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INTRODUCTION

Speedy Transformations



Gardening is something like professional sports. At the end of the season, you evaluate what went right, what went wrong, and what might make things better next year. The goal for next year’s garden might be a more bountiful harvest of vegetables, or an impressive display of artfully arranged perennials. You may want to garden more efficiently, to free up time for other warm-weather activities. Whatever your particular bent, this book offers a generous range of ideas on getting better performance from your garden. You’ll find new wrinkles, as well as variations on familiar themes such as coaxing seeds to sprout and dealing with pests and diseases.

The bottom line isn’t only to produce more and toil less, but also to reap more enjoyment from your time out in the garden. Few of us really have to get out there and put in a few hours a day. Working in the yard is an elective activity (aside from obeying local weed ordinances, that is), and the more pleasure you take from it, the more care you’re apt to invest. That’s why especially helpful tips often are those that appeal to our sense of wonder. The most enthusiastic gardeners seem to be those who are curious, taking note of what works best.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll find a mix of quick fixes, weekend projects, and intriguing plants that can give your garden a lift no matter what you grow or how many hours you care to invest. In the process, you may find that your very good garden is on its way to becoming a great garden—one that will welcome you each time you step out into the yard.

[image: images]Chapter 1, Seed Starting and Saving, tells how to enjoy the astounding variety of plants available only as seed, while saving money over buying plants. Starting from seed also allows you to plan for a midseason planting that will yield a late crop of vegetables or flush of flowers, at a time of year when nurseries are running out of stock and gardeners tend to run out of enthusiasm. And you’ll save substantially over what you’d spend for plants.

[image: images]The most challenging stage in a young plant’s life is adapting to the great outdoors. Chapter 2, Planting and Transplanting, offers approaches for easing this transition. Tips include using colored mulches that researchers have found to boost plant performance; gardening with elevated beds to bring the plants up to your level, rather than the other way around; and succeeding with inexpensive bare-root plants.

[image: images]Turn to Chapter 3, Soil, Compost, and Fertilizing, for ideas on making the most of the organic gardener’s greatest ally, good soil. Compost, proper pH, nutrients, and custom fertilizer blends.

[image: images]Weeds happen, unless you are growing fungi in a cave, and Chapter 4, Weeds and What to Do about Them, shows how to meet this challenge with a creative arsenal that includes vinegar, hot water, flames, stone pavers, and sheets of transparent plastic.

[image: images]Chapter 5, Getting a Leg Up on Pests and Diseases, tells how to deal with everything from troublesome microbes to deer capable of leaping a 6-foot fence. The list of gardener’s resources for this battle is long and growing, and includes row covers, natural pesticides, a remarkable number of beneficial insects and organisms, and even (your budget willing) high-tech robots.

[image: images]When planning next year’s garden, you should consider your needs as well as those of your plants, advises Chapter 6, The Vegetable Plot. You’ll read how to take best advantage of everything your particular site has to offer, while including a few amenities for yourself—a bit of shade, a bench, and paths that feel comfortable underfoot even after a couple of hours in the garden.

[image: images]Chapter 7, Flowers in Beds and Pots, coaches you on how to use flowering plants more effectively in the home landscape, as well as how to get them to perform indoors. Look here for ideas on doing well with bulbs and biennials, and harmoniously orchestrating blossom colors.

[image: images]Herbs combine fragrance, flavor, and flowers, as well as attracting certain beneficial insects and repelling certain pests. Chapter 8, Growing and Enjoying Herbs, gathers a potpourri of pointers on having these talented plants play a bigger role in the garden and landscape.

[image: images]Your very first garden probably didn’t involve much more than a shovel, seed packets, and dirt. But as we dig deeper into this hobby, we’re apt to find ourselves with a garage full of indispensable items. The idea behind Chapter 9, Tools, Supports, and Storage, is that well-crafted, properly sized tools can significantly increase your gardening pleasure—and that includes models designed with women or children in mind. Modest hand tools get most of the attention in this chapter, but there’s also a small toolhouse that you can build where you need it most, right in the garden.

[image: images]Chapter 10, Out in the Yard, considers the whole works—garden beds, lawn, and whatever other features you may be fortunate enough to call your own. These last pages sketch possibilities for walks, lighting systems, a pool, and growing environments both high and dry (a rock garden) and wet and somewhat sloppy (a bog garden).

To sum up, you’re not holding a gardening primer in your hands, but a collection of ideas that are passed along like certain plants, informally and over the garden fence. It’s our hope that a few of these suggestions may take root in your yard, with results that bring you greater satisfaction in the years ahead.
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CHAPTER 1

Seed Starting and Saving



Seeds are the tiny germs of life from which the garden grows. They need to be coaxed into sprouting, typically with warmth and moisture and sometimes with light as well. You then have to tend the seedlings, making sure that they make it through this vulnerable stage.

Why bother, when you can buy sturdy plants already well under way? Local nurseries may stock a selection of heirlooms, regional specialties, international favorites, and wildflowers. And mail-order nurseries offer an ever-expanding inventory of plants that will arrive at your door after a cross-country trip in excellent shape. One family-owned firm, Forest Farm in Williams, Oregon (www.forestfarm.com), lists more than 5,000 varieties of plants in its latest catalog.

Why bother? The main reasons can be summed up as economy, a mind-boggling selection, and taking part in a miracle of nature.

Starting with the last of these, many gardeners are both humbled and fascinated by the way in which little specks of matter turn into sprawling, musky scented tomatoes or a glowing bed of zinnias. Horticulturalists have described the process a thousand times—the sprout feeds on the starchy cotyledon, and so forth—but that doesn’t explain what we see unfolding before us. The migration flight of monarchs to Mexico is no more amazing a feat than the way a single seed will grow into an acreage-commanding vine that will keep your household in butternut squash through the winter.

As for economy, that may not add up to much of an incentive if you are growing just a few plants for a modest yard and garden. But if your vegetable garden supplies a part of your diet, or if you want to plant flowers in drifts of a hundred rather than drifts of three, then seeds may be the way to go. One packet of seeds typically can generate several flats full of seedlings. All it takes is time and care, flats, and seed-starting mix.

Aside from commercial sources, thousands of gardeners share seeds of hard-to-find varieties through Seed Savers Exchange catalogs and various Internet groups. Nature itself has seen to it that seeds are an extremely transportable commodity, and they can be mailed safely and inexpensively.

While it’s true that the seeds of some plants need babying, the tricks of seed starting are few and easily learned. You are apt to have better results with a modest investment in equipment, beginning with flats and pots and possibly including bright lighting and a source of bottom heat. Before long, seed starting can become an annual ritual that you look forward to season after season.

A NOTEBOOK FOR SEEDS

Unless you’re a mouse or a bird, most seeds look pretty much alike. Here’s a way to keep them in order.

If your seed packets tend to stray, and you habitually tear off the name of the plant, there is a tidy way to put whatever you’re after right at your fingertips. Buy ring binder bags, place the packets in them, and use a three-ring binder to organize the packets as you see fit—by planting date, or by the type of plant. So, the tabs in such a notebook might be labeled by the weeks of the year, alerting you to the seeds that are to be started now; or, you might want to gather all the lettuces, the tomatoes, and the peppers in one section. The bags are available from office supply firms.

You can also store seed packets in three-ring binder photo sleeves. Choose sleeves that hold 3-by-5 or 5-by-7 photos, fold over the seed packet top, and insert the packets into the sleeve pockets.


[image: images]

Seeds are tiny, and all the more difficult to store and organize because of it. Slip seed packets into resealable plastic ring-binder pages and come up with a system for putting them in order.



EASY DOES IT


Preventing Leaking Packets

Once you open a seed packet, it can be devilishly difficult to keep the leftover seed from spilling out. Save yourself a lot of frustration by keeping a roll of artist’s tape or low-tack painter’s tape wherever you keep seeds. This tape is available at artist’s supply and paint stores and can be used with a sturdy dispenser. The tape will repeatedly seal the envelopes without tearing them to shreds.

MAKE YOUR OWN GROWING MIXES

You probably go through a lot of bagged growing medium when you start your own seeds. Now’s the time to economize by making your own in big batches.

Just about anything costs you more if you buy it in small containers, and that goes for bagged seed-starting and potting mixes. Instead, come up with your own custom blends for both in large quantities, and store them neatly in plastic garbage cans rather than floppy plastic bags that tend to spill. The one thing you don’t want to do is include ordinary garden soil in your recipes, with its weed seeds, disease organisms, fungi, and insects. Not only that, but most soils are just plain too dense to get plants off to an optimal start.

To combine the ingredients easily, use a plastic tub of the sort sold for mixing cement. Or for larger volumes, spread the measured amounts of each ingredient on a tarp spread over the driveway or patio. Choose a relatively windless day to work. Even so, the dust may fly, and you may want to occasionally mist the medium with a fine spray from a hose. Use a dull hoe or a metal rake (tines up) to mix thoroughly. Then place the mixture in a new plastic garbage can—use one for seed-starting mix, and a larger one for potting mix. Keep a plastic bucket on hand in which to moisten small amounts of mix by stirring in water. Allow enough time to ensure that the medium in the bucket is completely moistened. Dry mix may dehydrate young seedlings, killing them. If you do a lot of seed starting and potting over a short period each spring, you may want to have several buckets of soaking mix on hand so that you don’t feel tempted to rush the moistening process.

There are any number of recipes for seed-starting and potting mixes, so feel free to adapt the suggestions for mixes on this page. Be sure to include compost only if it is thoroughly processed, rather than half-degenerated plant matter.

What You’ll Need


Seed-Starting Mix

1 part milled sphagnum moss

2 parts vermiculite

2 parts perlite

Potting Mix with Compost

1 part finished compost, screened through a mesh of ¼-inch hardware cloth

1 part vermiculite

Potting Mix without Compost

1 part commercial potting soil

1 part milled sphagnum moss

1 part vermiculite

EASY DOES IT


Moisten Mix Quicker

It can seem as though plant mixes take forever to absorb water, and there may be the temptation to plant seeds in a medium that’s not thoroughly moistened. To save a bit of time, use warm water—it’s soaked up somewhat more quickly than cold.

PUT THE DAMPER ON DAMPING-OFF

A tiny forest of just-sprouted seedlings may be felled by fungi unless you take precautions. Try these reliable remedies.

Damping-off is a fungal disease that can rapidly lay waste to entire flats of vulnerable young seedlings. You’ll know it by the afflicted stems, which may take on a water-soaked appearance or turn thin and wiry at the soil line. The unsupported seedlings topple and die. As a preventive, moisten the seed-starting medium with a mild homemade fungicide. To 1 gallon of water, stir in 1 tablespoon of clove oil (available at supermarkets and drugstores, as well as by mail order) and a drop or two of dishwashing soap. Among various powerfully scented herbs and spices, clove has been found to be particularly effective against two principal soil-borne pathogens.

You also can buy a fungal control agent formulated to prevent damping-off, marketed as SoilGard. It contains dormant spores of a beneficial fungus. When mixed with water, the fungus comes to life and puts off an antibiotic substance. Another product, Mycostop, harnesses a beneficial bacterium that controls or suppresses damping-off and other soil-borne troublemakers as it grows among the seedlings’ roots. It too can be mixed with water for use as a soil drench.

An additional step that takes little time is to scatter a dusting of milled sphagnum moss over the soil surface. This thin layer will help keep seedling stems drier, suppressing disease, and the moss also contributes a certain antimicrobial effect. Note that this product is marketed in small bags—don’t confuse it with baled peat moss. To make it easier to apply a thin layer, you can give the moss a spin in a blender to reduce the particles to a dust.

ADVICE OVER [image: images] FENCE


Water Warily

Avoid casually splashing when watering seedlings, at the risk of spreading soil-borne diseases to many plants. Seedlings in plugs may avoid being infected by sick neighboring plants, but if you see signs of damping-off in one part of a flat, remove the entire flat from the area and discard it.

SAVE WITH SOIL BLOCKS

Can you really save by spending? Sure! If you start a lot of plants each year from seed, a soil-block mold may be one of the best investments you make in your garden.

Instead of buying dozens of little pots or plug trays in which to seed next year’s garden, you can skip the containers altogether by using a mold to make soil blocks. These blocks are nothing more than cubes of planting mix. They encourage a healthily branching root system that sets up plants for a happy transition to the garden. (Because the blocks are relatively shallow, however, they aren’t the way to go with deep growers like carrots and beets.) The steps for converting damp mixture into planting blocks are easy enough, once you buy a blocker. These devices are available from nurseries and mail-order supply companies. You’ll also need trays in which to place the blocks.

You can buy blockers in two sizes, with the smaller model making many little blocks that eventually will fit nicely within a square hole in the larger blocks, which look something like square doughnuts. This system avoids disturbing the seedlings as they’re moved to a larger container.

1.Stir up a batch of planting medium that will keep its shape once popped out of the blocker. Johnny’s Selected Seeds (www.johnnyseeds.com) sells a mix that will work well. Here’s a recipe for making your own:


[image: images]2 parts peat moss, screened through a mesh of ¼-inch hardware cloth

[image: images]1 part vermiculite

[image: images]1 part finished compost, also screened through hardware cloth

Do your mixing in a flat-bottomed container that’s wide enough to allow you to press the blocker into the medium; a plastic tub sold for mixing concrete is ideal, and a clean wheelbarrow will also work. Make sure you allow enough time for the medium to fully absorb the water you add to moisten the mix.



2.Press the blocker into the medium so that the squares are filled. Then push the handle to eject the row of blocks into the tray.

3.Plant seed in the conventional way.

4.You can water the blocks from the top as you would seedlings in pots or flats. Use a misting nozzle or fine rosette on a watering can to avoid causing the block to come apart. The blocks will become sturdier as roots spread through them, but to avoid the risk of crumbling them, you can deliver water from the bottom up with capillary matting.

A PLUG-IN WELCOME MAT FOR SEEDLINGS

Instead of hoping your new plants are warm enough atop a water heater or furnace, steal a secret from professional growers—entrust them to a seedling mat.

At a cost approaching $100, a thermostatically controlled seedling mat may seem like a luxury if you’re accustomed to using the secondhand heat from the top of a furnace or water heater. But assuming you start vegetables and flowers from seed each spring, you’ll appreciate the convenience—and the dependable results, especially for seeds that are tricky to germinate. And because plants get off to a quicker start, they may be less vulnerable to damping-off. Small-scale greenhouses and specialty growers have discovered that seedling mats create ideal conditions, meaning less work, less reseeding, and less babying of weak plants.

A less expensive alternative is to snake a length of heating cable under the flats to provide gentle bottom heating. The cables cost roughly a dollar a foot; you can expect to pay more than that for shorter cables, and less for lengthy ones. Adding a thermostat substantially increases the price.

HEAT HELPS HEAPS


Supplying bottom heat can make a startling difference when starting seeds. Have a look at how long it took lettuce seeds to come to life at various soil temperatures, as reported in Knott’s Handbook for Vegetable Growers, a resource for commercial market gardeners. If you’re patient—fine. But if you’re anxious for that first bowl of garden-grown salad, a heat cable or seedling mat makes good sense.

77°F—2 days

68°F—3 days

59°F—4 days

50°F—7 days

41°F—15 days

32°F—49 days

ADVICE OVER [image: images] FENCE


Use That Heat Twice

Heat rises. And the warmth from a flat with a heating mat or cable can be used to help to sprout the seeds in a flat stacked above (although at a lower temperature). Check seed packets for a variety of vegetable or flower that germinates best in cooler conditions and place it on the second tier.

PRESPROUT FOR BETTER RESULTS

Know before you grow! Give your plants a head start even before you stick them in growing medium.

To increase the percentage of seeds that will make it as plants, pre-sprout them rather than trusting that garden conditions will be favorable. The germinated seeds will get off to a faster start once they reach soil or planting medium. The system works particularly well for plants that need warmth to get under way, including cukes, melons, pumpkins, and squash. Here’s what you do:

1.Dampen a sheet of paper towel that’s been folded over once or twice to make a blotter.

2.Arrange the seeds over the surface without allowing them to touch.

3.Place a single damp sheet of towel on top of the seeds, press down to help hold them in place, then slowly roll up the toweling.

4.Place the rolled toweling in a plastic bag. Leave the bag open and put it in a warm place, out of direct sunlight. Take a peek at the seeds each day to determine when they’ve begun to sprout.

5.Plant the presprouted seeds in potting mix and place them under fluorescent lights or in sunlight.

EASY DOES IT


A Ticklish Cure for Spindly Seedlings

Seedlings are apt to become leggy if light levels are too low. Keep the fluorescent lights close to the seedlings and gradually move them up as the seedlings grow. Also, seedlings will have stockier growth (and a better chance of standing up to the elements) if you agitate them just a bit. Tickle the seedlings with a feather for a few minutes a day. If you’re too busy (or would feel a little foolish) to do that, let a fan do the work, setting it up to blow gently over the plants.

SOWING IS CHEAPER BY THE DOZEN

Eggshells are the perfect biodegradable planting pots!

You’re probably already tossing eggshells in the compost pile, but you can put them to good use in another way. Use eggshells to start your seeds. Try to crack your eggs in half, then rinse and save the shells in an egg carton. When it’s planting time, add seed-starting medium and sow your seeds, one to a half-shell. When seedlings emerge, plant them outdoors, shells and all. The eggshells will break down, adding nutrients to your soil.

COLD FRAME, WARM PLANTS

Discover five simple steps for building a warm frame to stretch your gardening season.

A cold frame might better be termed a warm frame, its purpose being to make use of heat stored in the earth as well as solar energy. You can use it at both ends of the gardening year, when the weather isn’t quite so hospitable.

A variety of mail-order frame kits are on the market, typically with polycarbonate glazing and framing of cedar, redwood, or metal. If you are reasonably handy, you can assemble the frames with just a couple of hand tools.


[image: images]

An old storm window can serve again as the lid of a cold frame. Or you can use a sheet of polycarbonate glazing.



BUILDING A WARM FRAME


A warm frame made of cedar will hold up better than those made with other woods, and there’s no need to rely on preservative chemicals. (Exterior-grade plywood works well, and it allows you to make the sides and back from a single piece rather than with two boards each.) If you are having a sheet of double-walled polycarbonate glazing cut to size, you can determine the overall dimensions of the frame. Or, to make use of an old storm window, adjust the length and width of the frame to suit it. Just make sure that the frame has a front-to-back slope to take better advantage of the sun.

1.Cut the pieces as shown, choosing the dimensions to suit the storm window, if you are using one, and your own needs. Typically, a frame will be about 3 feet deep by 6 feet wide. The front should be roughly 12 inches lower than the back, with the sides sloped accordingly, to pitch the glazing toward the sun. The front, sides, and back are from ¾-inch-thick stock; the cleats are from 2 × 4s ripped in two pieces roughly 1½ inches square.

2.Five cleats add rigidity to the frame. Assemble the back by driving 1¾-inch screws through the two back pieces into the back cleats. (For these and all screws used in the project, drill pilot holes.)

3.In the same way, attach the front piece to the front cleats.

4.Assemble the frame by attaching the sides to the cleats, front and back. Note that the top inside edge of the back will be slightly above the sloping sides. Using a hand plane, bevel this edge to the angle of the sides.

5.Install the storm window using three exterior door hinges with the screws provided, attaching them to the outside of the back and underside of the window. Or, if you are using a sheet of polycarbonate, you can keep it in place with bungee cords, attached to screw eyes driven into the sides, front, and back, as shown in the detail. Keep the front two cords loose enough that a block of wood can be inserted under the front edge of the sheet to vent the frame.

ADVICE OVER [image: images] FENCE


Keep the Lead Out

Old storm windows can have a second useful life as glazing for a cold frame—if you are certain the frame doesn’t have exposed paint containing lead. This metal was a common ingredient in paint until 3 decades ago, when federal law limited its use because of its effects as a neurotoxin. The risk is greater if the paint is sanded or scraped, creating dust and chips. (Keep this in mind when refinishing an older home’s windows, if paint debris is apt to drop into a garden bed in which family members will be working.) You can easily test for the presence of lead with a kit that indicates potential trouble by a change in color; the kits are available at hardware and paint stores. But the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) presently considers these home tests to be less than reliable and recommends that paint samples be sent to an EPA-recognized lab for an accurate reading of lead content. For a list of labs, call 800-424-LEAD. More information is available at www.epa.gov/lead.

Next Year’s Garden


A Self-Venting Cold Frame

A cold frame can build up enough heat on a chilly but sunny day to cook the seedlings inside. Few plants will be happy if the air temperature within soars above 85°F. If you or someone in the household can’t be around to vent the frame when necessary, consider adding an ingenious lifting mechanism that responds to elevated temperatures by elevating the lid. It’s a cylinder containing a compound that expands when heated, something like a hydraulic piston. There are no batteries, no wires. The automatic lifters are carried by mail-order firms that sell cold-frame kits.

WHEN A SEED’S BATTERY RUNS DOWN

As living things, seeds gradually will consume the food stored within them. If it is used up, the seeds die, becoming as lifeless as grains of sand.

If you start plants from seed, it’s good to know how long the seed of each vegetable will remain viable. Otherwise, you risk planting a row from which nothing—except weeds—will appear. While some seeds can sit around for a few years without suffering a greatly reduced germination rate, cucumbers among them, others have to be purchased each year, such as parsnips. That’s especially important if you have a modest-size garden and find yourself with leftover seed at the end of each growing season. It’s also apt to be a factor if you save seed from your plants and can easily collect enough to last for the next several years.

Although it’s possible to give general longevity figures for vegetable seeds (see the table below), you may find that your seeds are considerably more or less viable because of the way in which they’re stored. Ideally, seeds should be kept cool and dry and out of direct sunlight. Jars with screw-on lids are a good choice. Place them in the refrigerator, if you have the space. For legumes, however, it’s best to allow the seeds to breathe by storing them in a paper or cloth bag.





	SEED
	YEARS



	Asparagus
	3



	Beans
	3



	Beets
	4



	Broccoli
	5



	Cabbage
	5



	Carrots
	3



	Cauliflower
	5



	Corn
	2



	Cucumbers
	5



	Lettuce
	5



	Muskmelons
	5



	Onions
	1



	Peas
	3



	Peppers
	2



	Pumpkins
	4



	Radishes
	5



	Spinach
	5



	Squash
	4



	Tomatoes
	4



	Watermelons
	4




EASY DOES IT


A Seed Dehumidifier

To keep seeds dry in a glass jar, first pour in a couple of inches of powdered milk. Place a few layers of paper towel on top of the powder, then add the seed packets.

IRON-CLAD SEEDS

No need to sign up for Plant Diseases 101 when you have helpful information at your fingertips—on seed packets and plant labels and in catalogs. The best time to think about bothersome plant diseases is when you’re buying seed.

Read before you reap. Catalogs, plant labels, and seed packets often alert you to any diseases to which a particular variety is resistant. The more common afflictions may be listed as abbreviations, such as TMV for tobacco mosaic virus and VFF for verticillium and fusarium wilt. Resistance to a disease means that the plant is less likely to show symptoms; it does not certify that the plant is immune. Plant varieties also may offer resistance to problems other than diseases, such as tip burn in lettuce and the effect of cold on tomatoes.





	VEGETABLE
	DISEASES RESISTED



	Beans
	Anthracnose, bacterial blight, bacterial brown spot, bean mosaic virus, halo blight, powdery mildew



	Broccoli
	Bacterial soft rot, downy mildew



	Cabbage
	Black rot, fusarium yellows



	Cantaloupe
	Downy mildew, fusarium wilt, powdery mildew



	Corn
	Common rust, northern corn leaf blight, smut, southern corn leaf blight, Stewart’s wilt



	Cucumber
	Anthracnose, bacterial wilt, cucumber mosaic virus, downy mildew, powdery mildew, scab



	Lettuce
	Downy mildew, lettuce mosaic virus



	Peas
	Bean yellow mosaic virus, common wilt, fusarium wilt, powdery mildew



	Pepper
	Bacterial leaf spot, pepper mosaic virus, potato virus, tobacco etch virus, tobacco mosaic virus



	Potato
	Early blight, late blight, scab



	Spinach
	Downy mildew



	Squash
	Cucumber mosaic, powdery mildew, watermelon mosaic, zucchini mosaic



	Tomato
	Alternaria blight, alternaria stem canker, fusarium wilt, gray leaf spot, late blight, tobacco mosaic virus, verticillium wilt




EASY DOES IT


Beware of Vectors among the Vegetables

Both troublesome viruses and bacteria can be spread to healthy plants by insects, so part of keeping plants healthy is keeping an eye on bugs, especially early in the season. Row covers can help you fend off some of these vectors, such as the cucumber beetles that carry bacterial wilt to cucumbers, melons, and squash.

A PLUG-IN HOTBED

A new idea for a tried-and-true garden! A hotbed will keep plants happy even through cloudy, cold spells.

What’s the difference between a hotbed and a cold frame? Generally speaking, a hotbed is used for starting plants, which then can be moved to a cold frame to harden off and grow a bit before transplanting to the garden. Unless you have a good deal of horticultural activity going on, a single frame can perform both functions.

Hotbeds once relied on a layer of composting manure to generate heat. Today, the warmth is more likely to come from the sun (through the transparent or translucent top), from the earth, and from an electrical cable or pad. To make the most of these sources, choose a spot that faces south and gets some protection from the chill of prevailing winds. And when scouting the yard for the ideal location, don’t forget the need for a nearby plug. Often, it’s wise to nestle the hotbed next to or near a shed or a garage or in close proximity to the house.

Thermostatically controlled heating cables are sold by mail order and in garden supply centers. Run a few loops of cable between layers of vermiculite and sand, as shown. The extension cord running to the cable should be plugged into a ground-fault-interrupter (GFI) outlet or circuit. A 60-foot-long cable will warm a bed measuring 6 by 6 feet.

PREPARING THE SITE


Place the hotbed over a 6-inch-deep recess in the ground. Add the following in layers:

[image: images]6 inches of gravel for drainage

[image: images]Burlap or landscaping cloth to keep vermiculite from settling in gravel

[image: images]2 inches of vermiculite for insulation

[image: images]Loops of heating cable

[image: images]1 inch of builder’s sand as a buffer between cable and hardware cloth

[image: images]Hardware cloth (¼-inch metal mesh) to protect cable

[image: images]2 inches or more of builder’s sand on which to put plant containers

HEATING AND VENTING


Only a modest-powered cable is needed for a small hotbed; you may want to buy a higher-rated model to heat two adjacent beds. To help conserve heat, berm soil around the lower edges of the frame. Set the thermostat at between 70° and 75°F for germinating most seeds. Then follow the temperature recommendation for the plants you’re growing. Cool-season vegetables (salad greens, cabbage, and cauliflower) do best with a daytime setting of 60° to 65°F. Warm-season crops (tomatoes, peppers, and melons) like a temperature of 65° to 75°F. It’s best if the temperature is allowed to drop 5° to 10° at night. Finally, when the spring weather warms up, you may want to place the frame under shelter so that it will have a longer life.


[image: images]

A plug-in hotbed generates a dependable source of heat for starting plants.



GOING TRADITIONAL WITH MANURE


Have a horse farm next door, or a horse of your own? If so, you can use the fresh manure twice—as fertilizer, of course, but also as a natural source of heat as the manure composts. For centuries, growers have placed a bed of composting green manure beneath young plants to ward off frosty temperatures. To harness this free horse heat for a hotbed, you’ll need to dig down 16 inches or so and lay down a 12-inch layer of well-packed green manure (not older, mature manure), followed by 4 inches of good garden soil. Then place potted plants on this surface. As the manure “works,” the temperature in the frame may reach 75°F or more. But the heat won’t last forever. As the biological processes in the manure layer slow down, the frame will cool off. To keep the heat on, you’ll have to remove the plants and the soil layer, then replace the old manure with fresh.


[image: images]

A traditional hotbed uses the biological action in composting manure to keep plants warm.



ADVICE OVER [image: images] FENCE


Overheating: Too Much of a Good Thing

Guard against overheating young plants in a frame. On sunny days, the interior temperature may soar into the 90s or above, and the lid should be lifted—automatically or manually—for ventilation. Watering is another concern even though a closed lid will conserve moisture. Bottom-heating tends to dry out plants relatively quickly. Water the bed early in the day, so that the leaves of the plants have a chance to dry before evening comes on.


LOW-TECH COLD FRAME, HIGH-TECH GLAZING

Leave the old storm windows in the garage! Try using straw and plastic for this quick-to-make insulated cold frame.

Here’s a cold frame you can put together in a matter of minutes, combining a centuries-old material—bales of straw—with a double-walled panel of polycarbonate. Both are good insulators, helping to conserve the warmth of the sun. Unlike glass, once the standard glazing, these plastic panels are resistant to breaking, and the ribs between the layers act to diffuse sunlight evenly. Polycarbonate panels may be available at home centers; if not, check with greenhouse supply firms.

1.As a trial run, arrange the straw bales end to end to make a frame sized to support the panel. The long sides of the frame should face north and south.

2.Put the bales aside and prepare the soil, unless you’re placing the frame in an existing garden bed. To admit more sun into the frame, pitch it toward the south by removing some soil where the bales will go along the front. Also make a sloping trench for both ends, as shown. Note that the bed within the frame remains level.

3.Put the bales in place and rest the panel on top. Keep a couple of 2 × 4 scraps on hand so that you can prop up the panel when it’s necessary to vent excess heat.

4.Come spring, use the bales for mulch and store the panel out of the sunlight.


[image: images]

For a low-cost, biodegradable cold frame, construct the sides with bales of straw.



IS THIS YOUR YEAR FOR A GREENHOUSE?

Think outside the house! The controlled climate in a greenhouse presents all sorts of possibilities for gardeners.

Kids on bikes dream of motorcycles, sailors in dinky sailboats dream of yachts. And gardeners, many of us, dream of having a greenhouse. Not a hoop house with its plastic flapping annoyingly in the wind, but a traditional shelter of glass, one that we can spend pleasant, comfortable hours in growing vegetables off-season or growing plants from warmer climes—orchids, citrus, you name it.

Greenhouses can stand alone or can be attached to an existing structure. Talk to gardeners and other greenhouse owners before selecting a model to get advice on what works best for your growing plans and site. Greenhouse gardening is similar in many ways to gardening outside. The plants need water, nutrients, and tending but in a greenhouse you are able to control the environment to benefit you and your plants.

So just how expensive would it be to have a greenhouse on your property? The price range is considerable. Aside from obvious differences because of size, the cost is influenced by both the structure and the glazing material.

[image: images]The least expensive way to go is to construct a Quonset greenhouse, which is simply a larger version of the familiar hoop house. Curved conduits or pipes are bent into hoops high enough to allow you to walk around inside. The inverted U shape makes the area along the sides less useful because of the low overhead clearance. Quonsets typically are covered with some sort of plastic sheeting, a material that is affordable but has a relatively short life.


[image: images]

Elegant, it’s not. But a plastic-covered hoop house brings greenhouse growing within the budget of many gardeners.



[image: images]A gothic greenhouse has curving sidewalls meeting at a point, similar to a gothic window. These are made with a rigid frame, often using curved wooden beams. The interior space is more fully usable than in a Quonset because the long sides are vertical or nearly so.


[image: images]

The shape of a gothic greenhouse yields more usable space along the sides.



[image: images]Gable structures have straight sides and a peaked roof, like a typical house. They are attractive, offer good headroom, and tend to have good ventilation because of all the space under the roof. But they can be costly to construct, with their relatively complex framing, and the vertical side walls bear enough weight that they may need a footer of some kind.


[image: images]

The gable-roofed shape allows better headroom to either side, and it may fit in better with the home landscape.



Then there’s the skin that covers the greenhouse. Each choice has its advantages and drawbacks. Whereas glass was once the rule, plastics have gained in popularity and continue to be improved.

[image: images]Glass is the traditional material for greenhouse glazing. It is durable (unless you’re troubled by hailstorms or stone-throwing kids) and remains highly permeable to light over time, admitting about 90 percent of the sun’s rays. Tempered glass is less prone to breakage but costs more. Because glass is heavy, it’s necessary to have a sturdy (and more expensive) structure for support.

[image: images]Fiberglass is light in weight, strong, durable, and as permeable to light as glass, although cheaper versions may become less so with age.

[image: images]Double-walled polycarbonate holds up well and acts as an insulating barrier to conserve heat, while admitting somewhat less light than other materials. The panels can be bent somewhat for curved walls.

[image: images]Plastic films don’t last as long as other alternatives, but they are considerably cheaper in the short run and their light weight can be supported by inexpensive hoop structures. Polyethylene typically lasts a couple of years. Polyvinyl chloride (PVC) and vinyl films may cost two to five times as much but hold up for 5 years or so.

Although the clear surfaces of a greenhouse admit plenty of light, supplemental heating is usually required in cold months—electric, gas, or oil. You also can hold on to more of the sun’s free energy by placing black water-filled drums in the greenhouse. A fan will help keep the space within at a constant temperature. And if the greenhouse is to be used in summer months, there must be some means of venting or shading. You can use shade cloth and netting to cut down on the sunlight. And the yard itself may come to the rescue from spring to fall, if you have deciduous trees that leaf out to the west of the greenhouse.

A greenhouse makes good use of free solar energy, but it will need help on cold winter nights. Your home heating system may have surplus capacity, allowing you to tap into an existing unit rather than buying a new one. But supplemental heat usually is necessary. A relatively simple solution, at a modest initial cost, is to install a 220-volt electric heater. A small propane or natural gas heater may be less expensive to run over time. But you should note that an unvented gas heater will produce combustion products that can be harmful to many plants.


[image: images]

When siting a greenhouse, don’t overlook the obvious—precisely where sunlight falls at the crucial times of year.



Next Year’s Garden


Don’t Keep Your Greenhouse in the Dark

Our crazy granite planet tilts and wobbles while making its orbit, which means the sun shines down on us from different angles through the year. It’s all too easy to place a cold frame or greenhouse in a spot that basks in the sun in June, only to discover long shadows stretching across the same area come late fall. Check to see how sunlight is distributed in the crucial months, from dawn to dusk, and record your findings on a simple sketch of the property.

ROTATE THOSE BEDS!

Just like some gardeners, many vegetables need their distance from family members. This is the latest advice from expert gardeners.

If you are one of those gardeners who tend to habitually plant the same crops in the same places each year, remind yourself that the plant wastes in the soil may harbor family-specific diseases and pests that will lurk over winter to attack a similar crop the following year. And it’s key to think in terms of vegetable families so that you don’t afflict this season’s eggplants, for example, with the problems that troubled last year’s tomatoes. Here’s a roll call of family members.

Cabbage family: Broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, Chinese cabbage, kohlrabi, mustard greens, radish, rutabaga, turnip

Cucumber family: Cucumber, gourd, muskmelon, pumpkin, squash, watermelon

Onion family: Chive, garlic, leek, onion, shallot

Tomato family: Eggplant, husk-tomato, pepper, potato, tomato

Umbelliferous family: Carrot, celery, parsnip

A whole sick ward of diseases can be discouraged by swapping beds. You can spare beans from anthracnose; the cabbage family from fusarium wilt; cucumbers from anthracnose and scurf; lettuce from drop (producing water-soaked spots); sweet potatoes from black rot; and tomatoes from early blight and septoria leaf spot. It’s not enough to simply change addresses. You also should promptly clear out and destroy any diseased plant material. Don’t add it to the compost pile because the temperatures within may not be high enough to deactivate the troublesome organisms.

EASY DOES IT


Skip the Soil for Better Sprouting

If the soil in your garden is clotted with clay or otherwise less than wonderful, direct seeding may give you less-than-wonderful germination rates. Instead of covering seed with garden soil as directed on the packet, sprinkle potting mixture over them. Chances are it will do a better job of holding the moisture necessary for getting the seeds off to a good start.

READY, SET, SOW

Early bird? Johnny-come-lately? It’s easy to put off starting seed until it’s too late—and almost as easy to jump the gun and begin too early. Let’s set the record straight.

When starting seedlings in spring, timing’s the thing. Get them started too soon, and the plants are apt to be spindly or rootbound. If you procrastinate, you may be dealing with a seriously shortened growing season. Here’s a chart to help you determine when to sow seed for a number of common crops.

TEST TIME FOR SEEDS


To determine if there’s much life left in a batch of seeds, you can run your own germination test. Count out a round number of seeds—20, 30, or more, with a greater number helping to ensure a more accurate result. Dampen several layers of paper towel, distribute the seeds over it, then roll up the towel carefully so that the seeds stay in place. Don’t allow them to clump together. Label a plastic bag with the type of seed and tuck the rolled paper into it. Seal the bag and keep it at room temperature. Have a look at the seeds every day, looking for signs of germination. Allow the seeds one week after the first ones have sprouted to give the rest a chance, then calculate the germination percentage. Divide the number of germinated seeds by the total number of seeds in the test, and multiply by 100. You can make use of the sprouted seeds, by the way, if it’s time for them to be planted. Carefully place them in cell packs or out in the garden.

SAFE SETTING-OUT DATE FOR PLANTS

Use this chart to help you determine how early and how late you can plant seeds. Working from your region’s frost-free date, use the chart to figure out how many weeks before and after the frost-free date you can plant and still harvest vegetables during the growing season.

[image: images]

LUNAR WISDOM, OR LUNAR WHIMSY?

For centuries, people have been planting according to the heavens rather than what’s written on a seed packet. Maybe they’re on to something.

Not much clinical research has been done on the traditional practice of planting by phases of the moon, or by the astrological signs determined by the position of the stars. But that doesn’t keep gardeners from being guided by the heavens. The only way to settle the issue is to experiment in your own backyard.

PLANTING BY THE MOON


It may be that the gravitational pull of the moon draws fluids up through plants, much as the moon creates ocean tides. A study by the federal Agricultural Research Service suggested that weeds could be discouraged by tilling at night under a new moon (the phase in which it isn’t visible), but that may be explained simply by the relative darkness at this time of month.

It’s said that aboveground crops will do better if planted during a waxing moon (the illuminated portion of it is increasing); for root crops, the best planting time is during the waning (decreasing) phase. Leafy plants should be planted between the new moon (when it’s dark) and the first quarter (when the right half of the moon is illuminated). When the moon is between the first quarter and the full phase, it’s time to plant crops with seeds borne inside the fruit. Between the full moon and last quarter, concentrate on planting bulbs and root crops. And forget planting between the last quarter and the new moon.


[image: images]

In cultures around the world, the phases of the moon have served as a celestial guide to planting here on Earth.



PLANTING BY THE STARS


So much for the moon. Here are the 12 signs of the zodiac, with the activities that are promoted or discouraged by each.

[image: images]Aries: Favors tilling the soil, and planting garlic and onions.

[image: images]Taurus: A good sign for planting root crops.

[image: images]Gemini: Cultivating and weeding are appropriate activities.

[image: images]Cancer: A fruitful sign, and the best for general planting and transplanting.

[image: images]Leo: Suspend planting and transplanting, and attend to weeds instead.

[image: images]Virgo: A good sign for cultivating and weeding.

[image: images]Libra: Favors planting flowers and crops harvested aboveground.

[image: images]Scorpio: A very good time for planting most crops.

[image: images]Sagittarius: A barren sign.

[image: images]Capricorn: Planting root crops is appropriate.

[image: images]Aquarius: Cultivate and weed the garden under this sign, rather than plant.

[image: images]Pisces: A good time for planting bulbs and fruits in particular.

NAMING THE FULL MOONS


Traditionally, people have lived much of their lives out of doors, and in many cultures each of the year’s full moons has become associated with weather and growing conditions. In parts of the United States, gardeners continue to be guided by the moon; for example, they might wait until May’s Planting Moon to set out tender plants. Here are some of the names that have come down through the years.





	January
	Old Moon



	February
	Snow Moon



	March
	Sap Moon



	April
	Grass Moon



	May
	Planting Moon



	June
	Strawberry Moon



	July
	Hay Moon



	August
	Green Corn Moon



	September
	Harvest Moon



	October
	Hunter’s Moon



	November
	Frosty Moon



	December
	Long Night Moon
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Migrating Zones

The well-documented global warming trend doesn’t only affect icebergs and low-lying islands. Our gardens are heating up, as well, but you might not know that by looking at the USDA’s Plant Hardiness Zone Map, first published in 1960. The American Horticultural Society (AHS) produced a revision of the map reflecting a general warming shift, but the USDA had this version pulled in 2003, citing too little evidence that we were seeing anything more than a temporary change in the weather. On its own, the National Arbor Day Foundation came out with a map based on the AHS’s work, showing that average wintertime temperatures recently have risen by as much as 8°F in parts of the country. But for now, the best advice may be of the unofficial sort, traded back and forth over the backyard fence.

SEED TAPE SIMPLIFIED

Here a dab, there a dab! If you’ve found that making homemade seed tapes was a messy, sticky proposition, try using an icing decorating bag to plop down the paste.

This pleasant off-season gardening project is one that’s suited to doing along with kids. Using an icing decorating bag and a few household materials, you can manufacture your own seed tapes with the varieties (and spacing) of your choosing. Look for decorating bags at craft stores.

What You’ll Need


Yardstick or other straightedge

Newspaper (black-and-white sections only) or newsprint

Wheat flour

Disposable icing decorator bag (or heavy-duty sandwich bag)

Seeds

Plastic food storage bags

1.Using the straightedge as a guide, tear off strips of newspaper about 1½ inches wide.

2.Make a paste of flour and water.

3.Fill the decorating bag or sandwich bag with paste, and cut off the very tip to make a hole. With the yardstick establishing the spacing given on the seed packets, make generous dabs of paste by squeezing the bag. (A decorating bag coupler and a star-shaped decorating tip will make the job even easier.)

4.Place one seed on each dab, tapping so that it will stay put.

5.When the paste has completely dried, gently fold or roll the strip and place it in a plastic bag along with the seed packet for identification.

6.Once it’s time to plant, place the seed tape at the depth recommended on the seed packet.

WHERE THE (CAPILLARY) ACTION IS

Need a time-saver you can depend on? Leave the watering of flats to a do-it-yourself capillary mat.

You can buy all sorts of self-watering trays with which to get seeds off to a good start, or make your own with things you probably have around the house. The heart of the system is a capillary mat that draws water from a reservoir and distributes a moderate supply to flats or individual pots. Begin with a sturdy plastic tray in which to pool water. Add a support to elevate seedlings; a simple solution is to use a scrap piece of Styrofoam insulation and press a nail into the underside of each corner for legs, as shown. For the mat, either a rectangle of quilt batting or an old wool blanket will do; it runs over one edge of the platform and into the water. The flat or pots sit on the mat. To conserve moisture, place lightweight plastic over the tray. To simplify matters, you can buy seed-starting kits with self-watering capillary mats.


[image: images]

A simple home-constructed capillary watering system can provide plants with a steady supply of moisture.



OPEN-POLLINATED OR HYBRID SEED?

Both traditional open-pollinated and hybrid varieties have their advantages.

If you have your choice between open-pollinated or hybrid varieties, what do you do? The answer depends largely on what you’re looking for.

OPEN-POLLINATED


Open-pollinated varieties were once the only way to go. They’ve been selected over the centuries for desirable characteristics—flavor, color, ease of harvest, productivity. They tend to reflect the tastes of people of a region and to do well in that region’s climate. Many thousands of varieties came to be, some of them given names and others are anonymous favorites passed down within a family over the generations. Brandywine tomato and Moon and Stars watermelon are two well-known open-pollinated varieties you can buy today.

HYBRID


Plant the seed of an open-pollinated variety, and you’ll get something that closely resembles the parent. But plant the seed of a hybrid vegetable, and there’s no telling what it will grow into. It won’t “breed true.” That’s because hybrids are bred by intentionally crossing two different parent plants to see what comes up. A promising offspring might be bred with others of its kind, and so on, resulting in a complex family tree. A first-generation hybrid is designated as F1, and a second-generation hybrid as F2, as you’ve probably noticed in seed catalogs.

So why, as a resourceful gardener, would you want to buy plants that make all-but-useless seed? First, you may not be able to find anything else among certain vegetables, either in a catalog or at a local nursery. But hybrids do have advantages worth investigating. They may exhibit what is known as hybrid vigor, meaning that they perform vigorously. They often are resistant to troublesome diseases. And they are apt to perform uniformly, an advantage to commercial growers who might have trouble with a long, gradual harvest.

Next Year’s Garden


Pollination Transportation

If you are saving seed and want next year’s crop to look like this year’s, then the parent plants should be pollinated with pollen from the same variety. That may be a challenge for vegetables that have airborne pollen, such as corn, spinach, and Swiss chard, because those tiny particles can float up to a mile in the wind, meaning that cross-pollination is very possible. Bugs don’t distribute pollen quite so freely as a good breeze, so a general recommendation for insect-pollinated plants, such as broccoli, cucumber, eggplant, and squash, is to ensure at least ¼ mile between varieties. Self-pollinated crops, such as beans, peas, and tomatoes, aren’t as likely to have a problem because the pollen goes straight to the stigma within the flower. Nevertheless, some pollen may reach a neighboring variety unless you take the precaution of planting it on the other side of the garden.

TOMATOES: BUSH OR VINE?

Matchmaking isn’t just for singles! Tomato varieties differ a lot in their growing style, so pick a style that matches your own.

Broadly speaking, tomato varieties grow as either bushes or vines. Determinate varieties mature to a bushy, moderate size and then are genetically programmed to put on the brakes. Indeterminates, on the other hand, love to grow and grow—until they are reined in by frost or disease. Which type should you choose?

[image: images]Determinates reach just 2 to 4 feet. That’s an advantage if you don’t have a lot of space. You may also welcome the freedom of not having to stake these mild-mannered plants, although low cages can help keep them off the ground. Determinates ripen their tomatoes over a shorter period, usually from 2 to 3 weeks, and that’s a boon if you don’t want to be bothered with harvesting over a longer season. Once this period is over, the foliage yellows and production slows dramatically.

[image: images]Indeterminate tomatoes can grow 10 feet or more—unless you do something to restrain them, as you probably will. Most gardeners pinch back the suckers that grow from the fork between branches, so that the plant grows just one, two, or three main stems. This pruning not only keeps plants more manageable but also can increase the size of the tomatoes you harvest by an ounce or two. Indeterminates produce later in the season than determinates, and keep on producing so that you don’t have a glut of tomatoes turning to pulp all over the kitchen and attracting every fruit fly in the neighborhood. Most backyard favorites, by the way, are indeterminate, including both the popular “beefsteak” sort and quirky heirlooms that have been handed down over the years.

Next Year’s Garden


Make Your Own Hybrid

Although creating hybrid varieties is usually left to plant geneticists, there’s no reason you can’t attempt it at home, given good eyesight and considerable patience. And you may want to look at a basic horticulture textbook or Web site for help in identifying plant parts. Here’s how you might begin with tomatoes.

First, identify desirable characteristics in two varieties; one may have good size while the other has an especially interesting color. Remove the anthers from the flower of one plant (this will be the female parent) before it forms pollen and pollinates itself. Use an artist’s paintbrush to collect pollen from the other parent (the male) and transfer it to the stigma of the female flower. Harvest the resulting seeds, plant them, and see what comes up. Chances are very slim that you’ll get great plants, because undesirable characteristics from past generations will crop up. But you can keep at it, picking the best performers in each generation of tomatoes and self-pollinating them. You may arrive at a hybrid that is stable genetically.

FREE TOMATO SEEDS FOR LIFE!

Be a part of the future. Save seeds from tomatoes (and other open-pollinated vegetables) for use next year and to give to fellow gardeners.

If you are growing open-pollinated tomatoes (that is, not hybrids), you can save seed from each year’s crop to sow for the following year. That’s the way varieties have been kept alive down through the centuries, and the system still works—with a little care but not much trouble.

Keep that phrase “open-pollinated” in mind. Pollen blows or is carried from plant to plant—and sometimes from one tomato variety to another. The results can be interesting and even valuable, if this cross produces an exceptional tomato. But if you want the seeds to preserve the qualities of a given variety, then allow some distance between plants in the garden. Just how much distance is needed to isolate one variety from others is a matter of debate, but 5 feet in all directions ordinarily should do it.

1.When collecting seed, choose good-looking and fully ripe tomatoes from healthy plants.

2.Scoop out the seeds from the tomatoes.

3.Ferment the seeds. This can be a disagreeable task, but it helps to both kill plant diseases and also inactivate a naturally occurring compound that keeps seeds from germinating prematurely in the fruit. Place the juicy contents of the tomatoes in a disposable container and set it aside for a few days.

4.When the tomato innards have begun to bubble, dump them in a bucket and hit them with a stream of water from a faucet or hose to help free the seeds.

5.Collect the seeds and place them on a couple layers of paper towel to dry.

6.Store dry seeds in plastic sandwich bags or the container of your choice, using an indelible marker to label the variety and year collected.

Next Year’s Garden


Healthy Tomatoes from Healthy Seed

The bacterial diseases that tend to plague tomato plants may get their start early, by hitching a ride on seed. If you’ve been having trouble getting your plants through the season in good shape, try disinfecting the seed. Mix 1 part household bleach to 4 parts water, and stir in a few drops of dishwashing liquid. Add the seed and stir for 1 minute. Then rinse the seed thoroughly by placing it in a sieve and running water through it for 5 minutes. Spread the seed over a few thicknesses of paper towel and allow it to dry.

SEED-SAVING SPECIFICS

Seeds are programmed to bide their time until conditions are favorable. So, when saving seed, it’s good to know what it will take to keep the seeds resting quietly until you start them.

When collecting seeds from the following vegetables, think in terms of survival of the fittest and look for plants that have been the best performers that season. And once you identify these plants, collect seeds that seem plump and healthy (although peas, to name one exception, will appear somewhat shrunken). Allow damp seeds to dry thoroughly before storage by placing them on several thicknesses of paper towel, out of direct sunlight.

Beans. Allow the pods to remain dry on the plant until they rattle when jostled. This typically takes 6 weeks after picking beans for fresh use in the kitchen. Harvest the pods and remove the seeds.

Eggplant. Leave the eggplants on the vine until they have reached full size and are beginning to turn brown and shriveled. Halve the eggplants, scoop out the insides, and rinse away the pulp.

Cucumbers. It’s best to grow just one variety of cucumber in a garden patch if you plan on saving seed, because of cross pollination. Leave the cukes on the vine until they turn yellow. Cut them in half and spoon out the seeds. To rinse off the slimy coating, place the seeds in a sieve under running water and rub them against the mesh. Dry the seeds on paper towels.

Lettuce. After flowering, seedheads should stand for 2 to 3 weeks before you gather seed. To dry the seed, cut off the tops of the plants and place them upside down in a paper bag left open for air circulation. Shake off the dried seed.

Peppers. Choose a pepper that has reached its mature color. Scoop out the seeds, and remove any pulp attached to them before drying on paper towels.

Summer squash. The seeds should be ready when the rinds of the squash harden on the plant. Cut the squash open and scrape out the seeds. Rinse the seeds to remove the pulp and then allow them to dry on paper towels.

ADVICE OVER [image: images] FENCE


Saving the Seeds of Biennials

Biennials add a wrinkle to seed saving: they require two seasons to mature and produce seed. Among vegetables, the biennials include beets, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, carrots, cauliflower, celery, kale, leeks, onions, parsley, parsnips, rutabaga, salsify, Swiss chard, and turnips. Biennial flowers include Canterbury bells (Campanula medium), delphinium (Delphinium ajacis), forget-me-not (Myosotis sylvatica), foxglove (Digitalis purpurea), hollyhock (Alcea rosea), sweet William (Dianthus barbatus), and verbena (Verbena bonariensis). When sowing and growing biennials, it helps to keep in mind the old saying, “Patience prospers.”

BROADCASTING SYSTEMS

Forget all those spacing rules you’ve heard. Try sowing thickly so that plants form their own weed-squelching, moisture-conserving mulch.

Seed packets usually tell you to allow generous amounts of space between plants, and not without reason. You can get better performance from a plant that isn’t crowded cheek by jowl with its neighbors. But until plants reach a mature size, there is unused real estate between rows—prime territory

THE BENEFITS OF BROADCASTING



PRECISION SOWING








AUTOMATIC SOWING
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SOWING ISN’T JUST FOR SPRINGTIME



A SEED GROWS IN SUMMER




















MIDSUMMER LETTUCE?
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SCARIFYING AND STRATIFYING





A SANCTUARY FOR SEED
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Kale x [ x| x [ x [ x x[x

Kohirabi x x| x [ x[x x[x

Leek x [ x [ x [ x x[x

Lettuce x[x x[x|x

okra x| x

Onion, bulb x [ x x| x [ x| x x[x

Parsley x [ ox [ ] [ [ x x [ox | [ [ x
Parsnip. x[x|x|x x[x|x|x
Peas x [ x| x|x x| x| x

Pepper x| x

Potato x[x|x

Pumpkin x

Radish x| x| x

Spinach x[x[x|x

Swiss chard x[x

Tomato x| x

Turnip x|x[x|x x|x[x|x
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