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  INTRODUCTION [image: image] Finding the Way to the Farm


  “I think we should buy this cow,” I proclaimed to my husband from behind the computer screen. Maybe if I didn’t make eye contact, I thought, he wouldn’t be able to glare at me for suggesting such a ridiculous proposition. After all, we’d just spent a year barely scraping by—cutting all but the essentials out of our budget and living more frugally than we ever had before. If the budget did give us any extra wiggle room, which it never did, it certainly wasn’t going to be spent on a dairy cow.


  Oh, by the way, did I mention that we didn’t have a farm? At the time, we lived in a small old fishing house that was nestled in a quiet neighborhood in Southern Alabama. Our entire front yard was filled with sand from Mobile Bay, there wasn’t a patch of grass to be found, and our nearest neighbors were about thirty feet from my window. I’m sure they would’ve loved waking up to a bellowing dairy cow. What exactly was my grand plan, anyway? To walk the cow down South Winding Brook Drive and tie it up on our front lawn? Let’s not focus on why I was even browsing dairy cows on Craigslist in the first place, because that’s not the point. The point is that I was sitting here, eyes wide with wonder, dreaming of what it would be like to be the owner of such a magnificent beast. To milk your very own cow! Can you even imagine? I could. That’s all I could do—spend far too much time dreaming of the farm life that had taken up residence in my heart, unyielding to practicalities and wisdom. Hence the not-thinking-before-speaking situation in which I had just found myself.


  “Honey,” he replied softly (he’s so sweet), “we don’t have a farm.” I knew this. “And we don’t have the money.” I knew he was right (don’t tell him I said this, but he always is). Unfortunately, for him, this bud in my soul was beginning to blossom. It was coming to life with every afternoon spent in the garden, every home-cooked meal, every glass of raw milk, carton of local eggs, and cow on Craigslist. I can’t pinpoint the exact moment I decided I wanted to be a farmer. All I knew was that it was happening. Soon, I was hanging laundry over the fence line to dry in the summer sun, adding meat rabbits to the backyard, and planting kale in pots on the front porch, and I began to work toward a farm that, at the time, only existed in my mind.
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  I could feel it . . . taste it . . . smell it. It was there, ready for me to bring it into fruition. Do you feel the same? Is there something about a flannel shirt and basketful of tomatoes that makes you feel at home? Something tugging at your soul a bit, reminding you that there’s a piece of the world out there that’s real and raw and glorious?


  As the good Lord would have it, we did buy that cow. Right before moving two thousand miles across the country to our first farm, in the Pacific Northwest, to welcome her home. She arrived at our barn before we had even a single fence post in the ground, and the fact that my family didn’t completely disown me for putting them in that situation still amazes me. I made many mistakes in my first few years of learning how to “farmgirl,” not the least of which was that cow. Yet no matter how many mistakes I made, and no matter how many tough situations I had to work through on the farm (and there were many), I still woke up with a fire in my belly to keep striving. I was hell-bent on chasing that beautiful rainbow of a life that promised a connection not only to the earth, but also to a community of people who slaved in the soil and experienced the ebb and flow of life with livestock. Because to this farmer, it mattered.
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  It mattered to me how my meat was raised. It mattered to me how it died, how it was treated, and how the product was managed. After years spent in commercial meat production, it became a huge relief to me that I could be in charge of exactly how my meat was raised and killed.


  It mattered to me how my food tasted. It mattered to me how it was grown, harvested, and preserved. It mattered to me where it was grown, how long it took to get to my plate, and if the farmer received a fair price for his labor of love. It mattered to me that I was connected to the very lifeblood that sustained me day in and day out.


  And it mattered to me that my kitchen table displayed a fresh bouquet of zinnias from the garden.


  When I came to the farm, I came home.
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  The History


  Neither my husband nor I grew up on a farm. I remember plucking green onions from my grandpa’s garden that he meticulously kept alongside his old brick house, but that’s about as hardcore as it was in those days. This same grandpa also welcomed me as he canned homemade applesauce and pears each fall from the orchard that sat behind his house. It wasn’t until my late teen years that I was introduced to the idea of real “farming” when my boyfriend allowed me to tag along as he trained and prepared a steer to raise and sell at the county fair. Driving down country roads in a pickup truck all of a sudden made more sense when I was wearing a sundress and cowgirl boots. We were, after all, going to shovel out manure from the barn. How hopelessly romantic!
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  Benny was that steer’s name. The steer that made me fall in love with bovines. In the years that followed, I began to raise my own animals for the county fair and got a taste of the country life that seemed to be calling for me with its hay bales and from-scratch biscuits. It spoke so true to me that when it came time for college, I majored in Animal Science, Beef Production. My hope was to marry a cowboy and move to a big ol’ fancy ranch, where we would raise a gigantic herd of cows and ride off into the sunset and all that jazz. Still hopelessly romantic, right?


  As the good Lord would have it, I didn’t end up marrying the cowboy. Rather, I met a Southern man at a bar who was simply passing through town on his way to something familiar, planned, and known. We fell desperately in love that night (who could’ve resisted my pink bedazzled “Bridesmaid” tank top?) and though he didn’t share my affinity for farm life at the time, he was eager to listen to my wild dreams.


  He introduced me to Pink Floyd and I introduced him to horseback riding. We shared evening rides through the local orchard to grab apples from the trees. We began to talk about vineyards and homemade wine. He watched me learn to cook from scratch and ate all my disastrous meals with a smile. He was the man I wanted to build my farm with. And so we did. Almost a decade and four children later, we’ve done just that.


  Our farm sits on just two and a quarter acres about six miles from town. A little stucco cottage built in 1909, it’s nestled above a reservoir lake and completely surrounded by orchards. A small kitchen garden, or potager, lies right outside the house and is currently filled with rows of eggplant, tomatoes, peppers, Swiss chard, and green beans. The family cow, Cecelia, and our small herd of Katahdin sheep graze the pastures I can see from my bedroom window. A small flock of Pomeranian geese honks at the tractors they hear off in the distance. There are no less than a dozen bunnies currently grazing our lawn, fattening up on clover, hairy vetch, and various weeds. The pigs have made a gigantic nest of straw in the corner of their pen and are currently sprawled out, soaking up the breeze. And the three oldest children are running around, weaving in and out of the gardens. Here’s hoping they at least have a few items of clothing on in case a neighbor happens to pay a visit.


  The Reality


  It’s not by the sun that I can tell it’s morning. And surely it’s not by my desire to get out of bed. Rather, it’s by the romantic crowing of my rooster (and yes, I would most certainly argue that a rooster’s crow is romantic). It’s the quintessential sound of a farm, and as it rings through the air, I know that my chickens are happily beginning their morning routine of wandering up to the house from their coop. They’ll spend the next few hours scratching and pecking around in the grass and under rocks to find their breakfast. I always welcome them up to the house, awaiting their companionship as I begin my morning chores of filling slop buckets and milking the cow.


  Chickens were one of the first animals that we added to our small farm (besides the Craigslist cow, obviously) because isn’t there just something so “farm-esque” about them? Their textured feathers. The gangster way they swagger around in the dirt while they hunt insects. Their various colors, shapes, sizes, and sounds. When one pictures a farm, it almost always includes baskets of fresh eggs, and thus I welcomed hens to our farm with great pleasure. I am a farmgirl, after all.
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  At first, I prided myself on the fact that they lived cage free. After all, that’s what a “romantic” farmer would do. But one morning, I found them causing quite a commotion over some tender greens that had been pushing up from the soil in the late spring sunlight. These succulent, green tendrils were the Tommy Toe tomatoes I’d been nurturing for nearly twelve weeks indoors. I’d moved large pots of them outside only to find them tipped over, their roots scratched free of the soil, while the chickens pecked at the fresh foliage. The stems were broken, the leaves were crushed, many of the pots were broken, and the incident was later deemed “The Great Tommy Toe Disaster.”


  At that moment, I hated chickens, especially free-range ones. Who would ever invite such destructive creatures onto their property? Surely not me.


  Welcome to the Farm


  Many of us hold an ideal in our mind’s eye of what backyard farming entails. For me, this includes free-ranging “chicken gangsters” (as I’ve come to call them), baskets of bountiful produce fresh and warm from the garden, old fence posts and rusty metal watering cans, morning dew, nests of multicolored eggs, the gentle call of a hungry lamb, flowering hops, mossy terra cotta pots, and nutritious suppers. I’m happy to report that many of these things do exist on a farm, and I’m ever humbled when I get to experience the romantic side of being a farmer. This lifestyle, even on the smallest scale, can be downright delicious.


  And yet the reality is that this lifestyle can also be painstakingly tedious and difficult. Farm life isn’t clean, organized, or easy. It involves an ever-present unpredictability, from the health of animals to the weather, which consistently challenges a farmer’s sanity. Who in their right mind would choose a hobby, a passion, a lifestyle that would push them to the brink of an emotional breakdown? I’ll tell you exactly who . . . a visionary. A dreamer. A hard worker. Someone willing to break free of society’s molds about how we should fill our time and spend our money. Someone who is passionate about putting effort into the future of her health and her environment. Someone who yearns to feel a connection with the soil, the winds, the seasons.


  [image: image]


  Though it’s a simple way of life, it is far from being simplistic. Challenges arise, disaster strikes, and yet we still show up each day hungry for more. We are farmers.


  Throughout the following pages, you’ll find knowledge I had to learn, experience, and fail at multiple times before I knew enough to document the success. Trial and error is surely the mantra of the farmer! Use the guidelines, wisdom, and encouragement that fill these pages to build your own farm, in whatever capacity works best for you. For some, this will be a few pots of vegetables on the backyard patio. For others, it may be a small flock of chickens, or even a dairy animal. There is no right or wrong way to “farmgirl,” so pick and choose from the pages what you will, or go all in! It’s your dream, after all. And it’s been waiting for you.


  Welcome to the farm.
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  CHAPTER 1 [image: image] The Home Garden


  For most of us backyard farmers, gardening is the gateway. Whether it’s a pot of herbs on your front porch or a rented space in a community garden, gardening continues to be the foundation of the backyard life. With a load of dirt and a dream, it’s easy to get started and requires only a bit of sweat equity on your part. It’s a basic process that will only require a patch of soil, a sunny location on your property, and a few seeds to get started.


  As you gain experience and knowledge in gardening, you’ll most likely continue to expand your garden year after year. Most gardeners begin by planting a few of their favorite summer vegetables. Cucumbers, tomatoes, and peppers are all very common among gardening novices! These can easily be grown in a small raised bed—or even just in a pile of dirt. All that’s important in beginning a garden is the desire to be connected with your produce. Once that desire bites, the methods and options are as numerous as the stars in the sky.


  I often refer to my garden as “the potager.” Potager is the French word for kitchen garden, but it’s so much more than this. It can be full of produce, a variety of flowers, perennial herbs, architectural interest, and aesthetic appeal. A potager garden is designed to be as pleasing to the eye as it is satisfying to the belly. This is a wonderful goal for the backyard farmer who is growing for far more than just production. This is where we live—not just a place we visit to work. Drawing joy from the surroundings of our farm and garden is as important as drawing nutrients from its produce. Focus on creating a space that lifts your spirits and makes your soul sing. Our potager incorporates hand-split cedar posts that we commissioned from a local woodworker, an antique door that I fell in love with years ago at a flea market, wrought-iron fencing and fence posts that I very enthusiastically took from a friend looking to move, no less than ten yards of pea gravel, three trailer loads of perennial flowers, cement posts, metal hanging baskets, repurposed antique planters, climbing arbors of honeysuckle, vintage light posts, and strings of lights. It’s not all about maxing out your space. It’s about creating a special space that makes you happy.
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  Benefits of the Home Garden


  Naturally, the benefits of a home garden are just as numerous as the methods. Let’s take a peek into just a few:


  [image: image]The freshest local produce available. It doesn’t get any more local than your own backyard! Because the harvest-to-plate timeline is so very short in the home garden, you’re going to be eating even better food than money can buy. You know how fresh bread tastes right out of the oven? That’s exactly how it is with the home garden. Freshness, particularly when it comes to produce, plays a big role in its taste. Once a vegetable is picked, it immediately begins to deteriorate. Home gardening enables you to easily put the freshest produce on your plate.
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  [image: image]Organic without the cost. Many folks steer away from organic produce at the market because of the potentially hefty price tag that comes with it. A big perk of the home garden is being able to implement organic gardening methods without any extra cost. This means you’re able to enjoy fresh produce without the risk of toxic insecticides, pesticides, and chemical fertilizers at no additional charge to you. While organic gardening methods can take a bit of time to learn, the skills will easily serve you well for many growing seasons to come.


  [image: image]Food for your animals. I’m always thankful we have animals around to clean up the extras from the garden. Naturally, even the best gardener will have a few rotten tomatoes, overgrown zucchini, aphid-ridden kale, and a variety of stems and stalks left over after the harvest. The home garden will not only serve your family as a source of food, but it can also easily feed your livestock as well. There is hardly a happier hen than one munching on a pile of bolted lettuce. Chickens will eat almost anything from the garden, as will the pigs. Even the sheep, goats, and cow will happily munch up what you don’t. The joke around our farm is that there’s always an animal to eat up the extra, no matter what it is!


  [image: image]Food for your compost pile. If you don’t have livestock to clean up your garden scraps, you can instead feed them to your compost pile! Your home garden will serve as a great contribution to the compost stack and will feed it many nutrients as it breaks down into that rich “black gold” we’re all familiar with. This compost can then be fed back to the garden as the cycle continues. It’s pure magic!
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  Old bedding from the rabbit cage makes great, instant compost. It’s got leftover stems from hay, poop, urine, and hair. All great additions to the garden. Pretty appetizing, isn’t it?


  Basics of Composting


  Composting, by definition, is the decaying of organic matter to be utilized for plant fertilizer. There is no one way to compost, and each composter will have her own tricks of the trade that serve her home garden most fruitfully. We tend to keep the “lazy man’s compost pile” around our farm, which would most likely make proper, organized composters shudder. Regardless, once you begin to reap the rewards of composting, you’ll see it’s worth every ounce of effort. Here are some basic composting methods:


  Lazy Man’s Compost


  This is my preferred method because, well, I’m lazy. This method simply involves picking a spot on your property and piling all your garden waste, kitchen scraps, grass clippings, yard waste, and animal manure/bedding there. You could calculate how much manure you pile on versus how much garden waste versus how much yard waste, if that’s what you’re into. Me? I’m more of a throw-it-all-in-a-pile-and-come-what-may sort of composter. But to each his own. Lazy Man’s Compost will take longer to decompose, but with water and time will eventually get there!
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  Cow manure that’s been left out in the elements for a while makes a wonderful and easy compost for the garden.


  Trench Compost


  A step up from the lazy method is trench compost, which simply involves digging a hole (or trench) in your garden soil and burying the garden waste, kitchen scraps, grass clippings, yard waste, and animal manure/bedding there, before covering it with soil. The waste will break down and will feed the soil in that particular area as it does so. All that’s required on your part is digging the trench and avoiding planting anything directly over the compost trench for a few months while it decomposes and works its magic.
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  Open Bin Composting


  Often thought of as the “proper” composting method because it’s fancier (read: a bit more work), this form of composting will produce compost faster than the other methods listed, but requires more elbow grease and forethought on the gardener’s part. Three open bins are set side by side in a desirable area on your property. The first bin is filled with the garden waste, kitchen scraps, grass clippings, yard waste, and animal manure/bedding ready to be composted. Once the items have begun to decompose, the compost is shoveled into the second bin and “turned” (think of this as stirring the compost) where it will be wetted down to maintain moisture. The compost will continue to decompose in this second bin before once again being turned and shoveled into the third bin, where it will finish its composting journey before being utilized in your home garden.


  
    
      COMPOSTING TIPS


      Moisture levels matter. Think about high humidity and what havoc that brings to homes! Water speeds the rate of decomposition. If you want your compost to break down faster, keep the pile moist! This is easy enough to manage with a hose or a few buckets.


      Stirring increases activity. Each time compost is flipped—that is, the bottom part of the pile is moved to the top and the top is moved to the bottom—it aerates the waste and promotes decomposition. Without air, a compost pile will simply rot. No matter your chosen composting method, to speed along the process, turn the compost as often as you’d like to generate activity.


      Get creative. The basics of composting are very simple and can be applied in a huge variety of ways. If none of the methods listed above with work for your situation, create one that will. Tumblers and prefabricated systems are always a great option.

    

  


  Vermicompost


  While it may seem slightly strange to keep a bin of worms under your kitchen sink, how much easier could composting get? In a vermicomposting system, red wriggler worms (Eisenia fetida) are placed in a bin. As the worms work through the scraps and mulch, they produce worm castings, which serve as a wonderful garden compost. In addition to the incredible compost, “compost tea” will drain out of the bottom of the system and can be diluted and utilized as a natural fertilizer. Vermicompost has been noted as one of the most balanced composts available. It is rich in calcium, magnesium, potassium, B vitamins, and phosphorus.


  
    
      To set up a basic vermicompost system, you will need:


      A large plastic bin or wooden box (5-gallon capacity or larger)


      A few bricks to elevate the bin


      Compost or peat moss


      Sand, leaves, or yard mulch


      1+ pound of red wriggler worms


      1. Drill a few holes in the bottom of the plastic bin or wood box.


      2. Fill the bottom of the box with 4 to 6 inches of peat moss. Throw a handful of sand over the peat moss (this helps the worms with digestion).


      3. Gently pour the worms onto the peat moss.


      4. Cover the worms with 4 inches of leaves or yard mulch. This will serve as the worms’ bedding. Cover the bin with a lid to help keep the worms moist.


      5. Feed the worms vegetable and fruit waste and garden waste as needed. Worms don’t like processed foods any more than we do. Avoid them at all costs as they can cause the worms serious harm!


      6. Don’t feed the worms more than they can consume in a week. Feeding them in sections can help make this easy to identify! Feed the worms in one corner of the bin once a week. The following week, pour the waste into another corner, etc. Cover the waste with fresh compost and watch the worms work. You can easily harvest compost from the previous week’s corner by scooping the compost out with your hands and filling the hole in with fresh waste and bedding.
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  Urban Compost


  Even if you live in a city apartment, composting is still totally within your reach. There is a large variety of small compost pails that will even look nice on your countertop. Pop open the lid, add in your morning eggshells, and find a local farmer or gardener who can utilize your scraps. If you’re a real outlaw, you can even use some of them to feed your under-the-radar urban chickens or rabbits. Don’t worry. I won’t tell.


  Basic Gardening Methods
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  I must admit, I’m a bit of a romantic when it comes to gardens. It’s not enough for me that my gardens are productive. I want them to be beautiful too! What can I say? I’m a sucker for natural beauty. And there’s hardly a better place to find that than in the garden. Luckily, with some very basic methods, your backyard garden can be both productive and beautiful.


  As you begin to build your garden, take a few moments to step back and assess your situation. How much space do you have? How much time do you have to prepare your space? Maintain your space? This will help you establish the best gardening method for your situation and will serve you well as you get to work.


  Square-Foot Gardening


  If space is an issue, square-foot gardening is a fantastic approach. The principle is simple and easy to follow.


  1. Divide the garden area into 12- by 12-foot sections. This can be in raised beds or simple dirt beds.
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  Tilling the garden is a great way to get lines set for row gardening. I make my husband do it because he’s awesome and strong.


  2. Plan and plant the garden (each seed according to its specific package directions).


  3. See? I told you it was simple.


  Pros: Those who appreciate efficiency and order make great square-foot gardeners. Because the garden is so well divided and planned, there is very rarely wasted space. Additionally, because the gardener knows exactly what is planted in each square foot, it’s easy to plan for varying heights of plants, to plant companion plants close to one another, and to manage weeds.


  Cons: The biggest drawback of the square-foot method is the intensity with which the plants are squeezed into the garden bed. Because this method maximizes garden production, it can also tend to be overplanted and not allow enough space for the plants to grow. This can result in poor root development and nutrient uptake from the overcrowded spaces. The square-foot method is great for smaller garden plots but is slightly unrealistic for a large garden bed.


  Startup costs: Minimal.
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  Early summer rows of crops can be weeded and mulched with ease.


  Row Gardening


  The most traditional form of gardening, this method utilizes simple rows to keep planning easy and production high. Most often, gardeners utilize this method when space is not as big of a concern. Row gardening tends to lend that traditional farm look to any garden, as the rows of produce grow into stunning lines of colors and flavors.


  1. Till, amend, and prepare the ground for planting.


  2. Place a stake at the end of each of the rows, so as to mark the length and width of each row.


  3. Tie a piece of twine or rope between the stakes at each end of the row, which will serve as a line guide for planting. Use the corner of a hoe to dig a small furrow for planting, following each twine line. Sow seeds according to packet directions. Plant taller plants on the north side of the garden (or south side in the Southern Hemisphere), so as not to shade the shorter plants.


  Pros: I love how easy it is to plan out the garden with this method. The evenly spaced rows provide convenient access to harvests, as well as pathways to easily manage weeds. The method provides a clean and organized layout to the garden bed and can produce a huge harvest. It’s the best way to utilize a large garden area.


  Cons: Due to the layout of row gardening, it can easily result in a lot of wasted space if not managed well. Because the plants themselves don’t create a “living mulch” (as with the densely planted square-foot gardening method), this method also runs the risk of exposing the roots of the crops if they are not properly mulched and managed.


  Startup costs: Minimal.


  Raised-Bed Gardening


  An extremely popular way to garden, raised-bed gardening makes it so easy on us ol’ ladies because bending over a garden bed is much easier when the garden bed is raised a foot off the ground! I loved that raised-bed gardening makes a home garden feel attainable and doable. Beds can be built out of lumber, pavers, or whatever your heart desires. A typical garden bed is about 3 by 6 feet and roughly 12 feet deep. Though every gardener will likely build their boxes differently, here’s a simply method to building your own:


  1. Make sure to have on hand a tape measure, pencil, carpenter’s square, level, 2½-inch exterior screws, drill, four 18- or 24-inch wood stakes, and four 2x6 boards cut to 8-foot lengths as well as four 2x6 boards cut to 4-foot lengths. Make sure the lumber has not been pressure treated, as this leaches chemicals into the soil.


  2. After selecting a sunny location on your property, lay two long boards and two short boards on their sides in the shape of the garden bed.
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  3. Insert screws through the long boards, two per board, about ¾ inch in from the end of the board, drilling directly into the end of the short board.


  4. Use the carpenter’s square to check your corner angles. Then, insert a stake into each corner of the now-assembled garden bed, leaving about 6 inches sticking out above the garden box. Level the garden box and drill one more screw through the boards into the stake to help level and stabilize the box. You can repeat this with additional stakes along the interior of the box.
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  5. Last, set the additional 2x6 boards to create a second height layer to the box (giving the box a 12-inch depth). These can be assembled in the same way as the previous layer and can be screwed directly into the already-set stakes.


  6. The garden bed can then be filled with compost and planted. Most people find that a few beds serve them well.


  Pros: Raised beds are incredibly easy to weed, mulch, and harvest because of their accessibility. Raised beds allow for great drainage and offer protection from a variety of critters. They are also easy to mow around and look sharp if well maintained. They are a great option for those with limited space or those who wish to grow a smaller garden.


  Cons: Building enough raised beds for a large harvest can be a bit daunting, as can the initial labor required to set up the beds. They’re one of the most expensive options for the home gardener. Larger plants such as potatoes, corn, or melons also may find the boxes to be a bit restrictive for their growth. Additionally, as the lumber wears year after year, you’ll need to face the music and replace your boxes.


  Startup costs: Moderate. Depending on what materials you use to build your beds, or what you have lying around, the cost of raised-bed gardening can vary greatly. Recycled or repurposed lumber will obviously be the most frugal choice, whereas premade garden boxes will be the most expensive. Either way, filling the raised beds with compost can get quite pricey if you’re not yet making your own. Buying compost by the pickup load will be a much more economical option than the bagged options.
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  Mint is a great candidate for container gardening (left), as it can be quite invasive in the garden bed! Old forgotten buckets and feeders (right) can make great containers for herbs, vegetables, and even strawberries. Even carrots can be grown in containers!


  Container Gardening


  Much like raised-bed gardening, container gardening simply utilizes a variety of containers to “contain” the garden. Get it? Contain? Container? All this involves is collecting containers, filling them with compost, and planting. Container gardening is a worthwhile option for those with very limited space or bad soil. Common containers include clay pots, plastic containers, whiskey barrels, concrete planters, metal buckets, and even foam pots. These can be picked up secondhand for a fraction of retail and can be as varying as you wish. I’m a hodgepodge person myself, but whatever suits your fancy.


  Choose the right container for the right plant. Make sure that as you’re planting your container garden, you opt for a container that will allow the plant to grow accordingly. Plants need lots of room to send down their roots, so even if the plants are small to start, make sure you give them elbow room in their containers for optimal growth.
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    Top Ten Crops to Grow in Containers


    

    Tomatoes
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    Herbs such as basil, rosemary, thyme, marjoram, oregano, tarragon, mint


    Peppers


    Greens such as lettuce, kale, collards, mustard greens, Swiss chard


    Eggplant


    Cucumbers


    Carrots


    Edible flowers
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    Zucchini


    Strawberries


    Beets

  


  Pros: Perfect for small spaces, container gardening offers a huge bang for a buck. A small amount of space can yield even an apartment dweller a healthy harvest of homegrown produce. Container gardening allows for complete control of soil quality and pest control. Containers are easily managed, mulched, weeded, harvested, and moved around into optimum sunlight. They can even be easily brought inside during summer storms.


  Cons: The biggest difficulty in container gardening is watering properly. If the pots are not properly draining, overwatering and its subsequent problems can easily become a huge issue. Alternatively, if the pots drain too quickly or the containers are particularly small, they will require much more frequent watering than others. A container gardener must be an attentive one.


  Startup costs: Moderate. Obviously, to start a container garden, one needs containers. These can range in price from free to quite expensive, depending on the material and size used. On top of the containers, bagged potting soil can be a bit of an initial investment.
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  Maximizing Productivity with Succession Planting


  The act of following one crop with another is an important concept for the home gardener to utilize. Why not get the most out of your garden? By implementing succession planting, it’s easy to double (or even triple!) your garden’s yield. The space in your garden serves double-duty time. That’s what I’m talking about! Here’s the basic method:


  1. Make a list of all the crops you’d like to grow. Research these crops so that you know their individual requirements such as days to harvest, sun preference, space requirements, and frost sensitivity. This information can typically be found on the back of the seed packet.
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  Cabbage is typically harvested in midsummer. Once it’s gone, replant the space with greens for the fall.


  2. Create a planting schedule. Making a planting schedule of what should be planted in the spring, summer, and fall will simplify the process. From there, you can draw out a diagram of your garden with what vegetables will be planted where during the different seasons. Some vegetables, such as radishes, will only be harvested for a few weeks during the spring or fall. Other vegetables, such as beets, can be harvested at varying sizes over the course of a few months. It would therefore be wise in your planting schedule to follow a short-season vegetable (such as radish) with a long-season vegetable (such as tomato).


  3. Plant accordingly. On top of multiple crops from the same plot, it’s also possible to extend your harvest and bump up production by simply planting more of the same crop at varying intervals. For example, instead of planting all your lettuce in one day, space it out over a few weeks. This means that you won’t have to eat salad for every single meal once harvest hits. Instead, you’ll be able to harvest crops at varying times as they come into maturity.
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  Here are some examples of succession planting:


  1. Plant carrots in between garlic rows. After the garlic is harvested in early summer, the carrots can continue to grow through the rest of the season.


  2. Follow early-season tomatoes with arugula, radish, lettuce, or spinach for a fall harvest.


  3. Spring peas can be followed by tomatoes or beans. By the time the tomatoes and beans can be safely planted, you’ll already have been able to harvest lots of pea pods. After harvesting the tomatoes or beans, plant some fall arugula or spinach.


  Seeds


  Let’s talk about seeds. Obviously, one of the foundational ways to ensure success in your backyard garden is to get the right seeds for the job. While the seeds available on the market are as numerous as grains of sand on the beach, there are a few ways to determine which are the right ones for your garden. Spending some time during the winter months (preferably curled up next to a fire with a warm mug of chamomile tea) planning for the year’s garden will really pay off. A wee bit of research in ordering your seeds will reward you big time.
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  Organic vs. Conventional


  Organic seeds are seeds that have been grown by a parent plant on an organic farm. The farm must meet specific and stringent requirements in order to become certified as organic. Organic seeds are guaranteed not to have any seed treatments and often perform better in the garden. They are a common choice of the home gardener because they’re the starting point for a garden free from synthetic pesticides and herbicides. A big perk of purchasing organic seeds is supporting farms and research that promote organic gardening methods. Think of it as a small investment in the future of our agricultural system.


  Alternatively, conventional seeds are often treated with a variety of chemicals (most commonly synthetic fungicides and insecticides) prior to being sold. While they come with a slightly smaller price tag, conventional seeds are grown from parent plants in non-organic soil that could have been sprayed and treated with a variety of synthetic chemicals. If minimizing chemical exposure is important to you, avoid conventional seeds.


  While a garden may start with organic seeds, this does not qualify it as an organic garden. In order to maintain an organic garden, one must avoid all synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. What’s the use of organic seeds if you’re going to spray them anyway? Likewise, conventional seeds can be used to grow vegetables in an organically managed garden.


  Has your head exploded yet? But wait! There’s more . . .


  Heirloom Seeds
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  Heirloom seeds come from crops that have been selected and saved for generations. Perhaps they’ve been grown for taste, or performance, or color. Whatever the reason, the seeds from the very best produce are harvested, preserved, and handed down to be grown again. Despite popular belief, heirloom varieties tend to be very hardy (hence the reason they’ve grown and survived for so many generations!). I’ve always enjoyed the uniqueness that comes from heirloom seeds. The colors, shapes, tastes, and fragrances are endless. If superior taste is your number one goal, heirloom varieties should be on your list.


  Hybrid Seeds


  In the garden, it’s common that plants are cross-pollinated—meaning the pollen of one plant is used to pollinate another. This is called open pollination and occurs naturally due to weather, insects, birds, and other factors. Alternatively, this cross-pollination can also be done by human intervention, resulting in a hybrid crop. First-generation hybridized crops experience “hybrid vigor,” a term that basically means they grow bigger, faster, and stronger than their parent plants. Unfortunately, the seeds from these crops cannot be saved or preserved. A gardener who grows hybrid varieties must purchase new seed every year.
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  Genetically Modified Seeds


  Genetically modified seeds are the result of genetic engineering in which the DNA from one organism is removed and put into the DNA of another organism. There is strong controversy to the long-term environmental and health effects of growing and eating
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  Basics of Seed Starting


  

  

  Tips for Seed Starting


  

  

  

  

  [image: image]


  

  Light


  

  Heat


  

  Seed-Starting Mix
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  Water


  

  Herbs
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  My Top Fifteen Culinary Herbs


  Basil


  

  Bay


  

  Chives


  

  Dill


  

  Fennel
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  Garlic
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  Lavender


  

  Marjoram


  

  Mint
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  Oregano


  

  Parsley
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  Rosemary


  

  Sage


  

  Tarragon
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  Thyme


  

  Fresh Usage
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  The Spring Garden


  

  

  Waking Up the Soil


  

  

  

  

  

  Sowing Seeds in the Garden
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  The Summer Garden
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  Natural Methods for Weed Control


  Mulch


  

  

  Homemade Sprays


  

  
    
      

      

      

      

      
    

  


  Animals
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  Hand Pulling
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  Fire


  

  Pest Control


  

  Natural Methods for Pest Control


  Diatomaceous Earth (DE)


  

  Birds


  

  

  Row Covers
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  Companion Planting
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  Neem Oil


  

  Hand Picking


  

  

  Crop Rotation


  

  Insecticidal Soap


  

  Collars
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  Common Pests and How to Manage Them


  

  Squash Bugs
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  Cabbage Worms


  

  

  Slugs and Snails


  

  

  Tomato Hornworm
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  Cutworms


  

  

  Potato Beetle
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  Japanese Beetle


  

  

  Grasshoppers


  

  

  Whiteflies


  

  

  Aphids


  

  

  Harvest Management
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  The Fall Garden


  

  Cover Crops
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  Common Fall Cover Crops


  

  

  

  

  

  The Importance of Fall Mulching
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  Utilizing Your Natural Tillers
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  The Winter Garden
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  Harvesting through the Winter


  

  

  Growing for Longer
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  Mulch


  

  Row Cover


  

  Cold Frames
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  Hoop Houses


  

  Greenhouses


  

  

  Seed Saving


  

  Saving the Right Type of Seeds


  

  Ensuring Purity of Heirloom Varieties


  

  

  

  

  Plan Accordingly
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  Seed-Storing Tips


  

  

  

  

  How to Collect Seeds from Common Vegetables


  

  Tomatoes, Cucumbers, and Melons


  

  Peppers, Eggplant, Squash


  

  Peas and Beans
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  Carrots (Biennial)


  

  Lettuce


  

  Kale, Collards, and Mustard Greens (Biennials)


  

  

  Beets, Chard, Broccoli, Cauliflower, Cabbage, Kohlrabi, and Spinach (Biennials)


  

  Corn


  

  Germination Rates of Stored Seeds


  

  

  Basic Home Germination Testing
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