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            INTRODUCTION
            
 
            One Incredible Tip, Alone Worth 
 the Price of This Book
            

         
 
         
            The more we garden, the better we get at knowing what nature wants us to do.
            
 
            GARDEN COLUMNIST CHARLES FENYVESI, IN HIS BOOK Trees
            

         
 
         

         

         Within the first couple of pages here I am going to give you the full text of a tip that is so ingenious, so laborsaving, so cool, that for many people its easily worth the price of this book. How can I afford to do that? Gardeners are a caring, thoughtful bunch always ready to lend support, offer a helping hand, and pass along wisdom.
         
 
         But first, heres a little background. I was talking on the phone the other day with Sam Jeffries, a horticulturist and radio personality. We were about to hang up when Sam dropped a bombshellone last gardening shortcut. (Yes, this one almost got away from me!)
 
         Consider this scenario: A nursery truck has delivered to your front yard a young treea few hundred pounds of wood with burlap-wrapped rootball. You and your garden helpers have dug a planting hole in a carefully selected spot. Together, you wrestle that rootball into the hole. But here comes the quandary. You need to face the tree. That is, turn it until its best side is facing forward. This involves a combination of landscape design considerations, including an assessment of branch structure, open spaces, home architecture, surrounding vegetation, and sun exposure. You and your helpers again will have to awkwardly lift hundreds of pounds of wood and dirt, turning the trunk slowly until another person, directing the show, decides that the tree is facing the correct way. (And cover your ears if the director cant make up his or her mind.) Along the way, someone probably will snap off a branch or two in an effort to get a grip on the tree and turn it.
         
 
         So heres Sams solution: Before you drop the tree into its planting hole, get your garden hose and fill the hole two-thirds of the way with water. A combination of buoyancy of the rootball and lubrication from the mud will make the tree easy to spin around in its planting hole, so you can quickly face the tree any way you wish. Also note that this technique gives the tree a nice start in its new home with a healthy drink of water.
 
         Wow! I felt like I had just picked a gold coin up off the sidewalk. That tidbit has all of the elements of a superb tipits easily understood, it speaks to real people living their daily lives, there are no exotic materials involved, and there are no prissy rules to follow.
 
         I hope you have a similar Wow! experience hundreds of times as you read this book. I have picked the brains of a horde of gardening and yard maintenance experts, identifying the clever little things they do when working in their own gardens and yards to save time, effort, money, and aggravation. I also asked them about their favorite tools and products and how they use them. (Speaking of products, I should say that its impossible to give specific advice without occasionally mentioning a brand name. When I mention a brand in this book, its because I believe in the productI dont accept any freebies from manufacturers.) And the products recommended in this book are organic, in keeping with Rodale tradition.
 
         So pull on your garden gloves, slap on a broad-brimmed hat, and dive into How to Cheat at Gardening and Yard Work. Its jam-packed with ingenious shortcuts, tips, and tricks that are so sneaky that youll feel like youre cheating. At How to Cheat books, by the way, we use the word cheat in a benign sense. Theres nothing halfway, slipshod, or disreputable about the advice you will find here. And let me add that if any advice you encounter here makes you uneasy, fret notI dont want to be your guilty conscience. Just putter along to the next tip without another thought.
         
 
         Now heres your invitation to join the How to Cheat movement. (Rallying cry: Simplicitywith Attitude.) Im sure that you have your own collection of clever tips and tricks, too. Feel free to share them by contacting me at www.howtocheatbooks.com or www.jeffbredenberg.com. Maybe Ill name you as a source in a future How to Cheat book!
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            CHAPTER 1
            

            The 
CHEATING FRAME 
of MIND
            

            [image: alt]
            

         

         Home gardening is the very definition of complexity. It boggles the mind when you sit down to calculate the possible combinations of plants, soil conditions, tools, personal tastes, geography, temperature, precipitation, and pests. Its enough to throw a gardener off his or her gourd. Well, How to Cheat enthusiasts carry a banner that reads, Simplicitywith Attitude. So for all of you who dare to take up hand pruners and step out the back door, your mind swimming with a zillion possibilities, heres a set of simplifying principles, gleaned from the host of experts I have encountered in my research. These observations will help you clarify, reduce, and focus as you garden. These ideas will put you in the right frame of mind to take serious shortcuts, to ignore the things that arent important, and to set your own prioritieswhich is to say: to cheat.
         


         Other low-maintenance strategies, which youll come across in later chapters, are: Grow low-maintenance plants, be frugal, re-use and recycle, and ignore the conventional rules.

         1. Gardening Has No End Point

         Your garden is an ongoing, perpetually unfinished masterpiece. When you make mistakes, theres always a new season around the corner in which you can apply the lessons learned. This way, your garden gets better and better. Also, theres never a time when you smack the dirt off of your hands and proclaim, Finally, my garden is done!

         2. It All Starts with the Earth

         In just about every gardening pursuit, your success or failure hinges mightily on the quality of the soil that you are working with. This is called the POTS principle (Priority One: The Soil), so named because your author is addicted to shameless acronyms, as you will see.

         3. Mother Nature Is More 
Powerful Than You
         

         As indicated in the quote on page x from the lyrical garden writer Charles Fenyvesi, nature is calling the shots in your garden. You would be well advised to employ the SAIL approach (Stand Aside, Interfere Little) when working with nature. Dont fight natural forces. Instead, use them to accomplish your goals.

         
         

         4. Feel Free to Make 
Mistakesand Learn
         

         Get the best advice you can, try something, and learn from your mistakes. Gardening, like cooking, is not an exact science. Nevertheless, in the kitchen youre accustomed to precise ingredient lists and instructions for your recipes. But gardening is a hundred times more complex than that, with zillions of variables that will affect the success or failure of your garden. Such factors include climate, soil conditions, the materials you buy, the health of your plants, your maintenance habits, and even traditions (Grandma always did it this way.)

         5. Take a Risk and Make 
Gardening Fun
         

         You got into gardening to express yourself, to learn new things, and to be amazed at what will grow and blossom. So by all means, make your outdoor passion fun. In the hundreds of decisions you will make every day, take some risks, experiment, try a little whimsy, go a little crazy, and do the unexpected.

         6. Use Your Garden as a 
Place of Therapy
         

         Think of your garden as a therapeutic place, not a place of work. In the morning, take the newspaper out to your garden with an espresso. Sip, read, and contemplate. Stop and breathe deeply (and, yes, smell the roses). Later, after a stressful day of work, go out to the garden and pull some weedsit can be a calming and meditative experience. Breathe deeply and feel the sun on your face. Listen to the songs of birds. Sure, go ahead and talk to your plants. They wont answerwhich is therapeutic in a reaffirming way, because youre always right. When you do talk to your plants, your neighbors will stay far away from you, too. Let the garden become a place of comfort and renewal, and youll look forward to being there as often as possible.
         

         
            Mels 5 Mind-Blowing Truths about Gardening

            Mel Bartholomew is the gardening author who pioneered the revolutionary concept of square foot gardening, a technique recently updated in his new book All New Square Foot Gardening. Appalled at the time-wasting, effort-wasting, money-wasting practices he witnessed among home gardeners, Bartholomew applied his engineering skills to devise a simpler, easier way. This makes him a hero to cheat-at-gardening enthusiasts. You will find out more about Square Foot Gardening in Chapter 6, but for now ponder these five truths about gardening that Bartholomew shared with me.
            

            
               	Gardening is not complicated, it is not difficult, and it is not hard work. You dont need any special expertise. If you manage your garden well, nature does all of the work. All you have to do is provide the proper conditions: the ideal soil (loose, crumbly, and both quick-draining and moisture-holding), correct spacing of plants, and freedom from weeds.
               

               	Less is more. Simplify, simplify, simplify. Also: Reduce, reduce, reduce. Enthusiastic gardeners are prone to making their gardens too big and too complicatedparticularly in spring. As summer weeks wear on, row after row of garden plants plead for attention, weeds are having a field day, and watering becomes a dreadful chore. So the discouraged gardeners start neglecting their gardens. Your garden actually requires a small fraction of the space you think it does. If you learn to control the size of your garden, you will be able to maintain it in small spurts of activity and you will have fewer gardening chores all around.
               

               	You dont have to plant the entire seed packet at once. There can be hundreds of seeds in a seed packet. If you tap them all out as you stroll down a garden row, youre going to have to thin out a zillion teensy plants when they start popping up all jammed together. Kind soul that you are, you wont be able to bring yourself to destroy all of the plants that you should. Therefore, your plants will grow up overcrowded, less healthy, and less productive. And you will have worked harder than you would have if you had kept your planting under control.
               

               	No, you dont have to turn or till your garden soil every spring. In Square Foot Gardening, there is no digging. Push your rototiller out to the curb and leave it there. Park your shovel in the back corner of your shed with the other rarely used items.
               

               	For a better vegetable garden, add some flowers. Why is it a good idea to intersperse flowers with your vegetables? Smarty-pants that you are, your mind has probably turned to the concept of companion gardening, the idea that when certain plants are paired in the garden, they naturally protect each other from pests and disease. Thats true, but heres the real reason to plant flowers among your vegetables, says Bartholomew: Theyre pretty. When you have stopped snickering, consider this: When your garden is pretty, you will go out to it more often to tend it and admire it. When youre more interested in your own garden, you will start getting better feedback from other people who see it. Thus inspired, you will take even better care of your garden, and it will grow better and provide better vegetables and flowers. As if those werent enough reasons, consider this as well: When youre out there picking salad for lunch, you also get to pick a few flowers for the table.
               

            

         

         7. Know Where You Are Going

         Having a plan for your landscape lowers the amount of gardening and yard work that you will have to do. This is whats called the HAPS principle (Have A Plan, Stanknown among less polite gardeners as Have a Plan, Stupid).

         
         

         8. Work Hard to Make 
Gardening Easy
         

         Heres a sad reality about human nature: The more steps you add to a task, and the more barriers you throw in the way of accomplishing that task, the less likely it is to be accomplished. So consider your gardening practices, your seasonal expectations, and your composting process, for example: Are there any steps that you can eliminate? How about watering? Or mowing? Or leaf raking? Also, review your tool storage, keeping in mind the Accessibility Theorem: A task will be accomplished on a frequency that is inversely proportional to the distance between the site of the task and the location of materials necessary to perform it. That is, if its a hassle to get to your tools and other gear, less work gets done.

         9. Know When to Call In a Pro

         Professionals in the gardening and landscaping business all have sad tales to tell about customers who didnt know when to stop and pick up the telephone. Hundreds of dollars too late, theyre weeping into the phone, pleading for help. So keep the HIRE criteria in mind for any project in your garden or landscape: When a task is Hard, Important, Rarely done, and Elaborate, then pick up the phone and HIRE a professional. Gardeners, landscapers, and designers have the training and the equipment to do such jobs properly, safely, and economically.

         On the other hand, if the task is a Super-Easy Lightweight Fix (SELF), the job goes to you-know-whom.

         
         

         10. Award Yourself Two Points 
for Shortcuts
         

         Its human nature to respond to incentives. So as you go about your gardening dutiespruning, planting, turning the compost, picking bugs off of your flowerspicture a scoreboard in your head. Every time that you cheatthat is, use a sneaky shortcut or save yourself some unexpected time or aggravationaward yourself two points. In this case, TWO stands for Thinking Wins Out.
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            CHAPTER 2
            

            Soil: 
 A HEALTHY 
 GARDEN, from 
 the GROUND UP
            

            [image: alt]
            

         

         Soil is the brown stuff embedded in the knees of a youngsters blue jeans. Soil is the rooster-tail splatter on your cars fender. Soil is the grime you wipe off of your sneakers before entering the house, and its the gray stuff that swirls down the drain when you wash up after yard work.
         

         Oh, yeahsoil also is what you plant your tomatoes and green beans in.

         But the truth is that for the most part, we dont hold soil in very high regard. Thats probably why many gardeners neglect or abuse their soiltreat it like dirt, so to speak. Thats too bad, because the key to successful gardening does not lie in clever trellises, ingenious hand tools, intricate watering systems, and floppy sun hats. The sneakiest, corner-cutting-est, cheating-est, sure-fire way to produce a spectacular garden is to do this: Get the soil right. If you have healthy, well-conditioned soil in your garden, every other thing you do for your garden becomes efficient and easy, says Daron Farmer D Joffee, manager of Georgias Harvest Lake Farm.
         

         Plants that grow in healthy soil are more vigorous and have fewer pest and disease problems than plants in poor soil. That means youll have to spend less time doctoring sick plants.

         How exactly do you go about achieving healthy garden soil? Well, this chapter is packed with simple, anyone-can-do-it tips from experts. But the very best way to get started doesnt require you to even lift a fingerjust adjust your perception of what soil is. Creating good garden soil is not like baking a caketossing ingredients into a mixing bowl. To garden successfully, think of your soil instead as a living organism, says Clea Danaan, author of Sacred Land: Intuitive Gardening for Personal, Political, and Environmental Change. Soil is really dynamic, she says. Soil isnt particularly demanding, either. All you have to do is supply this living organism with some simple needs: nutrients, organic matter, moisture, air, and a bit of shelter to protect it from the elements.
         

         DIRT: THE INSIDE STORY

         Lets take a deeper (ha-ha!) look at what soil is exactly, and how you can supply the needs of this living entity thats supporting garden plants in your yard.

         Soil is not just one thingits a mixture. There are minerals in soil, inorganic stuff that comes from crumbled rocks. Theres organic material, toostuff that was once alive, such as rotted leaves and wood. And good soil is brimming with living creatures, too, including bacteria, other microscopic critters, earthworms, and bugs. Soil texture often is assessed according to the balance of sand, clay, and silt particles it contains. Loam soil is considered to be an ideal balance of the three, while additions of organic matter to your soil may be recommended if youre too heavy on sand or clay. To be honest, organic matter is a great addition to any garden soil, even perfectly balanced ones. The best thing you can do for your garden is to add organic materials to the soil. See Chapter 7 for the dirt on how to make your own compost and read on for more details on handling your soil.
         

         Soil plays a number of roles in respect to your garden. It provides structural support, of coursesupplying the base that plants sink their roots into, and allowing stems to grow upright. It provides sustenance, toothe nutrients and water that your plants depend on. It also houses the microorganisms that provide vital support services to the plants growing in their midst. So its important to understand what kind of soil youre dealing with in your garden. One place to start is to look at the weeds that grow theresome of them can give you clues to your soil type and quality. But to get a better fix, a soil test is an invaluable guide.

         Now, I know that testing your garden soil is not at the top of your list of fun backyard activities. It sounds finicky, it sounds like overkill, and worst of all it sounds like extra work. So right away, let me tell you some things that youll be glad to hear. In some circumstances, you might be able to squeak by without testing your garden soilparticularly if your garden is lush, green, and happy already. On the other hand, testing your soil is actually a very small amount of work, its easy to do, its relatively inexpensive, and it requires no special skill or knowledge.

         But why should you bother? A soil test will alert you to any severe deficiencies in your soilthe kind of shortcomings that will make your gardening life miserable during the growing season. Along with the test results, you will get specific instructions on what to add to your soil in order to correct any problems, and these additives will be readily available at your local garden supply store or nursery.

         If youre just starting up a garden, testing the soil is a great first step before you get immersed in the details of planting and growing. (Some weeds that indicate soil of generally poor quality include broom sedge, dog fennel, red sorrel, sheep sorrel, and yellow toadflax, so if you spot them youll know youve probably got some soil building to do.) However, if the stretch of land that you want to garden on has had a good sod covering for several years, its probably pretty rich dirt thats already suitable for gardening, says Dr. Kenneth Mulder, director of the campus farm at Green Mountain College in Poultney, Vermont. As you continue gardening, routinely adding organic matter to your beds (compost in particular) will naturally keep the soil nutrients in balance. Over the years, if mysterious problems emerge in your garden (perhaps your garden plants were once a vibrant green, but now theyre yellowed, stunted, and droopy-looking), that would be a good time to test the soil. The solution may be as simple as boosting a depleted nutrient.
         

         For soil conditions, read your weeds before you test. Want a quick indicator of whether your soil is clay or sandy, wet or dry? Just take a look at the weeds that are attracted to it. Similarly, happy weed populations may indicate other flaws in your soil. See the Cheat Sheet on the opposite page for some ways to read your weeds.
         

         Heres how to test. One of the best ways to get started with testing your soil is to call or visit your local Cooperative Extension office. (Conduct an Internet search using the term Cooperative Extension, plus your state.) Many Cooperative Extension offices will give youperhaps even mail to youa soil testing kit and tell you where to send your soil sample for lab analysis. Youll be instructed to dig up several shovelfuls of dirt from different parts of your garden bed and then to mix the samples thoroughly in a bucket. Dig 6 to 8 inches deep to get your soil sample (but if you hit hardpan, dont continue digging). Put the soil sample in the container provided for mailing. Then fill out a form about your garden, write out a modest check, and pop it all into the mail.
         

         Keep your test dirt clean. Pull on some garden gloves or rubber gloves when you collect soil samples to submit for testing and dont handle the samples with your bare hands. You might not look at it this way, but you can contaminate the soil. Yes, oils from your skin can alter the test results!
         

         Check for soil variation. If you see a marked difference in the color and texture of your soil from one part of the yard to another, consider doing separate tests for each part of the yard. The different areas may need to be treated separately.
         

         
         

         Cheat Sheet

         
            Weeds Give Clues about Soil

            The weeds growing in your soil offer clues to your soils texture and quality. Here are some weeds to look for.
 
            

            HEAVY CLAY OR COMPACTED SOIL
            

            Buttercup, creeping

            Dock, broad-leaved

            Plantain

            Thistle, annual sow

            Thistle, Canada

            WATERLOGGED OR POORLY DRAINED SOIL
            

            Coltsfoot

            Dock, curly (and others)

            Goldenrod, Canada

            Horsetail

            Joe-pye weed

            Knotweed, spotted (Ladys thumb)

            Mayapple

            Mosses

            Sedges

            Sorrel, sheep

            HUMUS-RICH, WELL-DRAINED SOIL
            

            Burdock

            Chickweed

            Chicory

            Dandelion

            Lambs quarters

            Pigweed

            Purslane

            SANDY, LIGHT SOIL
            

            Campion, white

            Cornfl ower, wild

            Lettuce, arrow-leaved wild

            Sorrel, sheep

            Thistle, Maltese

            Toadflax, yellow

            ACID SOIL
            

            Cresses

            Daisy, ox-eye

            Dandelion

            Docks

            Hawkweed

            Knotweed, prostrate

            Mosses

            Plantain

            Sorrels

            Strawberry, wild

            Thistle, annual sow

            ALKALINE SOIL
            

            Chamomile

            Chickweed

            Goosefoot

            Mustards

            Spurge, spotted

            Thistles

         


         Respond to the data. When you get the results of your soil test, simply follow the directions for what to add to your garden. Depending on where you live, you may be given organic recommendationsfor instance, use of certified organic fertilizer rather than chemical fertilizer. Organic fertilizer will break down more slowly and in the long run will feed your soil better. To buy the organic materials you need, just take your soil test results to a feed store or garden supply store. To supplement your soil, you will need to do some simple mathfor instance, to figure out how many pounds of fertilizer to add per square foot of garden (if you have trouble with such numbers, consult a 10-year-old). Even better, skip the math and just follow the directions on the fertilizer bag. Blended organic fertilizers come with application guidelines thatll make your job easy.
         

         Soil test results will typically tell you whether your garden is deficient in the elements nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), or potassium (K). Nitrogen aids stem and leaf growth, phosphorus helps roots grow and aids in ripening seeds and fruit, and potassium is needed for growth and health as well. Many soil tests (including those performed by USDA Cooperative Extension offices) also indicate the levels of minor nutrients, such as calcium, iron, and magnesium that plants need in smaller amounts. Directions that come with your lab test results will tell you how much of what kind of fertilizer to add to your garden. The truth is, a fertilizer thats balanced among all three elements will probably do nicely, and all you need to do is follow the package directions for how much to add for your size of garden bed. Many organic fertilizers supply important minor nutrients along with the big threenitrogen, phosphorus, and potassiumso you dont have to worry about deficiencies when you garden organically.

         Theres one more ingredient of the soil-testing alphabet soup, and thats pH, which is a measure of your soils acidity or alkalinity. Out of all of your soil test results, getting your soil to the recommended pH level is probably most important, says farm director Dr. Mulder. Soil ranges from a rating of4.0 (heavily acidic) up to 9.0 (intensely alkaline). The ideal pH for a garden is said to be between 6.0 and 6.5, which is slightly acidic. The pH of your soil is a handy thing to know, because some plants are finicky about the amount of acidity or alkalinity in their soil. Your soils pH can vary, depending upon where you live. In the United States, for instance, western states tend to have more alkaline soil while eastern states have more acid soil. If you have acid soil, adding ground limestone will raise the pH level (follow the package directions). If you have alkaline soil, adding compost, pine needles, peat moss, oak leaves, sawdust, sulfur, or aluminum sulfate will lower the pH level.
         

         But to save yourself needless time and effort, just know that its a losing battle to try to change pH by more than a point or so. You can affect a modest change, but dont count on changing it a lot.

         Test it yourself. If you would rather not bother with mailing off your soil samples for testing, pick up a do-it-yourself testing kit at your hardware store or garden center. Such kits are reliable and will provide you with the information you need to put your soil into proper balance, says author Danaan. Just follow the directionsits a little like playing with a kids chemistry set. Danaan doesnt test her own soil very often, by the way. She knows that her Colorado dirt naturally tends toward alkaline, so she compensates for that.
         

         Consider contaminants. If you have reason to believe that your soil might be contaminated with heavy metals (lead, for instance), spend a little extra on your soil test to screen for that. For example, perhaps your garden plot is near an old house or other building, and its possible that old lead-based paint flecked off onto the ground. Illegal dumping in the past, a site thatwas once a landfill, or a nearby gas station are other conceivable sources of contamination.
         

         
            TO CHECK PH, LISTEN TO YOUR DIRT

            If you think your soil might be too alkaline, heres a sneaky way to find out for sure: Scoop two or three spoonfuls of dry garden soil into a screw-top glass jar. Then pour in a similar amount of distilled white vinegar (which youll find in any grocery store), enough to moisten all of the soil. Screw on the lid and shake the jar, then hold the open top to your ear. If you hear a fizzing sound, your soil is very alkaline.

         

         
         

         
            SHADES OF GREEN
            

            Check Those Fertilizer Labels

            Many backyard gardeners have one foot in the burgeoning organic world and another foot still in the past, using nonorganic chemical gardening products. One of the easiest ways to take another step toward organic gardening is to replace your chemical-based fertilizer with a certified organic fertilizer, says Annette Pelliccio, founder of the Happy Gardener, an organic gardening company in Virginia.

            It used to be complicated to fertilize organically. Gardeners had to put in individual sources of nutrientsmanure or cottonseed meal for nitrogen (N), rock phosphate for phosphorus (P), granite dust or greensand for potassium (K)but these days there are easy-to-use blended organic fertilizers that contain a balance of the nutrients plants need.

            To make sure youre getting an organic fertilizer, simply read the product labels at your garden supply store. But pay attention: Some manufacturers may call their products organic because they include some natural, or naturally derived, ingredientsbut that doesnt mean that theyre truly organic.

            Look for products that state they are certified organic by an organization such as the Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRI). Look at the NPK ratings, too. Fertilizers with high NPK numbers (14-14-14, for instance) are probably not organic. A fertilizer with a lower rating, such as 5-3-7, is more likely to be a true organic product.

            
               [image: alt]
               

            

         

         Check your soils depth. How deep is the rich, loose soil in your garden? This factor could have a big influence on the happiness of the plants you try to grow, says Robert Hammond, chef and owner of Oregons Honeyman Creek Farms. To check the depth of your topsoil, grab a shovel and dig down into your garden bed until you reach dense, compacted subsoil or even hardpana level of tough dirt thats nearly impossible to penetrate without a pickax. Most garden vegetables do best when the loose soil is a foot deep, Hammond says.
         


         If you hit hardpan after digging just a few inches, start out with shallow-rooted vegetables like leaf lettuce or radishes. Then read up on the crops you want to plant to find out what root depth they prefer, and work on building up the soil to meet those requirements.

         The best way to build up rich, loose soil, Hammond says (and legions of gardeners agree), is to add compost. Visit your communitys distribution center for free compost, use compost from your own backyard operation (see Chapter 7 for info on how to do this), or go to your garden supply store and buy large bags of composted manure, mushroom compost, or leaf compost. (One caution: That manure will add a substantial dose of nitrogen, so if you use it, back off on the nitrogen in your fertilizer so your plants dont overdose.)

         How thirsty is your soil? As long as youre using your shovel to check on the health of your garden, add this test to your repertoire of simple diagnostics: Dig down 6 inches into your garden and feel the soil, says Rebecca Kolls, Master Gardener, author, and contributor to TVs Good Morning America. If the soil is dry, thats not good. Dry soil even 2 to 3 inches down can be a problem, depending on the root depth of your plants. Dry soil this deep means you are under-watering. Increase the amount or the frequency that you water, then check again in a couple of days.
         

         If your soil drains quickly and is often dry, add compost or other organic matterdont just water more. Compost acts like a sponge that helps soil hold moisture longer.

         Address clay with compost. Having soil thats heavily clay and poorly drained is not the end of the world, says Robert Hammondin fact, clay provides many of the minerals that your garden plants need. It also holds moisture longer than lighter, sandy soils. You can improve its texture, however, by adding lots of organic material, which will loosen up the soil and make your plants happier. Hammond has clay soil and gets lots of rain, which means that his soil can easily get compacted. The easiest way to cure this problem, he says, is building up the soil in raised beds. (Find out more about that in Chapter 6.)
         

         Improve clay conditions with jiffy gypsum. You can also improve the drainage of heavy clay with gypsum (calcium sulfate) instead of lime, which is another time-honored remedy for clay soil. For fastest results, use pelleted gypsum, which dissolves to a fine powder as soon as it gets wet. Reach for your fertilizer spreader to apply it in record speeduse 20 to 30 pounds per 1,000 square feet of garden. Youll find pelleted gypsum at garden centers and hardware stores.
         

         GOING BEYOND THE BASIC DIRT

         Okay, now youre committed to treating your garden soil like a living being. Lets look at some other smart ways to work with soil and get the most out of it.

         Convert lawn to garden bedwithout digging! Now and then youre going to cast your eyes over your expanse of green lawn and decide to convert several square yards of it into a garden bed. This presents you (or possibly your spouse) with the ugly prospect of an afternoon spent spading up chunks of sod, since you dont want feisty little grass plants having their way with your new garden bed. Which means you will want to know the low-effort, zero-digging How to Cheat at Gardening and Yard Work way of converting lawn into a garden bed.
         

         Start the season before you hope to planteither in spring or even as late as fall for planting the following spring. Go to that mountain of newspapers in your recycling bin. Spread newspaper, at least a dozen sheets thick, over the grass thats occupying your garden-to-be. Then weigh the newspapers down with up to a foot of organic mattercompost, shredded leaves (wet them down so they dont blow away), organic mulch (see below), and such. Now leave your future garden bed alone until the following spring, when it will be ready for planting. The underlying sod will have died back, returning the nutrients from the grass to the soil. The top layer of organic matter also will have compacted. Just poke through the layer with a trowel to do your planting.

         Marvin Duren, owner of Marvins Organic Gardens in Lebanon, Ohio, has a variation on this technique that dispenses with the newspaper. He says just spread a 6-inch layer of compost over the sod that youre converting into garden bed. On top of that, spread 2 inches of your favorite mulch (many gardeners use shredded bark or pine needles). If you dont have a full 6 inches of compost to devote to the bed, an inch may not kill the sod, but it will make a world of difference, Duren says.
         

         Coddle your soil with mulch. Mulching is a crucial gardening process, but its by no means mysterious or difficult. Organic mulches include the stuff you buy in enormous bags from your garden supply store or in bulk from your local nursery and have delivered, such as shredded bark, composted manure, and peat moss. Other organic mulches include hay, shredded newspaper, and lawn clippings. Nonorganic mulches include plastic, fabric, and pebbles. Either way, the function of the mulch is to keep moisture in the soil below it, to prevent weeds from sprouting, to prevent erosion, and to protect plants from temperature fluctuations.
         

         Make sure your new plantings start out life with generous applications of mulch in spring and then add to the mulch layer if it thins out during the growing season. How much organic mulch to use is a judgment call on your part. Generally, small plants do fine with an inch or two (but add more as plants growweeds will come up through a scant 1-inch layer of mulch), and larger plants are happy with several inches. Leave some clearance around the stems of your plantsdirect contact with mulch could encourage disease.

         Poke holes through the covering. At planting time in spring, says Danaan, theres no need to rake your compost-and-mulch covering aside or till it into the soil. Just dig small holes through it and put your seeds or transplants into the soil.
         

         Slip compost under your mulch. In keeping with leave-no-bare-soil advice, author Clea Danaan has a simple fall routine that protects and enhances her garden soil. When she harvests her vegetables and herbs in fall, she snips up all stems and other plant waste right there on the garden bed. Then she covers the bed with hay, and leaves raked up from the lawn. Between fall and spring, she also slides some of her kitchen scraps under this covering to compost them.
         

         
         

         
            [image: alt]
               Nourish your soil in the off-season by hand-shredding or snipping vegetable and herb stems and leaving them right in the garden bed. Cover the harvested plants with hay and leaves, and add compostable kitchen waste to the bed all winter long.

            

         

         Welcome worms with compost. Robert Hammond is always overjoyed when he finds earthworms in his soil. Theyre a good signan indication that he has organic material in his dirt. You dont need to physically add earthworms to your soilthey will spontaneously appear when you supplement the soil with organic material, he says. Hammond has had soil that showed no evidence of earthworms. When he added compost, the worms appeared and flourished. Not only do worms feed on compost, they also add to the organic material with the castings they leave behind. Their tunneling aerates the soil as well.
         

         Worms like mulch, too. Mulch is another earthworm magnet. If you use organic mulches on your garden beds and replenish them each year, youll find that worms will follow  and your soil will be all the better for it.
         

         Go easy on the tilling. You might not feel like youre actually gardening unless you have upended a few hundred cubic feet of dirt with a shovel or a power tiller. Well, dont go overboard with tilling your soil, says Hammond. If you till your soil until it is powdered, a crust will form across its surface when the soil is dry (a particular problem with highly clayey soil). That crust will become a barrier, forcing water to run off rather than soaking into the dirt. Eventually, erosion will increase, too.
         

         Deeper down, over-tilling compacts the soil, reducing pores that allow water and air to penetratemaking a difficult environment for the roots of your garden plants. Over-tilling also damages beneficial microorganisms in the soil, such as the mycorrhizaefungi that help plant roots draw nutrients out of the dirt. If you insist on tilling your garden, dont do it while the soil is wetthat is particularly damaging to the soil, too, Hammond says.

         Besides, tillers are large machines that take up a lot of garage or shed space and are probably overkill for the average small home garden, says Heather Kibble, home garden expert for a major southern California seed company. You probably have a hundred better uses for your spaceand money.

         Marvin Duren, of Marvins Organic Gardens in Ohio, has quit tilling, plowing, and turning his garden soil by shovel. I let the earthworms do the incorporating and aerating, he says.

         Treat your garden plants to lasagna. Speaking of no-till gardening, lasagna gardening is a low-effort technique thats becoming increasingly popular among cheat-at-gardening enthusiasts. Its named not for what you grow in your garden, but for the technique of layering materials you use to buildand then maintainyour garden soil. To get started, mark the patch of sod or soil on which you want to create your lasagna garden by covering it with corrugated cardboard or several layers of newsprint. Wet this down with your garden hose. Now add the layers to your bedbasically any organic material that you would put into a compost pile. Just alternate the brown stuff (say, shredded leaves raked up from the lawn) with the green (fresh grass clippings, trimmings from your garden plants, plant-based kitchen scraps). Add the occasional layer of finished compost, topsoil, or peat moss. Within a season or two you will have a bed of loose, crumbly soil that needs no turning. Just plant your bed by troweling straight down.
         

         Then quit tilling for good. Once you have an established garden, just spread compost and organic fertilizers on top of the soil surface once a year and put down a layer of mulch on top. When its time to plant, just pull the mulch aside and dig with a trowel just deep enough to set in the young plants. As the plants grow, add more mulch (it can be up to 12 inches deep, if the plants are tall). Thats it! The organic materials will gradually decompose and nourish the soil. Earthworms will help to aerate the soil from below. And youll only have to water during prolonged spells of dry weather.
         

         Stick a fork in it. Heres another great alternative to tilling your soil: Just penetrate your garden bed with the tines of a pitchfork. Stick the fork into the soil as far as it will go and rock the handle back and forth a few times. Work your way across the garden bed. This will allow air and moisture into the soil without causing the destruction that tilling or turning the earth can, says Clea Danaan.
         

         
            [image: alt]
               Loosen your soil by rocking a pitchfork back and forth in stages across the garden bed.

            

         

         Provide some winter cover. Planting a cover crop to grow in your garden over winter will also protect and condition your soil. Ryegrass, winter peas, winter greens, turnips, clover, and vetch make good cover crops. Plant them in late summer to early fall, at least 4 weeks before your areas first expected fall frost. In spring, chop down or mow over your cover crop. Leave the chopped plant material on the garden bed surface. You can till it into the soil (gently, please!) or just cover it over with a layer of compost. Soil that benefits from a winter cover crop will provide much better crops during the regular growing season, says Georgia farm manager Daron Joffee. A cover crop stimulates the biological system of the soil and helps fight off disease.
         

         
            SHADES OF GREEN
            

            Shield Your Soil from Chemical Damage

            One of the biggest mistakes that new gardeners make is reacting to problems by using chemical solutions such as pesticides that damage the soil, says Dr. Kenneth Mulder, director of the campus farm at Green Mountain College in Poultney, Vermont. Most of your garden problems can actually be resolved with healthy, living soil. Chemical use is a setback for the biology of your garden, and it can take your garden years to recover. Sure, theres a challenge in chemical-free gardening: Investing in your soil requires a long-term outlook and commitment to such practices as composting, mulching, and growing cover crops. You have to keep in mind that you wont necessarily see an immediate result.

            You dont grow plantsyou grow soil, and the rest follows, Dr. Mulder says.

            
               [image: alt]
               

            

         

         Use the sun to sterilize your soil. Come spring, there could be some unwelcome bad guys hunkered down in last seasons garden bednamely, seeds left in the soil by last years weeds, and pathogens that can cause any number of plant diseases. Heres the cheaters technique for sterilizing a garden bed using solar powerand yes, its free and its easy. In spring, moisten the garden soil and cover it with clear plastic. Create a tight seal around the perimeter by anchoring the edges, tucking in the ends, and covering the edges with soil. Leave the plastic in place for 4 to 6 weeks. Sunlight will cook leftover seeds and microbes in the soil. When you plant, disturb the soil as little as possible; weed seeds deeper than 6 inches may survive solarization and be ready to germinate if you expose them to light.
         


         Protect your pathways with clover. You know the expression Good fences make good neighbors? Well, in the same vein, good pathways make good garden beds. This isnt because you need to coddle yourself in the garden with a picturesque place to shuffle your feet. The primary reason for putting paths between your planting beds is to give you a way to reach into your garden without stepping onto the beds and compacting the soil.
         

         Now, leaving the dirt bare on your garden path is not a good idea, says Joffee, because exposure damages the soil. Sun bakes nutrients out of the soil, the soil loses its moisture, nutrients leach out, organic matter and microbial activity disappear, and wind and water erode the dirt. To protect the soil in your garden pathways, Joffee recommends planting clover. His favorite: ladino white clover. It provides a pretty pathway that also feels nice to walk on. Your garden plants will benefit from the nearby clover, since the clovers roots provide a safe haven for beneficial soil microbes and also help to fix nitrogen in the soil.

         Joffee recommends leaving a 10-inch-wide pathway between garden beds.

         Put in a freebie pathway. Sure, those brick paver or stone pathways look stunning, but theyre not always affordable. Try a little earth-friendly recycling for a path that works just as well. Check around the house for any flat, sturdy material thats not being used and could serve as the foundation for a garden path. Open up cardboard boxes and line your pathway, reuse weathered and splintered cedar shakes or clapboard, or lay down lengths of old wood. When you have your recycled path liner material in place, cover it with mulch or straw.
         

         Cast a spell on your garden. Whats the best and easiest way to prepare soil for gardening? Master Gardener Rebecca Kolls of Good Morning America says all you need are her three magical ingredients. If you dont already have these magical ingredients on hand, theyre available not from wizards or witches, but from your local garden supply store: peat moss, cow manure, and compost. To condition your garden soil, lay a mixture of these ingredients across the top of your soil in both spring and fall, then till it under if you like, or just leave it alone and mix it in the next time you plant. Its that easy.
         


         Feed your soil both ways. Now, weve had recommendations for both adding organic matter to the soil (compost and such) and fertilizing (lets all repeat them together: nitrogen, potassium, and phosphorus). Many backyard gardeners make the mistake of supplying only one or the other, says Annette Pelliccio of the Happy Gardener organic gardening company. You need both the organic matter and the fertilizer, she says. One doesnt make the other unnecessary. Luckily, there are lots of organic fertilizer blends on the market that supply the full complement of nutrients and are just as easy to use as synthetic products.
         

         
            [image: alt]
               Less is more around trees. When mulching near a tree, give the trunk and root flare plenty of clearance so the mulch wont cause rot or smother the surface roots.

            

         

         Take care around your trees. When you are amending or mulching the soil around your trees, give them plenty of leeway by ringing them like a donut. Piling too much material in the shape of a volcano on top of tree roots can smother them. Also, piling soil or mulch directly against the trunk of a tree can cause rot. To mulch a tree in less than a minute, use bagged mulch and walk in a ring around the tree, letting the mulch fall from the bag. The standard method of dumping the bag in one spot and shoveling it into place around the tree takes three times as long (and often involves bending). See Chapter 10 for more on trees.
         

         
            SLEIGHT of HAND
            

            A Little Ash Goes a Long Way

            Your fireplace wood ashes will add nutrients to your lawn or gardenyou just have to be careful not to overdo it. For 1,000 square feet of yard, add no more than a 5-gallon bucket of ashes per year. Ashes raise the pH level of your soil (raising the alkalinity), and if your yard is already testing at a pH of 7.0 (neutral) or higher, the ashes will do more harm than good. So take it easy. If you were paying attention in science class, you know that rising alkalinity means that the acidity of the soil drops. So acid-loving plants (azaleas, rhododendrons, and blueberry bushes, for instance) would not be happy with fireplace ashes in their soil. You also can sprinkle fireplace ashes onto your compost pileparticularly if you have acidic components in the pile such as pine needles or oak leaves.

         

         Be a mulch doctor. Take the time to cruise your garden beds in winter with a bucket of 911 mulch in hand. If you see exposed roots or plant crowns, administer a little first aid by blanketing the area with a layer of mulch to keep the winter winds and weather from drying out the roots and killing the plants. Saving your plants is easier than replacing them.
         

         Sprouting calls for special soil. Theres soil and then theres soil. Just so we dont get confused, lets distinguish between the two kinds of dirt that you will run across in the home gardening biz. The conventional garden soil where you plant your tomatoes in the backyard is lovable stuff, but its not really suitable for all purposes. For sprouting seedlings indoors and for houseplants, dont just dig up backyard soil. That would expose tender plants to too many potential bugs and diseases. Instead, buy bags of sterilized potting mix from your garden supply store. Sterilized soil is free of microorganisms. It usually consists of peat moss and an inactive mineral such as vermiculite. Just be sure to mix in a little compost so the soil will have a healthy population of beneficial microorganisms. Its wonderful to use for container plants as well, since its lightweight and drains well.
         

         Phone around for free mulch. Call nearby tree-trimming companies and ask if they shred their trimmings and give away the resulting chips. If they do, line the trunk of your car with a tarp (or grab some super-strong trash bags), toss in a shovel, and pay them a visit. If your town has a brush collection program for residents, it may also offer free wood chips. Wood chips make great mulch and can add a distinctive look to paths. If you prefer the look of more expensive, finely ground root mulch, lay down a layer of wood chips first and then cover them with the root mulch.
         

         Shop the neighborhood for soil enhancers. If you have neighbors in town who go all out at Halloween, you may find plenty of free soil builders at curbsidebales of straw, corn stalks (chop just the leaves with a lawn mower), and orange pumpkin-face bags filled with fallen leaves.
         

         Treat your garden to fish food. When youre changing the water in your home aquarium, take a bucket of the old water out to your garden. Old aquarium water is full of free fertilizer, courtesy of your finny friends.
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         Well, all of this information puts lowly dirt in a new light, doesnt it? So many of the frustrations of gardening will disappear when you start treating dirt like a living beingproviding it with water, air, and food, and protecting it by tucking it in with a cozy layer of mulch. Sure, now that your parental instincts are kicking in, pull up a lawn chair at night and read it a bedtime story, too. Jack and the Beanstalk, anyone?
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            CHAPTER 3
            

            VEGETABLES: 
 The JUICIEST 
 SHORTCUTS
            

            [image: alt]
            

         

         Im not going to lie to you. Growing vegetables can be a demandingat times trickypursuit, with scores of factors just waiting to wreak havoc in your garden. Poor soil, insufficient water, blazing sun, killer temperatures (high and low), and bugs and slugs are just a few of the hazards. To be sure, plenty of harried home gardeners are run ragged as they try to coax and coddle their vegetable plants into health and productivity. But thats because theyve chosen to garden the hard way.
         

         I consulted a host of vegetable gardening experts and asked them this: What are the big mistakes that most home gardeners makethe kind of goofs that cause them a summer of tedious labor and miserable crops? As it happens, just a few minutes of advance brainwork here and there will spare you many hours of physical labor as you try to set things right in a struggling garden. With the following strategies in place, you will see your backyard trials and tribulations melt away, and youll discover a wealth of free time for other crucial activitieslike test-driving your hammock or practicing your golf swing.
         

         And oh, the rewards awaiting those who do grow their own vegetables! Nothing your supermarket produce department offers can compare with the taste of freshly picked vegetablesand the convenience of your backyard garden cant be beat either.

         A grateful garden-trowel salute goes out to Daron Farmer D Joffee, manager of Georgias Harvest Lake Farm; Heather Kibble, home garden expert for a major seed company in southern California; botanist, researcher, and widely published California-based author Lance Walheim; Rebecca Kolls, Master Gardener, author, and television personality on Good Morning America; Robert Hammond, chef and owner of Oregons Honeyman Creek Farms; and Clea Danaan, author of Sacred Land: Intuitive Gardening for Personal, Political, and Environmental Change.
         

         DO YOUR HOMEWORK

         I know, I know. Youre a person of action. You want to turn some soil, toss in some compost, scatter seeds, pop some transplants into the dirt, fertilize now and then, and watch your vegetables spring up from the ground. The idea of doing homework or research sounds like needless delay, something that persnickety literalists do.

         Good for youin the How to Cheat at Gardening and Yard Work spirit, youre eager to cut corners wherever you can. But consider this: Just a little advance research about your climate and your soil will save you truckloads of physical labor, time, and aggravation. For instance, when you know how to achieve the ideal nutrient balance in your garden soil, how to select the perfect vegetable varieties for your climate, and how to time planting for best effect, a lot of the gardening hassles that your neighbors wrestle with will just fade away in your own backyard plot. The information were talking about is easy to come byfinding it is nothing like poring over a college textbook or spending several hours at the public library. And besides, gathering a little information is a breeze compared to the physical side of gardeningtheres no lifting, bending over, or even getting your fingernails dirty! Reading this book is a sure sign that youre on the right labor-and money-saving path, too, since youre about to learn the very easiest ways to raise vegetablesadvice delivered to you in an easy-to-digest form.
         

         Here are some tips on getting started. First, make sure you have the basics covered.

         Take your dirt to a lab. The condition of your soil is one of the most important aspects of gardening, says Hammond. Soil science, fortunately, is not rocket science. But to get great results from your vegetable garden, you will need to know something about testing your soil, adding organic material, and balancing its content of minerals and micronutrients. (Youll find info on soil testing in Chapter 2.) If that sounds ridiculously fussy to you, then look at it this way: Think of building good soil as your own private crop insurance. When you get your soil properly balanced, a lot of the problems that typically beset gardeners will evaporate. So if you skipped or just skimmed Chapter 2, nows a good time to go back and read it in depth. If you promise to do that, Ill promise not to repeat all of those details here, okay? Just remember the POTS principle (Priority One: The Soil) on page 2: Good dirt makes all the difference.
         

         Study your local climate. Crucial environmental factors that affect the garden, such as length of growing season and amount of rainfall, will vary drastically depending upon where you live. All of your decisions about which varieties of vegetables you grow and how you treat them will be influenced by your knowledge of your local climate. So the more you know about your climate the more successful you will be as a gardener, says Hammond. Your local Cooperative Extension office can provide lots of helpful information about gardening in your climate. Youll learn what to plant, when to plant, how much to water and with what frequency.
         


         Shed light on the best garden spot. How do you know the best part of your yard to devote to a garden? Here are your top criteria.
         

         
            	Find good sun exposure. Make sure that buildings, trees, and any other obstructions will not cast shadows on your garden.
            

            	Avoid swamps. Find a spot thats not prone to flooding. After a good rainstorm, go out and walk around your yard and see where the water tends to puddle and pool, and where it stays around longest. Also, avoid planting at the bottom of a slope or in another low spot where water collects, or near the end of a downspout from a rain gutter. And avoid a spot where your garden will be exposed to possible contaminants from road runoff.
            

            	Look for good soil. Ensuring that you have good garden soil is a matter of doing a little bit of homeworktesting the soil and supplementing it with compost and fertilizer. See Chapter 2 for info on testing your soil.
            

            	Find a spot you can monitor from the house. If a groundhog is rampaging among your tomato plants, it helps if you can spot it from a window you look through often. Same goes for rampaging deer, children, and other pests.
            

            	Consider proximity to a water source. Its always nice to have easy access to water for your garden. You want to keep the dragging of hoses and hauling of watering cans to a minimum.
            

            	Locate your garden as close to your kitchen as possible, so it will be easy to haul your produce inside.
            

            	Put your garden near an entrance to the home that will not be ruined by muddy shoes.
            

         

         Stop inviting strangers to your backyard. Well, the humans you associate with are your business, but in this case were talking about vegetable strangers. Before you add any variety of vegetable to your home garden, learn as much as you can about its individual needs, says Hammond. Tending to those details will make an enormous impact on the success of your garden. You will want to know how much sun the plant requires, for instance, how deep to plant it, how far to space it from other plants, and what its water needs are.
         

         
            SLEIGHT of HAND
            

            Squeeze Some Dirt

            If youd like a quick read on the pros and cons of your garden soil, try this laymans test. Scoop up a handful of soil, squeeze it in your fist, and open your hand again. If the ball of soil crumbles before your eyes, its too sandy. If the soil clings together, even when you touch it, the soil contains too much clay. Ideal gardening soil will have a balance of sand, clay, and organic material. If you are blessed with loam in your garden, the fistful of dirt will stay in a ball when you open your hand, but the ball will fall apart when you touch it.

            You can also use this test to tell when your soil is ready to work in spring. Squeeze the soil into a ball and then open your fingers. If it sticks together its too wet to work; if it crumbles, its ready.

            Understand that while this informal test provides some useful information, its no substitute for a thorough lab analysis of your garden soil.

         

         To increase your odds of gardening success, pick vegetable varieties that grow particularly well in your locale. For instance, you will want varieties that are partial to your climate, that thrive within the limits of your growing season, and that are resistant to any pests that predominate in your area. How are you supposed to come by that kind of information? Easya little schmoozing will take you a long way. Ask your gardening neighbors what varieties work particularly well for them. Keep an eye out for garden catalogs and gardening books that specifically target your region. Talk to the staff at your farmers market to find out what varieties the nearby farmers are having luck with. And ask the staff at your favorite garden centerThey work there, so they have to talk to you, says Kibble. Also consult any literature that comes with plants you buy from a nursery and review the backs of seed packets.

         Imagine the endgame. Before you load up your garden with young plants, develop a clear vision of what you are going to do with the produce once harvest begins. This will affect how many of each kind of vegetable plant you will want and how much garden space you will devote to each variety. Ask yourself, for instance, whether each vegetable is roundly welcome at the dinner table by all members of the family and how much you will reasonably be able to use. We all know stories of gardeners who have trouble even giving away their bumper crops of zucchini, for instance. With a little clear-eyed planning, you can make sure that the same scenario isnt played out with your string beans and tomatoes, too.
         

         Cheat Sheet

         
            How Much Will You Get?

            Growing too much of any vegetable is a waste unless you have hungry neighbors or extended family members with a real fondness for zucchini. Save labor (and your potential overflow recipients) by planning your plantings to match your appetite. Look over the following typical harvests you can expect per plant from these common garden vegetables, then grow only as many plants as you need. Its easy to see that you wont need a row of plants like cucumbers unless you plan on lots of pickling.
            

            
               TYPICAL YIELD PER PLANT
               

               Corn: 1 to 3 ears

               Cucumbers: 10 to 50

               Melons: 1 to 3

               Peppers: 2 to 10

               Winter squash: 6

               Tomatoes: 6 to 24

               Cherry tomatoes: Up to 150!

               Zucchini: 16 to 36

            

         

         Plan for life after harvest. Just filling up your garden bed with vegetable plants in spring is not the end of your crop planning. Many people fail to factor in the concept of succession crops, says Joffee. This means that after you have completed the harvest of one of your crops, you pull up the spent plants, toss them onto the compost pile, and in their place plant a new (and usually different) crop. Instead of having your gardens production stagger to a halt, you will be extending the harvest season. So read up on the growth cycle of your garden vegetables and chart out your succession plan on paper. This will work with most vegetables, Joffee says, but in particular with short-cycle crops such as lettuce, other greens, radishes, and broccoli.
         

         Cheat Sheet

         
            Succeed with Succession Planting

            One easy way to practice succession planting is to plant long-and short-season vegetables together in the same row or bed. You can space the plants more closely together than usual since the short-term crop will be removed by the time the long-term one needs its full complement of growing space. This enables you to fill in some of the nooks and crannies left after certain transplants are set out in the garden or seeds are sown. The first vegetable of the pair is harvested before the second achieves its full growth. Look for early-maturing varieties of the first vegetable in each pair to make sure

            
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         SELECTING NURSERY PLANTS

         
         Cheat Sheet

         
            Sizing Up a Nursery Plant

            
            
               
                  
                     
                        
                           	❐
                           	Smaller plants transplant better, so dont buy tomatoes with flowers.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Go for stocky, sturdy plants with good green color.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Plants should be compact, not leggy or stretched.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Avoid large transplants, plants that are pale in color, or with a lot of space between leaves on the stem.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Look for plants that seem small for the size of their containerthey wont be rootbound.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Get plants as soon as they arrive in your garden center (see Spy on your garden center on page 42).
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	One or two neglected plants off by themselves indicate that youre looking at the last of a shipmentpass them by.
                        

                        
                           	❐
                           	Some plants are simply best grown from seed because they dont transplant wellpeas and beans, for exampleso just pass by these plants.
                        

                     
                  

               

            

         

         
         
         
         
            SLEIGHT of HAND
            

            Shop with a Partner

            
         

         
         
            ZERO-MAINTENANCE MARVELS  [image: alt]
            

            Buy Disease-Fighters
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            SHADES OF GREEN
            

            Adjusting to Drought

            
            
               [image: alt]
               

            

         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            THE MOST LIKELY PROBLEM
            

            Follow Your Nose

            
         

         
         
         HASSLES ASIDE, IF YOU STILL 
 WANT TO START FROM SEED
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         Cheat Sheet

         
            When to Start Vegetable Seeds

            
            
               
               
               
               
            

            
            
               	Dampen a paper towel, fold the seeds up in it, and place it in a lidded plastic container. Slide the container into a drawer or find some other dark spot to store it.

               	Mist the paper towel once a daydont allow it to dry out.

               	Check the back of the seed packet to find out how long the seeds usually take to germinate, and check them when the time is up. If your seeds have sprouted, gently peel back the paper towel and transfer the sprouts into your prepared garden bed (which you have raked fine and moistened). Place the root pointing down, about 1 inch under the surface of the soil (check the seed packet for the best planting depth).

               	Lightly water. Cover the planting areas with a light layer of straw mulch or shredded leaves.

            

            
         


         
         
         
         
            ZERO-MAINTENANCE MARVELS   [image: alt]
            

            Let Your Seeds Water Themselves

            
         

         
         
            MYTH-BUSTERS
            

            Seeds of Frustration

            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            SHADES OF GREEN
            

            Egging On Your Little Seedlings
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         PLANTING IN THE GREAT OUTDOORS

         
         
         
         
            SLEIGHT of HAND
            

            How to Handle a Seedling

            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            THE MOST LIKELY PROBLEM
            

            Watch the Calendar

            
            
         

         
         
         
         Cheat Sheet

         
            Best Weather for Vegetables
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         Cheat Sheet

         
            The Simplest Crop Rotation

            
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

         


         
         
         PROTECTING YOUR PLANTS
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            Plants to Attract Beneficial Insects

            
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            SHADES OF GREEN
            

            Distract Pests with a Sacrificial Crop
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            	First, prepare the soil. Before installing landscape fabric, strip out any vegetation that lies in the way, till the soil, and make all of the additions of compost and fertilizer that your soil requires.
            

            	Buy the right stuff. Buy a strong landscape fabric that is difficult to tear with your hands. Good landscape fabric will have some stiffness to itit wont be limp like conventional cloth. You can buy it in large rolls from your garden supply store. It should last several years before it breaks down and needs to be replaced.
            

         

         Cheat Sheet

         
            Spacing Distance for Vegetables

            
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

         

         
            	Lay out the fabric. Measure the garden space to be covered and roll out the fabric. You can purchase securing pins to hold the fabric in place, but thats probably not necessary, since youre going to be anchoring it down with mulch anyway. In spots where overlap is needed, overlap at least 3 inches to make sure weeds dont have an opportunity to wriggle through to the sunlight. Look up the diameters that your intended garden plants will be when fully grown, or use the Cheat Sheet on the opposite page to find the best spacing distance between plants. On the fabric, mark circles for positioning these plants. At the center of each circle, use a knife to cut an X thats just large enough to accommodate the stem of the plant when its mature.
            

            	Top it with mulch. Cover your landscape fabric with 3 or 4 inches of mulch after planting. Not only does the mulch help to hold moisture in the soil below, but it also protects the landscape fabric from direct sunlight, which will shorten its life.
            

            	Watch for weeds anyway. Yes, you have dealt a formidable blow to the weed kingdom with your landscape fabric. However, be aware that weed seeds that settle into your mulch covering can still germinate. If they do, they can send their roots down through the landscape fabric and into the soil belowso you still need to keep vigilant about these interlopers.
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            Wont Touch It? Why Eat It?
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         GROWING SEASON MAINTENANCE

         
         
         
            	Constant observation. Be ever on the lookout for bugs and weeds. Remove both by hand promptly. The keys to success for us garden cheaters is to catch these problems when theyre just getting started. A few bugs are easier to get rid of than a major infestation. Small weeds that you identify and remove early are much easier to deal with than weeds that have had their way with your garden bed for a few weeks before you attack them. Lightand-easy hoeing will vanquish young weeds (buy a scuffle, or action, hoe that has three sharp, flat, narrow blades in a triangle-shaped headgreat for weeding), or you can just pull them up by hand.
            

            	Keep fertilizing. Side-dressing is a way to add compost or fertilizer a time or two during a plants growing cycle. Typically, you dig a shallow ring around each plant several inches from its stem, put the fertilizer into the trench, and cover it with soil. Alternatively, you might dig one long trench along an entire row of plants, add the fertilizer, and cover it over. Topdressingspreading the fertilizer right on top of the soilis even easier. Just scratch it in lightly with the tip of your hoe. If youre topdressing with compost, just leave it on top of the soil.
            

            	Be hygienic. Keep your garden tools clean. Dont introduce to your garden any buggy or diseased plants. Wipe tools with a clean cloth after using them. If you did need to work aroundor removeplants infested with pests or disease, dip the tool you used into a solution of one part liquid chlorine bleach to nine parts water to disinfect the tool before you use it on or around other plants.
            

            	Dont leave any soil bare. Cover any bare patches of soil with mulch or plant a cover crop for the purpose of protecting the soil. Otherwise, the sun will bake the nutrients out of the soil, the soil will dry out, nutrients will leach out, and your soil will lose microbial activity and organic matter. Whats more, wind and water can erode soil thats left bare.
            

            	Keep your garden organic. While use of nonorganic products in your garden might provide a bit of temporary convenience, they become a long-term setback for the biology of your garden overall, says Joffee. Strong chemical products can damage microbial life, drive away earthworms, and generally throw off the balance of the gardens ecosystem. You can end up with more pests than before, because beneficial insects are killed off along with pests. Chemical fertilizers are far more concentrated than organics, and what doesnt get absorbed by plants runs off, finding its way into groundwater and eventually into drinking water. It can take your garden years to recover from the use of such chemicals.
            

         

         
            THE MOST LIKELY PROBLEM
            

            Take a Rain Check with Your Shovel
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            Sprinkling Warning Is All Wet

            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      




OPS/1-1.png





OPS/25-1.png





OPS/22-1.png





OPS/9781594869594_cover_ebub.jpg
HOW TO CHEAT
at

GARDENING

and

YARD WORK

SHAMELESS TRICKS ﬁvGRDWING RADICALLY SIMPLE FLOWERS,
VEGGIES, LAWNS, LANDSCAPING, and MORE

4

JEFF BREDENBERG






OPS/55-1.png





OPS/logo.png





OPS/title_image.png





OPS/20-1.png





OPS/40-1.png





OPS/41-1.png





OPS/27-1.png





OPS/64-1.png





OPS/1-2.png





OPS/16-1.png





