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					September 12: Annina eggplant

				
			
			The summer I began this book, I visited gardens and farms in the Berkshires, where I live, and in East Tennessee, where I come from. My purpose was to discuss with wise growers the question presently at hand. What to plant if you’re a new gardener? Where to start if you’re someone who appreciates vegetables, cooks seasonally, and follows the rhythms of a farmers’ market, and now would like to try growing a few things at home? Our conversations turned up much prudent advice, which is layered into the pages ahead. One key theme recurred: “Start small.”

			In setting out to make a garden, resist the temptation to overdo. A small vegetable patch builds confidence and culminates in the desire to try again. Overambition is fatal to second gardens. Consider your plans, then scale back. A garden will take twice as much time and half as much space as you think. Account for the work involved. Here’s a formula:

			garden size ÷ work hours = pleasure

			The ideal garden—whether it’s your first or your twentieth—spreads light effort over narrow ground, leaving you the energy and spirit to enjoy being among your plants. The fragrance of tomato leaves, the bouquet beauty of Swiss chard, the reach of a pea tendril as it stretches toward the trellis with a toddler’s confidence. Those are the pleasures of a garden. Allow yourself the serenity to enjoy them. Grant yourself permission to plant less than you could.

			The impulse to create a first garden might be satisfied by a few terra-cotta pots or a single four-by-eight-foot raised bed. At most, stake out a modest piece of yard. A ten-foot-square garden won’t let you grow everything, but it will let you grow a lot, certainly enough to improve many meals.

			Elizabeth Keen of Indian Line Farm crystallized a new and useful perspective for me. Do not plant a garden based on space, she advised. The limiting factor in every gardener’s life is time, so create a garden that respects your most precious commodity. “How many hours do you have to dedicate to your garden?” she said as we sat on upturned buckets beneath a shade tree. “Putting a few plants in the ground is the easy part.”

			For a sense of scale: A container garden of four or five pots will take an hour or two to put together and maybe ten minutes a day to keep going. A raised bed of 4 feet by 8 feet or a 10 × 10-foot garden plot can be installed in a day and tended in 20 to 40 minutes daily. A larger in-ground garden of 400 square feet will produce a substantial and varied harvest for a family throughout the growing season, with surplus for the freezer or root cellar, but it will soak up entire weekends and require an hour or more of daily tending and watering. Beyond 1,000 square feet lies the demands of self-sufficiency, a topic for another book.

			If in doubt, make it smaller, and still it will be large enough to contain the great question—what to grow.

			

			

			I called my friend Samin Nosrat one day in May and caught her outside among the fava beans. We gossiped: about the weather (her foggy Bay Area summer would ripen cherry tomatoes but not big heirlooms), our favorite matinee-idol pole beans and how to stake them, what to do with a single spear of asparagus, and the status of our respective compost piles. As a source of pride and worry, compost ranks somewhere between sourdough starter and children, placing it near pets in the upper-middle ranks of a gardener’s affection.

			Samin’s garden, her first, brought home ideas she already knew in a general way, having learned them early in her career as a chef: a vegetable’s taste comes from the soil, and good soil grows good vegetables. Now a new idea captivated her.

			“You can grow what you like to eat!” she said.

			The insight was sharp and true. A garden becomes a self-portrait. More broadly, it also represents a culture. It both reflects a cuisine, which I would define as the full expression of a culture’s culinary imagination within the limits of its climate, and makes that cuisine possible.

			In my garden, growing what I like to eat means growing to suit my style of cooking—or, rather, the styles of cooking I like. Because a garden is not defined by place (other than the natural limits of climate), you can plant an Italian garden in Idaho, a Thai garden in Maine, or a French garden in Kentucky. My approach is to catalogue a cuisine’s garden flavors—its signature herbs, chiles, alliums, and vegetables. For example, to cook Italian food—or let’s say “Italianate,” to avoid the fraught question of authenticity—I’ll need basil, oregano, rosemary, fennel seed, garlic, and dried chile flakes. For vegetables, I’d select broccoli rabe, zucchini, fennel bulb, and paste tomatoes. And I’d want arugula and radicchio for salad greens. That’s a good-sized garden and well suited to someone inspired by Italian cooking.

			Another example: for Mexican (Mexican-ish) cooking, I’d plant cilantro, jalapeños, white onions, and tomatoes for salsas, with vegetables such as grey zucchini (calabacitas), corn, and tomatillos. (Purslane, in New England regarded as a weed, is in Mexico the esteemed vegetable verdolagas.) See Growing Cuisine (this page) for further examples.

			What’s thrilling about the American garden is how, from the start, it has been eclectic, expansive, cosmopolitan. Indigenous farmers had established corn, beans, and squash as staple crops two hundred generations or more before Columbus. Enslaved Africans brought seeds for okra, rice, and watermelon across the terrible Middle Passage. Tomatoes and potatoes came north from Mexico and South America. Colonial gardeners planted them all alongside Old World cabbage, lettuce, onions, and herbs.

			The American garden has never stopped expanding. Cilantro and chiles are as commonplace today as garlic and broccoli, which in earlier times were also considered suspiciously “foreign” before they became garden essentials. Food moves with people. Gardens travel. Planting a garden even can be a tribute to those who came before us—a cultural legacy.

			For example:

			The Three Sisters: First grown together perhaps five thousand years ago in Mesoamerica, the milpa system of interplanted corn, beans, and squash—known in North America as the Three Sisters—represents one of civilization’s greatest agricultural inventions. The trio of crops supplies complete human nutrition and also cooperates in the garden. Heavy-cropping corn supports climbing beans. Big-leafed squash shades the ground, conserving moisture. Beans restore soil fertility by drawing nitrogen from the air and “fixing” it in the soil. The milpa system is sustainable, resilient, and enduring.

			A Pre-Columbian Garden: Crops that originated in the Americas today supply approximately 60 percent of global food consumption. In addition to corn, beans, and squash, the New World produced tomatoes, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and chiles, which spread as far as China within a century of the Columbian Exchange, or the transfer of species between the two hemispheres. Other pre-Columbian crops include peanuts, amaranth, the Andean tubers oca and olluca, quinoa, Jerusalem artichokes, and sunflowers. The indigenous herb epazote flavors beans and supposedly makes them less windy.

			An African Diaspora Garden: Enslaved Africans and African Americans made incalculable improvements to American agriculture and cuisine. African crops spread with diaspora gardens: okra, cowpeas/black-eyed peas, benne/sesame seeds, eggplant, West Indian gherkins, watermelon, African rice (the source of Carolina Gold), and millet. African Americans expanded the range and uses of cymling (pattypan summer squash), collards, peanuts, tomatoes, and sweet potatoes.

			A Thanksgiving Garden: Plant in spring, serve on the fourth Thursday in November: winter squash and pumpkins, Brussels sprouts, chard, kale, turnips, sweet potatoes, and sage.

			A Forager’s Garden: Every garden is blessed with vegetables the gardener didn’t plant—weeds. The most flavorful include lamb’s-quarter (Chenopodium alba), purslane, dandelion, garden cress, and nettles.

			In a similar spirit, you can also plan a backyard garden to serve a specific use, such as:

			Kids’ Gardens: A literal kindergarten, or children’s garden, might focus on radishes, green peas, cucumbers, and zucchini—jump-up vegetables for impatient young growers. A potted cherry tomato and a windowsill basil plant yield spaghetti sauce. A tiny taco garden needs only cherry tomato, chile, scallions, and cilantro for simplified pico de gallo.

			Other Special-Use Gardens: A preserver’s garden would feature Kirby cucumbers for pickling, paste tomatoes, cabbage for sauerkraut, and dill, the essential pickling herb. To make fall kimchi, plant napa cabbage and daikon, along with garlic, chives, scallions, chiles, and even ginger.

			For freezing summer produce, peas, green beans, corn, okra, chard, and kale are best. Crops for long winter storage include potatoes, winter squash/pumpkins, onions, garlic, and shallots. Herbs for drying include thyme, savory, rosemary, sage, marjoram, and oregano. Dried chiles keep their heat and flavor for a full year.
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					August 5: Gold Rush wax bean, Velour filet bean, and Blue Lake 274 snap bean with marjoram

				
			
			Growing Cuisine

			A cuisine contains cultural wisdom. It is a body of knowledge bound by place and time that reflects how a group of people come together to grow, prepare, and share food within larger social, political, and spiritual contexts. Individual recipes and even signature flavor pairings are cultural artifacts to acknowledge and honor.

			And yet a cuisine is not a museum, either. Cuisines evolve. My own way of cooking has changed dramatically over the years as I’ve eaten more broadly, traveled farther from home, and learned from talented cooks and gardeners along the way.

			A garden reflects all of that: it is a self-portrait that draws from the world.

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Cuisine

						
							
							Signature Flavors

						
							
							Signature Vegetables

						
							
							Additional vegetables

						
					

					
							
							Chinese

						
							
							Ginger, scallions, garlic, garlic chives, chiles

						
							
							Bok choi, napa cabbage, daikon, Chinese eggplant, snow peas, leaf celery

						
							
							Gai lan (Chinese broccoli)

							Sweet potato leaves

							Celtuce

						
					

					
							
							French

						
							
							Chervil, chives, tarragon, parsley, savory, shallots, thyme

						
							
							Celeriac, leeks, mâche, lettuces, sorrel

						
							
							Fingerling potatoes, such as La Ratte

							Très Fine Maraîchère frisée

							Tonda di Parigi carrots

							French Breakfast radish

						
					

					
							
							Italian

						
							
							Basil, fennel, oregano, parsley, rosemary, garlic, cayenne chiles (for drying)

						
							
							Arugula, broccoli rabe, eggplant, garlic, radicchio, tomatoes, zucchini

						
							
							Nero di Toscana kale

							San Marzano tomatoes

							Costata Romanesca zucchini

							Jimmy Nardello peppers

							Rosa Bianca eggplant

						
					

					
							
							Mexican

						
							
							Chiles, cilantro, garlic, onions (white), oregano

						
							
							Calabacita, corn, tomatillos, tomatoes

						
							
							Epazote

							Mexican oregano (Lippia graveolens)

							Chayote

						
					

					
							
							Southern

						
							
							Dill, sweet onions, thyme, scallions

						
							
							Cabbage, beans, cucumbers, collards, corn, okra, tomatoes

						
							
							Greasy-type pole beans

							Seven Top turnip greens

							Southern Giant Curled mustard greens

							Cushaw

						
					

				
			

			Plant Your Recipes

			It’s easy to focus too narrowly on planting vegetables as if making a shopping list—broccoli, zucchini, kale, potatoes—somewhat in the same way you look up a recipe by its main ingredient or search online with a keyword: What to do with kohlrabi? The gardener-cook pursues a different strategy. You don’t just plant the vegetable. You plant the recipe.

			As you go about choosing favorite vegetables to grow, think as well about the secondary elements that complement them in cooking, the building blocks of texture and color, as well as the herbs, alliums, and counterpoint flavors, such as bitterness and spiciness, that make a dish sing. When you plant recipes in this way, you grow flavor and gather in meals.

			For example, one of my standby summer recipes for groups of any size is blanched yellow wax beans tossed in a vinaigrette with herbs. Newly pulled shallots and blooming marjoram make the dish, so I plant them both, and to take things one step further, I might plant more beans of different colors. Pretty is an ingredient, too. (See the picture on this page.)

			A more layered example is salad. Why not grow several types of lettuce, combining old friends—Little Gem and oakleaf—with an attractive stranger, such as Speckled Trout romaine? Arugula and other minor greens round out the ensemble. An afterthought of edible blossoms—borage, nasturtium—interrupts the chlorophyll monopoly. Sliced scallions add neat circularity to lettuce’s free-form billows. Crisp radish and snapping cucumber add contrast. Tie the bowl together with ribbons of shaved carrot.

			By the inverse logic, the recipe for ratatouille makes perfect sense when you stand in an August garden surrounded by tomatoes, zucchini, eggplant, and peppers, all of which plead for stewing with new onions and garlic. I believe the symmetries between the garden and the kitchen are cultural artifacts, not chance occurrences. At some point in the past, a gardener and a cook must have found common purpose—one sowed, the other cooked, both were happy with the outcome. They repeated the experiment the following year. They kept it up, and others followed suit until their great-great-great grandchildren called it ratatouille. Over time, a body of recipes coheres into a cuisine.

			Family Names, Latin Names, Common Names

			Gardeners and farmers almost always prefer a vegetable’s common name to formal botanical nomenclature. Silver Queen is corn, not Zea mays. That said, gardeners (and cooks) automatically sort vegetables into botanical families for convenience. We talk unselfconsciously about brassicas, alliums, legumes, and nightshades. So it’s worth taking a detour here to consider scientific naming conventions and what they reveal about plant kinship. Understanding the garden as a gathering of families with shared tendencies rather than an anarchic gang of individuals simplifies our work.

			A vegetable’s scientific name, usually written in italics, comes in two parts, a binomial. The capitalized first word is the generic epithet, from genus, the narrowest taxonomic category to group closely related species. By rough analogy, the generic epithet is akin to a person’s surname; it indicates kinship. The binomial’s second word, or specific epithet, indicates individuality akin to a person’s given name. The combination of the two is unique. Cabbage is Brassica oleracea, so no other species will ever be assigned that name. The binomial is often called the Latin name, but inaccurately, inasmuch as Greek and many other languages have been raided since eighteenth-century Swedish botanist Karl Linnaeus codified the naming convention, a permanent legacy of the Enlightenment’s grand project to describe and catalogue the world. In writing, the generic epithet is abbreviated on second mention, hence B. oleracea.

			Confusingly, some species take on multiple forms in the garden. Cabbage and broccoli, despite their different appearance, are both B. oleracea. To distinguish between them as subspecies, each is given a varietal epithet. Cabbage is of the variety capitata, a Latin reference to its headlike shape, written as B. oleracea var. capitata. Another common vegetable species, Beta vulgaris, gives us both chard and beets. What’s more, both forms belong to a single subspecies, B. vulgaris vulgaris. At this point, botanists make a still-narrower distinction between cultivar groups within the same subspecies, but that’s splitting the hairs pretty fine.

			To move back up the taxonomic ladder, multiple species can belong to a single genus and multiple genera can belong to a botanical family, which is an allied group of species with notable genetic similarities. Tomato shares the genus Solanum with eggplants and potatoes, while the chiles and peppers sort into Capsicum, but all are Solanaceae, commonly called nightshades.

			Latin names are universally understood among botanists, whatever their native tongues, because each binomial is unique and each species receives but a single binomial. Common names swarm like gnats. One ubiquitous self-sown garden visitor, Chenopodium album, is commonly called goosefoot, lamb’s-quarter, fat-hen, and pigweed. The poetry of vernacular speech misses an important fact: The weed is related to spinach, another Chenopodium, and equally delicious to eat.

			See the chart starting on the following page for a breakdown of the main crop families.

			Vegetables by Family

			Botanical Name: Apiaceae or Umbelliferae

			Also Known As: Umbellifers

			Common Family Name: Carrot Family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Carrots

						
							
							Daucus carota

						
					

					
							
							Celery

						
							
							Apium graveolens

						
					

					
							
							Fennel

						
							
							Foeniculum vulgare

						
					

					
							
							Parsnips

						
							
							Pastinaca sativa

						
					

					
							
							Chervil

						
							
							Anthriscus cerefolium

						
					

					
							
							Cilantro

						
							
							Coriandrum sativum

						
					

					
							
							Dill

						
							
							Anethum graveolens

						
					

					
							
							Parsley

						
							
							Petroselinum crispum

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Amaranthaceae (subfamily Chenopodioideae)

			Also Known As: Umbellifers

			Common Family Name: Amaranth family (Goosefoot family)

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Spinach

						
							
							Spinacia oleracea

						
					

					
							
							Chard

						
							
							Beta vulgaris

						
					

					
							
							Beets

						
							
							Beta vulgaris

						
					

					
							
							Amaranth

						
							
							Amaranthus spp

						
					

					
							
							Lamb’s quarters

						
							
							Chenopodium album

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Compositae or Asteraceae

			Also Known As: Composites

			Common Family Name: Sunflower Family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Jerusalem artichokes

						
							
							Helianthus tuberosus

						
					

					
							
							Artichokes

						
							
							Cynara cardunculus var scolymus

						
					

					
							
							Cardoons

						
							
							Cynara cardunculus

						
					

					
							
							Lettuce

						
							
							Lactuca sativa

						
					

					
							
							Endive, frisée

						
							
							Cichorium endivia

						
					

					
							
							Radicchio

						
							
							Cichorium intybus var foliosum

						
					

					
							
							Salsify

						
							
							Tragopogon porrifolius

						
					

					
							
							Tarragon

						
							
							Artemisia dracunculus

						
					

					
							
							Witloof (Belgian endive)

						
							
							Cichorium intybus

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Convolvulaceae

			Also Known As: Composites

			Common Family Name: Morning glory family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Sweet Potato

						
							
							Ipomoea batatas

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Brassicaceae (formerly Cruciferae)

			Also Known As: Brassicas, crucifers

			Common Family Name: Cabbage family, mustard family, cole crops

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Cabbage

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Collards

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Kale

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Broccoli

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Cauliflower

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Brussels sprouts

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

					
							
							Kohlrabi

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Brassicaceae (formerly Cruciferae)

			Also Known As: Brassicas, crucifers

			Common Family Name: Asian greens

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Napa cabbage

						
							
							Brassica rapa pekinensis

						
					

					
							
							Bok choy

						
							
							Brassica oleraceae

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Brassicaceae (formerly Cruciferae)

			Also Known As: Brassicas, crucifers

			Common Family Name: Spicy greens

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Mustard greens

						
							
							Brassica juncea

						
					

					
							
							Arugula

						
							
							Eruca sativa

						
					

					
							
							Radish

						
							
							Raphanus sativus

						
					

					
							
							Watercress

						
							
							Nasturtium officinale

						
					

					
							
							Wild arugula

						
							
							Diplotaxis tenuifolia

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Brassicaceae (formerly Cruciferae)

			Also Known As: Brassicas, crucifers

			Common Family Name: Turnips

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Turnip

						
							
							Brassica rapa

						
					

					
							
							Rutabaga

						
							
							Brassica napus

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Cucuritaceae

			Also Known As: Cucurbits

			Common Family Name: Cucumber family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Cucumber

						
							
							Cucumis sativus

						
					

					
							
							Gourd

						
							
							Lagenaria siceraria

						
					

					
							
							Gourd

						
							
							Lagenaria siceraria

						
					

					
							
							Melon

						
							
							Cucumis melo

						
					

					
							
							Squash—summer

						
							
							Cucurbita pepo

						
					

					
							
							Squash—winter

						
							
							Cucurbita maxima, C. mixta, C. moschata, C. pepo

						
					

					
							
							Watermelon

						
							
							Citrullus lanatus

						
					

					
							
							West Indian gherkin

						
							
							Cucumis anguria

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Lamiaceae

			Also Known As: Cucurbits

			Common Family Name: Mint family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Basil

						
							
							Ocimum basilicum

						
					

					
							
							Marjoram

						
							
							Origanum majorana

						
					

					
							
							Mint

						
							
							Mentha spp.

						
					

					
							
							Oregano

						
							
							Origanum vulgare

						
					

					
							
							Sage

						
							
							Salvia officinalis

						
					

					
							
							Thyme

						
							
							Thymus vulgaris

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Leguminosae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Pea family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Pea (green)

						
							
							Pisum sativum

						
					

					
							
							Bean (green, dried)

						
							
							Phaseolus vulgaris

						
					

					
							
							Cowpea or field pea

						
							
							Vigna unguiculata

						
					

					
							
							Peanut

						
							
							Arachis hypogaea

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Leguminosae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Nitrogen-fixing cover crops

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Clover

						
							
							Trifolium spp.

						
					

					
							
							Vetch

						
							
							Vicia spp.

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Liliaceae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Lily family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Asparagus

						
							
							Asparagus officinalis

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Amaryllidacea (subfamily Allioideae)

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Amaryllis family (onion subfamily)

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Onions

						
							
							Allium cepa

						
					

					
							
							Garlic

						
							
							Allium sativum

						
					

					
							
							Shallots

						
							
							Allium cepa var. aggregatum

						
					

					
							
							Leeks

						
							
							Allium porrum

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Malvaceae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Mallow family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Okra

						
							
							Abelmoschus esculentus

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Poaceae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Grass family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Corn

						
							
							Zea mays

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Polygonacea

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Knotweed family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Rhubarb

						
							
							Rheum spp.

						
					

					
							
							Sorrel

						
							
							Rumex acetosa

						
					

				
			

			Botanical Name: Solanaceae

			Also Known As: Legumes

			Common Family Name: Nightshade family

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable Name

						
							
							Vegetable Binomial

						
					

					
							
							Chiles, peppers

						
							
							Capsicum annuum

						
					

					
							
							Ground cherries

						
							
							Physalis pruinosa

						
					

					
							
							Eggplant

						
							
							Solanum melongena

						
					

					
							
							Potato

						
							
							Solanum tuberosum

						
					

					
							
							Tomatoes

						
							
							Solanum lycopersicum

						
					

					
							
							Tomatillos

						
							
							Physalis philadelphica

						
					

				
			

			
				Annual and Perennial Crops

				

				Most vegetable crops are annuals, plants that complete their life cycle in one growing season. A handful are perennials and return yearly—asparagus, artichokes, sunchokes, horseradish, rhubarb, and a few obscure greens beloved by permaculturalists. biennials live two years, the first for vegetative growth, the second to flowering. Cabbage, onions, carrots, parsnips, beets, and chard are biennials but grown as annuals for harvest in their first season. In mild climates, they will overwinter in the garden. Once harvested, they also keep well in the refrigerator or root cellar because, in effect, nature designed them for long-term storage.
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						Created by Amber Kerr of the USDA California Climate Hub. Used by permission.

					
				
			

			Better (and Worse) Backyard Crops

			Most vegetables are worth a try. If you love it, go for it. Everything in this book is within reach of home gardeners, apart from the limits of space. A window box won’t suit pumpkins. Not all vegetables are equally satisfying to grow, however. Some are too slow, too big, too attractive to pests, too temperamental. Focus elsewhere or brace for trials and heartache.

			The best self-starters for novice gardeners include:

			
					
					Herbs Easy to grow, they improve everything they touch in the kitchen. Most are sturdy, even rugged, and many tolerate poor growing conditions.

				

					
					Tender Greens The salad bowl fixings, from lettuce to arugula to your favorite small leafy green, grow quickly in compact spaces and pretty up their surroundings.

				

					
					Hearty Greens Robust, productive, beautiful, and almost self-sufficient, the hearty greens unfurl new leaves as quickly as you harvest the outer ones. In return for modest space and basic care, kale, chard, collards, mustard greens, and other cooking greens thrive over a long growing season.

				

					
					Radishes They come up fast and reach an ideal marble size in three weeks. Their haste, color, and elfin cuteness make them a top choice for children to grow.

				

					
					Tomatoes While somewhat needier than the above, tomatoes reward care. A vine-ripened tomato is the trophy of the backyard garden. Cherry tomatoes and small-fruited patio tomatoes grow well in containers and fruit generously.

				

			

			Once you’ve gained confidence, expand your vegetable ambitions.

			
					
					Summer Squash In the garden, zucchini rhymes with abundance. Plant them and stand back. The flavor and succulence of homegrown summer squash far surpass grocery-store types.

				

					
					Green Beans The many types of green beans—some are yellow and purple—have beautiful big seeds that are a pleasure to handle, to sow, to collect. The seedlings leap up with bushy confidence. Some dash up a trellis and provide multiple pickings.

				

					
					Peas Sow peas thickly and pray for consistently cool weather. You’ll learn the pleasure of watching pretty vines, pretty blossoms, and pretty pods grow. It is a pity that not everyone has tasted a just-picked pea.

				

					
					Cucumbers A cucumber on the vine is full of flavor—a surprise if you know only the bland, plastic-wrapped things sold in grocery stores. Freshly picked, it will taste like chlorophyll, sunshine, and well-being—a hydrating treat. Suited to containers and will climb a trellis.

				

					
					Chiles The varied members of the pepper family want heat, sun, and, preferably, more heat and sun. Are bell peppers worth the bother? No one ever asked that about chiles. Their abundant fruit is small but mighty, even when green. Dried red chiles last an entire year in the spice cupboard.
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					September 12: Dried and fresh cayenne chiles

				
			
			The next group of backyard favorites come with modest caveats.

			
					
					Cabbages One species, many forms. European head cabbage looks wonderful while growing and many varieties are delicious. But it is slow to mature and a space hog. The Asian cabbages, both tightly wrapped napa and shaggy headed bok choy (also spelled pak choi or pok choi) are quicker to harvest, smaller, and milder in flavor.

				

					
					Winter Squash Sweet and orange on the table. If you have room for the vines to sprawl and patience to wait them out (some varieties require nearly four months to mature), winter squash and pumpkins deliver a heavy fall harvest. The long-storing fruit comes in small, medium, large, and truly gigantic sizes.

				

					
					Root Vegetables Beets, carrots, turnips, and parsnips are underground sensations. They grow best in cool weather when sown in deep soil. Put out early for a first-of-summer harvest or in July for a fall harvest. Larger varieties mature slowly but keep well in storage. Carrots take forever to germinate.

				

					
					Onions, Garlic, Shallots Ubiquitous but underappreciated. Their slender, upright habit allows for dense plantings—a good return on space—but they are slow-maturing, long-season crops, not well suited to small gardens or impatient gardeners. Scallions and chives deliver more quickly.

				

					
					Potatoes What others feel for their prize tomatoes I feel for my potatoes. They take extra work and a long season to mature, but potatoes grow surprisingly well in containers. I once used a burlap sack filled with compost.

				

					
					Corn The queen of summer demands space and draws pests of all sizes. Some varieties take three months or more. Corn sucks nitrogen from the soil. But what flavor!

				

					
					Okra Okra wants as much heat as peppers and as much space as corn.

				

					
					Celery Not everyone will see the point of growing a slow, thirsty vegetable known more for its crunch than its flavor. Those people have not tried homegrown celery. Newly harvested, it is remarkably fragrant. Still, a minor vegetable in the eyes of many.

				

					
					Broccoli, Cauliflower, Brussels Sprouts Broccoli plants are bulky and provide a single harvest. Cauliflower is heat sensitive. Brussels sprouts grow so slowly. The same amount of space planted to kale or chard will keep a family in greens all season. The brassicas are nonetheless stately in the garden and delicious in the kitchen. It’s a matter of space.
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					August 6: Killarney Red, an extra-delicious varietal of hardneck garlic, one of the rocambole group

				
			
			Flavorful Varieties

			You will see many caveats in the pages ahead about the specifics of region and climate. The garden I worked in as a student at Deep Springs College, at over 5,000 feet of elevation in the high desert of California’s Eastern Sierra region, was very different from my current garden in New England. A vegetable that tastes best in my garden might not produce the best flavor in your garden. Still, the following recommendations provide a starting point. More options are given in the vegetable chapters that make up the second half of the book. Also consult Slow Food’s Ark of Taste, an international catalogue of heirloom varieties of exceptional culinary quality. See this page for recommended seed sources.

			A first-time gardener should steer clear of a handful of crops.

			
					
					Melons Wonderful to eat, watermelons and cantaloupes will overrun a garden like Caesar took Gaul. They require long stretches of hot, sunny weather and a deft touch to bring them to perfection. Grand English country estates once maintained heated, glass-clad “melon houses” to ripen them. When I asked my uncle David, a lifelong farmer who found placid retirement among the rows of his magnificent backyard garden, for tips on melons, he squinted his eyes and rocked back on his heels, as if to distance himself from the advice he reluctantly delivered. “Most people won’t want to bother with watermelons,” he said in his gentle way, which I took to be strong counsel against them. Melons are for black-belt gardeners.

				

					
					Dried Beans A ten-foot row of green beans will pick out at about five pounds, enough for several meals and a little extra for the freezer. Ten feet of dried beans, which you will weed and water for months, then harvest one pod at a time and shell out by hand, will yield something like ten ounces, a scant cup and a half. Or not quite enough to make a full pot of soup beans.

				

					
					Sweet Potatoes Grown from slips, or sprouts off a mother tuber, chill-averse sweet potatoes get a slow start in spring and take three to four months to mature. Novices in northern climates should avoid them. Deer are drawn to sweet potatoes in every climate. Also note that the tubers bruise and crack during harvest and sweeten only with curing.

				

					
					Asparagus One of a handful of perennial vegetables, asparagus takes three years to mature and, even then, the yield is scanty compared to earthier crops. Asparagus beds want annual manuring, regular mulching, and weeding in perpetuity. As with other passion projects, growing asparagus is a hobby pursued in defiance of reason or economic rationale, like fly fishing.

				

					
					Artichokes Another perennial, the artichoke is harvested commercially only in California, which tells you its preferred growing conditions. Jefferson’s enslaved gardeners labored mightily to overwinter them beneath mulch and covers. When I lived in California, I often ate artichokes. Here in New England, I never do. Life choices come with unintended consequences.

				

			

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Vegetable

						
							
							Subtype

						
							
							Variety

						
					

					
							
							Broccoli

						
							
							Heading

						
							
							Green Magic

						
					

					
							
							
							Sprouting

						
							
							Happy Rich

						
					

					
							
							Cabbage

						
							
							
							Early Jersey Wakefield, Tendersweet

						
					

					
							
							Carrots

						
							
							
							Red Cored Chantenay, Tonda di Parigi

						
					

					
							
							Chard

						
							
							
							Perpetual Spinach, Silverado

						
					

					
							
							Corn

						
							
							
							Silver Queen (white), Peaches and Cream (bicolor)

						
					

					
							
							Cucumbers

						
							
							
							Experimental 7082

						
					

					
							
							Green Beans

						
							
							Bush

						
							
							Blue Lake

						
					

					
							
							
							Filet

						
							
							Velour (purple when raw)

						
					

					
							
							
							Pole

						
							
							Kentucky Wonder

						
					

					
							
							
							Romano

						
							
							Northeaster (a pole bean)

						
					

					
							
							
							Wax

						
							
							Dragon’s Tongue

						
					

					
							
							Green Peas

						
							
							Short trellis

						
							
							Laxton’s Progress

						
					

					
							
							
							Tall trellis

						
							
							Sugar Snap, Champion of England

						
					

					
							
							Kale

						
							
							
							Red Russian, Tuscan Black

						
					

					
							
							Lettuce

						
							
							
							Tennis Ball, Little Gem, Deer Tongue

						
					

					
							
							Okra

						
							
							
							Clemson Spineless, Aunt Hettie’s Red

						
					

					
							
							Onions

						
							
							Fresh eating

						
							
							Elisa Craig, Italian torpedo types

						
					

					
							
							
							Storage

						
							
							Patterson, Blush, Rossa di Milano

						
					

					
							
							Peppers

						
							
							Pimento

						
							
							Lipstick

						
					

					
							
							
							Sweet “frying”

						
							
							Jimmy Nardello

						
					

					
							
							Potatoes

						
							
							All-purpose

						
							
							Yukon Gem

						
					

					
							
							
							New

						
							
							Upstate Abundance

						
					

					
							
							
							Starchy/baking

						
							
							Green Mountain

						
					

					
							
							
							Waxy/fingerling

						
							
							Pinto Gold

						
					

					
							
							Pumpkin

						
							
							Cooking

						
							
							Winter Luxury, Long Island Cheese

						
					

					
							
							
							Carving

						
							
							Howden

						
					

					
							
							Squash

						
							
							Summer, yellow

						
							
							Yellow crookneck

						
					

					
							
							
							Winter

						
							
							Honeynut, Robin’s Koginut

						
					

					
							
							
							Zucchini

						
							
							Costata Romanesco

						
					

				
			

			Seed Sources and “Starts”

			Where to find seeds and plants? Between late winter and midsummer, garden centers, hardware stores, and even some grocery stores stock seed packets for home gardeners. They are often eye-catching—printed with enticing photos of vegetable pinups. The back panel will be printed with growing instructions and notes on the variety, including its culinary qualities. Some seed packets also relate history, anecdote, and garden wisdom. Each seed company has its own character. Botanical Interests uses fine hand-drawn vegetable portraits for its packets and includes reams of information on the inside of the packet: you open it along a seam to read like a pamphlet.

			A good nursery will sell seeds to suit local growing conditions and regional taste. For a wider selection, consult seed catalogues, including those found online. They offer a vast and even daunting range of options. Seed catalogues also contain volumes of free reference material, such as growing guides, varietal “biographies,” planning tools, and yield calculators. Look ahead to chapter 9, Planning the Next Garden, for a selection of trusted seed companies, on this page.

			Even more enticing than seeds are the six-packs of vegetable seedlings and the little potted herbs sold widely in spring, including at farmers’ markets. “starts,” or seedlings for transplant, are cute as puppies and the easiest way to create a container garden or fill a raised bed.

			Look ahead to chapter 6, Sowing and Transplanting (this page), for a full discussion of what to do with seeds and starts once you get them home.

			Garden Records

			I encourage you to keep records of what you plant in the garden and what happens over the course of the summer. You’ll want to remember your sources for seeds and starts, as well as quantities bought, planting dates, and dates of first harvest. Earlier in this chapter, I advised you to consult your taste to know what to plant. For your next garden, you’ll want to consult your garden records to know what to replant.

			I carry a pocket-sized notebook and pencil with me to jot notes. A simple “plant more” or “too much!” will settle the question of how much to put out next time. I also record observations on a variety’s performance and flavor. If I’m growing out multiple varieties of a single vegetable, I’ll track yields as well, to learn not just the total weight of my potato crop but also the average yield per hill or per pound of seed for each variety. Without notes, I would forget, in the interval between July, when I dig new potatoes, and January, when I reorder, that Dark Red Norland is bountiful but bland and that buttery Upstate Abundance is more susceptible to black scab than nutty Pinto Gold. I just now looked at my notes from two years ago and saw that Copenhagen Market cabbage produced handsome heads—the word market in the name is always a tell—and was also less attractive to caterpillars than other varieties. I had forgotten.

			I try, too, to note rainfall and unusual weather conditions—droughts, downpours—as well as any lovely natural occurrence, anything my mother would have called “a daily moment of joy.” The first crocus, for instance, and then the first daffodil, blooming wildflowers, the first flash of autumn color. I’ll put down the start date of April’s tree-frog symphony and July’s lightning-bug display. Natural indicators remind me to get things done before the moment slips past. Over years of watching, one becomes sensitive to natural time, and it can guide you. New England folk wisdom says to plant potatoes when dandelions bloom. My experience bears out the advice. Calendrical timekeeping is not the only way to understand the flow of the year, and not even the best.

			Final Thoughts

			A few last notes before we get to the hands-dirty part of creating a garden:

			
					
					Because diversity is an aspect of beauty, a garden should be as varied as the space allows. Two patio containers give you a cherry tomato and a leafy basil plant. If you have a window box, grow parsley and chives and tarragon. In the corner of a raised bed, there will be room for three types of salad greens, so let one of them be pert or new to you—mâche or garden cress. The variations you cultivate in a garden make it intimately yours, fitted to your way of cooking, shaped by your creativity.

				

					
					Growing a garden is simple in theory, but in practice there are a million ways to fail, and I discover new ones each year. “But tho’ an old man, I am but a young gardener,” wrote a sixty-eight-year-old Thomas Jefferson to Charles Wilson Peale on August 20, 1811, the peak of the growing season in Virginia’s Piedmont. What Jefferson possessed were the three attributes a successful gardener needs: curiosity, the power of observation, and patience. Jefferson also had enslaved gardeners. To be frank about historic realities, the burden of work on Jefferson’s estates fell on Wormley Hughes and others whose names have been lost. Their unheralded skill accrued wealth and prestige to Jefferson in his day and contributed to his stupendous horticultural legacy in ours.

				

					
					A garden requires work, but the work is outdoors, among living things. It is work leavened with joy.

				

					
					Consider every phase of a plant’s life cycle and every part of the plant. Turnip greens and turnips roots. Fennel frond, fennel bulb, fennel pollen, fennel seed. The Swiss chard’s thick stem, usually stripped from the leaf and thrown away, is practically a second vegetable. Every bit that’s left over—the kitchen scraps from making dinner and the spent plant residues at season’s end—goes into compost, another phase of the growing cycle.

				

					
					For further inspiration, the vegetarian cookbooks that expanded my garden ambitions include The Greens Cookbook and anything else by Deborah Madison, but especially Vegetable Literacy, which addresses vegetables by family. Other gold mines for vegetable-forward cooking include David Tanis Market Cooking, Alice Waters’s Chez Panisse Vegetables and The Art of Simple Food, Amanda Hesser’s The Cook and the Gardener, Jane Grigson’s Vegetables Book, Travis Lett’s Gjelina, Niloufer King’s My Bombay Kitchen, and two canonical volumes from Edna Lewis, The Taste of Country Cooking and In Pursuit of Flavor.
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			Climate, Weather, Locale
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					May 19: Dandelions bloom in the Berkshires when it’s time to plant potatoes. For an explanation of so-called indicator species, see this page.

				
			
			Every gardener works within the limits of climate and weather, so we’ll begin with the broadest considerations: In which parts of the country can a person reasonably hope to establish a vegetable garden, and when during the year will it grow? Next comes the crucial matter of choosing a site. Few are perfect. “You work with what you got,” said Steve Cunningham of Berkshire Bounty Farm, as he described transforming a rocky hillside into the lush garden I visited on a June afternoon. He chose the site because it received a full day of sun, unlike the rest of his wooded property. Then he went about building up the scant topsoil, one bed at a time. What looked to me like a natural garden spot had, in fact, been made from scratch. It’s what he had to work with.

			Climate

			The continental United States, apart from the extremes of altitude and latitude, is well suited to vegetable gardening during at least part of the year. At the northern tier, brief summers will shortchange heat-loving crops, such as sweet potatoes, beefsteak tomatoes, and melons. And at the extreme southern margins, fierce summers will scorch tender spring vegetable—peas, radishes, and butter lettuce. But most backyard gardeners will find plenty to grow, including selected varieties suited to regional temperature variations. Parris Island romaine, developed in muggy South Carolina, takes the heat better than most lettuce varieties, and Anna Russian tomato is a northern cultivar, or cultivated variety, of a sun-loving vegetable.

			A touchstone reference for all gardeners is the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map, which can be accessed at planthardiness.ars.usda.gov. The map divides the country into numbered zones based on average annual winter minimums. I garden in zone 5b, where lows can be expected to dip to between –10°F and –15°F on the coldest nights. Where my father lives in east Tennessee, zone 7a, winter lows rarely drop below zero. In his region, Brussels sprouts and collards will overwinter, and a gardener can continue to harvest them straight through to spring. The current USDA map, published in 2023, tracks the rapid pace of climate change; most regions of the country have warmed by a half-zone since the 2012 map.

			Growing Season, Frost Dates, Microclimate

			Winter is the season of garden dormancy. The remainder of the year is the growing season, when conditions favor plant growth. It runs from midspring to midfall in most places—the frost-free months of mild weather and long days.

			The key guideposts to the horticultural year are frost dates. Spring’s average last frost and fall’s average first frost are estimated by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration based on 1991–2020 climate data. You can find frost dates by city and state or zip code online at almanac.com/gardening/frostdates.

			Frost dates matter because vegetables are not sown according to a universal schedule. The reason is obvious. Spring arrives earlier in one place than another, moving northward as winter retreats. Planting instructions that make sense in Mississippi, such as “sow cabbage at the first of March,” would not work in Maine, where the ground would likely still be snow-covered in early March.

			Sowing dates are instead expressed in relation to frost dates. For example, we are told to put out pole beans one to two weeks after average last frost, when the ground is warm. In Mississippi, that might be mid-April, while in parts of Maine it might not be until early June. By the same token, fall spinach can be planted 4 weeks before average first frost, or in late summer, whenever that happens to be in your area.

			cool-season crops, such as lettuce, peas, onions, and cabbage, can be planted before last frost, some as soon as the ground can be worked in early spring. They are cold hardy and will survive a spring freeze; they will also live through the onset of chilly weather in fall. warm-season crops, such as tomatoes, squash, and peppers, are planted after all threat of cold has passed and will be knocked down by the first frost.

			An older and subtler way to time planting is with indicator species, which bloom in dependable sequence based on seasonal factors such as daylight hours and soil temperature. Showy spring indicators include crocuses, daffodils, redbud, shadbush, dandelions, forsythia, peonies, and iris. Every year, my mother and I compared flowering dates and determined that spring reliably reached Tennessee a month before coming to Massachusetts. By the same token, the demise of fall gardens can be tracked regionally by the most obvious of all indicators, fall foliage.

			Don’t rush it in the spring. “It’s better to plant too late than too early,” wise gardener John Coykendall told me as we sat on a swing at Blackberry Farm in Tennessee. Seeds and seedlings put out prematurely won’t necessarily get a jump on the season. Late frost has killed many high hopes, and some seeds rot in cold ground. Seeds planted late will catch up during May’s universal growth spurt.
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					Optimum growing temperatures for cool-season broccoli compared to warm-season corn, or maize
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					May 20: More indicators: Local peaches bloom around average last frost.
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					June 5: Lupines—all threat of frost has passed.
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					July 23: Queen Anne’s Lace—8 weeks before average first frost, time for fall planting
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					September 28: Sugar maples blaze around first frost.
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					June 11: Most vegetables need 1 inch of rain per week. The weather sometimes cooperates. The alternative is watering.

				
			
			A light freeze can occur even when the official temperature remains in the midthirties because cold air pools at ground level. Cool-season crops will ride it out. A hard freeze, around 25°F, will flatten most vegetables other than hearty greens, brassicas, some lettuces, and some herbs.

			Every garden exists in a microclimate influenced by such local factors as elevation, topography, sun exposure, and even surrounding vegetation. I mentally adjust the published climate data for my area to reflect the hyperlocal reality that my garden is about 300 feet higher than the closest official weather station. On the other hand, its sloping southern exposure captures extra sun, especially beneficial in spring.

			Precipitation

			Natural rainfall is not usually a limiting factor in planning a garden. Farmers and gardeners have used artificial irrigation in times of drought for many thousands of years. A very ancient technique called flood irrigation entails channeling water—whether from a natural waterway or ditch, drawn from a well, or released from storage—into a field, bed, or basin surrounded by a low berm. You flood the bermed area and allow it to soak in. In northwest Saudi Arabia, I visited the archeological site of Hegra, which was the southern capital of a biblical-era people, the Nabatean kingdom, who also built the ancient rock-cut city of Petra in southern Jordan. Nabatean farmers harvested rainwater in cisterns hewn from solid rock and distributed it through a system of communal irrigation ditches. Similar irrigation systems in medieval Spain, called acequias, were communally owned and collectively managed by local communities. The acequia system survives today in mountain villages in northern New Mexico, where many residents descend directly from early Spanish settlers. The dry Middle East also inspired modern drip-irrigation, a highly efficient system perfected in Israel by Simcha Blass in the 1960s and used widely throughout the world today.

			Most vegetables need the equivalent of 1 inch of rain per week during the growing season. Some ancestral landrace varieties of corn and beans, which are heirlooms from arid regions such as the American Southwest, are drought-tolerant. A full discussion of irrigation practices—how to water a garden—will follow in chapter 7, Upkeep.

			Incidentally, too much rainfall can also lead to trouble. Torrential downpours can cause runoff and topsoil erosion. Consistently damp weather encourages mildew, blights, and rot. Extended gloomy weather can even slow ripening. All these issues will be addressed in the chapters ahead.

			I track rainfall with a rain gauge planted among the vegetables and keep notes in a garden diary. An unofficial tally of average rainfall by region can be accessed at currentresults.com/Weather/US/average-annual-state-precipitation.php.

			Climate Chaos

			Over long generations, farmers and gardeners have grown food using their knowledge of dependable weather patterns, including typical frost dates and annual rainfall. The mounting pace of climate change is creating climate chaos. Weather everywhere is less reliable, and not necessarily in obvious ways. A warming climate is less stable with an increased likelihood of volatility and extreme weather events. Rogue late frosts, premature freezes, erratic rainfall, droughts, floods, and fiercer winds stress the garden—and the gardener.

			In the short term, we can protect our gardens by putting into practice climate-resilient strategies such as no-till, composting, mulching, cover cropping, planting for crop biodiversity, and adopting integrated pest management. Pursued at the commercial scale, climate-resilient practices take on the character of regenerative agriculture, which not only maintains ecological health—the organic baseline—but strives to repair damage to topsoil, watersheds, and even the atmosphere, the last accomplished by sequestering carbon in the soil.

			In the long-term, individual action is dwarfed by the enormity of climate chaos. Repair at the ecosystem scale will require vast concerted changes by global agriculture and industry. Concerned gardeners, as anyone might be, can commit to political action aimed at national policy changes.

			Daylight Hours

			Outside of the equatorial zone, the number of daylight hours varies over the year—longer days in summer, shorter in winter—and the greater the distance from the equator, the greater the annual shift. Some effects of seasonal daylight hours may not be self-evident. For example, spring planting should be delayed until there are ten hours of sunlight. In the southernmost tier of the United States—roughly south of the thirty-third parallel, or a line between Atlanta, Dallas, Phoenix, and Los Angeles—that’s always. Which helps explain why California, Arizona, and Florida produce three-quarters of America’s vegetable harvest by value. A perhaps more surprising fact is that onions are photoperiodic, meaning their growth cycle, and especially the onset of bulbing, is influenced by daylight hours. Select varieties are adapted to grow in southern regions or northern regions, as explained more fully in chapter 19, Onions and Garlic Family. The website timeanddate.com gives sunrise and sunset times by zip code, along with a full-year graph of daylight hours.

			Sun Exposure

			Most vegetables do best in full sun, where they receive eight hours a day of direct sunlight. Remember that the sun moves throughout the day and shifts across the growing season. The seasonal effect is more noticeable farther north. A level plot of lawn beside my house looks like an ideal garden site in high summer, when the sun is directly overhead. But for the rest of the year mature trees cast too much shade.

			Before deciding where to put in a garden, inventory your sunshine. Note how much direct sun falls in the morning, at noon, and at four o’clock. Compare observations from April, July, and September. Afternoon sun is hotter. Morning sun dries dew more quickly, especially when helped by breezes, reducing the risk of mildew and waterborne diseases.

			One caveat: In very hot and dry regions, such as the desert of the Southwest, full sun can be too much, causing sunburn. Afternoon shade cast by a tree or building could be a blessing.

			Partial Sun, four to six hours per day, will do for many vegetables. Squash turns spindly with too much shade, and beefsteak tomatoes will struggle to ripen. But hearty greens, brassicas, and root vegetables will be fine. As summer temperature rise, lettuce and other heat-sensitive crops will appreciate the dappled shadow of corn or bean trellises.

			Full Shade, less than four hours per day—on the north side of a house or under mature trees—will doom vegetables to a slow, pitiful decline. Find another spot.

			Raised beds and containers have the same sun requirements. Small containers can be moved to follow the sun across the growing season, but I personally wouldn’t want to move pots daily, like a cat chasing a sunbeam. Place window boxes in a south-facing window—as much sun as you can find.

			Sun Requirements

			If you have less than full sun, try growing leafy greens, root vegetables, and brassicas, which tolerate some shade. Cherry tomatoes need less solar energy to ripen than big slicers.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Grow Only in Full Sun

						
							
							Suitable to Part Sun/Part Shade

						
					

					
							
							Tomatoes

						
							
							Cherry tomatoes

						
					

					
							
							Squash

						
							
							Broccoli and cabbage

						
					

					
							
							Cucumbers

						
							
							Salad greens

						
					

					
							
							Corn

						
							
							Root vegetables

						
					

					
							
							Peppers and eggplant

						
							
							Chard and kale

						
					

					
							
							Basil and rosemary

						
							
							Parsley, thyme, chervil, chives
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					May 19: Dappled morning shade gives way to midday and afternoon sun for these containers.
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					August 28: An ideal garden spot is sunny and level to slightly sloped.

				
			
			Drainage

			Vegetables won’t tolerate wet feet. On the other hand, they need soil that will act like a sponge to hold water between rains, and not just let it wash through like waves on a pebbly beach. drainage describes how quickly water passes through the soil, and it is closely related to tilth, the soil’s physical condition. When siting an in-ground garden, you want to avoid muddy spots and sun-baked clay, indications of poor drainage. Also avoid sandy, gravelly, and rocky ground, which may drain too quickly and require constant watering. The next chapter will explain ideal soil characteristics in detail and discuss how to improve drainage. The best cure, however, is to avoid problems at the outset.

			Soggy, boggy ground is out of the question for a vegetable garden, except for watercress and any other crop that asks for it by name. Mint will thrive in a damp spot, but then mint will grow nearly anywhere.

			Raised beds and container gardens circumvent underlying drainage issues. Containers must have drainage holes in the bottom. Prevent washouts with a layer of gravel, a flat rock, or a broken pot shard over the holes.

			Slope

			A level garden bed will be easiest to work. A gentle slope, not enough to prevent pushing a wheelbarrow up it, will improve drainage. A steeper slope will be susceptible to erosion. Avoid gully-cut hillsides, which should be sown with grass or planted with fruit trees and berry bushes.

			Low, flat areas will collect water. Avoid depressions that puddle after rain or hold standing water in spring.
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					June 28: Pete Salinetti with well-structured soil at Woven Roots Farm

				
			
			
				The nation that destroys its soil destroys itself.

				—Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 1937

			

			The role of soil in the garden is complex. Its weight and solidity give plants a physical substance to grip—the ground. Its porous structure allows water to flow through on its way to underground aquifers, even as it holds moisture between rainfalls. Soil is also a growing medium charged with nutrients, minerals, and trace elements necessary for plant metabolism.

			Where does soil come from? It is the weathered debris of the earth’s mineral crust enriched with chemical elements (nitrogen comes from the atmosphere) and leavened with organic matter that has passed through the bodies of earthworms, bacteria, and other small creatures. The mineral component, if it could somehow be separated, would be inert, or nearly so. Decomposed organic matter is anything but. Humus is transitory, quickly made in comparison to mineral decay, and quickly taken up again. Dark and crumbly, it represents a brief pause in the movement of carbon between organisms, a sort of metabolic condensation, as it passes between two states of being. Both residue and inception, humus bridges death and life. See Living Soil (this page) for more on the subject.

			“The relationship with the soil is intricate and intimate,” said Pete Salinetti as he and his partner, Jenn Salinetti, showed me around the beautiful garden beds at Woven Roots Farm near my house. “It’s an exchange.”

			Soil Layers

			Soil develops in layers, or strata. topsoil, as the name suggests, lies closest to the surface. The depth and quality of topsoil will vary from place to place, but it is the richest, most biologically active layer of the ground. Topsoil is where the sun and the earth meet to make life possible, as a clutter of organic detritus breaks down and covers the ground surface with fine natural mulch. Seeds sprout and plants grow in topsoil, spreading their roots for water and nutrients. Small wildlife works its way through the zone from 2 inches above ground to 2 inches below, the realm of worms and decomposers. Topsoil is rich in organic matter, fertile and dark, although its color can vary from near-black to brown, ochre, and even startling red.

			The subsoil lies beneath the topsoil. Because it is less rich in organic matter, it is lighter in color and heavier. As the legacy of decomposed rock, subsoil is rich in minerals, not yet having been exhausted by plant growth. Burrowing earthworms churn it. Some deep-rooted plants, including garden weeds, draw up minerals from the subsoil, enriching the topsoil when they die. For this reason, gathered weeds are a valuable addition to compost.

			
				God’s Loam

				

				Ælfric of Eynsham, an English abbot who lived from circa 955 to circa 1010, left behind a body of writings, including The Homilies of the Anglo-Saxon Church. In this snippet of his lengthy “Sermon on the Beginning of Creation,” he uses the word loam in its early sense of “clay” to describe the material God used to shape man. Ælfric’s original Old English text, given here to honor both the strangeness of that distant time and our linguistic ties, is followed by a modern translation.

				And God þa geworhte ænne mannan of láme, and him on ableow gast, and hine gelíffæste, and he wearð þa mann gesceapen on sawle and on lichaman; and God him sette naman Adám, and he wæs þa sume hwile ánstandende.

				And God then wrought a man of loam, and blew spirit into him, and animated him, and he became a man formed with soul and body; and God bestowed on him the name of Adam, and he was for some time standing alone.

				Living Soil

				

				Time spent in a vegetable garden, wondering where flavor comes from, has fundamentally changed how I look at the ground beneath my feet. I used to view soil as inert, a substrate for roots to hold. I now understand it to be a subterranean ecosystem, as dynamic and biodiverse as any aboveground habitat. Specialists study soil as they do rainforests and ocean reefs, but the science is comparatively new and the complex relationships among species are imperfectly understood. Still, fertility is the condition of living soil.

				Soil differs from dirt, writes Barry Lopez, in precisely this: its vitality. Dirt is dead soil ruined by overuse, drought, or pollution. Talk about living soil isn’t a metaphor. The ground literally teems, although its life-forms are mostly too small for the naked eye to see. Fertile soil can be described in terms of physical, chemical, and biological markers. To organic gardeners, however, biology is paramount. Bugs and worms and microbes and fungi are not just in the soil, on the soil, and of the soil. They are the soil.

				Animals pass organic matter through their bodies and excrete natural fertilizer. Some people refer to soil invertebrates as the micro-herd, which accurately equates the value of their micro-manure to that of barnyard livestock. Of all the soil builders, earthworms are most vigorous. They till as well as fertilize the ground. “There are few animals that have played so important a part in the history of the world as these lowly organized creatures,” wrote Charles Darwin in The Formation of Vegetable Mould Through the Action of Worms, his last scientific work, from 1881. Earthworms are also an indicator of soil health—a robust population shows that everything underground is in good order.

				At a still subtler level, healthy soil supports a vast fungal network of mycorrhizae, fungal roots. Plants benefit from so-called mycorrhizal associations because they transmit soil nutrients needed to convert sunlight into carbohydrates, which we perceive as the sweetness of newly picked peas and carrots—the flavor of a garden.

			

			Soil Particles

			The mineral components of soil sort into three sizes. sand, the largest, is coarse and sharp-edged. The finest, clay, is so small you can hardly see or feel the particles—wet clay feels greasy between the fingers. silt is in between.

			Each has merits: Sand improves drainage and clay holds water. In excess, however, sand dries out and clay becomes sodden when wet and impermeable when dry, nature’s adobe bricks. Heavy, or clay-rich, soil puddles in wet weather and warms up slowly in spring.

			loam is one of those sturdy old Anglo-Saxon words. It designates high-quality soil displaying a favorable proportion of sand, silt, clay, and organic matter. Loam can be described more precisely by the predominate soil particle, as in sandy loam or clay loam. The USDA Soil Texture Chart on this page explains more.

			Humus

			Beyond the three soil particles, the additional material of soil is organic. As already mentioned, fully decomposed organic matter is called humus, pronounced HYOO-mis, like humid, rather than HUM-is, like chickpea dip.

			Soil scientists call humus amorphous because it has no characteristic form. It is more finely textured than compost, in which source material, such as leaves, remains discernible.

			Sticklers will note that the terms organic matter and humus are not interchangeable. Humus is the final form of organic matter, which includes plant detritus, animal droppings, and small carcasses of voles, crickets, ants, and countless species that die beyond the limit of our concern. Humus results after these rougher materials have passed through the bodies of earthworms, bugs, and soil microbes. Humus is the completion of a metabolic cycle; it is equally the beginning of a new cycle, a latent vitality to be reincorporated into plant bodies, which will in time decay into humus, and so on.

			Humus adds nutrients to the soil, chiefly nitrogen, but also carbon-rich bulk and absorbency. Sticky gums associated with humus aggregate soil particles. Humus is what makes a garden.

			Adding organic matter to the soil to create humus is the single most important investment you can make in a garden’s long-term health and productivity, as described in the section that follows on compost. Prudently safeguarded as the soil’s capital asset, organic matter will accrue value over time and repay an inexhaustible annual return, like interest from a trust fund. Spent willy-nilly, humus will be depleted, bankrupting the soil. Slash-and-burn agriculture as it is practiced in parts of the tropics is often presented as a blatant example of wasteful farming practices. But today’s industrial agriculture exemplifies “deficit spending,” frittering away soils that sustained the American experiment. Future consequences include soil exhaustion, erosion, and desertification—the death of agriculture. Humus is the antidote.
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			Soil Structure

			Ideal garden soil drains quickly thanks to an open porous structure that combines tensile strength (it holds together) and friability (it breaks apart). That sounds oxymoronic. But see the photo this page for an example of structured soil, also called well-drained soil. It shows enough tensile strength that farmer Pete Salinetti of Woven Roots Farm in Tyringham, Massachusetts, can lift a clump in his hands. But it is friable enough that he can crumble it between his fingers.

			Well-drained structured soil absorbs rainfall quickly, eliminating runoff and its evil side effect, topsoil erosion. Downward-trickling water coats every pore and cavity with a film of moisture—hole-y but saturated, like a kitchen sponge. Plants tap into the column of soil moisture at every level. While the upper ground will dry between rains, deeper soil layers hold what amounts to an underground reservoir all the way down to permanent groundwater. Paradoxically, well-drained soil is a gardener’s best protection again drought.

			When you see a gardener take a handful of soil and squeeze it, that’s to assess texture and, by extension, drainage. The analysis is all in the feel, and you learn through practice. If the moist soil compacts and holds an impression of your fingers, it has a lot of clay, which indicates potential drainage problems. If it won’t hold together, there’s a lot of sand—the sign of fast drainage.

			A soil percolation test is less subjective. Dig a straight-sided hole the size of a gallon paint can—roughly 8 inches across and 12 inches deep. Fill it with water and let it drain overnight. The next day, fill it with water again. Lay a rake handle or pipe across the top and measure the distance to the water’s surface. Set a timer and remeasure at 2-hour intervals as the water percolates into the surrounding soil. Ideal drainage is 2 inches per hour. One inch per hour is slow. Four inches per hour is fast.

			Improving Drainage

			The mechanical fix for poorly drained soil is tilling, digging, or cracking open the soil layers with a garden fork. Longer-term soil structure can be improved by adding organic matter to the soil. Humus contains sticky compounds called humic acids that glue soil particles together. Expressed in the technical jabberwocky of soil science, such compounds will flocculate the colloids, in which colloids are fine soil particles and flocculation is the process by which small particles adhere into larger aggregates called flocks. (This sense of flock relates to a tuft of wool rather than to a flight of birds.) Aggregated soil particles create a more porous structure, improving water filtration. Garden lime made from pulverized limestone can have the same effect.

			Organic matter is the cure, as well, for fast-draining sandy soil. Because it is absorbent, it holds water that otherwise would flow through coarse mineral sand.

			Soil Fertility

			The biological potential of soil, its fertility, exists as dynamic flux. Easier to quantify are the three elements essential to plant metabolism: nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium, represented by the symbols N, P, and K and always given in that order. Phosphorous gets P, so the mnemonic goes, because it has two of them.

			The numbers printed on a package of commercial fertilizer indicate percentages of N, P, and K. For example, a hundred-pound bag of 10–10–10 has ten pounds of each. The remainder is inert filler for easier application. The blue-colored Miracle-Gro granules my mother used to dissolve in water for her potted flowers was 24–8–16, a reminder of how powerful artificial fertilizers can be. On the other side of the coin, a bag of worm castings, a rich organic supplement, has an NPK content of roughly 2–1–1. Fresh compost, while variable depending on the source material, is not far off, in the range of 1.5–0.5–1. These invaluable soil-builders show the limitations of NPK as a measure of fertility.

			Nitrogen

			Plants use nitrogen to build stems and leaves. Its effects show in the vibrant green of new growth and the deeper hues of mature leaves. Plants take up nitrogen quickest during their spring growth spurt. Heavy feeders—tomatoes and corn—will also appreciate a midseason application, or side dressing, of compost or a nitrogen-rich supplement. Because nitrogen is water soluble, it leaches from the soil, and in excess becomes polluting agricultural runoff.

			Too much nitrogen makes plants weedy, “rank” in the Shakespearean sense, as they become overexcited, like kids after birthday cake and soda. A tomato growing in “hot” soil, ground overcharged with nitrogen, will sprawl unproductively—all vine, no fruit. Pests and disease thrive on the soft and babyish leaves.

			A gardener has multiple natural sources for nitrogen. Compost adds it in balance with other soil nutrients—a full meal for plants rather than a sugary snack. Worms steadily deposit nitrogen as they metabolize organic matter. And the legumes—beans, peas, and clover—take nitrogen from the atmosphere and mineralize it, making it available to plants. Even industrial agriculture harnesses legume’s superpower by planting soybeans in annual rotation with nitrogen-hungry corn.

			In time, every plant returns its unused share of nitrogen to the soil as it decays. Animals drop their excess nitrogen frequently while still alive: fresh manure is hot.

			Nitrogen deficiency often first appears in plants as yellow leaves. Side-dress puny plants with compost or scratch in a nitrogen supplement. Blood meal, a dried by-product of slaughterhouses, is 12–1.5–0.5. Alfalfa meal and seaweed extract are vegan alternatives. Fresh grass clippings are nitrogen-rich and free (4–0.5–2). Sprinkle a light layer around heavy feeders, provided the lawn hasn’t been treated with herbicides.

			Phosphorous

			Phosphorous builds strength through root growth. If nitrogen boosts youthful vigor, phosphorous supports balanced maturity. It derives from both mineral and organic sources. Phosphorous deficiency can cause reddish or purplish leaves, but its symptoms are less apparent than with nitrogen deficiency. A soil test (see this page) is the only sure way to determine phosphorous deficiency. Remedy with bone meal, which is approximately 3–15–0.

			Potassium

			Potassium makes plants vigorous, better able to resist pests and disease. Jean-Martin Fortier, a noted farmer and author in Quebec, believes potassium also improves the keeping qualities of root vegetables as well as the size, color, and even flavor of fruiting vegetables. Potassium is the freebie of the major soil elements—already abundant in most soils.

			
				What Is a Farmer?

				

				E. B. White’s classic One Man’s Meat recounts the author’s move from New York to Maine, where he tested his mettle against a small saltwater farm. His stepson Roger Angell, another talent from the New Yorker stable, later described the setting as inspiration for what is surely White’s best-known work, Charlotte’s Web. White found the humor in his new calling as a farmer.

				Mr. Highstone [a Maine neighbor], being himself a practicing farmer, knows one important truth about country life: he knows that farming is about twenty per cent agriculture and eighty per cent mending something that has got busted. Farming is a sort of glorified repair job. This is a truth that takes some people years to discover, and many farmers go their whole lives without ever really grasping the idea. A good farmer is nothing more nor less than a handy man with a sense of humus.

			

			Secondary Nutrients and Trace Elements

			Other elements used by plants include calcium, magnesium, and sulfur. The longer list of trace elements extends to iron, boron, zinc, copper, and other metals. In broad strokes, if one is missing, plants can suffer. But human health also requires minuscule amounts of zinc, copper, iodine, and other micronutrients. They’re all part of a balanced diet. Same with the garden. If you’re taking care of N, P, and K organically, then you’re likely covered.

			A note on calcium: Tomatoes and peppers suffer from a disease called blossom-end rot, which blackens the fruit opposite the stem. It is common in some areas, including New England, and the given cause is calcium deficiency. The subtle wrinkle is that the deficiency is in the plant rather than in the soil. In other words, the disease occurs when plant roots can’t absorb adequate calcium

			Artificial Fertilizers
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