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Health and Safety Considerations

All projects and procedures in this book have been reviewed for safety; still it is not possible to overstate the importance of working carefully. What follows are reminders for plant care and project safety. Always use common sense.

■   Always consider nontoxic and least toxic methods of ad-dressing unwanted plants, plant pests, and plant diseases before resorting to toxic methods. Follow package application and safety instructions carefully.

■   Always substitute rock phosphate and gypsum for bonemeal when amending soil. Authorities suggest that there’s a hazard in using bovine-based products such as bonemeal, blood meal, and cow manure because they could harbor the virus that causes Mad Cow disease in cattle and humans.

■   Always read labels on chemicals, solvents, and other products; provide ventilation; heed warnings.

■   Always wear eye protection when using chemicals, sawing wood, pruning trees and shrubs, using power tools, and striking metal onto metal or concrete.

■   Always wear a hard hat when working in situations with potential for injury from falling tree limbs.

■   Always wear appropriate gloves in situations in which your hands could be injured by rough surfaces, sharp edges, thorns, or poisonous plants.

■   Always wear a disposable face mask or a special filtering respirator when creating sawdust or working with gardening dusts and powders.

■   Always protect yourself against ticks, which can carry Lyme disease. Wear light-colored, long-sleeved shirts and pants. Inspect yourself for ticks after every session in the garden.

■   Always determine locations of underground utility lines before you dig, and then avoid them by a safe distance. Buried lines may be for gas, electricity, communications, or water. Contact local utility companies which will help you map their lines.

■   Always read and heed tool manufacturer instructions.

■   Always ensure that the electrical setup is safe; be sure that no circuit is overloaded and that all power tools and electrical outlets are properly grounded and protected by a ground-fault circuit interrupter (GCFI). Do not use power tools in wet locations.

■   Always keep your hands and other body parts away from the business end of blades, cutters, and bits.

■   Never employ herbicides, pesticides, or toxic chemicals unless you have determined with certainty that they were developed for the specific problem you hope to remedy.

■   Never allow bystanders to approach work areas where they might by injured by workers or work site hazards.

■   Never work with power tools when you are tired or under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

■   Never carry sharp or pointed tools, such as knives or saws, in your pocket.
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Introduction

Few pastimes are as rewarding as gardening. With a little bit of ground and a few seeds or plants, anyone can be a gardener, and almost any collection of plants can be a garden. To the child who planted it, a tiny patch of marigolds, zinnias, and beans, started from seeds planted in milk cartons, is as rewarding as an extensive perennial border is to her grandmother, for whom the garden has been a 40-year labor of love.

Gardening can be a refreshingly simple activity in an increasingly complex world. But you’ll have greater success and more fun if you start with an understanding of basic gardening practices. The techniques in this book are easy to follow and suitable for all gardeners—from beginners to advanced. Ecologically friendly methods are included so that you can create a garden that eventually helps to sustain itself.

Chapter 1 presents the principles of garden design and gives tips to help you plan almost any type of garden. In Chapter 2, you’ll learn how to get started with plants and how to install garden beds. Chapter 3 explains how to care for your garden through the seasons and control weeds, pests, and diseases. Subsequent chapters introduce the plants in your garden—annuals, perennials, bulbs, herbs, shrubs, and trees—and take a closer look at the roles they each play. You’ll learn the basics of growing and caring for each type of plant and find descriptions of proven performers in each category. The book’s final chapters tell how to attract birds and butterflies to your garden, how to make and care for a water garden with a small pond and water plants, and how to grow and maintain a vegetable garden.

The tools and materials you’ll need are included with each step-by-step project, and each is rated for difficulty; easy, even for beginners; moderate, somewhat difficult but able to be done by beginners who have patience and willingness to learn; challenging, requires a serious investment in time and tools—consider consulting a professional.
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A well-designed garden can transform problem spots such as this cul-de-sac, above, into secluded niches for privacy and relaxation.
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Good gardens are easy to create on any part of your property. As shown opposite, a garden can transform a potential eyesore, such as a garden shed, into a bright cheerful spot.


CHAPTER 1

Design Basics


Garden design is simply figuring out what plants go where, for what purpose, and to what effect. This aspect of gardening is a pleasure for some gardeners and challenging for others. But no matter what your approach, design becomes much easier once you learn a few basics.

Good plans are crucial. Poorly conceived plantings often perform poorly, are unattractive, or get in the way of other activities on your property. But well-designed gardens are a joy. A good design makes the garden both beautiful and easy to maintain. Take the time in the beginning to draw and redraw your plans until your design meets all your family’s needs.



Make a Site Plan


A site plan allows you to leave space for all the areas you may want to develop. Draw in children’s play areas and adult lounging and recreational spaces. Avoid future problems by drawing in the mature size of plants, and leave room for specialty areas such as a berry patch or water garden.
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Getting Started

Few people would begin building a house without some sort of blueprint or plan. Having a plan is no less sensible when making a garden. Fortunately, gardens are less complex than houses. Simple gardens require only simple plans. Some are simple enough to exist solely in your head. For example, a seasonal planting of daffodils and crocuses by the front door—followed by petunias with a skirt of candytuft—hardly needs to be sketched on paper. But larger areas involving many plants benefit from more thought and, often, a plan on paper. Coordinating colors, textures, and seasons of bloom to provide eye-catching displays for months at a time demands even more effort, not to mention experience and knowledge.

DESIGN PLANS

The most challenging design task is planning an entire property. This plan should address your family’s full range of outdoor activities. Consider entertainment for adults and children, access to entrances and storage areas, privacy from neighbors and passersby, and so on. Whole-landscape planning may involve positioning outdoor structures such as arbors, fences, and paths; grading the entire lot; and sometimes locating, or siting, a new house, garage, and driveway. It’s far easier to plan just the individual beds and other plantings that are the main focus of this book. For a sample site plan, drawn to approximate reality, see opposite.

Starting Small. The best way to succeed at design is to start small. The experience and knowledge you acquire with each project will help in the next. The danger of this approach is ending up with a landscape of unrelated elements, rather like acquiring a set of dishes by purchasing a different pattern every year. So at each stage, take the time to think about the bigger picture. Before you start out, consider your family’s favorite outdoor activities and where these might take place. Then pick a spot for your first garden bed that takes these areas into account. For instance, if you already have a patio, your first project might be a bed of colorful, fragrant annuals and perennials near that area. If you don’t have a patio but plan to build one, locate your first garden bed outside the potential patio area so that you don’t have to tear out the bed later.
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A harmonious color scheme, repetition of form and color, and wise use of structural focal points, above left, are the design elements that make this garden lovely.
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Start small gardens when you are beginning to develop your landscape, above right. As they become established, you can expand on them or add new plantings in different parts of the yard.

Plan for Tomorrow. Over time, beginning gardeners become experienced gardeners, and their landscapes evolve. This developmental process is one of the great pleasures of gardening. Many garden plants adjust easily to change. If you want them somewhere else, you can dig them up and move them. However, trees and large shrubs are less accommodating. If you want to transform a significant part of your home landscape with woody plants, consider engaging an experienced gardener or hiring a landscape designer to help you establish a long-range plan. Such a plan can allow you to experiment and grow as a gardener, while saving you the trouble and anguish of needing to transplant a tree or uproot a flower bed a few years farther along.

Fundamentals of Garden Design

The qualities people enjoy in individual plants and plant combinations are easy to identify. Color, texture, form, and, sometimes, fragrance of flowers and foliage are high on the list. People also respond to seed heads and seed pods; fruits and berries; and shapes and colors of leaves, stems, branches, and bark, as well as the overall shapes of plants. Plant forms are also called growth habits.

When you design a garden bed, try to select and arrange plants so that these qualities produce a pleasing effect. This is easier said than done. Professional landscape designers have two important advantages—familiarity with the qualities of plants and a storehouse of design examples to draw on for ideas and inspiration. Yet you have an advantage over a professional designer who works for numerous clients because you have only yourself to please. You can also take advantage of tricks professional designers use. Two—repeating specific design elements and creating focal points—are discussed later in this chapter.

Every accomplished garden designer was once a beginner. If you start small, mistakes are usually easy to correct. You’ll be surprised at how quickly you can become acquainted with a useful range of plants. For inspiring examples, consider the photographs in this book and others. Also study attractive garden designs in your travels. Visit public gardens, and private ones if you can arrange an invitation. Keep a file of photos of plant combinations you like.

As you plan your first garden and begin to note other plantings, try to identify and understand the qualities that you like or dislike. The following will get you started.

COLOR, CONTRAST, AND HARMONY


For many people, color is the defining characteristic of a garden, from early spring, when tiny crocuses sprinkle the still-dormant countryside with color, into fall, when the entire landscape seems to explode with fiery foliage. Flowers, of course, are a prized source of color. But don’t forget foliage. Most of the time the dominant colors in a garden—if not the most eye-catching—are those of the leaves.

It’s possible to use color boldly without being haphazard about color combinations. Explore combinations of contrasting colors, such as yellow daylilies with blue salvia. Also try harmonizing colors, such as purple coneflowers with pink garden phlox. White flowers, such as Shasta daisies, or plants with gray or silver foliage, such as artemisias and lamb’s ears, can soften the impact of clashing colors within a group or smooth the transition between groups of plants that don’t quite harmonize. Consider the color wheels on these pages when selecting your combinations.

Try to make full use of foliage colors in a planting, too. Some help tie a planting together, while others can be featured performers. The dense greens of evergreen shrubs, such as yews, arborvitae, and rhododendrons, make a superb backdrop for colorful flowers. The varied greens, blues, and golds of hosta leaves and the russets and golds of ornamental grasses in autumn are eye-catching in their own right. And don’t forget about other colorful plant parts. For example, hollies, crabapples, and sedums produce attractive berries, fruit, and seed heads, while red-twig dogwood has distinctive red stems.
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A variety of textures and forms makes this garden a visual feast.
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Harmonious colors, close to each other on the color wheel, create never-fail combinations in the garden. Here, the pink of ‘Bejeweled’ daylilies magnifies the impact of colorful ‘Cerise Queen’ yarrow.

[image: Illustration]

A variety of greens, set off by the whites on leaves and flowers, is a restful sight for weary eyes.



COLOR THROUGH THE YEAR


Once you’ve got the feel for color combinations, consider ways in which you can achieve a succession of colorful displays through the seasons. With some thought and planning, gardeners who live in areas with cold winters can have bloom from spring until frost and then enjoy colorful foliage, bark, and berries through the winter. Warm-winter gardeners can have color from flowers and foliage year-round.

The Range of Plants. It is possible to provide three- or four-season color using just annuals and perennials, but you’ll increase your choices and produce more interesting results if you include shrubs and trees in your plans.

Annuals flower prolifically—many bloom from the time you plant them until frost kills them in the fall. Grown in beds or placed in pots, annuals can provide a quick color fix for a drab spot. Most perennials flower for weeks rather than months, but their year-to-year longevity makes them indispensable design elements on which to build. And their limited bloom times allow you to plan for a succession of color schemes that can travel through a perennial border as plants come into and out of bloom. For example, perennial blue-and-white columbine might bloom at the front of the border in late spring, giving way in the summer to clumps of golden yarrow at each end, followed in fall by a tall stand of deep-purple asters at the back. Using season and sequence, you can transform the color scheme of your garden from soft pastels in spring to vibrant shades in summer to rich earth tones in fall, without fear of clashing colors.

Foliage. Plants in every season can present a palette of colorful leaves in myriad greens, as well as a wide range of yellows, reds, oranges, golds, purples, and more. Annuals, perennials (including ornamental grasses), shrubs, and trees all offer numerous plants with excellent foliage potential for your garden. And in snow-covered winter landscapes, evergreen trees and shrubs and the fountain-shaped clumps of dried ornamental grasses become colorful accents.

Plants with Multiseason Interest. With so many attractive flower and foliage plants to choose from, strive to get the most out of your garden space by growing plants that have interest in at least two seasons. For example, many shrub roses bloom from late spring to frost. Dogwoods offer pretty pink or white flowers in spring and then cranberry red leaves in fall. Perennials such as hostas, astilbes, and lady’s mantle contribute a few weeks of bloom but months of handsome foliage color.
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Multiseason interest is guaranteed with dogwood trees. Their graceful spring blooms are followed by brightly colored autumn leaves. The textured bark is lovely all through the year but becomes most noticeable in winter.
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White flowers and gray or silver foliage can soften the impact of contrasting or clashing colors while unifying a garden, above.
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A succession of blooms keeps this garden lovely from spring to fall, below. Spring bulbs and early summer irises and peonies preceeded this midseason view. In the fall, ‘Autumn Joy’ sedum will take center stage.


SEASONAL COLOR

Flowering shrubs and trees, planted in mixed beds as featured individuals or massed in the landscape, greatly increase the potential for continuous displays of color.

 

■   There are scores of spring-blooming trees and shrubs, including rhododendron, forsythia, lilac, dogwood, crabapple, and cherry.

■   For summer bloom, try crape myrtle, southern magnolia, hydrangea, and butterfly bush.

■   Flowering in fall are chaste tree and autumn cherry. Glossy abelia also continues blooming into fall.

■   A number of trees and shrubs grown in warm climates, such as acacia, camellia, and Carolina jasmine, bloom in winter. And in northern climes, witch hazel provides flowers in winter.





FORM AND TEXTURE


While color may be the first feature to catch the eye, gardens need other, often more subtle, design elements to sustain and deepen interest. Long after the initial impact of the color scheme, other qualities hold your attention. These include the shapes of individual flowers and leaves, the forms of plants or groups of plants, and the surface textures.

Like color, the forms and textures of plants can be combined to heighten contrasts or create harmonies. Low velvety mounds of lamb’s ears contrast with the smooth plump leaves of ‘Autumn Joy’ sedum. The delicate horizontal limbs of Japanese maple trace a spidery pattern on a dense backdrop of conifer foliage, and spikes of larkspur punctuate mats of ajuga.

It takes time to develop an appreciation for the subtleties of form and texture, and a bit longer to learn how to combine plants to exploit these characteristics. Both appreciation and skill increase with your gardening experience, so don’t get bogged down in subtleties. Instead, consider height and spread. Pay attention to the overall shapes and forms, or growth habits, of plants. As you plan, try to create combinations of plants as interesting for their shapes and textures as for their colors.

[image: Illustration]

The tall spikes in this garden contrast nicely with the shorter, more mounded forms.


PLANT GROWTH HABITS

A plant’s form and texture are as important as color, size, or bloom time. As you design, imagine how the shapes of various trees, shrubs, and herbaceous plants will fit into your landscape.
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REPETITION

Beginners sometimes want to grow as many different plants as possible. Too often, this results in a bed containing one of each of dozens of plants. The gardener gains valuable experience with a lot of plants. But the bed looks helter-skelter. Too many different plants in one bed can make you dizzy. The remedy is repetition, one of the most useful tools in the design repertoire.

Repeating the same plant or color several places in the same bed helps tie a planting together by giving the other plants context and introducing order into the composition. Repetition can be especially useful in large beds, where the repeated elements divide the planting into smaller, easier-to-grasp units while lending continuity to the entire composition.

Repetition alone won’t reduce the dizzying effect of too much variety in too small a space. It works best when you also simplify your planting scheme.

First, reduce the number of different plants. If you must grow two dozen kinds of them, make more beds. Then increase the numbers of each of the plants that remain. Instead of planting one lady’s mantle and one bleeding heart, for example, plant groupings of three, five, or seven of each. (Odd-numbered groupings seem to please the eye more than those that are even-numbered.) Larger groupings of fewer plants are easier to notice and easier to work into coherent schemes of color or form. Of course, some plants are so large that a single specimen commands attention. Others are best deployed in masses. For example, a ground cover weaving through a planting provides a cohesive background, visually tying the garden together.

FOCAL POINTS

Whether it’s a small flower bed or an entire landscape, any composition, or design scheme, can benefit from having one or more focal points. These are elements that quickly catch the eye, providing a starting point for the viewer’s exploration.

A focal point need not be large, but it does need to attract attention. A reflecting ball set on a low pedestal in a planting of towering ornamental grasses is effective, as is a single clump of grass towering over a planting of perennials. In a landscape, a specimen tree, such as a weeping cherry or a cutleaf Japanese maple, is often a striking focal point. Structures such as gazebos, arbors, or wooden benches can also be focal points.
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Repetition of color and form in this garden create a sense of unity and cohesion.
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Focal points, such as this birdbath, attract attention and provide interest through the seasons. Place the focal point where you want to draw the viewer’s eye.


CHAPTER 2

Getting Started


A well-designed garden, started with healthy plants and fertile, well-prepared soil, is on its way to being successful. You’ll find that all aspects of getting started, from browsing in nurseries to digging and amending your garden beds, are truly enjoyable.



Buying Healthy Plants

While many annuals and some perennials are easy to start from seed, the majority of the plants most gardeners want are only sold as plants.

Look for a nursery or garden center that supplies quality plants and sound advice about selecting and growing them. At a good local supplier, you can inspect the plants before purchase and learn from knowledgeable staff how specific plants perform in your area.

Seek recommendations about suppliers from veteran gardeners in your area. When you’re deciding where to shop, look for suppliers that offer plants and gardening supplies year-round, or at least for the entire growing season, rather than those that sell plants only seasonally. Also, inquire about the store’s policy on replacements. Some suppliers provide a replacement or give a credit if a plant dies within the first year, depending on the plants and the circumstances. If you’re buying large, expensive plants such as shrubs and trees, a performance guarantee is prudent as well as reassuring.

Selecting Size. Many plants are sold in containers ranging from an inch to a foot or more across or, as discussed in Chapters 5 and 9, bare-root or balled and burlapped. In general, large plants are older and more expensive than the same types of plants at a smaller size. However, a perennial purchased in a quart pot and the same kind of perennial in a gallon pot will often be the same size after each has been in the ground for a year. The size gap usually closes more slowly for shrubs and trees. When buying annuals, beginners are often tempted to pick the biggest plants or those already in flower. Resist the urge. Younger plants without blooms are more likely to perform better.
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Choose plants carefully. Smaller plants that have not yet bloomed usually outperform those in flower, especially those with small rootballs, left. Larger rootballs can offset the stress that early blooms create.

Getting started on creating a garden like this, opposite, involves tasks as diverse as choosing plants appropriate to the site, laying out and designing garden beds, and improving the soil by adjusting the pH and adding organic matter and nutrients.

PLANT-BUYING KNOW-HOW


Whether you’re buying annuals, perennials, or a tree, examine each plant carefully according to the following criteria:

 

■   Foliage should have consistent color. Avoid plants with discolored or missing leaves and those with limp or wilted foliage.

■   The plant’s overall shape should be well-branched and bushy, uniform and symmetrical. Avoid plants with a few long, sprawling shoots or shoots that appear stunted; also avoid plants with broken or bent shoots, stems, or branches.

■   The size of the container should be in proportion to the plant. Big plants in small pots are likely to be pot-bound, as shown below to the left.

■   A few small roots protruding from the drainage holes in the bottom of the container are acceptable. Avoid plants with long, thick, protruding roots. Also avoid plants with roots coiling on or near the soil surface.

■   Soil should fill the pot to within 1 inch of the rim. Avoid plants in dry soil that has pulled away from the sides of the container.

■   Avoid plants showing symptoms of insect or disease damage, including misshapen flowers and contorted stems or branches.

■   Look for an identification tag securely attached to the plant or inserted into the pot. Plants are sometimes mislabeled, but those with no label at all are too risky.

[image: Illustration]

Pot-bound plants often have a mass of roots protruding from the drainage holes at the bottom.
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Tease circling roots apart with your fingers before you transplant to keep them from strangling the plant.



Match the Plant to the Site. Lastly, as you select plants, remember to match their preferences for growing conditions to the places where you’ll plant them. The grower’s label or tag sometimes tells how much sun and what type of soil and moisture the plant needs. If you’re not sure what conditions a plant requires, ask for advice at the nursery or garden center. Many gardeners like to try growing new plants, and some enjoy the challenge of growing plants in adverse conditions. If you decide to place a plant in a potentially unfriendly situation, be sure your yen for gambling suits your wallet. It’s disappointing to spend several years tending an expensive shrub or tree only to have it die because it wasn’t hardy enough or received too little sun.

smart tip


WATER-WISE GARDENING

Communities throughout North America have become increasingly conscious of the need to conserve water. From the arid Southwest to lush New England, no region has been spared water shortages during the last 20 years, and droughts have become more commonplace. Prodded by regulation, the increasing cost of water, or environmental concern, gardeners have become more sensitive to water use in their yards and gardens. The suggestions on page 19 can help reduce the amount of water your landscape requires. For more extensive and detailed information, contact your Cooperative Extension Service or your city, county, or state water board.



WHAT’S IN A NAME? COMMON VS. BOTANICAL


Botanical names often come as a surprise when you are beginning to garden. Many people are put off when they learn that the black-eyed Susan they admired in grandmother’s garden is more properly called Rudbeckia fulgida ‘Goldsturm’. This discovery can make the pleasant flower bed they were planning seem more like a botany field trip.

Don’t let plant names flummox you. First, be assured that common names like black-eyed Susan are perfectly acceptable means of identifying and discussing plants. As long as you and the person with whom you’re talking are using the same names for the same plants, common names serve just as well as botanical ones. But distinctly different plants can share a common name, and one plant can be known by several different common names. For example, at least three familiar plants share the name black-eyed Susan: one is a vine, one is a short-lived perennial often grown as an annual, and one is a hardy perennial. If you want to be certain when discussing and ordering plants, it’s a good idea to use the botanical name.

Fortunately, gardeners need not master the intricacies of botanical nomenclature. For the black-eyed Susan mentioned earlier, Rudbeckia is the plant’s genus; fulgida is its species; and ‘Goldsturm’ is the name of the particular cultivar. The genus and species are classifications scientists have devised to distinguish and group plants with similar botanically significant features. Cultivars (short for cultivated varieties) are names plant breeders have given to unique versions of a plant that were created by breeders, researchers, or even gardeners. Many garden plants are not cultivars and so are identified just by their genus and species name, as for the flowering dogwood, Cornus florida. Some plants may be identified by a genus and cultivar name only, as in Sedum ‘Autumn Joy’. You’ll encounter other variations in botanical nomenclature. Remember that you needn’t know what the botanical names mean in order to use them when identifying or ordering plants, just as you needn’t know what people’s names “mean” when using them.

In this book, you’ll find common names used in general discussion. In profiles of specific plants, you’ll also see the botanical names so you can be certain when you go shopping for them. Many gardeners find that they use common names at some times and botanical names at other times, depending on which is most helpful in the particular situation.
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Rudbeckia fulgida ‘Goldsturm’ is the botanical name for these black-eyed Susans.
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‘Autumn Joy’ sedum is one of the plants more widely known by its cultivar name than by its botanical name.



Plant Hardiness

When choosing plants, select those that will be able to withstand the rigors of your climate. The most common measure of this ability is the minimum temperature a plant can survive. The U.S. Department of Agriculture has divided North America into 13 “hardiness zones” based on average minimum winter temperatures. Horticulturists and expert gardeners have rated many plants according to the zone in which they will dependably survive the coldest temperature. The hardiness zone rating is frequently given on plant labels, in catalogs, and in books. Annuals aren’t rated, unless they are actually perennials grown as annuals in the north and are hardy only in warm zones.

More than a decade ago, more attention began to be paid to the effects of heat on plants. The American Horticultural Society (AHS) developed a heat zone map, and increasingly, plant labels indicate ratings for heat zones. You’ll find maps showing the North American cold-hardiness zones and the United States heat zones on pages 20–21. If you’re uncertain at which zones your area is rated, ask at a local nursery or at the Cooperative Extension Service.

If plants at local nurseries and garden centers aren’t labelled for cold hardiness or are rated for a different zone than yours, check with staff to determine what conditions they might require.

COOPERATIVE EXTENSION


The Cooperative Extension Service is one of the best sources of information about all aspects of gardening in your area. Drawing on the resources of state-funded universities, extension service offices in more than 3,500 cities and counties include or have access to horticulturists, entomologists, and soil scientists. Extension agents are excellent sources of local information—which plants perform best, which pests are most problematic, and which controls are most effective.

For information on the Cooperative Extension Service in your area, search the Internet, look in the phone book under County Government, or contact the nearest land-grant university.



smart tip


BE WATER WISE

■   Seek out plants native to your region. These plants thrive on the moisture nature usually provides.

■   With non-native plants, look for those that are well-adapted to your region’s conditions. However, even drought-tolerant plants require regular moisture during their first year or two in the garden.

■   Group plants with similar water needs in the same bed.

■   Plant perennials and woody plants in fall in warm-winter regions and in early spring in cold-winter regions to take advantage of natural rainfall.

■   Mulch garden beds to conserve moisture.

■   Monitor soil moisture so you can water when necessary, not according to a schedule.

■   Water with soaker hoses or install a drip irrigation system to minimize waste and evaporation loss.

■   In container plantings, use plastic instead of porous clay pots, which dry out faster, or conserve moisture by putting a plastic pot inside a clay one or a clay pot inside another clay pot. Fill the space between the pots with peat moss, and water this stuffing to help keep roots cool and moist.
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Moderate to heavy water needs link the gloriously diverse plants in this garden bed.



Hardiness Zone Map

[image: Illustration]

The Hardiness-Zone Map developed by the Agricultural Research Service of the USDA divides the country into 13 zones according to average minimum winter temperatures. Hardiness zones are used to identify regions to which plants are suited based on their cold tolerance, which is what “hardiness” means. Many factors, such as elevation and moisture level, come into play when determining whether a plant is suitable for your region. Local climates may vary from what is shown on this map. Contact your local Cooperative Extension Service for recommendations for your area. Or go to www.planthardiness.ars.usda.gov to fi nd your hardiness zone based on your zip code. Mapping by the PRISM Climate Group, Oregon State University.

AHS Heat-Zone Map

[image: Illustration]

The American Horticultural Society Heat-Zone Map divides the United States into 12 zones based on the average annual number of days a region’s temperatures climb above 86°F (30°C), the temperature at which the cellular proteins of plants begin to experience injury. Introduced in 1998, the AHS Heat-Zone Map holds significance, especially for gardeners in southern and transitional zones. Nurseries, growers, and other plant sources will gradually begin listing both cold hardiness and heat tolerance zones for plants, including grass plants. Using the USDA Plant Hardiness map, which can help determine a plant’s cold tolerance, and the AHS Heat-Zone Map, gardeners will be able to safely choose plants that tolerate their region’s lowest and highest temperatures.

Canada’s Plant Hardiness Zone Map
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Canada’s Plant Hardiness Zone Map outlines the different zones in Canada where various types of trees, shrubs, and flowers will most likely survive. It is based on the average climatic conditions of each area. The hardiness map is divided into nine major zones: the harshest is 0 and the mildest is 8. Relatively few plants are suited to zone 0. Subzones (e.g., 4a or 4b, 5a or 5b) are also noted in the map legend. These subzones are most familiar to Canadian gardeners. Some significant local factors, such as micro-topography, amount of shelter, and subtle local variations in snow cover, are too small to be captured on the map. Year-to-year variations in weather and gardening techniques can also have a significant impact on plant survival in any particular location.

Building Good Gardens

Successful gardening doesn’t start with picking the loveliest or even the most robust plants. Instead, it starts with narrowing your plant choices to those that are right for each of your sites. As mentioned earlier, the quality of the soil, as well as exposure to wind, sun, or shade, may vary from place to place on your property. Sun-loving plants such as yarrow will hardly grow or flower in a shady spot. And a dry, sunny site can cause shade-lovers such as impatiens to wither and die. Other conditions, such as winter cold and summer heat, affect whole regions. Before you start digging a garden bed, learn about all the possible bed sites on your property and the kinds of plants that will grow well in each of them.

SOIL PREPARATION

Few gardening tasks are as beneficial to plants as good soil preparation. Healthy soil creates healthy plants. It is firm enough to anchor roots but loose enough to allow them to spread; retains enough water to supply plant needs but not so much that roots rot or are starved of oxygen; supplies adequate plant nutrients without requiring large doses of supplemental fertilizer; and supports a large and diverse population of earthworms, soil fungi, insects, and micro-organisms that, working together, help keep it healthy.

In general, soils with a high clay content drain slowly but are nutrient-rich. Sandy soils drain rapidly and are often nutrient-poor. Loam—consisting of balanced amounts of clay, silt, and sand liberally mixed with organic matter—is the ideal garden soil. It drains neither too quickly nor too slowly, has plenty of air spaces for oxygen and root penetration, and retains sufficient nutrients to support healthy growth.

Approaches to Preparation. All new garden beds benefit from some form of soil preparation. If your native, unimproved soil is largely loam, you can do as little as remove the existing vegetation and loosen the underlying soil. But most soils require additional work to improve their structure, fertility, and drainage. Fortunately, these qualities can all be improved simply by adding organic matter and minerals in sufficient quantities. Many gardeners produce good soil by working grass clippings, rotted manure, or compost into the top few inches of garden beds. In vegetable gardens, yearly additions of organic matter can transform poor soil in a few seasons. Soil in beds of perennial plants can’t be extensively reworked each year, but supplements of mulch, compost, and necessary fertilizer can maintain and even improve soil quality.

TESTING THE SOIL


Gardeners can test their soil and amend it according to the test results. Although easy-to-use kits are available at garden centers, their results will usually be less extensive and less accurate than those from a professional laboratory. Soil tests are offered through some Cooperative Extension Services, as well as through university and private laboratories. Cooperative extension tests usually fall within the price range of simple home test kits. Private labs usually do more extensive testing and charge more for it. A few home test kits are quite elaborate and approach or exceed the costs of having a test performed by a commercial lab.

Soil tests vary in the factors they evaluate. Those conducted by labs and some of the more extensive home tests measure nutrients, and some labs recommend amendments or fertilizers to rectify deficiencies for the plants you’re growing. All soil tests measure the soil’s pH, or its degree of acidity or alkalinity as expressed on a scale of 1 to 14. Of all the tests provided by home test kits, the most useful and accurate are those for pH. Generally speaking, the soil’s pH affects the ease with which plants can use nutrients in the soil. A pH of 7 is neutral, neither acid nor alkaline. Numbers lower than 7.0 indicate increasingly acidic soil, while those above 7.0 indicate soils that are increasingly alkaline.
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Testing the soil with a home kit is fast and easy. Using the same type of kit every year gives you a good indication of changes in your soil.


COLLECTING SOIL SAMPLES

To collect a soil sample for testing, brush any debris off the soil surface, and use a clean trowel (plastic if possible) to dig a hole 4 to 6 inches deep. Then take a ½-inch slice of soil from the side of the hole, and put that soil into a clean plastic container. (Because the samples are so small, a metal container or trowel can affect the results of the test.) Take a number of samples like this from different spots around the planting area. Thoroughly mix the samples in the container, and send at least a cup of this mixture to the lab. To compare soil from different parts of your property, prepare separate samples for separate tests. Label samples with the intended use (vegetables, perennials, etc.).
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Soil texture is determined by the percentage of sand, silt, and clay. It’s difficult to change the texture, but you can improve soil structure with compost and organic mulches.

Dealing with pH


Garden plants will tolerate soil with a pH between 4.5 or 5 and 8.0, though most perform best at 6.0 to 6.5. Because most garden plants tolerate a fairly wide range of soil pH, some gardeners never need to adjust the pH. Occasionally, gardeners need to balance naturally acidic or alkaline soil, increase acidity for plants such as rhododendrons and camillias, or increase alkalinity for those that prefer a pH closer to neutral.

To adjust soil pH, follow the recommendations of the soil-testing lab or consult with your Cooperative Extension Service. The materials generally used to adjust soil pH—lime to decrease acidity and sulfur, peat moss or woody organic amendments to increase acidity—are inexpensive and widely available. But the types, quantities, and frequency of application will vary according to your soil and circumstances.
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Nutrient availability as a result of soil pH is indicated by the width of the various bars on this chart. The wider the bar, the more nutrient that is available. It’s easy to see why most plants grow best at a soil pH of 6.0–6.5.



DRAINAGE


Soil drainage is as important to plants as soil fertility. Roots rot and are deprived of needed oxygen in soggy soil and wither if it’s too dry.

When you’re planning a bed, test the site’s drainage. Dig one or more holes 1 to 2 feet deep, fill them with













AMENDMENTS VS. FERTILIZERS

















































	
	













LAYING OUT AND CLEARING THE SITE










	
	










































OUTSMARTING THE WEEDS
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