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FOREWORD


It is possible to garden without a spade.


I didn’t quite believe my ears when I first heard about people gardening without digging the soil. Truth be told, I didn’t think they were “all there”! It was evident to me that the garden tool shed ought to have at least one spade, and that a cultivated garden bed had to be dug both in the fall and spring. That’s what I believed.


Nevertheless, the No-Dig idea did pique my interest. A combination of laziness and a constant hunger for knowledge, vegetables, and flowers made me head into the No-Dig gardening world. Such adventures waited for me! Crop failure, composting accidents, and horse manure incidents . . . to aha-moments, donated silage bales, cheering, and fantastic harvests! I was hooked!


Dig-free cultivating, which is known in everyday language as both “No-Dig” gardening and cover crop gardening, helps me produce vegetables and flowers today without having to lift one single shovelful of dirt. In addition to not being obligated to dig, the natural soil life is allowed to work in peace and establish the natural nutritional framework, which just about makes fertilizing redundant. Garden soil that is always covered maintains even levels of carbon. Furthermore, when I don’t rummage around in the earth, carbon dioxide emissions are reduced. This makes both me and the method pretty climate smart.


Using the No-Dig method hasn’t just been kind to my back, the environment, and my pocketbook; it has given me the pleasure of getting to know lots of interesting people, garden beds, and compost heaps.


I have talked to No-Dig gardeners all over the country, interviewed soil producers, and tormented experts with my never-ending questions. Communal composting facilities have been scrutinized, and cover crop material was ferreted around in. I visited with Börje Remstam, the Swedish Cover Crop King, in his hometown, Eskilstuna. Remstam hasn’t gripped a spade since 1979. Books, blogs, and YouTube videos gave me loads of inspiration. A course with the No-Dig master Charles Dowding in Somerset, undoubtedly the most beautiful part of England, removed any lingering hesitation. I’ll never buy another spade!


From Södermanland, Sweden,


during full gardening season,


Bella Linde
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NO-DIG GARDENING—THIS IS HOW IT’S DONE


To garden without first digging is just as easy as it sounds. The method is simple: you don’t turn the soil over. The soil is also never left bare, rather it’s replenished with layers of compost or covered with organic plant material. This cover helps the bed retain moisture and protects it against weather, wind, and nasty weeds. It also adds humus elements that make the soil both nutrient-rich and porous.


No-Dig gardening is not only about not disturbing the soil, it’s also about adding new soil and humus in the form of composted or non-decomposed organic plant matter.


Put away the spade


Most people associate gardening with digging. We shift tons of dirt to aerate and loosen it; dig down manure and harvest plant debris; till weeds into the dark and uproot germinating weeds to kill them off. It’s a Sisyphean task performed every fall and spring, accompanied by sweat and sore backs. Now this is totally unnecessary, and in fact, directly harmful.


The problem with digging is that it destroys the soil structure. First, the worms and small insects worked like mad to create humus and make tunnels for oxygen and water. Then, microorganisms freed up nutrition and wove together a subterranean network which, together with the plants, created a healthy growing environment—and then you arrive with a spade and turn it all upside down. Undesirably, carbon dioxide is also released when you dig. Admittedly, it might have a marginal effect on the carbon level in the ground . . . but still.


In short, the result of a No-Dig and a mulched/cover crop garden is that all the millions of microorganisms, worms, and other small crawlies living in the soil can work undisturbed. When the soil organisms’ infrastructure is left in peace they can break down nutrients from organic and inorganic materials at a natural pace, transmitting them to hungry plants. This is profitable, not least for fungi. It’s especially beneficial for mycelium which, in exchange for carbohydrates, transmits nutrients to plant roots. These roots are actually wrecked when you cut through the soil with your spade.


Gardeners have certainly dug soil through the ages with, admittedly, productive results. I’m not saying digging doesn’t work. However, what is so good with No-Dig gardens is they can grow bigger and healthier crops than the dug ones. The British grower Charles Dowding proves this by, for example, regularly growing identical crops in both dug and non-dug soil. He has shown time after time the same result: crops grow well in dug soil, but even better in non-dug soil. By refusing to dig you’re being kind toward both your body and the environment—and you’re rewarded with healthy and fertile soil.


Never ever leave the soil bare


A vital detail of the No-Dig method is that you never, ever, leave the soil bare. This replicates how the ground looks out in nature. Nobody goes out there raking leaves or weeding. Fallen leaves, grasses, branches, and other plant matter provide a protective cover, and with the help of busy soil organisms, it’s all converted into nutrient-rich humus. The roots of withered plants stay in the ground where they leave tunnels for oxygen and water, all the while decomposing into humus and nutrition.


If the garden beds are given compost or non-decayed organic matter regularly, the organisms in the soil get something to work with, converting it to humus and nutrients. The process gives the soil a balanced pH, which reduces the risk for diseases. When the microorganisms get hold of the cover material the result is a soil with a stronger immune system.
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NO-DIG GARDENING IN A NUTSHELL


• Do not dig.


• Never leave the soil bare.


• Add cover material and/or compost.


• Keep the soil covered with living plant matter as much of the year as possible. This increases the photosynthesis and supports the microorganisms.


• Leave the roots in the soil when harvesting.


• Do not walk on and compact the soil.


ADVANTAGES OF NO-DIG GARDENING


• No digging


• Fewer weeds


• Less watering


• Porous soil


• Less need for fertilizer


• More worm fertilizer


• Even and natural nutrient circulation


• pH level is self-regulating


• Plants get stronger immune systems


• Increased yields


• Prevents flooding


• Drought hardy


• Binds carbon in the soil


• Prevents leaching of nutrients


• Time saver


• Simple


• Economical





The continual addition of plant material also builds up the planting area slightly above the surrounding ground level, aiding drainage and warming the soil earlier in spring. The mounded soil also retains heat over time. In addition, the cover/mulch material acts as a protective layer that maintains moisture, prevents weeds from taking hold, and evens out the ground temperature.


The principle of No-Dig gardening is to use two kinds of cover materials: the garden beds are amended with either completed compost or non-decomposed organic plant material which is allowed to compost directly on the beds. If No-Dig is the “body” of the NoDig gardening method, the organic plant matter/mulch is its soul.


Climate smart and economical


Not only does No-Dig make gardening simpler for the gardener, it is also environmentally friendly. You create a good environment for subterranean life, and this is climate smart. Moreover, the increased humus helps bind atmospheric carbon, and to a certain extent helps counteract the emissions from the burning of fossil fuels.




MICROORGANISMS


Hidden organisms such as bacteria, virus, fungus, and protozoans are known under the collective term microorganisms or microbes.





The “4 per 1000” initiative was launched in 2015 at the climate conference in Paris, France. The initiative aspires to motivate more people to use agricultural practices that bind carbon in the soil. According to the initiative takers, if the global humus layer is increased by only 4 percent, it would strengthen fertility, simultaneously making up for the global increase of carbon dioxide emission caused by humanity. The suggested agricultural practices are regenerative (i.e. improving or renewing, building on the assumption that growers plant a diversity of crops over time within the same area, always have crops growing, disturb the soil as little as possible, never leave the soil bare, and always keep soil health as the focus). In other words, exactly what No-Dig Gardening is all about.


At the kitchen garden level, positive effects on the climate are achieved through a humus-rich soil which manages moisture retention and portions out nutrients evenly to hungry and thirsty plants, as opposed to leaching which causes excessive enrichment (eutrophication) of nearby water sources. The porous structure allows soil to easily absorb great quantities of water, protecting against flooding during heavy rains. The opposite applies too: in a drought, the healthy soil stays porous and well. Another ecological advantage is everything grown in the garden eventually can be used for mulch or building new garden beds, reducing trips to recycling facilities. Since the mulched plant matter breaks down into fine and nutrient-rich humus, it eliminates the need to purchase fertilizer and garden soil (especially those packaged in plastic bags). Premade garden soils contain large quantities of peat moss. Peat isn’t just a limited resource; when harvested out of marshlands and bogs, it releases greenhouse gases. Mulch and compost gardening provide natural nutrition, strengthening the plants’ immune systems. This helps eliminate the need to use artificial fertilizer or chemical pesticides and lessens the impact on the environment. Considering it all, a No-Dig garden is a win-win for both the environment and the pocketbook.
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The soil is never left bare. Cover/mulch plant materials protect and add nutrients and humus elements.


The role models


In our time, a few personalities stand out for having paved the way for No-Dig gardening. Ruth Stout, an American gardener, is one of them. By 1949 she had grown tired of plowing. Having pondered the fact that perennials return without the ground being manually prepared, she decided to try out annuals in No-Dig beds. She found an old forgotten overwintered pile of hay that had decayed into humus. Ruth’s experimental method, coupled with the humus, gave her great results. Stout started writing articles enthusiastically promoting No-Dig gardening. She eventually published a book about mulched crops, The Ruth Stout No-Work Garden, a small mulched-bed gardening bible. A revised edition with the title The Work-Free Garden was published in Sweden in 1979. Börje Remstam, a Swede, working up a sweat trying to dig the uncooperative clay soil in Södermanland (a county near Stockholm), found her book. Börje successfully created a No-Dig and mulched garden using Stout’s experience and insights. Börje Remstam was for many years president of an organic-biological gardening association in Sweden. The association’s motto is “For a healthy earth, healthy plants, healthy animals, and a healthy humanity.” Its members strive to educate about ecological and biological cultivation. The membership newsletter has published many instructive articles about No-Dig gardening. In 2007, he published a personable and tip-filled book about mulched and covered bed gardening, in which the earthworm has a starring role.


Nils Åkerstedt, a gardener near Sundsvall, Sweden, was experimenting in the 1960s with gardening in grass cuttings and sand. He wrote about his experiment in the journal Natur & Trädgård and the subscribers soon started following his advice. In the 1980s Åkerstedt wrote a series of influential books about mulching, cultivation, gardening, and nature.


The English No-Dig gardener Charles Dowding was also inspired by Ruth Stout. Dowding was using the No-Dig method in 1983 to grow produce for sale at four market gardens. Dowding was featured in the garden program Gardener’s World for the first time in 1988, becoming enormously popular as a spokesman for organic gardening. For Dowding, organic gardening was a given, but it was still regarded as a novelty by the public. Charles Dowding continues to be very public with his intense promotion of No-Dig gardening with beds he mulches using many different kinds of compost. He reaches out through many media sources: books, friendly blog posts, free newbie guides, in-person and online courses, informative calendars, and YouTube videos. There’s no end to his shared knowledge, which he always presents with a slightly timid smile.


American microbiologist Dr. Elaine Ingham has had a big influence on No-Dig gardening. She defined the soil food web at the beginning of the 1980s. Since then, Ingham has diligently researched and illustrated how a good relationship between plants and soil microorganisms and small insects guarantees plants get the correct amount of nutrients at the right time. Elaine Ingham’s view is that Mother Earth is smart and she has fine-tuned the method over the last billion years, and today’s gardeners can just sit back and thank her.
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LET’S GET STARTED!


When you are putting down new No-Dig garden beds there are several kinds to choose from: compost, lasagna, and hügel beds. Which one you choose depends on the location and your access to soil, compost, and different kinds of organic matter.


Once the garden beds are set down, you can choose between covered/mulched beds and compost beds. A mulched bed is refreshed continuously with new organic material that decomposes on the surface of the soil. A compost bed receives a thick layer of completed compost only once a year. A common reaction to the sight of the compost garden bed is that it looks bare. However, that is not the case because the compost itself is the cover material.


Compost gardening is advantageous if the garden has a lot of slugs. The slugs can hide under the plant matter in a mulched bed but they are more visible on a compost bed. In addition, the composted material is not quite as attractive to slugs as they are more likely to go for the organic plant matter on which they will munch with a hearty appetite.




CHANGE METHOD IN AN EXISTING VEGETABLE BED


You can turn any garden bed into a No-Dig bed immediately, even if you have already grown produce there. There is absolutely no need to redo everything. The only thing you need to do is start putting down organic plant matter on your existing vegetable bed. Composted or non-decomposed material, it makes no difference.


The important thing is to continually cover the bed with new organic material.


It will take a few years for the soil and its inhabitants to get used to the new method, but that doesn’t mean that you have to wait. You can absolutely practice No-Dig gardening right away!





LAYING DOWN NO-DIG BEDS


It is ridiculously simple and fast to construct garden beds using the No-Dig gardening method! Within a few hours you can build a No-Dig bed if you have all the materials at hand.


Vegetables need weed-free and nutritious soil. That’s the reason why much of the preparation is about smothering weeds, especially the perennial weed roots that lurk under the soil surface.


Regardless of whether you are using the mulch or compost method, you’ll start by covering the designated area with a thick layer of newspapers or cardboard to suffocate any grass and weeds. The cardboard/paper material decomposes gradually, leaving the soil weed-free with a good depth under the bed. The soil’s organisms will work upwards, loosening the soil and breaking down the compost or mulching material, releasing nutrients.


Once the smothering material is in place it’s time to add the organic plant material, which also works as a weed killer. Although there are different ways to do this, it basically works by building up the garden bed in layers. A lasagna bed is a garden bed built in several layers from different materials. A garden bed using only compost is called a compost bed. As a rule, this type is only given a thick layer of compost on the surface. However, if the compost is in different stages of decay, the coarser pieces should be on the bottom and finer on the upper layer. (Precise instructions on how to build the different garden beds can be found on p. 25–30.)


It’s wise to lay down the beds in fall. That way they have time to settle over winter and be ready for use in the spring. Of course, that doesn’t mean that you can’t start them in spring just before you want to use them. In that case, they won’t have had time to settle so it might be necessary to add some extra planting soil or finely decomposed compost to sow and plant in. Material which isn’t broken down properly won’t retain moisture well, so spring-started No-Dig garden beds need careful watering.


A new bed is thus usable the first year but will function best beginning in its third year because the natural nutritional cycle will then be working properly.
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It is good to take your time planning and laying out the bed, especially the smothering of weeds and the cleanup all around the planting area. It makes everything so much easier if the bedding material and tools are in the right place at the start. The work that follows will be more enjoyable. It’s easy to both compost and add to the mulch cover on the bed if a composting bin and the collected mulching materials are in close proximity to the garden. It’s also wise to place a garden bed near the kitchen in order to have the crops within reach.


No plans or plantings are ever set in stone. Gardening changes in conjunction with how your interests develop and with new knowledge and discoveries. When and how often you spend time in your kitchen garden are also important factors. However, if there is one decision most No-Dig gardeners are happy to stick with for the long-term, it’s this: that the spade stays in the shed.


Planning and placement


• Most vegetables demand at least eight (8) hours of sunlight a day. A good placement for the garden bed is with the shortest side facing the south; that way you’ll profit from both morning and evening sun.


• Vegetables need regular care, so place the kitchen garden as near the house and the entrance as possible. If your path of travel is always by the garden bed you’re more likely to discover and eliminate potential pests and diseases before they take hold. If you place the bed near the kitchen you don’t have to go far to get your daily harvest.


• The garden bed needs to be protected from strong winds. The wind lowers the temperature, which is especially noticeable in the spring.


• Garden beds in windy locations can be protected by planks, a trellis, walls, and/or hedges. Some wind is not a problem, it can sometimes help blow off some of the possible insect pests.


• Choose a garden bed location without trees nearby. Tree canopies shade the crop and tree roots steal moisture and can grow into the garden bed. If you have to place your garden bed near an area with trees, each year cut through the ground with a sharp spade (this is an exception) to slice through the roots that steal nutrients and humidity. Regularly prune trees and hedges growing too close.


• The simplest way to begin is by building a No-Dig bed in an already existing garden bed or on top of a lawn area, as you can profit from the already existing soil.


• It is wiser to dig out (yes, another exception) terrace steps if the garden bed is to be located on a steep slope. This is hard work during the lay-out phase, but you’re rewarded with a more easily accessed and managed garden than if you have to slip and slide on a sloping hill.


• Plan on putting 17” (50 cm) -wide paths between the beds; they will stop grass and weeds and give you enough space to reach into the beds from all sides.


Prepare the ground


Before laying out the bed, remove as many stones as possible to give root vegetables free space. A ground that is heavily compacted from heavy machinery or vehicles will need to be aerated. Stick a pitchfork into the ground and move it back and forward to ease the pressure and to let in air. Do not turn the soil over because that will disturb the subterranean life. Instead, amend with organic plant material to give the soil inhabitants a hand in reestablishing the structural balance.


A heavily weed-infested area will require at least three (3) mowings before you lay down a bed. Compost or dry the clippings and use them later on for mulching.




THEY ALL NEED LIGHT!


When planning your crops, consider the orientation and the height of the plants. Tall plants should be to the north, shorter plants to the south, and the in-betweens in falling range. That way the small plants avoid being shaded by the tall and everybody gets the necessary light.





Do you have moss in your lawn? As a rule, you can lay down a bed directly on the moss; the moss will die under a thick soil bed, and it decomposes just like peat. However, moss is difficult to break down, taking a long time to decompose. If you’re concerned the moss won’t break down within a reasonable time span, rip it up and compost it on the side in a warm compost pile. (Read more about warm compost on p. 106.)


If the soil is full of stubborn weed roots—for example, dandelions—you should remove them before laying out your bed. Push in a small digging fork and loosen the root carefully by moving it back and forth. Try to get the roots out as intact as possible as every little bit left over can be the beginning of a new weed. Compost the roots.


If the ground is really heavily infested with nasty root weeds, like ground elder or quackgrass, you may need to cover the area for a few years with plastic sheeting or a tarpaulin. The look is unattractive and it takes patience, but by not letting in the slightest ray of light you will starve out the weeds. One way to improve the appearance is to cover and hide the plastic with wood shavings or something similar. You can also build temporary garden beds on top of the plastic and grow plants that don’t have deep roots. The material from the temporary beds goes into building the permanent beds once the plastic is removed.


Gardening in pallet collars or pots could be a solution if the ground is covered in asphalt or concrete, or if there is a risk that the soil is contaminated. Place the pallet collar on top of a pallet that is covered with a ground cloth. Admittedly, there isn’t quite the same benefit from life in the soil as a garden bed on the ground, but it’s far better than not being able to grow anything at all.




ROTARY TILLER = A NO-NO!


Using a rotary tiller to break up soil is as bad for microorganisms as using a spade. You’ll only shoot yourself in the foot. Of course, the result from a rotary tiller will be a patch of loosened soil, but at the same time, the churning results in a great many bits of grass and weed roots being flung about. Once all those start growing again you’ll need to attack with the tiller, which will spread more roots, which will start growing and . . .


Skip the tiller and instead create a garden bed by covering the soil with cardboard. The bed itself functions as a smothering cover later on.


REFUSE TO DIG IN CLAY SOIL!


Common belief is that clay soil has to be dug to be aerated and loosened up, but in No-Dig gardening that is obviously not on the agenda. All soils are seen as assets here, which means they are amended with as much organic plant matter as possible. Compost and mulching material attracts worms and other crawlies that will dig tunnels and create good quality texture out of even the most awkward soils. Set aside the shovel and a clay soil can become well-fed and porous in only a few years.







NASTY WEEDS


There are two (2) kinds of weeds: the ones that spread by seeds and the ones that spread by runners (roots).


Seed weeds are usually annual. They spread by seeds that land on the soil and germinate. Due to their shallow roots these weeds are typically easy to remove. They can also be smothered with a cover of a solid material.


A few examples of weeds that spread by seed: Mouse-Ear Cress, False Chamomile, Shepherd’s Purse, Spotted Dead-Nettle, Lamb’s Quarters, Chickweed, Wild Mustard. Weeds spread by runners are perennials and they spread both by roots and seeds. If even a small piece of the root system is left in the ground the weed is likely to survive. The real noxious weeds spread through the soil with root stock or extensive root tangles. The most persistent weeds might need several years of complete covering with black plastic to be eliminated.


Examples of weeds with runners: Ground Elder (Bishop’s Weed), Quackgrass, Creeping Bellflower, Dandelion, Creeping Buttercup, Nettle, Field Bindweed.





Prepare the base of the garden bed


• Measure out the crop-growing area you want.


A few examples:


A 4’ × 13’ bed (120 cm × 400 cm) will provide a good crop-growing area, but not so big that you can’t easily reach into the middle from both sides. It is also short enough to walk around with ease without having to step into the crop area.


A bed measuring 2½’ × 23’ (75 cm × 700 cm) will provide an excellent crop row and is narrow enough to step over without trampling the growing area.


• Cover the base with two to three layers of cardboard or a thick layer of newspaper. If using newspaper, place at least three layers unfolded on top of each other. It’s best to remove all tape and preferably all staples. Place the paper material on the soil so it covers the growing area and leave a 20” (50 cm) -wide path all around and in between the beds. Make a larger covered base and you’ll avoid weeds creeping into the crop area. Add cover materials to avoid messy paths. Paths between the beds allow for room to move a wheelbarrow. The paper materials must overlap; you can’t allow the slightest ray of light to peek in.


• Create the shape. The most practical way to delineate a rectangular No-Dig bed is to use four dowels and a long piece of string. Measure out your desired size, place a dowel in each corner, and loop and tighten the string around the dowels so the bed shape is clearly visible. A water hose is an excellent tool for making curved shapes. Place the hose in the desired shape and build the garden bed inside the contour.


You now have the base for one of the following beds:
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Preparation of a compost bed


Compost bed


A compost bed consists of a thick layer of garden compost, kitchen compost, leaf or livestock compost, or a mixture of several kinds. Be extra careful if using livestock compost when you’re preparing your garden bed in the spring. It needs to be composted twice (fully processed) and decomposed for you to be able to plant in it. (Read more about the stages farmyard compost goes through on p. 113.)


• Place a 6” to 8” (15 cm to 20 cm) layer of compost on top of the paper material covering the measured garden bed. If you have limited access to fully processed compost, build the bed with, for example, 2” to 2½” (5 cm to 6 cm) of partly processed livestock compost in the bottom, 2” to 2½” (5 cm to 6 cm) partly composted garden compost in the middle, and 2” to 2½” (5 cm to 6 cm) of fully processed compost as top layer. The bottom layer will continue to compost in place in the bed.


• Pat or step lightly on the compost to pack it into a secure planting bed. Water. If you are doing this in the spring your bed is now ready for planting.


• If you are preparing your garden bed in the fall, it needs to be covered by a dark garden fabric, straw, grass, or leaves before winter sets in. The material lets in humidity but not light, so weeds won’t grow. The compost will have broken down further into fine humus when you remove the protective cover in the spring. Weeds and any lawn underneath usually will have died off and decomposed by now. A lawn might take a bit longer, but the process has started and you can still plant a crop.


Lasagna bed


A lasagna bed consists of a variety of organic matter layered like a dish of lasagna. The material is composted gradually while in place, which results in a humus-rich, nutrient-rich, and warm garden bed.


• Place a big bunch of branches, twigs and/or wood chips, and other garden debris on top of the cardboard or newspaper covering the measured base of the garden bed.


• Fill up with everything from plant debris, seaweed, and grass cuttings to pulled weeds and leaves. If you shred the leaves with a lawn mower they will decompose faster. Make the layers 2” to 4” (5 cm to 10 cm) thick. You can never have too much material, and as long as it isn’t too coarse it doesn’t matter in which order you stack the layers. Water in between layers. It’s good to finish with a 2” to 10” (5 cm to 10 cm) layer of fine crumbly garden compost and/or fully processed livestock compost. Water.


• If you built this in the spring the lasagna bed is now ready for planting. However, because the material isn’t broken down yet, you’ll want to place narrow rows of soil to sow in and also make small holes for plants. Use bagged commercial garden soil, soil collected from another area in the garden, fine crumbly garden compost, or thoroughly processed livestock compost.
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Preparation of a lasagna bed


• If you prepare the bed in the fall, cover it for the winter with straw, leaves, grass, or a dark garden cloth. The material lets humidity in but not light, therefore inhibiting weed growth. When you remove the protective cover in the spring the organic matter will be decomposing. Any grass and weeds underneath will be smothered and decomposed. A section of lawn may take a bit longer to decompose but you can still start a crop where the decomposing has started. If the material is too coarse you may have to place rows of soil to sow in, or make small holes with garden soil for plants to go in. Use bagged commercial garden soil, soil from another part of the garden, or thoroughly processed livestock manure compost.


Special Section:


Hügel bed


A hügel bed is a raised garden bed with a base of logs covered with twigs and garden debris, soil, and/or compost. The logs provide a lengthy decomposition process, which improves the soil’s fertility and ability to retain humidity, and helps the bed warm up earlier in the spring—all to the advantage of the crop that is going to grow on top. Hügel is German for a hill or mound.
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