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Introduction

I grew up in a small town in South Carolina, a stone’s throw from my grandparents’ house, where as a kid I spent a lot of time. This was in the 1980s but, whenever I was there, it felt like something out of the 1950s—or even the 1800s. My grandparents lived a slow, simple life, with a calm, steady routine. They cooked every meal from scratch—no store-bought sauces or just-add-water mixes for them. Most ingredients were picked fresh from the big, sumptuous garden just outside their back door. And almost nothing was ever left to waste.

My grandfather dug a garden nearly the size of his backyard almost every year of his life. He’d then go and dig his mother’s garden, which he also did nearly every year of his life. She made it to age 102 and was still tending her backyard garden the spring she passed away. My grandfather’s gardens were immaculate. Each crop occupied two long rows, with seedlings spaced perfectly apart. Tomatoes were staked in a weave string trellis, and corn always stood tall and proud. Watermelons and cantaloupes slumped to the same side, while lines of cabbage, spinach, and other greens neatly framed the cucumbers, zucchinis, radishes, turnips, beets, potatoes, green beans, black-eyed peas, summer squash, and okra (always pronounced “okrey”).

His gardens were kitchen gardens—in every sense of the term. Close to the kitchen, tended daily, and grown for home, with he and my grandmother making frequent trips out back at mealtimes and whenever someone stopped by for a visit. I always loved just hanging out in the garden, walking idly among the rows. My grandfather did too, and he even placed a rickety old swing by a nearby tree, with room for three, if you didn’t mind the squeeze. Whether you were harvesting a melon or passing the time, my grandfather’s garden was the place to be.

Life revolved around the garden. By the back door, my grandparents kept a broad harvest table, often lined with tomatoes, melons, and sacks of black-eyed peas. If we weren’t growing food, we were eating it. Whenever my mom dropped by, she’d sit at the table with my grandmother, playing catch-up while snapping green beans and snacking on sliced, salted tomatoes. I can’t remember a weekend where we didn’t have collard greens, creamed corn, and potatoes for lunch with the whole family!

My taste buds can attest—there’s nothing more scrumptious than food picked fresh. As a kid, I’d clamor for my grandparents’ veggies over ice cream and cookies. Truly, I would.

When I’d grown up and left home, I brought gardening with me. It wasn’t planned so much as it just happened. Wherever I went, I nearly always found myself near a garden. Living in Charleston as a college student, I took a job as a clerk in a gardening shop on King Street. Working at a ranch in Colorado in my early twenties, I ended up teaching gardening to children spending the summer there. Spending time after college in Asheville, where my great-grandmother had a tiny old cabin up in the mountains, I found work growing herbs at a nearby greenhouse.

Then I joined the Peace Corps and was packed off to West Africa, where I lived in a remote village in Guinea for two years. I’d barely settled in before I found myself helping farmers plant trees, graft mangoes, build mud stoves, and keep bees. There, too, I kept a garden, starting with seeds my grandparents sent in the mail. (I later learned that shipping seeds internationally was a big no-no—but at the time I couldn’t have been more excited.) I also sourced seeds from markets in Conakry, Guinea’s capital, some of which came from elsewhere in West Africa—Senegal, Mali, Ivory Coast, and Nigeria.

I built raised beds, staked out a compost heap, and planted a “live” fence made from moringa tree saplings planted and woven together. A few of the villagers turned me on to it, as a more sustainable alternative to split rails and barbed wire, which I wasn’t likely to find much of in any event. A live fence is a useful innovation in a place like Guinea—where deforestation is all too common and what wood there is gets used for cookfires.

As the garden grew, I made sure to share fresh-picked ingredients for salads and stews with everyone who visited.

After the Peace Corps, I came home and moved to Washington, D.C., where I got married and lived with my husband in one of the relatively few farmhouse-style detached homes in the northwest part of the city. Like many lots in D.C., ours was tiny, and we experimented with a little container garden in the mostly bricked-over backyard. We grew tomatoes and peppers in a raised bed and a smattering of herbs in terra-cotta pots.

Soon after our son was born, this little kitchen garden was more than enough to fulfill my itch to grow food, my hands full with changing diapers and nursing a baby. But what a delight, the following summer, watching our little guy take some of his very first steps over to the tomatoes, poke and pull at the plants, and tip over his little toy watering can, sometimes even getting the water on the tomatoes and not himself—or me!

We soon moved further out from the city and, with a little more land, built a few raised beds in our new backyard. My daughter was born not long thereafter and, as both kids grew, they each got a little square bed to try their own tiny hands at gardening. They chose vegetables they liked to eat. Then they sowed just enough seeds to grow them in the space they had. It was a fun way to loop them into gardening, even if bunnies and skunks ate most of our food!

We gardened for years in this small but meaningful way, teaching our children the joy of growing food while sharing our enthusiasm for nature, worms, bees, and soil. We moved again, first out to California for a few years and then finally into our forever home just north of Chicago. And it was here we decided to go big, planting nine raised beds, a handful of pots, two pollinator gardens, and as many wildflowers as we had space to grow.

This garden is, to me, a true kitchen garden—just ten feet from the back door that opens into our kitchen. While cooking, I can peer out the window and see the little dream we created growing in the backyard. I used to think there was nothing better than a view of the ocean. I still think that way, unless, of course, I can peep out the window at a garden. It gives me joy. It gives me peace. And I’m not sure there’s anything better for the soul than to spend time out back, my hands as busy as can be, listening to the birds chirp, getting covered in dirt, and feeling connected to all the best parts of my life. I tend my garden and my garden tends me.

Of course, I garden for a lot of very practical reasons, too. Drawing at least a portion of our food from our garden is resourceful—a step toward self-sufficiency. It saves us money, supports all kinds of beneficial insects and birds, and helps keep pesticides and the dirt and grime of food transportation out of what we eat.

But what I love most about gardening is the variety of it. No two gardens look alike. For what starts with some basic, timeworn principles quickly gives way to the artistic flair and aesthetic sensibilities of the gardener. My garden might never be exactly the way I want it, if only because I seem to want something new whenever I’m in it. But my garden is very much me. It reflects my values, my personality, my lifestyle, my circumstances. And your garden, however you choose to do it, should be very much you.

If money’s tight or sustainability’s a goal (or both), you can upcycle natural and secondhand materials for garden beds, collect rainwater in barrels for watering, save seeds and trade with friends, repurpose scrap wood for a compost bin, grow crops from seed, and share tools and even water with your neighbors.

If health is your thing, you can commit to organic gardening, including making your own compost and fertilizer from organic materials and managing pests with beneficial insects and companion planting. If you’re short on space, there’s nothing keeping you from trying out a few window boxes, or stationing pots on the patio or out on the fire escape. A raised bed or two could be tucked into even postage-stamp-sized backyards. If you’re really cramped, there’s always vertical gardens. And you can even grow inside by a window—I’ll show you how!

This little book will walk you through the basics of planning, building, planting, tending, and harvesting an organic kitchen garden—with helpful tips for doing so sustainably, on a budget, and in spaces big and small. For the most part, it sticks with the most common plants, showing you how to sow, grow, and harvest them, but it doesn’t stop there, as I think every gardener should know a thing or two about native plants and edible flowers, many of which make harmonious companion plants for other vegetables and herbs.

In writing this book, I’ve tried to draw on all I’ve learned from the wonderful gardens and gardeners I’ve known in my life, from my grandparents on through the farmers in Guinea to my own son and daughter, carefully culling and curating all that experience into something that could guide the most ardent of beginners while still being of interest to the greenest of thumbs.

I’m delighted to share it with you and hope you enjoy it!
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How to Use This Book

This book is meant to be a practitioner’s guide for gardeners—meaning it’s less a book you read cover to cover and more a ready reference to consult before, during, and after each stage of working on your garden—that is, planning, building, planting, tending, and harvesting. That’s why it’s organized by stage and chock-full of easy-to-digest tips and practical DIYs. I imagine it being the kind of book you pull off the shelf when you have a question and need an answer. I also envision it being smudged with soil and stained with flowers. It’s designed to spend as much time in your garden as you do.

This book also includes a section called “Plant Profiles” to reference when you feel you need specific information about a particular crop. Perhaps you’d like to know whether a plant can grow in pots or whether it has specific preferences for sun, soil, or water. Maybe you’re curious whether it’s better to start it from seed or to buy it as a transplant, or you’re not sure when and how to harvest it. The plant profiles squeeze in as much useful information as possible to help you get to know the wants, needs, and quirks of the most common vegetables and herbs.

A resource section at the end of the book tells you where to buy common items like seeds and garden supplies, as well as more nuanced things like red wiggler worms for vermicomposting.

And, my personal favorite: This book includes a special section on playing in your garden—to help you explore and create, or to connect your children to your love of gardening—packed with fun, hands-on, creative activities and recipes. A garden is a lot of work, but that doesn’t mean you—and especially your little ones—can’t play in it, too.

Finally—annotate! Don’t hesitate to add your own notes and ideas to the pages of this book. There’s an art to marginalia, and, done right, it gives each reader a chance to make their copy of this book unique, adding to the wisdom carefully curated and compiled here to reflect your own experiences, traditions, experiments, and adventures.
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Planning

For any project, there’s really nothing I like more than diving in headfirst. But a good garden starts in your head and thrives with the right planning. This section walks you through the basics of planning to help you prepare for building, planting, tending, and harvesting a healthy, productive kitchen garden.




Assessing Your Space and Choosing a Location

The first step to planning a kitchen garden is to observe the space you have in mind, checking the light and otherwise evaluating its strengths and weaknesses. Almost any place can work, but some spots are certainly better than others. Gardening outdoors is obviously preferable, but even if you’re in an apartment without a yard, you have options. There are all sorts of ways to work around small spaces and partial shade, which I’ll discuss a little bit here and more in the next section, “Growing in Small Spaces.” For now, consider the following factors when assessing your space and choosing a location.

CLIMATE

Where you live determines your climate, and your climate determines what you can grow. If you live in Miami, you’ll have a hard time growing cool-season vegetables like broccoli, cauliflower, and kale. If you live in Minneapolis, you might struggle with some warm-season vegetables like eggplant and watermelons. Understanding your climate and matching food crops suited to its conditions will save you a lot of time and effort.

In the United States, you can assess your climate by referring to your area’s hardiness zone. These zones are set out in the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Plant Hardiness Zone Map, which divides the country into eleven zones based on their average annual minimum winter temperature. Zones go from coldest (Zone 1) to warmest (Zone 11), with each zone being 10°F warmer (or colder) in an average winter than the adjacent zone. Hardiness zones help gardeners figure out which plants may do well in their climate. Here in Chicago, I’m in Zone 5, which is considered a cool climate by growing standards.

Although hardiness zones are helpful to vegetable gardeners, they also have their limitations. For one, hardiness to cold weather is just one factor that affects a plant’s health. You also have to take into account summer temperatures, the length of your growing season, the amount and timing of rainfall, and humidity levels. Your site’s microclimates, which are nuances specific to your garden, are another important factor to consider. Even in the smallest garden, variations in conditions can occur from one corner of your plot to another. An area protected by a stand of trees, houses, or other buildings, for example, will have a very different microclimate than an open area facing south. Gardeners can create artificial microclimates by installing greenhouses, cold frames, and cloches to create warmth in their gardens or to extend the growing season into the cooler months of the year.

SUNLIGHT

Most garden vegetables need a lot of direct sunlight—at least six to eight hours per day. Finding the best location requires figuring out just how much direct sunlight a given area gets. Check on your desired garden spot at one-hour intervals throughout the day, and keep a record of how much time the area spends exposed to direct sunlight, dappled light, or shade.
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Keep in mind that both the duration and the angle of sunlight vary throughout the year, with the sun directly overhead at summer solstice and receding almost to the horizon by winter solstice. Track the movement of the sun and consider how to orient your garden to maximize exposure during the growing season.

The best place to site your garden will usually be the most open part of your yard, to minimize any obstacles blocking the light. Check which side of trees, shrubs, fences, and structures generally stays in the sun and which side falls into the shade as the day goes by. In the Northern Hemisphere, the southern sides will get the most sun. The opposite is true in the Southern Hemisphere. Also take note: If you’re assessing sunlight in the winter, areas near or under deciduous trees will get a lot of light, but come spring and summer, much of that light will be blocked by foliage.

Sometimes, there’s just no avoiding obstacles, such as if you’re in a small space, or your neighbor’s house or that great old oak tree tower over your yard. Measure carefully the sunlight you do have and then plan accordingly, seeking crops that manage in low light or partially shady conditions if necessary. Tomatoes, peppers, and other fruiting vegetables need lots of sun and are probably out of the question. But root vegetables such as carrots, radishes, and beets can make do with four to six hours of sunlight per day, while leafy greens and herbs like lettuce, kale, Swiss chard, spinach, chives, cilantro, and parsley can grow in partly shady conditions—that is, less than four hours of sunlight per day.

If you’re short on sunlight, get creative. If an interloping tree casts too much shadow, consider trimming its lower branches. If you’re planting up against a southern-facing wall, consider painting it white to reflect light. And if you’re planting in pots and other containers, consider moving them around throughout the course of the day to take full advantage of the light.

WATER

After sunlight, water is the second most important element to consider. Be sure to choose a location as close to a water source as possible. A working spigot and a good hose are almost always the best and most convenient options. If that’s out of reach or if you’re indoors, a trusty watering can that can be filled at the kitchen sink will do. You can also install a rain barrel to conserve water; just be sure you can attach a hose to it and run it to the garden.

Avoid planting in areas where water tends to pool and puddle, such as beneath downspouts and at the bottom of hills. Nothing kills plants faster than drowning their roots in water. Not only do low-lying areas not drain well, but they are also colder and more likely to create a frost-prone microclimate.

CONVENIENCE

A kitchen garden doesn’t have to be right outside your kitchen door, but you’ll enjoy it more if it feels like an extension of your home. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been in the middle of prepping a meal when I realized I needed just a pinch of fresh thyme or basil. Being able to run out back while the pot is still on the stove and snip a little bit of this and a wee bit of that is precisely what makes a kitchen garden special.

During the summer months, my garden is as indispensable as the refrigerator and the spice cabinet. I tend to leave the back door open because I’m so often scurrying from kitchen to garden and back again. Looking out the window and seeing my kitchen garden keeps it at the front of my mind and the top of my list—a ready reminder to pull any crabgrass and chickweed coming in, check the cabbage and the tomatoes for pests, and stake some slumping plants in desperate need of more support.

Of course, this is a lot to square, and these factors are not always going to line up. If you have to make tradeoffs, prioritize sun, then water, and finally convenience.

SIZE

Assuming you have a choice, make sure the area you choose is big enough to accommodate the garden you have in mind. At the same time, try not to bite off more than you can chew. Start out small, with a handful of plants you like to eat that are also suitable for growing in your climate. As you gain skills and confidence, you can always add more beds, containers, and plants. Ideally, your space will have room to expand so that as you grow as a gardener, your garden can grow with you.

Your garden’s size should also reflect how many resources—in terms of time and money—you’re willing and able to put into it. The bigger the garden, the more of both you’ll need. Expect to spend a significant amount of time at the beginning and end of each season, preparing your garden and planting your crops in the spring and putting your garden to bed in the fall. And then remember that gardening will be a part of your daily routine. Some days will be busier than others, but it’ll never just be a weekend thing or something to turn to every now and again.

As for money, ambitious gardens don’t come cheap. Building beds and buying pots, compost, mulch, and seedlings quickly adds up, so scaling a garden’s size to your budget is always important. There are plenty of ways to save, of course—particularly if you can make your own compost, build your own beds, and sow plants from seed. If you’re resourceful, a garden is a great place to put that skill to use!

ACCESS

Sometimes in the excitement of finding a space, gardeners forget about the importance of ensuring they have access from the outside world to their garden. Since you’ll be schlepping all sorts of materials to your site, be sure to consider how you’ll get them there. Do you have a gate between the driveway and the backyard? Is it wide enough to fit a wheelbarrow full of compost, mulch, or gravel? If you don’t have a gate, do you have a garage door that leads to the backyard? If push comes to shove, are you willing to haul everything through your house? If not, it might be worth evaluating whether there’s another (better) location for your garden.

AESTHETICS

Assuming your garden will be close to the house or integrated into your yard, the way it looks will likely matter to you. If it doesn’t, that’s okay! For those who garden for emotional and spiritual reasons as much as for practical ones, the way your garden looks and makes you feel is important. Look for ways to ensure your garden is consistent with the style of your home and enhances the surrounding landscape. When choosing a location for your plot, look around your yard and try to envision where it will best fit in with existing structures, trees, bushes, fences, patios, and pathways.

POLLUTION

If you’re considering gardening in an urban area or on a site that might be contaminated, you will need to address any soil issues to ensure a safe and productive garden. That said, the possibility of poor or polluted soil at a site should not keep you from planting a garden there. There are all sorts of things you can do to improve the quality of your soil and decrease the likelihood of exposure to contaminants. You can avoid planting in the ground altogether by growing in containers or raised beds. If planting in the ground is your preferred option, you can either use soil amendments to improve soil quality and stabilize contaminants or remove contaminated soil and replace it with certified clean soil.

HOW I DID IT

For my kitchen garden, I started by walking around our house outside a few times a day, feeling the sunlight, touching the earth, envisioning what it all could be. In one corner of our backyard, there was a patch of land running along the southern side of our neighbor’s fence, mostly overgrown with scrub and a few large shrubs. It would take some work, clearing all that away. But it was right outside the back door, with a spigot just around the corner, bright sun overhead, and no puddles or patches of mud in sight.

The first thing we did was remove the plants growing there, leaving just the rough earth. There was room for eight raised beds, plus a ragtag fleet of pots and other containers. I’ve since expanded to other spots around the yard, adding butterfly gardens, a row of sunflowers, and a bed of wildflowers—with plans for more once the kids outgrow the trampoline! I installed a simple picket fence around the cleared area, laying mulch and later pea gravel paths between the raised beds.

The fence was waist-high and made of plain wood. I thought it matched the farmhouse style of our house and looked nice next to the old brick patio coming off the back of the house. I put in two gates, one directly across from the back door and the other on the far side—perfectly aligned and giving me a clear path from kitchen to garden and back again. I can’t say I knew it then, but those beeline runs have become one of my greatest pleasures.




Growing in Small Spaces

If you don’t have space for an expansive backyard kitchen garden, rest assured there’s still a lot you can do to grow food. The key to growing on balconies, courtyards, patios, and small yards is making the most of the area you have. They say limits breed creativity, and I can confirm that some of the most innovative and abundant kitchen gardens I’ve seen were grown on rooftops, in alleyways, on front porches, and even up walls. The key to success is in careful planning and employing creative and intensive gardening practices that allow you to make the best, most efficient use of your space. Here are a few tips that might help.

GROW IN CONTAINERS.

If growing in the ground isn’t an option due to limited space, poor soil, pollution, or lack of sun, containers are a wonderful alternative. Containers allow you to customize soil for each plant’s preferences. You can also move them around to chase the sun, provide shade, or create different design configurations.

There are all sorts of plants that grow well in containers, too, especially ones with shallow roots like lettuces, radishes, and spinach. Herbs are a great choice too; in fact, there are some, like mint, that spread so readily I wouldn’t plant them any other way. Hanging baskets are a fun way to grow strawberries, and potatoes can be grown easily in burlap sacks or grow bags.

For containers, you can use just about anything so long as it holds soil and has drainage. If space is really limited, consider building or buying square- or rectangular-shaped containers, as they waste less space than round ones.







	BEST CROPS TO GROW IN POTS




	beans

carrots

chiles

cucumbers

herbs

lettuce

peas

	peppers

potatoes

radishes

spinach

strawberries

swiss chard

tomatoes
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GROW VERTICALLY.

There are a lot of advantages to growing vertically. Vertical gardens tend to have better air circulation and fewer pests and diseases as a result. There’s also a lot less weeding and other maintenance.

Vertical gardening is perfect for growing vining type plants such as pole beans, cucumbers, and squash—just be sure to give them something to hang on to, such as a fence or trellis, as they make their journey upward. Trellises come in countless shapes, styles, and materials. You can easily make your own using simple bamboo poles secured at the top with twine to form a teepee. If you have a sunny exterior wall, you can grow herbs and shallow-rooted vegetables in wall-mounted planters, like repurposed rain gutters or even a hanging shoe rack.

Here are a few tips to help you make the most of your vertical garden:

• Make sure vertically grown plants are planted where they won’t shade shorter, sun-loving plants.

• Grow plants on the south side of support structures to ensure they get the maximum amount of sunlight.

• Water frequently, since vertical crops dry faster than crops growing closer to the ground.

• Grow vertical plants in deep, well-draining soil so their roots can grow down into the soil rather than out, across, and just under the surface. Roots that grow laterally are more likely to crowd and compete with neighboring plants.

• Provide extra support for heavier fruit like melons and squash. Create slings made of old nylon stockings or netting to cradle young melons from the time they are a few inches in diameter until they’re mature and ready to harvest.

EMPLOY SUCCESSION PLANTING.

Succession planting, sometimes called relay planting, involves planting different crops in the same plot, one after another, so the plot never lays fallow. As soon as one crop is harvested, a new one is planted in its place. This protects the soil from erosion and, if you choose crops properly, replenishes its nutrients. And with a new crop always on the way, there’s more to eat.

Consider the following examples:

• FIRST RADISHES, THEN TOMATOES. Plant a quick-growing cool-season crop like radishes then, once harvested, plant warm-season transplants like tomatoes or peppers.

• LETTUCE, THEN PEAS, THEN MORE LETTUCE. Start with a spring crop of lettuce, then replace it with a short season summer crop of peas, then plant a fall crop of lettuce.

• PEPPERS FIRST, THEN LETTUCE. After a late-summer harvest of peppers, sow a fall planting of lettuce.

• PEAS THEN BEANS. Plant peas in early spring, then replace them with pole beans in late spring. Since both plants climb, you can use the same trellis to support both crops.

• LETTUCE FOLLOWED BY CUCUMBERS. Plant lettuce in early spring then, when temperatures climb, harvest the lettuce before it bolts and plant heat-loving cucumbers in its place.

• BUSH BEANS, BUSH BEANS, BUSH BEANS! Bush beans grow and produce quickly. As soon as you harvest one crop, start a new one. For variety, you can rotate different types of bush beans, such as green beans, pinto beans, black beans, and kidney beans.

• FIRST PEAS, THEN ZUCCHINI. After you harvest peas, sow or transplant zucchini or squash.

PRACTICE INTERPLANTING.

Interplanting is an intensive growing practice similar in concept to succession planting, except with interplanting you maximize yields by grouping two or more plants that grow well together but at different heights or at different rates.

One way to practice interplanting is to sow shorter crops around, in between, and under larger ones. For example, lettuce, greens, and parsley can be grown under and all around tomatoes and peppers. Another way to use interplanting is to plant fast-growing veggies among slower-growing ones so the faster crops can be harvested before they begin to compete with the slower ones. Many gardeners grow radishes, which can take 20 to 50 days to mature, among carrots, which mature in 70 to 80 days.

Succession planting and interplanting are great ways to increase your garden’s yield. These methods don’t work all that well in small containers, but I’ve had success using them in raised beds and large whiskey barrel planters.

GROW HIGH-YIELD CROPS.

Another efficient technique is to plant crops that have high yields per square foot. Tomatoes, peppers, beans, peas, zucchini, and cucumbers produce a lot of food from just a few plants. Plants like lettuce, kale, and Swiss chard are also great as they allow you to “cut-and-come again,” meaning the outer leaves can be harvested regularly throughout the growing season while the plant continues to produce more leaves from its center. Crops like melons, pumpkins, and winter squash are not considered high-yield plants since they take up a lot of space relative to the size of their harvest, although you can get around that by growing them vertically. One-harvest crops like cabbage and broccoli are less ideal choices when space is limited.

GROW FAST-GROWING CROPS.

Some crops take a long time to mature, while others can be harvested just a few weeks after sowing them. Arugula, leaf lettuce, and spinach take 30 to 40 days, while beets, cucumbers, and bush beans are ready in about 50 days. Peas take 60 days, which is still pretty fast compared to most veggies.

PRIORITIZE EASY CROPS.

Sometimes it pays to be practical. Devoting too much time and soil to finicky vegetables can leave you with little to show for your efforts. Cauliflower, for example, is notoriously high maintenance. If you’re just starting out, stick to staples, such as leaf lettuce, radishes, zucchini, kale, potatoes, green beans, peas, Swiss chard, summer squash, tomatoes, and cucumbers. Though not without their challenges, these crops are usually good bets for beginner and seasoned gardeners alike.

EXTEND YOUR GROWING SEASON.

When I first set out to grow my own food, I thought gardening was reserved for the warmest months of the year. Now that I’ve spent five years growing in a cold climate, I can assure you that is certainly not the case. In the natural world, plants finish producing flowers and begin dispersing seeds in the fall. Left alone, Mother Nature sows these seeds soon after. We should follow her lead and sow seeds in the fall too—especially since many early-season crops thrive in cold weather. Kale, beets, Brussels sprouts, and cabbage often taste better after a nip of frost. Others, such as alliums, actually need the winter to take root and grow. For everything else, the best way to extend the growing season is to protect crops with cold frames, hoop houses, greenhouses, row covers, and cloches (see Extending the Growing Season).

SELECT SHADE-LOVING VEGETABLES.

If your small space doesn’t get a lot of light, fret not! There are many vegetables and herbs that can tolerate light to medium shade. Generally speaking, vegetables grown for their leaves and roots—leaf lettuce, spinach, arugula, beets, leeks, and potatoes—are the best choices for shady gardens. Many herbs tolerate partial shade as well, including basil, chives, lemon balm, mint, parsley, and chervil.
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Choosing a Gardening Method

Once you’ve assessed your space, you’ll need to decide whether to grow directly in the ground or in raised rows, raised beds, or containers. Most gardeners use a mixture of several different methods. I grow most of my veggies in raised beds but grow herbs and flowers in the ground, in raised beds, and in containers. Here are descriptions of each method to help you get a better idea of which might be the best fit for you.

IN-GROUND BEDS

In-ground beds are the most traditional gardening method. Gardeners plant crops directly in the ground, after digging up and carting away existing vegetation, clearing out rocks and other debris, and breaking up hard or impacted soil.

PROS:

An in-ground bed is usually the cheapest way to start a garden. If you’re experimenting with gardening for the first time, it’s not a bad idea to start with a small in-ground bed to gain experience. An in-ground bed can be as big as the space you have, provided it’s not paved over or otherwise inaccessible. It’s generally easier to work with in-ground beds in odd-shaped or out-of-the-way plots, as you can dig them in any size and shape you choose. If you have rich, fertile soil, growing in the ground makes perfect sense. There’s often no need to purchase soil or compost, although you will need to amend it after each growing season to replenish the nutrients in your soil.

CONS:

In-ground beds do not work as well if your soil quality is poor, and they should be avoided if there’s any concern about soil contamination or pollution. If rock, sand, or clay predominate in your gardening space, it may not be possible to grow much of anything without long-term efforts to regenerate healthy soils. Loosening heavily compacted soil may require tilling, but excessive tilling can compromise soil structure and affect fertility (not to mention the backbreaking work involved!). Moreover, whatever the soil conditions, in-ground beds will be more vulnerable to pests and other diseases and often more accessible to wildlife and weeds. Some gardeners complain that in-ground beds are harder on their knees and backs, as they require most people to lean all the way over or kneel down to work in the bed.

RAISED ROWS

A raised row is a narrow mound of soil piled above the ground and mixed with compost and other organic materials, such as straw, leaves, and shredded leaves.

PROS:

Raised rows combine the simplicity of in-ground beds with the improved soil quality of raised beds. A raised row takes less time and effort to build than an in-ground bed and is less expensive than a framed raised bed. Since they’re created by layering organic material on top of the ground, raised rows are particularly useful when the underlying soil quality is too poor to support a garden. Compared to in-ground beds, raised rows are easier to maintain and tend to have fewer weeds. They also don’t require tilling, which makes them easier on your back and better for soil structure than in-ground beds.

CONS:

A raised row garden often requires more space than a raised bed and might not look as clean or as organized as a garden with framed beds. Compared to raised beds, raised rows require more maintenance from year to year. Without a structure to hold the soil in place, the rows tend to erode faster, requiring gardeners to recreate and reshape pathways and rows every year. If you have back issues, raised rows might be a concern as well, as your only option is to squat or bend down to work close to the ground. With raised beds, you have the option to build tall bed frames that allow you to work at a comfortable height.

RAISED BEDS

A raised bed is a garden bed supported by a frame of wood, stone, bricks, metal, or concrete set on any flat surface—including turf, gravel, and concrete. Raised beds tend to be wider than raised rows, typically 2 to 4 feet wide (compared to 18 inches for raised rows). Although the upfront costs are higher, this method gives gardeners more control of soil, watering, and spacing.

PROS:

Raised beds present a number of advantages for gardens with limited space, since they can be custom-built to accommodate virtually any type of plot and can be planted at high density, resulting in more food per square foot. Raised beds also are great if you lack direct access to in-ground soil, as they can be placed on patios, decks, or even driveways. They also can protect your crops if you suspect your soil may be polluted or otherwise contaminated. Other containers can serve the same purpose, but raised beds are generally much larger. The soil in raised beds tends to warm faster than soil in the ground in the first weeks of spring, making it easier to get an early start on planting. Raised beds also make it easier to defend against rodents and other pests, especially if the beds are lined with hardware cloth.

CONS:

Cost is probably the biggest drawback to raised beds. They take time, effort, and materials to install; higher-quality woods and stone are especially expensive. Raised beds also must be filled with soil, compost, and other amendments. If you line the paths between raised beds with mulch or pea gravel, that adds to the overall cost as well, and that’s before a single plant or seed has been purchased. And at some point, raised beds made of wood will need to be rebuilt or even replaced entirely as the wood siding wears out and rots away. There’s a meaningful return for this investment, of course; raised beds are not a waste of money, by any means.

CONTAINER GARDENS

Any container can be a garden, or so I like to think. I use containers around my nine raised beds and elsewhere around the yard and inside my house. Big or small, grouped in little flocks or standing proudly alone, containers are great for many crops—especially those that might make unruly neighbors or those whose flowers add splashes of color to rows and beds of green. Containers also are highly mobile, letting you exploit changing light throughout the day and across the seasons.

PROS:

Containers give the gardener near total control. You can pick the size and shape of your little plot, depending on the containers you use. You can grow in intensive sunlight or full shade. And whatever you grow, containers make it easy to keep disease, pests, and weeds at bay. Plus, you can garden in the middle of winter with some containers in your home.

CONS:

Perhaps the biggest limitation to containers, aside from the obvious size constraints and the cost of procuring them, is the need to use potting soil. Potting soil is a mostly sterile medium, blended to allow for greater air and water circulation in the smaller, confined spaces of containers. Plants in potting soil generally need to be fertilized often and watered and drained carefully—not so much that they get waterlogged but not so little that they dry out and become root bound.




Selecting Materials for Raised Beds

If you choose to build framed raised beds, your first task will be to decide which material to use. There is a bevy of options to choose from and just as many factors to consider, such as safety, durability, sustainability, affordability, and aesthetics. Here are some of the pros and cons of the most common materials used to build raised beds.

REDWOOD OR CEDAR

Redwood and cedar are excellent options. They are easy to work with and naturally resistant to moisture, rot, and bugs. They also look beautiful and tend to last longer than other types of untreated wood. Redwood clocks in at around twenty years, while cedar typically lasts ten to fifteen years. The biggest downside is the cost. These are nearly always the most expensive types of wood.

When selecting any type of wood, look for boards marked “FSC”—which stands for the Forest Stewardship Council. FSC certification ensures that products come from responsibly managed forests that provide environmental, social, and economic benefits.

UNTREATED WOOD

Untreated wood is beautiful in the garden and less expensive than rot-resistant woods like cedar and redwood. On the down side, it tends to break down faster, although building with thick boards can make it last longer. Two-inch-thick larch, for example, can last up to ten years. One of the most affordable options is Douglas fir, which can last five to seven years.
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BRICK OR CONCRETE

Brick is a beautiful material for raised beds and can last for generations. It can also be expensive, depending on the type of brick you use. Another option is poured concrete, which creates a clean look that can last longer than most other structures. Unfortunately, it also tends to be expensive and is hard to install without professional help.

Concrete building blocks are a cheaper alternative. They make for a durable, inexpensive building material that can be stacked three blocks high without needing mortar. If you go with this option, be sure to avoid the cinder block form of concrete blocks, especially older ones, as they may contain fly ash residue and traces of heavy metals like mercury, arsenic, and lead.

MORTARED STONE

People have built walls and beds from stacked stone for thousands of years. If built properly, a stone bed can last hundreds of years without maintenance. Whether cut from rock or organically shaped, mortared stone is a more permanent choice that adds formality to a garden. It is one of the least common types of beds as it can be difficult to DIY and expensive to pay someone else to do.

METAL

Metal stock tanks, generally used to feed farm animals, have become a popular option for raised beds in recent years. From an aesthetic point of view, they give the garden a clean, industrial look and, since they’re already built, the only thing you have to do is add drainage holes to the bottom of each tank.

Stock tanks are fairly inexpensive and are readily available at most feed stores. They come in a variety of shapes and sizes but are typically round or rectangular with rounded ends. The biggest challenge with stock tanks is figuring out how to get them home from the store. They won’t fit in the back of most cars, so unless you have a big pickup truck, you’ll need to ask someone to help you. Although they’ve been galvanized to protect against rust, they’re not completely resistant and can still rust over time. Another disadvantage of stock tanks is, even with drainage holes, they drain less efficiently than stone or wooden beds.

STEEL

Steel (or Cor-ten) is commonly used in landscape and construction projects and comes in sheets that are 3⁄16 or ¼ inch thick. Although it starts out as a natural steel color, it weathers beautifully to a rusty patina. One of the advantages of steel is that it is naturally weather resistant and holds up well for many years. On the downside, installation is difficult and pricey. Steel containers also heat up easily and may not be the best choice for heat-sensitive plants.

MATERIALS TO AVOID

There are a few materials worth avoiding, for health reasons, when building raised beds for growing vegetables and herbs. These include railroad ties, old tires, pallets, and pressure-treated wood, which may contain potentially harmful chemicals that could leach into the soil and, subsequently, your food. Unless you’re using raised beds for growing inedible flowers or ornamental perennials, I would avoid these materials altogether.

If cost and sustainability are a concern, consider sourcing better, safer materials like fallen logs, willow, and hazel branches (which can be woven together), large stones, reclaimed bricks, or untreated, recycled boards.
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