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To my husband, The Farmer (also known as Bob Doyen),
who talked me into becoming The Farmer’s Wife.


“THE WEALTH OF MAN STARTS WITH
FOOD PRODUCED FROM THE SOIL.”

—Arnie Waldstein


WHY GARDEN?
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First of All, It’s Fun!

I can’t wait to jump out of bed in the spring and summer to view my garden each morning. I get great joy in seeing the progress of each row of beans, each tomato plant. And that joy stays with me throughout my hectic business day.

Great Eating!

Home-grown vegetables taste much better than anything you can buy, because they are fresh—you can harvest them at their peak of ripeness and be eating them in minutes in your kitchen. Commercial growers often can’t harvest at the peak of flavor because their produce would spoil during shipping.

Uncommon Delights!

You can grow special varieties not available in stores. You’ll never be bored, because every year you can try different varieties to add new taste treats to your repertoire.

Minimize Chemicals in Your Diet

You’ll know exactly what was used on your produce for insect control, fertilizer, etc. Since you have a choice, you can select products that are wholesome for your body and for the environment.

Reduce Your Food Bills!

You can save a lot of money, although this is just a bonus for many people. I must confess that I’d be growing a garden even if this were not the case.

Get Fit!

Instead of doing boring exercises or “gerbilling,” as The Farmer calls it, on an indoor treadmill, you’ll be laboring outdoors with a purpose. And you’ll be rewarded with a trimmer figure and great food to eat, as well!

Beautify Your Yard!

Gardening adds interest to the landscape, whether you merely squeeze some vegetable plants into your flower beds or window planters, or have whole areas dedicated just to food production. As I work each day at my computer, I get great enjoyment from looking out of my home-office windows at my gardens spread out on the lawn like vast quilts. Most vegetable plants are quite attractive, and gardens can be designed to complement any landscape.

Great Nutrition!

Commercially grown produce is harvested when it has the maximum ability to ship well, which means it’s usually not completely ripened and therefore not at the peak of its nutritional content. Add the lag time for shipping, as well as any processing that’s done to enhance the appearance or keeping ability of the produce, and you’ve lost a lot of nutrients. With homegrown produce, you can harvest at the peak of ripeness and be eating your produce fresh out of the garden in minutes, thus increasing the nutrients available to your body.

Also, did you know that tomatoes harvested on a sunny day have more vitamin C than tomatoes picked on a cloudy day? It’s an easy way to give yourself a nutrition boost, but only when you grow your own!

On the farm, since we’re so subject to the whims of our environment, we’re always looking for signs of what nature has in store for us. By the end of summer, we notice that wild animals are already preparing for winter. If winter is going to be especially cold or long, the animals will have thicker pelts than usual, develop more body fat, and will somehow know to hibernate in deeper holes or shelters with greater protection from the elements. Even the caterpillar fur varies in thickness from year to year. What signals these adjustments? It has to come from their attunement to nature. I suspect that one day we’ll find that eating locally grown food helps our bodies adapt to the conditions in the season to come. It’s another reason to garden at least part of our own food!

Mental Health!

Gardening is an antidote to depression. Instead of bemoaning the dreary winter weather, you’ll be spending the months studying gardening catalogues and books. You can draw up plans for new beds, and redesign old beds. You can start seedlings and dream of their promise as you watch them grow and develop. In the summer, there is always something to do outside, giving us purpose, and our gardens are constantly changing, lending endless variety to our lives.

Spiritual Health!

There is something about having your hands in the soil, planting a seed or a seedling, and nurturing its growth that’s profoundly fulfilling. It connects us to the source of our existence and puts us in harmony with the rhythms of nature.

Our life comes from the earth, yet many never come into contact with the earth. We live in cement cities, in high-rises far above the land. Or we live in sterile houses surrounded by yards tended by a lawn service and nursery-planted landscaping pruned and groomed by specialists. We have public parks, but they’re removed from our living and working spaces, and we do nothing personally to care for them. Literally and figuratively too many of us are no longer “grounded.”

With bare hands, grasp a handful of soil. Don’t recoil from it, feel the life it contains: beneficial bacteria, worms, insects, seeds—it’s just brimming with potential, full of nature’s vitality. It is our origin, and we need to touch it, to feel our roots, to connect with our true being.

Although most of our population is far removed from living and working on real farms, it is my sincere hope that no matter where you live and work, this book will encourage you to come in contact with your own soil, to feel the joy and satisfaction of having a hand in creating your own delicious, nourishing food.


GARDEN NOTES

I always said I’d never marry a farmer. So, of course, that’s just what I did!

But The Farmer had to work hard to convince me, trying numerous persuasive sales pitches. I knew he was serious when he offered to stop harvesting for two whole days during perfect weather to move me to the farm. That just isn’t done: Farmers don’t take time off, because of the urgency of getting their crops in before winter. Still, I resisted.

Then he said, “Just think, if you married me and moved to the farm, you could have all the gardens and orchards you want.” That did it. So, after our wedding, The Farmer got on his tractor and started tearing up strips of sod for my gardens. (He also promised all the pets I wanted, but that’s another story!)

I am passionate about vegetables, of every kind. I started growing things that The Farmer had never heard of, let alone tasted. For instance, I prepared many kinds of cooked greens: spinach, Swiss chard, beet tops, and kale, and I diligently put up the excess. The Farmer said we were the only family in the county, maybe even the state, with four kinds of silage in the freezer. (For those who don’t know, silage is chopped green plant material stored and fed to livestock during the winter.) I grew so many vegetables, that we bought extra freezers to hold them all.

Even a diversity of vegetables can get boring after a while. I became creative at developing new recipes, to keep meals interesting for me to prepare and my family to eat, and finding ways to make all sorts of vegetables appealing to children. Some of these are included here.

During the years the children were still at home, my gardens supplied every bit of our produce, which we enjoyed fresh from spring through fall, and which I stored or froze for all our winter needs. With the help of this book, you can do it, too. It’s fun. It’s easy. It’s nutritious and delicious! Try it!

Everyone Can Grow a Garden!

What if your yard is too small? Even if you lack room for a dedicated garden, you can add vegetable plants to your flower beds or landscaping. If space is really at a premium, go vertical—grow vining plants on trellises, fences, or walls. Vegetables are adaptive, and many of the plants are quite attractive, too.

What if you don’t have any yard at all? Window boxes provide gardening opportunities for growing vegetables right along with flowers. Or try container gardening on a patio, deck, terrace, or rooftop. High-rise apartment gardeners are able to produce an astonishing number of crops in containers. So long as you have sunlight, provide good drainage (by placing pebbles in the bottom of the pot), use good potting soil, select varieties appropriate for the size of the container, and water daily, you can’t go wrong.

To this Farmer’s Wife, there is nothing like a nice garden patch outdoors, or better yet, several of them! If you lack yard space, look around. Many communities have garden plots for rent, or perhaps you have a friend or neighbor with room for a backyard garden in exchange for some vegetables.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR WHEN
SELECTING YOUR GARDEN SPOT:

• Level ground. If your terrain slopes, plant crosswise to the slope or install terraces.

• At least six hours of sun a day; more is better. Avoid planting near trees or structures that will block the sunlight.

• Good soil, or soil that can be amended. (See how in “Preparing the Soil,” below.)

• A space free of obstacles such as underground cables, water lines, large rocks, etc.

• Avoid a low area, where pockets of cold air settle. You can spot these by studying where early morning frost accumulates.

• Avoid choosing a site where water drains and accumulates. Or provide for a drainage system, which probably will require professional help, or raise the ground level by bringing in soil.

• A convenient source of water nearby for watering, and hoses or other means to get the water to the garden.

• Easy access so that you can get in and out of the garden, and you’ll be able to carry in tools and compost and haul out quantities of vegetables and garden refuse.

NOTE: If you’ll be enclosing your garden space with a fence, be sure you install an entry gate, or even a double gate, if you’ll be bringing a wheelbarrow or a garden tractor into the space. Two gates opposite each other make driving equipment through the garden easier.

Preparing the Site

Now that you’ve decided on your planting area, you probably need to clear it off before you can begin gardening. The ground can’t be planted until you remove the plant material already growing there. In the old days, farmers used teams of horses or oxen for this; today we use tractors.

Trees and shrubs will require heavy equipment and you probably should get some professional help for these. Everything else you can handle yourself. Here are some methods:

SMOTHERING. If you have some lead time, this is a great way to kill plants, roots and all, but it doesn’t happen overnight. It takes a while to be effective. For some plants, like grass, it takes only a few days; for really stubborn plants, like Canadian thistles, it takes up to two years! Since all plants need air, smothering eventually works to kill everything. You lay down a tarp, old carpeting, black plastic, or thick layers of newspapers or magazines, and weigh it down with bricks, cement blocks, old boards, etc. If you have selected a new garden spot in the fall, mow it off and lay down whatever you’ve chosen as a barrier. By spring, your plot should be ready.

CHEMICAL SPRAYS. These kill everything in two weeks, and I do mean everything. If even the smallest drop touches a leaf, the whole plant dies, so be very careful as you’re applying the spray, and be sure to do it on a calm day to avoid wind drift. Chemicals can be dangerous, so follow the label instructions carefully and protect yourself as directed.

HAND DIGGING. This is a lot of work, especially when you’re doing an entire garden plot! If you’ll be gardening where you’ve got sod, you can dig it out and even plant it elsewhere, if you wish. If you live in a city, you can probably rent a machine that will accomplish this task, but around here it’s done with a flat shovel. First slice down into the ground in parallel straight lines the width of the shovel, sort of like cutting the rows in a sheet cake. Then do a crosswise cut, and slide the shovel below the grass roots, just like inserting a cake server. Remove the square chunk of sod to a wheelbarrow, wagon, or truck. To lighten your load, you can shake off much of the dirt that clings to the roots before loading it.

NOTE: At this writing, we just finished using the shovel technique to prepare the space for a new strawberry bed that had to be readied in a hurry, and I must warn you that this is hard physical labor! The good news is that you can reuse the sod. I planted ours in an area where the lawn had winter killed. Do this right before several days of rain and you won’t have to water it!

TILLING. You can rent a machine, but if you continue gardening, you’ll want to own one of your own. Tilling breaks up any remaining roots and aerates the soil nicely. It’s good to cover the garden area, going back and forth and then going over it all a second time, up and down, crisscrossing your original rows. You may need to wait a few days and repeat the process, mixing in any needed amendments. (See “Preparing the Soil,” below.)

NOTE: I bought a portable, heavy-duty tiller that weighs only twenty pounds but does a great job, even on my large gardens. The Farmer frowned when I ordered it, because he thought it was too small and lacking in horsepower—keep in mind, his “garden” covers 1,000 acres, and his tractors are huge! For a long time I resisted buying a tiller, and then The Farmer recommended that I get a large expensive one—but I am very happy with mine and use it all over the farmstead. Even The Farmer is impressed. (See “Sources” for information.)
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COMBINATION APPROACH. Many people use a combination, first digging out the sod, or smothering it or using chemicals, and then tilling. This is a good method for eliminating the underground root systems on weeds, such as quack grass, that have the ability to regrow from very tiny segments.

Preparing the Soil

Austrian friends invited me to dinner at their charming home nestled on a mountainside in the Alps. The view was breathtakingly spectacular. My hosts were the village’s medical doctor and his wife, who knew that I was from the United States, but not exactly where. When they introduced me to their fifteen-year-old son, he announced that he wanted to become a farmer in Iowa, because that’s where you find the best soil in the world! When he learned that I was from Iowa, he suddenly took a great interest in speaking with me!

Indeed, we are blessed with the best topsoil in the world. We can grow almost anything in it, provided our growing season is long enough to mature the crop before frost. Knowing how wonderful our soil is, some Iowa gardeners who must relocate to another state, haul truckloads of our rich black dirt right along with their furniture, which is very expensive, indeed!

Far better, though it takes time, would be to work with the soil in their new location, mixing in lots of compost and, if a source can be found, well-rotted manure, making it rich and fertile.

On a trip to Texas, I visited an area that had such poor soil that it wouldn’t even support many weeds. Yet some people had used this same soil to create beautiful, productive gardens. I asked one gardener how she did it, and her answer was just what I’ve said here: mix in lots of compost over several years. But just when her soil was getting really fertile, she sold her house—and took her dirt with her. A tractor with a bucket loaded it into trucks and transferred it to her new home a few blocks away. She assured me that it is a very common practice and expected by the new owners.

So don’t be discouraged if you’re not starting out with wonderful soil. You can fix it!

HOW TO IMPROVE YOUR SOIL

First, you need to understand what soil does, besides anchoring plants to the ground. Soil allows plant roots to get three important things: water, air, and nutrients. Let’s look at different soil types:

LOAM SOIL is the best for most purposes, because it is well aerated and holds moisture. It’s full of humus, or decayed material, which provides nutrients to the soil. The humus is renewed every time farmers till under last year’s crop residue (which is compost) or spread livestock manure (which is also decayed plant material, if you think about it). The year a fire burned across The Farmer’s fields, we lost not only the crops, but also the valuable plant material that enriches our soil. Loam is what we have here in Iowa.

CLAY SOIL holds moisture and lacks air, so plants drown. To correct this problem, greatly increase the humus in the clay by adding lots of compost, manure, peat moss, or rotted leaves to the soil and thoroughly tilling it together when the clay is somewhat dry and crumbly. If the clay gets greasy during rains, you can add sand to make it more friable, but do this only if you intend to water during dry spells. Otherwise the clay will get brick-hard and plant roots won’t be able to penetrate it.

SANDY SOIL gives the roots plenty of air, but it doesn’t hold water and dries out quickly, so the plants die of thirst. It is also lacking in nutrients. The solution: increase humus by adding lots of compost, manure, peat moss, or rotted leaves to the soil and thoroughly tilling it together.

Do you see a pattern here? No matter what soil type you start out with, you’ll improve it by adding manure and/or compost. This not only adds nutrients, but it conditions the soil, adding to its ability to hold moisture and air, and making it easier for the roots to grow. You can recognize fertile soil that’s high in organic matter, because it will be a nice deep brown color or even black.

So, what about this wonderful compost stuff?

Compost

It was called the pig bucket. In days of old, every farmwife had one in her kitchen. At meal time, onion peelings, apple cores, corn shucks, or any kind of food scraps (except animal or dairy, which went to the cats and dogs) were put into the pig bucket. Periodically, it would be emptied by tossing the contents over the fence into the pigpen, and the pigs relished eating them. There was no hurry about emptying the pig bucket until it became full; there is no odor problem so long as you don’t add any liquids or animal or dairy products.

Although we no longer have pigs, we still have a pig bucket. It still gets filled with all manner of food scraps except animal or dairy products. It is still periodically emptied, but now we dump the contents onto the ground where it decomposes into humus, often called compost, with the aid of bacteria and fungus. You can place a layer of compost under any plant that needs a boost. You can leave the compost on the surface, where it will slowly releases its nutrients, or you can lightly turn it under with your tiller to speed the nutrients’ absorption and add aeration to the soil.

Plant material breaks down into compost faster if it’s chopped into pieces. Leaves, weeds, hay, and even the contents of the pig bucket can be run over with a lawn mower—which easily chops them up. For best results, don’t layer the material too deep before mowing it, especialy if you have a small mower. Place the material on the ground three or four feet away from your compost pile and let the mower thrown it onto the pile for you.

Much has been written about how hot the compost pile must get, how often you need to turn it, when to water it, how high to make the pile. If you have room, find an out-of-sight place to dump your kitchen and garden refuse right on the ground, up to three feet deep. Stir it with a pitchfork once a week, and water it occasionally, if you’re having a dry spell. That’s all there is to it. The compost is ready to use when it’s dark and crumbles easily in your hand.

If your yard isn’t large enough to hide a compost pile, which does look unsightly, you can buy a compost bin that makes quick work of the composting process. You’ll find you need two of them, though—one to collect new material in, and the other to process it. Once the compost has been processed, pour it out on the garden and lightly till it into the soil at any time. Then that bin will be ready to start a new batch.

Weeds can be composted, but not if they’ve set seeds, unless your compost pile gets hot, or you’ll risk spreading viable seeds in the garden. Also avoid composting plants that are diseased or harboring insect pests.

In late fall, clean off the garden and shovel the compost (as well as manure, if it’s available) in a layer over the garden; it doesn’t matter if it’s completely decomposed. Just till it under and the compost will break down by spring, adding nutrition to the soil. You may not need any other fertilizer.

NOTE: Save and recycle all eggshells directly into your garden because they’ll add valuable nutrients. I prefer to place them in between the rows of vegetables, and turn them under with my tiller. In the winter, keep a separate bucket under your kitchen sink just to collect the eggshells. If the bucket gets too full, just mash the shells with a meat mallet and there will be room for many more.

OTHER SOURCES OF COMPOST: Many communities have set up centers to create compost from plant debris and leaves that are saved and collected instead of being burned or buried. Gardeners can load it and take it home, sometimes for free, sometimes for a donation.

SOURCES OF MANURE: If you have a farm friend, you might be able to get wonderful manure for your garden; be aware that this is a valuable resource for farmers’ own fields, and so you should offer to pay for it. Other possible sources of manure include horse stables and zoos. Remember that raw manure is fine only on bare gardens and it takes weeks to break down. Only use well-rotted manure near plants, because raw manure will burn the roots, usually killing them.

NOTE: Do not use human, cat, or dog feces, as there is the danger of disease transmission if it hasn’t been fully and properly aged. It is often contamination from human waste that causes digestive problems in undeveloped countries.

Planning Your Garden

It’s a good idea to map out your garden. It’s fun, it’s a great antidote to bad winter weather, it will save you lots of time later, and you won’t run out of room before you get everything planted.

Always date and save your garden maps; I suggest storing them in a large three-ring binder you can name My Garden Book.

CHOOSING VEGETABLE VARIETIES

Under each listing, I’ve included only a few of the many dozens, hundreds, or sometimes even thousands of varieties available for each vegetable. In the “Sources” section in the back of this book, you can find information about locating many more varieties, and even where to purchase them via mail-order or online.

Keep notes in your three-ring garden book about the varieties you’re trying, and later be sure to record the results. You might even save the tags on your purchased seedlings, or the empty seed packages, for further reference.

Unless I say otherwise in the listing, most vegetables are grown as annuals, and must be replanted every year. If you are planting hybrid varieties, the seeds in the vegetables you harvest should not be saved and planted the next year.

Leftover purchased seeds might be viable for germination the following year, or longer, if they are kept dry. Be sure to write the year on the packet, if it isn’t already there. I recommend storing the packets of seeds in heavy-duty plastic zipper freezer bags; many of these have a built-in label you can write on with a permanent marker. Buy enough bags for all your vegetable types, placing multiple varieties of each type in one bag. Organize the bags alphabetically in a box or container for quick access.

Testing Seed for Germination

In the days before hybrids, when farmers handpicked their fields, they saved their best-looking ears of corn to plant the next year. Late the next winter, the farmer would shell off some kernels from each of the ears into a bucket. He’d stir the kernels up to get a good sampling, then count out 100 kernels. These would be wrapped in a damp cloth, placed in a warm spot, and kept evenly moist. A week or ten days later, the farmer would unwrap the cloth and count how many kernels had germinated, or rather, count how many had not germinated. This number would be subtracted from the original 100 kernels to give the percent of germination. This information would aid the farmer in knowing how densely to plant the kernels, in order to maximize the crop production. For instance, if only 50 percent of the seed germinated, then he would plant 50 percent more seeds to make up for the loss. If germination was very low, he’d repeat the test. If it was still low, he’d try to buy some new seed from a neighbor, because his wasn’t any good.

Today, The Farmer uses only hybrid seed for his crops. There are many hybrids available, each having different characteristics. Some do well despite too-wet ground; some perform better during droughts (this means The Farmer must guess which kind of weather we’ll be having!). Some hybrids mature quickly, which is useful if you’re facing a short growing season. The Farmer might need these if he is unable to get the seed in the ground early enough, perhaps due to a late winter, or perhaps because hail killed the crop he planted and now he’s trying to replant it. These are only some of the characteristics.

There are companies that specialize in producing seeds for farmers to buy, and they test-germinate them in laboratories as well as plant test plots in Hawaii, Puerto Rico, or even South America, during our winters. Based on what they learn from these controlled tests, the seed companies give farmers very specific information, like how many thousand seeds of a particular variety should be planted per acre, and what the seed count is per bag.

Any vegetable seed you buy from a reputable nursery will be labeled, stating that it was grown for the current year, and you can rely on it to germinate well. If you are considering using leftover seed that’s more than a year old, or that hasn’t been properly stored, you might want to count out a few seeds and wrap them in a damp cloth or paper towel, and check on the germination rate, the way farmers used to do.

CROP ROTATION

On my trip to the southern Caribbean island of Montserrat (before the volcano blew and made it uninhabitable), some locals were very eager to show me their tiny corn patches. To create the planting area, they’d searched the jungle to find a small, flat spot and hacked away the growth with machetes. The soil looked rich, but they used inferior seed; they did nothing to maintain or improve the soil; and they didn’t rotate their crops. As soon as the harvest was complete, they removed and burned the old stalks and immediately planted more corn, growing several crops per year. Their corn plants never grew much above waist height and produced tiny ears, whereas at home, our corn is at least as tall as a person and has ears at least eight inches long. Eventually, they abandoned the spot and sought another, which was not easy on a mountainous island.

As you plan your garden, you should allow for crop rotation. It’s a good idea to avoid growing any vegetable on soil where any member of its family grew in the previous two or even three years. Why? Because related vegetables tend to deplete the same nutrients, they tend to harbor the same diseases, and they attract the same problem insects.

Vegetable Families

The following are detailed in the listings in this book.

THE BEAN FAMILY. All kinds of beans and peas. Members of this family add valuable nutrients to the soil, so they can precede any crop.

THE BEET FAMILY. Spinach, Swiss chard, beets.

THE CABBAGE FAMILY. Cabbage, Brussels sprouts, kale, cauliflower, broccoli, kohlrabi, radishes. All members of this family are heavy feeders; if possible, precede with members of the bean family and mix in lots of compost.

THE LETTUCE FAMILY. All types of lettuce.

THE ONION FAMILY. All types of onions, garlic, asparagus.

THE SQUASH FAMILY. Summer squash and zucchini, winter squash and spaghetti squash, pumpkins, cucumbers. When planting members of the squash family, I recommend also avoiding ground where any melons grew previously Follow with members of the bean family, if possible.

THE PARSLEY FAMILY. Carrots, parsnips.

THE POTATO FAMILY. Potatoes, tomatoes, eggplants, sweet and hot peppers. Follow with members of the bean family, if possible.

OTHERS THAT ARE UNRELATED. Corn, okra, sweet potato.

NOTE: To aid you in rotating the crops, always keep a map of where you planted what, and be sure to date each listing. Store these in your three-ring garden binder for future reference.

YOUR GARDEN CALENDAR

Important numbers for you to know:

• Your zone number

• Your average last frost date in the spring

• Your average first frost date in the fall

• The length of your growing season
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ZONE MAP
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AVERAGE DATE OF LAST SPRING FROST
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AVERAGE DATE OF FIRST WINTER FROST

To get your zone number and frost date information, consult maps, ask a knowledgeable gardener, or call your local Extension office. Count the days between the average last frost date and the average first frost date to determine the length of your average growing season.

These numbers will help you answer all sorts of questions:

• What plant varieties should I grow in my area? You wouldn’t want to plant a vegetable that takes 120 days to harvest when your average growing season is only 90 days.

• When should I start my seedlings indoors? If you begin too early, the plants might exceed the size of their pots or become too mature to adjust well to being transplanted.

• When do I plant seeds or seedlings outdoors? Too early, and the seeds or seedlings might die; too late, and they may not have time to produce before winter.

• When can I sow a second crop in the summer? You’ll need to count backward from the average first frost date to determine this. You wouldn’t want to plant a second crop you’ll never harvest.

• When do I harvest my late crops? Many crops won’t survive past a fall frost, so you’ll want to plan for them to mature prior to this date.

Once you know your average last frost date, you can mark it on your gardening calendar and start counting backward for the following dates:

THE NUMBER OF WEEKS TO START SEEDLINGS BEFORE THE AVERAGE LAST FROST DATE IN YOUR AREA

Ten or more weeks:

• Asparagus

• Kale

• Onions

Six to ten weeks:

• Broccoli

• Brussels sprouts

• Cabbage

• Cauliflower

• Kohlrabi

• Lettuce

• Tomatoes

Five to eight weeks:

• Eggplant

Three to eight weeks:

• Peppers

Four weeks:

• Okra

Three to four weeks:

• Sweet potatoes (slips)

Two to three weeks:

• Cucumbers

WHEN TO TRANSPLANT SEEDLINGS INTO THE GARDEN

Four to six weeks before the average last frost date in your area:

• Kale

• Kohlrabi

• Lettuce

• Onions

Two to four weeks before the average last frost date in your area:

• Broccoli

• Brussels sprouts

• Cabbage

• Cauliflower

After the average last frost date in your area:

• Asparagus

• Cucumbers

• Eggplant

• Okra

• Peppers

• Sweet potatoes

• Tomatoes

NOTE: Just because you’ve reached your average last frost date, that does not guarantee that there will not be more frosts in your area. Do not plant a frost-sensitive plant when your weather is still freezing, even if you’ve surpassed that magic frost-free date. Similarly, if you are having a very early, warm spring, you might be able to plant frost-sensitive plants much sooner. You need to use common sense and understand that this information is only a guideline.

WHEN TO DIRECT-SEED VEGETABLES

As soon as the ground can be worked in the spring:

• Asparagus (crowns)

• Beets

• Carrots

• Kale

• Kohlrabi

• Lettuce

• Onions (seeds, sets, plants)

• Shallots

• Parsnips

• Peas

• Potatoes

• Radishes

• Spinach

• Swiss chard

After the average last frost date for your area:

• Beans

• Corn

• Cucumbers

• Eggplant

• Okra

• Peppers

• Pumpkins

• Soybeans

• Summer squash

• Winter squash

• Zucchini

In midsummer for a fall crop:

• Beets

• Broccoli

• Brussels sprouts

• Cabbage

• Carrots

• Cauliflower

• Corn

• Kale

• Kohlrabi

• Lettuce

• Peas

• Radishes

• Spinach

• Swiss chard

Seedlings

Purchased seedlings are a great time-saver. But there are reasons you might want to start your own seedlings: It’s fun, it’s cheaper than buying seedlings, and you can get unusual varieties not available in stores.

TIPS FOR STARTING YOUR OWN SEEDLINGS

• Start them indoors the specified number of weeks before your average last frost date.

• Use peat pots, if possible, because you plant the pots along with the seedling.

• Use a purchased potting mix. It’s specially designed to start seedlings; it’s inexpensive and timesaving; and you’ll avoid problems with insects, disease, and weeds.

• Fill the peat pots with soil and lightly firm it.

• Place the peat pots on plastic trays. Since I grow my seedlings indoors and can’t allow the water to drain out onto the floor the way you can in a greenhouse, I’ve purchased about three dozen inexpensive plastic cat litter boxes just for this purpose. One box will hold between twenty-four and fifty peat pots, depending on the size. I’ve raised many thousands of seedlings in these boxes. They can be reused year after year, once they’ve been rinsed with a mild bleach solution; this disinfects them and prevents plant diseases.

• Trickle or spray water over the pots and the soil to moisten them. Be patient, it will take a while for the water to be absorbed. If using nondraining trays, put about ½ inch of water in the bottom of the tray after you’ve filled it with closely spaced peat pots. The pots and soil should be moist before planting them.

• For quick and easy planting, use a dull pencil to poke a hole in the firmed soil to the proper planting depth, insert the seed, and use the pencil to close the hole. For small seeds, place them on the surface and use the pencil to press them into the soil. There are devices to help control fine seeds, or you can pour the seed out from a folded index card.

• To ensure germination, some gardeners like to plant two seeds per pot and then thin back to one seedling by pinching off the other.

• Cover the seedling pots with plastic film, which you should remove as soon as the sprouts have emerged.

• Keep the pots evenly moist, preferably by bottom watering. Once the seeds have sprouted, don’t let the pots get soggy. In a few days, you’ll know from experience how much water to use. Check the trays daily; do not allow the pots to dry out.

• Since some types of seeds do better with bottom heat, gardeners place the trays in a warm place, like on top of the refrigerator. You can purchase heat mats for this purpose, but be sure to follow instructions to avoid electric shock. Remove the tray from the heat as soon as the seeds have germinated.

• Once the seeds have germinated, you need to be sure that they get plenty of light, either sunlight from a big south-facing window, or artificial light. You can purchase wonderful ready-made lighting systems equipped with special plant-growing lights that range in size from small tabletop units for hobby gardeners to multi-tiered wheeled models for the serious gardener (see “Sources”). When using artificial light, keep making adjustments so that the lightbulbs are always about two inches above the seedlings, for maximum benefit. Seedlings that aren’t getting enough light get long and spindly as they try to grow closer to the light source.
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Artificial lighting systems

Don’t plant your seedlings outdoors too soon. Follow the recommendations under each vegetable listing for the appropriate planting time. Before transplant, you’ll need to harden off your seedlings, to lessen the shock of being outside, or they will die, or else their growth will be set back greatly.

HOW TO HARDEN OFF YOUR SEEDLINGS:

• Start one or two weeks before the transplant date.

• Find a protected place outdoors. The plants should not get any wind, and they should never get cold. I place my seedling trays on a cement patio on the south, right against the house. The cement warms in the sun and radiates heat to the seedlings, which is good in our cool spring weather. Protect the seedlings from the cat herd and other outdoor pets and wildlife!

• Start by placing the seedlings outdoors in a partially shady spot, gradually moving them into direct sunlight.

• The potting soil dries out quicker outdoors; be sure the seedlings have adequate moisture. Check on this several times a day, and water as needed. A garden hose with a misting nozzle makes outdoor watering easy. By now I have transferred all the peat pots into trays that have mesh bottoms for good drainage, so I can water generously, knowing that any excess water will run off.

• The first day, leave the seedlings outside only a couple of hours, then return them to your house or greenhouse. Gradually increase the time they’re outside, as the seedlings toughen up, until they are spending the whole day in the sun. Eventually, allow them to stay out day and night, still in the protected place, but under your watchful eye so that you’ll be ready to bring them inside if harsh weather threatens.

NOTE: Since the number of seedlings I plant outside runs into the thousands each year, it’s rather a nuisance to be transferring the individual trays in and out for the hardening process. Last year, The Farmer came up with a better plan. He designed a sixteen-foot-long flat wagon with a mesh bottom, which he had built for my birthday. Now I can place all my seedling trays on this wagon and use my garden tractor to pull it into the sun each day, and I can back it into a shed for protection. I can water all the seedlings directly on the wagon, because the mesh allows the excess to run right through. If I want to, I can pull the wagonload of seedlings directly to my planting area. I was so thrilled to get it—what a great gift for a gardener!

Planting the Garden—The Farmer’s Wife Way

Although there are any number of ways to arrange your vegetable plants, the typical farmer’s wife’s garden is a rectangle, a miniature version of The Farmer’s fields. Farmers admire nice, orderly crop rows and pay attention to how straight each other’s rows are. Somehow, we farmers’ wives just sort of follow their lead in our garden plots. It’s been handed down from generations past, and now that I have tried many methods, I’m back to gardening with straight full rows. It’s the tradition for a reason—it’s the most efficient way to manage a garden, and it looks neat and tidy.

START IN EARLY SPRING, when the soil is ready to be worked. When you squeeze a handful of garden soil and it crumbles, instead of sticking together in a ball, you can begin!

PREPARE THE SEED BED. Sprinkle the eggshells you saved all winter on top of the soil. Add a layer of well-rotted manure or compost, if desired. Then till the entire garden to mix in the nutrients and fluff up the soil for aeration. Once the soil is tilled, don’t step on it except between the rows, after the markers are in place.

GATHER YOUR SUPPLIES. The materials you’ll need are very minimal:

• A hoe. A good garden hoe has a sturdy wood or synthetic handle. The business end, from the shank on down, should be made of all one piece of sturdy metal. A basic hoe will perform several garden tasks, but as you get more involved in gardening, you may wish to purchase several types. One has a pointed tip that’s good for opening rows for seed. Another has the points at the sides and sharpened top and bottom edges—this is used for weeding by slicing or sliding it back and forth just beneath the surface.
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Round steel electric fence posts

• Stakes to mark the ends of rows. Go to a farm-and-ranch supply store and buy round steel electric fence posts, and while you’re at it, buy some of the insulators, too (see “Wildlife Protection”). These are inexpensive and so easy to use—and they make great garden stakes.
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Insulator

• String. Use carpenter’s string, because it’s not elastic, and it won’t rot. Get the brightest color you can find—mine is fluorescent pink—so that it is easy to see against the soil. Attach a length of string longer than your longest garden row to a piece of wood sharpened at one end; wind the string on the other end of the wood like a spool. Tie a two- or three-inch loop on the loose end of the string.

• Seeds and seedlings. Be sure to guard both against the wind.

• Covers. Gallon cans or gallon-sized plastic milk jugs, both with the bottoms removed, will protect the young seedlings as they adjust to the transplanting.

• Black or clear plastic sheets are sometimes laid on the soil to warm it prior to planting or transplanting. Clear plastic actually can warm the soil more than the opaque black. Black plastic can be left in place after planting, and some gardeners transplant certain seedlings into slits in the black plastic. Never leave clear plastic on the soil after the seeds have germinated.

Start planting! This is the fun part! I so look forward to doing this each spring. The anticipation of it gets me through many a winter storm!

• First, set your row markers in place. If you’re using the electric fence posts I recommended, this is easy—just push them into the ground with your foot on the triangular metal vane at the base. If you are using wooden stakes, you’ll probably need to hammer them into place.

Like The Farmer, I like to have straight, parallel rows that are spaced two and a half feet (thirty inches) apart. We both feel this is the optimum spacing; it gives the plants plenty of room for the tops and the roots, and my tiller is small enough to work between the rows. There are some exceptions to this spacing; for example, if you are planting sprawling vine crops or you want to make wide plant rows to save space. The specifics are detailed under each vegetable listing.

I like to allow about one foot of border all around the garden so that I can run the tiller in this perimeter all summer to maintain a tidy edge right up to the lawn. If this appeals to you, line up all your row posts one foot in from the garden edge.

NOTE: As you are positioning your posts, be careful that you do not walk on the soft soil or you’ll compact it. After you’ve set the posts, you can walk in the spaces between them, but not where you’ll be planting the seed.

• Now, for the string. Loop the end over one steel post and let it slide to the ground. Unwind the string from the stake and pull it across the garden in a straight line. Wrap the string two or three times around the steel post at the other end and insert the sharpened end of the stake in the ground. There is no need to tie the string, it will stay securely.

• Using the string as a guide, drag the tip of your hoe in the ground from post to post, making a planting trench or furrow as deep as is needed for the seeds. (See the individual vegetable listings for information.) You might have to go over the row several times to get the correct depth.

• Following your garden plan, place the seeds in the furrow, spacing them as directed for each type of plant. The brightly colored string contrasts nicely with the soil and is easy to see as a guide.

• Using your hoe, gently cover the seeds using the raised dirt alongside the row. Press downward gently with the back of the hoe to firm the soil in place. This also makes the furrow surface just a bit lower, which keeps moisture in the trench, conserving water when hand-watering and encouraging germination.

• Make a notation of the crop planted and the date on your garden plan.

• Pull the string stake up and unwrap the string from the steel post. Lay the stake on the ground at this end of the row. Remove the loop from the post on the other end and place it on the next steel post so that you can start another row.

• If you are planting seedlings, you don’t need to make a furrow. Just follow the string, spacing the plants as recommended.

• When you are finished with the planting, keep the soil evenly moist; this will probably require daily watering, using a fine mist so that you don’t wash the soil away from the seeds. This is one time you don’t have to water deeply, you just need to keep the soil wet so that the seeds absorb the moisture and sprout and grow into plants.

NOTE: The steel fence posts can be removed after the seeds have sprouted and you can see where the rows are. They are very easy to remove—just gently rock them back and forth a bit and pull up. Or, leave them in all summer and attach plastic bags at the top to repel wildlife (see “Wildlife Protection”).

HOW TO PLANT SEEDLINGS

• First, generously water the pots.

• If possible, do the transplanting on an overcast day, just before several days of rain. This will prevent transplant shock and save you from watering chores!

• As you are planting, protect the trays of seedlings from the wind.

• Follow your garden map, and plant the seedlings in neat rows. Jot down the planting date on the map.

• Make a small planting hole with
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