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Raising food has never been easier—or more fun. And growing food right outside your back door means harvesting is more convenient than ever.


You can grow food from seeds or plant seedlings in your garden, and once you raise a few of your own crops (and see how easy and tasty they are), you’ll want to expand your garden year after year. With the diverse selection of fruit and vegetable varieties available today, you can delve into a wide, flavorful world of heirloom and specialty produce. With hundreds of tomatoes to choose from, don’t settle for tasteless, juiceless, nondescript ones. New, improved, and disease-resistant varieties make growing fruits and vegetables easier than ever before. And you don’t need a lot of space to raise them. Container gardening means that anyone—with or without a yard—can grow strawberries, lettuces, herbs, and even small fruit trees in containers. Plus, you can place containers conveniently near the kitchen. What can taste more vibrant than fresh basil or rosemary added to hot pasta with good olive oil? Gardeners who grow organic food know what type of soil and amendments the food has been growing in. If you choose to raise food without pesticides or herbicides, you can be confident in the quality of your food. The delicious results are healthful and safe food ... and the fresh goodness will shine through.
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CHAPTER 1


Planning, Planting & Cultivating







CLIMATE AND SEASONS


Take cues from climate and seasons when choosing which fruits, vegetables, and herbs to plant and when to plant them.


001


STAY COOL


Cool-season vegetables grow best when temperatures range between 40°F and 75°F (4–24°C). In most areas, these can be planted two to four weeks before the last spring frost because the seeds germinate best in cool soil. These crops often develop edible roots, stems, leaves, or buds. Cool-season crops stop producing in early summer when temperatures range above 80°F (27°C); however, in regions where nights remain cool, seeds can be sown every two weeks. This method, called succession planting, ensures a bountiful harvest from spring to fall.
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KNOW YOUR COOL-SEASON CROPS


These vegetables love cool soil and cool temperatures. Plant them in early spring.





Asparagus


Beet


Broccoli


Brussels sprouts


Cabbage


Carrot


Cauliflower


Celery


Chard


Collards


Garlic


Kale


Kohlrabi


Leek


Lettuce


Onion


Parsnip


Pea


Potato


Radish


Rhubarb


Rutabaga


Spinach
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KEEP WARM


Warm-season vegetables originated in tropical climates. These crops develop edible fruits, are killed by frost, and won’t perform well when temperatures fall below 50°F (10°C). Wait until about two weeks after the average last frost date in your area to plant warm-season crops.
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KNOW YOUR WARM-SEASON CROPS


Heat makes these vegetables produce fruit. Plant them in the garden after the last chance of frost passes.





Artichoke


Bean


Corn


Cucumber


Eggplant


Melon


Okra


Peanut


Pepper


Squash


Sweet Potato


Tomatillo


Tomato
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GROW IN TWO SEASONS


Relative to climate, vegetables are divided into two different groups: cool season and warm season. Gardeners in most regions can successfully grow both types of crops.
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UNDERSTAND MICROCLIMATES


Planting trees and shrubs in a microclimate can protect tender fruit crops. A microclimate is the climate in a small area that is warmer or colder than the climate around it. Your house and other buildings create microclimates by absorbing heat during the day and radiating it into the landscape at night. The south side of a building is the warmest microclimate. Others include balconies and rooftops, fences, walls, large rocks, patios, driveways, and sidewalks. Keep in mind that cold, dry winds may mitigate any heat gain.
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KNOW YOUR CLIMATE


With a few exceptions—such as the tundra and the most severely dry desert conditions—it’s possible to do some kind of gardening nearly anywhere in the world. The most important first step in planting a garden is to thoroughly understand the environmental factors that will come to bear on plants in your part of the world. Climate consists of three elements. The main climate—whether it is arid, warm, or equatorial or snowy, for instance. The second is the amount of precipitation during any given season. And the third is the range of temperatures during any given season. You will obviously have the most success as a gardener by choosing plants that are right for your particular climate and for their resistance to disease and pests in your region.
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BE FRUITFUL


Fruit trees and shrubs are grown as perennial plants and are particular when it comes to climate. Cold temperatures thwart the growth of plants roots, stems, and leaves and bring about a late spring frost that will nip tender buds. Frost might not damage the plant, but it will kill buds, preventing fruit from forming. However, most fruit trees need a specific amount of heat to produce fruit while having a low tolerance of high temperatures. Most fruiting plants have a wide adaptation to temperature and produce fruit in all but extremely hot- or cold-summer areas. For reliable crops, rely on plants that are hardy in your particular climate.
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GARDEN WHERE YOU LIVE


Climate in each area consists of varying weather patterns: temperature, wind, sunlight, frost, rain, snow, and humidity. The effects that climate can have on gardens are complex.


Gardeners have a close relationship with weather; gardens don’t grow without light, rain, and heat. In spring, the morning sun on a rain-soaked garden is a welcome author of blooms. But in a summer drought, the sun is cruel when it leaves earth cracked, petals scorched, and leaves wilted.


Savvy gardeners adapt and look for ways to overcome obstacles. Dry desert gardens require conservative water use and native plants. In cold-winter areas, mulch helps plants survive dramatic temperature swings of freeze-thaw cycles that can injure or destroy plants.


Gardeners who know they cannot change weather strive to understand, gauge, and prepare for extremes.


The best tool for weather-conscious gardeners is a well-adjusted attitude. Sharpen your senses of awe, humor, and defiance, knowing that weather is an ally and a threat, and don’t let it dampen your gardening spirit.







GOOD EARTH


Every delicious tomato, strawberry, and carrot begins with properly prepared soil. Invest time and effort in preparing soil and you’ll reap edible dividends.
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GET THE DIRT ON SOIL


Soil is the storehouse for nutrients, water, and oxygen; healthy soil promotes healthy plants. There are three soil types: sand, silt, and clay. Soils are almost always a mixture of sand, silt, and clay. Soils made of sand have the largest particles and the largest amount of space for water and air to move through the soil. Sandy soil drains quickly, taking nutrients with it, which is why it’s usually low in fertility. Silt is composed of tiny rounded particles; it drains more slowly than sandy soil and retains more nutrients. Clay particles are microscopic, and an ounce of soil may contain millions of clay particles, which often pack together so tightly that roots have a hard time making their way through the soil.


The ideal growing medium is loamy soil, which consists of 40 percent sand, 40 percent silt, and 20 percent clay. Loam holds moisture and nutrients yet has pore space for air, water, and roots. Determining soil texture is as easy as moistening ½ cup (45 g) of soil with water. Roll it into a ball, and try forming it into a ribbon between your hands.
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DO THE SQUEEZE TEST
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CLAY SOIL (A) If soil packs together and easily forms a ribbon, the soil is clay or has a high clay component. It is sticky and will probably stain your skin. If the soil ribbon feels smooth instead of sticky, it is probably silty clay. If it is gritty, it is sandy clay.
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LOAM (B) If soil ribbon holds together but is loose and tends to crumble, it contains a high amount of silt, sand, or organic matter. It is most likely a loam soil.
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SANDY SOIL (C) If soil will not hold together, breaking apart regardless of how much water you apply, it is a sandy soil. It is gritty, and you will feel individual grains.
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ASSESS YOUR SOIL NUTRIENTS


All plants source carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen from the atmosphere and water and mine the soil for nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and other important elements. A soil test can pinpoint nutrient deficiencies and excesses, pH values, and include recommendations for improving your soil. Most county extension services will perform soil tests or provide referrals to commercial labs. Test your soil if plants are showing poor or stunted growth over the course of the growing season.
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DIG A HOLE TO TEST DRAINAGE


Drainage is how much and how fast water moves through the soil. Soil with good drainage has a good supply of oxygen, which is vital to root and plant health. Clay soils drain slowly, and sandy soils drain rapidly. To test your soil, grab a shovel and head to the garden.
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STEP 1 Dig a hole 12 inches (30 cm) deep and 8 to 12 inches (20–30 cm) in diameter in soil that is moist but not soggy.
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STEP 2 Fill the hole with water. Allow it to drain, and refill it 12 hours later, noting the time.
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STEP 3 Time the drainage. If it drains well, all the water will be gone in two to three hours. If it takes 10 or more hours to empty, it is poorly drained, and most plants will struggle to survive in that area.
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BOOST SOIL NUTRIENTS


As plants grow, they harvest nutrients from soil. It’s a gardener’s job to replenish nutrients so the soil can continue to provide all the elements necessary for plant growth. The nutrients that plants use in large quantities that might be deficient are nitrogen (chemical symbol N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K).
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DIAGNOSE DEFICIENCIES


Plants use leaves, stems, and growth habit to communicate general well-being. Sometimes poor growth, discolored leaves, or dead foliage indicate low nutrient levels in the soil. If your plants exhibit the following deficiency symptoms, take a soil test.


NITROGEN DEFICIENCY


Growth is slow and stunted. Leaves begin to yellow, starting with the oldest, and then moving to the younger leaves.


PHOSPHORUS DEFICIENCY


Growth is slow, bearing few flowers or fruits, and displaying unusually dark green or purple foliage.


POTASSIUM DEFICIENCY


The plant shows weak stems and shriveled fruit, and scorch marks on the margins of the oldest leaves.
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READ THE LABEL


Fertilizers are labeled according to the percentage of N, P, and K they contain. A fertilizer label will show three numbers separated by hyphens, such as 10-10-10. The first number represents the percentage of nitrogen in the fertilizer. The second and third numbers represent phosphorus and potassium, respectively.
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Test Garden Tip
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BLANKET YOUR GARDEN


A layer of straw mulch around plants has many benefits: It prevents weeds, slows soil moisture evaporation, and slowly decomposes, improving soil structure.
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CHOOSE A NUTRIENT SOURCE FOR YOUR GARDEN


Synthetic fertilizers are available as granular products or liquids. There are many different N-P-K combinations and even crop-specific formulations.


BLOOD MEAL This dried, powdered blood collected from beef processing facilities has a formulation of 12-0-0 and is a rich source of nitrogen.


COMPOST Made of decomposed plant parts, you can DIY at home, or purchase it in bulk at garden centers. Most commercial compost has a chemical formulation of 1.5-1-1. Compost contains nutrients and has microbes that improve soil structure and suppress disease.


COTTONSEED MEAL This by-product of cotton processing has a formulation of 6-3-2.


COVER CROPS These are planted in fall or early spring and tilled into soil two to three weeks before planting. Annual ryegrass and oats are two popular cover crops and add valuable nitrogen to soil while improving soil structure.


FISH EMULSION This partially decomposed blend of finely pulverized fish has a formulation of 4-2-2. The odor can be offensive during application, but it dissipates in a day or two.
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ADD A LAYER OF COMPOST


Well-made compost is packed with more nutrients and beneficial microorganisms than many other soil amendments. Buy compost at a garden center, or if you have a few feet of space, you can make your own (see #021).
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PICK A COMPOSTING METHOD


Here are a few common composting methods and bins; choose the best for you.


HOLDING UNITS A good choice for apartment dwellers and gardeners with limited space, these units do not require turning. Layers of green and brown materials are simply piled in the unit, moistened, and then left to decompose.


TURNING UNITS Designed to promote aeration, turning units may be either a series of bins or a structure that rotates, such as a ball or barrel.


HEAPS A compost heap is simply a carefully layered pile of compostable material, preferably located in part shade and on soil or a pallet if poor drainage is a concern. They do not require a bin or structure.


SHEET COMPOSTING With this method, a thin layer of materials, such as leaves or other landscape debris, is worked into garden soil in the fall. By spring, the material will be broken down.


TRENCH COMPOSTING This method involves digging a trench and filling it with thick layers of green and brown compost materials, then topping with soil. It is especially beneficial for vegetable gardens that are arranged in rows.







021


MAKE YOUR OWN COMPOST


Make a compost heap by spreading a 3-inch (8-cm) layer of brown material on the soil. Top with a 3-inch (8-cm) layer of green material. Continue layering as materials become available, and water the pile until it is as moist as a wrung-out sponge. Turn the pile once every two weeks.
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STEP 1 BROWN MATERIAL Leaves, dried grass, small wood chips, twigs, soil, and shredded newspaper contribute valuable carbon and microorganisms to the pile.
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STEP 2 GREEN MATERIAL Fresh grass clippings, kitchen scraps from fruits and vegetables, and garden waste provide compost with valuable nitrogen.
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STEP 3 WATER Add water to the pile to encourage bacteria growth and decomposition. Turn the pile every two weeks, and you’ll have nutrient-rich humus in a few short months.







DESIGN A GARDEN


Have you been bitten by the gardening bug but aren’t sure how to get growing?
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PLAN YOUR GARDEN


When it comes to planning your garden, first choose where you will plant, then decide what you want to grow, how you will plant—seeds, seedlings, or both—and when.


Determining the size of your garden is a matter of how much you want to harvest, the amount of space you have, and how much work you’re willing to do. For a beginner, it’s prudent to keep a garden modest; you can always enlarge it later.


Traditional garden plots arrange plants in rows, and gardeners use the space between them for access. Gardening in small beds is gaining in popularity. Garden beds are divided into blocks, each 3 to 4 feet (0.91–1.2 m) wide with permanent paths between them to tend plants by leaning in, without compacting garden soil. Raised beds are preferred by many gardeners because they keep gardens tidy. They also allow for raising the ground level with ideal soil when filled with a custom blend of topsoil, compost, and other soil amendments. Other options include adding edible plants to an existing bed with ornamental plants, or using containers on a patio, balcony, or deck.


Which vegetables, herbs, and fruits to plant in your garden depends on what you like to eat. Raise the foods you and your family will use and enjoy the most. Choose to buy a four- or six-pack of plants at a garden center or to sow seeds; seeds offer far more varieties than you’ll find as seedlings. Planting time varies by climate and type of vegetable, herb, or fruit. The first and last average frost dates in your region determine the length of the average growing season and which crops you can successfully plant and harvest between spring and fall.
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START FROM SEED


Growing seedlings is a two-part process. Sowing seeds and encouraging them to germinate (sprout) come first, followed by growing the seedlings into sturdy young plants ready for life in the garden. Seed packets instruct how early to start plants, usually 4 to 10 weeks before their outdoor planting season begins. Plants labeled “hardy” can be transplanted into the garden after the last frost. Others must wait until night temperatures reach 50°F (10°C) or be protected by a cloche or mini greenhouse. Fruit plants are rarely started from seed. Tree fruits, such as apples, and most berries usually are started from nursery-grown transplants.
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SOW AND GERMINATE


Growing seedlings is a two-part process. Sowing seeds and encouraging them to germinate is the first step.


CONTAINERS Plant in new or clean pots or containers with good drainage. Sow seeds of plants that transplant with difficulty in individual biodegradable peat pots so they can be transplanted in the pot.


SOIL Fill pots with premoistened soilless seed-starting mix. A formula containing peat or coir, and perlite or vermiculite, is best for plants that will be indoors for at least six weeks.


MOISTURE Cover pots with clear plastic or a tent of sheet plastic to maintain even moisture in the seed-starting mix until seeds germinate. Gently water with a mister, or place pots in a watertight container and pour 1 to 2 inches (2.5–5 cm) of water into the container. Water will naturally travel into the dry soil. Remove the container from the water tray as soon as the top of the soil is moist.


HEAT Warm soil and adequate moisture trigger seedlings to germinate. Under ideal soil temperatures, most seeds will germinate within one week. Place containers on a heating mat, a heating pad set on low, or a tepid radiator to speed germination.


LIGHT Follow instructions on seed packets. Some seeds require moderate light; some need darkness to germinate.


TIMING Check containers every few days. When most of the seedlings have emerged, the second stage begins.
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GROW AND TRANSPLANT


The second step of growing seedlings is nourishing them into sturdy young plants.


LIGHT Once seeds have germinated, remove covers and place pots in bright light. A sunny sill is fine for seedlings that will go outdoors in four weeks. Plants that will be indoors for six weeks or more do better under grow lights that are lit for 14 to 16 hours a day.


MOISTURE Keep seed-starting mix evenly damp. Watering from the bottom is best.


SPACE Thin seedlings as they become crowded. If need be, set up a small fan in the room to keep air moving among the plants.


POTTING As seedlings in flats become crowded, transplant them into individual 2-inch (5-cm) pots filled with sterile potting mix. Large plants might need to be transplanted into a larger pot before being planted outside. Once seedling height is three times the diameter of the pot, it’s time to move it to a larger pot.


FERTILIZER Every two weeks, fertilize seedlings that will be indoors for six weeks or more. Use soluble all-purpose fertilizer (20-20-20) at half strength.


HARDENING OFF One week before transplanting seedlings into the garden, place them outside, ideally on a cloudy, windless day that’s above 50°F (10°C), for a few hours. Gradually extend the amount of time they are outdoors each day until they’re ready.
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START SEEDS, STEP-BY-STEP


Plant seeds indoors six to eight weeks before you plan to plant them outside. Tomatoes and peppers are some of the most popular edibles to start from seeds. These easy-to-grow plants germinate readily and grow rapidly.
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STEP 1 Choose a container. Start seeds in any type of container that drains readily. Peat pots and peat pellets are especially easy to use because they can be planted directly in the garden. You also can recycle nursery containers; be sure to clean them well before seeding.
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STEP 2 Add potting soil. Unless you are using peat pellets, it is necessary to add potting soil to your container. A seed-starting potting mix is ideal, but you also can use an all-purpose potting soil. Quick drainage is essential, and a slow-release fertilizer is a good addition. Use a straightedge, such as a small ruler, to level the potting soil, being very careful not to compact it.
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STEP 3 Plant and water seeds. Using cardstock folded into a trough, drop two or three seeds into each pot or pellet. Planting depth depends on the plant. Some seeds are planted ½ inch (12 mm) deep while others grow best when they are planted just ⅛ inch (3 mm) deep. Using a spray bottle, mist the soil daily until seedlings emerge.
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STEP 4 Place seedlings under light. After the seedlings germinate, move them to a bright location. Fluorescent lights are ideal. Use two bulbs—one cool white and one warm white—to provide ample light for fourteen or so hours per day.







[image: image]


027


TAKE THE TEMPERATURE


Purchase a soil thermometer next time you’re at a garden center. These cool-season vegetables germinate from seed at the prescribed soil temperatures.


40°F (4°C)


Arugula, Fava Bean, Kale, Lettuce, Parsnip, Pea, Radicchio, Radish, Spinach


50°F (10°C)


Chinese Cabbage, Leek, Onion, Swiss Chard, Turnip


60°F (16°C)


Beet, Broccoli, Brussels Sprout, Cabbage, Carrot, Cauliflower
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RAISE IT UP


With small monetary investment and a few hours of work, you can build a raised bed over poor soil—a practical solution for small gardens and urban and rooftop gardens where planting space is at a premium.


CONSTRUCTION


SIZE To prevent walking in a raised bed, build it no wider than 4 feet (1.2 m). Bed length is dependent on site. Opt for short beds with 2-foot (61-cm) paths between to eliminate walking around a long bed. The ideal beds are 12 to 24 inches (30–61 cm) tall, which allows adequate rooting space and easy construction. Taller beds require retaining walls with foundations.


MATERIALS Stone, brick, cement block, and untreated wood are fine building materials for raised beds. Kits are also available.


SOIL Before filling raised bed with quality topsoil, loosen ground-level soil by rototilling it or turning it over with a spade. Then mix the native soil with topsoil to fill the raised bed.


MAINTENANCE


WATER Raised beds dry out faster than traditional gardens. Spread a 2-inch (5-cm) layer of organic mulch around plants to help hold soil moisture. Be prepared to water them frequently.


AVOID COMPACTION Never walk on a raised bed. The weight will quickly destroy soil structure.


END OF SEASON Disease-free plant parts can be tilled or spaded into the soil. Mix in additional organic matter to add more nutrients and improve soil structure. Over time, soil may improve so that little if any tilling is necessary.
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BUILD A RAISED BED


What’s not to love about raised-bed gardening? These tidy, efficient gardens rise above slow-draining, compacted soil and reduce the need to bend and stoop as you care for plants. Build a raised bed in an afternoon with these easy instructions.
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STEP 1 Select a site and remove sod. For ease of construction, choose a level site. Also pay attention to sunlight. Most edibles require at least 8 hours of direct sunlight per day. Delineate edges of the bed with white marking paint, and use a sharp spade to skim the sod off the site. If this is your first garden, start small—a 4×4-foot (1.2×1.2 m) bed will provide plenty of planting space.
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STEP 2 Construct the frame. Build the raised-bed frame using a raised-bed kit, available at home improvement stores and on the Internet, or make your own using untreated lumber. A simple design involves using 4×4s (1.2×1.2 m) for corner posts and attaching 2×6s (5×15 cm) to form side rails.
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STEP 3 Loosen the soil. Set the course for a well-drained bed by loosening the native soil. Most likely compacted during construction, native soil has the potential to thwart good drainage of the raised bed by not allowing water to percolate into the ground below the bed. Use a sharp spade to turn soil to a depth of about 8 inches (20 cm).
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STEP 4 Add soil. Fill the new bed with high-quality, nutrient-rich soil. Mix in a generous amount of compost and other amendments if a soil test indicates they are necessary. Garden centers stock bagged products that contain ample nutrients and have excellent drainage for raised-bed gardening.


[image: image]


STEP 5 Mix it together. Using a small tiller or spade, combine the topsoil, soil amendments, and a few inches (centimeters) of native soil for a uniform mixture.
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STEP 6 Plant your garden. Raised beds are excellent for growing plants from seeds or transplants. Even perennial plants, such as blueberries or brambles, can be grown in raised beds.
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ENRICH THE SOIL


Little preparation, other than adding compost, is needed when vegetables are planted in existing landscape beds to form an edible landscape.







PLANTING TIME


New landscape beds and vegetable plots require just a few hours of time, some muscle power, and compost to prep for planting. Here’s a quick summary to guide you through the process.
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MAKE A PLANTING BED


Planting seeds or transplants in the garden begins with preparing the soil.
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REMOVE SOD Your soon-to-be vegetable garden is most likely blanketed with turfgrass. Begin by skimming away the sod and as many roots as possible. There are several ways to accomplish this. A low-cost option is to use a sharp shovel to slice under the grass, cutting below the sod’s 2-to-3 inch- (5–8-cm-) deep root zone. Sod can also be removed with a sod cutter. Rent this small machine at a home improvement store for the day. If you have four to eight weeks, smother the grass by covering it with sections of newspaper and topping the paper with wood mulch. Water the mulch well to prevent the paper from blowing. The grass will die and the newspaper will decompose. Till or turn the soil, incorporate compost, and plant seeds or transplants.


CHECK SOIL DRYNESS Before tilling or turning the soil, check soil moisture. Press a handful of soil in your fist and squeeze. If the soil readily crumbles, you can till or turn the soil. If water oozes out when you squeeze, wait a few more days and check the soil again.


[image: image]


ADD COMPOST Spread a 2-inch (5-cm) layer of well-decomposed compost over the garden and mix it in the soil to a depth of about 8 inches (20 cm). Add compost annually in spring or fall.


LOOSEN SOIL Topsoil in a vegetable garden should have a fine texture and be free of large clods so sprouts can grow through the soil surface and water can seep into the root zone. Use a tiller or long-handle spade to turn the soil and break up clods. Then use a stiff garden rake to smooth the soil.
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READ YOUR SEED PACKETS


Much of the information you need for planting is on the back of a seed packet: plant spacing and planting depth as well as mature plant size, and days from planting time to harvest (“days to maturity”). Seed packets also detail special treatments the seeds might require prior to planting, such as soaking in water to soften hard outer coverings. The first sunny day after a long winter might spur you to begin planting, but while the air temperature might be warm, the soil temperature is probably still cool.
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