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Praise for Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening


“Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening is not your father’s garden book. This book presents a new way to grow salad greens that doesn’t require a greenhouse or grow tunnel or cold frame or sprouting jars. Step by step, in clear prose with helpful photographs, Peter Burke shows you how to grow an amazing range of greens and gives you tasty hints on how to use what you’ve grown. Buy this book and use it. You won’t regret adding it to your garden library.”

—EDWARD C. SMITH, author of The Vegetable Gardener’s Bible

“Astounding and important, simple and doable. Every dollar you invest in Peter Burke’s book can be returned to your pocket by next week.”

—SHANNON HAYES, author of Radical Homemakers

“Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening is proof that you don’t need a lot of space, time, or resources to produce nutrient-dense food for you and your family. Peter Burke has written a comprehensive yet easy-to-follow guide to growing real food indoors. His soil sprouts method redefines the word ‘garden.’”

—BEN HEWITT, author of The Nourishing Homestead

“Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening offers an empowering path to growing food in any season and any living space, no matter the size or location.  As a longtime grower of soil-sprouted greens, I appreciate Peter Burke’s easy-to-understand style of teaching the basics. His book opens the door to an accessible way of integrating high-vibrational produce into our daily lives. This is an essential book for deepening our practices of self-reliance for greater quality of life.”

—KATRINA BLAIR, author of The Wild Wisdom of Weeds

“Not just another sprouting book! Peter Burke offers new information that will inspire would-be sprouters, who never got started due to lack of space or time, as well as veteran growers of sprouts. This book is the answer for those who desire a fast crop with the least amount of effort, equipment, and expense. I’m sold! I’m dusting off my windowsills now.”

—NOMI SHANNON, creator of RawGourmet.com 
and author of What Do Raw Fooders Eat?

 “Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening is thorough and concisely written, making it a highly useful guide for both novice and advanced gardeners. Peter Burke’s straightforward instructions are easy to understand and provide clear insight on how to produce an abundance of fresh soil-sprouted greens at any time of year.  A helpful and inspiring resource for the inquisitive gardener.”

—STEVE RODRIGUE, crop specialist for Johnny’s Selected Seeds

“Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening is for anybody interested in eating local food; how much more local does it get than your windowsill? It is for anyone who wants to grow fresh greens in the winter. It is for anyone who likes a bargain; you spend pennies for greens that you could spend many dollars on. It is for anyone who is interested in eating greens for health; these sprouts are packed with health-promoting substances. It is for anyone who already gardens and for those who think they can’t. Peter Burke makes growing easy and puts eating local, healthy, delicious food within everyone’s reach. This book is a game changer. I love it.”

—DR. CLAUDIA WELCH, author of 
Balance Your Hormones, Balance Your Life

“Peter Burke’s book is a great resource for growing indoor salad greens. The chapters are set up in a simple sequence that is easy to follow. The excellent photos help to show what you should expect along the way. I have been using Peter’s method to teach my students how to grow indoor salad greens, and it’s also an excellent way to teach students of any age about sustainability, soil nutrition, and healthy eating, as well as basic plant requirements such as water, sunlight, and nutrients. Students love to grow soil sprouts because the results are so fast—and delicious!”

—STEVEN COLANGELI, science and agriculture teacher 
at Middlebury Union High School, Vermont
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This book is full of only good news. In a few simple steps you can grow all the fresh salad greens you need for the winter months or throughout the entire year without a lot of special equipment. No lights, no pumps, no greenhouse needed. You probably already have most of what you need to get started, without even realizing it. More good news is that you can do this for a fraction of the cost of buying fresh greens from the market! As we struggle to find ways to change course from a consumer society to a sustainable society, here is one small step we all can make and be rewarded for the effort. I have seen it over and over in my classes, the excitement of gardeners who now know they can grow fresh greens every single day. I know it well because I am right there with them. And it is good news.

From spring to fall I harvest a wide variety of salad greens from my garden—baskets of spinach in early spring, handfuls of tender young dill, tender Bibb lettuce leaves, snippets of mesclun, claytonia, corn salad, arugula. Adding to the leaves we have sugar snap peas, radishes, and early carrots, sweet and crisp. In the warmth of summer we harvest iceberg, romaine, Red Sails, and a variety of other lettuces to fill the salad bowl. By the end of summer we are eating salads of cucumber, tomato, peppers, and scallions. Good salad greens are like an artist’s palette of color to make delicious and beautiful salads. In the winter by contrast, sadly I am left with what is offered at the market and our coop. Grocers certainly do their best to offer salad greens in the winter, but even at their best the offerings are weeks old and have traveled many miles by the time they get to the store. Often enough the leaves are browning at the edges by the time I get them home from the store, or they have started to wilt in their plastic clam-shell containers. I notice that with the freshness goes the flavor!

I think that the best ingredient in any kind of salad is freshness. And that is what I miss the most in the winter—big bowls of fresh greens. Well, good news: Year-Round Indoor Salad Gardening is going to fill your salad bowl with the freshest and most delicious greens you could want any time of year. No kidding, and that is more good news. 

Gardening and growing my own food or knowing who is growing it has become an important part of my daily life. It is not as much a change as a return, a return by choice, to a more grounded way of life. From e-mail messages I get from folks across the United States—and also from Asia, Australia, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Puerto Rico, and Canada—I see the desire to return to the land and live a more sustainable lifestyle, if only by growing a tray of greens in an apartment window. It is good news. 

Do not underestimate what that one tray growing on a windowsill can produce. If one thousand people planted one tray every day for a year, it would be equivalent to an acre of cropland yielding over two million pounds of fresh greens! It is my cherished hope that we can have acres of trays growing fresh greens on kitchen windowsills in every city or village both for the good, healthy, nutrient-rich foods they will provide, as well as for the movement this will bring toward more decentralized food production. It is kind of neat to think that people living in apartments in a big city can be part of an agrarian society by growing all their own fresh greens. More good news.

I have attempted to offer what I call multiple accesses into this book. You can read from page 1 and get the whole story. You can leaf through the book and just look at the pictures to get the “picture,” or you can turn to the Quick Start Guide (on page 49) and never read another word but just start planting. And you can visit the website www.thedailygardener.com to see even more information and videos. I have tried to make it so one way or another you get what you need to do year-round indoor salad gardening.
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Fresh Greens All Year 

The Incredible, Edible Indoor 
Salad Garden
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CHAPTER 1

Fresh Greens in 7 Days:
An Introduction

There was a time, bookmarked in my memory, when I looked around my home and realized that the house I lived in—full of salad greens—was also my greenhouse. I was making use of a resource I never even knew I had. It was a warm place with plenty of light and plenty of water, and my plants liked to grow there. My greenhouse is a house full of greens. This book is about that realization, how I got there, and how you can grow an indoor salad garden, too.

What’s on the Windowsill?

At my house when we gather around the kitchen table with friends and family, some folks eye the salad bowl with curiosity and others look on with downright suspicion. My wife and three boys are used to the unusual greens that are part of our daily fare. They’ve seen it all before. But for the newcomer to our table there are surprises in that bowl. 



[image: 01-02-salad-bowl.tif]

This tossed salad is all soil-grown sprouts. My children gave it a thumbs-up because it looked and tasted like their idea of a regular tossed salad. Everything but the avocado was grown in my kitchen.



Most newcomers have seen and used alfalfa sprouts or even mung bean sprouts before, but the soil-grown sprouts from sunflower, radish, buckwheat, pea, and broccoli are unusual and new. On any particular day we might be serving an all sprout salad; on another it could be my Sunflower Caesar Salad, with sunflower greens, romaine lettuce, and parmesan cheese. Or I might make a salad with everything I have that’s ready: sunflower greens, buckwheat lettuce, pea shoots, several types of radish greens, purple kohlrabi, canola, leaf lettuce, and baby spinach. My son refers to the different greens in the salad as layers: “How many layers in this one, Dad?” 



[image: 01-03-DAILY-HARVEST2.tif]

From left, broccoli, buckwheat, radish, peas, and sunflower on the cutting board. This is my daily harvest from five small 3 inch by 6 inch (7.5 cm × 15.2 cm) trays that were planted about seven days ago. It is a phenomenal harvest of about 14 ounces (414 g) of greens.



The other day we made stir-fried pea shoots and garlic served with rice. It’s a recipe from a friend in China, where pea shoots are called dou miao and they’ve been eating this vegetable for thousands of years. 

The really remarkable thing about our salad greens is that they were all grown indoors, on a windowsill, in a week’s time. And they were all harvested just before we started cooking dinner.

Growing sprouts in soil started as a winter project for me. Now I grow these delicious greens year-round. I call them “soil sprouts” to emphasize the fact that they are different from the sprouts grown in jars or microgreens grown in soil. I will go into more details on the difference between soil sprouts, sprouts, and microgreens in chapter 5, but let me say now that the soil allows the greens to grow taller and straighter and encourages the greens to leaf out more fully, it makes them easier to care for day to day, and best of all they’re ready for harvest in about a week. Let me repeat that: From the time I plant the seeds to the time I harvest them is seven to ten days—about a week. 

And growing these salad greens in my indoor garden keeps me gardening throughout the long Vermont winters without a greenhouse or a cold frame. It’s also a great way to fill in between crops during the spring, summer, and fall gardening months. Now, of course, everyone says, “Where are the sprouts?” when I take a week off, even in summer.
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My indoor salad garden in midwinter. Outside the garden is covered in snow and dormant for months, but inside my garden is growing in the short winter daylight.
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My son helps with planting; it only takes a few minutes. Planting a little every day or so makes the work simple and easy. This approach means you can have a garden; just use the small spaces around your house. My greenhouse is a house full of greens!



Fresh Salad Greens Every Day

Soil sprout gardens fit into a small space and are similar to container gardening. No matter what size home you live in, there’s room for a garden of soil sprouts. With nothing more than a shelf and a windowsill, you can create a productive garden indoors. Even a north-facing window is a sufficient light source—you don’t need much light to green up soil sprouts. The general rule is “if you can see,” it is enough light for soil sprouts. That is a stark contrast to the need for a bright southern window or even grow lights to grow microgreens. So any room with a window is fine for soil sprouts. The short growing cycle makes them easy to grow in manageable batches, even planting and harvesting small amounts every day. Freshness is guaranteed when you harvest only minutes before you serve. 

It makes for easy storage, too. If you’re growing for daily greens, you don’t even need storage! Just cut the greens and put them in the salad bowl! Remember the recipe for cooking sweet corn that’s frequently attributed to George Washington? “First boil the water, then pick the corn.” Well the same principle goes for soil sprout salads: First make the salad dressing, then cut the greens. It’s a recipe for freshness, but if you do harvest more than you can use, the greens store well in the refrigerator. Still I cut just what I need and let the rest of the shoots continue to grow right in their tray. They’ll grow well there for about fourteen days in all, until the first true leaves form, when they must be harvested or most of them will become bitter.
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There are two small trays of buckwheat sitting in the beautiful ceramic planter next to an aloe plant on the left. The productive trays of greens fit in and around regular houseplants.



Your local food coop might have these gourmet greens available in the produce section, so if you haven’t seen them yet, take a peek and try them out. You’ll get a sneak preview of the homegrown goodness you’re about to experience when you grow your own soil sprouts. (But chances are they won’t be as fresh or as delicious.) If you’ve got eager, very young gardeners around, they’ll get a kick out of soil sprouts, too. Every day they’ll observe interesting developments under the tray covers as the sprouts grow in the dark or green up on a windowsill. 

For you health-conscious gardeners out there (I’m one, too), it’s good to know that during the first seven days of growth, the shoot holds the highest concentration of just about everything a plant has to offer nutritionally, and in one of the most digestible forms, so soil sprouts offer extra value, when compared with the more commonly found microgreens, or even a salad of baby mesclun or spinach that was harvested many days ago. The starch and protein in the seed become simple sugars, enzymes, amino acids, and chlorophyll. Radish soil sprouts exhibit vitamin C levels comparable to citrus fruit. But we already know that green leafy vegetables are good for us, don’t we? Mom told us so! 







CHAPTER 2

Genesis of the Method

Although the idea of growing immature greens to eat is nothing new, the methods outlined in this book are unique and tailored for a home garden. This chapter explains why and how I developed these simple steps to grow abundant crops of fresh greens. 

Fall and the Moody Blues

I love to garden. It’s been both a hobby and a passion of mine for years. Over time I’ve noticed that the end of the garden season and the approach of fall brings with it a bittersweet mood. It’s sweet with the generous harvest and months of fresh food and bitter with the prospect of a long winter ahead without the garden. 
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The garden is covered in snow outdoors. It was the moody blue feeling of the approach of a long winter that was the inspiration for my research on soil sprouts. 



It was during one of these melancholy fall moods that I decided to see if I could continue gardening through the coming winter months. I focused on growing fresh greens because this was garden produce that wasn’t in my pantry, and my family loves big salads. We have many vegetables canned, frozen, dehydrated, and stored for use over the winter, but there’s no good way to store fresh greens from the summer’s outdoor harvest.

I looked at available options for growing greens in the off-season, which in Vermont means roughly October through April. Greenhouses, plastic hoop houses, and cold frames were options for extending the outdoor season. A greenhouse was beyond my budget, and cold frames needed too much daily attention for my busy work schedule. I tried a hoop house with some success, but it wasn’t really what I wanted. I explored other options and decided to focus more on an indoor garden versus outdoor season extenders.

Indoor garden techniques I came across ranged from serious hydroponics in cabinets with lights and pumps to the other extreme of simple sprout jars. Hydroponics looked interesting, but I was concerned about the cost of equipment, using electric lights, and the space requirements, not to mention complicated recipes for a growing medium and nutrient formulas. The option also seemed geared more for growing out-of-season vegetables like tomatoes and less for growing greens. I considered a variety of other techniques and finally decided to get specific about what I wanted from an indoor garden first. I gave myself a challenge—to compile a wish list of sorts that I could use as a yardstick to measure my results and help focus the search.


[image: 02-02-canned-potato.tif]

After the fall harvest our pantry is full of canned and dried foods from the garden. The baskets are full of potatoes and onions. With the freezer and root cellar full, the only thing missing was fresh greens. Not anymore.



Indoor Garden Challenge—Defining Your Wish List 

Having narrowed the indoor garden challenge to growing fresh greens, I made a list of criteria that seemed reasonable to me. Well maybe I went beyond reasonable and just made a wish list. And why not?

First, I knew I wanted a productive garden. Not a toy garden, but something I could rely on to provide a quantity of daily salad greens. And I hoped this productive garden could be grown without a lot of expensive equipment. You might call me cheap, but I didn’t see the sense in spending a lot of money on equipment to harvest a head of lettuce every now and then.

The next consideration on my list was the time factor: Could I create a productive indoor garden that didn’t cost much to set up and only required a few minutes a day, like my earth garden outdoors? The fourth item was important: Could I grow indoors with organic methods? I didn’t want to use chemical fertilizers to grow indoors. I only use organic methods in my earth garden, and it was critical for me to continue this practice indoors. 

These four items would be challenge enough, but I wasn’t done yet. It was a wish list after all. With my family in mind I also hoped for a method that would work well in an apartment, condominium, or dorm room, not just in my homestead kitchen. And while I was making this wish list, I decided I wanted a wide variety of fresh greens, as well. I like a salad bowl with variety. 

To make things a little more complicated, I was hoping for greens that I could cook with—greens to use in a stir-fry, for instance. And the techniques for this indoor gardening needed to be easy. Easy to learn and easy to do.

The really tricky item on the list was fast growth. The quickest growing greens I knew of were mesclun lettuce mixes, but those take about 4 weeks before they’re ready to harvest; I was hoping to do better. Finally, I wanted an indoor garden to be like my outdoor garden in the way that it’s part of my relaxation routine—a way to unwind and feel connected after a long day at the office. It is a kind of symbiotic relationship: I nurture the garden soil and plants, and somehow I come away feeling nurtured.

My wish list for indoor gardening ultimately looked like this:

	 1.	Productive, not a toy garden

	 2.	Cheap, not a lot of equipment

	 3.	Time in minutes, not hours

	 4.	Organic methods, same as my earth garden

	 5.	Small space, to fit indoors

	 6.	Variety of greens

	 7.	Greens for cooking

	 8.	Easy-to-master techniques

	 9.	Rapid growth, measured in days not weeks

	10.	Nurturing, same as my earth garden outdoors

The result of this wish list is the foundation for this book and the genesis of my indoor salad gardening methods. As I look at the list in retrospect, it seems like a tall order; I wonder how I ever thought it could be done.

Checklist: Wishes Do Come True 

To answer the challenges I’d given myself required a lot of trial and error. It sometimes seemed like more error than trial. For months my house was full of indoor garden experiments. Different types of trays, a wide variety of seeds, soils and soil mixes by the cart load, and lots of planting techniques being tested. I tried some salad greens and mixes that I grow in my outdoor garden. I tried things like radishes, too—the fastest growing vegetables in the garden. In the end I used a technique I’d learned years ago: growing sprouted seeds in shallow trays of soil, in contrast to growing them in jars, the way alfalfa sprouts are grown. 
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A very productive square foot of trays will produce an annual yield of 54 to 72 pounds (24.4–32.6 kg) of fresh greens from eight small trays depending on which seeds are grown. At 43,560 square feet (4,047 m2) an acre of trays would yield 2,352,240 pounds (1,065,564.7 kg) of greens (over 1,000 tons) with the low estimate. Don’t let the small size of the trays fool you; it is easy to grow all the salad greens you need every day.



These soil sprouts are grown for their stem and the first leaves of the plant. Rapid growth and a large seed leaf are the objectives, and only certain seed varieties work well for this method. My indoor “garden plot” evolved into a cupboard and a windowsill. 


Growing Soil Sprouts by the Numbers

One square foot of trays, eight small trays, will yield about 11⁄2 to 2 pounds (680.4–907.2 g) of sprouts every 10 days, depending on which seed varieties you grow. That adds up to an annual yield of 54 to 72 pounds (24.4–32.6 kg) of fresh greens from these eight small trays measuring 3 inches by 6 inches (7.6 cm × 15.2 cm)—my standard small tray. My indoor salad garden includes five trays (just about one half of a square foot) planted every day with five seed varieties, one variety per tray. 

My yield from the five trays is about 12 to 16 ounces (340.2–453.6 g) a day. Harvested every 10 days, that yields 33 pounds (14.9 kg) of greens per year. But I plant five trays every day so the yield adds up to 270 pounds (122.3 kg).

These may be the most productive per-square-foot harvest on earth. But it’s the simple fact that they need nothing—no greenhouse, no lights, no acres of farmland, no tractors or tillers, no plastic sheets, and almost no additional cost—beyond a few trays and some water that makes the yields really astonishing. 

Using a standard measure for crop yields, pounds of produce per acre, I figure that 43,560 square feet (4,047 m2) per acre multiplied by 54 pounds (24.4 kg) per square foot per year equals an astonishing 2,352,240 pounds (1,065,564.7 kg) of produce per acre, per year (and 3,136,320 pounds [1,420,753 kg] for the more productive shoots). 

So you see what I mean? No one would line up that many trays, but this little math exercise illustrates just how productive these tiny trays are by comparison to a conventional farm or garden. 

That begs the question: How many people would we need to
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How to Grow 
Soil Sprouts 



I teach gardening, and there comes a point in each class when I see smiles and nodding heads and I get the question, “Why haven’t I heard about this before?” 

When people get it—the idea and how simple it is—they realize they can do this: They can grow a garden indoors. Indoor salad gardening is honest-to-goodness easy. Those moments when I see the light come on for people have special meaning for me. I remember when I first realized the same thing. 

Part II covers each element of indoor salad gardening from the ground up. Everything from seed and soil to harvest and salad. And finally I’ll run through a typical day of indoor salad gardening to give you a sense of the plant-water-harvest routine. Let’s go . . . 
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Seed Reference and Soil Sprout Recipes 
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