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“Life’s a garden, dig it.

You make it work for you.

You never give up, man.

That's my philosophy.”

- Joe Dirt
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My Journey from Gray Thumb to Green Thumb


Many people walk past my tiny home garden, brimming with fresh fruits and veggies, and playful pollinators, and they say that they wish they had a garden like mine. I know this because my office window is within earshot of my garden on a highly-trafficked street, and I often have my window open. When I’m in the garden, many people walking by on their way to the beach at the end of the block tell me that they don’t know how I do it, or they get too overwhelmed just thinking about starting one. 
I always tell them that anyone can garden the way that I do (unless, of course, they live in Antarctica or Northern Canada, in which case, with such a small growing season, I imagine a lot of farming there has to take place indoors.) They usually laugh or balk at this and reply with something along the lines of, “I wouldn’t know where to start.”
I am writing this book for anyone who has ever thought or uttered that phrase. In this guide, I will show you step by step how to go from someone with a certified gray thumb or someone who has never gardened a day in their life to a gardener who has mastered their small space. Who knows, you may feel so confident after your first year or two that you decide to expand to a second raised bed or another area of the lawn or more hanging planters. 
Every season, I give huge grocery bags full of produce to my boyfriend to take to his work to give out for free to his coworkers. Judging by the size of my zucchinis alone, most people think I operate a small farm. The truth is, I live in the suburbs in a tiny house by the beach in Connecticut. My yard is objectively tiny, curving around the house on a small fraction of an acre. Before that, I rented, and I mostly had to container plant on my patio. Even then, we were still giving tons of extra food away to the neighbors. Often, I would give them bags of hot peppers, and they could come back with some sort of family recipe hot sauce that they’d made with it and gift me a bottle as a thank you. It not only created goodwill between me and the people who lived around me, but it also opened us all up to a lot of conversation.
So, without knowing me, you might flip through this book and see all sorts of photos from my garden and think that I was born with some kind of green thumb or botanical gift.
You would be very, very wrong.
You see, growing up in Wyoming, my father had a garden. He would lose himself in it for hours at a time, this little six-foot by twelve-foot swath of our back yard. It was his time to decompress, to be alone with his thoughts, and to sweat like he stole something. We never helped him with it. He didn’t want us to, and by God, we didn’t volunteer. 
Watching him through the window of the house, I would grimace. It didn’t look fun. In fact, it looked like an exhaustive chore that he didn’t need to be doing but somehow wanted to.
Years went by, and dad’s gardens changed, his crops rotated, and he’d even sometimes go on and on about some new type of seed tape he just ordered from the Gurney’s catalog and how he couldn’t wait to plant it after the last frost. 
Boring!
It wasn’t until I turned nineteen and was diagnosed with cancer that everything sort of changed for me. Not because I had some strange change of heart or epiphany, mind you. No. I started to consider a garden because my oncologist suggested it. By the time they got me on chemo, I had amassed more than seventy tumors throughout my body, as the type of cancer I had starts in the lymphatic system. The good news was that, after a nearly year-long battle, I was finally off chemo and my scans were tumor-free. (Interesting side note, because I am a nerd: most of the main active ingredients in my type of chemotherapy were plant-based! So, in a way, I can say that plants saved my life.)
At the end of my chemo, my oncologist sat me down and told me that my immune system was now completely tanked. Something as simple as the flu could kill me. A regular cold could last for weeks instead of days. And I could pretty much guarantee that if anyone so much as sniffled in the room with me, I’d be ill within twenty-four hours. His advice to me:
Be dirty.
Basically, with me being severely immunocomprimised, he told me that allowing myself to get dirty regularly would help retrain my immune system over the following decades. If I got dirty enough on a regular basis and avoided antibiotics like the plague, he said that one day (far, far away) I could, in theory, be able to have a somewhat normal immune system again.
After a year or two of constant colds, strep throat, and a horrific flu season, I moved to Louisiana and got a house with a massive back yard and started giving the doctor’s advice some real thought. After all, my dad had a garden. How hard could it be?
Turns out, kind of hard. 
Don’t worry, though. My book is about to save you years of trial and error and hundreds, if not thousands, of dollars in savings by learning from my mistakes early on in your gardening career.
You see, I didn’t read any gardening books like you. I just sorta went for it. I bought a few packs of seeds and a few basic supplies, tore up a small square of my backyard to dedicate to an in-ground garden, and followed the directions on the seed packs. I watered it and waited. The house even came with a corrugated plastic and aluminum greenhouse, so I threw some soil from the ground in a few terracotta pots and dumped some seeds in there, too.
At first, things were going okay. Veggie seedlings started to sprout, and whatever my excitable Jack Russells didn’t trample started to grow. A few weeks in, however, things started going south. Some started to wither. Some seemed stunted. Everything in the greenhouse baked to a crisp or was reduced to a few sad sprigs of its former self. 
After a while, I didn’t bother to weed the in-ground garden because everything was just a mess. I think I got a single handful of cherry tomatoes by the end of the season and nothing else. It just made me laugh to look at my pathetic bounty. Great. I was in the hole about a hundred and fifty bucks, and I grew about two dollars’ worth of tomatoes at the local Rouses grocery.
The next year, I read a little online and got a wider variety of seeds to try, thinking at least this way I would be able to get something to grow.
Boy, was that not true at all. The second year was worse than the first. I’d sometimes sit at the base of my massive, towering Black Walnut tree in the middle of the back yard and stare at the patch of “garden” and wonder what I was doing wrong.
Turns out, I was literally sitting on the answer. The Black Walnut tree is kind of a fascinating tree. This one looked like it had been planted eighty-some years ago. It was massive with a trunk that could stop a heavy-duty pickup cold in its tracks without even shaking. The Black Walnut tree is interesting, though, because its root system does something very unique. 
It poisons the ground around it.  That’s right. Not for animals, but for other plants. It is a process called allelopathy, a biological phenomenon that, in layman’s terms, means the plant’s roots either leach nutrients or secrete things that cause plants around it to decompose. It is the plant’s way, in nature, for keeping a large area of ground for its own nutrient absorption so that it doesn’t have to compete with other native or invasive plants for the fuel it needs. Some allelopathic plants store protective chemicals in their leaves, others in their bark. As the bark chips away and the leaves fall for the season, they decompose and become mulch and compost that poisons anything around it.
Guess where my garden bed was, along with the patch of soil that I took for my potted greenhouse plants? That’s right, right under a wide bough of that Black Walnut tree.
Not to get too nerdy on you, but the Black Walnut tree is extra tricky because it stores its allelopathic chemicals in its buds, roots, and nut hulls, too. And the toxic chemical it contains, Juglone, is most potent at the drip line, which was right over my garden.
Yikes! For nearly three years, I had just thought I was a terrible gardener with a gray thumb! All that time, I had told myself that it had to be something I was doing. Too much watering. Not enough watering. Wrong amount of fertilizer…
Nope! It was that gorgeous shade tree thwarting me!
The next year, I wised up. I created a raised bed and started planting in containers with soil from my FRONT yard.
What do you think happened? 
You guessed it! Suddenly, my garden was blooming. I still remember how thrilled I felt that year when I came in with my bucket full of peppers at the end of the season, an amount that I now pull out of my garden WEEKLY in the summer.
The important thing that I want to impress upon you is that, no matter how grim it looked for me as a gardener, I didn’t give up. Now that you will be armed with the knowledge in the pages ahead, I have nothing but confidence that your small garden will produce bigger and bigger results if you stick with it and apply these principles.
My next challenge as a gardener was when I moved to Connecticut. I gave up my owned home for a rental. We signed a two-year lease. The first thing my boyfriend said when we signed it was, “I’m sorry you won’t be able to have a garden here. I know how much you love it.”
My response?
“Watch me.”
And I proceeded to grow buckets and buckets of produce right there at our rental property. I learned so many tricks for container gardening. I made plant hangers. I collected pots and rolling coolers during bulk trash days. And by the time our two-year lease was up and we moved across town, I had made friends with half the neighbors because of the garden, and I had inspired three of them to start their own.
Now, I own again, but I have NOT forgotten what it was like to have to maximize my tiny amount of garden space. The trick: companion planting. But there will be lots more on that later in the book.
Every time I am in my garden, I feel peace. I feel more in tune with myself and with nature. I work up a sweat, just like dad did, but now I understand that that sweat is full of pride. Pride that I know how to survive should the supermarkets all go empty. Pride that I grow enough to eat fresh food that isn’t covered in toxic chemicals all summer long. Pride that my neighbors watch me digging that dirt, and within weeks, they’re starting their own gardens and telling me that mine inspired them to start. Proud that I can share fresh produce with my friends and my animals. (I feel like my snails love my zucchini almost as much as I do!)
In the coming pages, I will teach you how to start small and maximize what little space you’re ready to dedicate to a garden, whether it is a single plastic pot, a four-foot raised bed, a small rolling grow-box, or an in-ground garden. Once you get the hang of it, you can keep expanding. If not out, then up!
[image: ]
A photo of me, proud, after one of my summer weekend harvests in Connecticut.
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Tools: Buy One, Don’t Be One


Let’s discuss some essential tools that you might need in your gardening journey. If you are gardening in a compact space, not all of these are necessary. Remember, you can always start with a couple of basics and expand every year, little by little. You do not need to spend a fortune on garden supplies to get a great yield of fruits and vegetables. 
So what do you need? Well, here is a breakdown of some of the basics. You can decide what you need as you go. The only thing you truly need to start gardening is a seed, a container, and some dirt. The rest is all up to you!

      [image: ]Gloves: Let’s start off with a somewhat controversial accessory that can also be considered a tool: a good pair of gloves. While I personally don’t like wearing them about ninety percent of the time in the garden, I would be remiss if I didn’t state how important it is to protect your hands. 
While it is fun to dig in the dirt (I swear I am genetically at least half Jack Russell in my DNA with the way I like to play in the dirt), many beautiful things in your garden are full of thorns and barbs that want to give you so many piercings you look like that sad emo kid from junior high. Whatever happened to him?  
If you are digging around in the ground for the first time, you never know what you will find. One day it could be a rock, another day it could be busted fragments of a beer bottle or a rusty nail. One time, digging in my garden, I found a set of dentures and a bathtub faucet. So, unless that tetanus shot is up to date, it is wise to protect your hands. There are also beneficial insects, such as spiders, that make their home in the dirt and don’t take kindly to intruders. That is why a good, thick pair of gloves can be an absolute game-changer whether you’re harvesting spiky pickling cucumbers off your vine, digging through brambles for those delicious raspberries, or pruning a fragrant rose bush.
Now, while all that is true, here comes the controversial part: There is actual scientific proof that direct contact with soil benefits overall health and wellness, strengthens immune systems, lowers stress, and improves mental well-being.
Handling soil with your bare hands, often called “a green prescription,” puts one into direct contact with Mycobacterium vaccae, a bacterium that can activate neurons containing serotonin, the “happy hormone.” This boost acts similarly to an antidepressant. Cancer patients reported a boost in energy and mood when given a non-live version of this same bacterium. Pair that with the vigorous cardiovascular boost of gardening and the vitamin D infusion that being out in the sunshine and fresh air gives you, and you have a combo that will improve your mood while giving you a well-earned sense of accomplishment and filling your belly with nutritious food. 
Watering Can: A watering can can be a handy tool, especially for a small garden or patio full of hanging planters or grow boxes. If you fill them up and let the water sit for 24 hours, chlorine will evaporate out of the water, making it an even gentler source of hydration for your plants. Just make sure to water the roots, not the leaves. If watering in the evening or on humid days when the plant leaves cannot dry fully, watering the leaves can sometimes lead to issues like powdery mildew.
Rake: A rake is a tined tool that allows you to gather leaves, debris, and detritus from your yard or garden space. If you only have an apartment patio, this will not apply to you. However, if you have a large yard, a rake can be your best friend. By gathering up clipped grass or fallen leaves, you can compile everything in either a compost bin or a compost pile, or in some cases, lay it directly on your garden bed. Also, if you are starting a new raised bed or getting ready to pot all new potted plants, you can fill some of the bottom layers of your container or bed with grass clippings and old leaves, and throughout the season, they will break down and create compost that the fruit and vegetable roots can reach down and absorb. Think of it as a delayed fertilizer. 
Hand Shovel: These are handy, no pun intended, for working in raised beds or planting seedlings. These are readily available at any retailer that carries garden supplies. They do tend to fall apart after a few years if you are using them and straining them vigorously, like I do, but even the plastic ones will do you for a few seasons, and it sure can beat digging holes with your hands. 
Lawnmower: If you have a lawn, there is a high likelihood that you have to mow it, too.  Why not collect your grass while you’re at it? Collecting your spent clippings can help add green matter to your compost bin or pile and, in turn, feed your garden, and therefore you! 
Hand Tiller or Electric Tiller: While this item is not absolutely essential, tillers do provide great results, especially in in-ground garden beds. I started out with a hand tiller, which is a four-pronged stick with a handle that can be jabbed into the soil and twisted. This aerates the soil and breaks up compacted dirt so that roots can move freely and access the nutrients they need. It also helps with drainage. Once I upgraded to a larger garden, I started using an electric tiller, and they are amazing. They make quick work of larger garden spaces. As I have mentioned before, my garden is only about the length and width of a standard driveway, but that tiller can chew up the top six inches of dirt in a matter of seconds. It makes the top few inches of soil soft and airy, and your plants will thrive if tilled before each season. This is not necessary for potted plants and window planters. 
Hand Clippers, Pruners, Shears, or Snips: These are inexpensive and essential items for any vegetable garden or fruit tree owner. These are typically used for harvesting tomatoes and herbs, pruning roses or blueberry bushes, cutting back annuals and perennials in the fall, and even deadheading flowers. You will want to sterilize them in between uses to keep them from spreading any illnesses between plants, but this can be as simple as a pair of household scissors.
Loppers: Loppers are heavy-duty pruners with long handles made for chopping limbs off small trees or shaping shrubs. 
Garden Hoe: A hoe has a flattened metal head with a bent neck that is attached to a pole. Gardeners use these to loosen soil and dislodge weeds. 
In-Row Weeders: An in-row weeder looks like two bent rake heads on one stick, and when dragged through plant rows, the flexible prongs lightly stir the soil surface and can thin plants and eliminate some annual weed seedlings. These can be particularly good for onion beds.
Canvas Soaker Hose: These are great for small gardens. Canvas soaker hoses provide a form of irrigation that cuts down on powdery mildew and fungal infections because they snake through the bases of the plants and dribble water when the spigot is turned on. Because the leaves are not sprayed with water, they do not stay moist, so the water soaks down into the roots but doesn't ever get the chance to create moldy environments for the leaves. When paired with a watering timer, your irrigation can be fully automatic. If you plan to have a single raised garden bed, I cannot recommend the canvas soaker hose and timer enough because if you set them up correctly, you will not have to water your garden at all, and you will be able to reap all of the same benefits of a gardener who is out watering plants every other day.  
Many brands of soaker hoses can be connected together for longer strips of irrigation however, there is a tipping point. Sometimes, when you connect too many of them at once, you will have heavy irrigation near the spigot, and not enough water will reach the end of the hose in some cases. If you plant your thirstiest plants near the start of the soaker hose, and the plants that like the driest legs at the end, you can still create a perfect irrigation environment for your plants. 
Garden Hose: I personally love the rubber, retractable hoses that are now on the market. For many years, I struggled with stiff, kinky hoses, and while they do get the job done, they can be difficult to put away. Either way, as long as you have a method of getting water to your plants, that is what is important. By having a multi-setting spray nozzle attached to the end of it, you can water different crops in a way that suits them. For example, I typically water my strawberries with a rain-type setting to make sure that they get water uniformly and that the roots can spread out in many directions. However, I typically water my tomato and pumpkin plants with a jet-type setting to keep any water from hitting their leaves. 
Wheelbarrows and Garden Wagons: These are typically only used for larger gardens. Spare yourself the expense if your garden is very small and you don't really have a room to expand. However, if you have a larger garden area, these can be very handy tools to save your back from all the heavy lifting of bags of dirt, compost, and mulch, should you choose to buy any.
Planter Flats aka Seedling Flats: These are small plastic containers with uniform cells used for starting seeds either indoors or outside. These typically come with a clear plastic lid and a black plastic water catch tray. These are only necessary if you decide to start your own seeds before your grow season has officially started.
Hat, Bandanna, or Sunscreen: One of the most magical properties of any garden is the ability to lose complete hours out there, playing in the dirt. The sun’s rays can be brutal. Even during the heat of the summer, I typically only weed or do anything more involved than a walk-through three times a week. On those three days, I typically alternate between a sweatband or bandanna one day, a big floppy hat another, and then sunglasses and sunscreen on the third, depending on the weather. They all work. You just need something to keep the sun and sweat out of your eyes. Gardening can get pretty vigorous!
Seed organizer: These are optional (you can always keep your leftover seeds in their packets and tuck them in a plastic baggie to keep the moisture out), but man-oh-man are they handy. Seed organizers come in a variety of shapes and sizes. 
My personal favorite is the one that contains a bunch of empty individual airtight containers that look like TicTac cases. They store thousands of seeds, and they’re so easy to carry around in the garden. They take up less space than the more traditional organizers, too. However, some people find the tiny labels tedious or annoying. Either way, if you have the money and space, a seed organizer will save you time and effort in hunting things down or from accidental spills.
[image: ]
A seed organizer.

Foam Knee Pad: These things are great. They’re super cheap, super lightweight, and they really save your knees when you’re transplanting seedlings or weeding the garden. They’re a narrow foam strip with a wide slot cut out at one end that acts as a handle. You don’t need to spend more than a couple of bucks on one. These aren’t an absolute necessity, but they sure are a godsend when you
[image: ]
A soil meter
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