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Dedication:


To Dave and Guda Taylor. Thanks for the push.


Introduction


I wrote this book for people who:



	Love growing things and want to turn their passion into profit


	Want to start a plant nursery but are afraid of failure


	Desire to know how I launched my nursery for next to nothing and made almost immediate profits


	Want to know how to sell plants


	Need extra cash and are willing to work for it


	Wish they had an excuse to fill their yard with plants





When I was a kid, I had my own plant nursery. It wasn’t particularly legal or profitable, but I loved doing it. I would take cuttings from my grandmother’s gardens and beg seeds and bulbs from old ladies. I then planted the cuttings, seeds, and bulbs in pots, grew them up, and had a sale. Along with my younger siblings, I would set up our picnic table in front of our parents’ house and put out rows of plants for sale.









That’s me at about age 11, sitting behind the table.


Here I am 25 years later at a farmer’s market:









(Yes, the ladies love a nurseryman.)


For the years in between those photos, I only grew plants for myself and my friends. I would start extra plants and then share them, but I was afraid of the regulations, licenses, and all the complicated stuff I thought was needed to have a “legal” nursery. Besides, I was working to support a family—I didn’t have time for that sort of thing! I loved my gardens and my plants but there was no way I could change careers and go into the nursery business.


A friend, Dave Taylor of Taylor Garden Nurseries in Sparr, Florida, changed my mind.


I would wander around his nursery on a regular basis, asking questions, enjoying the multitude of beautiful blooms and always buying more plants than I should.


“You should start your own nursery,” he told me. “You could get your plants for cheap.”


“What?” I said.


“You could go right to wholesalers and get what you want.”


“Isn’t that hard?” I asked.


“Nah, it’s just a license and inspection,” he said.


Someone else told me the same thing around the same time. “Start a plant nursery, Dave. You love plants. You could sell some of what you’re growing!”


I was still nervous about the idea. Didn’t I need expensive stuff, like a greenhouse and irrigation? Wouldn’t the government be all over me? What about the accounting? And I was just one guy—how would I get everything done? Would I have to buy land? How would I even find these wholesalers? Would they want to work with a small fry? What about lawsuits? What about…


Fear. Fear is the passion killer, the obstacle that holds you back from success. I was afraid of failure and dealing with regulations and people. In retrospect, I was a total wuss.


I didn’t give up on the nursery idea, though. Instead of jumping right in or quitting the idea completely, I asked Dave and his wife, Guda, to hold my hand.


Not literally, of course. Dave would have punched me out, and Guda would have rolled her eyes. What I needed was a mentor, so I asked Dave if I could volunteer one day a week at his nursery and learn. They graciously agreed to let me help, and after a few months, I had learned plenty. I helped pot plants, fertilize, shovel potting soil, deal with customers, and set up multiple plant shows. It was hard work, but it gave me enough confidence to jump out on my own.


In this book, I will do the same for you. You don’t have to be afraid. You won’t fail. I’ll make sure you get your nursery started and running without debt, without much in the way of expenditures, and without the complicated stuff you see at big commercial nurseries. Within a few months of starting my nursery, I was making a few hundred bucks a week in cash working about twelve hours a week. If I had gone full-time, I would have made more—but even cutting down to eight hours a week would have more than paid for my time and covered a few bills along the way.


This isn’t a guide to setting up a “proper” nursery with dozens of workers, expensive greenhouses, cloning facilities, and big landscaping clients. This is a book for scrappy backyard bandits with big dreams and little cash.


You can build a profitable plant nursery on next to nothing and have a blast doing it.


Let me show you how.


Chapter 1: Creating Your Nursery Space


Finding and preparing a nursery space doesn’t have to be a big deal. I used about eight thousand square feet in my backyard to grow many hundreds of plants. You don’t need that much space, either. You can make a profit with just a few hundred square feet.


The main things you need are some sunlight, some way to keep the weeds down, and some irrigation.


Your backyard doesn’t have to be a showroom. Most of the time, I didn’t have customers in my nursery with some notable exceptions I’ll share later. All you need is a decent working space. If you’re growing fruit trees and vegetables, you’ll need full sun. If this requires cutting down a tree, do it. You’ll more than replace the value of the tree with your nursery work. However, don’t get carried away with the full sun. You might want to grow some shade-loving species or wish you had a cool area to work in the heat of summer. Natural shade from a tree costs nothing, and I much prefer it to building a shade house. Remember, the point is to make money, not spend it on infrastructure!


I like my nursery area to be close enough to my living area and my vegetable gardens that I don’t overlook it. If you tuck it in a far corner of your yard, it’s too easy to overlook drooping leaves or aphid infestations. Keep your plants close.


 A concrete slab or patio is a great place to line up your plants. If you don’t have that, I highly recommend using a plastic ground cover to create a space for your plants. I used “DeWitt Weed-Barrier® 20 Year” woven landscape fabric.









It’s way better than anything you can get from your local hardware store. John Deere sells it, and you can buy it online. All you need to do is mow an area of your backyard, then roll out the “fabric” and tack it to the ground with metal staples (which you can get at the same time as the fabric). The rolls come in 3’, 4’, 5’, 6’, 8’ and 12’ widths. I used 4’ widths to cover my unused garden beds, but for a nursery, 8’ is nice to roll down. You can cover a lot of space quickly. Once you mark out your area and roll out the first stretch of fabric, roll out another foot or so and cut it with a razor knife. Then tuck the cut portion underneath the end before you tack it down. That will keep it from unravelling into shreds over time. If you’re more clever than me, you could melt the ends together with something but I never tried that.


If you want to go wider, roll down the next sheet of fabric with some overlap at the edge of the first one. I think a foot is a good idea in case any weeds try to get creative and come through.


In just a few minutes of work, you will have a beautiful, black canvas just waiting for you to paint it with plants. It’s exciting to put down landscape fabric and see a brand-new weed-free area ready for pots!


The landscape fabric isn’t super cheap, but it’s a lot cheaper than concrete and it keeps the weeds down admirably. Unlike cheap black plastic, it won’t easily tear and fall apart. The stuff lasts for years and years, and, in my opinion, is the very best option. It’s simple to install and will save you many hours of weeding. It’s also a more stable surface than just mulching the ground and sitting pots on the mulch, plus you don’t have to re-mulch later. And gravel? I hate gravel. It ends up everywhere and isn’t as nice underfoot. Plus, if you have small children, they like nothing more than filling cups with gravel and scattering it around the yard.


My recommendation is to go with the relatively inexpensive woven landscape fabric as a foundation for your nursery space. There’s a reason so many nurseries use it.


However, if you want to go totally free with your nursery space, you can use wooden pallets instead. I’ve seen nurseries use them, and they’re free. On the down side, they’re more trouble to lug around, they provide hiding places for rodents and snakes, and they break down faster than the plastic. If that’s what you can afford, though—go with it. Even nasty old carpeting can keep the weeds down and will work in a pinch.



A Potting/Work Area


Though I usually work on the ground, most folks prefer to live like civilized people and work at benches and/or tables. You don’t need anything fancy—just an area to stick cuttings, pot plants, and write out your plant tags. Even an old folding table will work. I recommend putting your stock of potting soil right next to your bench so you don’t have to haul things very far. Likewise, keep your pots handy, and make sure there is a faucet near your black plastic growing area. The less you have to haul around, the less time and effort you’ll expend. I highly recommend putting your potting area in the shade. Even a tarp overhead keeps the sun and the rain off you, but you can get fancy and build a pole barn-type area in which to work. Just remember: the money you spend on infrastructure will eat your potential profits. If you’re not broke, pretend you are, and you’ll make more money.



Greenhouses


If you’re in a colder climate, getting at least one greenhouse will probably be necessary. In places with warmer winters, you can get away with single-sheets of plastic. I kept my 10’ x 20’ greenhouse in North Florida warm by placing barrels of water in it. Overnight, they radiated heat, keeping the plants from freezing even when the temperature on the other side of the thin plastic greenhouse wall was in the teens. I am not a greenhouse expert, and I’ve generally lived in warm climates so I can’t give expert advice to those of you up north, but there are some very clever designs that attach to the side of a house and will stay warm through the winter. There are also pit greenhouses that use the earth itself for insulation, capturing the sunlight during the day and radiating heat at night when temperatures dip. If you want to dive into greenhouse growing in temperate regions, I recommend getting a book on the topic. There are plenty of highly-rated books on greenhouses written by experts with more knowledge than I have. My greenhouse was a plastic and metal kit I bought from Amazon for about $500. It more than paid for itself in the first year.









Other than cold protection, having a covered greenhouse area is valuable for starting cuttings and seeds. It keeps pounding rains and gusts of wind from damaging your young plants. It’s also a good place to keep frost-tender tropical plants alive through the winter. For example, I kept a coffee tree in my greenhouse. I would harvest the beans and plant them during the winter, growing little trees I could sell later in the year. This was just one of many rare (in the states) specimens I maintained as mother plants for later propagation.


Greenhouses can be touchy and complicated when you have to maintain them under harsher conditions. You probably won’t need one to get your nursery started, but later you’ll likely want to add one.



Setting up Easy Irrigation


Irrigation doesn’t have to be complicated. I watered my nursery with PVC stand pipes with Rainbird sprinkler heads on top. A friend helped me dig the trenches and put everything together in less than a weekend. I didn’t have pop-up heads or timers or complicated drip lines—I just put some sprinklers overhead and had a few handles to turn that would make it rain whenever I wanted. It was quite simple and cost maybe $100–$200 total.


Sometimes you’ll have plants that don’t get enough water. Maybe you unloaded your truck and left them outside the sprinkler range, or perhaps they were overshadowed by something larger that blocked the water. Potting soil can dry out in the pot, and then it becomes “hydrophobic,” meaning that it doesn’t want to soak up water. My wife, Rachel, came up with a quick solution for this: she put the thirsty pots into an $8 plastic molded kiddie pool, then added a few inches of water to the bottom. Overnight, the potting soil wicked up the water, and the plants were happy again.


I don’t like plumbing or lots of piping to trip over, so I stick with simple overhead irrigation. When you’re running a small backyard operation, the water you “waste” isn’t a big deal. I find it much cheaper and easier than running lots of little lines. Besides, all that “waste” water will just evaporate and get re-used by the earth, later falling again as rain. At least that’s what I tell myself.



Transportation


I have eight children, and I drove a 2001 Dodge Ram 2500 as my main nursery and family vehicle. The cost of a vehicle eats into your profits, so if you can manage to multi-task with the family car, you’re ahead of the game. I was able to attend some big plant shows and transport hundreds of plants in our van.









The seats were removable, so I would yank them out and pack the van with tender plants when I headed to the Thursday and Friday farmer’s markets or a plant show. I also added a $250 tow kit to the back of the van and bought a used two-wheel open-top trailer for $450. This greatly extended my carrying capacity. Now I have a smaller minivan and am planning to install a rack on top soon.


I learned the hard way that you cannot have trees or plants riding in an open trailer on the road without covering them. The leaves get whipped around and beaten. By the time you get to your show, you have battered and wilting plants. The solution is to cover them all with a tarp. I had a cheap tarp that fit my trailer, and I twisted little pieces of wire through the tarp grommets to hold it down to the trailer. The little pieces of wire were always hanging on the side rails of the trailer. Every once in a while I’d have to cut more wire and twist it on, but it was cheap and easy. I also had a few bungee cords I would stretch over the top to keep everything in.


I mostly used the open trailer to haul fruit trees and larger perennials. I would tip them in diagonally, rest them on top of each other, tuck in smaller plants around them, put on the tarp, and then put ties or bungee cords over the top to keep everything tight.


Yes, this was rednecking it, but it worked. If I’d had more money at the beginning, I would have done better by investing in a closed-top trailer, but I made do and made money, so all was fine. The really tender stuff and the small potted plants were tucked into the inside of my van. I had enough capacity in the van that sometimes I hit the farmer’s market with just the contents of my vehicle, no trailer required. The trailer was very helpful when I went to wholesalers and bought fruit and nut trees, or when I was hauling home pots or potting soil. For plant shows, I packed my tables and chairs into the trailer, and I still had lots of room to pack on top and in the van.


One person I knew managed her small nursery with just a station wagon. The back was filled with plants, a small display table, and a folding chair. You don’t need much to get started!



Pots


I lucked out when I started my nursery. A friend had a little nursery business he’d decided to ditch so he could go full time on his U-Pick operation, so I was able to pick up a few thousand used pots for free. After I ran through some of those, I started buying pots. The black plastic pots are not expensive. You can get them from nursery supply companies—or better, scavenge them. Ask local landscape companies if they have extra or will save some for you. I tried improvising pots with tin cans and yogurt cups, etc., but it looked trashy and screamed “unprofessional,” so I quit. I did use styrofoam cups to sell some aquatic plants, but other than that, I stuck to the black plastic. If you ask around at the beginning, you can often get some for free. There are piles of pots in backyards and failing commercial nurseries, just waiting for the picking. If you run out of luck there and want to get started quickly, go online and order from a supplier. There are many to choose from. I’ve even bought pots at a good price from sellers on Amazon. The pot sizes are confusing, however. “One-gallon” pots aren’t really a gallon—they’re less than a gallon, and, despite the name, are still commonly called “one-gallon.” They’re also known as #1 size pots. The #2 size is actually one and a half gallons.


It’s good to go to a nursery and check out the different pot sizes if you’re new to the business. Ask the owners about the pot sizes and how they work. My time at Taylor Gardens Nursery as a volunteer was a big help.


I found that the pots I used the most were the #1 (one-gallon) pots, the #3 (three-gallon), and the #5 pots. I did use some smaller pots for vegetable starts and hot peppers, but my main focus was on perennials. Occasionally I’d use five-gallon and even larger pots for show-off specimens, but I confess…I never really learned all the trade sizes or exact capacities. I would just get convenient sizes when I saw them. They all got used eventually, except for the really tiny pots I bought on an impulse. I thought I would put seedlings in them or something, but they ended up relegated to a corner behind the barn. Keeping tiny plants watered is tough, plus they grow so fast. It’s just easier to start them in the one-gallon pots and then sell them when they reach a decent size.



Soil


I used different soil suppliers at different times. Landscape yards where sand and gravel are sold also often supply potting soil. Some of it is good, but some of it seems to be just wood chips and maybe a little sand. Feel free to ask other nurserymen where they get their potting soil. Most are happy to help, especially if you buy a plant or two while you’re chatting. Soil is sold by the cubic yard, or “scoop,” and I usually bought a couple of yards at a time, loading my little trailer to capacity. Sometimes I even brought along a few trash cans in the van that I would fill up as well. Any time out buying soil was time I wasn’t working with my plants, so I liked to get as much as I could all at once and then not think about soil for a while. Once I had ten yards dropped by a dump truck, and that lasted me a long time.


Although you can make your own potting soil with compost, rotten wood chips, and perlite, it generally makes sense just to have someone else create it, then buy their work. I did stretch my potting soil once by letting a big pile of mulch I got from a local tree company rot down for a year, then mixed it with some of my purchased potting soil and some rabbit manure from our rabbits. It was a good mix, and the plants liked it, but I didn’t do it all the time. I was just short on soil and wanted to keep potting, so I mixed in what I had and kept going.


Don’t use just the soil from the ground. Yes, some plants will grow in it, but generally it’s not loose enough for pots and ends up compacted; your plants will suffer. Remember, the roots are trapped in a small space, and you don’t have all the soil life in a pot to move around and keep things loose. Better to go with a lighter, looser mix at the beginning so your plants don’t suffer.


Another note on soil mixes: if you want to grow blueberries, rhododendrons, azaleas, or other acid-loving plants, you need to buy a “blueberry mix” of potting soil. That’s a pine-bark based acidic soil that blueberries love. They aren’t as fond of regular potting soil and will look sad and anemic if they don’t get what they like.



Fertilizer


In my gardens and food forest, I was almost totally organic in my horticulture. I made compost and used manure, urine, compost tea, and all kinds of other alternative fertilizers to give plants what they needed. In my nursery, however, I mostly went with synthetic fertilizers, although I never used any chemical pesticides. My nursery was all food plants, and I wanted people to be able to safely pick and taste a leaf or a berry without any pesticides. It’s good to avoid killing your customers. However, when it comes to keeping plants well-fed in pots, organic is tougher and can be expensive. Blood and bone meal works well but is costly. Fish emulsion works great but smells bad. Compost tea is good but takes a lot of work to use regularly. Urine is a great nitrogen source, but no, just don’t. Come on. No.


I went for maximum ease with least amount of time involved and used slow-release fertilizer pellets. Some larger nurseries will happily sell them to you, or you can get a big bag from a nursery supply company. I would put a tablespoon in a big pot in the spring, and the plants were happy and well-fed all through the growing season. I did the same with rabbit manure one year, but the pellets were pretty obviously manure, and some people found that distasteful.


Growing plants in pots is inherently an unnatural method, so going for total organic purity on fertilizer wasn’t important to me. If it is to you, research what works and be prepared to spend more time and money. It might be worth it if you are hitting an organic niche. I would just tell people who were concerned about organic that the fertilizer would soon melt away, and they could feed from then on however they liked.


If you don’t feed your plants, it will be obvious. They just won’t be happy. Customers want green, thick, happy plants, not yellowing leaves on sticks.


And speaking of green, here’s a little nursery trick for you: the week before you have a show, put a teaspoon to a tablespoon of Epsom Salt in each plant’s pot and water it in. The plants really green up. They love the extra magnesium and sulfur.



Plant Tags


When I first started my nursery, I cut old yogurt cups and plastic coffee canisters and other scrap plastic into 4" strips and wrote on them with a Magic Marker. I would put the plant’s name and the price on the tag.


I quickly found out this wasn’t the best way to do it. You can buy hundreds of simple plastic plant tags for a few bucks from nursery suppliers, Amazon, or even eBay. Taking the time to cut up plastic containers is a waste of your labor. Recycle the yogurt containers, and just buy some tags.


Secondly, don’t use Magic Markers. They fade quickly in the sun and become illegible over time. Instead, use grease pencils. I would buy black ones by the half-dozen or so. They write very well on plastic and don’t cost much, plus they last a long time and don’t dry out.



Tables, Chairs, and Signage


If you’re going to make your primary sales locations the local farmer’s market and/or plant shows, it’s good to have some tables and at least one chair. I usually didn’t get to sit much, but during slow times it was good to have a seat. My main table was an old metal card table that I would use to display my business cards, some small plants, seeds if I had them, and maybe a few of my books. I also leaned my sign against the front of it. Business cards are quite valuable. You can get them made at Vistaprint for next to nothing. Give them away liberally.


For larger plant shows I had a couple of 8’ white plastic-topped folding tables. I liked the plastic ones because they were easy to clean and weren’t as heavy as the old wooden tables. They also didn’t seem to mind getting wet now and again.


My sign was just my nursery name painted on a board. People like to know who they’re working with, and if you give yourself a name, it helps establish you as a nurseryman, not just a flea market plant seller. When I first started I had a homemade blackboard, and I would write the names of plants and prices on it in chalk, but I found I did better just telling people what I had with me and piquing their interest. A conversation is better than reading.


Okay. Now that you have everything you need, you’re probably raring to go. Wait, though—first we have to deal with the government.


Like everything else in the land of the free, you can’t run a nursery without going to the government first. Let’s deal with that quickly, then we can get back to the fun stuff.


Don’t worry—it’s not as hard as you might think.


Chapter 2: Getting Legal and Dealing with Accounting


People do illegal things all the time. When I was a kid and sold plants from my parents’ front yard, I was almost certainly breaking some law. A lot of little infractions are often overlooked. The little old lady selling small rosebushes in milk-jug pots at her garage sale almost certainly lacks a nursery license. If she’s lucky, she’ll keep getting away with it. Likewise, almost no one is going to get on your case if you sell some packets of seeds or a potted dracaena at the church rummage sale. When you start showing at farmer’s markets or plant shows, however, the regulatory knives come out. When I signed up for sales outlets, they were required to ask for my nursery license.


There are some reasons for this licensing process. In Florida, invasive species of plants and insects are a huge problem. Part of the regulation on nurseries was to ensure that invasive weeds and pests weren’t growing in pots and ending up in yards all over the state. Some weeds, like cogongrass, water hyacinth, and air potatoes move very quickly and can invade from a point of entry in record time. Remember kudzu? The state seeks to head off the spread of kudzu after learning that plant lovers can inadvertently spread it.


In Florida, your nursery area is checked by a local inspector who also issues your license if you’re up to spec. I had a patch of cogongrass in my yard I had to eradicate before she would give me my license. At that point, I didn’t even know what cogongrass was, so it was good she let me know it was a problem. Otherwise, my yard and gardens would have been a sea of the stuff in a year or two. The inspector will make sure you don’t have invasive trees near your nursery that might drop seeds into your pots. He’ll also look at your plant collection to make sure you aren’t growing anything invasive or illegal.


FYI: If you are currently growing coca plants and opium poppies, don’t call the inspector to get your license until you’ve moved the operation over to your grandad’s yard. Just kidding. You should first call the CIA and see if they want to sponsor your outfit.


Seriously, though—be aware of what they’re looking for. Some species growing in your yard or even your garden might be invasive. If the inspector tells you to get rid of them, get rid of them. Having a nursery is worth losing a few plants if need be. Don’t play games with the inspectors or try to hide things. It’s not worth the stress, and a good reputation is hard to regain once lost. I became friends with the plant inspector over time and enjoyed her visits. We didn’t see eye to eye on some plant things (for example, I love some invasive species, and I don’t believe in using insecticides), but we weren’t in an antagonistic relationship.


Actually, the second time she visited we sat down on the back porch to fill out the final registration paperwork. As she was writing, the back door flew open, and my young son ran out into the garden and started urinating on a shrub, followed a moment later by my horrified wife. The inspector laughed so hard she was turning red. When you have to go, you have to go.


Your state is likely to have its own set of licensing rules. You may have to register with the city or the county or just the state. Call your local agricultural extension and ask them what you need to do, then make yourself run through it step-by-step until you’re done. I hate doing paperwork, but I made myself do it so I could do what I really loved. It ended up much less trouble than I thought it would be.


The worst part of starting a nursery isn’t the registration, of course: it’s getting things sorted out with the IRS. I hired an accountant for about $500 to create an S-corporation for me so I could open checking accounts in my nursery’s name and avoid a lot of taxes at the end of the year. When you’re running a company, pots and plants, gas and vehicles, and all kinds of other things become tax-deductible expenses. If you just run it under your own name, you can’t write off all those things as easily. All your income ends up being taxable, and you most definitely don’t want that. Ask your nursery-owning friends if they can recommend a good accountant—and buy another plant when you do.


Some of you might enjoy figuring out how to file for a corporation and deal with taxes and all that stuff. I don’t, so hiring an accountant was well worth the money. At the end of the year, she dealt with all my taxes, too.


Taxes on a nursery are rather interesting, by the way. Much of your sales may be in cash, especially when you’re at plant shows and farmer’s markets. Make of that what you will. If you get paid in checks, that shows up in your bank account as income. The same is true with credit cards. I kept track of my sales in a little notebook. I would just note down the item I sold and how much I sold it for every time I made a sale. I would write them down for each customer and total it up on the page as I went. It was crude, but I’m not really a paperwork guy. A typical afternoon’s sales list at the farmer’s market might look like this:






6/5/16, Greentown Farmer’s Market






Chestnut tree: $40


Chaya: $6


Coffee: $6


Peach tree: $22


(3) Soap nut tree: $50 total


Total: $124






Cassava cuttings (5 @ $2 ea): $10


Plum: $22


Total: $32






Mulberry tree (sm): $16


Red Banana (2 @ 12 ea): $24


Copy of CYOFFF book: $10


Total: $50






Cayenne pepper: $4


Surinam purslane: $6


Water chestnut (2 @ $4 ea): $8


Total: $18






Pecan tree (2 @ $40 ea): $80


Pear, Orient and Pineapple ($22 ea): $44


Total: $124






Day’s total: $348






I would keep a little notebook with me, along with a pencil, a solar-powered calculator, and a cigar box I had divided into slots for bills. It’s good to have lots of change in case a few people drop hundreds on you. Just keep track of how much change you have in the box at the beginning of the day, then subtract that from the final count at the end. My box was occasionally looted (with my permission) by my children so they could buy homemade ice cream from the lady at the other end of the market.


It really helps to have a bank account just for your nursery. Once you have your corporation all legal, you can take the docs to your bank and have them set up a small business account for you with checks and even a debit or credit card if you want it. I mostly stay away from credit, but I did find the debit card useful. All I needed was a business checking account, and the deposits and withdrawals were easy to print out online at the end of the year for my accountant to figure out.


When you buy anything nursery-related, save the receipt. Every time you drive to an event or a sale and home again, log your miles. Any plant you buy is now a write-off, as are tools, fertilizer, etc. Don’t go crazy, though. You’re better off being a cheapskate than being profligate and convincing yourself that it’s all write-offs. Don’t do that. You’ll go broke. The money you save on taxes will by no means overcome bad spending habits.


That’s about it for the registration and accounting side of things. It’s not hard. Just follow instructions, be honest, and get a decent accountant.


Come to think of it, I’ll bet I owe the IRS a few million in back taxes thanks to the un-counted cash my kids spent on that ice cream lady…


Chapter 3: Building Your Stock


If you’re anything like me, you already have a bunch of plants. Let’s face it: most people who want to start plant nurseries are serious horticultural addicts. You may love orchids or roses, fruit trees or camellias, bromeliads or ferns, hostas or caladiums. Guess what? All those plants are now resources for your new nursery.


When I started my nursery I already had a big plant collection. My main interest was in edible plants, so I was growing blackberries, mulberries, olives, various perennial greens, pomegranates, coffee, black pepper, hot peppers, grapes, and many other wonderful plants. My front yard was a food forest, and my back yard was where I grew most of my vegetables. In the past, I had propagated plants for myself when I wanted them. Now it was time to propagate in earnest.


If you don’t have a big plant collection, you’ll want to make sure you at least get some good “mother” plants to start with. I called my big plants my “mother” plants, because I was always using them for seeds, tubers, cuttings, or scions for grafting, depending on what they were. Some plants are very easy to start from cuttings. Most take some work. Others won’t start at all from cuttings and need to be started from seed, by division, air layering, or some other method.


Most of my propagation was from seeds or cuttings. The American Horticultural Society released a book titled Plant Propagation: The Fully Illustrated Plant-by-Plant Manual of Practical Techniques that I recommend. I’m also working on a plant propagation book of my own, so watch for that. Let’s look at cuttings.



Cuttings


I would spend a few hours now and again just using cuttings. We’d cut some stems, nip off most of the leaves, dip the bottoms in rooting hormone, and then stick them in trays to go in the greenhouse or mist house. Some plants, like sugarcane, cassava, and chaya, could just be stuck in pots, and they’d root with no special care. Most needed higher humidity or regular watering to take. No plant seems to like rooting in full sun. Remember, cuttings don’t have roots yet. They can’t get the water they need, so make sure you’re propagating in the shade and not letting them dry out. If you place them in the sun, they’ll die. Making a little humidity tent is a good idea. I have rooted cuttings by sticking a bunch of them in a few pots, putting those pots in a white trash bag so some light can come through, putting a stick or two in some of the pots to hold the bag up, then closing it and leaving it in the shade for a few weeks until the cuttings root. It doesn’t have to cost a fortune, and you don’t need any special infrastructure.









That said, having a mist house is really nice. If you have a small greenhouse with a bench or two for cuttings, hang some mist heads over the cuttings on a timer. Sometimes people have them mist for a few seconds every ten minutes or so. I bought a timer at Lowes that only allowed half-hour intervals, and that was good enough. The regular misting kept mold from growing on the leaves and seemed to stimulate root growth as well. I would start my cuttings in trays of perlite under mist, and I had better success than with any other method. It worked even on tough-to-propagate plants. Once you get started and are making some money, it’s good to add a mist house. Because the cuttings never dry out, they do very well at rooting. No stress!



Seeds


You can also use a mist house to start seeds, though it’s not really necessary if you have irrigation or a watering can. Most of my seed-growing was done right in the pots I later took to market. If I could avoid the extra step of transplanting, I did. I didn’t do a lot of seed-growing, however, with the notable exception of pawpaw trees (Asimina triloba). Pawpaws were always a hit, as a native North American tree that grows from North Florida up toward Canada. It also grows in the shade and bears delicious fruit, so it was an easy sell. The problem with pawpaws is that they won’t start from cuttings and the seeds don’t keep. They also make deep roots, so I grew them in special, extra-deep pots. To grow pawpaws, I would buy fresh seed in the fall from eBay. You need really fresh seed, too. When it comes out of the fruit, it needs to be put right into some peat or potting soil and stored in the fridge. If the seeds dry out, they die. I would get the seeds from eBay, put them in the fridge through the winter, then plant them in pots in the spring. The cold of the fridge “stratifies” them. Without that period of cold, they won’t grow. They’re like little timers that count the hours of cold. Once they get enough and get planted, they start counting the hours of warmth and then come up. At least, that’s how it was explained to me. I have had good luck starting them from seed this way, and I always sold out.


Another tree I started from seed was moringa. It’s a very popular medicinal tree that can be grown as an annual up north. They will propagate from cuttings, but seeds grow very fast and stronger than cuttings, so I used seeds. I also started native persimmons and soap nuts from seed, as well as hot peppers. If you’re going to be selling at the spring plant shows, it helps to have a warm spot and a heat mat to get seeds germinating in late winter. Otherwise, you’ll miss a sales window.


I mentioned how I like to keep mother plants in my yard from which I can propagate. It’s a great idea to pack your yard with plants that you can use for propagation later. If you get something cool at a plant show, plant it in your yard and take care of it. The next year, you should be able to use it for propagation stock. I had all kinds of cool plants in my yard and never ran out of material I could propagate. I also kept some tender plants in pots. I bought a Coffea arabica (coffee) plant one year at a rare plant show. When it bloomed and fruited a year later, I got a handful of beans. Instead of roasting them for coffee, I planted them all and got maybe 25 little coffee trees for my effort. A little while later, I had them all sold at $6 each. They were little when I sold them too! Just a few leaves, but people loved the idea of having a coffee plant of their own, so they sold like hotcakes. The next year I got more beans from that tree. Maybe fifty or more. Again, I planted them and sold them all. That’s $450 of almost pure profit in two years from one mother plant. When a tour came through my yard, people would look at the coffee tree and say, “Wow! Do you roast your own coffee?” I would laugh and say I couldn’t afford to. A handful of beans off that tree were worth a couple hundred bucks in profit! Forget Blue Mountain Coffee. My coffee was like 24-carat Gold Mountain Coffee!









Each one of those berries has two seeds in it, meaning I’m potentially holding $48 in my hand.



Bare-root trees


Another option with which I did well was buying bare-root trees from various sources in winter and potting them. This is a great option for fruit, nut, and some ornamental deciduous trees. You can get bare-root trees wholesale for a few dollars each, plant them in pots, and then when they leaf out and root up in the spring, you can sell them for five times what you paid. I even bought bundles of rare bare-root trees like Chinese chestnut and witch hazel off eBay. You will get ripped off on eBay sometimes, so buyer beware. Look for people with good ratings who aren’t overseas. Avoid anything coming in from abroad. The scams are numerous. It’s better to find local suppliers if you can, but I took some chances with buying bare-root trees from elsewhere and did well. Once you know you have a good supply, stick to it.


It strikes me that some of you might not know how bare-root trees work, and it’s actually really cool. When many species go dormant and leafless in winter, you can dig them right out of the ground, mercilessly pruning away roots to next to nothing, then plant them elsewhere. In spring, they wake up, grow new leaves and roots and hardly seem to notice they were moved. I once did it with a bunch of peach trees I started from pits in a flat. I had set the flat near my greenhouse one day in spring, intending to get around to potting the trees. Instead, I left it there for a few months, and the little trees grew right into the ground in a big mess of green, crowding and fighting and reaching for the sky. That winter when they were just sticks, I dug the whole mess of them up, cutting away tangled roots and basically yanking some of them from the ground. I potted some and planted others, and, to the best of my knowledge, every little peach tree survived. It was amazing.


Bare-root trees are pulled during the winter or early spring. The roots are wrapped in wet paper toweling, some dirt or moisture gel, and then the trees are shipped or delivered. Once you pot them and the weather warms, it’s as if they don’t know they were transplanted. Just don’t jostle them around when they first start growing; their roots need time to grow. I usually gave my bare-root trees some months to grow before I sold them. It’s best if you can sell them later in the year when they’re really established, but sometimes I had such high demand I would sell newly rooted trees and warn buyers to be careful because they’d just been potted. One year I potted up a hundred or so bare-root fruit trees and lined them up next to my cabbages. Both did quite well.










Grafting


If you want to grow fruit and nut trees, grafting is a great skill to acquire. The great wonder of grafting is that it allows you to exactly reproduce varieties you like. Unlike growing from seed, a grafted plant is an exact clone of the parent. When the parent tree isn’t all that easy to start from cuttings, such as a grapefruit or pear tree, you can plant seeds, then later graft a piece of your desired variety on top of the root stock. It’s a little more complicated than that, though, as fruit tree growers will also use specifically bred rootstock that is disease or pest resistant but wouldn’t bear great fruit. They will graft a good fruiting variety on top, effectively turning two different individuals into one. From the graft down, you have one individual; from the graft up, you have a different individual. It’s weird, but it works. If you’re nervous about grafting, go check out my free video “Get Grafting!” You can download it from Gumroad or watch it on YouTube. In it, I demonstrate three common grafts and show you how easy it is to graft your own trees.









That said, in my own nursery I only grafted one tree regularly: the loquat. Loquats were often grown from pits and sold as landscape trees in Florida, yet there were very good edible varieties that had been bred for their higher quality fruit. I managed to score a few improved types and planted them in my yard. I would start loquat pits in pots, then when they got to be a few feet tall, I would graft on better varieties. These sold very well as I was the only person in my area to have the bigger, sweeter, improved loquats. I would get $40 each for these, and all it took was a pot, some soil, some pits, and a couple minutes of grafting when the trees were bigger. Loquats grow quickly, but I always ran out of them. If you don’t feel like grafting, just go with the bare-root fruit and nut trees, which are already grafted for you.



Buying mature specimens from wholesalers


Speaking of having things done for you, once you have a nursery license you can start accounts with wholesale nurseries, get plants for cheap, and then resell them. Although it doesn’t make you as much profit as growing your own plants from scratch, hitting a wholesale nursery can often save you a lot of time. Let’s say you have a plant show coming up but you don’t have a lot of stock to show. No worries! Just head up to a wholesale nursery, buy yourself a stack of trees and plants, and take them to the show. You might pay $8–$12 for a tree that you can then sell for $20–$25 the next day. I would shoot to double what I spent on my stock. Remember, you have to transport it and sell it. If you don’t manage to sell it at your show, you have to take it home and take care of it. There’s a balance you have to find here. It’s easy to overload yourself and then be stuck with extra plants to care for. On the other hand, it really stinks to sell out and lose money because you didn’t have the stock available during a hot show. Personally, I prefer to overbuy and rely on my ability to sell. Later on I’ll teach you how to sell. It’s easier than you might think, and you don’t have to sell your soul in the process.



Liners


A very inexpensive way to get a stock of plants quickly is to buy “liners.” These are little plants in flats that need to grow to a larger size before they can be sold. Instead of starting your own plants from seeds or cuttings, a large wholesale nursery produces them for you and sells them for a small price per plant. You then have to pot them, keep them, and feed them until they are big. Often, liners are cloned via tissue culture. That might sound like mad science stuff, but it’s not really all that weird. Any time you start plants from cuttings, you are practicing a sort of cloning. The cutting is an exact genetic copy of the parent, unlike when you start plants from seed. Seed-grown plants are distinct individuals. I bought cranberries, blackberries, and multiple varieties of bananas as liners in flats. I would get fifty tiny, cloned banana trees for less than $100, plant them in one-gallon pots, let them grow for a few months, then sell them for five times what I paid for them. It’s much cheaper than letting a nursery grow plants for you; you just have to do more of the work yourself. It’s the old time vs. money rule of economics.


On that line of thinking, let’s dive further into pricing your plants.


Chapter 4: Pricing Your Plants


Whether you’re selling art, real estate, boats, insurance, or plants, getting your pricing right will ensure you make money. Those who are more aggressive may push for maximum prices and drive away potential customers. More timid souls may find it hard to ask for a market price so they end up doing a lot of work for very little return.


Remember, your plant nursery is a business. You can and will make money at it, but if you almost give away your plants and labor, you are just maintaining a hobby. You might feel as if you’re being greedy by asking $20 for a plant that only cost you $1.20 to grow, but trust me, you need to ask for good prices. They’ll average out. Some plants in your nursery will die, others may not sell, and still others may sit so long they cost you more in time, feeding, and watering than they’re worth. There have been times when I felt a little guilty for asking six times the price for a plant than I paid for it, but there were other times when I lost money on plants. It’s important to make money so you can grow more plants and expand your business. Your time is money as well—don’t forget to count it. If you’re asking a good price, people will be happy to pay it. You’re providing a service, greening the world, and making people happy. It’s okay to take money in return. Again, it’s a business. If you go broke, your business will fail, and people won’t have access to your beautiful plants anymore. Don’t go broke! As Paul notes in the book of 1 Timothy, “For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox while it treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer is worthy of his wages” (1 Timothy 5:18, NKJV).


You are worthy of the cash you earn through your hard work. Don’t be afraid to ask decent prices, but also don’t try to stiff your customers. A good retail price is a good retail price, no matter what you have invested into it. Marx’s labor theory of value is a bad way to run a business. If you spend five hours on something and get paid ten dollars, that’s bad business.


So how do you start pricing?


A good place to start is to hit a number of larger nurseries and get an idea what they’re asking for plants. The big box stores often ask lower prices but generally their stock isn’t as well adapted to the local climate as what you’ll find at dedicated nurseries. I don’t bother aiming for Walmart prices where plants are just that chunk of the store after camping goods and patio furniture. I am more interested in looking at my local competitors who serve gardeners first and foremost.


If I hit Oliver’s Ornamentals and see he is selling 3-gallon red crepe myrtle trees for $22, then go over to Pepper’s Potted Perennials and see a similar tree selling for $26, I now have a range. If later that day I go over to Leighton’s Lawn and Garden and see all the trees on sale for $10, then find out Mr. Leighton was killed by a tiger so his place is having a “going out of business sale,” then I would throw that low price out. A good price for me to sell red crepe myrtle trees is probably $24. If they sell fast at $24, I might raise the price. If they don’t sell, I’ll lower it a little or I’ll talk up the plant more until they do sell. If I’m at a plant show and someone is buying a load of my plants already and is expressing interest, I might offer them my last three together for $50 just so I don’t have to transport them home again. Generally, though, I’m going to try and stay in the range of my competitors. Running a discount nursery isn’t the way to go. If you price too low, people may see your trees and plants as less valuable and end up buying from your higher priced competitors. It’s like the story where people tasted wine and gave their opinions without knowing the prices, compared to when they did know the prices. When they knew they were drinking an expensive vintage, they said it tasted better than when they knew they were drinking a cheaper one, even if they had previously ranked a $12 bottle of wine as tasting just as good as a $100 bottle.


One thing I did have good success with was finding plants that other people didn’t carry. Then I would promote them heavily and make top dollar. I could ask premium prices because no one else had what I was offering.


As an example, if everyone in town has purple bougainvillea and you have orange ones, you can ask higher prices. No one has them, so promote that scarcity and make money while you can, because I guarantee you that other nursery owners are watching and will soon stock orange bougainvillea as well! I’ll share more on how you can find a profitable niche in the next chapter, but let’s get back to setting prices.


Beyond comparing your stock variety against your competitors, you should also consider what you put into each plant. Though I touched on this before, it’s very important that you value your time and your materials. Sometimes it makes sense to just buy some things from a wholesaler and not bother with growing them yourself. I found this made sense with most common fruit trees. Sure, I could start a bunch of root stock from seed, graft them a year or two later, pot them when they are bare-root, let them grow for a year, and then sell them…but why? I am a small nursery owner. I don’t have the time or space to spend three or more years growing a plant I’m going to sell for $20–$25! It makes no sense. Buying bare-root trees that had already been grown for a few years and grafted made much more sense. I would spend maybe $2 on potting soil, a pot and fertilizer, maybe a little more on water, and then $6 for the bare-root tree. I’m out $9, tops. If I sell for $25, I’ve made $16. Even considering the time I spend marketing, driving the trees to and from markets, and sitting at my booth, I’ll still make a decent profit. Sometimes you might just buy a tree wholesale for $12 and sell it for $25. You still make money, and you don’t have to pay for the pot or the soil or spend the time potting the tree.


I have found perennial vegetables and rare plants to be my best money makers. Mexican tree spinach was one of my specialties. It’s a shrub or a small tree that propagates easily from cuttings, yet most people don’t know what it is and no other nursery carried it. I would start fifty to one hundred at a time, sticking cuttings right in gallon pots in the spring and letting them grow for a few months, then I would sell them for $6 each. (In retrospect, I should have asked $10 to account for their rarity.) Each one cost me a few cents in a pot and soil. They didn’t even need fertilizer or much water, since they did well in arid conditions. Each plant was mostly profit. The coffee tree I mentioned earlier was another good seller. Yet another rare plant I did excellently with was mulberry trees. I would start a bunch of them in the mist house, then pot them. By fall, they were several feet tall and ready for retail. I’d make $16 each and sell every one I brought to the market since no one else was stocking mulberries. I had a further trick with them, too, which I’ll share with you in the chapter on marketing.


I did the worst on the cheapest and the most expensive items.


People began to know me for my perennial vegetables and fruit trees. Since I also love hot peppers, one year I decided to start a bunch of peppers in the greenhouse and sell them at my plant booth for a few dollars each. For some reason, the general public was less enthusiastic about cayennes and habaneros than I was. They looked great, but they rapidly outgrew their little pots before I could move many of them. I ended up giving some away with my bigger plants, and then eventually decided to plant the many dozens I had remaining in my vegetable gardens. That year we had buckets of hot peppers, but I sure didn’t make much profit from them. Fortunately, I did manage to make some great hot sauce to give away at Christmas.


On the big ticket side of things, during my first year of nursery ownership, someone ordered two extra large pecan trees as they didn’t want to wait for smaller trees to mature. I got them from a wholesale nursery for $60 each, which was more than I ever paid for any tree. The buyer was also a friend, so I told him I only wanted $75 for each tree since I had to drive them a long way home from the nursery.


This whole thing was a mistake. I brought the trees home and put them in my nursery. When he came a few weeks later to buy them, he looked them over and said, “What’s that?” He pointed to a little puff of white sawdust coming from the bottom of one of the two pecan trees.


I looked closer, and, to my horror, I realized the tree had been drilled into repeatedly by some sort of borer beetle. The second tree had no signs of infestation, but that first tree was definitely done for. It still looked green and happy, but I knew it was just a matter of time before the larvae inside killed it. When you see the signs of borers, it’s usually too late.


I apologized and told him the tree was going to die, and that the second tree would no longer have a pollinator. He went home, and I was stuck with a big tree that had no mate and another tree that was doomed. I was out $120.


A year later I managed to sell the second tree at a discount to a lady who already owned a few pecans, but I had learned my lesson. Doing favors and putting out larger amounts of money for low possible return isn’t the way to run a nursery! I’m sure I could have gone back and gotten another tree later, but my heart wasn’t in it. I cut my losses and decided to stick to my normal $25 trees.


Price your plants well, knowing that some of them may die and others will not sell. Take your labor into account and don’t be the most expensive or the least expensive seller. Don’t be afraid to ask premium prices for rare plants, no matter how little money you have invested. Shoot for at least double the money you have into a plant.


If you’re tempted to be the cheapest nursery in town, avoid that temptation. Not only does it make you look like a crummy joint, it will create bad relationships with other nursery owners. Even though I was technically in competition with other nurseries, I had a good working relationship with most of them. It’s great to talk shop and see what other people are growing. If I was short on something or didn’t want to carry a particular plant that was outside my niche, I would recommend another nursery as an option, and other nurseries would sometimes recommend me as well.


Watch out for fly-by-night vendors that dump their stock for next to nothing. That is really bad for nurseries. There was one guy who used to come to the plant shows and sell his plants at wholesale prices. Great big palms and crepe myrtles and other trees going for half the normal price. No one could compete with him. Why? Because he was losing money. He was a rich guy with an estate who grew a ton of stuff and just dumped it on the market now and again. It was like a hobby, but the other vendors were not happy at all. Most of us had bills to pay and families to feed. Last I heard, multiple vendors complained to various organizers about his prices in order to have the guy ejected from plant shows.


Don’t be that guy. Set your prices fairly and earn a good day’s wage, then you can grow, grow again, and be around to supply customers with lots of good plants for years to come.


Chapter 5: Find Your Niche


When you visit enough nurseries, you start to get a feel for the different types. Some put their niche right on their sign, such as “Sam’s Succulents,” or “Olivia’s Orchids,” or “The Citrus Guys.” My niche is edible perennial plants for food forests, so I named my nursery “Florida Food Forests.” Anyone searching for food forests in Florida would find me. As an additional benefit of being in this niche, in Florida, edible plants are tax-free, so I didn’t have to collect sales tax.


If you try to be everything, you may get too scattered. Most car lots represent specific brands and are not trying to retail every car under the sun. The same goes for hardware stores. If your hardware store also decides to sell liquor, people will just get confused when they come in and ask for a screwdriver.


Figure out which plants you love, and focus on those. Look for the most interesting specimens. In Florida, lots of people sold azaleas, hedge plants, and mondo grass. It was everywhere, and the margins weren’t great. No one that I saw was focused on perennial vegetables and edibles. Even the flowers I sometimes sold were edible. Canna and hibiscus blooms, anyone?


One lady I knew grew the most beautiful caladiums and a collection of beautiful and delicate flowers, such as lilies and little native daisies. She paired them with her homemade birdhouses. It was a delight visiting her. She had her niche.


Another nursery was focused solely on native plants. If you wanted a native plant garden, you would go to them. It was a good niche.


If you’re running a big operation you might be able to grow a ton of different things, but I think for the backyard operator it makes a lot of sense to pick something you love and stick to that. Also, make sure what you love isn’t the precise thing everybody else is already selling. Martha’s Mondo Grass is probably going to be a bad choice, unless you’ve somehow gotten ahold of some new varieties that will stand out from the crowd.


Here are some niche ideas to get your brain going:






Rock garden plants


Native trees


Medicinal plants


Cacti


Butterfly and hummingbird plants


Carnivorous plants


Desert plants


Xeriscaping plants


Perennial vegetables


Native wildflowers


Rare vegetables


Native blooms


Bamboo


Shade plants


Gingers


Palms and cycads


Tropical plants


Bulbs


Herbs


Chinese herbs


Ferns


Survival gardening plants


Heirloom vegetables


Orchids


Spices


Fast-growing trees


Lumber trees


Fruits and nuts


Heirloom apples


Succulents


Bromeliads


Alpine plants


Aquatic plants


Berries and grapes


Bonsai trees


Psychedelic plants (watch it with this one)


Nothing but deadly poisonous plants (ditto)






You get the idea. You don’t have to completely limit yourself to a niche, but it does provide focus and make you stand out from the crowd. In part because of my niche, people would sometimes drive as long as two hours to visit my booth at the farmer’s market! I had another friend who sold nothing but native pawpaw trees. She was the only one doing it, and I sent people to her all the time. If you want to be the caladium queen, go for it! You will become well-known. Other places might sell caladiums, but if you’ve got fifty varieties, you’ll really stand out.


Speaking of farmer’s markets, let’s look at where you can sell.


Chapter 6: Where to Sell?


Since this book is for backyard nurserymen, we’ll start there. If you hit your groove, you may expand and start a full-time nursery with more land and a retail location, but as I am a garden writer primarily, my nursery has always been a side business I would work when I got burnt out on writing or needed a nice break.


The problem with having a backyard nursery is that your home is where you grow. If you decide to open to the public, you will have a stream of people showing up at your place. Most will be great people—gardeners are the nicest people on the planet—but there are always some bad eggs. By letting people onto your property, you’re opening yourself up to liability issues and a lack of privacy. The one day you decide to pot up pencil trees in your skivvies is the day the Ladies Gardening Club will show up at the gate.


Though I would sometimes invite people over to shop or run tours through my food forest that ended at the plant nursery, I didn’t do it often. I had the additional issue of being somewhat well-known as a gardening author so giving away my home address sometimes meant people would randomly show up to ask gardening questions or just meet me. Though I was flattered, it was sometimes unnerving.


One time, for instance, the children ran into my office and said, “Dad! There’s a big guy with long hair yelling from the front gate! He’s got a huge dog, too!”


I went out, wondering what on earth was going on, then breathed a sigh of relief when I saw a man out front I remembered from a previous garden tour. “Hey, David!” he said. “Can you show me how to pot some coffee plants?”


He’d brought multiple small coffee plants, some bigger pots, and some bags of potting soil. After I helped him, he also bought some of my coffee plants from the nursery, as the ones he had were Psychotria nervosa, a wild coffee relative he hadn’t realized was the wrong type to use for your morning cup of joe. It was fine, but it reminded me why I didn’t normally have my place open. He could have been someone more troublesome than an overzealous gardener who appreciated my potting skills. Another time I was conducting a tour when someone decided to light up a joint, which was illegal in Florida. Since it was on my property, I did not want to be liable. If the public shows up, you have to deal with the potential for trouble. Everyone also gets to see where you live, and they may see your tools or a few things they might want to pinch later. It’s a risk, if a small one. And it’s a risk I usually avoid, even though I love showing off my nursery.


Instead, I let the liability issues be carried by my local farmer’s markets. I could show up, bring my plants and my sign and interact with the public without having everyone in my personal space. Farmer’s markets are a great outlet. They are inexpensive to join, and you often have a nice variety of vendors. At one market, I was placed right next to a guy who sold his homegrown produce. At the end of the market day, I would load up on vegetables and fruit to take home to the family. And there was the ice cream lady, and a guy who made really cool furniture, and a place to buy raw milk, and a woman who sold peaches and oranges at good prices. Sometimes I would trade plants for things I wanted or needed, other times I would just pay cash from the day’s profits. If I had a great day, I would spread a little of the wealth around and maintain great relationships with the other vendors. There were a couple of other plant vendors there with different niches, and I made sure I recommended their wares as well. In turn, they recommended me. Plant-lovers might come and buy some fruit trees from me, then go buy some roses from another lady and some big elephant ears from the guy with the booth at the end. I bought a lot of my pollinator plants for my food forest from Connie at The Potter’s Bench, the lady who also sold homemade birdhouses. I bought some of those for gifts as well. I also had fun just enjoying the atmosphere.









The key to farmer’s markets is to make sure people know you are there. I advertised the plants I was selling on my personal blog and always made sure to invite people to visit me. Another key is consistency. Once you start, show up every week! Customers will come back looking for you, and if you’re not there, they go away and may not return. The great thing about farmer’s markets is they are usually open only one day a week. Instead of having to sit at a retail outlet every day, you can set up when the market is open, then go home and not have to deal with the public for another week unless you hit more than one farmer’s market a week.


I would attend a Thursday afternoon market and a Friday afternoon market in towns that were 45 minutes apart. I lived between the two cities so it wasn’t a big drive to go to each. As a bonus, I could leave my van and/or trailer packed overnight and top it off on Friday morning with fresh stock before attending the second market. I also considered joining a big Saturday market that was located a little farther south of me so I could do three days in a row, but I never did it. That was too much of my week to dedicate to selling. Saturdays I generally use for nursery and farm work. If you work a regular job, you might just hit weekend markets with your plants so you don’t take away any time from your weekday employment. I took Sundays off to go to church with my family and have a nice, long, afternoon break except when attending plant shows. Those often ran through the full weekend, forcing me to skip church and my break. They were worth it, though, as I usually made more than a thousand bucks on a weekend plant show.


Plant shows are often your big money makers. The farmer’s markets are good, but the big plant shows are packed with people who are there for one reason: to buy plants. You don’t have people who are just casually glancing over your plants between buying caramel corn and some zucchini. Plant show attendees are ravenous plant enthusiasts, always looking for their next hit of chlorophyll. Joining plant shows isn’t difficult, although they often fill up quickly. It’s important to plan ahead and get in your paperwork. Just call the organizers and sign up as soon as possible. I usually attended about four or five shows per year. In Florida they were clustered in the spring and fall, although if you live farther north they may only be in spring. Most of the shows took place outdoors, and some vendors would set up pavilions. I made do with just a few tables, my sign, and rows of plants. The plants don’t care if it rains, and my straw hat kept the sun off my neck. I hated carrying anything extra, and I used all my space for plants. If it poured, I’d go stand at another person’s booth and talk plants with them for a while. Most of the time we had great weather, though.


Finding plant shows isn’t very difficult, although learning of them in advance can sometimes be a trick. Call other nurseries and ask them what shows they’ll be at this year. You don’t have to tell them you’re planning to go as a vendor, of course. Just ask and be nice, then thank them, then go look up those shows and sign up.


The local master gardeners had a very good show in spring and a smaller one in fall. I attended both. A nearby town had a show in the town square, which I attended. A botanical garden also hosted a very good show, and I was there as well.


I learned how to manage my first show by volunteering to help at Taylor Garden Nursery’s booth. That showed me the ropes, and I got to see how a well-respected nursery ran a show. It’s pretty simple. Just bring plenty of change and lots of plants. Arrange them nicely, and engage everyone who walks by. Take note of what has sold and how many gaps you have to fill after the first day; restock for the second and third day if it runs for three days. At the end of the show, pack up and go home, then roll around in your money.


For backyard nurseries, renting one space is probably enough. I managed to put a lot of plants out for sale even in a single slot. I would bring a friend or a couple of my children along so I had an extra pair of hands. One of my best customers actually volunteered to help me all weekend at one show. He wouldn’t even let me give him anything. He just liked being part of the event. I made sure to always hook him up with interesting plants as soon as I had them!


Another option is to have garage sales and sell your plants. I didn’t have much luck with this method, but I was way out in the country with little passing traffic. If you have a good mailing list and advertise, or if you live on a busy street, you might do better than I did. I prefer to sell away from home, though, as I mentioned.


A final option for home-based nurseries is selling your plants online. Many people have built thriving eBay businesses from their nurseries. Personally, I used my website and advertised four things that were easy to ship: cassava cuttings, Chinese water chestnut corms, chaya cuttings, and Mexican sunflower cuttings. I created a PayPal button that covered the cuttings and flat-rate priority mail shipping, and I sold a few hundred dollars per month of cuttings. I’d just go out in the yard and cut sticks off my cassava plants, pop them in a box, then drop them at the post office. It was easy money because I had a niche. I’d sell ten cassava cuttings for a flat rate of $25 that included shipping, and I sold them all the time.


I later stopped selling online because I got nervous about the various plant restrictions from state to state. I had little luck determining which state laws applied to me and if I was supposed to collect sales tax and all that. Instead of running a legal risk, I quit. It was a shame, though. That was easy money.


Still, farmer’s markets and plant shows were my bread and butter, and as I got busier with my nursery, I also needed some help on occasion. Let’s look at how you can manage that.


Chapter 7: Getting Good Help


Good help is hard to find. Unlike some nursery owners, I believe in only hiring legal Americans. It isn’t easy, though. If you decide to hire an employee full-time, you have to deal with Social Security, Medicare, health insurance, and all kinds of horrible paperwork. That’s a step I didn’t want to take, so I usually hired people for a day now and again to get me ahead. I paid an underemployed plant-loving friend $15 per hour to work a few days. He was so prolific that he always made me money. That’s what you need to remember about employees: they have to make you money. If they don’t, don’t hire them again. I know it sounds silly, but people often get so involved in relationships that they forget their business will die if they don’t make money. Anyone you hire needs to pull his weight and make you at least twice what you’re paying him.


When I was younger and employed by a media company, I once totaled up all the work I was producing over the course of a day and realized the company was making about 60k per year off my labor after they paid my salary. I had value, and that was good, but it also taught me the value of working for myself. Working for myself meant I could work one/third the hours and make the same salary if I managed to pull in a comparable range of clients. The downside, of course, is the risk. Most people don’t start businesses because they’re afraid of failure. People with guts, though, build and fail and build and fail until they press through and find success. As a small business owner, I have had terrible months and great months. As an employee, I always got the same pay from month to month, with occasional little raises. What’s the fun in that?


Still, there are always people who just want to know exactly what they’re going to get, so they work a normal job, and that’s fine. Those people keep the world turning. I hired regular people who just needed a few bucks in their pocket. I also hired a guy who was dreaming of starting his own plant nursery, and that worked as well. The worst thing I did was to hire a guy who was a schemer. He would decide to take on a job and then quit at the worst possible point because he was offended over something. If you find that a person needs excessive praise or complains or gets offended easily, cut them loose as soon as possible. They will mess you up at some point. Stick to well-adjusted people, and take good care of them. You’re better off with a simple honest man than a smart weasel.


When you hire someone by the day, you hire them as an independent contractor. They can invoice you, and you’ll have to deal with a W2 or a 1099 or whatever, but that’s what your accountant is for. I could also say you can just pay them cash, but I would never do anything to cause the IRS any distress.


If you have children and you’ve raised them well, they can be a great help in a plant nursery. My wife homeschools our kids, so they were always coming with me to farmer’s markets and plant shows. They would help unload the car and set up a table in minutes.









I also let my children grow some of their own plants to sell. If they kept them in good shape, they could take a corner of my table. People love buying what children grow just to support them. My daughter did well with walking irises and roses she started from cuttings.


One of my sons started a big banana tree and sold it, doing quite well for himself. He couldn’t even lift the thing, but it was his. I think he sold it for $40 the first time we took it to the farmer’s market. Not bad for an eight-year-old!


Another option for alternative sources of labor: talk to your local homeschoolers. Homeschooled kids are often well-behaved and industrious. Our farmer’s market had a lot of them, selling baked goods, produce, and other things. Teenagers looking for work are great to hire, plus you can get them started in business.


Most of the time, however, I only needed a person on occasion, so hiring wasn’t part of my business. When you stay small you can do most or all of the work yourself. It makes life easier, especially if you learn some marketing skills.


Chapter 8: Marketing, Marketing, Marketing!


I saved this for last because it’s the most important aspect of running your nursery. If you don’t advertise, you won’t have much success.


At the Thursday farmer’s market, I was one of the best-selling vendors week-to-week. Other vendors wondered how I managed to bring in money, even on slow days. The key was my marketing. I didn’t save all my selling for the day of the market. Because I’m a writer, I regularly wrote about plants on my site. Then I often offered those same plants for sale. I built interest in my niche by sharing information.


I actually discovered the power of education by accident. Sure, I knew that knowledge was good and all that—I was always doing research—but I didn’t realize that I could create a sales machine by simply sharing what I loved about something.


Here’s how I made my discovery.


When I was in my local Master Gardener program, I volunteered to write a little “what to do in your garden this month” column in a local magazine. This got me introduced to the publisher. Later, even when I was out of the program, she wanted me to keep writing for her. I did, and in return she ran a little ad for my plant nursery in lieu of pay.


That was good, but it gets better. One month I had been picking mulberries in my backyard, and I realized something. The mulberry was hands-down the easiest and most productive source of berries in my yard. I was growing raspberries, strawberries, blackberries, and blueberries, but the productivity of that little mulberry tree blew them all away. Plus it was less work. It was also quite a young tree. I had bought it from a mail-order company and stuck it in the ground only two years before. I gathered six gallons of berries one spring, plus the children and the birds took another few gallons. Since I found this amazing, I wrote a column on mulberries and sent it off to the magazine. At the end of my articles, there was a little plug saying, “David’s plant nursery, Florida Food Forests, can be visited every Thursday at such and such a market.”


It was a few weeks later when the magazine hit the stands. I had honestly forgotten about my article coming out because I was busy with other things, but the public started showing up. “Do you have any mulberry trees?” a woman asked me.


“I have one,” I replied. She bought it. I still didn’t put two and two together until she said, “I read about them in that magazine they have at Tractor Supply.”


“Wait,” I said. “Natural Awakenings magazine? Is that why you came here? I wrote that article!”


“Oh, that was you?” she said. She hadn’t put two and two together or noticed the plug at the end of the article. She had just decided to go looking for a mulberry tree and happened to find me. Then another person came, and another. Suddenly, lots of people wanted mulberries. I only had about six in my whole nursery, and almost no one else had them. I quickly started propagating trees from my backyard mulberry and hunting for wholesale nurseries that stocked mulberry. By the end of the year, I had sold lots of mulberries, and other local nurseries also started selling them. The next year, a big commercial wholesale operation an hour and a half south of me started offering mulberries in their catalog.


Apparently, I single-handedly revived interest in an overlooked old fruit tree by writing a column singing its praises. That’s what education does. If you love a plant, write about it. Talk about it. Your excitement is catching. You’re not a snake-oil salesman. It’s not about pumping up something that isn’t great. It’s easy to sell something that you love—you just talk about it. Think about how you would recommend your brother’s painting company to someone, or your daughter’s baking, or your grandpa’s homemade Adirondack chairs. “You gotta see ’em!”


Even if you’re not a writer, word of mouth is powerful. When someone stops by your booth, engage them. Find out what they love. Show off your plants. Answer their gardening questions. Give them your card and ask if they’ve ever thought about growing a pear tree. All kinds of conversations can spark sales. If you tell them you’ve got a great old apple variety and you’ve been recommending it to everyone, they might remember their grandma’s old tree and her apple pies, then buy one or two from you right there. You don’t have to push people into buying, you just have to open their eyes to how wonderful your plants are and give them a vision for themselves.


I have sold sugarcane as an ornamental to people in a gated, highly restricted community. Figure out what people want and need, give them a nudge towards something cool, then you’ll often sell a plant.


What you don’t want to do is to sit around and not engage potential buyers. My wife was watching me talk to a customer once. After the customer left, she asked, “Did you know that woman?”


“No,” I replied.


“Wow,” she said. “You talked with her like she was an old friend, or your sister. The way you greeted her was so friendly. I thought you knew her.”


That made me feel good. I love talking with other gardeners, and I guess it just came out.


Don’t check your phone. In fact, I recommend leaving it in the car. Be there, fully engaged with people, and you will have success. Some people may think their plants will speak for themselves, but that isn’t really the case. Sure, you’ll get some people looking and buying without your engagement, but you’ll do much better when you are helpful, point out all you have, and ask what they love growing.


I left a friend at my booth during a lull in a plant show and decided to check out the other vendors. One booth was selling native plants. There was a wild jumble of different species I hadn’t seen before, and behind it all was a man with a beard in a black T-shirt with reflective sunglasses, sitting and staring at me from his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “Hi,” I said, and he grunted. Not very promising. I looked at a few of the plants, then he says out of the blue—no lie: “Hey, you ever raise pigs?”


“No,” I replied, wondering where that had come from. “You?”


“Yep,” he said. Then nothing else.


Yeah, that doesn’t make you want to buy plants.


Most people aren’t that strange, but many do have trouble engaging people and “talking up” their wares. You might not want to be pushy, or you might think you’re giving people space, but really, you’re missing opportunities. If you can get your potential customer dreaming about what they could grow, you will sell plants. You’re not trying to get them to buy drugs or knock-off watches or some worthless gadget. You’re inviting them to take home a beautiful plant that can give them enjoyment for years. Be enthusiastic and talk to them as a fellow gardener. If you don’t know something about a particular plant, admit it. Don’t bluff, don’t oversell, just talk about your mutual interest, and they’ll pick up on your enthusiasm. Sometimes my booth became a gathering place for enthusiastic gardeners. People would pull out their phones and show me pictures of their plants or a pest they couldn’t identify. One couple brought me a pumpkin that had volunteered in their garden to see if I knew what type it was (Hubbard). Another customer brought me a Cuban cigar. The same day, another couple gave me a bottle of homemade wine. Your customers aren’t just marks that you can shake down for their cash; they’re other gardeners and people with their own ideas, skills, and talents. Some of them knew plants I didn’t, and I learned from them. One woman who regularly bought from me disappeared for a while, then came back in a wheelchair, suffering from cancer. We ended up praying together right there in the farmer’s market. Another 12-year-old girl brought me some pots of flowers she had grown from seeds I gave her months before. She’d never gardened before. That was awesome.









When you love your plants, love people, and share that enthusiasm, people will love you right back, and the money will flow in without being forced. People just want you to succeed, and they want to buy from you rather than someone who doesn’t engage and encourage and take time to talk. Sometimes, giving a gift will come back to you many times over. One woman came to my booth once and really wanted a small plant, then realized she didn’t have enough in her purse. I gave her the plant instead and told her not to worry about it. Guess what? She came back again and again to buy from me.


You can build a good reputation quickly, but you can also tear it down even faster, so keep that in mind. Don’t complain about anything, don’t talk about other customers negatively behind their backs, or talk about how stupid the farmer’s market management can be or how much you had to pay in taxes. Don’t get angry, don’t brag (too much), and don’t disparage other vendors. You’re there to sell plants. Go home and vent to your azaleas; it won’t cost you nearly as much.


Your best tool for sales is your attitude and your engagement with people. Even without advertising, you will get a return crowd if your enthusiasm is infectious. You can learn to engage people, even if you’re an introvert. Just talk about what you love, if what you love is plants. If you love model railroads, save it for another time…unless your customer brings it up first. Then talk away, and find a way to bring up plants while you’re at it. Maybe he needs a tiny potted succulent to add to his train station?


As for advertising, I had my regular monthly column. After the mulberry discovery, I started writing more about plants I loved and that were available in my nursery. I didn’t hard sell. I just gave people info and my location at the farmer’s market. I also posted every week on my blog, which brought some people in. Having an email list your customers can sign up for is also very valuable. If you’re on Facebook (I’m mostly not), you can also advertise there, but I’ve never been much for social media. I find it taxing.


Here’s another quick case study on the power of raising interest. Soap nut trees (Sapindus mukorossi). Have you ever heard of those? They’re a tropical tree from India that has a fruit which, when dried, will suds up and can be used to wash your hands and your laundry. You can throw a few in a mesh bag, put them in your washing machine, and they’ll clean the clothes. Amazing, right?


I found out that this Indian tree had a native Florida relative (Sapindus saponaria) that also produces usable soap nuts, though they were a little smaller. For a year, I hunted for a source, finally finding a wholesale native plant nursery almost an hour drive away who told me they had some.


I drove out there with my van and asked about the soap nuts.


“Hah, you can’t sell those things,” the owner told me. “We’ve been trying for years. No one wants them.”


“Really?” I said, wondering how such a useful tree could be a poor seller. It turns out the nursery was selling them as a native landscape tree without emphasizing their amazing fruit. Can you believe it? I bought fifty trees for $4 each, root bound in small pots. They gave me a deal because they had way too many soap nut trees and no buyers.


After pruning the roots and repotting them, I decided to sell the trees for $20 each or three for $50. I emphasized to my buyers that they should get at least three and plant them together because the tree came in male, female, and hermaphroditic types. If they planted three they were almost certain to get fruit. In my food forest, I planted some in triangles a few feet apart as a demonstration of how little space they needed.


Guess what? I sold out, then went back for more. What was the trick that made my trees sell? I sold them as homegrown soap. “Check this out! Have you ever heard of this? It’s a native tree that grows soap! It’s a tree that makes soap!” Preppers bought them, organic enthusiasts bought them, people in search of novelty bought them, homesteaders bought them, and people who made their own soap bought them. It was a hit! I wrote an article on the tree for the local magazine. I also wrote a post on my blog, plus an article for a prepper website. I had such luck that I managed to get a bunch of seeds and start some little trees that I sold regularly even when they were less than a foot high.


The way you market your plants makes the difference between rows of unsold trees outgrowing their pots and plants that fly off the shelves.


That’s not to say you can sell everything. There was a glut of century plants in North Florida, and I got a few dozen of them when I started my nursery, hoping to sell them off. No luck. I couldn’t even pitch them as the source of tequila, which they were. The market was saturated, unlike the markets for mulberries and soap nuts, which almost no one had. They just needed to be discovered by the public to be loved. If you’re a constant reader and researcher, you can find plants that are uncommon. then release them to the public. Sometimes they’ll flop, but sometimes they’ll soar. I did quite well with cassava as well. Although it’s common in Central America, it’s much less known in Florida. When I shared how easy it was to grow and that the roots would survive winter frosts, I sold out. The same was true with Chinese water chestnuts. I regularly harvested little plants from a bathtub in my backyard and sold them for $6 each. People knew of them but had never seen them growing before. It was neat, novel, and edible. If you find a plant that is fascinating to you and uncommon, use that enthusiasm. Grow it and sell it, see how it goes, and tell everyone about the cool plant you’ve “discovered.”









Other options for selling plants is to become a guest on a radio program. I used to enjoy guest hosting a radio program after making friends with the gal who created the show. When she wanted a break, I would step in and take calls. If you know about plants, it’s not hard to just answer questions. Trust me, you probably know more than most people already. And if you don’t know an answer, just say you’re not sure and invite other listeners to call in with the answer if they know it. People will respect that.


Maybe going on the radio is a little too scary for you. If so, you might take a video tour through your gardens and nursery and post it to YouTube. I have done decently on YouTube and made some sales. Despite having a large audience, it’s not as good as talking to people face-to-face. It’s also not local, whereas you can be local with radio, magazines, and newspapers. All three outlets are hungry for decent content that you can provide. If you’re not a great writer or speaker, practice will help you improve.


I also recommend joining some local gardening groups, or at least attending their meetings now and again. I have been a member of multiple meetup.com groups focused on gardening and preparedness. As my reputation grew, I started to get speaking invitations where I was also invited to bring some plants for sale. That always did well. I was quite surprised at my first talk which I gave on food forests. I had brought a few plants for sale and sold them all in a few minutes, making $250. The next time I gave a talk, I brought a lot more plants. I rarely cleared less than $300 and usually made more like $500–$600. Sometimes I would also get a $100 honorarium for my talk. The best part about these events is that you’ll meet a lot of other gardeners and get the chance to answer questions and gain fans. I spoke to a barn full of hard-core preppers and to a ladies group at Home Depot. I was a guest presenter to a bunch of crazy hippies at an Earthskills gathering, and I talked to a Master Gardeners’ group. It’s a blast, and you build relationships very quickly. Thanks to one of my talks, I even met the wonderful woman who is now my faithful editor and proofreader. I also got a really sweet WWII bayonet in trade for some plants at a prepper event I attended. I still have it.


Another way I made money was through garden tours. I asked for a $10 donation per person and let children in for free, then I would give a tour through my food forest and annual gardens, ending at last at my nursery. We’d usually have at least thirty to forty people show up, then sell hundreds of dollars in plants afterward. When a visitor sees what a mulberry tree looks like as a grown specimen and gets to taste the delicious fruit himself, he’s much more likely to buy a little potted tree of his own. During these tours I shared my knowledge and also gave away seeds and cuttings and let people sample the produce from the gardens. Once they had seen ginger, persimmons, sugarcane, pears, cherries, cassava, pawpaws, and a hundred other delightful plants growing in lush profusion in my forest garden, they wanted plants of their own. By planting a lot of what you hope to sell, you can allow people to envision their own future gardens.


As a nurseryman, you get to build dreams and live your own at the same time. It’s a great business, and finding success is a lot easier than you might think.


Conclusion


I sold the Florida Food Forests nursery (at a profit!) when I left my home state of Florida almost three years ago. I just purchased a piece of land and am about to start another nursery here in my new Central American home. It’s a different climate, and the plants I can grow are new and exciting, but the nursery business is much the same. I’m already connecting with people, doing consulting, planting gardens and trees for clients, and gaining a name for myself. This in-between time was the perfect opportunity to share the secrets of my success with others. Though you probably won’t get rich with a little backyard nursery, it’s a very good way for plant lovers to make regular cash and expand their plant collection guilt-free. The harder you work, the more you’ll make, but with just a few hours of investment a week you can get beyond breaking even and bring home the bacon. There are some nursery owners who simply buy some plants from wholesalers and work plant shows, making more in a weekend than they made in a few weeks at the daily grind. There are a lot of possibilities. Stay debt-free, build on less, let your plants make you the money needed for your business to expand, and you’ll do just fine.


Thank you for reading this little book. I’ve written almost two thousand posts at my gardening website www.thesurvivalgardener.com. Stop on by and leave a comment. You can also write me directly at david@floridafoodforests.com. I’m happy to answer questions and help you if I can.


Jump in and get growing. You can do it. I did, and I’ve never been a great businessman or an alpha leader type. I’m just a normal guy with a family to feed and a great love for growing things.


Go for it, and start making some money doing what you love!


I’ll see you at the farmer’s market.


About The Author


David The Good is the author of six gardening books, including Totally Crazy Easy Florida Gardening, Grow or Die: The Good Guide to Survival Gardening, Compost Everything: The Good Guide to Extreme Composting and Push the Zone: The Good Guide to Growing Tropical Plants Beyond the Tropics. He’s also the author of Turned Earth: A Jack Broccoli Novel, the world’s first gardening thriller. David has also written for Mother Earth News, Permaculture Magazine, Backwoods Home, Heirloom Gardener Magazine, Stupefying Stories and The Grow Network, along with maintaining a popular YouTube channel. He and his wife Rachel currently live on a jungle homestead near the equator along with their eight children. In his spare time, David enjoys woodworking, oil painting and building musical instruments. You can find him online at www.thesurvivalgardener.com.

images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





cover.jpeg
THE EASY WAY TO
Start a Home-Based

Plant Nursery
AND MAKE THOUSANDS IN YOUR SPARE TIME

DAVID THE 6OOD






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





