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Introduction
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A kitchen garden abundant with fresh vegetables, fruits, and seasonings can’t be beat. This book is going to explain how to develop the best soil conditions, how to compost, where to place plants for optimum production, how to grow plants organically without the use of pesticides or herbicides, when and how to harvest, and even how to truly enjoy the fruits of your labor with some helpful recipes.

One of my earliest memories of growing vegetables was in my family’s small garden in Chicago. My mother was from England, and she packed that tiny yard with roses, zinnias, tomato and pepper plants, and, in the spring, fresh beets and lettuce, just as her father did back in Essex. I would help her clip the succulent beet leaves to place on salads.

The lawn in our backyard grew smaller each year as she expanded the planting beds. It was the bright, fresh flavor of spring-harvested radishes and, in summer, the juicy orbs of tomatoes or crunchy string beans, that made me realize that homegrown vegetables taste so much better than anything bought at the store.
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Nothing beats homegrown veggies for freshness and flavor.
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The season kicks off with leafy greens, peas, and a few bright tomatoes.




Today, I garden on an acre with 10 raised beds of vegetables, an herb garden, containers of edibles, and borders filled with pollinator-attracting flowers. Herbs flourish in pots and spring lettuce grows in a north-facing window box and in a repurposed wheelbarrow painted a deep aubergine. Drifts of Swiss chard and fennel grow alongside shrub roses, lavender, and salvia. Our fennel and dill plants meander through zinnias, daisies, coneflowers, and black-eyed Susans. Pots of tomatoes and peppers sit in the flower borders surrounding our patio, making harvesting a snap.

You don’t need a giant garden—or even a traditional in-ground garden—to achieve this variety. Many edibles, like radishes, beets, leafy greens, tomatoes, and peppers, will thrive in pots on a sunny deck, balcony, or patio. They can also be grown in raised beds. Whether you are new to gardening or are a master gardener, this book provides the basics and more.
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Many edibles can be grown in pots, window boxes, or hanging baskets.





[image: ]

A tomato plant can thrive in a generous-sized pot.




You’ll discover how to extend the growing season by starting early in spring and harvesting through fall. To take the guesswork out of when to plant, I’ve included a calendar explaining when to sow seeds or transplant seedlings and how to protect them from spring and autumn frosts in colder regions.
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Vegetable garden layout is about personal style, available time, and the size of your space.
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My brother Greg tends his containers of hot pepper plants in his small urban garden.




Kitchen gardens are often thought of as utilitarian and functional, something to be placed out of view, perhaps in the back of the property or hidden behind a garage. However, a small kitchen garden can be very elegant, and I’ve included several design ideas to inspire you. In some cases, they might fill the entire backyard, replacing the lawn. You can garden in straw bales or in formal raised beds. It’s all about your own personal style, what you like to eat, how much space and time you have, and whether you want to garden in containers or in the ground.

If you are new to gardening, you’ll need tools, and you’ll want to invest in long-lasting, durable options. In small urban settings, you’ll discover how to use trellises and arbors to maximize your harvest by growing pole beans, squash, and cucumbers vertically.

A section on vegetables delves into how and when to grow them and how and when to harvest them for the best flavor. Rather than focusing on growing the same type of mass-produced tomato varieties found at the store, you’ll discover new cultivars and heirloom varieties for everything from asparagus to zucchini, and an assortment of herbs that can be used in culinary dishes, herbal teas, and cocktails. I’ve also included a few ideas for how to use your harvest throughout the year and some of my favorite recipes, which our family and friends have enjoyed for many years.
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Arbors and trellises help maximize your growing space.




Finally, I’ve included some general information on how to prevent typical diseases and insects from spoiling your harvest. With the constant drumbeat about the decline of bees and native pollinators, I’ve focused on organic methods. It’s easy to reach for a can of pesticide when you spot caterpillars on your broccoli or cabbage or tomato hornworms on your tomato or pepper plants, but it’s not needed. There are easier, environmentally friendly ways to protect your kitchen garden and your edibles. Now, let’s get growing!
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A ladybug makes quick work of mealy bugs on a fig tree.
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Chapter 1: It’s All About the Soil

Soil is not the most glamorous part of gardening, but healthy fertile soil is the key to growing great plants. Soil is made of different sizes of particles—generally sand, clay, silt, and organic matter. Grains of sand are much larger than those of clay and, as a result, sandy soil is porous, drains quickly, and warms up fast in spring. Tiny clay particles stick together, trapping water and preventing oxygen from reaching roots, which can lead to root rot. Clay soil takes longer to warm in spring and when it remains wet, it becomes compacted. Once wet clay soil dries, it’s very hard and dense and develops cracks. Silt is sedimentary material made of rock particles that are larger than clay but smaller than sand. An ideal “loamy” soil is a combination of clay, sand, and silt—40 percent sand, 40 percent silt, and 20 percent clay.
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Compacted clay soil makes it difficult to raise healthy plants.
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Healthy, nutrient-rich soil is the basis for growing great veggies.




A happy medium is a soil that drains well—that doesn’t hold standing water—and contains about 5 to 10 percent organic material. Organic matter consists of living, dead, and decomposing plants, worms, and microorganisms. This type of soil is said to have good “tilth”—it’s loose, crumbly, and fertile; resists compaction; and helps retain moisture. It allows roots to easily access air, water, and nutrients.
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Clay soil amended with organic matter is crumbly even when wet.




If your soil is heavy clay and forms a clod when you squeeze a handful after a rain, you need to add amendments to make it crumblier and lighter. Vermiculite and perlite are inorganic lightweight materials that help conserve moisture and break up clay particles to create a porous mix. They are sold in bags as soil amendments, and both help improve the soil’s physical qualities. Vermiculite is a mineral that expands like popcorn when the manufacturer heats it at high temperatures. It is spongy and creates spaces for air, nutrients, and water. Perlite is a volcanic glass that expands under high temperatures. It also promotes good drainage. Both products help lighten and aerate heavy clay soil.
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Vermiculite and perlite are soil amendments to aerate dense clay soil.




The Dirt on Testing

Without a blood test, you might not know what vitamins you’re missing. The same is true for a soil test. If you are gardening in the ground (not in containers), a soil test will analyze what nutrients are present, which are deficient, and what should be added to get the best performance from your plants. Soil test laboratories also analyze for heavy metals and toxic materials such as lead, arsenic, mercury, and other toxins. That’s important if you are gardening next to a building that might have had lead paint that flaked into the soil. Many state universities offer soil testing labs or provide a list of available options for homeowners and farmers. Although they are not nearly as comprehensive as a lab test, do-ityourself soil tests will indicate the basic nutrients present in your soil. They are sold at garden centers, big-box stores, and online. Soil testing is a simple step to get you on the road to veggie-growing success.
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DIY soil tests are available at garden centers and online.
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An example of a laboratory’s soil test results. These tests comprehensively identify what nutrients your soil needs.




Acid or Alkaline?

A soil test will also indicate the pH level—a measurement of how acidic or alkaline the soil is on a scale of 0 to 14. A pH of 7 is neutral, while 0 is extremely acidic and 14 is extremely alkaline. A healthy soil usually falls in a pH range of 5.5 to 7.5. Most vegetables grow satisfactorily in soils with a pH of 6.0 to 6.9 (slightly acidic).

In the Midwest (where I live), soils tend to be a pH of 7 or more (alkaline) because the bedrock material that forms our soil comes from limestone. Soils are moderately acidic in the Eastern and Southeastern portions of the US and the Pacific Northwest, which includes the western portions of Washington, Oregon, and Northern California. Rainfall is greater in these areas, and, over time, rain leaches away the alkaline elements in the soil, resulting in a more acidic soil.

Why is this important? If the soil is too acidic or too alkaline, it can prevent roots from absorbing certain nutrients. For example, blueberries thrive in acidic soils (pH 5.0 to 5.5). Grown in alkaline soils, blueberry bushes will not thrive. On the other hand, asparagus grows well in slightly alkaline soils (pH 7.0 to 7.4). An inexpensive pH test or a pH meter can help you analyze your soil, as can a soil test.
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This advanced meter measures light exposure, pH, and moisture.





[image: ]

A simple pH meter indicates whether the soil is acidic or alkaline.




Fertilizers

Plants take up nutrients the same way a body uses vitamins, and nutrients need replenishing. Improve your soil’s health by adding organic matter—compost, composted manure, chopped-up leaves, weed-free straw—and working it into the top 6 to 12 inches (15.2 to 30.5cm) of soil. You can amend your soil in the spring before planting or in the fall when you’re removing vegetable garden debris. Organic matter releases nutrients slowly (unlike synthetic water-soluble or granular fertilizers that work quickly). I use both organic and synthetic fertilizers.
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Water-soluble and granular fertilizers quickly provide nutrients to plants.




Fertilizer purchased in garden centers typically contains nitrogen for leafy growth, phosphorous for root establishment and fruit formation, and potassium for root development and disease resistance. These three elements are referred to on the package as Nitrogen (N), Phosphorous (P), and Potash (K). A package labeled 10-10-10 contains 10 percent nitrogen, 10 percent phosphorous, and 10 percent potash along with traces of other minerals. The remaining 70 percent of the material is filler. A product labeled 10-10-10 or 20-20-20 is considered an all-purpose fertilizer.

To give your vegetables a head start, apply granular fertilizer to the soil just before planting. Spade, till, or rake it into the top 4 to 6 inches (10.2 to 15.2cm) or more of soil. One of the benefits of water-soluble fertilizers is that the nutrients are quickly available to plants. When I find my vegetables are not flowering as profusely as I’d like, I’ll use a water-soluble fertilizer, like Bloom Booster or Bloom Plus, which usually indicate a 10-54-10 formula on the label. That middle number “54” is the percentage of phosphorus, which helps promote flowering.
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An all-purpose fertilizer (labeled 20-20-20) contains equal amounts of nitrogen, phosphate, and potash.
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This is one example of a water-soluble fertilizer (labeled 10-54-10) that can be used to boost flower production.




Make Your Own Compost
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Compost helps lighten clay soil and improves moisture retention in sandy soil.
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Rake your compost, vermiculite, and perlite into the soil before sowing your seeds.




I’ll be the first to admit that I can be a lazy gardener. If there’s a shortcut, I’ll take it. If I spot a few weeds, I’ll yank them before they flower and hide their remains at the base of my plants (where they’ll serve as mulch as they break down). It’s an easy way of recycling organic material into the soil.

I take shortcuts when I’m composting, too. Compost is just decomposed organic matter that adds nutrients to soil and helps it hold moisture. You can purchase compost in bags, but it’s easy to convert kitchen scraps, weeds, and other garden debris into rich compost at home—for free. We have two large compost piles way in the back of our one-acre garden. The contents seldom get turned (turning more often is recommended to speed up the decomposition process), but I continuously add grass clippings, small twigs, weeds, and kitchen scraps to the top layers. After a few months, the bottom and center of the piles have decomposed with the help of unseen microorganisms—millions of them. The weeds and scraps are transformed into a rich, dark crumbly goodness that I use in pots and beds and borders as a soil amendment.

Composting is incredibly easy. Even a modest, small, enclosed composting container can fit out of sight into most backyards—whether you live in an urban or suburban community. Composting is simply a controlled, aerobic (oxygen-required) process that converts kitchen scraps and yard waste into a rich soil amendment. As you add vegetable scraps and dry leaves—even shredded paper—those unseen microorganisms in the pile consume carbon and nitrogen, helping decomposition. The end result is similar to what you might buy in bags at a garden center.

The best part—besides free compost—is the small amount of garbage our household produces as a result. Everyday items—paper, plastic, glass, and metal—are recycled. But it’s food waste—vegetable peelings, coffee grounds, a few fuzzy strawberries left in the back of the refrigerator, the seeds and membranes from jalapeños, and the occasional box of expired rice or cereal—that goes into the compost pile. I sometimes add shredded paper—including junk mail—and top it off with weeds, spent flowers, a gangly houseplant or two with potting mix attached to the roots, and other garden debris. I also put a bucket of water on top from time to time because even microorganisms get thirsty while they are working to process all that debris.

Composting makes me feel good—it’s simple and keeps our kitchen and garden waste out of a landfill. We talk about throwing things “away,” but there is no “away.” Garbage dumps, landfills, and facilities that burn trash are out-of-sight, out-of-mind topics for many, but it all stays right here: On planet Earth.
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A compost bin transforms kitchen scraps and weeds into “black gold.”
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Neat compost bins keep decomposing kitchen and garden scraps in place until they’re ready to use.
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A compost pile will decompose more slowly if it is not turned occasionally.




If you are worried about raccoons, opossums, mice, and any other varmints that may forage among your leftover avocado and onion peels, there are enclosed “tumbling” composters that sit on a stand that allows you to twirl the bin as needed (also helping to speed up the decomposition process). There are compost bins that sit on the ground and have slots in the sides for aeration and a lid to keep out animals. Or you can make your own three-sided bin out of wooden pallets or wire fencing and metal posts.

A compost pile needs a balance of carbon-rich materials (dried or brown items like dry leaves, stalks, twigs, or paper) and nitrogen-rich materials (green items like untreated grass clippings and veggie scraps) to heat up the pile so that materials will decompose. Water is also necessary to keep the pile lightly moist. If the pile is too dry, it will slow the decomposition process; too wet and the pile becomes a smelly mess.

Unlike landfills, home compost piles typically generate very little gas, especially if they are aerated—turned with a fork or shovel—every few weeks or so during the growing season. If the compost smells, it needs to be turned and likely needs more carbon-rich dry material.

When I have the time, I throw banana peels, eggshells, and apple cores into a blender with a little water—to speed up breakdown—and I pour that slurry onto the compost pile for the worms and microscopic critters. The smaller particles create more surface area on which they can feed. I’m thankful for these tiny workers that are transforming my kitchen scraps into black gold.
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Plastic compost bins will contain the compost and exclude critters.
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Multiple bins allow you to dedicate one for new scraps and the other for compost finishing.




Soil Mix for Containers and Raised Beds
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Light potting mixes are ideal for growing edibles in containers.




Each spring, I plant about 40 containers, window boxes, and hanging baskets—many filled with vegetables and herbs. I never use garden soil or “top” soil in containers. Garden soil is far too heavy (dense) for containers and easily becomes waterlogged. When that happens, the leaves turn yellow, the roots can’t get air or nutrients, plant growth slows, and the roots may rot. Instead, I use soilless potting mixes, which are sold in bags at garden centers and chain stores. These loose, porous, lightweight mixtures not only make a container lighter and easier to move, but they also help water, fertilizer, and air reach the plants’ root system. I often reuse potting mix from the previous year, screening out the roots and other debris and adding some granular fertilizer and compost. Replacing potting mix every year would be a very expensive endeavor.
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Seed starter and soilless potting mix both make great media for starting seeds.




Soilless mixes are made from a variety of organic and inorganic materials. The main ingredients typically include a mix of peat moss, sphagnum moss, composted pine bark, coir, vermiculite, and perlite. These materials help hold water but also allow for quick drainage. A plant’s roots seek out pockets around the coarse fibers where they can obtain nutrients and air.

A typical soilless mix may contain about 40 percent sphagnum peat moss, 20 percent pine bark, and 40 percent vermiculite, perlite, and fertilizer. Peat moss is part of the formula because it can hold many times its weight in water. Composted bark from pines and other trees is one of the most widely used materials in soilless mixes. While bark doesn’t retain moisture like peat moss, it’s spongy and permeable. Some potting mixes include plastic beads (polystyrene) and calcined clay (the type that’s found in cat litters). The beads promote drainage, and the clay particles improve the ability to hold moisture and nutrients in the soil.

For containers, I often use equal amounts of a soilless mix that contains granular fertilizer and compost to increase fertility and water-holding capacity. This should be the only fertilizer you need for the entire growing season, although you can also give plants a boost by watering them once every week or so with a water-soluble fertilizer. A layer of compost placed on top of the soilless potting mix helps conserve moisture—soilless mixes otherwise dry very quickly.

Coir is another organic potting mix material made from coconut hulls. Like peat moss, it offers great water-holding capacity. Some mixes may feature only coir or a mix of coir and composted bark. Other potting mixes may include sphagnum or peat moss, peat humus, shrimp shells, composted manure, seaweed powder, limestone, coarse sand, leaf mold, or spent rice hulls. Some products also contain granular fertilizers and/or mycorrhizae (my·cor·rhi·zee), a beneficial fungus that grows in or on a plant’s roots and helps the plant absorb nutrients from the soil.
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Most container mixes include peat moss and other soilless materials.




Soilless potting mixes have little natural fertility on their own, so the manufacturer often includes slow-release fertilizer granules to get plants started. The fertilizer information can be found on the label along with the other ingredients. These slow-release granular fertilizers






























Till Versus No-Till Gardening








Give Them a Drink!
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growth of vegetation and poor yield of ruit for some garden plants.
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