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—Thomas R. LeRoy
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introduction.: history of the kitchen garden

A kitchen garden is a constant reminder to celebrate the changing seasons—it is close by, brimming with vegetables, herbs, flowers, and even fruit trees. It’s our link with nature and a source for fresh produce ready for the table in its time. The French call it a potager—usually constructed in formal fashion but with an informal mix of vegetables, herbs, and flowers. Typically berries were encouraged around the fringes of the potager; even a dwarf peach or plum wasn’t out of place. It’s a theme that has persisted for centuries in Europe, and with our current compact and carefully planned landscapes, it’s a concept that has merit for anyone wanting more than azaleas and meatball-shaped evergreens.

The kitchen garden was a lot more commonplace in the rural South than most of our current urban generation might imagine. It wasn’t referred to as a potager or even a kitchen garden—it was just “the garden.” At times it meant the difference between being well fed and going to bed hungry. Our parents’ generation was a lot closer to the farm, and they often remark that “even during the Depression folks on the farm weren’t hungry.” They make this statement mostly because these families had big kitchen gardens, orchards, hogs, cows, and chickens. The store shelves might have been a little bare, and the gas to drive into town may have been scarce; but if you had enough strength after a hard day’s work, you could harvest from the garden and maybe throw a chicken in the pot to prepare a hearty supper.
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ONE

getting started

Your personal potager can be as simple as a 4 × 6 foot box made with scrap 2 × 8s or as elaborate as a series of geometric beds constructed with a rock border. Although it is not absolutely necessary to raise the beds, even sixteenth-century artwork showed garden beds raised above the surrounding soil level. In most areas of the South, good drainage is often lacking, so the raised bed concept just makes sense.

Location and soil preparation are the keys to success when it comes to any gardening effort. Most vegetables, herbs, flowers, and fruits will do best growing in full sun—6 to 8 hours minimum. There are exceptions—leafy vegetables and root crops will tolerate more shade, mints grow well in the shade, many flowers will thrive in shade, but not many fruit crops will produce in the shade. Citrus species are a possible exception as they often do well in partial shade.

Soil preparation is the area where most gardens either fail or thrive. The more good organic matter you can find, the better. Organic matter comes in many forms, and most of it is good, but the way you use the various forms is critical. Compost is the ideal product—it can be mixed with the soil and will add nutrients and a living population of beneficial organisms. If you have enough, you could even use it as mulch. This is wasteful use of “black gold” for most of us, though. We use our valuable compost as a soil amendment, and less decomposed products like bark mulch or grass clippings go into the garden as mulch on top of the soil. Here they serve to retain moisture, reduce soil heat, and keep down the weeds. If these high-carbon products were mixed with the soil, the micro-organisms would tear into them as a food source and in the process tie up nitrogen and other nutrients that our garden plants need to grow. Since the micro-organisms have a higher affinity for these nutrients, our plants will be yellow and stunted. Chances are you couldn’t add enough fertilizer to the soil at one time to compensate for this tie-up without burning the plants. If you do get into a situation like this, it is best to foliar feed once or twice a week to keep your garden plants growing actively without burning them.
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Late spring kitchen garden with onions, kale, brussels, sprouts and edible podded peas.

What about using chemical fertilizers? Obviously most foliar fertilizers are soluble chemical fertilizers, though I suppose you could use a watering can or a pump-up sprayer with fish emulsion or liquid seaweed to supply foliar nutrients. The ionic form in which nutrients enter the plants’ root cells is the same regardless of the origin—chemical or organic. So, it makes sense for most gardeners to judiciously use some chemical fertilizer to ensure good growth and production. Where most beginning gardeners get into trouble is dumping a handful of 12-24-12 into the planting hole with a tender tomato plant only to watch it wither and die. Fertilizers are salts, so they have to be used according to directions, or you’ll be singing the “Harsh Chemical Fertilizer” blues with the rest of the gardeners who got a little too generous with the fertilizer.

You can also be firmly under the “organic banner” without feeling deficient or needing to apologize for your philosophy—actually most folks brag about their organic posture. Organic techniques aren’t necessarily easier because you don’t spray or use harsh fertilizers. In reality, you will spray more often with less toxic materials, and you will haul heavier, lower-nutrient-content organic fertilizers into the garden. This isn’t all bad. Exercise is good, and organic fertilizers contain a lot more than just nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium (NPK). They have micronutrients and growth factors we’re only beginning to understand. If you embrace the commonsense approach, then you constantly are searching for more organic matter, you use a judicious amount of chemical fertilizer, and you spray only when necessary, using the least toxic, most effective pesticides. In horticultural circles this is referred to as integrated pest management. You’ll find soil preparation and managing fertility covered more thoroughly in a later chapter.


Organic Gardening

My good buddy, the late George Stewart, used to claim, “I’m an organic gardener until I see the first bug.” In George’s defense, he meant that he used tons of organic matter in the garden and held off spraying as long as he could, but he wasn’t about to do all that work and not have gorgeous vegetables to give to his friends.



SPRING PLANTING TIMES
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• • • • = Transplants only

FALL PLANTING TIMES
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• • • • = Transplants only

FREEZE DATES
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CONTAINER GARDENING

The raised beds recommended earlier are really little more than large containers, but let’s take it down to a more traditional level: the pot, the barrel, and the basket. Besides being generally much smaller compared with raised beds, they are also portable—handy when you have to move plants in before a hard freeze. They benefit from a loose organic soil mix just like the raised beds, but they dry out quickly, and fertilizer elements leach out rapidly, too. These containers are mostly for vegetables, herbs, and flowers, but some fruits—especially citrus—work well in large pots or barrels.

In most cases, the larger the container, the better. A 15- to 25-gallon pot is a much better size for a tomato plant than a 5-gallon pot. Tomatoes are especially sensitive to uneven moisture: with too much water, because the soil lacks oxygen in this condition, roots aren’t able to take up enough water (this usually isn’t a problem in containers); with too little water (a more likely problem with containers), you get the same water stress results. Most plants will do fine while they are small, but once they have set fruit, the water demand skyrockets. A large plant may need to be watered two to three times per day, or blossom end rot may develop in the fruit. Also be sure to water thoroughly so that water runs through the drain holes each time. What if you have to go to work and can’t be home to water two or three times a day? A drip or microsprinkler watering system set up with a time clock is the best answer. Set the system to come on early in the morning and around noon. When you get home from work, you can water more if necessary.

Need a few fresh herbs close to the kitchen door, but you’re not quite ready for a full-blown kitchen garden? Herbs flourish in a hanging basket. Buy a big one—18 to 24 inches in diameter—and fill it with a commercial potting soil. The wire ones with coconut fiber liners look super planted with herbs like thyme, oregano, sweet marjoram, and rosemary to drape over the basket. For a center accent plant, use a clump of chives or a scented geranium.

Nutrients can rapidly leach out of a container’s loose soil mix. You can use slow-release fertilizer tablets or encapsulated fertilizer to slow the loss of nutrients, or you can use lots of organic fertilizer that isn’t as soluble and more slowly available. Of course, you can also fertilize more often to ensure that adequate nutrients are available. One of the handiest new tools available to the home gardener is the hose-on fertilizer sprayer. You simply hook this device up to your hose, partially fill the container with fertilizer, and turn on the water. It sounds like you would be overdosing the plants with fertilizer salts, but this device proportions fertilizer into the water stream from the saturated solution at the top of the container (after it fills with water). Eventually all of the fertilizer dissolves, and you will need to add more, but there’s little danger of burning your plants with too much fertilizer. Fortunately, most soluble home garden fertilizers include a green or blue dye so that you know when the solution is becoming dilute.

Once you have selected the proper container size and have made sure it has enough drain holes to provide adequate drainage, it’s important to fill those containers with a good, loose potting mix. Numerous commercial soil mixes are available, or you can mix your own depending on your preference. Try to avoid using excessive amounts of garden soil because these native soils (especially clays) tend to pack up and become hard as a brick over time. If your soil mix is too light, the containers may be unstable. In this case, consider adding sharp sand, fired clay, or haydite to provide additional weight to your soil mix. You can also place a couple of bricks in the bottom of the container to provide additional weight.

Many vegetable, flower, and herb varieties and a few fruits have been especially developed for container gardening. They are generally smaller and more compact, making them better adapted to the confined space of a container. Many urban landscapes are too small or have too much shade for a traditional raised bed kitchen garden. This has resulted in an increased interest in the container garden. Properly planned, a container garden can add real interest and aesthetic beauty to a sunny patio or deck.

Plants in containers aren’t necessarily less susceptible to pests. If you use a good potting soil, weeds should be minimal, and soil-borne pests like nematodes and root rot are unlikely problems. The bugs and aboveground diseases, however, will still find your plants. Just be vigilant, and most of these pests can be controlled with low-toxicity organic or biological sprays—especially if you catch them early.

Where do you find a good potting soil? Quality, name brand, bagged soil is great. It usually has been sterilized to eliminate soil pests, and some starter nutrients have been added to make sure your plants aren’t stunted from the get-go. However, the honeymoon will be over soon if you don’t continually supply the containers with more nutrients. The main drawback to commercial potting soil is the cost. Fill a dozen 30-gallon pots with this stuff, and your garden budget soars. You could buy a garden soil mix by the cubic yard from the local dirt yard, but it usually isn’t sterilized, so pests may be more of a concern. Straight compost isn’t a bad choice, but this stuff is precious, too. If you can buy good compost by the truckload, then use it in the garden and try filling some pots with it, too. It won’t be sterilized, but the good micro-organisms should dominate and ensure a bountiful crop. Good compost has a rich, earthy odor, and the raw materials that went into its manufacture are mostly broken down. Beware of partially decomposed wood chips. They may be dark and rich looking, but if the product is dry and looks like shredded fiber, then it’s fine for mulch; but if you try to grow in it or mix it with the soil, it will tie up nitrogen for a long time.


Gardening through a Child’s Eye

Most of us developed our interest in gardening at a very early age. It may have been from a summer spent with our grandmother or grandfather working in their garden. You may have had a mother or father who loved gardening and made sure you helped out with the planting, weeding, and harvesting. You may have even had a neighbor (which happens to be where I think I found my love for gardening) who spent a little extra time showing you the way to plant and care for a garden.

Wherever you learned the joy of gardening, I suspect there was an adult who helped lead the way. It’s important that all of us share our knowledge and experiences in the garden with young people. They may complain about the work or having to come outside away from the television or video game, but the experience could result in developing a lifelong hobby with so many benefits that it’s hard to place a value on it. Grab the kids or grandkids and haul them out to the garden, kicking and screaming if you must, and show them the wonder and joy of gardening.



Plants in a container often need some type of support. It’s no fun to grow a beautiful tomato plant loaded down with fruit and have it blow over in the wind before you can whip up the first salad or BLT (bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich—one of the top 10 reasons for gardening). You can support plants with wire tomato cages, wooden trellises staked into the pot, wrought iron plant supports, or whatever your budget and imagination can summon up. Of course, lettuce and other small plants will get by just fine on their own.

Will containers solve all of your garden woes? Probably not, but they do get you in the game quickly with a minimum of heavy labor, and they reduce the pests you will have to contend with. Containers may be your sole venue for gardening, or they can serve as accent plantings in a more traditional kitchen garden.


[image: Images]

TWO

vegetables

WARM SEASON VEGETABLES

Since the kitchen garden is typically smaller than the old-fashioned truck garden, we’re mostly interested in the production of quality vegetables that we really like. Chances are you will find that even with six to eight raised beds you will have plenty to eat fresh, freeze, can, and give to friends. And if you’re tempted to try new varieties, it is easy to overproduce a vegetable you like but that you can only eat so much of. Squash, green beans, eggplants, peppers (especially the hot kind), and tomatoes are all likely candidates for this fate. Eventually the neighbors will lock their doors when they see you coming down the street with bags in hand. Actually, it’s kind of fun to give produce to unsuspecting recipients—take some to the doctor, the optometrist, and the dentist. Don’t forget the post office, other delivery services, restaurants—they’re all fair game because the alternative is the compost pile. Most folks will at least take them off your hands and they often rave about the freshness and quality. They rarely discount your bill—make that never discount your bill—but that’s OK. You’ve just indoctrinated someone as to how much better “fresh from the garden vegetables” are compared with the store-bought kind.

Many of our warm season vegetables are started early in a greenhouse or cold frame to be transplanted into the garden after spring frosts have passed. Most of us settle for the plants offered at the local nursery, but if you decide to grow your own, be sure to check out the chapter on propagation. At the nursery, plants do sometimes get mixed up; and by the time you realize you have the wrong variety, the season is virtually over, and it is too late to replant.

Warm Season Garden Plans

Seeds and plants for the warm season garden typically go in during March and April. With a bit of luck, you can replant a number of these vegetables again in midsummer for a fall harvest before the first freeze. An ideal plan would include all of the vegetables, herbs, flowers, and fruits that your family loves but that are hard to purchase at the local grocery store. Good candidates include bush beans (especially gourmet varieties like haricot verts and yellow wax beans), cucumbers (grow the burpless or Mediterranean varieties on a trellis), summer squash (think yellow crookneck drizzled with butter and sprinkled with salt and pepper), eggplant (you only need one plant—make it one of the long, skinny, and really tender Asian varieties), peppers (two hybrid bells and one jalapeno [for Willie’s Salsa; see recipe]), and lots of tomatoes (three or four medium-sized slicers and two sweet cherry types). What would summer be without fresh basil? Even if you’re addicted to pesto, you can only use so much basil. Also include Mexican marigold mint, oregano, and rosemary.

Flowers are not only beautiful; they can attract beneficial insects and butterflies. Zinnias are a must—cosmos, marigolds
































































	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






































COOL SEASON VEGETABLES











Cool Season Garden Plans

























































































Cool Season Gourmet Vegetables





VEGETABLE VARIETIES FOR THE SOUTHERN KITCHEN GARDEN










	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




ETHNIC SPECIALTY GARDENS
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