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Why Grow Your Own Food

Learning to grow food was a milestone in the development of the human race. As hunters and gatherers learned to cultivate food, they began to develop societies. Many of the Native Americans were expert food growers and taught the pilgrims to grow native foods such as corn, beans, and squash, thus sustaining the struggling settlements. A community food garden was the norm as these settlements grew. As the pioneers worked their way across the country, a food garden was a necessity for survival. In days past, every farm had a big garden, and even those in the cities with big backyards grew their own food. These days a much smaller number of people grow their own food, while most depend on the grocery-store shelves to provide their nutrition.

These days, with all of our purchased food, we expect foods not in season to be available year-round. We also enjoy the experience of tasting new foods that have never been available in our local areas. is convenience comes at a high cost. Transporting food from east to west and from north to south from one end of the country to the other and from one country to another is a major use of oil for fuel. Packaging foods to be shipped also utilizes a tremendous amount of energy, as well as oil for producing plastic and trees for paper. Other major factors, however, are the taste and texture of food. Much of the produce found on today’s grocery-store shelves is bred to be picked green, not ripe, so it won’t ripen before it hits the stores. is produces, in some instances, a tasteless, hard-textured food. Just compare the hot-house tomato to a juicy freshly picked tomato from the garden.

[image: image]  Growing your own food offers many benefits including a reduced use of our dwindling energy supplies as food is processed, packaged, and shipped all over the world.
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[image: image]  Tasting your own ripe tomatoes, fresh green beans, blueberries, and peaches, as well as apricots off your own trees, is far different from the produce you find at your local grocer’s.

So why grow your own food? Granted, we can’t all have huge gardens completely fulfilling our food needs. But there are several good reasons to grow what we can. First is the taste. You simply can’t beat the taste of freshly picked sweet corn, brought in from the garden and directly to the table. The taste of homegrown tomatoes, ripe and bursting with juice, is heaven to a tomato lover. And how about fresh green beans with new potatoes, one of our families’ favorite home-grown dishes. Even those with limited space can grow their own salad garden, with fresh lettuce, spinach, onions, and radishes. Peaches and apples, luscious blueberries, blackberries, and strawberries that taste nothing like store-bought ones are also prime foods you can grow.

The second reason is health. More and more problems are developing with commercially grown and processed foods. By growing your own, you can limit the use of harmful chemicals such as pesticides, insecticides, and herbicides. Or you may decide not to use any chemicals and grow organically. You will know what your family is eating when you grow it yourself. Doctors and researchers warn of our growing health problems from diabetes and obesity. Many people, especially youngsters, live on fast foods and don’t even get a minimum daily requirement of fruits and vegetables. Health.gov suggests we need two to three servings of fruits and vegetables each day. Most fruits and vegetables are low in calories and high in vitamins and fiber. Growing your own fruits and vegetables increases the opportunity for more healthy foods for your family.

[image: image]

[image: image]  For many, attaining good health is the reason for growing their own food. By growing your own foods, you can control what’s used in the way of pesticides and other chemicals, as well as fertilizers. The cabbage shown has a few chewed insect holes, but no chemicals.

The third reason is also health related. Growing your own food gets you outside and serves as a form of exercise. Although too much sun can be dangerous, studies have shown a lack of sunlight to be a common problem with many people. Fresh air, sunlight, and enjoying the outdoors are also stress relievers. Tilling, planting, weeding, watering, and harvesting all require effort, creating healthy daily exercises.

The fourth reason is simply economics. You can definitely save money growing your own food. And if you grow enough to put food up for future use either by canning, drying, root-cellaring, or freezing, the savings really mount up. We always keep a record of what we grow, eat, and put up each year. It doesn’t, however, count what we eat fresh as well as the bushels of produce and fruit we give away to neighbors, friends, and family. The amount and types of food varies from year to year. For instance, one year we might have an abundance of sweet corn but fewer tomatoes, or lots of broccoli one year followed by a less-productive year. Our orchard often overproduces, followed by a year with little or no fruit. When we have an abundance of fruit, everyone gets jams and jellies for Christmas. The following is our record for 2010 and the month the food was put up.
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[image: image]  Homegrown fruits and vegetables are just plain good for you.
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[image: image]  Growing your own food is a major step in saving money—and if you process the foods you grow, you really save.

May, 2 pt. spinach (freezer)

May, 4 pt. asparagus (freezer)

May, 4 pt. spinach (freezer)

June, 3½ gal. chopped apricots for jam (freezer)

June, 7 qt. apricot halves in light syrup (pie filling/freezer)

June, 1 gal. sugar snap peas (loose-frozen)

June, 4 qt. strawberries (freezer)

June, 8 qt. apricot halves (freezer)

June, 3 qt. dried apricot halves

June, 6 qt. raspberries (freezer)

June, 2 qt. asparagus (freezer)

June, 8 qt. blueberries (freezer)

June, 3 batches apricot jam

June, 1 gal. apricot halves for cobbler (freezer)

June, 2 batches apricot jam

June, 4 qt. strawberries (freezer)

June, 2 qt. rhubarb (freezer)

June, 2 qt. asparagus (freezer)

June, 6 qt. chopped cabbage (freezer)

July, 2 qt. French-cut green beans (freezer)

July, 14 qt. green beans (pressure canned)

July, 7 qt. beets (pressure canned)

July, 14 pt. beet pickles (pressure canned)

July, 14 qt. green beans (pressure canned)

July, 14 qt. sweet corn, cut off the cob (freezer)

July, 4 qt. and 6 pt. blackberries (freezer)

July, 4 qt. rhubarb (freezer)

July, 7 qt. sweet dill pickles (water bath canned)

July, 7 qt. whole tomatoes (pressure canned)

August, 7 qt. sweet sliced pickles (water bath canned)

August, 2 gal. refrigerator dill pickles

August, 9 pt. tomato and onion concentrate (freezer)

August, 7 qt. whole plum tomatoes (pressure canned)

August, 4 qt. strawberries (freezer)

August, 2 qt. peaches (freezer)

August, 4 qt. zucchini (freezer)

August, 13 pt. tomato relish (pressure canned)

August, 11 pt. hot salsa (pressure canned)

August, 13 pt. mild salsa (pressure canned)

August, 5 bushels potatoes (basement cellar)

August, 14 qt. peach halves (pressure canned)

August, 7 pt. tomato and onion concentrate (freezer)

August, 3 qt. peaches (freezer)

August, 2 gal. peaches for cobbler (freezer)

August, 2 qt. peaches (freezer)

August, 2 gal. peaches for cobbler (freezer)

August, 14 pt. Italian-flavored plum tomatoes (pressure canned)

August, 3 gal. peaches for cobbler (freezer)

August, 14 pt. taco sauce (pressure canned)

August, 6 pt. cantaloupe in light syrup (freezer)

August, 7 qt. pizza sauce mix with three meats (freezer)

September, 9 pt. pears (pressure canned)

September, 16 pt. apple butter (water bath canned)

September, 32 qt. tomato juice (pressure canned)

September, 2 qt. fried apples, ready to heat and serve (freezer)

September, 4 pans apple-pie filling (freezer)

September, 2 qt. apple peels for jelly (extra peels make a rosy red apple jelly, freezer)

September, 7 pt. tomato-and-onion concentrate (freezer)

October, 7 pt. roasted red bell peppers (freezer)

October, 6 pans stuffed peppers, ready to cook (freezer)

October, 10 pt. roasted red bell peppers (freezer)

October, 5 qt. bags sweet (red, green, and yellow) peppers, diced (freezer)

October, 4 qt. bags sweet (red, green, and yellow) peppers, diced (freezer)

October, 6 qt. fried apples, ready to heat and serve (freezer)

October, 6 qt. bags sweet peppers, diced (freezer)

October, 6 bushels sweet potatoes (basement cellar)

October, 4 cups grated horseradish

October, 7 pt. roasted red, green, and yellow peppers, diced (freezer)

October, 6 qt. bags sweet red and green peppers, diced (freezer)

As of October 2010, apples were still available as well as a freezer of strawberries, raspberries, and blackberries to be made into jams and jellies. A bushel of green tomatoes is slowly ripening in the garage and will provide ripe tomatoes through Thanksgiving. I’m not sure I can even figure how much money we have saved this year growing our own food. If you take the green beans and beets alone and figure ¢75 a can, two cans or $1.50 per quart, at 44 quarts, that’s $66.00. Our cost for seed and fertilizer for that same produce was less than $10.00. When you begin to figure the savings in fruit, you really save, especially fruit ready to serve. Granted not everyone has the time, inclination, and space to grow and put up this quantity of food, but any amount you grow yourself is a help.

If you can’t grow your own food, or are limited in what you can grow, a major step you can take is to purchase from farmers’ markets and other local sources. Not only are you “greening” by cutting down on the use of fuel for transportation, but you are also enjoying much tastier and healthier foods. And you’re helping the local economy.
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Planning to Grow

Once you’ve decided to grow your own food, the next step is to plan your food garden. Planning is extremely important. The more time you spend planning, the fewer hassles you’ll have, the more you will enjoy growing your own food, and the more productive it will be. The first step is to choose a location, the second is to decide what you want to grow, and the third is to decide how big a garden you want to have or how much you want to grow. It’s important to be realistic in all three choices.

Location

As with real estate, and a garden is “real estate,” it’s all about location, location, location. Most of us don’t buy a home or purchase a property with a garden site foremost in mind. We’re often limited to what’s available. That’s not to say with a little effort and imagination you can’t grow most foods just about anywhere. Regardless of where you live, it’s important to pick your best garden location depending on several factors. Understand your geographic area; the average mean temperatures, including first and last frosts; amount of sunlight; and the soil types. Elevation can have a great deal to do with frosts. We live on an Ozark hillside, but a good portion of our farm is down the hill in a valley, as are some of our neighbors, less than a quarter a mile away. We often don’t get nearly as much frost as our neighbors or the valley below. Not only can we garden longer, but we also have better chances than our neighbors do for fruit blossom survival.

[image: image]  Growing your own food requires a well-drained garden spot, with at least 6 to 8 hours of full sun per day.

Folks in the north, with extremely short seasons and relatively cool weather, may have trouble growing long-season plants, although many northerners have discovered tricks for extending their season. Gardeners in those areas often grow plants started in row covers or cold frames to extend the season. The chapter on fall gardening covers many ideas on how you can extend your season, even grow foods year-round in some instances. On the other hand, growers in northern areas can grow rhubarb while those in the south have problems with this plant.
 
Sunlight is extremely important. Most vegetables, fruits, berries, and trees need full sun or at least six hours of full sun per day. This may require shade-tree pruning or even removal of a tree or two near your garden site. I had this problem for many years with an old oak on the west end of my garden, and I finally had to remove it. You can also build reflectors, including decorative fences, to help distribute more sunlight. Limited shading, however, is good for some plants. If possible, the garden should run south to north. This provides the optimum amount of sunlight as the sun travels east to west. If your garden runs east to west as does my current garden, you can remedy this by planting taller plants on the north and working south with shorter plants.

Try to locate the garden on a relatively level area, but in a place that drains well. If you have a slight slope, run the rows across the slope rather than up and down to prevent erosion. Severe slopes will require terracing. If the garden area doesn’t drain well, as evidenced by continued puddles, you may need to utilize drain lines or, better yet, create raised beds. The garden should also be relatively close to a water source, in most cases a hose-supply faucet.
 
The next major factor is soil. Again this can vary, but in most instances, a garden plot isn’t “ready-made” for productive food growing. As mentioned, a continually wet area is not a good spot. Extremely sandy soil causes other problems, as does a heavy-clay soil. Although we harvest a bountiful supply of food each year from our Ozark hillside garden, we probably have the worst garden spot. The topsoil is very thin. Dig about four inches down and you run into a hardpan of clay and flint stones. And there simply isn’t a flat spot on our hillside home location. Our house starts at ground level in the front and ends up four feet above ground level at the back. And the garden location isn’t much better. Two tactics have been used to create our productive food garden. The first was to terrace the hillside. We used logs cut from trimming our timberland, as well as railroad ties and landscaping timbers to build up the low side. Then came filling in the low area with good topsoil. Even that has been continually improved with regular additions of compost and well-rotted manure. We still continually till or dig up and garden around rocks, and we sometimes think the garden grows rocks better than anything else. Regardless, the soil produces.

[image: image]

[image: image]  It’s important to determine what types of and how much food you want to grow, as well as how much time you want to put into both growing and preserving.

What and How Much to Grow

This is the hard part for beginning food growers. Beginners usually want to grow everything, and you can grow almost any food you can buy. You should aim to produce as much high-quality food as possible from your growing area. Grow family favorites and a variety of foods so you can keep meals interesting and nutritious. It’s also important to choose foods based on what you and your family like to eat. For instance, if no one will eat broccoli, why grow it?

Even if you have unlimited space, don’t plan too large a garden, especially if you’re new to gardening. It’s best to have a well-kept small garden than a large garden that becomes too much work. I’ve been there. Years ago, when our kids were growing up, we had four gardens, a half-acre sweet corn patch, and a garden just for potatoes. One year the potato patch produced a pickup load of potatoes. Then there was the general-purpose garden and finally a garden for the wildlife. We all worked long days from light to dark to grow our food. These days my wife and I have only one garden, and it’s not particularly big; we’re just growing “smarter.” Sorry for the pun. The garden is better organized, utilizes a lot of raised beds, and is about one-fourth the work, yet produces an abundance of food. Growing some plants in volume in the home garden isn’t practical, except for the satisfaction of growing food and the fun of tasting your own homegrown produce. Specific plants require specific spacing, depending on whether they are grown in conventional rows or intensive gardening. Chapter 6 on “Vegetable Specifics” illustrates how much food can be grown in specific spacing, as well as how much is needed per person. Measure your garden area to determine how much space is available. Some plants can be grown in small spaces; others, such as corn and potatoes, require larger areas. After determining how much space you have and how much your garden can theoretically produce, the next step is to consider realistically how much time and effort you want to put into growing and processing your own food. Growing your own food can be time-consuming, especially if you grow enough to process or store for future use. There’s the garden preparation: seeding and planting, weeding, watering, harvesting, and processing. The latter can also be a lot of work. An example of the time involved is our sweet corn patch. We’ve harvested enough roasting ears in one weekend to last us for thirty days in the refrigerator, plus put numerous quarts of cut-off-the-cob corn in the freezer. Not counting the time involved in planting and maintaining, it takes my wife Joan and I one whole weekend to shuck, process, and store the harvest. Other plants aren’t quite so much work. We dug almost two hundred pounds of sweet potatoes from six plants and simply stored them in the basement. Some plants also require more effort in growing, and again corn is one of those, although with some tricks and techniques, you can cut down on a lot of the work. Some of the easiest vegetables to grow in volume, however, include corn, as well as potatoes, bush beans, cabbage, tomatoes, lettuce, spinach, and other salad greens.
 
Other plants do not produce the quantity but still have a place in your garden simply because the homegrown foods taste so good. A good example of this is peas. We grow peas simply because they taste so great with new potatoes in the spring, but we’ve found it hard to grow, harvest, and pod more than a few pints for the freezer.

[image: image]

[image: image]  Some plants require more space than others. A lot of tomatoes can be grown in a small space.
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[image: image]  It’s a good idea to measure your garden space and to make a garden plan on paper before you start digging.

Green beans, on the other hand, often become so prolific it’s hard to keep up with the volume, and we pressure can lots of beans, eat lots, and give away lots. It does, however, take time to snap and process any volume of green beans. Some plants, such as corn and watermelons, take a lot of space to grow. Tomatoes also take up space, but grown vertically, they take up less space and are a garden favorite. One tomato plant, grown properly, can produce up to fifty pounds of delicious, mouth-watering homegrown tomatoes each season. By all means, include some tomatoes in your garden. Beans, broccoli, cabbage, lettuce, zucchini squash, chard, and spinach are all plants that produce a lot of food in limited areas.
 
Before you begin to plant your garden, plan it on paper. Use a tape measure or step off to measure the size of your food plot. Again, chapter 6 details the spacing of specific plants in a traditional row garden, as well as how many plants are normally needed per person. Using this you can lay out your garden on paper. Use squared or drafting paper, or mark off squares on paper with a ruler, with each square representing one foot. Then write in where you want to position different food plants.

[image: image]

[image: image]  Keep a diary with a sketch or plan of what varieties are planted. Also note how each variety grew and produced in that given year. Over the years this diary will become invaluable in choosing varieties that thrive in your garden.

Also, remember you don’t have to grow all your food at one time; successive plantings can keep your garden producing throughout the growing season. Plan your garden to take advantage of fences that might be bordering it, for instance growing peas, cucumber, or pole beans on the fences. Most importantly, however, is positioning plants so tall-growing plants don’t shade out shorter plants. If a garden runs east to west, for example, corn and pole beans should be planted on the north side, followed by tomato plants in cages, then beans and potatoes, followed by lettuce and other lower-growing plants. Living in a rural area and with a big yard, we’ve always grown the traditional big farm garden, although we’ve scaled back greatly in the past few years. Our present garden runs east to west, measures 30 × 50 feet, and one-fourth of the garden is completely made of raised beds. Three of the beds contain strawberries, with one bed rejuvenated every year so we can keep a continuous supply of plants going. The regular-row portion is used to grow corn, beans, and potatoes. A single row of tomato cages and a half row of tomatoes and half row of peppers divide the row portion from the bed portion. One-half of the bed portion is used to grow lettuce, cabbage, broccoli, cucumbers, squash, spinach, radishes, onions, and other salad greens. The other half of the bed portion, or one-fourth of the garden, is used to grow melons, watermelons, cantaloupe, muskmelons, and honeydew melons, along with a plant or two of pumpkins.
 
Some plants do better with their crops rotated each year, so remember to keep your garden plans from year to year in order to determine crop rotations. We also make up a planting plan as well for crops such as tomatoes and peppers, where more than one variety is often planted in a row or bed. This lists each variety planted so we can determine which varieties do best each year. Keep a diary of what grew best, how long it took plants to germinate or fruit, the weather conditions, and the first and last frosts. These paper records will become invaluable over the years. If you put up or give away surplus foods, keep a record of that as well.

Interplant species that can be grown together with some maturing faster than their companion plants. For instance, plant radishes and carrots together. As you harvest the radishes, the slower growing carrots will have more room to grow and are automatically “thinned.” Another tactic to produce a longer salad garden is to grow varieties of lettuce that grow well in cool weather but tend to bolt in hot weather. Follow this with New Zealand spinach that can produce salad greens even in hot weather.

[image: image]

[image: image]  Interplanting slow- and fast-growing varieties, such as spinach, radishes, and onions to be used as young green onions, produces the most from your growing space.

Save one spot in the garden for trying new varieties or even new species each year. It adds to the fun of growing your own food and also spices up your meals.
 
While planning your garden, make the most of local gardeners. Most are more than delighted to discuss their food gardens. Check out local county extension offices for information. Good information on what grows best in your area is available and will save you a lot of time, expense, and hassle. Part of the fun of growing your own food is poring over the various seed catalogs and drooling over the mouth-watering photos of delicious foods. These catalogs can also be a great help in planning your garden. In many instances, more varieties of seed are available earlier than can be found locally. Other seeds—such as corn, spinach, beets, lettuce, and onion sets—or plants are more economical if purchased in bulk locally and are available when it’s time to plant.
 
With time spent planning your food garden, you’ll enjoy a productive, money-saving, tasty supply of food for you, your family, and probably even some of your friends.
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Preparing the Site

Growing your own food requires more than simply throwing out some seeds. You will need to create a growing area. Preparing the growing site can be a great deal of work, or relatively easy depending on the site location, soil type, and whether or not a garden has already existed on the area. No matter what type of soil the site has, it can probably be improved. The very first essential step is to take a soil test. Remove the sod and dig up several samples of soil from the area. Mix these samples together in a plastic container and allow them to dry. Take a half pint of the sample to your local cooperative extension office. It will take about a week for the sample to be sent to the test center and will cost just a few bucks. The results of the soil sample will tell you what materials you will need to add to your soil.

[image: image]  Properly preparing the growing site is vital for a productive garden such as this garden with tomatoes, corn, and green beans.

Understanding Soil

A short “science class” can help in understanding your soil and how to create a productive food garden. First, soil is the single most important ingredient of any garden. Second, soil is alive and constantly changing. Third, any soil can be improved. Fourth, all garden soils need regular maintenance and care. One of the most important factors in soil is the size and arrangement of the particles. This determines the type of soil and how you can amend it. A simple demonstration can provide you with the type of soil in your garden location. Place a quarter cup of soil from your garden location and a pint of water in a glass fruit jar. Place a lid or cap on the jar and shake well. Allow the particles to settle for a few minutes and then shake well again. Set the jar aside for five to seven days. The soil will settle out in layers, and the water will clear. Study the different layers in the jar. The heaviest particles, coarse sand or small rocks, will make up the bottom layer, followed by fine sand, then silt, and finally clay. Bits of organic matter may also be floating on top of the water. If the sediment is half sand, it is called a light sandy soil. If the sediment is over half silt but with little clay, it’s called a heavy silt soil. If it is more than one-fourth clay with a large amount of silt, it’s called a clay soil. If the layers are about two-fifths sand, two-fifths silt, and the rest clay, it’s called a good loam, the ideal soil.

Each of these soil types has pluses and minuses. A light sandy soil is easy to work, warms up quickly in the spring, and normally has good drainage. It, however, won’t hold moisture or nutrients very long, so it needs water and fertilizer more often. Adding organic matter, peat moss, compost, leaf mold, or sawdust can help the soil retain moisture and nutrients. Heavy clay or silt soils are slower to warm and dry out in the spring, usually drain poorly, and compact very easily. They shouldn’t be worked when wet, or they will form hard clumps or clods. Add organic matter to make them lighter and more porous. Adding quantities of coarse but not light sand can also help.

[image: image]

[image: image]  You must first understand the type of soil in your garden site. A soil sample placed in a jar of water will settle out, providing a description of your type of soil.

Humus is a very important part of soil. Humus is basically the result of decomposition, actually the “life” of the soil. It’s just about impossible for a soil to have too much humus, and most soils don’t have nearly enough. Humus adds a number of the nutrients soil needs and improves the texture or tilth of the soil, allowing it to better absorb and hold water and nutrients. Humus also acts as a buffer against the problems of possible overdoses of fertilizer and, in some cases, some herbicides. Rich, deep, well-fertilized soil that is dark brown or black is often called a humus soil.
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