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Getting Started


Who are “lazy” gardeners? Most are busy people who nevertheless want time in their lives for the feel of cool earth, the solace of planting, the joy of bloom, the satisfaction of producing food, and the taste of fresh picked. They want the most from their gardens with the least effort. Most of us are lazy gardeners.


The secret to leisurely gardening is good organization. If you tend a garden for the joy of it, you don’t want to be a slave to it. Gardeners who are successfully lazy have planned effectively the layout of the garden, the choice of plants, and a schedule of seasonal jobs and regular maintenance, which, timed properly, saves later grief. Five minutes now will save an hour in the future.


Get Organized!


First, decide what you want from your land. Whether you’ve lived with your landscape for years, have inherited a garden from previous owners, or are planning a new plot, take time to weigh your choices. Paradise is a garden, so when you create a garden make sure it is, for you, more paradise than punishment.


Although the primary focus of this book is vegetable gardening, some information on landscaping and flower gardening is included, in the belief that as a wise lazy gardener you will maintain your entire yard and make changes that simplify your gardening chores.


As you think about those chores, ask yourself a few questions: How much time do you want to spend working the land? Do flowers give enough pleasure to justify their maintenance? Would you prefer to devote your limited time to growing only fruits and vegetables? How large a garden can you keep under control? Have your needs changed over the eras, and have you had the courage to change the garden?


In seeking answers, consult the experts and avoid costly or time-consuming mistakes. Use your Agricultural Extension Agent, a rich source of general gardening information, literature, and guidance. He or she can give you tips on what varieties of trees, shrubs, flowers, and vegetables grow well in your climate and soil type. Call the County Forester for information on recommended trees or advice on maintaining or improving those you already have. The Soil Conservation Service representative will tell you about local soils. A soil survey can be helpful in making decisions about land use. Some government personnel will even visit your land on request.







A Master Plan for the Perfect Plot


Whether you are creating a general landscape plan or designing a flower bed or a vegetable garden, lay it out on paper first. Use tracing pads of graph paper, available at stores that sell engineering and drafting supplies; it comes in two sizes, 81⁄2 by 11 inches or 11 by 17 inches. You can choose from several grid sizes, but four squares to the inch is most practical for laying out a garden to scale.


One advantage of this method is that you can overlay this year’s vegetable garden on last year’s to plan crop rotations easily. Note each vegetable variety in the layout and, after you plant, the date of planting. The plan will ensure proper spacing in the garden and will make it possible to calculate how much seed to purchase.
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It is particularly important to plan flower gardens on paper if you interplant perennials and bulbs: you don’t want to dig up bulbs after their foliage has ripened and disappeared. Use colored pencils to help visualize the color scheme.


One gardener keeps a blank sheet of tracing paper over her flower garden plan, and during the summer, as plants bloom, she indicates changes to be made. For instance:




	Move yarrow to back (it grew taller than expected).


	Trade places of coral bells and purple sage (for better color placement).





Plan the moves when color shows and do the moving at optimum time for planting.







Time-Saving Routines


Keep a month-by-month schedule of reminders to make your work in the garden more efficient. In a looseleaf notebook, with a section for each month, list all the general jobs that need to be done, as well as the care particular plants require. The looseleaf format makes it simple to add or change information. For instance:




April


	

			General: work soil when possible.


			Asparagus: Fertilize and cultivate.


			Currants: Cover with nylon net.


	





“I just leave the notebook lying out in the kitchen. It saves time. Before I started this system, I was always flipping through books to find out what needed to be done. It was just so frustrating to remember what to do. This makes it so easy,” explains an advocate of this method.


Stroll around your garden daily, shears or knife in hand. As you savor the sights, snip off dead blooms and pull out obvious weeds.


One gardener has divided her landscape into seven sections. “I never spend more than thirty minutes in any section,” she says. “When the thirty minutes are up, I move on — either to another section or to the tennis court. I may spend only thirty minutes in the garden or a couple of hours, but everything receives some attention regularly, and I never feel behind.”







Send a Message to Yourself


How many times have you reached the garden, then remembered you forgot the ball of twine, the trowel? How many times have you promised yourself to make a note in your garden notebook — but forgotten it by the time you reached the house? Stop forgetting right now. Put up a post at one corner of your garden. Put a mailbox on it. The mail carrier won’t deliver your gardening catalogs there, but you’ll find it’s a wonderful spot for trowels, twine, your notebook (don’t forget a couple of pens or pencils), labels, pruning shears, a piece of worn sheeting from which to rip pieces to tie up the tomatoes — all those little things essential to gardening.
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The Ideal Site


Among other things, a vegetable garden needs:




	Day-long sun (at least eight hours)


	Good drainage (a slight slope to the south is ideal)


	Protection from cold wind





Keep it away from trees (their roots will steal nutrients from the garden) and as near to the kitchen as practicable. You’ll take better care of a garden that is close to the house. You’ll also spend more time there, gather crops more conveniently, and be on the lookout for garden problems and pests.


A Simple Layout


To get maximum sun, plant tallest crops on the north side of the garden, so they don’t shade shorter ones, or make rows run north and south.


Lazy gardeners locate frequently harvested crops closest to the house to avoid compacting the soil by walking through the garden excessively.


Plant vegetable families together in order to aid planning the rotation of crops in subsequent years:




	Legumes: peas, beans, limas


	Brassicas: cabbage, kale, broccoli, collards, cauliflowers, kohlrabi, Brussels sprouts


	Cucurbits: cucumber, melons, squash


	Nightshade family: peppers, tomatoes, potatoes, eggplant


	Root vegetables: beets, carrots, turnips, salsify, parsnips, radishes, rutabagas, onions, garlic, leeks


	Corn


	Leafy greens: spinach, chard, lettuce





If you are going to cultivate with a rototiller, make sure the rows are six to eight inches wider than the tiller itself.


Take advantage of all the space you have by utilizing vertical cropping, intercropping, and succession planting.




	Vertical cropping means training sprawling plants to grow up (see the section on staking). Try it with cucumbers, squash, tomatoes, and melons.


	Intercropping means planting quick-maturing vegetables such as lettuce and spinach between widely spaced rows of a slow-maturing crop such as tomatoes, or growing squash in with corn.


	Succession planting means making a second planting, such as putting in beans where you’ve just harvested early spinach. Make sure to dig in compost or fertilizer before you replant.









What You Need, Where You Need It


Try a salad garden — perhaps a small raised bed — just outside the kitchen door. Plant ruby and green looseleaf lettuce, romaine, two pepper plants, two Pixie tomato plants, herbs such as basil (sweet and opal), chives, parsley (curly and Italian), and a few marigolds. Put a couple of stepping stones in the center. Often-used herbs are just a snip away, and the palette of greens and varied textures make a garden as eye-pleasing as any purely ornamental planting.
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Save Time, Save Space


Many gardeners are trying methods other than traditional, widely spaced rows of vegetables, methods that promise larger harvests with less work.



Widen Those Rows!


Instead of narrow rows one plant in width, broadcast seed in broad bands, anywhere from ten inches on up. A row the width of a rake is most practical. This planting method allows you to:




	Plant more quickly.


	Weed less (close planting leaves less space for weeds).


	Save watering, as the plants form a “living mulch” that shades the earth, traps dew for added moisture and counters drying of the soil by wind.


	Grow cool-weather crops such as spinach and lettuce in more heat because it won’t bolt as fast in wide rows.


	Harvest more vegetables from less space.


	Reap a longer harvest from the same planting, since natural competitiveness of the closely spaced crop makes some plants mature earlier than others.





This system works well with most vegetables, but it can’t be recommended for potatoes, tomatoes, corn, melons, squash, and cucumbers.
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Broadcast seed in wide rows. A row the width of a rake is ideal.





Raise Those Beds!


In this system, vegetables are planted close together on beds that are ten inches wide or more and that are built up six to ten inches above ground level. Walkways run between the beds. Proponents claim higher yields from this method, four times more vegetables per acre than raised by commercial agriculture.
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Rake smooth the top of a 6- to 10-inch high raised bed.





Advantages




	Drainage is improved.


	Soil warms faster, dries out more quickly in spring. That means you can plant earlier.


	Close planting leaves little room for weeds, and that means little or no weeding.


	Beds are small and all weeds are within easy reach.


	Plants provide a “living mulch,” shading the soil and keeping it cooler.


	No one walks where plants are growing.


	Agony of digging deeply in rocky or shallow soils is avoided.


	Soil, continually enriched, becomes loose and friable.


	Beds can be formed in fall, to be ready for an early start where wet clay soils often delay planting.





Disadvantages




	Beds tend to dry out in summer heat.


	Paths between beds can become weedy.





To overcome these problems, peel thick “leaves” from bales of spoiled hay to cover the pathways. Add more hay if weeds sprout.


Sides of beds may be contained by pressure-treated lumber, if desired, but this isn’t necessary. Indeed, the wooden sides may become a haven for snails. Beds can quickly be reshaped with a hoe or rake.






NOTE: When treating lumber or buying treated lumber, whether for raised beds or a back porch, use a copper-based preservative NOT a compound containing either pentachlorophenol or creosote. These are toxic.







Retired friends of mine didn’t want to bother with canning and freezing. They did, however, hanker for fresh tomatoes for the table and a few fresh vegetables. The only place with enough sun and away from roots of shade trees was smack in the middle of their back lawn. Two raised beds set side by side seemed to be the solution.


They rescued wooden pallets from the town dump, treated the lumber with copper naphthanate preservative, and used it to build sides for two beds four feet by nine feet. The lumber was set in trenches and extended eight inches above ground level. They mixed manure, compost, rock phosphate, sand, and peat moss with some topsoil to fill the beds. Their garden held three tomato plants, cucumbers, and squash — all trained inside wire cages — twin poles of Kentucky Wonder beans set at either end of one bed, carrots, a few broccoli and pepper plants, and a bit of leaf lettuce, with parsley, chives, and thyme planted around the edges. They decided it was best to concentrate on crops that keep producing rather than those that bear once and are finished. “It’s extraordinary how many things we got in there,” says the wife.


It’s Okay to Be Square


In this method, the vegetable garden is laid out in sections four feet by four feet with paths between the squares. As with raised beds, you always walk in the paths, never in the beds. Seed spacing is figured by the number of seeds (or transplants) per square foot. A one-foot square of garden holds, for instance, one pepper plant or four heads of lettuce or nine beets or sixteen onions. Vining crops are trained vertically.
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Plant in squares to yield more harvest from less land.






Advantages




	Soil is never compacted by foot traffic, because you can reach everything in the garden from the defined paths.


	You get more harvest from less land. You need much less space than you would for the same harvest planted in conventional rows.


	Less land in garden means less weeding, less watering, and less compost and other materials to enrich soil.


	Overplanting is avoided.


	Garden looks neater.


	No thinning is needed with the single-seed sowing method.


	Crop rotation is easy to figure and doesn’t require elaborate planning.


	No power tools are needed once the garden is established.


	Soil is enriched bit by bit after each square foot is harvested, so no big spring soil preparation is necessary.





Disadvantages




	A system best suited to neat individuals.


	Slower planting in spring.





One gardener I know — a school principal — has combined elements of all three of the above layouts with wonderful results. He has raised beds three or four inches high, plants in rows four feet wide, and uses the broadcast method for small seeds and the square-foot method for larger seeds and transplants.


When I visited his garden, he explained why he chose this hybrid approach: “I must make good use of my time. Besides, the busiest times in the garden — May and September — are also the busiest times at school.”


He gets his fifty-foot-square garden planted in one working day. “Essentially, all I do is plant and harvest,” he says. “The rest takes care of itself.”



Easy Landscaping


Unique Walks


Examine traffic patterns of people and pets before you decide where to put walks or to relocate existing ones. Use walks to direct foot traffic, to provide boundaries for flower or shrub borders, and to divide flower and vegetable gardens into sections, so that you never have to step in planting areas in order to seed, cultivate, or harvest. In the vegetable garden, raised beds and square beds incorporate walks into the garden plan. Flower gardeners warn, “Never have a wide perennial bed without paths into it, or maintenance is a struggle.”


To avoid weeding walks, underlay paths with black plastic before covering with crushed stone, gravel, marble chips, crushed sea shells, shredded bark, wood chips, or crushed roofing tile.


In the vegetable garden, mowed grass paths look neat, are easy to care for and the separate beds they create help when planning crop rotation.


More elaborate walks are made of slate, flagstone, marble, bricks, broken-up concrete, or slices of cedar or old telephone poles surrounded by wood chips. Invest enough time and effort to make the project lasting and virtually care-free. Good drainage is essential. Put a six-inch layer of gravel, cinders, or sand under the paving material. In northern areas where ground freezes deeply, masonry walks may heave during the spring thaw. In these areas of the country, it is more practical to set everything in a bed of sand instead of using mortar.


Lawn and Tree Basics


Make an easy, low maintenance lawn by simply not planting grass. Just mow whatever happens to grow there. In a season or less a natural lawn will develop.


Repairing empty patches in lawns used to be a tedious job, but no more. Recently some garden supply catalogs have begun offering a lawn repair product most commonly called turf mats. The mat looks like a rug and is made from a biodegradable mulch laced with grass seed. To repair your lawn simply prepare the soil, cut the mat to fit the patch, and water twice a day until the grass begins to grow.


Keep lawns in simple shapes to eliminate maneuvering with the mower and hand trimming.


Don’t scatter trees and shrubs in random fashion over the lawn. Not only will the mower go crazy dodging and swerving through this obstacle course, but a moment of inattention can mean a nick in the bark of a tree, an entry point for insect enemies and disease. Instead, plant trees in groups, forming islands in the lawn. Tie the space together and smother sod the easy way by applying a thick layer of newspapers or magazines and covering them with three or four inches of shredded bark or other good-looking mulch. The following season poke holes in the newspaper under the mulch (the sod will have decomposed) and plant drifts of daffodils or other bulbs.


A ground cover takes hold quickly in a mulched tree island and, once established, adds texture and eliminates the need to replenish the mulch. You might want to substitute ground covers for lawn in other places, where it is too shady for grasses to grow well or too steep to mow easily. Ground covers can also provide a transition from lawn to woods. Or simply plant ground cover to reduce the amount of lawn to be mowed. Ground covers for shady places are pachysandra, vinca minor, sweet woodruff, lily of the valley, European ginger, winter creeper, ivies, and ferns. In sun, try one of the creeping junipers, ajuga, heathers, or cotoneaster.




When planning a tree island, flower garden, or planting bed, use rope or twine and experiment with possible boundaries before you commit to planting. A design on paper may look entirely different when actually planted, and you may need to adjust your proposed scheme several times before you discover exactly the right layout.


Avoid hedges. They need to be trimmed.


Choose hardy plant material, preferably grown (or acclimatized) in a local nursery, or at least one in your own gardening zone. The less the shock of transplanting, the more quickly it will begin to prosper. You may be tempted to bring in exotics, but if they are not comfortable in your environment, they will be susceptible to diseases, pests, and winterkill — all of which mean more work for you.






Trimming for Traditionalists


For the die-hard traditionalists who insist there are a few places that simply must be hand-trimmed, an old-fashioned, hand sheep shear is the tool to get, advises one of my meticulous gardening friends. “It’s lightweight, sharp, and better than all the fancy gadgets on the market,” she says. Buy one modified for garden use and sold as an “English garden shear.”
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Edging — A Graceful Touch


Edging beds and gardens by hand can be a time-consuming, unrewarding chore. Time spent in installing permanent edging saves on regular maintenance:




	Bricks or paving blocks at or slightly lower than lawn level provide a mowing strip, eliminating the need for hand trimming.


	Pressure-treated lumber can be used to make raised beds that lawn will not invade.


	Commercial rubberlike (really polyethylene) edging with a rounded top can be shaped into curves for a free-form planting bed, then sunk into the earth so only the top lip shows. A flange on the bottom keeps it from popping up, and a steel spike driven in every four or five inches prevents frost heaving. Comes in black or brown. It keeps a pine bark mulch in and grass out of the bed.
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Commercial polyethylene edging can minimize time needed for maintenance.






Easy Flower Gardens


If you border on woods, create a woodland garden as a transition from lawn to forest. Heavily mulch with shredded bark and plant under trees with shade-loving shrubs such as rhododendron, mountain laurel, and andromeda. Add color with easy-care spring bulbs and primroses. Summer bloom from impatiens and fibrous- and tuberous-rooted begonias complements ferns and ground covers such as wild ginger or pachysandra. I have friends who created a garden like this when they moved into a new house. They laid the heavy cardboard from their packing boxes on scythed weeds at wood’s edge, piled wood chips on top, and waited a season before planting anything.
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