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To Grandma Annamarie and Grandma Mary

I used to call you guys on the phone and say “How do you guys do this??” and you’d always tell me how vegetable gardening worked, because that’s what grandmas do. I love you both.
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HORTICULTURING IN THE VEGETABLE GARDEN

Or, Gardeners learn by trowel and error.

TWO THINGS:

First: You know more about gardening than you think.

Second: A garden – the soil – plants – all of these are very forgiving. When it comes down to it, you can do pretty much anything to these. (Though, actually, bulldozer races through the garden are out of the question.)

A garden is forgiving. Plants are built to put up with a lot of nonsense. They obviously can’t get up and walk away, so they’re made to endure. It’s part of their nature.

In a vegetable garden, as with anything in life, the best thing to do is to focus on raising vegetables that you really like, stuff that you can’t wait to eat when harvest season rolls around. Concentrate on the things in the vegetable garden that you really enjoy. That, more than anything, is the secret to gardening success. If you’re crazy about something, it will show. If you don’t care about it – that will also show!

I used to write a gardening column for the St. Joseph (Mo.) News-Press. I was a natural choice for the job – I had worked in horticulture for most of my life, starting when I was a senior in high school when I got a part-time job at a garden center. I got a degree in horticulture and began working as a municipal horticulturist, where I had to learn the ropes quickly. As city horticulturist, I took care of 20-28 gardens all around the city, and did the heavy labor pretty much on my own, including a lot of the mulching and digging and weeding and shearing and deadheading and fertilizing. I also had 300 roses in the rose garden, and hundreds of trees. Spring was nuts. So was the rest of the year.

But every other week, I would share my experiences with a small bunch of stalwart readers, who were just as kind as they could be. It always amazed me when somebody would recognize me from my picture in the paper. I always figured my grandmas read my columns and that was it!

I’d been looking at the old columns for years, wondering about putting them out into the world again. I am finally biting the bullet. This book is put together from my old columns, though I’ve added a lot of new stuff and have updated information. I will be writing a series of books using these columns – Vegetable Gardening, Roses, Annuals and Perennials, Houseplants, Trees and Shrubs, and Soilbuilding. It should be great fun.

Don’t Throw in the Trowel! A Month-by-Month Guide to Vegetable Gardening is aimed specifically for Midwest gardeners in Zone 5, though these tips will apply to those in Zones 4 and 6. Gardeners in Zone 4 will be about a week or two behind, while gardeners in Zone 6 will be about a week or two ahead. For best results, double-check your planting and growing dates with your local University Extension center.

This book will be a month-by-month guide to vegetable gardening, and is organized as such. The prep is just as important as the planting, and in some ways more important, because a good plan, a garden notebook, and a little off-season work will save you a lot of trouble down the road.

This book is also aimed those who know their way around a garden, and beginners. I’ll cover simple topics and more complex ones, and a bunch of stuff in between. I’ll tell you one thing: It doesn’t matter whether you’re just starting out (Protip: Plant it with the green side up) or if you’ve been horticulturing all your life – there is always, always, always something new to learn. That’s the beauty and the wonder of the world, that there’s always new knowledge – or old knowledge brought to light – to discover.

Also, there are few hard rules in gardening. You are dealing with living things, and as with any other living beings, they have a mind of their own. The only difference is that plants can’t run and they can’t talk back. But they show it when they’re content and burying your garden in tomatoes, and they’ll show it when they’re having a rough time and catching diseases or bug infestations or looking stunted and wilty. Then you get to figure out why the plant is stressed and find ways to correct the problem, to help your plant regain its health and fight off diseases and bugs.

I use organic methods in this book, because they are cheap, fairly easy, and they work very well. Organic gardening is all about improving the health of the soil. When you have a healthy soil, then you have healthy plants. A healthy soil is filled with organic matter, which you can get from compost and from a thick mulch of chopped leaves, grass clippings, old hay or straw, wood chips, or whatever is handy and shredded. These materials, as they decay, add nutrients to the soil. These materials also create a soil busy with microorganisms, tiny insects and arthropods, fungi, and earthworms that mix the soil and incorporate the organic matter in more deeply. The work of all of these soil organisms changes organic matter into a form that the plant roots can easily absorb.

Artificial fertilizer is like giving your plant a multivitamin. Organic material is like feeding your plant a healthy diet at all times.

I don’t object to using chemicals occasionally. When I was horticulturing for the Parks Department, I was almost always working as a staff of one, so I used quick fixes – I used systemic fungicide in the rose garden, and I used Round-Up to knock down weeds quickly. I used only as much as I needed – nothing extra – and was careful. With the Round-Up, I sprayed only a little bit directly on the plant instead of waving my sprayer wand hither and yon. In among the flowers, I developed a knack of wiping the applicator, which had a few drops of herbicide on it, directly on the weed leaves. This usually did the trick. Use the smallest possible amount – this saves money and keeps extra chemicals out of the soil and groundwater.

The great thing about gardening is that you can get everything wrong and still come out all right, mostly. Plants are forgiving (except when they croak, then they come back with murderous vendettas – okay, maybe they don’t). Soil is easygoing, as I hope this guide will be. If something doesn’t work, pull it up and try again, or use a different method next year. The important thing is that we keep trying – and keep having fun with it.
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Save Time and Trouble With Garden Journals

WHEN I WORKED AS A municipal horticulturist, I took care of twelve high-maintenance gardens, and a number of smaller ones, over I-don’t-know-how-many square miles of city, plus several hundred small trees, an insane number of shrubs, a greenhouse, and whatever else the bosses threw at me. I had to find a way to stay organized besides waking up at 3 a.m. to make extensive lists. My solution: keep a garden journal.

Vegetable gardeners with an organized journal can take control of production and yields. Whether you have a large garden or a small organic farm, it certainly helps to keep track of everything in order to beat the pests, make the most of your harvest, and keep up with spraying and fertilizing.

Keeping a garden journal reduces stress because your overtaxed brain won’t have to carry around all those lists. 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 small 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.

These 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. Feel free to experiment. 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 when different vegetables were ready for harvest – even vegetables I didn’t grow, as my friends and relatives reported to me. Then when I made a plan for my veggie garden, I would look at the list to get an idea of when these plants finished up, and then I could figure out when I could take them out and put in a new crop. I also had a list of “seed-to-harvest” times, so I could give each crop enough time to make the harvest date before frost.

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

Third section: Tracking progress.

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

If you plant seeds in 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.

When you finish up in the greenhouse, 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 forgetting and buying vinca seeds next year.

You can do the same thing when you move on to the vegetable garden – what dates 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.”

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 apples!”), 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, when you notice the buds on your geraniums, 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 about those supposedly blight-resistant tomatoes that decided to be contrary and keel over from blight.

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 peppers, 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 garden talk on the habits of Asian melons and you need a place to put your notes. Put them here!

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

Get a calendar.

Then, when December 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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Planning the Vegetable Garden

IT’S EXCITEMENT TIME when you grab your stacks of seed catalogs and your pencils and your big sheets of paper (or, for those of you who are savvy enough to be reading this book on your tablet with a landscaping app). Planning the vegetable garden is when you take all those bright ideas dancing in your head and try to put them on paper (or on a screen).

Here are a few questions to ask that will help you through the process.

What vegetables does your family like? Check with the rest of the crew to see if there are any vegetables they’d like to see on the table. Sometimes they might surprise you. So you keep planting pumpkins and making nutritious pumpkin spice everything. Have you asked the rest of your family if they want pumpkin spice everything? If they say No, then sigh dramatically but plant something else. The old saying, “everything in moderation,” certainly applies here.

What do you want to get out of the garden? Do you plan to do a lot of canning/dehydrating? Are you trying to lower your food budget? Make holiday decorations? Plan (and plant) accordingly.

Always start small. A garden can end up being a daunting task. You can always expand later. Or, if there’s a new vegetable you want to try out, plant just a little bit of it instead of two long rows.

How are you going to cultivate the rows? Tiller, hoe, tractor? Put enough space between the rows to allow your implement of choice to fit. An additional note: if you had a lot of trouble keeping up with weeds last year, maybe this year you might make the rows just wide enough to admit the lawnmower. No, I’m serious, that lawnmower can be a lifesaver when your garden gets out of control.

Other tips:

Put all the perennial crops (asparagus, rhubarb, strawberries) together at one end to make everything easier to manage. 

You can plan for succession crop, or a fall garden, and overlap these areas. For example, after you’ve harvested all the radishes, plant the area with tomatoes. After the spinach is done, plant cucumbers. That way, you can keep production going after each crop is finished.

In hilly areas, plant along the contours of the hill. Up and down planting will lead to erosion.

Plant rows running north and south. Otherwise, the plants will shade each other during the day.

Later on, make notes about what worked and what didn’t, and put them in your gardening notebook for next year.
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A Vegemaniac in Winter

JANUARY WOULD BE A really lousy month if we didn’t have seed catalogs. There’s so much ice on my garden that I can walk over the snow without breaking through the slick crust on top. So every day I skate to the mailbox, hoping for some good reading material to chase away these winter blues.

I love the romance inherent in growing heirlooms, and my seed catalogs are all from heirloom vegetable companies. In the catalogs, you find vegetables brought over from the old country by somebody’s grandparents, varieties popular in the Middle East, vegetables bred by Trappist monks, and my favorite, garbanzo beans grown in the Fertile Crescent over 6,000 years ago. Whew!

My Seed Savers Exchange catalog (http://www.seedsavers.org/) has shown up already. I am so in love with their pictures of heirloom vegetables. I wish I could plant all of them, except I have 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 bland. The catalog says that women used to carry these in their pockets for the perfume. And maybe for a little snack, I suppose. But I’m probably going to get the yellow Asian melon, “Sakata’s Sweet.” These are baseball-sized, yellow melons with sweet flesh, and it can be grown on a trellis. (I need a small melon because I’m the only person in my household who would eat it.) They also have a melon called Collective Farm Woman. It is “an old Ukrainian variety, very popular on the island of Krim in the Black Sea.” It looks pretty good. Decisions, decisions ....

I’m no fan of peppers – I use them in soup and that’s it. Also, I’m not too good with hot food. I chewed up a jalepeno pepper once, and my whole face started watering and hot lava come out of my ears. I’m a wimp, sue me. But here’s a “Fish” pepper that is about medium heat (which means it would make me spit flames), but my, is this ever a cute pepper. It’s an African-American heirloom with variegated leaves. The peppers ripen in the most amazing blends of green, red, orange, and yellow. I’d be happy to grow it for looks alone.

I’m also interested in these small, colorful peppers with a heat rating of zero, but I’m having a hard time choosing just one. “Tequila Sunrise” has orange, carrot-shaped fruits. The miniature bell
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Checking Seed Germination Rates





Laying Out the Garden the Square Foot Way













January List o’ Things to Do!
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