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Save Time and Trouble With Garden Journals

When I worked as a horticulturist taking care of twelve high-maintenance gardens over seven square miles of city, as well as several hundred small trees, a greenhouse, and whatever else the bosses threw at me, I had to find a way to keep organized besides waking up at 3 a.m. to make extensive lists.  My solution: keep an extensive garden journal.

Vegetable gardeners with an organized journal can take control of production and yields (or, if they have ornamentals, make everything look even lovelier).  When you have a large garden or a small organic farm, you must keep track of everything in order to beat the pests, make the most of your harvest, or keep the colors in the perennial garden matched.

Keeping a garden journal reduces stress because your overtaxed brain won’t have to carry around all those lists, and it saves time by keeping you focused.  Writing sharpens the mind, helps it to retain more information, and opens your eyes to the world around you.

My journal is a 9.5 x 6 five-section notebook, college ruled, and I leave it open to the page I’m working on at the time.  The only drawback with a spiral notebook is that after a season or two I have to thumb through a lot of pages to find an earlier comment.  A small three-ring binder with five separators would do the trick, too – if you wish, you can take out pages at the end of each season and file them in a master notebook.

I keep two notebooks – one for ornamentals and one for vegetables.  However, you might prefer to pile everything into one notebook.  Do what feels comfortable to you.

Here are the five sections I divide my notebooks into – though you might use different classifications, or put them in different orders.  Don’t sweat it; this ain’t brain surgery.  Experiment a little.  You’ll eventually settle into the form that suits you best.

First section: To-do lists.

This is pretty self-explanatory: you write a list, you cross off almost everything on it, you make a new list.

When I worked as horticulturist, I did these lists monthly.  I’d visit all the gardens I took care of.  After looking at anything left unfinished on the previous month’s list, and looking at the garden to see what else needed to be done, I made a new, comprehensive list.

Use one page of the to-do section for reminders of things you need to do next season.  If it’s summer, and you think of some chores you’ll need to do this fall, make a FALL page and write them down.  Doing this has saved me lots of headaches.

Second section: Reference lists.

These are lists that you’ll refer back to on occasion.

For example, I’d keep a list of all the yews in the parks system that needed trimmed, a list of all gardens that needed weekly waterings, a list of all places that needed sprayed for bagworms, a list of all the roses that needed to be babied, etc.

I would also keep my running lists in this section, too – lists I keep adding to.

For instance, I kept a list of which flowers were in bloom – even flowers I didn’t own, including trees and shrubs.  Then when I made a landscape plan, I would look at the bloom list to get sure-fire combinations, and I could also be certain that I could maintain year-round color.

You can also keep a wish list – plants and vegetables you'd like to have in your garden.

Third section: Tracking progress.

This will also be a weekly (or, “whenever it occurs to me to write about it”) section as well.

If you have a greenhouse, keep track of what seeds you order, when you plant them, when they germinate, how many plants you transplant (and how many survive to maturity), and so forth.

At the end of the greenhouse season, use these pages to look back and record your thoughts – “I will never again try to start vinca from seeds!  Never!!  Never!!!”  Then you don’t annoy yourself by doing these things next year.

Do the same thing when you move on to the vegetable garden – when you tilled the ground, planted the seeds, when they germinated, and so forth.  Make notes on yields and how everything tasted.  “The yellow crooknecks were definitely not what I’d hoped for.  Try yellow zucchini next year.”

Be sure to write a vegetable garden overview at season’s end, too.  “Next year, for goodness’ sake, get some 8-foot poles for the beans!  Also, drive the poles deeper into the ground so they don’t fall over during thunderstorms.”  And so forth.

During the winter, you can look back on this section and see ways you can improve your yields and harvest (“The dehydrator worked great on the tomatoes!”), and you can see which of your experiments worked.

Fourth section: Details of the natural world.

When keeping a journal, don't limit yourself to what's going on in your garden.  Track events in the natural world, too.  Write down when the poplars start shedding cotton or when the Queen's Anne Lace blooms.

You've heard old gardening maxims such as "plant corn when oak leaves are the size of a squirrel's ear," or "prune roses when the forsythia blooms.”  If the spring has been especially cold and everything’s behind, you can rely on nature's cues instead of a calendar when planting or preventing disease outbreaks.

Also, by setting down specific events, you can look at the journal later and say, "Oh, I can expect little caterpillars to attack the indigo plant when the Johnson's Blue geranium is blooming."  Then next year, before the geranium blooms, you can seek out the caterpillar eggs and squish them before they hatch.  An ounce of prevention, see?

When I read back over this section of the journal, patterns start to emerge.  I noticed that Stargazer lilies bloom just as the major heat begins.  This is no mere coincidence: It's happened for the last three years!  So now when I see the large buds, I give the air conditioner a quick checkup.

Fifth section: Notes and comments.

This is more like the journal that most people think of as being a journal – here, you just talk about the garden, mull over how things are looking, or grouse at that Redgold rose for becoming blackspot-on-a-stick.

I generally put a date on each entry, then ramble on about any old thing.  You can write a description of the garden at sunset, sketch your coneflowers, or keep track of the habits of bugs you see crawling around in the plants.  This ain’t art, this is just fun stuff (which, in the end, yields great dividends).

Maybe you’ve been to a seminar on the habits of Asian melons and you need a place to put your notes.  Put them here!

This would be a good place to put garden plans, too.  Years later I run into them again, see old mistakes I've made, and remember neat combinations that I haven't tried yet.

Then, get a calendar.

When winter comes, get next year’s calendar and the gardening journal and sit down at the kitchen table.  Using last year’s notes, mark on the calendar events to watch out for—when the tomatoes first ripen, when the summer heat starts to break, and when you expect certain insects to attack.  In the upcoming year, you just look at the calendar and say, “Well, the squash bugs will be hatching soon,” so you put on your garden gloves and start smashing the little rafts of red eggs on the plants.

A garden journal can be a fount of information, a source of memories, and most of all, a way to keep organized.  Who thought a little spiral notebook could do so much?
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New Year’s Resolutions

Wow, is it the new year already? Time for a couple of new year’s resolutions for the garden and yard.

* You know what the biggest resolution should be? To go organic.

Chemical companies really have us in a headlock, because so many people think that every gardening problem can be solved by spraying something. This is an approach that does more harm than good. We use chemical fertilizers to “feed” plants instead of replenishing the soil with organic matter. With organic material, the plant can choose the nutrients it needs, and the nutrients are in a form that’s more readily taken up by the roots. Organic material also benefits the myriad creatures that live below the ground. Just because we can’t see the bacteria, protozoans, or tiny insects that work there doesn’t mean they don’t exist. And when these creatures go to work, the soil becomes more hospitable to plants.

Earthworms are among the biggest workhorses of the soil, and they love organic stuff. Earthworm castings are great fertilizer, bringing nutrients to the earth’s surface from deep in the subsoil. Earthworm burrows bring air deep into the ground. Plant roots clump around their burrows for the nutrients the earthworms secrete as they crawl along. They mix the organic matter into the soil. Throw away your tiller and let worms till the soil for you.

* Resolve to act in plant-positive ways instead of pest-negative ways. That is, resolve to concentrate on making your plants happy and strong so they can resist diseases, instead of acting only when pests or diseases appear.

Plants are like people – if you eat right and exercise, then you have a better shot at fighting off diseases, especially the long-term ones like diabetes and heart disease. Of course this doesn’t mean loading your African violet onto the treadmill; instead, you look for ways to keep the plant healthy, happy, and strong. Pests and diseases prey on plants that are stressed.

So, put your plant where it will be happiest, and start on the next resolution:

* Resolve to fix the soil. Once your plant is in the ground, it’s stuck there for good unless you decide to move it. The soil that’s around the roots is the soil your plant has to live with, and if it’s lousy soil, it is not going to be a happy plant.

And fixing the soil is a plant-positive thing to do. So pile on the leafmould and compost, add greensand (which is a rock powder that’s high in potassium and iron), compost some manure and put it on. Bone and blood meal are great. When your plants come up, mulch them with newspapers and grass clippings.

After you go fishing, bury the fish scraps deeply by the corn. Put coffee grounds and tea bags by acid-loving plants. Make a compost pile where you pile on weeds, algae, fresh manure, leaves, alfalfa hay, fruit and vegetable scraps, bread heels, hair, etc. If you have a compost pile that’s slow to break down, get some red wiggler worms and add them in. Red wigglers will turn your pile into some wonderful soil, and you also get a lot of earthworm castings. Just keep the pile watered so it stays moist, not wet, so the worms can do their work. (Don’t use nightcrawlers, because crawlers prefer to live deep in the soil, while wigglers live in leaf litter.)

Just a few resolutions to make your garden and plants happier and healthier.
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Garden Catalog Mayhem!

This time of year, I want to get the garden organized. I sent off for a zillion seed catalogues last month, so they should start clogging the mailbox any day now.

My Seed Savers Exchange catalogue (www.seedsavers.org) has already shown up. I am so in love with their pictures of heirloom vegetables. I wish I could plant all of them, except there’s only so much room in the garden. The “Tigger” melons are cute, all red-orange zigzags on a little yellow globe, and they are fragrant. “Queen Anne’s Pocket Melon” has small, orange fruits with a powerful fragrance, though the white flesh is rather bland. The catalogue says that women used to carry these in their pockets for the perfume. But I’m probably going to get the yellow Asian melon, “Sakata’s Sweet.” This has baseball-sized, yellow melons with sweet flesh, and it can be trellised. (I need a small melon because I might be the only person in my household who eats it.)

I’m no fan of peppers – the only thing I use them for is soup seasoning. Also, I can’t handle anything spicier than Taco Bell mild sauce. This “Fish” pepper they offer is about medium heat (which means it would make me spit flames), but I am tempted to get a few seeds anyway. It’s an African-American heirloom with variegated leaves. The peppers have the most amazing blends of green, red, orange, and yellow.

The only peppers I’m going to get are small, colorful ones with a heat rating of zero. “Tequila Sunrise” has orange, carrot-shaped fruits. The miniature bells (chocolate, red, and yellow) are cute. “Healthy” has carrot-shaped red fruits. I’ll probably have to flip a coin with these.

I’m going to get fingerling potatoes, I think. These are the small, skinny potatoes that are a gourmet’s delight. Problem is, they’re priced for gourmets, too. Most of them cost $12.50 for a 2 ½ pound bag. I should just bite the bullet and get them.

Do you want a taste sample of your potatoes before you buy them? Wood Prairie Farm in Bridgewater, Maine (www.woodprairie.com), offers a Potato of the Month Club, where they send you three potato varieties every month in a ten-pound gift box, from September to April. You can also order fresh organic vegetables – roots like shallots, “Chantenay” carrots, parsnips, and so forth – through the winter. Wood Prairie Farm and Seed Savers Exchange also offer packages of dried beans. So you can “taste and try before you buy.”

I’ve got to get into the garden and start figuring out where everything will go. In my garden, this will make for an interesting (read: haphazard) plan, since I will grow two tomato plants, one pepper plant, one tepee of pole beans, one melon, two summer squash, etc.. I’m going to be sharing an awful lot of seeds this year. Also, when one crop (like lettuce) finishes up, I throw another crop or flower in to fill in the area, adding to the randomness of the garden. But I’m not growing for show. I’m interested in production!
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Heirloom Vegetables – History Plus Taste Plus Hardiness

Anybody who has enjoyed tasty vegetables in their garden can find even greater taste, variety, and color through heirloom vegetables – some of which have been around for generations, and even farther back to the earliest days of mankind!

Heirloom vegetables grow true to seed – that is, if you plant a seed from an heirloom, you will get the exact same plant – unlike hybrid vegetables. So when you pick an heirloom tomato, you are picking the same kind of tomato that your great-great-great grandma might have picked in her garden.

History is part of the allure. Many of these heirlooms have a long pedigree. Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States, sought out many fruits and vegetables from all over the world to grow at Monticello, which are still grown there today – varieties that are over 200 years old. You can grow the same vegetables that one of our nation’s founders enjoyed! Not bad!

And the sheer variety of heirloom seeds is mind-boggling. If you look at the tomatoes in the Bakers Creek Seed Company catalog, you are in for a treat. I had no ideas that we have white tomatoes! Or purple carrots, or even yellow ones! Dainty little white eggplants that really look like eggs! Weird stretchy purple eggplant, and varieties in orange and yellow ... potatoes in all hues and sizes ... lettuces with pretty red speckles ... and beans that have been around since early humans lived in the Fertile Crescent. Yellow and orange melons from Asia. In December and January, these heirloom seed catalogs are both a delight and a bane – a bane because you want to try every single one of these plants, but eventually you will have to make actual choices and weed down your huge list to a measly few. The pain is real, people.

Hybrids – hybridized plants – are the result of a cross between two










January To-Do List


	Check your tools to be sure everything is sharpened and oiled. You might be surprised by rust on some tools if they were improperly put away last fall. It’s better to be surprised now than in early spring. Rub the wooden handles of your tools with paraffin. Check the tire on your wheelbarrow to see if it needs aired or replaced. You might even give the wheelbarrow a fresh coat of paint if it’s starting to get rust spots.

	Once the weather warms up, spray horticultural oil on your fruit trees, raspberry canes, and roses (if the roses aren’t completely covered up). These will also benefit from a dose of lime sulfur, at winter strength, once a month. Studies have shown that roses sprayed with lime sulfur through the winter have less disease through the year.




	Add more mulch to your plants if necessary. Do you have leaf piles from last fall that are still out of control? Run the lawn mower over the leaves to chop them and use them as mulch. I got ten big bags of leaves from my grandma, and about seven bags from my neighbors, spread them all over the garden, then mowed and mowed. It took about an hour, but the big heaps of leaves became a good layer of mulch.



	Water your outside plants, which lose moisture through their stems and their buds. Of course, do this when the temps are above 32 degrees!


	Wash your pots and trays to get ready for seeding plants next month. Use hot, soapy water, then rinse with a mild bleach solution and let them dry.

	Set up a cold frame. I’m making mine simple – a couple of bales of alfalfa hay against the side of the house with an old storm window on top. I probably could make a simple box with scrap lumber, but, to quote Pig from the Kipper cartoons that my daughter likes to watch, “Oh, I’m not at all clever like that.” (You know you’re a mom when you can quote cartoons just as well as your child.)




	You can still plant spring-flowering bulbs any time when the ground is not frozen. They might not bloom this year, but they’ll have forgiven you by next year (if the voles haven’t eaten them by then).



January Garden Checklist for Zones 7 to 9
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