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Few things are more rewarding than harvesting homegrown vegetables from one’s own garden.
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PREFACE

By gardening in Michigan—land of vast plains, rolling hills, rivers, and lakes—you are participating in a long and complex agricultural history. This region’s fertile soils make it second only to California in terms of the diversity of plants you can grow. Cool-season crops such as lettuce, peas, asparagus, potatoes, and cauliflower flourish in our chilly, damp springs. With the long, hot summers in most areas, beans, tomatoes, eggplant, corn, and other warm-season crops are possible. In fact, you can grow virtually any vegetable, from arugula to zucchini. Even winter, tough as it may be, is a boon to the gardener. The cold temperatures have a sanitizing effect on our gardens, helping to minimize the inevitable pests and diseases. And cold months give us some time to reflect, regroup, and start planning for an even better season next year. This is the good news.

Gardening in Michigan has its challenges, too, in the form of harsh winters, summer droughts, unpredictable storms, and weeds, which love our rich soils as much as the vegetables do. This book will show you how to mitigate many challenges through preparation and patience. Of course, sometimes there is nothing to do when a windstorm blows down your tomato trellis, or a torrential downpour floods the entire garden. But for me, this is part of the excitement. Time outside of our normal routines—and just plain outside—exposes us to the elements and heightens awareness of our surroundings. Although the seasons are relatively predictable, what happens within each one is not. On more than one occasion I have harvested crops in a hailstorm, transplanted in the rain, and pulled carrots out of frozen soil. Gardening requires dedicated observation as every year brings new trials, surprises, and successes.

I was born in Michigan and now reside less than a half hour from where I was raised, roughly in the middle of the lower peninsula. I have enjoyed gardening for most of my life and for the past decade or so, have been lucky enough to be able to visit communities across the state to share my knowledge, my experience and, of course, my seeds. Michigan is full of different microclimates, each with its own peculiarities, and I think that’s part of what makes gardening fun.

Each garden is unique to its location, and unique to its gardener. We each bring a different perspective to our work and, in turn, our gardens reflect who we are. This is one of the great joys of gardening. It is your space, and you can decide what you want to grow, how big the garden is, or if you feel like weeding today or not. No garden is perfect, but the one you create is all yours. Over time you will get to know your specific growing area and soil, and slowly become the expert on your garden space like no one else ever could be. Use this book as a guide, and then observe, experiment, taste, and dig in. Above all, savor the spicy arugula, the sun-warmed heirloom tomatoes, the colorfully patterned beans, and the pure joy of digging up perfect fingerling potatoes. You are in Michigan, and you can grow just about anything!

—BEVIN COHEN
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Get Started
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Do Michigan-grown tomatoes like this one have better flavor? Find out for yourself by growing your own.
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Heirloom vegetable patch at Michigan’s Farm Garden at the Frederik Meijer Gardens in Grand Rapids.



WELCOME TO GARDENING IN

Michigan

Michigan has a long and celebrated history of agriculture. This great state is the second most agriculturally diverse in the nation and Michigan farmers produce more than 300 different types of food and agricultural products. We’re relatively far from the temperature-moderating effect of the oceans, so we can all agree that winters are typically cold and summers are hot and humid. But within those basic parameters, a broad spectrum of growing circumstances awaits us thanks to large-scale microclimates (topography, bodies of water, urban versus rural areas) and those on the small scale in your yard. In order to begin planning, it is important to first understand where your garden fits in our state’s overall climate, and narrow it down from there.

Understanding Our Climate

As gardeners, we are subject not only to weather but also to climate. Where we live informs what we can grow and for how long. To assess how your climate will affect your growing season, this book uses the plant hardiness zone map from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). The map is based on average annual minimum winter temperatures and each zone represents a difference of 10 degrees F. The map was originally published in 1960 and was most recently updated in 2012, using more detailed data from the previous 30 years. Michigan includes USDA climate zones 4 to 6, which is a rather broad spectrum of growing circumstances.

In addition to knowing your climate zone, crucial knowledge for any gardener is the length of the growing season, or when you can expect the season’s first and last frosts. First frost arrives in fall and knocks out the tomatoes and basil, whereas last frost is the date in spring after which you can begin to plant tender, heat-loving crops like eggplants. The crops you grow will require different numbers of days to mature to a useful size. There is nothing worse than bearing witness to a beautiful Brussels sprout stalk that hasn’t had enough time to actually form the sprouts. Knowing the length of your season will motivate you to plant on time. This information will also help you decide what varieties to choose or if you should simply skip some crops. Remember that hardiness zones are based on averages, so in cases of extreme cold or heat, prepare to assist your plants. As a gardener, you will pay closer attention to forecasts than non-gardeners. It is particularly critical to pay attention at the beginning and end of the season and have your emergency plans in place, such as row covers or old sheets for frost protection or a sprinkler to cool off sweltering crops.

The best source I’ve found for first and last frost dates is the Farmers’ Almanac website. I’ve compiled a few cities in each hardiness zone on the frost-date chart; look for a city near you as a starting point for understanding the length of your growing season. Remember that frost dates can vary significantly, even within one city. Search local gardening forums or call your extension office for more specific dates.

MICROCLIMATES

As you become familiar with your hardiness zone and average frost dates, remember that these guidelines may not accurately reflect your own tiny piece of earth. Proximity to bodies of water, hills and valleys, or urban areas can result in large-scale microclimates—variations in climate from the surrounding area—within a particular zone.


MICHIGAN HARDINESS ZONES
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Michigan covers hardiness zones 4 to 6. Knowledge of average temperature ranges and frost dates helps gardeners estimate the length of their growing season.




AVERAGE FROST DATES IN MICHIGAN



	CITY OR AREA
	FIRST FROST
	LAST FROST
	FROST-FREE DAYS



	Iron River
	September 3
	June 14
	80



	Copper Harbor
	October 15
	May 10
	147



	Marquette
	October 13
	May 11
	154



	Escanaba
	October 10
	May 10
	152



	Sault Ste. Marie
	September 25
	May 28
	119



	Mackinaw City
	September 14
	May 29
	107



	Traverse City
	October 1
	May 29
	124



	Alpena
	October 12
	May 6
	158



	Gaylord
	September 19
	May 27
	114



	Bay City
	October 12
	April 30
	164



	Mount Pleasant
	October 10
	May 4
	158



	Grand Rapids
	October 8
	May 5
	155



	Kalamazoo
	October 11
	May 4
	159



	Ann Arbor
	October 15
	April 28
	169



	Detroit
	October 23
	April 22
	183






The microclimate, which may extend for miles, can mean changes in temperature (warmer or colder), precipitation (wetter or drier), or likelihood of frosts (more or less prone) on either end of the season.

Large bodies of water like the Great Lakes, for example, tend to moderate the air temperature of nearby areas; smaller bodies of water will have the same effect, but often on a lesser scale. This means gardens may be less likely to experience extreme low temperatures or frosts in late spring and early fall, but more likely get slammed with lake-effect snow (produced by the interaction between the warmer water temperature and the cold winter air). Because cold air is heavier than warm air, if you garden in a valley, you may experience more frost than someone living on top of a hill. As an example, the elevation of the land I farm is around 20 feet lower than the neighborhood where I live next to the farm. When I hear an overnight temperature of 40°F predicted for the nearest city, I know that it is possible I will see frost on the farm, as an 8- to 10-degree difference can easily exist between the house and the farmland. Your microclimate could potentially mean a difference of 2 to 3 weeks in your growing season as compared to the surrounding area, which is a significant factor in what you can plant and when.

If you live in the city surrounded by other homes or buildings, you may experience slightly warmer temperatures than if you gardened in surrounding exposed, rural areas. This is because buildings and paved areas will often absorb heat during the day, which is then released into the air at night. In colder times of the year, this could mean potentially reducing the chances of frost—but in summer it might result in trapped heat and scorched plants. Certain buildings or fences may protect your plants from wind or create wind tunnels.

You can’t do much about the large-scale microclimates that affect your garden beyond incorporating that awareness into your plant selection and timing. But it is smart to take advantage of (or modify when possible) small-scale microclimates that you observe in your yard, such as structures that block the sun, walls that reflect heat, or areas of high wind exposure. Keeping records and paying close attention are critical.

GROWING DEGREE DAYS

A calculation that may turn out to be just as helpful as the number of frost-free days is the measurement of heat accumulation expressed as growing degree days (GDD). In other words, it is not just the length of season that matters; it is the accumulated heat within a season that informs when crops will ripen. Although you may have 140 frost-free days in a season, those days are not equal. As the day length shortens in the fall and temperatures drop, plant growth significantly slows down. The same is true for the early spring. It is especially important to consider GDDs when growing fruiting and heat-loving crops. Tomatoes, for example, require 1500 GDDs, which on average will take until around the end of July in lower Michigan to reach that number. This makes sense logically. It is the total amount of heat that drives the growth. If you have a week of really warm weather and then a week of unseasonably cold weather, you will see significant differences in the amount of growth during those weeks. This is a reminder that it is critical to get those crops in on time—or early if you can protect them—so you’ll actually see the fruits of your labor.

To calculate the GDD, you must first know the base temperature for your crop. This number represents the lowest temperature at which the plant will grow. This will vary depending upon the species. For example, the base temperature of tomatoes is 50°F. Tomatoes simply won’t grow at temperatures lower than this. Once you know the base temperature of your crop, you’ll need to calculate the mean temperature for the day. This can be done by simply adding the highest temperature of the day with the lowest and then dividing by two. Now, take the mean temperature of the day and subtract the base temperature of the crop to determine the Growing Degree Day (GDD) value.
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A hoop house can help you get started earlier and extend the season, amidst sometimes unpredictable Midwest weather.



Growing in the Great Lakes Region

[image: Image]   Zones: 3 to 7

[image: Image]   Growing season: 130 to 180 days

[image: Image]   Average precipitation: 35 inches

The Great Lakes region includes all the states in the Midwest that touch a Great Lake: Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. This area has some of the most unpredictable weather because of the lakes’ influence over the region. But those lake waters also moderate the temperature and bring moisture inland, allowing for fruit production, which now includes a thriving wine industry. The glacial history provides a huge variety of fertile soils and more rainfall than is typically seen in the Central Plains. This allows for many different vegetables and fruits to be grown in the region. In the northernmost areas you may have difficulty ripening fruits, as in the Northern Plains. A hoop house or row cover system will be beneficial.


IS IT WORTH THE RISK?

Once you have figured out your place in the region and what your frost-free window looks like, get to know what sort of gardener you are when it comes to pushing the seasons. For my region and specific microclimate, I have settled on October 15 as the first frost date and May 15 as my last frost date, although these dates aren’t set in stone and certainly vary from year to year. I could push the season a little on either end, but I am not the farmer who tries to have the first tomatoes at market. Fellow gardeners in my neighborhood show me their red, ripe tomatoes with proud smiles on their faces weeks before I harvest mine. They took the risk and they get the bragging rights—I am okay with that.

So, are you a risk taker or are you more conservative? Figure out your frost dates and decide if you want to push the seasons. If you are into taking risks, go for it. Sometimes those bragging rights are worth it! Some ideas on how to extend the season are provided later in this book.
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Growing veggies means getting to know your soil.



GARDENING 101


When I talk to new gardeners, I often encounter a wall of fear and intimidation. Gardening seems to have so many rules and the fear of failure runs high. Some people have been burned by first experiences, like that spider plant they killed in their first apartment or those daffodil bulbs that never emerged from the soil. They imagine gardening as something only for those born with green thumbs—some mysterious ability given only to the luckiest people. I am here to state for the record that this is false. Anyone can learn to be a gardener.

Some of this fear is related to how disconnected our lives have become from the natural processes and cycles that are going on around us all the time. That tree growing in a cement crack alongside the building you walk past every evening? It was once just a seed that found fertile-enough soil to grow; no need for some fancy-pants gardener with the newest ergonomic tool or the best soil amendments on the market. Participating in gardening is a decision to get involved in the natural world, and part of this involvement is learning how to trust nature. Once we have that trust, we can let go and really start growing. Plants want to grow—we are just here to assist them!

Remember that bean seed you grew in a Styrofoam cup in elementary school? That was gardening. Sun, nutrient-rich soil, water, and a seed are all you need.

Sun and Shade

An important factor in deciding where to locate your garden is sunlight. Sun is what gives plants life, stimulating growth and the production of fruit. All annual vegetable plants prefer full sun. This will allow them to grow faster, produce fruit reliably, and fully mature into plants with bright colors and sturdy stems. But I know full sun is not always possible, and I don’t suggest cutting down the beautiful shade trees in your yard just so you can grow tomatoes. If you really want to grow tomatoes and you don’t have enough sun, a community garden plot is a good option to pursue. But first, try to assess the amount of sun you have.

Full sun is defined as 6 or more hours of direct sunlight. Between 4 and 6 hours of full sunlight is defined as partial sun, while 2 to 4 hours is partial shade. Moving toward 2 hours (or less) of direct sun per day puts you in the full shade category, an unlikely environment for the survival of edible plants. A lot of nuance exists in these categories when you consider the filtered sun through leaves and fencing, along with the time of year and the difference between morning and afternoon sun. As you choose where to establish your garden, note which way is south, and locate anything that might cause shading like trees, your house, or the neighbor’s house. If you can, spend a day observing your gardening space, preferably in the spring when the sun gets a little higher. Every hour or so note the lighting conditions.

In my experience, it becomes difficult to grow fruits like peppers and tomatoes with any less than 5 hours of sun. I have grown cherry tomatoes in 4 to 5 hours of sun, but they take significantly longer to mature and I don’t feel like they are quite as sweet. If your garden gets less than 4 hours of sun, focus on shorter-season crops such as arugula, chives, cilantro, parsley, scallions, kale, and other leafy greens. You will notice that colors are less vibrant with less light and flavor profiles may change. Sun assists all functions of a plant, including the production of sugar and spice, making hot peppers less hot and snap peas less sweet. Although some shade can be challenging, don’t be deterred: experiment, learn, and have fun.
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Cherry tomatoes can get by with 4 to 5 hours of sun, but they take longer to ripen.



Soil Types

Soil is a living organism and the basis for your success as a gardener. When treated poorly, soil can go dormant or die, but it will support life when fed and active. The basic components of soil are organic matter (leaves, compost, or anything that once lived), minerals, microbes, and water. Air is also critical for the root systems of plants, which need to breathe just like all living organisms. The amount of space between the particles in your soil determines what type of soil structure or texture you have: sand, silt, clay, or loam.

[image: Images]   Sandy soils are high in minerals, but tend to be naturally low in organic matter and nutrients because they drain too well. As water moves swiftly through sandy soils, it washes away any existing nutrients. Add organic matter to sandy soils to improve its moisture-holding ability and increase nutrient availability.

[image: Images]   Clay soils hold moisture, but the fine particles form a virtually impenetrable surface, leaving little room for air and preventing drainage. The good news is that clay soils are generally chock-full of minerals and quite fertile. You just need to add organic matter to open up the soil, allowing air and water to pass through. Planting cover crops like rye biologically encourages aeration by creating openings in the soil wherever the cover crops’ roots go. Mulching also encourages insects and worms, which are some of the best aerators.

[image: Images]   Silt is made up of very small particles of the minerals quartz and feldspar with a texture between sand and clay. It is the stuff that has made river floodplains so rich and attractive for farming. Silt also allows for good drainage.

[image: Images]   Loam, the ideal, contains some sand, some clay, and some silt, giving you the benefits of all those materials. Loamy soils drain well but still retain water, and have good aeration and excellent bacterial activity.
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Assessing your soil means not being afraid to get your hands dirty.



Feeding Your Soil

Although most soil contains a diversity of nutrients, those nutrients will be depleted over time as plants are harvested. Soil that is used repeatedly to produce food pushes the natural system to its limits and must be cared for constantly. Adding an array of nutrients in balance is critical to healthy soil that will produce nutritious and flavorful food. And no matter what soil type you have, consistent applications of organic matter (and compost in particular), will literally feed your soil, providing food and energy for the invisible activity that is always happening in good soil conditions.

The three basic nutrients that plants need are nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). Nitrogen is the impetus for growth of a plant’s foliage; phosphorous promotes growth of flowers, fruits, and strong roots; and potassium is connected to general plant health and balanced growth. You will see three numbers listed on almost any fertilizer package; these indicate the percentage of each element in the fertilizer mix, always in the order of N-P-K. Micronutrients such as calcium, magnesium, sulfur, iron, and zinc are also critical. As with human health, diversity is a powerful ally in our gardens. The broader the palate, the better chance we have at fighting off disease, and increasing our health, the health of our plants, and the health of our soil.

Synthetic or inorganic fertilizers tend to have higher numbers than organic fertilizers. With heavy doses of a few elements, inorganic fertilizers promote fast growth and can provide significant yields, but they also bypass the more nuanced and holistic approach of soil health. Plants fed with inorganic
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