is a heavy-duty version made from 10-foot lengths of 1⁄2-inch diameter PVC or metal conduit. These are strong enough to withstand a snow load and are great for winter protection; if you live in an area that gets a lot of snow, consider adding an extra center support.




Installing Hoops


Nine-gauge wire. For quick hoops, use 9-gauge wire, which is readily available from a hardware store. You can buy the wire in 50-foot coils and cut it to the desired length with wire cutters. The length of the wire will depend on how wide the bed is and how high you want the hoop to be.


For my 4-foot-wide beds, I cut the wire into 8-foot lengths. This creates hoops that are 3 feet tall before the ends are pushed down into the soil. After that, the hoops are about 21⁄2 feet tall.


For my 3-foot-wide polytunnel beds, I cut the wire into 6-foot lengths and the hoops are 2 feet tall at the center before being inserted into the soil. Once the hoops are installed, they’re about 15 to 18 inches tall. These low hoop tunnels are used for sheltering low-growing greens like arugula, leaf lettuce, and Asian greens.


Flexible 9-gauge wire can also be bent by hand into a square-shaped hoop, so that the tunnel is the same height over the entire bed.
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PVC Conduit







PVC conduit. For over a decade, 1⁄2-inch-diameter PVC conduit has been the primary material I’ve used for my mini hoop tunnels. Ten-foot lengths are readily available, inexpensive, easy to use, and durable.


To install hoops, pound foot-long rebar stakes into the ground every 3 to 4 feet along each side of the bed, then bend the length of PVC over the bed and slip the ends over the rebar stakes to secure the hoop to the ground. For winter tunnels in areas like mine that have a heavy snow load, a PVC structure needs a center support to add strength. Without it, the tunnels will be susceptible to flattening after a very heavy snow.


Metal conduit. Half-inch-diameter metal conduit makes for a very sturdy hoop to support fabric- or plastic-covered mini hoop tunnels. Metal hoops can be used year after year and are strong enough to withstand snow loads without the center support needed for PVC hoops. To further improve their capacity, I make sure the cover is pulled taut and well secured at the ends, and I knock off heavy snow after a storm. Ten-foot lengths of metal conduit are easy to source at most building supply or hardware stores, and they don’t require a stake to hold them in place; just sink the end of each hoop 6 to 8 inches into the soil, spacing the hoops 3 to 4 feet apart.


The only challenge is figuring out how to bend the metal conduit into hoops! A few years ago, I got a metal bender from Johnny’s Selected Seeds and started bending 10-foot lengths of conduit into super sturdy hoops. This tool has been a game changer. Plus, bending the metal conduit to make the hoops is great fun. It took just a few minutes to get the hang of it and now I can bend a hoop in about a minute.


To make a metal hoop, you first mount the bender to a sturdy structure like a workbench or a picnic table. Then insert a straight length of conduit into the bender and pull the metal tubing down toward you, bending it into the characteristic U-shape.


A metal bender is a great investment for a garden club, urban farm, or community garden where many gardeners can use it to bend strong hoops for season extension.







Bend Your Own Mini Hoops




My low tunnel hoop bender makes quick work of bending metal conduit for 4-foot wide hoops. The bender needs to be mounted on a sturdy surface like a truck hitch or, in my case, a heavy pallet anchored to a wood base.


1. For a 4-foot wide hoop, slide a 10-foot length of half-inch or three-quarter-inch metal EMT conduit through the holding strap, so it extends 16 inches beyond the end of the bender.




[image: Step 1 demonstrated]




2. Grab the opposite end of the conduit and bend it toward you until it touches the base of the bender.




[image: Step 2 demonstrated]




3. Now slide the tube through the holding straps until it’s centered on the bender.




[image: Step 3 demonstrated]




4. Squeeze each end of the tube until they are straight and a U-shape has been achieved. The sides of the tube should be parallel. Once you get going, it will take around a minute to bend each hoop.




[image: Step 4 demonstrated]











Concrete Mesh Tunnels




A 4-by-8-foot sheet of concrete reinforcing mesh is another material that can be used to make hoops for a mini hoop tunnel. Bend the panel over the bed to provide support for a lightweight cover like row cover, polyethylene, or shade cloth. It is easiest to install mesh tunnels in raised beds that have sturdy wooden edges. I secure the mesh with an untreated 1×2 cut to length and screwed to the bed. Larger mesh cattle panels are often used to DIY a small polytunnel.






[image: A concrete mesh tunnel on a raised bed]












Choosing Covers




As with the hoops, there are different options for the cover of a mini hoop tunnel, and I base my mini hoop tunnel cover choice on the season and the use. It makes a difference if I’m trying to protect crops from frost or sun, prewarming the soil, or giving heat-loving vegetables like eggplants or melons a bit of extra warmth.




Plastic


I learned the lesson “You get what you pay for” a long time ago when I used inexpensive construction-grade plastic for my winter mini hoop tunnels. The thin plastic couldn’t stand up to the winter weather and the ripped covers were soon flapping in the wind. Today I only use greenhouse polyethylene. It does cost more, but with proper care it can last for years. Thinner plastics are best reserved for light protection in spring, summer, or early autumn.


Construction-grade plastic sheeting. These thin, non-UV-treated films aren’t long-term covers and degrade after just a few months. But they are inexpensive and can be used for short-term spring or fall frost protection, prewarming the soil, or creating a microclimate over heat-loving crops.


Preslit or perforated polyethylene. I’ve only tried a few of these products, which come with small holes or slits in the polyethylene to self-vent and regulate temperature. The films are generally quite thin, just 0.8 mil thick, and are useful for planting crops about a month earlier than normal planting dates.


Greenhouse polyethylene. Many garden centers or supply stores offer 4-year, 6 mil, UV-treated polyethylene by the running foot or by the roll. If you’re just making a few mini hoop tunnels, buying by the running foot is likely the cheapest way to go. However, if you’ve got a bunch of tunnels to build or are part of a community garden or urban farm, you might consider buying a roll and sharing the cost. The cost per square foot is much cheaper when you buy it by the roll. See more on greenhouse polyethylene.




Row Covers


These are lightweight fabrics made with spun-bonded translucent polypropylene, which allows light, air, and water to pass through to the plants. Row covers have been one of the most essential tools in my garden for the last two decades. They are super effective at protecting crops from frost and cold weather, as well as from insects, birds, deer, rabbits, and other garden pests. You can also use row covers to hold insulating winter mulch in place over root vegetables or to isolate crops for seed saving.




There are four main weights of row covers. The lighter covers allow more light to pass but retain less heat, while the heavy-duty covers have low light transmission but hold more heat. The one you choose will depend on how you plan to use it. Are you sheltering salad greens from a potential frost? Trying to prevent cabbage moths from laying eggs on your broccoli plants or Colorado potato beetles from decimating your potato crop? Or do you wish to shield vegetables from the hot summer sun? In general, I find lightweight and medium-weight row covers are the ones I use the most; I save the heavier covers for winter, when plants aren’t actively growing.


Insect barrier. This is the lightest-weight row cover (0.45 ounces per square yard) and is an effective barrier against common garden pests like Colorado potato beetles, flea beetles, and imported cabbage worm, not to mention larger pests like birds, deer, and rabbits. It also prevents the transmission of diseases some insects carry (I’m looking at you, cucumber beetle and flea beetle!). Preventing or reducing pest populations with an insect barrier fabric can also mean decreased populations in subsequent years.


Insect barrier allows around 90 percent light transmission, and air and water can easily pass through the thin fabric. Because it offers good air exchange, heat doesn’t build up easily under the cover. It’s the best fabric for preventing summer insects from eating heat-loving crops like tomatoes, peppers, and eggplant. However, this flimsy fabric offers little in the way of frost protection. If it’s all you have on hand with a frost in the forecast, double it up to boost its frost-busting capability.







Insect Netting


Insect screens, meshes, and nettings are lightweight covers designed to allow light, air, and water to pass through but prevent a wide variety of insect pests from damaging your vegetables. They also keep out larger pests like deer, rabbits, groundhogs, birds, and squirrels, or pets like dogs and cats. To be effective as a pest barrier, the bottom of the netting must be buried, weighed down, or otherwise secured. They can be left in place temporarily or for the entire season; just be sure to allow enough slack to accommodate growing plants.


Netting is more transparent than row cover fabric, and therefore blocks less light. It can be laid directly over plants, but I prefer to float it over beds on wire or PVC hoops, cages, or other types of support. It looks tidier and offers better protection from larger pests.




[image: Insect netting boxes over plants]









Insect barrier is also used by seed savers who need to isolate crops and prevent cross-pollination in crops like cucumbers, melons, and squash. But if you’re protecting crops that need to be pollinated in order to produce their crop, be sure to remove the covers when the plants begin to flower.


Lightweight. Lightweight row covers (0.55 ounces per square yard) are what I use most in my garden. They’re thin enough to let light pass through (around 85 percent), but thick enough to protect crops from frost. In fact, they’re effective down to 28°F (–2°C) and can be left in place for weeks in the spring and fall garden. When the daytime temperature is mild, remove them to encourage good air circulation.


These sturdy covers are also useful for sheltering young seedlings from inclement weather: hail, heavy rain, and strong winds. Unlike insect barrier fabrics, these covers provide some heat retention. In a pinch, you can use lightweight row cover as an effective pest control, but because it isn’t as translucent as insect barrier fabric, it may slow the growth of your plants.
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