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One Last Thing Before You Go …


INTRODUCTION: 

Maria’s letter to new gardeners

Keep it simple, keep it simple, keep it simple … and don’t use chemicals.


WELCOME, new gardeners! Welcome, not-so-new gardeners, too. (There’s stuff for all of you in this book.) 

When you are just starting out, a garden can seem so daunting and overwhelming. We old-time gardeners sometimes forget that. After many years at it, our gardens practically take care of themselves. This is important for you new gardeners to keep in mind as you start out. 

If I think back, I can still remember that expanse of tough green grass spreading in front of me like a blank canvas. At the time, as I stood with shovel in hand, making a garden seemed impossible. Yet a few short years later, I feel as if I live in the middle of a garden paradise. It really doesn’t take too long or too much effort to turn your yard into your dream garden—a place where all you need is a bit of puttering around to make it look fabulous every year. 

Here in this book, I’ve laid out the steps for you in simple terms, from starting your own seeds to creating new garden beds without breaking your back. Before you know it, you’ll be lounging in the shade with a cool drink, surrounded by your beautiful flowers, vegetables, and herbs, as the birds entertain you for free. 

Here are my best tips for starting out fresh: 


	Organic gardening is easy. Don’t complicate it! 

	There are no magical secret formulas. (And don’t buy any in a box, either.) 

	Build up your soil with compost and mulch, and place your plants where they enjoy living. 

	Bugs are your friends. Sure, some of them are signs of trouble. But mostly they are trying to tell you that something isn’t right. 

	Whatever you do, don’t use toxic chemicals! Go to the source of the problem and find a natural solution. 



Finally, don’t forget to take the time to play in and enjoy your creation. That’s pretty much it. Mistakes will be made. It’s not the end of the world. Plants will mysteriously die. Some may even try to invade your yard. Rabbits and deer will eat things you don’t want them to eat. Forgive yourself. Forgive nature. It’s all part of the learning process. Hopefully you’ll find this guide to spring gardening a helpful companion on your journey. Happy organic gardening! —Maria Rodale
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Spring is a time to start over and try new things, but after 30 years of gardening, there are the tried-and-true that simply must be planted every year. This is partly because I make dishes from them that last all year in my freezer, and partly because they are just much fresher than anything bought, even from my local farmer. This is my list:


	Basil. Not the fancy kinds (although I do like to plant at least one purple basil because it’s so good and pretty in salads). ‘Genovese’ basil. For pesto. For sauce. For salads. For whatever, whenever, pinched off right before dinner, if possible.

	Tomatoes. Of course! No gardener worth his or her salt wouldn’t plant them. Here I need an assortment: paste, heirloom yellow and green, and, of course, some big fat red ones. Yum. I put them all in my sauce.

	Savoy cabbage. It’s hard to find good organic savoy cabbage, so I grow a whole bunch of heads. I then have a cabbage blanching and freezing day because this is the key ingredient in “fooey,” a Christmas dish from my father-in-law. Savoy cabbage blanched and sautéed with garlic, topped with fried anchovies and fried dried cayenne peppers. The recipe is on my blog, and it’s so good you won’t believe it. You must use savoy cabbage for this.

	Cayenne peppers. For the fooey, of course, but also for putting on pasta and in soups. They are so easy to dry, and I need a good supply to last all winter. The other thing I love about cayenne peppers is they never trick you into thinking they might be sweet peppers … one look at them and you know they are hot.

	Shelling peas. Grrrr. This is my nemesis, since I adore them so much and find them so hard to grow well—either because my trellising stinks or the birds and bunnies eat them—and there are never enough. The kids love them, too. For me, it’s the whole reason to garden, and this year if it’s the last thing I do I’m going to grow peas. Lots of them. 

	Green beans. Like peas, so superior to anything you can buy when you eat them fresh off the plant. Green beans, however, I find very easy to grow. So they are a reliable performer and they freeze well, too (when blanched).

	Sweet peppers. Here I like green and red ones that really look like sweet peppers so you don’t get fooled into eating a hot pepper by accident (which I don’t mind but the kids do). I like them fresh, roasted, raw, or cooked (with sausage!). 

	Parsley. Flatleaf Italian … for the roasted peppers, for salad, for anything. In the summer, I love to make a mixture of fresh chopped herbs, salt, olive oil, and a bit of fresh chopped garlic to put on top of fish, chicken, or steak. It’s so simple and so deeply satisfying.

	Garlic. As long as you can remember to plant it in fall, it’s the easiest thing you will ever grow.

	Wild card. Every year there is something I simply must plant that is not on the annual list—it’s included because of my mood or a meal I ate at a restaurant. Some years, it’s potatoes. Some years, it’s those flat Romano pole beans. It would be beets if anyone else ate them other than me! What will it be this year? I’m thinking it’s a pole-bean year. But I might change my mind. And that’s one of the best things about gardening: For the price of a pack of seeds, I can do whatever I want in my little plot-o-land. And then I get to eat it! 
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14 Reasons Why You Should Never, Ever, Ever Use Chemicals Again

If by now you still aren’t convinced that totally organic is the way to go, here are 14 good reasons why you should never, and I mean never, use chemical fertilizers and pesticides on your property or anywhere else.

Admit it, the first sight of an ugly bug and you just want to get something to kill it and kill it fast. Or maybe your plants look scrawny and you don’t want to bother with figuring out why and a dose of Miracle-Gro seems like the quickest way to get results. (You didn’t realize that Miracle Gro is a chemical? It is.)

You may think that a little bit of chemicals here and there won’t hurt you or anybody else. What’s so bad about a little Miracle-Gro here and a little Roundup there? 

It all adds up, that’s what. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, in 2007 homeowners spent more than $12.5 billion dollars on pesticides for the home and garden. Ironically, it’s not even necessary.

If you ever needed a reason not to use chemicals in your yard, here are 14 of them:


	They smell really bad. I mean it. The smell of fertilizers and pesticides practically ruins the spring nursery-shopping experience. The places are full of it and it stinks … and people complain about compost. Ha!

	They can make you and your family and your pets and the wildlife sick. S-I-C-K. Nausea, vomiting, skin rashes, leukemia and other cancers, weakened immune systems—lovely, have some more, dear! They can also potentially make us infertile as a species.

	They leach into the groundwater and pollute our drinking water, making people, animals, fish, and birds sick. S-I-C-K. (See above.)

	Pesticides kill the bad bugs and the good bugs and the birds. Then the bad bugs get resistant, and the birds have less to eat, and what they eat makes them sick. Pesticides also kill bees. And many plants depend on bees for pollination. Without bee pollination, there would be fewer fruits and vegetables. Not to mention honey.

	Chemical fertilizers add nutrients to the soil, but they don’t add anything else. Before you know it, the soil structure is so weak that it can’t hold itself together, and it starts to erode and collapse. Once it starts eroding, it clogs up the rivers and streams, and it goes all the way out to sea and kills the coral reefs. No kidding. Erosion is the number one cause of damage to coral reefs.

	The more you use, the more you need to use. Just like a junkie.

	Wouldn’t you rather spend your money on some great new plants?

	Buying chemical fertilizers and pesticides supports huge corporations who spend millions and billions of dollars lobbying to try to suppress research that shows just how bad the stuff really is. And then they go and sell billions of dollars’ worth of DDT to third world countries where it is still legal.

	Did you know chemical herbicides were developed by the Pentagon as defoliants in the Vietnam War? People make bombs with chemical fertilizers. Find another way to be patriotic.

	Using chemical fertilizers is a substitute for thinking. If you don’t want to think, fine. Just don’t ruin it for the rest of us.

	Pesticides travel and have contaminated even the most remote regions of the world. From the rain forests of South America to the polar caps, high concentrations of pesticides can be found, even though none of the chemicals were ever made or used there. 

	Even using pesticides inside the home can contaminate water supplies. Believe it or not, many people dump excess home pesticides down sinks, toilets, sewers, and storm drains. It all comes back to your drinking water. Don’t do it. Don’t buy them in the first place.

	Studies have shown that pesticides are strangely attracted to children’s toys—most of which end up in their mouths.

	Up to 20 percent of the chemicals you buy legally include heavy metals—toxic wastes, which include lead, dioxin, and arsenic, that would otherwise be subject to rigorous hazardous waste disposal laws—as fillers. I guess the government figures if you’re willing to put chemical fertilizers and pesticides in your own backyard, you’d be willing to do your part to get rid of all the toxic waste in the world. Not in my yard!






CHAPTER 1:

Spring Cleaning

Weeding, pruning, digging, burning, and generally getting your hands dirty.


Here’s how to begin. On the first fine springlike day, get out there and see what happened over the winter. I am not a big fan of overcleaning or overtidying a garden. After all, that’s where all the critters live in the winter. I know I’d hate to be rudely awakened from my winter nap and thrown around. Another added benefit of undertidying a garden is that all sorts of surprises start growing in the spring. I’ve gotten free pansies growing between cracks and the best spring lettuces and crisp kale. I’ve gotten surprise nasturtiums, snapdragons, sunflowers, and zinnias.

But still, there is a certain amount of straightening that must be done to make your garden presentable (and to help prevent plant diseases from spreading). I carry around a pruner and a basket and do a tour of the whole yard. Broken branches get picked up or pruned back and become kindling for either the last fire of the season or the first BBQ of spring.

Another thing I inspect is the state of last year’s leaves. Matted leaves that I “forgot” to rake and that may prevent grass from growing get raked and put on the compost pile. However, I don’t feel as if I need to rake everything. Leaves are Nature’s way of replenishing the soil every year—why waste time picking them up and then feel as if you need to fertilize? The only time I ever rake is if there is a particularly large maple that literally “leaves” a very thick mat that may kill the grass. But I never rake leaves from garden beds. After all, it’s like free mulch. And again, all sorts of beneficial creatures are being born and raised under there.

This is also a good time to make a list of things you want to do, such as fill bare spots with certain plants, move things, or redesign an area or bed. Don’t be afraid to move plants. Early spring and late fall, when the plants are dormant, is the best time to shuffle plants around. I’ve moved certain perennial plants and shrubs as many as five times before I found the right spot for them.

Take a good look because early March reveals your garden and yard at its ugliest. My ultimate goal is to make my yard beautiful even in its ugliest moment. Kind of like wanting to wake up in the morning looking great.

Once you have done your initial spring cleaning outdoors, it’s a good time to do the same indoors with your gardening tools and supplies. Spring is a time when you may feel anxious to buy new things—it makes you feel as if you are doing something in your yard before you really can. Catalogs are filled with crazy gadgets guaranteed to make your life “easier.” Really, though, there are very few things you need in a good garden: a few comfortable chairs for outdoor relaxation. A table for dinners at sunset. And a few good tools.
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I’m not suggesting that these are the only tools I ever use. But if I could only choose ten essential tools, these would be the ones.


	Japanese weeding knife. This is my favorite tool. It routs deep-rooted weeds with a single thrust and can be used to dig holes to plant small flowers or to hack off an unwanted branch. It’s handy and very comfortable to hold. I use it more than any other tool. I even put one on a belt to wear while weeding so I can pretend to be a gardening cowgirl.

	Trowel. You’ll need one for planting perennials and annuals. It can also be used for weeding, but it’s not as good as the knife.

	Large pruner. This one’s necessary for cutting off large branches of bushes and trees, either because they are dead or in the way.

	Spade. My second-favorite tool. I can’t live without the one that came with the house. It’s just the right size for me (a small person), and it’s as sharp as an old knife at the bottom. I use mine to plant trees, shrubs, and large perennials, cut tree roots as I am digging, dig up rocks, dig up big weeds, and so on. I am helpless without it.

	Hose or watering can. Plants need water. But I hate to have to water things. It seems if they can’t make it in the natural climate, then they shouldn’t be there. However, I make exceptions for newly planted things to give them that extra boost—if I remember. But I always end up waiting till the last minute, which is a sure sign that the next day it will rain.

	Rake. You need this tool to rake deep leaves where you don’t want them, to make big piles of leaves for jumping in, and to rake gravel paths once in a while to keep them clean. That’s about it.

	Small pruner. This is useful for cutting back perennial stalks, dead rosebush canes, and other small to medium stems. It’s also good for cutting flowers.

	Pitchfork. Pitchforks are far superior to shovels when moving mulch or compost or even for digging. Pitchforks have a handy way of getting through barriers that shovels are too thick to penetrate.

	Hedge clippers. I would not ever choose to have a hedge that needs to be clipped, but I have inherited some on my property that I haven’t had the strength to replace yet. But if you have a trimmed hedge, you need good hedge clippers. Manual, of course.

	Hoe. Even though it is mentioned most by gardeners I respect, I hardly ever use one. But a lot of people rely on them heavily. I think that people who like to garden standing up prefer hoes, and people who like to squat and kneel (like me) prefer weeding knives. Hoes, however, are great for planting, weeding, and preparing vegetable beds.



Honorable mentions: weeding basket, garden cart, scissors, twine, gloves for picking prickly things, and a broom for sweeping. That’s about all you will ever need in the garden as far as tools go.

Good tools should last you a lifetime. They can even save you from becoming a gizmo junkie, needing to buy every latest labor-saving device or miracle tool. Most of these marvels just end up taking up space and falling all over you while you try to get to the one tool you really do need, which is that spade that is 70 years old, self-sharpened from lots of use, and who knows where the heck it came from in the first place.
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Even the most devout organic gardener might be tempted to pull out the evil chemicals at times—especially when it comes to those hard-to-weed places like cracks in between rocks and gravel walkways, where there’s no food growing that could be tainted by a toxic treatment. But now, thanks to the advice of an old friend of mine, Nancy Small, I have a new solution. A very simple, easy solution.

I use a teapot.

Yes, a teapot. It turns out that boiling water will kill weeds—especially little, profuse patches of weeds in gravel, walkways, or rocky areas. I tried it and it works. At first, when you pour the boiling water over weeds they look, well, rather cooked. Blanched. Bright green and almost edible. Walk away and come back a few hours later and you will have a hard time finding evidence at all. Some larger weeds will need to be pulled, but they are fragile carcasses of their former selves and lift right out.

It may take a lot of trips back and forth from the kitchen to the yard, but water is free and clear of anything bad. If you live in an area where water is especially precious, you can use waste water from cleaning food or dishes—the boiling will kill any little bugs that might be in there.

I would hesitate to use this method on your garden soil, since good garden soil is alive with microbes and worms, and we don’t want to hurt any of them, or they can’t do their job to help your garden grow. (For little weeds in a veggie patch, there is nothing better than a good, sharp hoe!) But for those other areas, plain ol’ boiling water works wonders.




[image: ]  COMMON PRUNING MISTAKES TO AVOID

I am not opposed to pruning. It is a vital tool for gardening. But people take it to excess for some reason. Maybe it’s a control-versus-nature thing. My general belief is that bushes and trees should look natural, not as if they are being sent off to war.

Here’s when you should prune:


	When a tree or shrub is blocking access to something

	When branches are dead and could fall and hurt someone or enable disease to enter

	When you want to increase production of certain fruits and flowers

	When topiary or bonsai is a hobby that you enjoy



Here’s when you shouldn’t prune:


	When you have planted the wrong plant in the wrong place to begin with and you are trying to make up for it. (Instead, cut it down, or move it and plant something more appropriate.)

	Just because you think everything ought to be pruned. (You don’t have to prune fruit trees if you don’t want to! Unpruned fruit trees will produce fruit for years and years.)



Here’s what Reds Bailey, the Prince of Pruning, has to say about pruning:

“Always prune for a reason and for a reason that makes sense, such as for health (deadwood removal) and for proper branch formation, avoiding crossing branches and weight stress on the ends of branches. Be aware that any pruning cut is a wound to the plant, and it requires energy to wall over or heal. There are probably many more healthy trees in existence that have been left alone than there are trees that are healthy because someone has pruned them.”

Good reasons for pruning: Deadwood pruning is one of the most important reasons. Deadwood is like tooth decay. It just sits there attracting infection, and it inhibits the wound from healing. Another good reason to prune is if a branch is in the way or is a safety problem.

Bad reason for pruning: Controlling size and proportion. One of the most difficult things to do is to try to control the size of a tree—especially a large, mature tree.




CHAPTER 2:

4 Steps to Healthier Organic Soil

Nothing makes gardening easier and sweeter than having good soil.


Nothing makes gardening harder than having bad soil. Most books or articles make it all seem so complicated, like you need a degree in chemistry to figure out if you have good soil or not and then how to get it if you don’t. Really, it is not at all hard to understand.

Good soil is soft and fluffy, filled with vitamins, bugs, microbes, fungi, and minerals and can really be achieved only by gardening without chemicals. That’s because only natural gardening techniques can replenish (with compost, mulch, and manure) what the plants take by growing. Good soil is moist and holds water longer.

Bad soil is hard and dense, lifeless, malnourished, and in some cases, even poisoned. Many people prefer to ignore their soil, thinking of it as mere “dirt.” Then, if they have bad soil, they get frustrated with gardening or planting anything and give up. Bad soil is also dry and prone to drought.

If you’ve got tough soil that makes it hard to plant, here are four things you can do:


	If you only need a little help. Add a lot of compost. (For more on how to make compost, see Chapter 3.) Or buy bags of organic compost and topsoil from a local garden center.

	If you need a lot of help. Have a load or two of mushroom soil or any local high-grade topsoil brought in. Mushroom soil mix is part poultry manure, part topsoil, and part sand, and it’s fabulous for growing. Since I live in the mushroom-growing capital of the world, it’s easy for me to get. In other areas, you may have to either make your own mix or get something similar locally. If you are just going to get “topsoil” in bulk (by the truckload, for instance), check the quality first. Much of what is called topsoil is really junk, and who knows where it came from (some farmer’s poisoned field, for instance). You may be better off getting large quantities of compost. But even then, you have to be careful to make sure the compost is “clean” and organic. Asking around is usually the best way to find the best organic sources.

	If you only want to do a part of your yard. Build raised beds right on top of your bad soil, and then fill them with purchased organic topsoil mixed with compost. If you don’t even want to dig out the grass, you can put down several layers of news­paper, then add your topsoil and compost. It’s an instant weed-free bed.

	If you don’t want to pay for topsoil and have a lot of patience. Plant daikon radishes and let them grow for a year and then rot in the ground. These deep-growing radishes both soften and fertilize the ground.
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… And some ingredients we could do without


	Calcium. Low calcium causes spindly plants and blossom-end rot in tomatoes. It’s most often low in coastal soils. You can add limestone to boost soil calcium. You can also add eggshells.

	Magnesium. Magnesium is an essential component of chlorophyll. A magnesium-deficient plant will turn brown from the bottom up. It’s also most commonly deficient in coastal areas, and it can be increased by adding magnesium-rich dolomitic limestone.

	Nitrogen. Gardeners are overly fixated on nitrogen. To make sure your soil has plenty, the best thing to do is add lots of organic matter like compost and manure. You can have too much nitrogen—for instance, if you notice lots of leafy green growth but not a lot of fruiting, you may have too much. An inch of compost a year is usually enough to provide more than enough nitrogen to your garden. (If you live in the South, you can add more.)

	Phosphorus. Phosphorus is an important element in soil, especially for seedlings and shallow-rooted plants. Lack of phosphorus will cause stunted growth and a purplish cast to the foliage, but you can’t be sure a phosphorus deficiency is causing this until you test. You can add rock phosphate or bonemeal. For a temporary quick fix, spray fish emulsion on the soil around your seedlings in spring.

	Potassium (or potash). Potassium keeps plants healthy (especially beans). If your soil is low in potassium, add granite powder or seaweed.

	pH. This is the measurement of your soil’s acidity or alkalinity. The pH scale runs from 0 to 14. Numbers higher than 7.0 mean your soil is alkaline (the higher the number, the more alkaline the soil is). Lower than 7.0 means your soil is acidic. Neutral is 7.0. It’s better to be slightly acid than slightly alkaline. The reason pH is so important in gardening is that the farther out of the neutral range your soil is, the more the nutrients in the soil are just not available to plants. They refuse to be used. Too much wood ash, chicken manure, or lime applied to your garden (all common organic soil amendments) can cause high pH levels (high alkalinity). And that’s bad for growing anything. Don’t add lime or wood ash if your soil’s pH is above neutral, and go light on the superconcentrated chicken manure.

	Heavy metals and other toxins. Lead, mercury, and arsenic are all poisons that are often found in urban and industrialized soils. Pay extra to get your soil tested for these toxins if you live anywhere near town, traffic, gas stations, or factories. If your soil tests high, you may need to remove your soil or stop growing edible things in it. Chemical runoff from farms and factories is also a hazard. The safest solution in urban areas is to build raised beds and bring in clean compost and soil.

	Salts. If you live in a dry area, you may have to worry about salty soil. Rain washes natural salts out of the soil. (Too much irrigation, however, brings them back up.) Too much salt takes water away from your plants and injures the plant roots. Even the manure in the West may contribute to too much salt in the soil because of how much salt the cattle consume (and then excrete). If your test shows too much salt, add gypsum to your soil.

	Sulfur. The soil needs sulfur to use the nitrogen in it. Manure adds sulfur.



Although lots of magazine articles and books tell you to add lime or other things to correct your soil, don’t add anything other than compost unless you have had your soil tested and you know you need it. It is entirely possible to ruin your soil by trying to care for it too much. (This is a recurring theme of mine—we love to complicate things, when really they are all so simple.)

The whole point of fertilizers is to make up deficiencies in your soil in order to give plants the nutrients they need to grow into healthy adults. But adding nutrients in chemical form is not only inefficient but also harmful—most fertilizer gets washed away and ends up in our groundwater, where it causes environmental and health problems. A regular dose of compost (applied once or twice a year in spring and fall) will not only provide your soil with all the nutrients it needs but also will add to its workability (softness) and microbial life.

As far as acid and alkaline soils go, your best bet is to work with what you have. No amount of chemicals will fundamentally change a highly acid soil—so plant acid-loving plants like rhodendrons, azaleas, and blueberries. (And the same goes for alkaline soils.)

We often tend to think of things like microbes, worms, ants, and other bugs as “yucky,” but in truth we couldn’t live without them. When everything is working together and cooperating in your garden, there should be no need to fear the bugs—they won’t grow to giant sizes and take over Manhattan. In fact, that’s more likely to happen because of pesticide use, since the bugs develop resistance to pesticides startlingly fast.
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You can’t really tell what is in your soil until you have it tested. We gardened organically for years with soil that seemed fine (although filled with an astounding amount of historical materials, such as pottery, bottles, and bricks). But when we had it tested, we found that it was contaminated with lead. These days, there are so many foul and invisible chemicals that it is very prudent to test your soil. Here’s how to do it.

Call your local county or state agricultural extension office (go here to find yours: http://www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension/) and ask for a soil test kit for a home garden. Get a special bag from them. Follow directions on the bag. Send the soil sample to the address listed on the bag. In a week or two you will get a full report on more than everything you ever could imagine knowing about your soil … except where that lead might have come from.

Don’t be surprised, however, if you get a recommendation to add large quantities of chemical soil amendments. Extension agencies exist mostly to serve large-scale commercial farmers. Ask for the recommendations to be supplied with organic amendments only and hope that they give it to you.

The most important thing for you to remember, however, is that almost all soil problems and deficiencies can be corrected, and even good soil can be improved with an annual dose of organic compost.
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Double-digging is a process of digging up and removing the first foot of soil, loosening up the next foot of soil, adding compost, and then putting the first foot of soil back on top again. What it does is loosen and fortify 2 feet of soil to make an amazingly fluffy and potent garden bed.

Here’s what double-digging is good for: a new vegetable or flowerbed where the soil is hard and needs more compost.

Here’s what it’s not as good for: an established bed that seems to be producing just fine as it is.

Unfortunately, the act of double-digging exposes long-dormant weed seeds to light, therefore waking them from their long sleep. But a good dose of mulch on top after double-digging should keep the weeds from taking over.

A rotary tiller sort of does the same thing, but only to the first foot of soil, so it’s not double-dug. Plus, you can double-dig whole bed with a spading fork in the time it takes you to get the rotary tiller out of the garage and fire it up! (And it’s much better exercise and environmentally efficient.)




CHAPTER 3:

How to Start a Compost Pile in 4 Easy Steps

Composting is the most important thing you can do to improve your land’s fertility.


When you start a compost pile, you can do it fancy or simple. And if you know me, you know I always prefer simple. Compost is the most important thing you can use in your garden to improve your land’s fertility (lawn, garden, and landscape), get rid of kitchen and yard waste efficiently, and save time and money. The only science involved is the science of decomposition—when things decompose, they turn into the most potent, valuable fertilizer on the market. Why buy it in the store when you can make it at home for free?

Typically, compost is made up of three things:


	Carbon: dry leaves, chipped wood, sticks, straw, paper (the browns)

	Nitrogen: grass clippings, weeds, garden trimmings, kitchen scraps (the greens)

	Soil: the soil on plant roots is enough to bring the microbes that will cause the other materials to break down and form compost



Step 1: Figure out where to put your compost pile, and if you need to put it in something. If you are lucky to live on a nice patch of land, you can simply make a compost pile in a back corner somewhere. You don’t really need a container to make compost. However, if you live on a smaller patch of land, you might want to get a container to keep things looking tidy. I have tried lots of containers over the years. The compost tumbler is nice, mainly because you can move it close to the kitchen door in the winter. We keep our compost containers right in the veggie patch, since that’s where most weeds and veggie leftovers go in, and where the good black gold comes out. Then we have a larger pile at the edge of our yard. If you live in the city, you probably will want a container. All compost containers (except for the compost tumbler) look kind of like trash cans, but without a bottom, so the good microbes from the soil can get in and do their business. If you have an old trash can lying about, you can just cut off the bottom, and voilà! You have a composter.

Step 2: Start collecting stuff to put on your pile. From outside the house, you can put weeds (but not poison ivy please), leaves, old dying plant material, and garden waste. From inside the house, you can get a fancy compost bucket for your kitchen sink if you like, or you can just use a bucket or old container to collect kitchen waste. Anything from vegetables, fruits, egg shells, coffee or tea grounds, and even the shells of things like clams and crab are good, really good. Take this stuff out to your pile daily, otherwise it starts to decompose inside the house instead of outside the house and might start to smell. Keep your waste container clean between loads, and you will have a clean-smelling, efficient composting operation set up in your household.
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	Meats or animal products

	Grains, breads, oils, and fats (all of these attract rodents)

	Anything toxic, nonbiodegradable, or poisonous (like poison ivy or Drano)

	Dog or cat waste (too many potential parasites)

	Weeds that have either gone to seed or have strong root systems

	Diseased plants





Step 3: Wait. Some people, compost connoisseurs, may have all sorts of elaborate rituals and techniques for speeding up the composting process. But it never fails if you just wait. Keep on adding to the top, and in a few months, at the bottom, you will have rich, dark, fertile compost to spread around. (That’s why a lot of composters have little doors at the bottom—no, it’s not for the composting gnomes to get in to do their job … or is it?)

Step 4: Use it. If you don’t use it, you won’t lose it … it just waits for you. And even if you never use it, you’ve already done great work by keeping waste out of the public waste stream. However, compost loves to be used. I just dig out the stuff at the bottom of the pile that has been miraculously turned into “black gold,” and spread it on my garden. I don’t turn my pile or water it or anything else except use it. You can spread it lightly on your lawn to make it greener. You can put it on your veggie patch to make it bigger, healthier, stronger veggies. You can put it on your flowerbeds to make your flowers more luscious and pest-resistant. You can sprinkle it around your houseplants or container plants. You can package it nicely and give it to friends and neighbors.

Compost is an organic gardener’s most powerful tool for raising healthy, pest-free, and beautiful gardens. Now there is nothing stopping you from getting started!
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An active compost pile smells fresh and cooks along as the microbes decompose the stuff you’ve put in it (slowly if you leave it alone, faster if you water and turn it). If your pile is turning into a problem—or isn’t turning into anything at all—here’s what to do.

Problem #1: Nothing is happening to your compost.

Solution: Two things may be wrong:


	The pile may be too small. Make it bigger. Small piles don’t have enough volume to get the action going. If your pile is less than 3 feet high, it’s not going to heat up. The ideal height for a home composting pile is 3 to 4 feet. Once you get larger than 4 feet, it’s not much fun to turn it by hand. And if you’re using a compost bin, it has to be at least at least 27 cubic feet.

	If you haven’t had any rain in a long time, the pile may be too dry. Add enough water to make the pile damp (not wet), and things should heat up. Turning a slow pile also mixes the ingredients, adds air, and tends to speed up the “cooking” time.



Problem #2: Your compost pile starts to smell (which it shouldn’t).

Solution: It probably either needs more air or has too many high-nitrogen ingredients, like fresh grass clippings or gooey kitchen scraps, which have matted down and are rotting. Turning the pile and mixing in some bigger materials like big stalks (sunflower stems, for example) or sticks will let in air and keep the pile from packing down. You can also add more carbon: Mix in shredded newspaper or cover up the pile with leaves or straw. That will both suppress the smell and add the carbon necessary to balance the pile. It also covers up unsightly freshly dumped kitchen waste, if you are concerned about that.
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Still need convincing? Here are four more reasons to use compost in your garden.


	Compost has been proven to increase yields and repair worn-out soils.

	Compost in orchards and around fruit trees keep trees healthy and productive.

	Compost increases the earthworm activity in the soil.

	Compost can suppress plant diseases by up to 80 percent—tests done on onions, strawberries, cabbages, and flowers have proven it.






CHAPTER 4:

Designing YOUR Perfect Garden

Choosing the perfect spot, best plants, and perfect plan.


I know it’s hard to resist the urge to get your fingers in the ground, but you will enjoy your garden more if you think about what you want to do. To steal a phrase, think twice, plant once.

If you are going to grow vegetables and herbs, there are many ways you can go about it, but there are three basic styles: extremely organized, totally disorganized, and somewhere in between. All three styles are completely acceptable because basically you can do whatever you want, however you want, in your own vegetable patch. There is no inherently wrong way to do anything. Of course, there are ways to do things that will make you more likely to succeed and reap the delicious benefits of your efforts. But first, I have a special message.

A Special Message for People Who Have Never Grown Vegetables

People often confess their gardening fears to me. A common confession is “I’m afraid to grow vegetables.” Or “I have no idea how to begin growing vegetables!” Or “Vegetable gardens are so ugly! If you can show me how to make a vegetable garden look nice, then I’ll consider growing them.”

Vegetable growing is extremely easy. If you’ve never done it before, here’s how:


	Get some good soil (with lots of compost).

	Stick in some seeds.

	Water.

	Watch it grow.

	Eat it.



I’m really not joking. It’s that easy. There are an endless amount of other tips, techniques, and secrets, but the most important thing is to get in and try it and learn by doing.

Now, back to planning … 

Step 1: Choose a Site

When you start thinking about your garden, the most important thing to begin with is choosing a good site. Here’s what to look for.


	Good soil (either build raised beds (see How to Build a Raised Bed) or bring in new soil if you don’t have it, especially in urban and suburban areas)

	Good drainage and water flow

	Good light (most vegetables and herbs need 8 to 12 hours of full sunshine daily)

	A beautiful location integrated into the rest of your landscape



Step 2: Choose Your Plants

Make a list of all the vegetables you want to grow and develop an understanding of their individual growth habits and preferences. Catalog descriptions and seed packet instructions offer each vegetable’s vital statistics (see Seed-Packet Glossary), including when to begin planting in spring, how many days the variety takes to reach maturity, how much space it requires, and if it is frost-tolerant. Consider, too, how long each vegetable produces.

Step 3: Organize Your Plantings

This is where the best intentions often break down. I have been known to go out into the garden and start putting seeds in willy-nilly. But what works best for me is to plan my garden on paper as I’m reading and picking out my seeds from stores and mail-order catalogs in spring. That way, after I have all my seeds, all I have to do is plant them in the spot where I was thinking they should go. The more you are concerned about beauty, the more it pays to plan. But before you do that, you should know a little bit about the importance of rotation, companion planting, and succession planting.

Rotation. Flower garden beds can be permanent, but the way to design your vegetable plantings each year should not be permanent. One of the most important tools of good organic gardening is rotating your plants every year. Rotation means that you don’t plant tomatoes (or any other vegetable) in the same place every year—or even every other year.

Keeping vegetables in the same place year after year allows insect pests (many of which need a few years of reproduction to get established) and diseases to do major damage. By moving your vegetables around, you are, in effect, starving and tricking the pests.

There is no real trick to crop rotation other than vaguely remembering where you planted things the year before and the year before that (a good reason to keep a garden journal). Then, plant them somewhere else. If you can keep things out of the same bed for three to five years, you should greatly reduce, if not eliminate, your chances of insect and disease problems.

Companion planting. Companion planting is one of those things that has been around for­­ever, but much of its wisdom has not necessarily been scientifically “proven.” Some things seem to grow really well together, and others don’t. The main justifications for companion planting are the plant diversity that results (mixing plantings make it harder for pests to find their target plants), the substances released by the plants themselves, and the cooperation (or lack thereof) between plants regarding insect and disease problems.

Some plants help keep each other healthy, and others can make each other sick. Take, for instance, the black walnut tree. Black walnut trees are known to produce substances called juglones that are toxic to many plants near them, including fruits, vegetables, and other plants. On the other hand, growing dill with your vegetables will attract beneficial insects.

Another example of companion planting that is a fascinating use of space in the garden is the “three sisters” planting scheme of the Native Americans. The three sisters are corn, beans, and squash. It just so happens that if you plant them together, they work in beautiful harmony. The corn provides trellising for the beans (pole beans, which are climbers) and the squash acts as a groundcover amidst the corn. Planting the three together not only saves lots of space but provides a better growing environment for each. Now that’s companion planting. As Coach Smallwood of the Rodale Institute puts it, plant “what grows high with what grows low, and what grows fast with what grows slow.”

Here are some popular companions:


	Beets and radishes

	Garlic and roses

	Garlic and tomatoes or eggplant

	Marigolds and tomatoes

	Strawberries and peaches

	Tomatoes and basil



Here are some combinations to avoid:


	Apples and potatoes

	Broccoli (and other cabbages) and tomatoes

	Garlic and onions next to peas and beans

	Grapes and cabbages

	Marigolds with beans and cabbages

	Peppers and beans

	Potatoes and melons

	Pumpkins and potatoes



Succession Planting Schedule

If you want to get more out of your garden, think of your garden beds as a continual planting ground over the growing season. The first step is to assemble all of your crop information, found on the back of seed packets and on seedling tags, into a planting plan. You can simplify things by drawing a spring, summer, and fall diagram of each bed. Begin plugging vegetables into the diagram, with early, quick crops followed by long-season ones. Write down the approximate date each crop needs to be planted and when the expected harvest date is. Note: Vegetables that belong to the same plant family (such as cabbage, mustard, and kale) share pests and diseases. Try to keep in mind what family a vegetable belongs to and avoid planting one member, say tomatoes, in the same spot where a cousin—peppers, eggplants, potatoes, or tomatillos—grew in the previous 3 years.

Some simple succession strategies. Try planting spinach, lettuce, and radishes in early spring, followed by tomatoes, peppers, and basil in summer. In midfall, pull the summer crops and plant half of the bed with garlic and the other with arugula, mache, mustard, and spinach. Or in spring, sow root-compatible crops throughout the bed—say, alternating double rows of shallow-rooted onions and tap-rooted carrots. In fall, harvest the onions and carrots and put kale in half the bed and turnips in the other.
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Seed packets have their own vocabulary. Here are some terms you’ll need to know.

Average last-frost date. The last day in spring, on average, that your area has experienced a hard frost. Each seed packet tells you how many weeks before or after that date to plant the seed.

Broadcast. To scatter seed over a selected area (as opposed to planting in a row or hill).

Inoculant. Living bacteria that helps peas, beans, and other legumes take nitrogen from the atmosphere and fix it in the soil. Peas and beans grow best when they’re inoculated before you sow the seeds. Inoculant is sold in a powdered form and needs to be fresh to work. Buy a new packet every year.

Scarify. To create openings in the hard coats of certain seeds to admit moisture and initiate germination. Large seeds are usually nicked with a file or knife; small seeds may be rubbed gently inside a folded sheet of sandpaper.

Soak. To soften the outer coats of hard seeds by immersing them overnight in warm water. Sow them immediately after soaking, or they will wither and die.
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I know a woman who works in the White House, and she said that Michelle Obama didn’t want to build raised beds for her garden because it sounded too hard for people. I agree it can sound intimidating. However, so is standing before a patch of grass grown in concrete-like dirt that needs to be turned into a garden.

Raised beds are actually the easiest way to get started with a garden, since you just start right on top of the grass and bring in fresh soil and compost (so you don’t have to worry about your old soil being too contaminated—although it’s always a smart thing to get your soil tested before planting).

The best source for tools for raised beds is Gardener’s Supply Company (http://www.gardeners.com), a fantastic, devotedly organic catalog that has been around for as long as I can remember. They offer kits of all sorts, from corners for putting your own wood together to recycled-plastic beds that look like wood, or my new favorite, galvanized-steel sheet metal!

Once you get the sides, you can do it the lazy, easy way or the meticulous, hard way—depending on your desired outcome and personality type. Lazy way: Stick the sides in place, cover the grass with layers of cardboard, newspaper, leaves, or straw, and then pile on the compost and topsoil. Then plant! The hard(er) way: Dig up the grass and loosen the soil underneath—either by hand or with a rototiller—stick the sides in place, and then pile on the compost and topsoil. See, that’s not so hard either!

Remember, the quality of the soil you put into your raised bed is what will make your gardening successful. Where to get good soil will depend on your location and region. Personally, I love a good mushroom soil mix. It’s light and fluffy and so rich in nutrients!
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There are two effective ways of making a vegetable garden beautiful. First is how you build and design your vegetable beds. Second is how you decide to plant. A beautiful vegetable bed has the following characteristics: a prime location, a pleasing layout, and quality building materials. Let’s look at how each part works.


	Prime location means that your garden isn’t stuffed in some unwanted corner or plunked right in the middle of an odd space but is integrated into the overall design of your yard so it not only fits in but also adds beauty.

	Pleasing layout doesn’t necessarily mean the proverbial square or rectangular patch, but a shape that, again, fits into your overall design. It could be circular or curvy, it could be long and line your patio, or it could be integrated into your flowerbeds. It could be a classic shape, like the four square beds popularized by the kitchen garden style. Or it could be modernist and angular. The only limits are your imagination and energy.

	Once you have picked your prime location and designed your pleasing layout, you will want to edge your beds with quality materials. You could go naked and not edge with anything—whatever your pleasure. But if you do choose to edge your garden or build a raised bed and are concerned about beauty, don’t use things that are ugly to edge it. (Usually things made of plastics or composites tend to be ugliest.) Please also avoid sloppy construction. Wood, stone, cement, and brick are all attractive and effective.






CHAPTER 5:

Spring Planting

What to plant when: Tips for planting the vegetables, flowers, herbs, and fruits of spring


Spring is the time to plant; there’s simply no getting around it if you want to garden. There are other times to plant, too, but spring is the main season. The spring planting season goes like this: First, plant trees and shrubs while they are still dormant (while it’s still cold and before the leaves have sprouted, but after the soil has thawed). Then plant cold-season vegetables and perennial herbs and flowers. Then, finally, plant the warm-season vegetables and annual or tender perennial herbs and flowers after all danger of frost has passed.

Planting is easy, fun, and good exercise—especially if you are a bit overzealous, like me. I buy so many plants and seeds that sometimes that I end up planting for a few hours a day. The main thing is not to be afraid. Some plants will make it. Some plants won’t. That’s life (and death). If you put it in the wrong place, you can always move it later. Basically, dig in.

Here are a few of my gardening secrets that will to help you get from seed to fruit:

Before You Begin


	Make some plant markers with the variety name and date before you head outdoors. (I still have trouble with this one!)

	If your shoes get muddy when walking around the garden, then your soil is too wet for sowing or transplanting. Wait for a drier day.

	If it’s been more than a couple of weeks since you’ve turned the soil and prepared your beds, then they’ve probably crusted over from rain. Drag a rake over the area a couple of times to break up the crust (you’ll likely need to weed, too).



Transplanting Seedlings

Whether it’s a flat of bedding plants from a nursery or seedlings started indoors (see How to Start Your Own Seeds), you don’t want the transition from pots to garden bed to induce transplant shock.

The first rule of thumb is to watch where you put your thumb. Always pick up a seedling by the leaves, never the stem. A damaged stem harms the whole plant; leaves will grow back.

Hardening Off

Bring all seedlings—store-bought and homegrown—outdoors and expose them to a steadily increasing amount of sun, wind, and temperatures lower or higher than what they were used to indoors. This hardening off gradually introduces seedlings to the conditions in your garden. It will take about 2 weeks. Don’t rush it.

When to Plant

The ideal time to plant is when it’s overcast, with rain in the forecast and no frosts or heat waves expected. If conditions don’t cooperate, then try to plant in the late afternoon or early evening to minimize the time the seedlings bake in the sun. The day before planting, water the plants so that the soil in the pots is moist.

Putting Plants in the Ground

Keep your seedlings in the shade until you’re actually ready to plant each one. Don’t pull a plant out of its container until you’ve dug the hole for it and never pull by the stem, always by the leaves. If you can’t easily pull it out of its container by the leaves, hold the pot in one hand, flip it upside down, and give it a sharp tap on the bottom. The rootball should slip out into your other hand. Snip away any damaged roots with scissors or pruners. If the roots are a solid mass, gently tease some away from the center, trying not to break them.

Carefully slice into peat or newspaper pots with a knife to give the roots an escape hatch in case the pot doesn’t break down quickly. Once the pot is in the ground, tear off any part of it that extends above the soil line, otherwise it will dry out and pull moisture from the soil.

Plant the seedling at about the depth it was in the container or a bit deeper. If your soil is cold or very wet, planting too deeply could rot the stem. The exception to this rule is tomatoes: Plant them quite deep. Studies by the Southwest Florida Research and Education Center, in Immokalee, Florida, showed that tomatoes planted up to their first set of true leaves set fruit earlier and yielded more and larger tomatoes than tomatoes planted at rootball level. This held true when the studies were repeated in the colder soils of Ohio and Massachusetts.

Firm the soil around your seedlings, but don’t press so hard that you compact it. Give each seedling a thorough watering.

The First Days

Your seedlings have become established when you see healthy new growth. This can take a few days to a week, depending on the weather. Wilted leaves or drooping stems can be symptoms of transplant shock. Seedlings can go into transplant shock if they weren’t hardened off completely or if the weather is extreme. Most plants recover in a few days, but until they do:


	Check that the soil is firmly around the plants so that no air pockets are drying out the roots.

	Protect the transplants from sun and strong winds with row covers or sheets.

	Water only if the top inch of the soil is dry. Don’t water if the soil is already wet; it won’t help.



Wait a week to 10 days after transplanting before fertilizing your seedlings. They will have sent out new feeder roots by then and will be entering their most active stage of growth.
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I’ve made them all!


	Letting weeds go to seed. This year’s lapse becomes next year’s frustration.

	Planting too close together. Sure, the garden looks sparse in spring, but plants do grow. A lot.

	Overfertilizing. Too much food leads to unhealthy growth. In plants, too.

	Buying plants already blooming or fruiting. You want all their energy going to roots, not fruits, when you transplant them.

	All work and no relaxation makes gardening a chore. Sit and enjoy—you’ve earned it.





Direct-Sowing Seeds

How hard is it to put a seed in the ground, anyway? Not hard. Nature does it all the time. But of the thousands of seeds a plant may release, only one or two might germinate and grow. Hedge your bets by not planting every seed in the pack. If any seeds don’t sprout, you’ll have extra to fill in the empty spaces.

A special note to people with chickens or other birds (such as guinea fowl): Birds love seeds. Minimize destruction by cooping your birds during the fragile early stages of planting.

Planting Depth

Plant seeds too deeply, and they may never germinate. Plant them too shallowly, and the topsoil might dry out during germination. Generally, you can plant a large seed at a depth equal to three times its diameter (not its length). Seeds of peas, squashes, and sunflowers and those of similar size are considered large seeds. Plant smaller seeds about 1⁄8 inch deep. The seed packet will give the proper planting depth for that particular seed.

Some seeds need light to germinate, so you can’t bury them. Either sift fine soil over them or leave them uncovered. But make sure the seeds make firm contact by pressing them into the soil.

To Hill or to Mound?

Most gardeners sow seeds in rows—seeds spaced evenly in a line. But another way to plant seeds is in hills. When a seed packet recommends planting in hills, it means planting them in a cluster—not necessarily in a mound, as you might expect. Mounding the soil is optional. Cucurbits (cucumbers, pumpkins, squash) are often planted in elevated hills, because they need warm soil and good drainage. But some squash and melon experts say mounds are trouble because raising seedlings above the surrounding soil level can cause them to dry out too quickly. Your best bet is to plant in rows and mound only if your soil is compacted or waterlogged. And if you do mound, check the seedlings after a heavy rain to make sure the soil hasn’t washed away from the roots.
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Carrots. Sow seeds after danger of frost. For even distribution, mix the tiny seeds with sand before sprinkling them in your bed. Cover them with fine soil or more sand, ¼ to ½ inch deep. Carrot seeds can take up to a month to germinate, so keep the soil evenly moist. To speed germination, place a 1-by-6 board over the newly seeded and watered row to hold in moisture. Check the underside of the board daily for slugs and remove it in about a week.

Corn. Warm soil, above 60°F, is essential for seed germination. Seed heavily (up to four seeds per foot) to make up for any losses to birds; you can always thin later. Corn is wind-pollinated, so to ensure pollination, you must plan on a minimum of 16 plants in a block of four short rows.

Cucurbits. Members of this family include cucumbers, pumpkins, summer and winter squashes, and zucchini. Seeds should be sown after frost. Plant in hills, with six to eight seeds per hill. Space the hills about 6 feet apart and enrich each one with a large shovelful of compost or well-aged manure. If cucumber beetles are a problem in your area, wait to thin, and then take out the plants with the worst beetle damage.

Lettuce. These tiny seeds need light to germinate, so just press them into the ground and sift some fine soil over them. Though it loves cool weather, lettuce can take a couple of weeks to germinate in cold soil outdoors. Protect seedlings from hard frosts with row covers, newspaper, or sheets. Thin plants to 3 inches apart. Sow seeds weekly for successive harvests.

Peas. Plant peas in early spring, as soon as you can work the ground. Pretreat the seeds with inoculant. Peas will germinate in very cold soil (40°F), but this can take weeks. Pea seedlings tolerate frost better than mature peas.
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Starting seeds indoors gives you control over crop timing, as well as a greater selection of varieties (including many heirlooms that are not often sold as transplants). Plus, you can guarantee that your garden is organic when you start your own seeds. Success with indoor seed starting requires a suitable light source and a careful eye toward the seedlings’ temperature, moisture, and nutrient needs.

Seed starting is a two-step process: First, plants seeds in flats (seed trays), and then, when the seedlings are up and growing, you transplant them to individual pots or cell packs. This technique works for many vegetable crops (broccoli, cabbage, eggplant, lettuce, onion, pepper, tomato, etc.) as well as for many annual flowers and herbs.

Here are the six steps that will take you from seed to plant:


	Fill a flat with moist seed-starting mix. Level the mix and use a ruler to press shallow rows about ¼ inch deep and 2 inches apart.

	Sprinkle seeds into the depressions. Space seeds about ½ inch apart. If planted too closely, the seedlings will be more difficult to separate at transplant time. Label each row to identify the variety planted. Once all rows are planted, gently scatter more of the seed-starting mix to cover the seeds (unless the seed packet specifies leaving seeds uncovered). Water the surface with a gentle mist and cover the flat with a plastic dome or sheet of clear plastic to maintain moisture.

	Some seeds germinate best in cool soil, and others in warm; check the seed packet for temperature requirements. If the seeds demand warmth, place the flat near a heat vent or on an electric heat mat to warm the soil. Watch daily for emerging seedlings, and as soon as they appear, remove the plastic cover and move the flat to a sunny window or place under grow lights. The most common seed-starting problem is weak, spindly seedlings—usually resulting from insufficient light. Even south-facing windows may lack the necessary light intensity to grow sturdy seedlings. Augment or replace natural light with fluorescent shop lights (or the newer LED versions). Use regular cool white or daylight tubes, instead of the more expensive plant or aquarium tubes, and leave them on for 12 to 14 hours daily. The tubes should be no more than 4 inches from the tops of the seedlings.

	When seedlings have grown their second set of leaves, they are ready to be transplanted to individual containers. Use a chopstick or letter opener to lift and loosen the soil beneath a row of seedlings. Gently tug the seedlings apart. Hold the seedlings by their leaves instead of their stems, which are more easily damaged by rough handling. Don’t worry if some roots are torn in the process or if most of the potting mix falls away from the roots.

	Add some potting mix to the bottom of a container. Center the seedling in the pot, then add more soil to fill. Press lightly to firm the soil around the roots. Using the rose attachment on the spout of a watering can, soak thoroughly.

	Seedlings grown in a mix that includes compost probably won’t require fertilizer. In compost-free mixes, feed the seedlings lightly with an organic fertilizer every 2 or 3 weeks after moving them to individual pots.



Troubleshooting. Damping-off is a fungal disease that causes tiny seedlings to topple over and die. Counter it by using a soilless mix containing equal parts of sphagnum peat moss, perlite, and vermiculite. After germination, keep the seedlings on the dry side. Use an electric fan to circulate air around the seedlings. If damping-off appears in a flat, quickly transplant the survivors to fresh mix. And you can skip the flat-to-pot transplanting step, if you wish, by sowing seeds directly into small pots or cell packs. Sow one seed per cell, or sow several seeds and thin to a single seedling after they germinate. This is the best way to grow transplants of some larger-seeded vegetables, including squash, melons, and cucumbers.



Planting Herbs

Few plants are as satisfying and easy to grow as herbs. They look nice and smell great. You get powerful fresh flavor for cooking right outside your door. Herbs are practically carefree … except for a few you should know about. Certain herbs are, shall we say, a bit overeager to grow—some by roots, some by seed, some by any other means.

Take mint, for example. Mint would, if allowed, take over the world. But nothing is as naturally sweet and delightful as a glass of chilled fresh mint iced tea in the summertime. (And nothing could be easier to make: Cut a few stalks of mint before it flowers, rinse, and put in a heat- and cold-proof container. Pour boiling water over it. Let it steep for a half hour or so. Refrigerate until cold. Drink.)

Three ways to grow and control mint:


	Plant mint in a container that will keep its roots and stems from spreading, and bury the container in the ground (for example, a plastic pot with the bottom cut out, a can with both ends cut off, or a ceramic frostproof pot).

	Plant it in a shady out-of-the-way area where it can spread natu­rally but is somewhat controlled by the shade.

	Constantly hack it back.



Some herbs reseed themselves every year, which can be good or nightmarish. Consider feverfew, for instance. I let one plant go to seed in my herb garden last year (it had such pretty flowers!). This year I spent quite a bit of time (not thyme) digging it up. Lesson from the herb garden: Don’t let your herbs go to seed unless you want them to reseed prolifically. (But I always intentionally let parsley reseed.)

Many herbs, however, pose no problems at all and are the true gems of the culinary garden (the biggest bang for your work). Grow them as close to your kitchen as possible so that you can forage for them while you are cooking. I always put fresh herbs in salad.

Here are some of my favorites:

Annual herbs. basil, cilantro, dill, lemon verbena, and parsley

Perennial herbs. bay leaf, chamomile, chives, lavender, mint, oregano, rosemary, sage, and thyme

Planting Fruit

Many people, even good gardeners, fear fruit. Growing it, that is. Fruit has the reputation of being buggy, diseased, and just plain difficult. Some books make it seem as if you have to have a master’s degree in pruning to have even one fruit tree in your yard. But it doesn’t have to be that way. My advice is to try a few fruits, and see which ones work for you.

If the aphids or other bugs come, deal with them by spraying soapy water on them or picking them off. Just don’t let the pests freak you out because that doesn’t help anything or anybody. Rarely do they kill the tree, and sometimes it’s just a phase.

Prune the trees or bushes slightly when you first get them to shape the plants­—cut back dead branches and branches that are rubbing against each other (see Common Pruning Mistakes to Avoid). Most important, buy disease-free varieties to begin with, although even that won’t be a guarantee. Old heirloom varieties are probably your best bet if you can find them for your area.

If deer are your problem, I just read that “free-range” dogs are your best bet for keeping deer out of orchards and gardens, according to a study done at Cornell University. Letting your dog roam the orchards will be both your alarm system and your removal system. Otherwise, high fencing is the most reliable way to keep out deer.

Last, but not least, if you want your fruit all to yourself, you may need to protect it from birds by using netting. But if you don’t mind sharing, there is usually enough for everyone—unless you’re growing blueberries. Birds love blueberries!


[image: ] THE 7 BEST MULCHES

Nature heals herself constantly. Anytime we remove her skin—whether it’s to build or plant or by accident—she will do her best to replace her skin with plants, mulch (leaves), or trees. So, if you leave the earth exposed, you will be fighting a losing battle with weeds. Nature wants her skin to heal, and she will make it happen. That’s why mulches are so important.

Mulches are dead matter (leaves, bark, stone) that cover the ground like a bandage. Except for solid stone, they won’t permanently keep other plants from growing, but they will provide a protective barrier while they decompose. Mulches mimic nature’s own cover of falling leaves and branches, which both suppresses competitive plants and provides a continuous supply of new soil as the leaves and branches decompose.

Here are four benefits of mulching.


	Mulch suppresses weeds.

	Mulch keeps moisture in the soil.

	Mulch can increase yields.

	Mulched plants stay cleaner and healthier.



The most popular and best mulches are compost, grass clippings, bark mulch and other wood mulches, straw, and chopped leaves. The best thing to do is to use mulches that are close by, locally made, and organic or as natural as possible. Here are some facts about each type.

Compost. An inch or two of straight compost makes a good mulch for increasing soil nutrition, as long as you didn’t put a lot of seedy weeds into it. It does best with a covering of another mulch on top. Best for vegetable beds and flowerbeds.

Grass. Best used in northern climates (compost it instead in the South), grass clippings work really well as mulch as long as they don’t contain grass seed, they are organic, and they do not include Bermuda or Zoysia grass. Best for vegetable beds and flowerbeds.

Bark and wood chips. Wood mulches are the slowest to decompose, and they keep the soil especially cool (so they’re better for the South than grass clippings). Try to look for high-quality organic wood mulches. You wouldn’t want to put mulch made from pressure-treated wood, for instance, on your garden. Bark and untreated wood chips are best for flowerbeds, landscape beds, and pathways.

Straw. Straw is an ideal mulch for vegetable beds. Studies have proven that it prevents diseases, increases yields, and even makes things taste better. Best for vegetables and fruits (like, say, strawberries).

Leaves. Put leaves on flowerbeds and vegetable beds in the fall to slightly decompose over the winter, while protecting your plants and soil from winter winds and erosion. Leaves are great for mulching flowerbeds in the summer, since they have a cooling effect, so keep them off heat-loving vegetables in the early spring. Best for flowerbeds.

Pine needles. Pine needles and boughs can be used as mulch without making the soil acidic. Best for flowerbeds.

Newspapers. While newspapers don’t add to the beauty of your garden, they are safe and effective when layered on 6 to 8 inches deep (which is pretty deep). Interestingly enough, Kraft brown paper and cardboard also make excellent mulches (even better than newspapers, studies show). I sometimes use shredded cardboard from all the mail-order boxes I get from ordering online. I actually purchased a heavy duty shredder for them so the cardboard is easier to pile around plants. (You have to be careful about which boxes you use, however, since some packages from Asia, for instance, are sprayed with insecticides.) They’re all great for suppressing weeds. So, if you can find a way to use them without detracting from the beauty of your yard, they make a great mulch. Hint: Cover them with wood chips to disguise them. Best for vegetable beds and flowerbeds and killing off sod and weeds for new beds.




CHAPTER 6:

Spring Garden Harvest

Harvesting tips for your spring bounty


Spring is so easy to enjoy. Baby birds are being born left and right, and they chirp you awake in the morning. Chipmunks and bunnies wake up and play, chasing each other in circles. Bulbs slink out of the ground, slowly at first, and then boldly braving the extremes of weather. Trees, bushes, and flowers burst out in a decadent display of hallucinogenic passion. And then the first fresh tastes of spring—asparagus, rhubarb and strawberries, lettuces and herbs—awaken your senses and cleanse away the darkness of winter.

Spring Vegetables

Arugula is a quick spring lettuce-type plant that is great for salads, in pasta, or on pizza. Just plant the seeds and watch it grow almost in front of your eyes. Do not plant wild arugula, however, unless you want it to take over your yard—you’ll have to pull it out of everything for years and years. (I made that mistake and I’m still paying.)

Asparagus is a perennial vegetable that takes about three years to get established enough to start harvesting but, once established, provides you with years and years of sweet and fragrant spears. The plant turns into a beautiful bush during the summer, then dies back completely during the winter.

Kale is one of the best sources of calcium besides milk. Kale loves a cold spring and rewards you with a tasty flavor. Cook it with eggs (the same way I recommend for Swiss chard) or eat young kale fresh in salads. But be creative. I once had an awesome kale Caesar salad.

Lettuces of all kinds are essential for spring salads. Lettuce is quick and easy to grow. Plant the seeds, and 40 to 90 days later you can harvest either the leaves or the entire heads. Lettuces prefer cool weather and bolt (flower and go to seed) quickly in the heat. Don’t eat lettuce after it’s bolted, since it will be bitter. But if any plants do bolt, go ahead and let them set seed—they will both reseed themselves and provide food for finches and pollen for bees, beneficial critters you want hanging around your garden.

Peas are one of the staples of spring. I love peas. But unfortunately, the bunnies that visit my yard love them more and have prevented me from growing my own peas successfully for the last few years. I am now in the process of creating a “beautiful” mini portable bunny-keeper-outer fence so I can grow my peas and eat them, too. There are several types of peas—English or garden peas, snow peas, and snap peas. All are delicious and easy to grow, provided you can stop the bunnies. Not all peas need to be trellised, but for the ones that do, try simply putting some sticks in the ground where you plant the peas. It’s a heck of a lot easier than building a trellis, and it looks cool, too. You can also eat the pea shoots raw in salads or simply sautéed.

Radishes are fast and fun. Pop the seeds in and watch them grow! The challenge is eating them before they get too big and spicy.

Swiss chard is so easy to grow, and it’s good for you, too. My favorite way to make it: eggs and greens. Just sauté onions, garlic, and fresh chard, add a few eggs (scrambled), cook until done, and add grated romano cheese, salt, and pepper. You can also add any kind of herb, mushrooms, and even mint for a breakfast treat that will send you sailing though the day on a speeding train of energy. You can harvest Swiss chard a few stalks at a time, and the rest will keep growing. Take just enough for breakfast each time, and you’ll have plenty for a summer full of yummy breakfasts.

Spring Fruit

Strawberries are so easy to grow. I grow the fraises des bois type (little alpine strawberries) because they don’t spread like other strawberries. But I am sure it’s just a matter of time before I grow the regular ones. Regular strawberries have to be divided every few years. And you need to cover them with netting while they are ripening if you ever want to eat any of them rather than letting the birds get all of them.

Spring Herbs

There are many, many herbs that a gardener can grow. But no garden or window box should be without the basic culinary herbs—chives, oregano, parsley, and thyme. These herbs are among the first to be ready to pick in spring, their flavors awakening winter-dulled senses.

Chives are well behaved, beautiful, and delicious! Use chives in salads, soups, pasta, and anything else (other than dessert).

Oregano is delicious in salads, sauces, marinades, and pasta dishes. Give it space to grow and bloom.

Parsley is a biennial, producing leaves the first year and flowers and seeds the second. It’s delicious in salads and pasta dishes. Once a patch is established, let it reseed itself every year.

Thyme is delicious with poultry, salads, pastas, and meats. Makes a great groundcover, too.


[image: ]  9 FLOWERS THAT CONTROL INSECTS

Want to protect your plants from voracious pests without using chemicals? Then invite the insects that prey on them, the beneficials, to spend time in your garden. How? Grow insectary plants.

What Beneficials Want

Scientists are discovering that specific blossoms are more attractive to beneficial insects than others. And one plant—golden marguerite (Anthemis tinctoria)—has been shown to entice all five beneficial insect groups: lacewings, syrphid flies (aka hoverflies), mini-wasps, lady beetles, and tachinid flies.

Here are the nine blooms that attract the best bugs:

Anise hyssop (Agastache foeniculum or A. rugosa, aka Korean mint) is a showy, summer-blooming perennial that’s highly attractive to many beneficials, especially parasitic wasps.

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum, aka coriander) is a favored annual among a variety of beneficial insects, including lady beetles, green lacewings, and parasitic wasps. Oregon State University researchers found this plant to be highly attractive to syrphid flies in the early season.

Coreopsis annuals and perennials bloom from spring through fall. They help feed syrphid flies, lady beetles, lacewings, and parasitic wasps.

Cosmos belong to the daisy family. Annual and perennial varieties bloom spring through fall, attracting syrphid flies, lady beetles, and lacewings.

Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) flowers exude extreme appeal for all nectar-feeding beneficial insects. Bonus: This easy-to-grow perennial plant serves as fodder for caterpillars of the anise swallowtail butterfly.

Golden marguerite (Anthemis tinctoria) entices all five essential beneficials-lady beetles, lacewings, syrphid flies, tachinid flies, and mini-wasps-with its golden yellow daisy-type flowers that bloom summer and fall.

Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia) blooms in early summer, attracting small pollinating insects as well as aphid-eating syrphid flies.

Sweet alyssum (Lobularia maritima) is a fast-growing annual with fragrant white flowers that are a widely recognized nectar source for beneficial insects, particularly syrphid flies.

Yarrow (Achillea millefolium; A. filipendulina) is a summer-flowering perennial that feeds syrphid flies, lacewings, tachinid flies, lady beetles, and parasitic wasps.



How to Encourage Beneficials to Stick Around

Give them shelter. Groundcovers—like winter cover crops, grasses, and low-growing thyme—and hedgerows with tall plants such as willows provide a place for beneficials to live and reproduce. Protect beneficial ground beetles by leaving cover crop residues in place. Keep in mind also that both pest insects and beneficials dwell in the garden all season.

Offer water. Beneficials need to drink. A shallow birdbath or dish with pebbles to perch on, filled to within a quarter of an inch of the rim, is ideal.

Don’t spray. Synthetic pesticides and even “natural” ones such as rotenone kill beneficials. They are “broad-spectrum” weapons that don’t discriminate between helpful and harmful insects. Give the beneficials what they need, and you won’t need the spray.




[image: ]  GOOD BUGS AND BAD BUGS: THE LARVAL STAGE

Learning to recognize insects in their larval form can be a big boon to gardeners. It may mean the difference between introducing appropriate pest control and accidentally wiping out a population of beneficial insects. Here are a few common examples of larval insects to get you started.

The Good Bugs (Beneficials)

Ladybugs. Larval ladybugs look a bit like miniature alligators with three pairs of legs behind the head and an elongated, tapered abdomen. Most of the 200-some North American species are black with red, orange, or yellow markings. They actively move about plants, consuming hundreds of small pests and insect eggs per day.

Green lacewings. The larvae of these beneficial insects are also called “aphid lions” due to their voracious appetite for aphids, lace bugs, small caterpillars, and many other insects. They are similar in shape to ladybug larvae but are light brown and have a pair of large, curved mandibles for capturing their prey.

Syrphid flies. Because this beneficial is a fly, its larvae are called maggots. The non-stinging adult flies look much like bees with their yellow and black markings. They feed on nectar and pollen, while the larvae are active insect predators. Larvae—small, pale, wormlike maggots—crawl among populations of pest insects and consume them as they go.

The Bad Bugs

Sawflies. There are many species of sawflies, all with larvae that resemble caterpillars (although they are anatomically different). The larvae ingest a variety of plant leaves and conifer needles. Several species of sawflies are gregarious, so it isn’t uncommon to find large groups of them feeding together on a plant. Others, such as columbine, rose, hollyhock, and hibiscus sawflies, feed solo, skeletonizing leaves as they feed.

Colorado potato beetle. Larvae and adults of this pest graze on potato plants, quickly defoliating them. The larvae are reddish orange grubs with black heads and several black dots along their sides. They have three pairs of legs in front of their rounded abdomens.

Asparagus beetle. Adult beetles feed on emerging asparagus spears, while the larvae chomp on the ferns, causing dead spots and decreased plant vigor. The grublike larvae are army green with small black heads and measure up to ¼ inch in length.




CHAPTER 7:

The Food of Spring

Favorite Recipes for the Season


By the end of winter, if you’re like me, you’re desperate to start eating fresh food out of your garden. If this is your first garden, congratulations. You are about to enjoy the freshest, most delicious food ever. My favorite spring treat? Rhubarb. And I have a recipe for a rhubarb dessert that will make you a convert to this tangy plant. And, of course, spring isn’t spring without an assortment of delicious salads made from garden-fresh greens.

Rhubarb Is Good (Really)

Rhubarb is very easy to grow. It’s a perennial plant that grows year after year but dies back completely in the winter. You can’t eat rhubarb raw (and you only eat the stalks, not the leaves), but cooked rhubarb is delicious in pies and sauces.

My brother David (who died of AIDS in 1985) was one of my major inspirations when it came to cooking. He once made a recipe close to this one for me, which I loved. He actually served it as a hot dessert with a dollop of sour cream. I have altered the recipe slightly and serve it cold with ice cream.

David’s (Sort of) Rhubarb Delight

I call it “sort of” because it’s partly mine and partly his, not because it isn’t delightful!

½ cup water

1 cup pink grapefruit juice

1 cup sugar

¼ teaspoon ground cloves

10 or more stalks of rhubarb

1 quart strawberries

1. 	Bring the water, grapefruit juice, sugar, and cloves to a boil. Add rhubarb chopped into 1-inch pieces and strawberries that have been cleaned.

2. 	Cook for about ½ hour or until everything is all mushed together, over medium to low heat.

3. 	Serve hot or cold with ice cream.

The Salads of Spring

My favorite food is salad. My mother always said I used to sit in my high chair as a child and stuff as much lettuce into my mouth as people gave me. To this day, I still prefer to eat salad with my fingers … I know, I’m a beast! Give me romaine, spinach, endive, arugula, ‘Oak Leaf’ lettuce, watercress, dandelion, and anything else that is flavorful, with a dressing that enables you to taste the sunshine still in the leaves.

For those who don’t like salad, give one of these recipes a chance. These are my favorites, and one of them is made nightly at my house for dinner. It’s ready in a matter of minutes. The basic spring vinaigrette salad goes well with anything. The balsamic vinaigrette salad (with or without goat cheese) is delicious with roasted meats and poultry. The faux Caesar dressing is perfect with anything Italian. And the hot bacon dressing is a traditional Pennsylvania Dutch rite of spring.

In all of these recipes (except the hot bacon dressing), the better tasting the olive oil, the better tasting the dressing will be. Enjoy them!

Basic Spring Vinaigrette Salad with Violets

Violets add a delightful splash of color and spicy flavor to this salad. Pick some, rinse them off delicately, and sprinkle on top of the salad after the dressing is tossed on. You can add anything to this basic dressing that you like: herbs, garlic, shallots, spices, whatever. But sometimes it is just good to be simple and let the greens shine.

The Greens

Wash and dry any type of spring greens or a combination.

The Dressing: Basic Vinaigrette

3 parts good olive oil

1 part good vinegar

pinch of kosher salt

freshly ground pepper

1. 	Put all the ingredients in a small bowl (I just use a small cereal bowl), starting with the oil. Emulsify with a fork (whip it up as if scrambling an egg).

2. 	Pour the dressing on the greens, and toss them.

Balsamic Vinaigrette Salad with (or without) Goat Cheese

I always thought goat cheese was the most disgusting thing until I was served it like this at a dinner party and felt obligated to try it. I haven’t been able to stop eating it since.

The Greens

Wash and dry any salad greens, but this tastes best with the darker and stronger-tasting ones, like arugula, spinach, and watercress.

The Dressing: Balsamic Vinaigrette

3 parts good olive oil

1 part balsamic vinegar

chopped shallots

pinch of kosher salt

freshly ground pepper

1. 	Put all the dressing ingredients in a bowl, beginning with the oil, and emul­sify with a fork (whip it up as if scrambling an egg).

2. 	Pour over salad greens, toss, and serve with a piece of goat cheese prepared as described below.

The Goat Cheese

Yum. This is good to make when the oven is already hot from roasting your dinner.

1. 	For each person, slice a 2-inch-thick piece of goat cheese.

2. 	Roll it in bread crumbs (either homemade or store-bought) and place in an ovenproof dish that has been coated with olive oil.

3. 	Heat in the oven at 350°F for about 10 to 15 minutes. Serve warm on the salad plate.

Faux Caesar Salad

I am a wimp sometimes when it comes to eating—I don’t like raw eggs and I don’t like anchovies. But I love Italian cooking. Nothing goes quite as well with a bowl of spaghetti as a garlicky Caesar salad. Well, actually, garlic bread goes best, but salad is second-best. Here’s my recipe.

The Greens

Wash and dry the greens. Romaine is the traditional lettuce to use, but anything will do. If you have fresh basil, oregano, thyme, or parsley, add them either to the salad or the dressing.

The Dressing: Faux Caesar

3 parts good olive oil

1 part red wine vinegar

1 clove garlic, chopped or crushed (dried minced garlic makes a milder dressing)

1 part fresh lemon juice

pinch of kosher salt

freshly ground pepper

freshly ground Romano or Parmesan cheese to taste, either mixed into the dressing or served on the side (if you have picky kid eaters as I do)

1. 	Put all the ingredients in a bowl, starting with the oil. Emulsify with a fork (whip it up as if scrambling an egg).

2. 	Pour over the salad greens, and toss them.

3. 	Mangia.

Ardie’s Dandelion Salad with Hot Bacon Dressing

If you live in Pennsylvania, it’s early spring, and you see some elderly folks walking around with plastic bags and a knife bending over to pick something in a yard or a field, it must be dandelion time. The German word for dandelion is Pissabet, which means something like if you eat this, you may wet the bed—it’s a diuretic (more fondly referred to as a spring tonic).

Traditionally, dandelion salad is served with hot bacon dressing, which some people not from Pennsylvania think is an acquired taste. I have acquired it and crave it in the spring. Here’s my mother’s recipe.

The Greens

Wash and dry the dandelion greens, either foraged when they are very, very new (long before any sort of flower starts to appear) or store-bought if you can find them. This dressing also works well for any sort of bitter green, such as endive.

The Dressing: Ardie’s Hot Bacon Dressing

5 (or more) pieces of bacon and drippings

1½ cups water

2 tablespoons flour

3 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

5 tablespoons sugar

1 tablespoon yellow mustard

black pepper

hard-boiled egg (optional)

1. Fry the bacon and remove from the pan. Pour out half of the drippings.

2. Mix the water, flour, vinegar, sugar, mustard, and black pepper together.

3. Add to bacon drippings and cook over medium heat until thick. You may need to adjust sugar to taste—the dressing should be sweet enough to counter the bitterness of the dandelion greens.

4. Pour over the dandelion greens while still hot.

5. Crumble the bacon on top. Add chopped hard-boiled egg if you want.

Spring Salad with Peas and Mint

Crisp, light, and refreshing—everything a salad should be. The radishes, peas, and mint make for a downright tantalizing combination. Perfect for a festive meal.

Serves 8

Dressing

1 tablespoon sherry or wine vinegar

1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ cup + 1 tablespoon olive oil

Salad

8 cups mixed spring greens

1 pound fresh peas, shelled (about 1 c), or ¼ pound snow peas, cut up, or a combination

5 radishes, sliced

1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint

1. Prepare the dressing: Put vinegar, mint, and salt in large bowl. Slowly pour in the oil while whisking.

2. Make the salad: Add the greens, peas, radishes, and mint to the dressing, toss, and serve.

Raw Asparagus Salad

Asparagus is delicious cooked, but it’s also really good raw. And this time of year, when the asparagus is coming in fast, you need more than one way to cook it and eat it. It seemed like it might be good with some fresh feta cheese, but I didn’t have any. Of course, I always add fresh ground pepper, too, but my kids don’t like it so I just add it to mine.

Serves 4 to 6

1 bunch (12 to 20 sticks) asparagus

3 sprigs mint

2 sprigs basil

¼ cup pine nuts

juice of ½ lemon

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

4 tablespoons olive oil

salt to taste

1. Wash the asparagus and snap off the ends (bend the stalk and let it break where it will; that’s how you know you have the fresh part left). Cut into 2-inch pieces and quarter (like julienned, only without the fuss).

2. Wash and chop the mint (I prefer apple mint) and basil and add to the asparagus.

3. Toast the pine nuts and add to the salad.

4. Make the dressing using the lemon juice, vinegar, olive oil, and salt. Emulsify with a fork and mix with the asparagus.

Two Spring Treats

Strawberry Whip

This dessert can be served by itself, used as a cake icing, or added as a garnish…try it on rhubarb pie! This works well with frozen strawberries, too.

Serves 8

4 cups fresh organic strawberries

4 tablespoons organic sugar

½ pint container whipping cream

sprig of mint

1. Wash and clean the strawberries, cutting off the green tops and any bad spots, and slicing the berries in half. Put them in a bowl.

2. Sprinkle the sugar on the strawberries, and refrigerate.

3. Whip the cream until it’s thick, but not butter! Refrigerate.

4. When it’s time for dessert, mix the two together and stir until it’s a lovely, frothy pink.

5. Scoop some into pretty serving cups, and add a sprig of fresh mint to garnish!

Maria’s Fresh Mint Tea

A completely refreshing and calorie-free beverage. This is truly a seasonal delight to be enjoyed only when the mint is fresh and before it’s gone to flower.

Serves 2

a few sprigs of fresh organic mint

4 cups hot water

1. Pick (or buy) the mint and rinse well.

2. Put it into a heat-safe beverage container.

3. Pour boiling water on top.

4. Serve immediately if you are drinking it hot, refrigerate if you want it iced (cooling can take an hour or two).

5. If serving it iced, remove the leaves before serving.


[image: ]  11 Ways To Celebrate Spring

Here are some of my favorite ways to celebrate spring.


	The daily tour: Take a tour around your yard every day (before work or right after for a special dose of strength and peace) to see “what’s up.” In those first days of spring, the changes are dramatic and hopeful.

	Plant trees in memory of people or pets. The first tree we planted on our property was a dogwood tree in memory of Kiki, my childhood dog who had just died. Fifteen years later, I still think of her every time I see the tree.

	Take a lounge chair outside, clean it off, and curl up (with a blanket if you must) with a good book or magazine.

	Plan an outdoor picnic or party to give yourself a deadline to get the yard ready and planted for summer.

	On a rainy spring day, put on your rubber boots and raincoat, grab an umbrella, and head to your local nursery to peruse the new stock. Buy some plants and get all wet.

	Let your kids pick out and plant a tree or bush from the local nursery. Most kids love to dig, and it gives them something to remember for a long time.

	Give the wildlife in your yard names and get to know them better.

	Go on a wild cardoon-harvesting expedition. This is not for the faint of heart. The wild cardoon, or burdock, is a weed otherwise known by the burrs that get on your dog when he or she goes traipsing through the woods and meadows. Here’s how to prepare this wild treat. Cut the cardoon stalks when very young. Brush them and scrape off the stringy pieces around the outside. Boil them for about 5 minutes. Roll them in flour; dip them in scrambled raw egg; sauté in garlic and olive oil; season with salt, pepper, and romano cheese; and enjoy the most delicious treat you can imagine.

	Keep a bird and butterfly journal, and count the species that come to visit (the more the merrier!).

	et up an outdoor dining area and eat outside on the warm spring days (enjoy the cool evenings before it gets too hot and buggy).

	Make your first spring salad and savor every bite!






APPENDIX:

Spring Planning Calendar: March, April, May

Here’s a checklist of garden chores, activities, commonsense tips, and fun for the busy season of spring.

March

Planting

[image: ] It’s time to plant peas, trees, shrubs, and early peren-nials.

Harvesting

[image: ] Harvest dandelions for Ardie’s Dandelion Salad.

[image: ] In the South, harvest peas, radishes, and lettuce.

Pruning

[image: ] Prune dead branches on trees and bushes and dead canes on roses.

[image: ] Cut back any perennials that look messy.

Doing

[image: ] Apply compost to your garden.

[image: ] Get your garden furniture out of winter storage, and clean it off.

[image: ] Clean up debris left from last year or from winter damage.

[image: ] Turn under cover crops.

[image: ] Finalize your orders of shrubs, perennials, and other plants from catalogs.

Preparing

[image: ] Prepare to plant—get your seeds, seedlings, and plant list in order.

April

Planting

[image: ] Set out transplants of broccoli, cauliflower, and cabbage.

[image: ] Plant lettuce, kale, chard, radish, and carrot seeds directly in the garden.

[image: ] Plant seed potatoes.

[image: ] Plant more new bushes and trees.

[image: ] Plant a strawberry bed.

[image: ] Keep your seedlings watered.

Harvesting

[image: ] Harvest asparagus and rhubarb.

Pruning

[image: ] Cut back ornamental grasses if you haven’t already done so.

[image: ] Thin raspberry canes. Cut out dead canes.

Doing

[image: ] Do your first round of weeding while the weeds are still small.

[image: ] Dig new garden beds.

[image: ] Edge all your garden beds or decide once and for all to put permanent edging in.

[image: ] Wear a wide-brimmed hat when you’re outside working on a sunny day.

[image: ] Mow the lawn for the first time.

Preparing

[image: ] Put away your snow shovel and other reminders of winter.

[image: ] Make rhubarb sauce for ice cream or a strawberry-rhubarb pie.

May

Planting

[image: ] Plant vegetables.

[image: ] Plant annuals. Use annuals to try out a design scheme. If you like it, plant similar perennials there next year.

[image: ] Plant perennials.

[image: ] Plant herbs.

Harvesting

[image: ] Pick peas, strawberries, more rhubarb, and lettuces.

Pruning

[image: ] Prune hedges and shrubs.

[image: ] Don’t cut off your daffodils and tulips after they have bloomed. Even though they may look unattractive for a week or two, let them die a natural death, and you will be rewarded with richer soil and better bloom next year. Instead, distract your eyes by planting pretty groundcovers, annuals, or perennials among them.

Doing

[image: ] Plant containers and window boxes.

[image: ] Cut lilacs, peonies, and sweet peas for indoor bouquets.

Preparing

[image: ] Start a new compost pile.

[image: ] Take an inventory of your canning supplies and freezer containers.


One Last Thing Before You Go …

Thanks so much for taking this organic gardening journey with me. Please stop by my kitchen, Maria’s Farm Country Kitchen, where every day I’m posting something new about simple, good, fresh food, green living, and family life, as well as guest blogs from people who are out there trying to make the world a better place. By sharing our stories, respecting nature, learning, growing and doing it all with a good strong dose of love, we can create change. Join the conversation and get weekly updates, recipe ideas, and more by signing up for my newsletter at mariasfarmcountrykitchen.com.

Also, our flagship publication, Organic Gardening magazine, is celebrating its 70th anniversary in 2012. Organic Gardening brings you expert advice for living an organic life. In its pages and on its Web site, you’ll find helpful garden tips, tools, and tricks for beginners and experts alike, as well as fresh organic recipes, organic lifestyle ideas, and gorgeous, inspiring photography. With the mission of “living lightly from the ground up,” Organic Gardening empowers people to lead simpler, healthier lives by making positive connections with the world through gardening.

And if you’re interested in helping Rodale change the way our food is grown, please visit rodaleinstitute.org to learn more about the great works of the Rodale Institute, a nonprofit dedicated to pioneering organic farming through research and outreach. For over sixty years, we’ve been researching the best practices of organic agriculture and sharing our findings with farmers and scientists throughout the world, advocating for policies that support farmers, and educating people about how going organic is the healthiest option for people and the planet.

Happy organic gardening!
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Maria Rodale’s Organic Gardening Secrets: Summer
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Organic Manifesto
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Maria Rodale’s Organic Gardening Secrets: Fall

eISBN 978-1-60961-977-0
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December 2012

Maria Rodale’s Organic Gardening Secrets: Winter

eISBN 978-1-60961-978-7

buy now






Click here to find out more about this series.


Mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities in this book does not imply endorsement by the author or publisher, nor does mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities imply that they endorse this book, its author, or the publisher.

Internet addresses and telephone numbers given in this book were accurate at the time it went to press.

© 2012 by Maria Rodale

This e-book was issued in March 2012 by Rodale Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher.

Portions of this e-book were taken from Maria Rodale’s Organic Gardening (Rodale, 1998) and Maria’s Farm Country Kitchen (mariasfarmcountrykitchen.com)

ISBN  978–1–60961–975–6
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We inspire and enable people to improve their lives and the world around them.
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This seasonal guide offers straightforward,
easy-to-follow gardening basics so that anyone
can enjoy a beautiful, productive, organic
garden. You'll learn how to prepare for, plan,
and plant your garden in order to ensure a
bountiful 4-season harvest.
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