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Few things are more rewarding than harvesting homegrown vegetables from one’s own garden.
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To my mom and dad, who gave me the skills, the opportunity, and the desire to garden.









[image: Images]


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Thank you to my dear friend Lucinda Hutson, whose garden and home has been a source of inspiration for many years. Lucinda recommended me for this project and I thank her for the opportunity to fulfill a lifetime dream. We really must get together, drink tequila, and write songs again soon!


When I first considered a career in horticulture I was intimidated by the heavy use of pesticides, herbicides, and fungicides—one teacher told me that I’d never make a living in the industry unless I learned to work with these chemicals. But having known only organic gardening for all my life, I saw no reason to stop for my education. It’s a decision I’ve never regretted. I’ve been fortunate to have many garden mentors throughout my lifetime of gardening: Miss Lillian Peek, John Dromgoole, Malcolm Beck, and Howard Garrett have all been valuable sources of knowledge and experience along the way. The Austin Organic Gardeners and Rodale Press have also been instrumental in my learning more about organic techniques.


Thanks to the University of Texas for giving me my first full-time job as a gardener at the chancellor’s residence in 1981. That 5-acre estate provided me with over two years of intensive training in everything that can go wrong in a garden, but that experience was invaluable in teaching me that chemicals can often do more harm than good. Eventually, and with the help of organic practices, I got it under control and turned it into 5 acres of garden perfection. I learned more in my time at UT’s Bauer House than I would have ever learned in a classroom.


My next challenge was the 24-acre property at the Lake Austin Spa Resort—then a mess of dead plants, weeds, ant mounds, and bare and weedy lawns. The grounds were transformed—organically—winning much acclaim and attention and serving as an inspiration for the thousands of guests and employees who spend time there. Much appreciation to Deborah Evans Parker for giving me the original opportunity to learn as I grew on the property, and to Michael McAdams, Billy Rucks, and Tracy York for giving me the means to transform this oasis into something world class and wonderful and trusting me enough to do it my way. And thanks to the grounds staff through the years—you made me look good and I appreciate it!


After 33 years of tending the gardens at Lake Austin Spa Resort, I retired in 2018 and have moved to Weatherford, Texas. I purchased a home with a large yard and no deer or rock squirrels in sight! I am excited to begin new gardens and put down roots here.









[image: Images]


PREFACE


Some of my earliest and fondest memories are from time spent helping in our family garden when I was young. My mother would can, pickle, and freeze our harvests and we would eat from the garden throughout the year. Our pantry shelves were lined with colorful jars of pickled beets and peaches, green beans, and tomatoes. My mother cooked three meals a day for our family of eight, and every meal was made from scratch—no frozen dinners or take-out—and most of the ingredients came from the garden. My siblings and I were very involved with the preparation and cleanup with every meal. As I grew up, the idea of growing and cooking my own food was never daunting—my parents did it, their parents did it before them, and so on.


When asked why I bother with keeping a garden, I usually think of Weezer from the wonderful movie, Steel Magnolias. Weezer (beautifully played by Shirley MacLaine) grew tomatoes and forced them on her friends because she didn’t much like them herself. When they asked her why, she replied, “Because I’m an old southern woman and we’re supposed to wear funny looking hats and ugly clothes and grow vegetables in the dirt. I don’t know why! I don’t make the rules.” Funny hats? Check. Ugly clothes? Check. Like Weezer, I just feel that I am supposed to do this. Fortunately, I like tomatoes and certainly don’t have any friends that would turn down my surplus bounty.


You don’t always have to find your dinner at the grocery store; you can pick from whatever is ready for harvesting in your garden. What’s more, you won’t have to ask any questions about whether it’s organic or nutritious and flavorful—you’ll have nurtured the plant from its beginnings as a tiny seed or transplant. You control the conditions. My garden has even turned me into a more adventurous cook—when you’re eating kale three or more days of the week, you’ll want to have more than a few recipes to rely on.


Unfortunately, many Americans have missed out on the experience of growing up with a food garden. Something that seems so natural to me is still mysterious and complex to so many of my friends. They’re often intrigued and excited by the idea of growing their own food, but don’t know where to begin. Still, from former First Lady Michelle Obama’s organic garden at the White House to the exploding trend of food-filled backyards and patios across the nation, more people than ever are getting into gardening. Seed companies and garden centers are reporting that sales of herb and vegetable seeds and plants are increasing every year.


What could be fresher than produce picked right before it goes on your table? Nutrients and flavor are not lost during transportation and your food hasn’t been shipped across the country, contributing to pollution and global warming. You’ll learn to appreciate the variety of food that’s available each season. I might not have fresh tomatoes in late winter or lettuce in midsummer, but there are so many wonderful seasonal alternatives. You can also stop worrying about food contamination, as you’ll know exactly what you used on your own garden. Growing crops organically in healthy soil can result in produce with higher levels of vitamin C, iron, phosphorus, antioxidants, and other nutrients. A study by the University of Florida and Washington State found that organic foods contain, on average, about 25 percent higher levels of 11 nutrients than their traditional counterparts. And your investment will go so much further—you can cut your food bills and eat healthier. The National Gardening Association found that a family that invested $70 in a garden could harvest about $600 worth of vegetables.


You’ll find that there are physical rewards of gardening also. Vigorous garden work can help to increase bone density and reduce blood pressure and cholesterol. Exercising the mind and body with the planning and care of a garden can reduce stress and the risk of dementia. Studies have shown that gardeners have reduced levels of blood sugar and a lower risk of type 2 diabetes. Many gardeners find weeding, pruning, watering, and other gardening chores meditative and a great way to unwind from a hectic day. It is a pleasure to watch things grow; you’ll develop a connection to natural cycles and feel more self-reliant and empowered. Your children will learn that vegetables don’t always have to come from a bag in the freezer and they might be more likely to eat them when they have helped to grow and harvest them. You just might instill a love of gardening that will last a lifetime.


If you have at least six hours of sunlight, good air circulation, and access to water, you can grow a great variety of herbs and vegetables in a garden bed or containers. Even in shady locations, parsley, chives, mint, and lettuce can thrive. And a yard isn’t always necessary; determined renters and apartment dwellers can always find space to grow their favorite edibles, whether in containers or in community gardens. Sure, there will be a few failures along the way, but that’s how we learn. I still plant tomatoes that fail to produce a single fruit as a result of unseasonably warm spring temperatures or green beans that succumb to powdery mildew or cucumbers that won’t bloom. It happens to all of us—gardening is a gamble. But at least we can compost our failures to build healthy soil for the next season!










Get Started
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Young bush bean plants soak up the sun in a Lubbock, Texas, vegetable garden.
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Everything is bigger in Texas—including the vegetable bounty.



Texas:



A LAND OF EXTREMES


When non-natives think of Texas, most imagine a dry and desolate desert with the occasional cactus dotting the landscape. While a large portion of West Texas is a desert, there are also grassland prairies, pine forests, mountainous regions, tropical climates, and sandy coastal plains. Our state has many distinct geographical areas, and each has its own challenges in terms of soils, rainfall (or lack of it!), and growing seasons. Soils can range from thin and rocky, sandy grasslands, or nutrient-dense forest beds to sticky “black gumbo” clay. Average rainfall varies from single-digit inches in West Texas to nearly 5 feet a year in East Texas.


We have five climate zones within the state, based on average temperatures and rainfall. These range from zone 6 in the Texas Panhandle to tropical zone 10 on the southern border. Planting dates, crop choices, and timing are all radically different depending on your location within the state. Average minimum temperatures in the climate zones vary from -5 to 0°F in the upper Panhandle to 30 to 35°F along the southernmost coastline. Citrus trees flourish in South Texas but would be doomed to fail in the Panhandle. It’s fun to experiment a bit, but find out your zone, planting dates, and recommended varieties and stick to them for best results.


Gardening in this land of extremes can indeed be a challenge. But by carefully preparing your soil, effectively timing plantings, choosing drought-tolerant, short-season varieties, and judiciously using water resources, you can have a beautiful and successful edible landscape. If you can do it here, you can do it anywhere.


Growing Season Profile


The times for planting various crops are related to the temperature of the soil. Some seeds—such as beets, carrots, and broccoli—germinate when the soil is relatively cool. Warm-season crops such as tomatoes, okra, and black-eyed peas need warm soil temperatures, or the seeds will simply rot in the soil. Planting times are cued to the average first and last frosts in the region. Seed packets will often recommend planting “when all danger of frost has passed,” but how does a gardener know when that is? Frost dates are averaged from the data collected at regional weather stations, though that data can vary greatly from your home garden. Know the dates for your region’s first and last freeze and use them as guidelines for planning your planting calendar, but adjust them according to your specific garden situation. The USDA Zone Map was updated in 2012, so ignore older maps as there were some dramatic shifts in zones from previous maps. (Climate change is not a myth.) To find out your area’s average minimum temperatures, go to planthardiness.ars.usda.gov, key in your zip code, and use the interactive map. You can add streets to the map to see your exact location.


Your garden’s altitude, slope, or position near a metropolitan area (the urban heat island effect) or a large body of water could alter the dates that would be appropriate for planting. And keep in mind that each year brings its own challenges as weather patterns fluctuate. Many areas will experience relatively mild winters followed by unseasonably cold and icy or snowy winters the next year.





AVERAGE FROST DATES IN TEXAS







	CITY OR AREA

	LAST FROST

	FIRST FROST

	FROST-FREE DAYS






	Amarillo

	4/18

	10/20

	185






	Austin

	2/17

	12/6

	291






	Corpus Christi

	2/3

	12/23

	319






	Dallas

	3/3

	11/25

	267






	El Paso

	3/22

	11/8

	230






	Houston

	2/8

	12/20

	308






	McAllen (rare)

	12/22

	1/15

	365






	San Angelo

	3/28

	11/13

	230






	San Antonio

	2/28

	11/25

	270







Data compiled in 2005 from the National Climatic Data Center, US Department of Commerce. The dates are given for a 32°F freeze-event probability. Remember that these frost dates are an average. There is a 50 percent chance of the frost occurring earlier or later than the date listed.





Invest in a min-max thermometer and barometer to help make your own forecasts; not only will it tell you the current temperature, it can record the highest and lowest temperatures of the previous day. Watching the changes in barometric pressure can warn you of instability in the atmosphere or tell you to expect pleasant weather. If the pressure drops quickly, that means the air is rising and the atmosphere is unstable—storms are on the way.


Frost damage may occur at 36°F, while a light frost or freeze occurs at 29–32°F. A moderate freeze is temperatures from 25–28°F, and a severe or hard freeze that burns all tender vegetation happens at 24°F or lower. Keep track of the first and last freeze dates each year for your area in your garden journal. That will help you to decide when to plant for optimal growth.


The number of frost-free days will determine the growing season. With the addition of row cover or cold frames and some shading in hot weather, the growing season can be extended a bit on each side of the season. Broccoli, cabbage, and kale can tolerate a mild freeze and will even taste a bit sweeter with a touch of frost, but lettuce, tomatoes, and peppers will be blackened and gone with a single cold snap. Careful attention to freeze dates and planting dates will assure a longer garden season.


WATER WORRIES


Some of the fastest-growing cities in the country are in Texas, and water supplies in many areas continue to dwindle. Extreme drought and heat have led to dangerous wildfires and the loss of much of the native landscape. Many cities like Austin and San Antonio have brought on dramatic changes in water use by pioneering the use of native plants for home and business landscapes. Water-thirsty lawns are becoming a thing of the past. The amount that you can realistically plan on growing will depend on how much water is available to you, and a large part of that will mean making the most of the rainfall in your region. Aside from choosing the appropriate crops and carefully planning out planting times, tools like rainwater collection and drip irrigation are essential for efficient water management.


The timing of expected rainfall can also vary greatly. Texas tends to have wetter periods in late April and May and again in the fall. A rain gauge is a wise investment. When your gauge shows you only had a quarter inch of rain, that’s your cue to supplement the rainfall with a follow-up watering. Remember to empty your rain gauge before a freeze as the plastic or glass will crack and be ruined.




EL NIÑO, LA NIÑA


Weather forecasting is somewhat reliable for a period of ten days to two weeks, but longer-term patterns are beginning to be predicted. A pattern of warm ocean currents off the northwestern coast of Peru at Christmas time has been observed to flow much farther south in some years, creating a weather pattern known as El Niño (little boy, or “Christ’s child” as a result of its December appearance). During an El Niño year, we tend to experience record winter rains and colder temperatures. An opposite effect pattern known as La Niña (little girl) will bring warmer and drier than normal conditions. There is still much more to learn about these patterns and their effect on our weather, but we would be wise to pay attention when these trends are predicted. Global warming is also warming the oceans and its effect on the El Niño and La Niña cycle is still uncertain. Fall is usually an excellent time for planting perennial landscape plants in most of Texas, but when a strong La Niña year is predicted, it may be wise to wait. On the other hand, in many of the drought-stressed areas of the region, we cautiously welcome El Niño weather in hopes of filling lakes, reservoirs, and water tables that are becoming very dry.





WATCHING THE WIND


Be mindful of wind direction to predict cold fronts. Before weather was forecast every ten minutes on television, farmers and ranchers always had a weather vane on their home or barn—and they were not just decorative.


Since the coldest air tends to come from the northwest in my zone, plants that are located on the south or southeast side of the house will have the most protection from temperature extremes. When the wind shifts from the northwest, I know I need to plan for cold, especially if there are cirrus or cirro­stratus clouds.


Growing Regions of Texas


In the milder parts of the state (zones 8–10), the cold is not the limiting factor for gardeners, but rather the heat. Few vegetable plants thrive when daytime temperatures are over 100°F for weeks at a time in the summer, and the amount of water needed to harvest even paltry amounts of produce is not cost-effective. The plants (and the gardeners, too) give up the struggle for an approximately six-week period in the worst part of the summer. Look for vegetable varieties that have shorter growing seasons (a 65-days-to-harvest squash instead of a 90-day type, for example) so that crops can produce before temperatures get too high. On the bright side, these areas are blessed with mild winters that allow gardeners to grow many crops that wouldn’t grow well in the spring and summer seasons (such as lettuce and other greens), so there is a wide array of vegetables for growing throughout the year.


One thing most Texans do have is ample sunshine. In fact, a crop that would be grown in full sun in other climate zones may perform best with only morning sun here. Gardeners may find that erecting shade structures over summer gardens or placing container gardens in afternoon shade allows them to continue with their crops when the temperatures climb. It is also a predominantly arid region—most crops must be provided with supplemental irrigation. One small benefit to this, however, is that weeds grow less vigorously. If plants are well mulched, weeds will be more easily controlled in areas with less rainfall.


Careful selection of plant varieties is critical to having a successful garden. Tomatoes that grow beautifully in New Jersey are not likely to perform well in Texas. Cherry tomatoes like ‘Sungold’, ‘Juliet’, and ‘Sweet 100’, paste tomatoes like ‘San Marzano’ and ‘La Roma’ will produce more fruit in hot, dry conditions than large tomato types. Avoid falling for pretty pictures on a plant label or seed package and stick to the varieties recommended for your region. Potatoes, onions, corn, peppers, summer squash, carrots, broccoli, kale, collards, and okra are just a few of the crops that can really thrive in the short seasons and dry conditions in our state.




GET IN THE ZONE


Seed catalogs and plant tags will often include a recommended zone for planting a particular plant. The USDA produces a climate zone map dividing North America into eleven hardiness zones, with zone 1 being the coolest and 11 the warmest of the zones (available at planthardiness.ars.usda.gov). The map is based on average minimum winter temperatures over a thirty-year period with zone boundaries in 10°F increments.


Since it is based solely on winter temperatures, this system has its drawbacks. Extreme high temperatures in summer can have more of an effect on gardening in Texas than in other states. Also, the topography of your land, microclimate in your garden, and whether you are in an urban or rural setting all have a dramatic effect on the temperatures your garden will experience.











HARDINESS ZONES
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Each hardiness zone represents a 10° F difference in minimum winter temperatures. The temperature ranges and frost dates represented by the zones are just averages, but they give gardeners a good idea of the length of their growing season and planting dates.
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Vegetable beds at the Lake Austin Spa Resort in Austin were cultivated by the author, who was director of flora and fauna there for more than 30 years.





When Do I Plant?


As we’ve already established, timing is crucial in the garden. Plant too early, warm-season crops will freeze; too late and plants may fail to set fruit or may be so stressed by the heat that they’ll find themselves overwhelmed by insect damage.


The first things you’ll need to determine for your region are the average dates for your last freeze in spring and first frost in fall. Fortunately, our taxes have been paying for years of climate studies by the USDA’s National Climatic Data Center. They monitor weather at stations across the country and make it available for us all through hardiness zone maps on their website (planthardiness.ars.usda.gov). Just enter in your state and zip code and you’ll see the frost dates from the weather station located closest to your home. Keep in mind that the numbers represent the average coldest temperature and do not reflect record cold temperatures. Even though my last freeze date is the first of March, I can recall recent freezes toward the end of March, and even one as late as 21 April—there are no guarantees. Long time gardeners have told me that when mesquite and pecan trees begin to sprout leaves in spring, freezing temperatures are over for the year. I have found that to be true in most years, with a few notable exceptions.


Your local nursery, extension service agency, and master gardener organizations should also be able to share the freeze information for your area. Your garden could be colder on any given night if it is located low in a valley, near a large body of water, or far from a city. They can also share with you recommended planting dates for your area and give you a list of varieties that have done well.


Peas, spinach, mâche, and garlic are very hardy and can be planted well before the last freeze, or as soon as the ground can be worked in areas where the ground freezes. Other cool-season plants can tolerate a light frost and may even taste better after they have been exposed to cold weather. Cabbage, broccoli, and lettuce can be planted a few weeks before the last frost and still perform well. If covered when colder temperatures threaten, they can grow. Warm-season crops must be planted after all danger of frost has passed. A late frost will kill cucumbers, tomatoes, squash, eggplant, and peppers.


Cold-hardy vegetables can withstand freezing temperatures and are planted in winter months in mild-winter areas or in very early spring and late summer in colder zones. They include broccoli, cabbage, Brussels sprouts, kale, kohlrabi, leeks, onions, garlic, horseradish, peas, rutabaga, and turnips. Half-hardy vegetables withstand light and short-term freezes. They may require cold frames or coverings to withstand more severe weather. They include beets, carrots, cauliflower, potatoes, chard, fennel, lettuce, and radishes. Tender vegetables are those that will be injured by light frosts and include tomatoes, squash, basil, corn, and beans. These plants must be planted early enough in late summer or fall so that they are harvest-ready several weeks prior to the first fall freeze. Warm-season crops need temperatures above 70°F to grow and produce crops; they include okra, cucumbers, eggplant, melons, peppers, sweet potatoes, and pumpkins. Wait until several weeks after the last freeze to begin planting these crops. They are not recommended for planting in the fall in most zones.
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With an average growing season of over 300 days, this Houston home garden is an ongoing source of fresh produce.








BY THE LIGHT OF THE SILVERY MOON



We all pay attention to the amount of sun that a plant requires, but have you given as much thought to the position of the moon when you plant? Knowing that the moon influences the ocean tides and the motion of water in soil and plant tissues should make its influence on plant growth more credible. The tides are highest when the moon is new and full. Moisture in the earth moves higher as well, making newly planted seeds more likely to germinate and grow stronger.


Lunar gardening practitioners recommend planting plants that produce aboveground crops, like kale or okra, during the first seven days of the moon’s waxing phase. The time from the first quarter of the moon to the full moon is especially good for the growth of leafy plants. Plants that produce their crop underground like radishes and potatoes are planted during the first seven days of the waning moon. The fourth quarter, the last days before the new moon, are recommended for tilling, weeding, transplanting, and pruning. The days of the full moon and new or dark moon are days that are not recommended for garden activity.


There are even more specific guidelines for planting using the position of the moon in the twelve houses of the zodiac. Use a moon-sign almanac to determine which sign the moon is in for your area and plant according to its recommendations. You may find that you will water new seeds and transplants less and have better planting results.


While it is not always possible to plant or perform garden tasks at the optimal position of the moon, I have noted that crops planted at the correct moon phase are generally more successful. I record the moon’s phases in my garden journal when I plant so that I can factor that in my crop evaluation notes. Look for annual calendars that include moon phases to make garden planning easier.
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Seedlings stretch toward the sun in a garden row.



GARDENING  101



Gardeners have produced crops for centuries by just paying attention to the basics; every garden needs sun, soil, water, and food. Understanding the composition of your soil and providing what it lacks, figuring out where to position your garden for the best sun, and properly preparing your beds for planting will get your garden off to a successful start.



Here Comes the Sun



Most vegetables need sun, but there are some plants that will thrive in filtered or partial sun. Plants that are harvested for their leaves are usually more shade tolerant than those that produce fruit. Lettuce, most herbs, chives, Swiss chard, kale, bok choy, and fennel will all grow in partial sun. Eggplants and peppers will tolerate less sun than tomatoes, okra, or corn.


Morning sun and afternoon shade gardens can be very productive in hotter zones. Gardeners in these areas will do well to position their garden so that it is in shade from trees or the house by the hottest part of the day (from 3 to 6 p.m.). In colder zones, position your garden to take advantage of as much sun as possible.


I find that many gardeners overestimate the amount of sun that their yard has. We often see the backyard in the early morning before work and late at night after work and have no idea how the shade from the house or the trees moves through the yard throughout the day. Use stakes and string to mark the desired garden space and set a timer to go off each hour. Make a note of the hours that shade from surrounding structures is cast over the area. Adjust the location of the garden to have at least six to eight hours of sun, preferably in the morning. If you are preparing your garden site in winter, take into consideration the cover from deciduous trees that will provide shade in much of the growing season. Be aware that sunlight will move through the garden a bit differently in each season.


Evaluating Your Soil


Few gardeners inspect the soil around their home as carefully as they study the home interior and exterior, but I have been known to carry a trowel to check soil depth and type as part of evaluating a home purchase. No matter what kind of soil you’re working with—even thin, chalky, sandy, or rocky soil—there are ways to improve it. Building raised beds and filling them with purchased soil is always an option for fast results.


Much of Texas has sticky, black clay soil that clings to tools when wet, cracks when dry, and dries into cement-like clods. Other gardeners have a small amount of this slick clay mixed with lime rubble—a combination known as caliche. Both soil types are less than ideal and tend to be alkaline. They are a far cry from the deep, rich soils of most of the South and the East where trees and shrubs were the dominant plant species. Our prairie soils were adapted to deeply rooted grasses and were designed to expand with heavy rains and contract during dry spells. The grasses grew and constantly replenished the humus layer of the soil to hold more moisture.


Soil can vary widely from one spot to the next depending on what has grown there and how the soil was used. Your home development may have been farmland at one time. The gardens at Lake Austin Spa Resort are fine alluvial sand, deposited there for years by the Colorado River. When you go just 200 feet from the river, the thin, rocky caliche soil most common in the region appears.
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Six to eight hours of sunlight each day is necessary to bring out the full flavor of tomatoes. Where summer heat is intense, some late afternoon shade can protect from problems like sunscald.





SOIL TYPES


Sandy loam is the gold standard for garden soil—rich and dark but well draining. It contains a balance of organic matter, minerals, and air, and is rich with soil microbes. Sandy loam has a balance of clay, silt, and sand. It is easy to dig and does not stick to garden tools when wet. It’s beautiful to work with, and an experience you can eventually have if you treat your soil properly. Adding the right nutrients can get your garden soil closer to this ideal with each season.


Sandy or rocky soils are low in organic material and do not hold moisture well. They tend to be about 80 percent sand and 20 percent silt and clay. Nutrients are easily washed from the soil because of the lack of organic material and they erode and wash away easily. The best way to improve these soils is to increase the level of organic material to improve moisture retention and add nutrients.


Clay soil has very fine particles that knit together closely, making it sticky and prone to holding water. Clay is easily compacted and can develop deep and wide cracks when it is dry. Some gardeners add sand to clay to create a better soil, but the small particle size of sand only increases the problems with clay soil—remember that sand and clay are combined to make bricks, after all. Adding organic material with compost and using cover crops and mulch will improve clay soils to make them more hospitable for edible gardens.


One simple test for evaluating your soil is done by taking a handful of moist soil and squeezing it firmly. Open your hand and see what happens to the soil: if it holds its shape but crumbles when touched, you have sandy loam; if it holds it shapes and does not crumble when touched, it is a clay soil; and if it falls apart when you open your hand, it is sandy soil. However, if you want to get a better idea as to the makeup of your soil, there is a simple do-it-yourself test that you can perform with a glass jar.
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Assessing your soil means not being afraid to get your hands dirty.





EARTHWORM TEST


A healthy population of earthworms, about eight to ten in a square foot of garden soil, is a good indication that the soil is healthy and well balanced. If the population of earthworms is much lower, it is likely that your soil needs more organic material. Worms will be deeper in the soil during cold and extremely hot months, so check for worms when the soil temperature is 55–65°F.


To check for worms without disrupting the soil too much, lightly scratch the soil surface and put several sheets of wet newspaper over the surface, weight the paper with rocks or board to keep it in place. Make sure there is good soil contact with the paper. The next day, dig a few inches under the paper and you should find the soil teeming with earthworms. My father had us do this the day before a fishing trip so we could harvest our own bait. When we asked why the worms came up, he told us they were “educated worms that liked to read the paper when given a chance!”


SOIL PH


The pH of your garden soil is an important number to know. If the pH is over 7, your soil is considered alkaline or basic. A pH under 7 is considered acidic. Most plants prefer a pH of 6.5 to 7, just on the acidic side of neutral, though most soils do not fall into the perfect pH range.


The numbers for pH are exponential, meaning that a level of 8 is ten times more alkaline than 7, so the readings at the high or low end of the scale can be significant. Our plants will not absorb some nutrients if the pH is too high or too low. Send a soil test to a soil and plant lab to determine the pH level of your soil. You can also get a complete analysis of the nutrient levels in your soil so that you can more accurately provide the nutrients your plants require. Many labs will provide recommendations for applying chemical fertilizers, so ignore those and use organic amendments instead. Most DIY soil-testing kits are inaccurate so don’t bother with those.


Sulfur can lower pH and wood ash or lime can raise an acidic pH, but adding compost to soil with each gardening season will help to safely bring your pH to a more neutral level. Adding too much sulfur or lime at one time can make the soil toxic.





SOIL COMPOSITION TEST



Knowing the composition of your soil will help you add the soil amendments that will make your soil more ideal.


ITEMS NEEDED:


[image: Images]   quart jar with tight lid and straight sides


[image: Images]   ½ cup soil


[image: Images]   water


[image: Images]   1 teaspoon powdered dish detergent to help disperse soil molecules


STEPS:


1.   Dig a sample of the soil from the area where your garden will be planted. Remove the first 1–2 inches of soil and any mulch, stones, or sticks from the sample.


2.   Add water until the jar is about ¾ full.


3.   Close the lid and shake vigorously. All the soil should be well mixed, with no visible chunks of soil left. Let the contents settle without disturbing it for at least two days.


4.   The contents will settle into layers. The sand is heaviest and will settle at the bottom of the jar quickly. Silt will be in a layer above the sand. Clay will be suspended in the water and organic matter will float on the surface of the water.


5.   Use a ruler to measure the depth of the various elements of the soil and the total depth of the soil in the jar. Determine the percentage of each layer by dividing the depth of the layer by the total soil depth.
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Perform this simple home test to determine what makes up your soil.








Watering


Much of the Southwest and Texas has suffered from serious and persistent drought conditions for many years. There are restrictions on the days to water and the amount of water that can be used in many communities. Lawn watering has been curtailed in many areas. Certainly, the limited use of water to grow food is a justifiable use of this precious resource, but mulching, rainwater collection, drip irrigation, and planting the right varieties can make every drop count.



WAYS TO WATER



In order to water wisely in Texas, it is important to water for longer periods to ensure the water goes deeply into the soil, which encourages deep rooting of plants. Giving plants daily, brief watering encourages root growth near the surface of the soil, but when plants dry out a bit between waterings, their roots grow in search of water deep in the soil. Check the soil 1–2 inches from the soil surface. When that area is dry, it is time to water again.


Group plants according to their water needs. More xeric lavender, sage, and rosemary like water less often and don’t want a heavy mulch or frequent fertilizer. Planting these next to basil or tomatoes, which like regular watering, fertilizer, and mulch, will usually lead to the death of the drought lovers. Allow the soil to dry several inches from the surface before watering xeric plants again.


Water hoses are essential for keeping plants healthy. Even with drip systems or an elaborate sprinkler system, you will still occasionally need to wash plants or use a hose end sprayer for fertilizer applications. Purchase quality hoses that will last for many years. Disconnect hoses before freezes to limit damage that can come from water freezing inside the hose.


Brass hose fittings are available to make inevitable repairs. Keep repair fittings on hand for male and female hose ends and for repairing breaks or leaks in the main body of the hose. The fittings need to be snug to prevent leaks and are sometimes difficult to install. Take a coffee cup with hot water to the garden and immerse the cut end of the hose to be repaired for a few minutes. The hot water will soften the hose so that you may insert the repair coupling easily. Allow the hose to cool completely before using it. You may also want to buy a larger hose and cut smaller sections of hose for certain areas. The brass repair fittings may be installed on the ends of the hose to create the perfect-size hose. Most small hose lengths available for purchase are cheaply made and don’t last very long, so I buy 100- or 150-foot-long hoses and make smaller ones. I find that more than 75 feet of hose gets difficult to manage, coil up, and carry. I prefer to connect additional hoses when required. Get in the habit of coiling your hoses in one direction only as you put them away. That will limit hose kinks. Hoses that are left out uncoiled in cold weather can be difficult to coil neatly again. Hot Texas weather causes hose washers to deteriorate quickly. I replace all hose washers at least once a year to keep them from dripping.




[image: Images]


Drip irrigation in the garden keeps water close to where it matters: the soil.





You will also probably want more than one watering can. They are handy for adding water to a thirsty plant, gently watering new seedlings, or mixing a liquid fertilizer blend and applying it to your soil. Make sure your watering can is comfortable for you to carry, especially when full. A gallon of water weighs 8 pounds, so an extremely large watering can be very heavy. If you do a lot of watering with a can it is best to get a matching set so that you have an evenly balanced load when you carry two cans.


I look for a watering can that has a removable rosette nozzle to gently water new seedlings. Leaves and debris will clog the tiny holes in the nozzle, and it is much easier to clean if it can be removed.


The use of drip irrigation and soaker hoses can make the most of the water you use on your garden. Through putting the water directly onto the soil, less is lost to evaporation. Additionally, your plants will stay dry, which helps curb diseases like powdery mildew.




[image: Images]


Watering cans are great tools for various watering chores around the garden.







THE HOSE END SHUT-OFF: A SERIOUS STEP SAVER


Do yourself a favor and put a hose end shut-off at the male end of each hose connection. These brass or plastic gadgets have a lever that allows you to shut the water off temporarily without having to go back to the hose faucet at the house. You can add a spray nozzle without getting wet. Don’t shut the water off with a hose end shut-off for long periods; they are designed for short spans of use. Hoses are not designed to withstand the constant pressure and it can cause them to leak or burst.





Composting


Whether or not you’ve been blessed with a green thumb, the addition of beautiful black compost to your garden lets you grow anything. Compost improves heavy clay soils, making them fluffier so that the soil drains better; it increases the water-holding capacity of sandy soils and helps to move soil pH to a more neutral level, which vegetables prefer. Composting may seem like a mysterious process, but the truth is that organic materials will always decompose. We can make that process faster and more efficient or we can be patient and let nature take its own time to make compost.


Nature provides its own means of improving soil. Trees lose their leaves and those leaves fall and become leaf mold and eventually become compost that feeds the trees so they can make more leaves. Sadly, many people rake those leaves and trim tree branches and set those materials on the curb. Composting keeps garden-waste materials out of our landfills and puts them to better use improving our gardens. We save expensive landfill space and the gas for transporting the materials and turn garden trash to treasure.


To speed up the rate of composting, shred or chop materials as finely as possible before adding them to the pile. Chopping ingredients creates more surface area for bacteria and other microorganisms to go to work. I prefer to chop up garden plants with clippers as I remove them for their next role as compost ingredients. They are more difficult to chop up when dry. Run a mower over leaves, especially large leaves, or put them in a metal garbage can and use your string trimmer to chop them finely. Wear eye protection and a mask when breaking down leaves with this method.


It is also helpful to keep your compost pile large and damp. The larger the size of your pile, the hotter it will get and the faster it will break down. The minimum size to get speedy decomposition is a cubic yard. Without sufficient size, materials will not heat up for rapid breakdown. Likewise, the bacteria, fungi, and other microorganisms responsible for the creation of compost thrive in damp environments. All the materials in the pile should be evenly moist, about the consistency of a damp sponge, but don’t overdo it. Turning your compost frequently will also speed up the decomposition process.


Finished compost will have a clean, earthy smell and will look like fine, dark coffee grounds. Partially finished compost will still have bits of leaves, twigs, or stems visible in it but will look more like soil than the original compost ingredients. It may be used for mulching plants and it will continue to break down and improve the soil. If your compost pile seems too smelly and damp (something that has scared off many gardeners), add air by turning the pile or add high-carbon mate­rials like coarse mulch, shredded newspaper, or even brown cardboard pieces to absorb moisture and increase air spaces.


Organic Fertilizers: Nature’s Soil Builders


Avoiding the use of chemical fertilizers in your garden is a challenge for any new gardener. Garden centers line their shelves with promises of quick fixes and miracle cures—it can be hard to resist. But it’s important to recognize the damage that these products do, both to your own garden and to the world at large. In the early 1980s, I learned a lesson in the leaching of chemical fertilizers when a fertilizer salesman gave me a few bags of lawn fertilizer that he said were organic with some urea nitrogen added. Our lakeside lawn, growing in very sandy soil, was generally lacking in nitrogen, so I decided to give it a try. The lawn did indeed green up quickly. What we noticed next confirmed just how rapidly chemical fertilizer moved through the soil. The water next to the shore began to develop a thick mat of bright green algae, even greener than the lawn. It took months for that to dissipate. I have not used chemical fertilizers since. High phosphorus levels in fertilizer can contribute to algae bloom and growth of water weeds in lakes and rivers, even if your garden isn’t adjacent to the water. Chemicals move into ground water and find waterways however they can.


Plants are assisted in their assimilation of nutrients by abundant soil microbes—as many as 50 billion microbes in a single tablespoon of healthy soil. Through the process of mineralization, microbes break down organic matter into humus, then humic acid, then into basic elements that are available to plants. Some microbes, like mycorrhizal fungi, actually extend the length and surface area of plants’ root systems, resulting in healthier plants. Chemical fertilizers tend to bypass the plant’s natural means of assimilating nutrients and can leave salt residues in the soil that are toxic to soil microbes. Without a healthy microorganism population, the plants become dependent on the regular addition of chemical fertilizer to sustain growth. It’s like the intravenous feeding of humans, which bypasses the digestive system. Patients may survive, but they don’t thrive.


High levels of nitrates from chemical fertilizers are carcinogenic and are becoming a serious problem in our drinking water. Studies show that as much as 50 percent of the nitrogen from chemical fertilizers is leached out quickly and only 5–10 percent feeds the plants. That is one reason why nitrogen numbers are much higher in chemical fertilizers. Organic fertilizers break down slowly without leaching into streams and ground water. They improve soil tilth and structure, loosen heavy clay, and add needed humus to sandy soils.





BUILDING YOUR COMPOST



Compost piles are mainly comprised of carbon materials (the brown stuff) and nitrogen materials (the green stuff). There are many recipes for combining those elements to make the best compost, but it’s a forgiving process. Some composts are better than others, but any mixture of ingredients will decompose and improve your soil. Typically, a ratio of three parts brown (carbon) to one part green (nitrogen) materials will result in a speedy composting process and an excellent finished product.


THE BROWN STUFF


[image: Images]   straw


[image: Images]   branches collected from pruning


[image: Images]   plants removed at the end of the season (large tomato and okra plants or cornstalks should cut into pieces)


[image: Images]   shredded newsprint (leave out glossy advertisements and inserts)


[image: Images]   pine needles


[image: Images]   leaves (oak leaves can be slow to decompose and are slightly acidic; shred them first to speed breakdown)


[image: Images]   sawdust or wood shavings from untreated wood


THE GREEN STUFF


[image: Images]   vegetable and fruit trimmings (keep them in a covered container in your freezer until you get a chance to add them to the pile to avoid attracting insects and creating a slimy mess in your compost container; blend them to speed up decomposition)


[image: Images]   spoiled food or leftovers


[image: Images]   spoiled dairy products in small quantities


[image: Images]   grass clippings


[image: Images]   green plant trimmings


[image: Images]   droppings and natural bedding from rabbits, gerbils, and hamsters


[image: Images]   chicken, goat, pig, cow, or sheep manure (if manure is very fresh, mix it with plenty of carbon material to control odors; horse manure may be used but is often full of weed seeds so make sure that your pile gets hot enough to kill the weed seeds)


[image: Images]   weeds (avoid Bermuda, nutgrass, or weeds with seed heads unless you have a very hot compost pile)


[image: Images]   alfalfa meal


[image: Images]   aquatic plants and seaweed


Coffee grounds are a great addition as well and can have as much nitrogen as many animal manures. Their slight acidity and trace amounts of potassium, phosphorus, calcium, and copper can really perk up your compost pile and enrich your soil. Include unbleached coffee filters also as they are a source of carbon.








HOMEMADE COMPOST BINS



A structure around your compost pile is not essential but it does keep the pile tidier and more attractive. Wood pallets are usually available for free and are easily assembled into bins. Slide the pallets over metal T posts to make them more stable. Use wire, twine, or zip ties to connect the sections. Keep the front section open on one side or provide a hinged gate to facilitate access for turning of the pile. Attempting to turn or move compost over the sides of the bin could result in a back injury. Use pallets that have smaller gaps between the boards or line them with hardware cloth or chicken wire to contain materials more effectively.


Cinder blocks or hay bales can be stacked to contain compost ingredients. Use metal fence posts inside the corners of the cinder block walls to keep them more stable. Add a gap between blocks to eliminate excess moisture if necessary.


Wood bins or wire mesh bins can be purchased or easily constructed. Make sure that they have a panel or door that will open so that the pile can be turned easily and the finished compost can be accessed easily. Trying to empty the bin from the top may result in back strain.
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