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Growing Things
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Choosing a Site for Your Garden


When starting a new garden bed on a plot that hasn’t recently been cultivated, I recommend starting small. After the first growing season—once you’ve seen how well things grow in the soil and have a sense of how much time it takes to maintain the garden—you can certainly expand if you choose to. A garden that is about 25 feet squared can provide plenty of vegetables for a small family if it’s well planned and well tended.

Keep the following in mind as you pick a spot:

1. Sunlight

Your plants will do best with at least 6 hours of direct sunlight per day, so look for a spot that is far enough away from the shade of trees, shrubs, houses, or hillsides. Certain vegetables, such as broccoli and spinach, grow just fine in shadier spots, so if your garden does receive some shade, plant those types of vegetables in the shadier areas.

2. Proximity

If your property allows, having your garden a short walking distance from your home will make it easier for you to tend to it and to run out and grab vegetables or herbs for a meal.
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3. Soil Quality

You do not need perfect soil to start and grow a productive garden, but your plants will certainly do better if the soil is fertile, full of organic materials that provide nutrients to the plant roots, and easy to dig and till. Loose, well-drained soil is ideal. If there is a section of your yard where water does not easily drain after a good, soaking rain, try to avoid that area. Furthermore, soils that are of a clay or sandy consistency are not as effective for growing plants. Most soil will need some attention before you plant seeds or seedlings, and some gardens take 2 or 3 years of attention before the soil is ready to give your plants the nutrients they need to thrive.


See page 19 for tips on improving your soil.




TIP

Don’t plant anything too close to a tree. The tree will hog the soil’s nutrients and the sunlight.



4. Water Availability

A successful garden needs around 1 inch of water per week to thrive. Situating your garden near a spigot or hose will allow you to keep the soil moist and your plants happy during dry periods.
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5. Elevation

Avoid situating your garden in a low-lying area, such as at the base of a slope, where cold air collects. Lower areas do not warm as quickly in the spring, and frost forms quickly during the spring and fall.

Your garden should, if at all possible, be elevated slightly, on ground that is higher up.


Flowers That Do Well in Partial and Full Shade

• Bee balm

• Bellflower

• Bleeding heart

• Cardinal flower

• Coleus

• Columbine

• Daylily

• Dichondra

• Fern

• Forget-me-not

• Globe daisy

• Golden bleeding heart

• Impatiens

• Leopardbane

• Lily of the valley

• Meadow rue

• Pansy

• Periwinkle

• Persian violet

• Primrose

• Rue anemone

• Snapdragon

• Sweet alyssum

• Thyme

Vegetables That Can Grow in Partial Shade

• Arugula

• Beans

• Beets

• Broccoli

• Brussels sprouts

• Cauliflower

• Endive

• Kale

• Leaf lettuce

• Peas

• Radishes

• Spinach

• Swiss chard




Tips for Gardening on a Small Plot

1) Grow up. Vining crops, such as tomatoes, pole beans, peas, and cucumbers, can be grown vertically on trellises, fences, or stakes.

2) Window boxes. Herbs, salad greens, and strawberries can be grown in window boxes.

3) Choose wisely. Plant veggies with high yields for the amount of space they take, such as radishes, lettuce, carrots, garlic, onions, and spinach.
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Companion Planting


Plants have natural substances built into their structures that repel or attract certain insects and can have an effect on the growth rate and even the flavor of the other plants around them. Thus, some plants aid each other’s growth when planted in close proximity and others inhibit each other. Smart companion planting will help your garden remain healthy, beautiful, and in harmony, while deterring certain insect pests and other factors that could be potentially detrimental to your garden plants.

The charts on the following pages list various types of garden vegetables, herbs, and flowers and their respective companion and “enemy” plants.


The Native Americans grew pumpkins, corn (maize), and pole beans close together. Called “The Three Sisters,” they’re a perfect team—the corn provides “poles” for the beans to climb, the beans add nitrogen to the soil, which helps the other plants, and the foliage from the pumpkins helps the soil retain moisture. The prickly hairs on the pumpkin vines also help to deter pests.
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See page 40 for more ways to rid your garden of unwanted pests.



Vegetables
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Herbs
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Flowers
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TIP

Hedgehogs love eating slugs and snails, making them excellent guests in your garden. If possible, leave a small area near your garden wild, which will encourage hedgehogs to hang out where you need them most. You can even purchase or build and install a little shelter in a shady spot near your garden for hedgehogs to camp out in. Never use slug pellets or other chemicals to kill slugs, since they’ll also kill the hedgehogs (when they eat the dead slugs).
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Improving Your Soil


It can take a few years to nurture your soil to a point where it’s able to support a thriving vegetable garden. You may get lucky and find that your veggies sprout up strong and healthy and continue to grow through the season, but if not, don’t despair. Most soil needs a little help in the form of compost or other organic fertilizers.

Composting

Composting is nature’s own way of recycling yard and household wastes by converting them into valuable fertilizer, soil organic matter, and a source of plant nutrients. The result of this controlled decomposition of organic matter—a dark, crumbly, earthy-smelling material—works wonders on all kinds of soil by providing vital nutrients and contributing to good aeration and moisture-holding capacity, to help plants grow and look better.

[image: image]

Composting can be very simple or very involved, depending on how much yard waste you have, how fast you want results, and the effort you are willing to invest. Because all organic matter eventually decomposes, composting speeds up the process by providing an ideal environment for bacteria and other decomposing microorganisms. The composting season coincides with the growing season, when conditions are favorable for plant growth, so those same conditions work well for biological activity in the compost pile. However, since compost generates heat, the process may continue later into the fall or winter. The final product—called humus or compost—looks and feels like fertile garden soil.


What to Compost

• Cardboard

• Coffee grounds

• Corn cobs

• Corn stalks

• Food scraps

• Grass clippings

• Hedge trimmings

• Livestock manure

• Newspapers

• Plant stalks

• Pine needles

• Old potting soil

• Sawdust

• Seaweed

• Shredded paper

• Straw

• Tea bags

• Telephone books

• Tree leaves and twigs

• Vegetable scraps

• Weeds without seed heads

• Wood chips

• Woody brush

What NOT to Compost

• Bread and grains

• Cooking oil

• Dairy products

• Dead animals

• Diseased plant material

• Dog or cat manure

• Grease or oily foods

• Meat or fish scraps

• Noxious or invasive weeds

• Weeds with seed heads



There are four basic ingredients for composting: nitrogen, carbon, water, and air. A wide range of materials may be composted because anything that was once alive will naturally decompose. The starting materials for composting, commonly referred to as feedstocks, include leaves, grass clippings, straw, vegetable and fruit scraps, coffee grounds, livestock manure, sawdust, and shredded paper. However, some materials that should always be avoided include diseased plants, dead animals, noxious weeds, meat scraps that may attract animals, and dog or cat manure, which can carry disease. Since adding kitchen wastes to compost may attract flies and insects, make a hole in the center of your pile and bury the waste.

For best results, you want a ratio of about 30 parts carbon to 1 part nitrogen. Carbon ingredients are the brown, or dry, ingredients—dry leaves, sawdust, straw, wood chips, corn stalks, cardboard, and peanut shells. Nitrogen ingredients are the green, or wet, things—vegetable scraps, weeds, grass clippings, and coffee grounds (even though they’re not green, hopefully!). A very basic compost pile involves layering or mixing a small amount of grass clippings and vegetable scraps (nitrogen), for example, with lots of dried leaves and twigs (carbon) in a pile or enclosure.

Though rain provides the moisture, you may need to water the pile in dry weather or cover it in extremely wet weather. The microorganisms, which are small forms of plant and animal life, in the compost pile function best when the materials are as damp as a wrung-out sponge—not saturated with water. A moisture content of 40 to 60 percent is preferable. To test for adequate moisture, reach into your compost pile, grab a handful of material, and squeeze it. If a few drops of water come out, it probably has enough moisture. If it doesn’t, add water by putting a hose into the pile so that you aren’t just wetting the top, or, better yet, water the pile as you turn it.

Air is the only part that cannot be added in excess. For proper aeration, you’ll need to punch holes in the pile so it has many air passages. The air in the pile is usually used up faster than the moisture, and extremes of sun or rain can adversely affect this balance, so the materials must be turned or mixed up often with a pitchfork, rake, or other garden tool to add air that will sustain high temperatures, control odor, and yield faster decomposition. Over time, you’ll see that the microorganisms will break down the organic material. Bacteria are the first to break down plant tissue and are the most numerous and effective compost makers in your compost pile. Fungi and protozoans soon join the bacteria and, later in the cycle, centipedes, millipedes, beetles, sow bugs, nematodes, worms, and numerous others complete the composting process.

Apply finished compost to your garden bed in the spring before you start to plant. If it’s a new garden bed, apply 4 to 6 inches of compost. If it’s a well-established garden bed with healthy soil, just a few inches should be fine. You can also add partially finished compost to the garden bed in the fall and allow it to finish decomposing over the winter. You can also cover the garden with fallen leaves in the autumn for extra nitrogen. Either way, in the spring, till the layer of compost and/or leaves into the existing soil, mixing them together before raking the garden smooth for planting.
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Speedy Compost

Typically, a compost pile needs to sit for 6 to 12 months before it’s ready to spread on a garden, but it’s possible to make compost in just a couple of weeks. Shredding materials before adding them to the compost pile will move the process along significantly. You can use a chipper or shredder, or use pruning sheers to cut everything into small pieces. Keeping the 30:1 ratio of carbon to nitrogen will also speed up the decomposition process. Place a piece of old carpet or a tarp over your compost pile to help hold in the heat, and turn the compost every 2 days to increase air flow.



Seven Steps to Compost

1. Choose a level, well-drained site, preferably near your garden. Decide whether you will be using a bin, making a crate out of wood pallets or scrap wood, or just making a pile on the ground. In urban areas, there may be regulations requiring rodent-proof bins.

2. Ideally, your pile should be at least 3 feet by 3 feet, and no taller than 5 feet, as not enough air will reach the microorganisms at the center if it is too tall. When composting is completed, the total volume of the original materials is usually reduced by 30 to 50 percent.

3. Build your pile by alternating layers of high-carbon and high-nitrogen material.

4. Keep the pile moist but not wet. Soggy piles encourage the growth of organisms that can live without oxygen and cause unpleasant odors.

5. Punch holes in the sides of the pile for aeration. The pile will heat up and then begin to cool. The most efficient decomposing bacteria thrive in temperatures between 110 and 160°F. You can track this with a compost thermometer, or you can simply reach into the pile to determine if it is uncomfortably hot to the touch.

6. Check your bin regularly during the composting season to ensure optimum moisture and aeration are present in the material being composted.

7. Move materials from the center to the outside of the pile and vice versa. Turn every couple of days for speedy compost, or less frequently if you’re not in a rush. Finished compost will smell sweet and be cool and crumbly to the touch.


The “No-Turn” Method

You can continue to add kitchen scraps, weeds, lawn clippings, and other compostable materials to your pile after the pile is built, though it will slow down the composting process. For kitchen scraps, dig a little hole in the pile, place the scraps inside, and cover it with dried leaves or other carbon-rich materials. With the “no-turn” method, you can just continue adding to the pile without mixing or stirring it up. This method will take several months to a year to achieve finished compost, but it’s easy and allows you to continue adding materials to the top part of the pile. When the materials at the bottom of the pile have decomposed, you can dig the soil out and use it on your garden beds.




Q & A

Q: We have access to livestock manure. Should we use it on our garden beds? How?

A: Manure from horses, cows, sheep, rabbits, llamas, goats, hamsters, or chickens can be added to your compost. Waste from meat- eating animals—dogs, cats, lizards, etc.—should not be added to your compost, as it may contain harmful bacteria. Composting manure, rather than adding it directly to garden beds as a fertilizer, reduces the risk of pathogens contaminating your vegetables. Fresh manure can also dehydrate your plants. So throw it on that compost pile and give it a mix! Or you can compost the manure in its own separate pile, which takes about six months. Or spread fresh manure on your garden bed in the fall and allow it to compost over the winter months. Oftentimes, livestock manure is already mixed with hay or straw from the animals’ bedding. If not, be sure to add plenty of carbon-rich materials along with the manure.
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Type Companion Plant(s) Avoid

Asparagus Tomatoes, parsley, basil | Onions, garlic, potatoes

Beans Eggplant Tomatoes, onions, kale

Beets Mint Runner beans

Broccoli Onions, garlic, leeks Tomatoes, peppers,

mustard

Cabbage Onions, garlic, leeks Tomatoes, peppers, beans

Carrots Leeks, beans Radishes

Celery Daisies, snapdragons Corn, aster flower

Corn Legumes, squash, Tomatoes, celery
cucumber

Cucumber Radishes, beets, carrots | Tomatoes

Eggplant Marigolds, mint Runner beans

Leeks Carrots Legumes

Lettuce Radishes, carrots Celery, cabbage, parsley

Melon Pumpkin, squash None

Peppers Tomatoes Beans, cabbage, kale

Onions Carrots Peas, beans

Peas Beans, corn Onions, garlic

Potatoes Horseradish Tomatoes, cucumber

Tomatoes Carrots, celery, parsley | Corn, peas, potatoes, kale
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Type Companion Plant(s) Avoid

Basil Chamomile, anise Sage
Chamomile Basil, cabbage Other herbs
Cilantro Beans, peas None

Chives Carrots Peas, beans
Dill Cabbage, cucumber Tomatoes, carrots
Fennel Dill Everything else
Garlic Cucumber, peas, lettuce None

Oregano Basil, peppers None
Peppermint Broccoli, cabbage None
Rosemary Sage, beans, carrots None

Sage Rosemary, beans None

Summer savory | Onions, green beans None






OEBPS/Images/f0017-04.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0017-03.jpg
Type Companion Plant(s) Avoid
Geraniums Roses, tomatoes None
Marigolds Tomatoes, peppers None
Petunias Squash, asparagus None
Sunflowers Corn, tomatoes None
Tansies Roses, cucumber, squash | None






