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INTRODUCTION: ORGANIC RAISED BED GARDENING



Life begins the day you start a garden.

​— ​CHINESE PROVERB

Welcome to the world of organic raised bed gardening, where your backyard transforms into a thriving oasis of health and abundance. Imagine stepping outside to a patchwork of raised beds, each brimming with vibrant vegetables, fragrant herbs, and dazzling flowers—all grown without a drop of chemical fertilizer or pesticide. This book will guide you through seven easy steps to achieve just that: sustainable, low-stress gardening that yields abundant harvests. Whether you’re a novice with a small plot or an experienced gardener looking to switch to organic methods, prepare to fall in love with the magic of cultivating life right under your fingertips.

I’m Sheila Carroll, and, for me, organic raised bed gardening is far more than just a pastime—it’s a heartfelt commitment. As a mother and grandmother, the health and well-being of my family are important. For over 30 years, I enjoyed the art of gardening, delving deep into the essential connections between soil, sunlight, and plant life. This journey has enriched our tables with fresh, healthy produce and has become part of our lifestyle.

In the last decade, my husband and I have discovered the transformative power of raised bed gardening. Once we experimented with various forms—from traditional ground beds to container setups—we were captivated. As we grew older, the practicality and pleasure of using raised beds became undeniable. Initially, we started with eight ground-level beds, facing challenges such as perfecting the soil mix and optimizing sunlight exposure. With determination and ongoing experimentation, we refined our methods and gradually discovered what truly worked for us.

Encouraged by our success, we ventured into elevated raised beds. We started with a prefabricated kit, which then served as a template for our own creations using recycled wood. The outcome was six beautiful and robust elevated beds.

Not long ago, we bid farewell to our cherished 20 acres in the woods and relocated closer to town. The deciding factor for our new home was its expansive, sunlit backyard—a perfect canvas for continued gardening adventures. As we prepared for the move, it was clear that our elevated raised beds and the invaluable lessons we had learned would come with us. Faced with a smaller space in our new garden, we embraced the challenge, adapting to the new land’s sunlight patterns and seasonal rhythms, and, once again, we learned and grew alongside our garden.

I want to inspire you to view organic raised bed gardening as a hobby and a way of life, just as we do. Envision yourself harvesting fresh vegetables, herbs, and flowers, all grown without chemicals or GMOs. Beyond the tangible yield of healthier soil and abundant harvests, this form of gardening invites many benefits, from fostering local wildlife like butterflies to enhancing your well-being. Studies have shown that engaging regularly with your garden boosts serotonin and vitamin D levels, significantly reducing stress and decreasing the risk of chronic diseases.

I have structured this book around Seven Easy Steps that guide you through the journey of creating your own organic raised bed garden:

	Step One: Planning Your Raised Bed Garden

	Step Two: Building Your Raised Bed Garden

	Step Three: Creating Soil That Teems with Life

	Step Four: Selecting Plants for Your Raised Bed Garden

	Step Five: Seeding and Planting Organically

	Step Six: Beneficial Insects, Natural Fertilizers, and Companion Planting

	Step Seven: Harvesting, Storing and Overwintering



The final chapter in the book discusses resources that may be difficult to find for gardeners who are interested in organic and sustainable practices. Additionally, the book provides five basic raised bed plans that can be used to start your garden and modified to suit your preferences.

The guidebook is designed to assist you at every step of the way, including pro tips, inspirational quotes, and numerous charts and lists. It provides an overview of building raised beds and cultivating organic produce. The aim of the book is to assist readers in developing gardens and fostering a stronger connection with both the earth and themselves.

Thank you for joining me on this journey into a sustainable, chemical-free, healthy future.

Sheila Carroll

Mount Pleasant, Michigan


CHAPTER 1
STEP ONE: PLANNING YOUR RAISED BED GARDEN



In his garden, every man may be his own artist without apology or explanation.

​— ​LOUISE WILDER

Organic raised bed gardening is a way to transform even the tiniest areas into lush and productive havens of peace. Even if you’ve never had a garden, you can create a space where every inch bursts with life, and vegetables, herbs, and flowers mingle in a dance of colors and scents.

Raised bed gardening allows you to make the most of your space and grow a variety of plants. Your garden is a canvas waiting for the first brush stroke, the first scoop of earth, signaling the beginning of its transformation.

In raised bed gardening, this initial act of creation is a declaration of intent and an exercise of imagination. It’s different than a traditional garden. Every aspect is under your control. Building such a garden is an acknowledgment of its potential in a patch of grass, a patio, or even a balcony. In the interplay of wood, soil, and seeds, we find the promise of future harvests and the pleasure of shaping the world around us, one raised bed at a time.

In this book, chemical-free, organic gardening is the master thought, which contributes to a cascade of benefits: healthier food, a healthier life, and a healthier planet. Chemical fertilizers and pesticides harm both the environment and our health, but with organic gardening, we avoid these pitfalls and create a sustainable and healthy ecosystem.

Think of organic raised bed gardening as a holistic approach that fits into the broader context of ecological and permaculture principles. Raised beds are ideal for organic gardening as they provide a controlled environment that prevents soil compaction, promotes healthy root growth, and allows for better drainage. This method also allows for water conservation, which is essential for a sustainable ecosystem.

Three Kinds of Raised Beds

There are three main types of raised beds: ground-raised beds, elevated raised beds, and container planting. Ground-raised beds are created by framing an area on the ground using wood or other materials and then adding soil. Elevated raised beds are constructed above ground level, usually with legs. They can be made of various materials, such as wood, brick, or concrete blocks, raised to a comfortable height, and designed in different shapes and sizes. Container planting involves using containers, such as pots or barrels, to grow plants in a raised bed format. Each type of raised bed has its own unique benefits and considerations, and the choice will depend on factors such as available space, budget, and personal preference. Regardless of the type chosen, raised bed gardens offer many advantages for gardeners who want to grow healthy, organic produce while minimizing their environmental impact.

Laying the Groundwork

Gardening, an age-old pursuit, nourishes not just our stomachs but also our spirits, bridging the gap between our bodies and the intangible nourishment of our souls. It’s a pursuit that, unfortunately, some find themselves stepping away from as the years add up, not for lack of desire but due to the physical demands it requires. Here, raised bed gardening introduces a renaissance, offering a reprieve from the stooping and bending that traditional gardening demands. This method brings the earth closer to us, making the joy of gardening accessible once again. Beyond the physical, there’s a hidden gem beneath the surface—Mycobacterium vaccae, a bacterium in the soil that, when inhaled or ingested while digging or planting, can act as a natural antidepressant, boosting mood and cognitive function.

Start small and dream. Embarking on this with two or three beds allows for a manageable start, providing valuable learning experiences without becoming overwhelming. This approach enables a focus on the essentials, learning the unique needs of the plants, and understanding the micro-environment of the garden.

Stages of life dictate our needs and desires for our garden. The considerations for a family’s vegetable consumption differ vastly from those of an individual or a couple. Assessing what one needs at this stage is crucial—whether it’s a bountiful harvest to feed a bustling family or a modest selection of herbs and flowers for two. This assessment helps choose the type of raised bed that best fits one’s current lifestyle and available time commitment.

Sunlight, the lifeblood of the garden, necessitates careful observation and tracking across the proposed garden site. This crucial step determines the optimal placement of raised beds, ensuring plants receive the necessary light for growth. It’s a dance with the sun, learning its path and how it kisses the earth at different times of the day and year.

An often overlooked feature in raised bed gardens is accessibility. Planning for wide, navigable pathways and easy access points transforms gardening tasks from chores into pleasures. This foresight ensures that the garden is a space of joy, not a source of frustration, allowing for free movement and interaction with every plant.

Defining Your Goals

Defining gardening goals provides a clearer path forward. It’s about identifying whether the aim is to cultivate a culinary herb haven, secure a significant portion of food from the garden, or create an aesthetically pleasing outdoor retreat. This clarity of purpose guides the selection of plants, the design of the garden, and the allocation of time and resources.

Realistic goal setting is the anchor that grounds gardening ambitions. It involves a harmonious balance between dreams and the practicalities of time, space, and resources. Acknowledging the constraints and possibilities of one’s situation prevents disillusionment and fosters a sense of achievement as a goal.

The garden’s life does not stand still; it ebbs and flows with the seasons. Planning for these cycles and understanding the garden’s needs from spring’s first thaw through winter’s chill ensures a vibrant and productive garden year-round. This seasonal awareness informs planting schedules, maintenance tasks, and harvest times, aligning the gardener’s efforts with the rhythms of nature.

Visualizing the potential of one’s space opens a realm of possibilities. It’s about seeing beyond the current limitations, imagining what could be—a lush, thriving garden where once there was only a patch of grass or a concrete patio. This vision guides the transformation of the space, leveraging existing structures and natural elements to create a functional and enchanting garden.

Raised bed gardening presents a trinity of options—raised ground beds, supported raised beds, and containerized beds. Each offers unique advantages, from the simplicity of ground beds that meld seamlessly with the earth to the structured elegance of supported beds and the versatility of containers. Understanding these options allows for informed decisions that align with one’s gardening goals and space constraints.

Inspiration for one’s garden can spring from myriad sources. Historical gardens offer a window into the past, revealing time-tested designs and plant combinations. Visiting public gardens and botanical parks provides a sensory feast of colors, textures, and fragrances, sparking ideas for one’s own space. Engaging with social media platforms and gardening forums connects gardeners with a global community, sharing insights and inspiration. Experimenting with garden design software allows virtual garden planning and previewing of potential layouts and plantings. Lastly, consulting gardening books and magazines bridges the gap between knowledge and application, offering expert advice and innovative solutions for garden challenges.

An Urban Garden

Urban gardening allows city dwellers to add greenery to their surroundings, even where space is limited. Balconies, rooftops, and small yards can be transformed into lush retreats with careful planning and creative use of available space. To get started, take measurements and envision possibilities for maximizing green areas within the constraints of urban living. By observing available spaces closely and putting your creativity to work, you can turn even the most unconventional urban nooks into your canvas of natural beauty.

Light in the urban context plays a game of hide and seek, darting between buildings and changing its course with the seasons. This interplay dictates the rhythm of gardening activities, guiding the gardener in choosing plant varieties that thrive under varying degrees of sunlight. The assessment involves noting the hours of direct sunlight each potential garden spot receives and adjusting expectations and plans to match the reality of shaded areas and sun-drenched corners. This meticulous observation ensures that each plant, from the shade-loving ferns to the sun-thirsty tomatoes, finds its perfect spot under the urban sky.

The soil in the city tells tales of its past, often compacted and sometimes contaminated, reflecting the layers of urban development. Introducing raised beds in this scenario is not merely a choice but a necessity, offering a fresh start atop the challenging urban soil. By filling these beds with a blend of rich organic matter (see Step Three), the urban gardener sidesteps the limitations, creating a controlled environment where plants can thrive. This approach revitalizes gardening prospects and acts as a safeguard against the unknowns lurking in urban soils, ensuring a healthy foundation for the garden to flourish.

Navigating regulations and permissions adds another layer to urban gardening. Apartment dwellers should look into the fine print of lease agreements to find out what permits their outdoor spaces. Here, dialogue with landlords and housing associations becomes crucial, finding common ground that allows for gardening activities while respecting the boundaries of urban living. This step, though often overlooked, is critical in ensuring that the green dreams of urban gardeners stay within the weight of legal constraints.

In this urban garden planning phase, every square inch counts, turning limitations into opportunities for innovation. Assessing space, light, soil, and regulations leads to the following transformation, setting the stage for a green revolution in the city’s heart.

A Suburban Garden

When selecting a location for your suburban raised beds, you must consider various factors and personal preferences. One of the most important factors is the amount of sunlight that your plants will receive. Ensuring that your plants get enough sunlight to thrive and grow is crucial. However, too much sunlight, especially in the hot afternoon, can also harm your plants. Therefore, choosing a location that receives enough morning sun and is shaded from the hot afternoon sun is best.

Aside from sunlight, a well-designed garden that’s easy to navigate is a must. A thoughtfully planned path can transform gardening into a pleasurable activity, encouraging regular care and harvest of your plants. This, in turn, ensures a thriving and productive garden. In suburban spaces, the garden layout should be a harmonious blend of productivity and beauty, creating a visual feast that’s also a source of abundant harvest.

In ideal suburban gardens, the gardener aims for balance. Whenever possible, raised beds should align in geometric harmony or curve in organic flows, drawn together by trellises and arbors that lend height and dimension. These framing views and supporting climbing vines and flowers layer the space with vertical interest. The selection of materials for the beds and the choice of plants should contribute to a cohesive whole, reflecting the gardener’s vision and the home’s architectural style.

Privacy is a precious commodity in suburban settings, and your garden can be a solution. Raised beds, strategically positioned, can transform into living screens adorned with the lush foliage of beans, peas, and flowering vines, offering a tranquil retreat. This natural barrier serves a dual purpose, marking boundaries with a gentle, green touch while attracting pollinators, transforming your garden into a secluded sanctuary for both humans and wildlife. The interplay of light and shadow, the whisper of leaves in the breeze, and the flutter of butterflies combine to create an atmosphere of privacy and tranquility.

Water, the essence of life in the garden, requires thought. The proximity of raised beds to water sources—be it a garden hose or a rain barrel system—ensures that moisture is a step away, simplifying watering and nurturing the garden. Yet, as water nourishes, it can also overwhelm. Proper drainage stands as a guardian against the perils of excess moisture, safeguarding roots from the suffocation of waterlogged soil. In the design of raised beds, the integration of drainage layers of gravel or sand beneath the soil mix acts as a conduit, channeling excess water away and ensuring that even in the deluge of a summer storm, the plants’ roots breathe easily.

A raised bed in a suburban garden is more than just a container for soil and plants. It is a space where people and nature collaborate to create a small but thriving ecosystem that produces both food and beauty. The gardener takes great care in tending to this living artwork, weaving a garden of green that provides shelter, nourishment, and entertainment. By nurturing this space, the gardener cultivates an environment where nature and nurture can coexist in harmony.

Balcony and Patio Gardening

Gardeners who live in the city often have limited space on their balconies and patios. To express their love for plants, they use vertical and container gardening. Combining container gardening with raised beds is not only practical but also creative. This blend of gardening methods allows a diverse range of plant life to thrive in the air and on the ground. It also offers versatility in cultivation, which is useful for gardeners who want to customize their green spaces to fit their urban lifestyle. Every inch of space can hold potential for growth, and this approach helps city gardeners make the most of it.

Consider the needs of the plants and the limitations of the available space when selecting containers for an elevated garden. Containers come in various shapes and sizes, ranging from terracotta pots to wooden crates and recycled materials. However, the selection process should not be based solely on aesthetics. The most important factor is whether the container can accommodate the root system of the chosen flower or vegetable, providing enough room for the plant to anchor and grow.

When considering a balcony garden, safety is a top priority. Gardeners need to carefully evaluate the weight of the plants and containers to avoid exceeding the balcony’s structural limits. Choosing lightweight containers and soil is important to ensure that the garden does not add too much weight. Gardeners should also select plants with lighter soil and watering needs to avoid damaging the balcony structure. Making these thoughtful choices will help the garden thrive while keeping safety in mind.

Strategic layering is an effective way to enhance vertical expansion in garden design. By incorporating differing heights and depths, a multidimensional garden space can be created. To achieve this, little trees and shrubs in larger containers can be used to anchor the design, providing structure and shade. Mid-height plants can be added to increase density and color. At the ground level, low-lying herbaceous plants and ground cover can be planted together to fill the gaps and soften the edges between containers. This tiered approach allows for optimal utilization of the available space and mimics the natural diversity of plant heights found in traditional gardens. As a result, even in constrained urban landscapes, a sense of depth and abundance can be brought into the garden.

Sun Mapping Your Garden for Optimal Growth

Understanding the dance of sunlight and shadow that plays out across your outdoor space is an important first step. This interplay of light changes with the time of day and the season; it governs the very rhythm of life in your garden. By observing these patterns and marking the passage of light throughout your garden, you gain valuable insights into the potential of your space. You can chart a course for its development that aligns with the natural cadence of the earth. Remember, patience is key in gardening, and your efforts will be rewarded over time.

To truly appreciate the choreography of light, you need to engage in sun mapping, which involves carefully observing how the sun’s rays interact with your garden over a day. By tracing the sun’s path and noting the hours of direct exposure each section of your garden receives, you can unveil the dynamic nature of sunlight in your space, revealing areas that are bathed in the full strength of the sun’s rays and those draped in the cooler embrace of shade.

This knowledge is a tool for selecting plants for your garden. With a detailed map of sunlight and shade, you can make informed decisions about which species will thrive in each area of your garden. By aligning each plant’s preferences with the available light, you can ensure they have the ideal conditions for growth. For example, vegetables that require full sun will flourish in unfiltered areas, while shade-tolerant ferns and flowers will thrive in the softer, dappled light beneath taller plants or structures.

Ultimately, the strategic matching of plants to their environment is crucial for creating a harmonious and productive garden. By using your detailed map of sunlight and shade, you can ensure that each corner of your garden contributes to the overall beauty and vitality of the space. This harmony, achieved through thoughtful plant selection, can inspire you to create a garden that is not only productive but also a feast for the eyes.

The layout of your garden becomes an exercise in spatial awareness, positioning raised beds and container plantings in a deliberate arrangement that leverages the available light. This planning considers not only the immediate needs of your plants but also the future growth and development of your garden. Place tall plants where they will not cast a shadow on their sun-loving neighbors, and climb vines directed toward trellises and supports that maximize their exposure to light without infringing on the light needs of surrounding plantings.

Yet, the garden is not a static entity, and the patterns of light and shade that govern it are subject to change with the turning of the seasons. The sun, riding higher in the summer sky, bathes the garden in a stronger, more direct light than the slanted rays of spring and autumn. This seasonal shift in sunlight exposure requires a forward-thinking approach to garden planning, anticipating the changing needs of your plants as the year progresses. Beds that bask in full sun during the summer months may find themselves partially shaded in spring and fall, affecting seasonal plant growth patterns and productivity.

When planning a garden, consider the changing position of the sun throughout the day and year. By mapping out areas that receive direct sunlight and areas that are shaded, you can make informed decisions about which plants to place where. As the seasons change, you may need to make adjustments to your garden to protect plants from intense sun or relocate them to take advantage of shifting light patterns. With careful planning and management, your garden can evolve in harmony with the earth’s natural cycles, adapting to changing conditions with resilience and grace.

Consider Planning Your Space Virtually

Garden design software has become an important tool for modern gardeners, allowing them to easily visualize, plan, and refine their garden spaces. By using these digital programs, gardeners can create a detailed plan for their dream garden without the need for physical labor or the permanence of planting. The virtual garden serves as a playground for the imagination, where endless ideas can be tested, tweaked, and transformed. In addition, these programs are user-friendly and easy to use. With just a few clicks of a mouse, gardeners can create a beautiful garden.

There are several options available when it comes to software for designing gardens. However, some of them are more comprehensive, intuitive, and functional than others. For example, Hortisketch (https://gardensavvy.com/hortisketch) provides a drag-and-drop interface that makes the design process easier, allowing gardeners of all skill levels to use it. On the other hand, GrowVeg (https://growveg.com/) is an excellent resource for those who want more detailed planning tools, such as 3D models and a vast library of plants. It guides users through the intricacies of companion planting and crop rotation. If you have an eye for detail and want to achieve architectural precision in your garden layout, SketchUp (https://www.sketchup.com/en), with its powerful rendering capabilities, can help you achieve your desired result. Seedtime (https://seedtime.us/) is also impressive, as it offers various features for using color-coded charts for planting and harvesting.

The simulation of sunlight within these virtual gardens is a testament to some software’s sophistication. By inputting geographical location and orientation, gardeners can predict the movement of sunlight across their garden throughout the year, identifying areas of full sun, partial shade, and deep shade. This feature, invaluable in its insight, guides the selection and placement of plants, ensuring that each receives its ideal exposure. This predictive tool empowers gardeners to create spaces that are not only beautiful but dynamically attuned to the natural rhythms of light and shadow.

Flexibility in layout and design is the most liberating aspect of garden design software. The virtual environment invites experimentation, encouraging gardeners to explore different raised beds, pathways, and planting configurations. Ideas that once seemed fixed in stone can now be adjusted with a simple mouse drag, allowing for researching multiple design scenarios without the commitment of physical alteration. This fluidity in planning fosters creativity, enabling the gardener to explore various possibilities, from the conventional to the avant-garde, in their quest for the perfect garden layout.

Garden design software is revolutionizing the way we approach gardening. With its detailed planning, sunlight simulation, and flexible layout design, gardeners can transcend the material garden space’s limitations and create a dynamic living system.

As you embark on the next chapter of building your raised bed, remember that you have options. The type of raised bed you choose should cater to your gardening needs and abilities. At our house, we use all three types of raised beds—ground-level raised beds, elevated beds, and container gardening. With creativity and the right mindset, you can create a beautiful garden that suits your space and interests.


CHAPTER 2
STEP TWO: BUILDING YOUR RAISED BED GARDEN



Gardens are not made by singing ‘Oh, how beautiful,’ and sitting in the shade.

​— ​RUDYARD KIPLING

Raised bed gardens have become increasingly popular among gardeners who value organic and chemical-free gardening practices, as well as sustainable methods. One of the most significant benefits of raised bed gardens is improved drainage, especially in areas with heavy rainfall or poor soil quality. Additionally, raised beds allow for better soil management, as they can be filled with high-quality organic soil and compost, resulting in healthier plants without the use of harmful chemicals. Raised beds also provide a longer growing season as the soil warms up faster in the spring and retains heat better in the fall, allowing gardeners to extend their growing season and enjoy fresh produce for longer. Overall, raised bed gardens are an excellent choice for gardeners looking to maximize their yields, minimize soil problems, and practice sustainable, organic gardening methods. Building a raised bed garden is a fulfilling project that enhances the usefulness and beauty of any garden space.

Below are the basic steps and considerations for constructing a durable and efficient raised bed, both ground-level and elevated designs. Following the basic steps helps you plan and build your raised bed. However, the actual plans for building five different types of raised beds are part of the bonus section at the back of this book.

Note: Check out the raised bed plans in the Bonus Section!

Designing Your Raised Bed

The size and shape depend on your space and needs. A standard ground-level raised bed is often 4 feet by 8 feet, allowing easy access to the center from either side. For those requiring wheelchair access or with limited mobility, an elevated raised bed with legs, typically standing about 2 to 3 feet off the ground, is ideal. Materials vary from wood (cedar and redwood are durable options) to metal, bricks, or recycled composites. Each has its benefits and drawbacks in terms of durability, cost, and aesthetics.

The Basics of Raised Bed Construction

Ground Raised Bed

A basic rectangular frame, often measuring 4x8 feet, made from 2x6 inch wooden boards, often recycled wood that is chemical-free, or purchased wood that is cedar or pine.

Elevated Raised Bed

A table-like structure with typically a 4x8 foot bed atop legs made from 4x4 inch posts, standing 2–3 feet high.

Tools You Will Need

	Lumber or other material for the bed frame

	Screws or nails for assembly

	Landscape fabric

	Soil and compost

	Tools: saw, drill/screwdriver, hammer, level, tape measure, and safety equipment



Preparing the Site

Choose a sunny location with good drainage. Clear the area of weeds and debris, and level the ground. For elevated beds, ensure a stable, level base to prevent tipping. Mark the bed’s perimeter using stakes and string.

Choosing Your Materials

The first step for gardeners when building beds is to consider the variety of material options, each having its own set of characteristics and considerations. The selection of the right material is central to long-term success and influenced by factors such as price, availability, sustainability, and durability. Price plays a crucial role in guiding budget-conscious decisions while ensuring quality and longevity. Availability is equally important, as materials must be easily obtainable to avoid project delays.

Sustainability has risen to the forefront with gardeners increasingly seeking options that minimize environmental impact. Finally, durability ensures that the chosen material can withstand the elements and the test of time, making the garden a lasting endeavor. The chart below compares popular materials—wood, metal, brick, concrete, plastic, and stone—and highlights their pros and cons. The comparison should empower you to make informed decisions that align with your gardening goals, aesthetic preferences, and ethical values.

Constructing a Ground-Level Bed

When constructing ground-raised beds, aim for a width of no more than 4 feet to ensure easy access to the center from both sides without stepping on the soil. This prevents soil compaction, which can hinder root growth. Keep the length to a manageable size, typically 8 to 10 feet, to facilitate easy navigation and maintenance. Ensure the height is at least 12 to 18 inches to accommodate a diverse range of root depths, promote good drainage, and ease back strain during gardening activities.

Instructions

Cut your boards to length: four 4-foot lengths and four 8-foot lengths are suggested if this is your first bed.

	Assemble the frame on a flat surface, using screws or nails to join the corners.

	Reinforce the structure with corner brackets or cross braces if desired.

	Place the frame at the prepared site, checking for level.



Constructing an Elevated Raised Bed

If you’re building an elevated raised bed with legs for gardening, prioritize stability and ergonomic height. To do this, make sure the bed is sturdy and comfortable for you to work in. The legs should be made from sturdy materials like galvanized steel, cedar, or redwood, which can withstand different weather conditions and last longer. It’s best to adjust the bed’s height to match your waist, usually between 28 and 36 inches, to minimize back strain and make it easier for people with mobility issues. To prevent wobbling and ensure the bed can support the weight of soil, plants, and water, secure the legs with cross-bracing or diagonal supports. This will also provide excellent drainage for healthy plant growth. Your elevated raised bed with legs will be durable and comfortable by prioritizing stability and ergonomic height.

Soil Is Heavy – Plan Accordingly

A cubit foot of soil weighs about 60 pounds; a cubit yard of soil weighs a ton. An elevated raised bed that is 2 feet by 4 feet and 12 inches deep will need 48 cubic feet of soil, which will weigh 480 pounds. Moving an elevated raised that weighs that much will not be easy, so it is important to plan ahead.

Instructions

Construct a similar frame as the ground bed, but include bottom boards drilled with drainage holes.

	Attach legs (4x4 posts) at each corner, ensuring they are securely fastened, and the bed is level.

	Optionally, add a shelf below the bed for storage.



Preparing the Soil Bed

Lay landscape fabric at the bottom of your frame to prevent weeds from growing into the bed from below. Fill the bed with a mix of topsoil, compost, and other amendments to create a rich, well-draining growing medium. Chapter Three explains the basics of organic soil preparation.

Troubleshooting Common Construction Issues

	Wood Rot or Metal Corrosion: Choose rot-resistant wood and coated, rust-resistant metal to prolong the life of your bed.

	Drainage Problems: Ensure the bed has enough holes or gaps at the bottom for water to escape. Adding a layer of gravel before the soil can improve drainage.

	Structural Instability: Regularly inspect the bed for signs of wear and tear. Reinforce or replace weakened sections as needed.



Gardens That Grow With You

In cultivating spaces where growth and comfort are important, the elevation of our gardens plays a pivotal role. Thoughtfully crafting raised beds at an optimal height not only eases the physical toll on our bodies but also brings the nurturing act of gardening closer to our hearts. This deliberate choice in design becomes a testament to the foresight of a gardener who anticipates the garden’s evolution alongside their own. A bed raised to waist height allows for the care of plants without bending or stooping, transforming labor into leisure. For the young family embarking on the horticultural path, this consideration ensures that the garden remains a place of joy and discovery, adaptable to the changing seasons of life.

Maintenance Planning

Forethought in the maintenance of our gardens allows for anticipating needs and mitigating future toils. It is in the planning stages that we consider the lifecycle of our plants, the ebb and flow of the seasons, and the inevitable encroachment of time. Designing with maintenance in mind might mean integrating drip irrigation systems to ensure consistent watering without daily labor or selecting materials for our raised beds that weather the elements gracefully, requiring minimal upkeep. It may also involve strategically placing compost bins and tool storage for gardening efficiency. This foresight into the garden’s upkeep ensures that the space remains a source of nourishment rather than a drain on our energies, preserving the garden as a wellspring of tranquility.

Adding More Beds

As our gardens grow, so, too, does our ambition. Adding more beds to your cultivated space is not merely an expansion but a reflection of your evolving relationship with the land. This progression, marked by carefully considering space, resources, and ecological balance, mirrors our growth as gardeners. Each new bed represents a chapter in our horticultural narrative, offering fresh soil to explore, new plants to nurture, and additional habitats to create. In planning for this expansion, we consider not just the physical layout but also the interconnectedness of our garden ecosystem. Companion planting, crop rotation, and biodiversity become guiding principles, ensuring that each addition enriches the garden.

Beds Should Be Accessible

Determining the optimal height for raised beds to accommodate gardeners with limited mobility or those in wheelchairs is a challenge that requires not just empathy but a deep understanding of ergonomics. The height of a raised bed can transform the gardening experience from frustration to joy. For many, a raised bed at waist height eliminates the need to bend or stoop, making gardening tasks more comfortable and preserving energy for the enjoyment of the garden. A height of 24 to 30 inches works well, but the true-to-life measure is individual, tailored to the gardener’s specific needs and physical capabilities. This customization ensures that gardening remains a pleasure, free from the barriers that traditional ground-level gardening might present.

In this context, the design of the raised bed itself must also consider accessibility. Features such as wide, smooth edges can offer support and a restful spot while ensuring that the beds are reachable from all sides, which can eliminate the need for excessive stretching or reaching. This thoughtful approach to design emphasizes the garden’s role as a place of cultivation and a space of healing and connection.

Enabling Gardens

An enabling garden is not just any ordinary garden filled with plants. It represents inclusiveness and celebrates diversity of all kinds, including the different abilities of those who tend to the gardens. It is designed to make gardening accessible for everyone, regardless of their physical capabilities. An enabling garden can be as simple as herb-filled containers on a windowsill or as complex as a landscape garden that is navigable for individuals who use wheelchairs. The philosophy behind an enabling garden recognizes the therapeutic value of gardening and ensures that nurturing plants is possible for everyone. These gardens are nurturing environments for human spirits, infused with care, that allow every individual to interact with nature in a meaningful way.

Pathways and Spacing

The flow and layout of pathways within a garden are as critical to its accessibility as the raised beds’ design. Pathways must be broad enough to comfortably accommodate wheelchairs and walkers, typically a minimum of 36 inches, with turns and curves designed to allow easy navigation. The surface of these pathways demands careful consideration; materials must be chosen for their aesthetic appeal and practicality, ensuring they are firm, level, and nonslip to allow safe passage through the garden in all weather conditions.

Spacing between raised beds is another crucial aspect, providing ample room for movement and access. This space must accommodate the gardener and any tools or aids they may use, ensuring that the garden is a place of ease and enjoyment. In planning this layout, one must envision the garden not just as it is but as it will be, anticipating the growth of plants and the movement of people, creating a beautiful and harmonious dance of interaction between humans and nature.

Other Considerations

Beyond the physical layout and design of the garden, there are additional considerations that ensure its accessibility. Lighting, for instance, plays a role, particularly for those with visual impairments. A well-lit garden extends the hours it can be enjoyed, offering safety and visibility that encourage interaction at all times of the day. Signage and labeling within the garden can also enhance accessibility, using large print and high contrast to mark plants and paths clearly, making the space navigable and enjoyable for everyone.

Tools and equipment designed for ease of use can further remove barriers to gardening. Lightweight, ergonomically designed tools make gardening tasks more manageable for people of all abilities. Similarly, incorporating technology, such as timed watering systems or voice-activated gardening apps, can provide assistance and support, ensuring the garden remains a source of joy rather than a burden.

In these considerations and designs, the enabling garden emerges not just as a concept but as a vibrant reality, a barrier-free space where all share the joy of gardening. Such a place grows physically and in its capacity to welcome, nurture, and inspire everyone who enters, making it indeed a garden for everyone.

Choosing Materials

The contemplation of materials for raised beds unveils a spectrum ranging from the rustic charm of untreated wood to the modern resilience of recycled plastics. Wood, with its natural warmth and ease of workability, sits high on the list of preferences. Yet, it whispers tales of caution with its susceptibility to rot and pest invasion, urging the gardener toward species like cedar and redwood known for their inherent resistance. Stone, in its myriad forms, from natural fieldstone to precise masonry blocks, offers permanence and solidity, echoing the timeless essence of the earth, albeit at a premium of labor and cost. Recycled plastics and composite materials, emerging sustainability champions, present a paradox of durability and environmental consciousness, though they may lack the tactile satisfaction and aesthetic versatility of their natural counterparts.

The criteria guiding the choice of materials for raised beds transcend mere functionality, embedding themselves in a broader narrative of environmental responsibility and personal well-being. The ideal selection harmonizes with the existing architectural language of the home, ensuring coherence in the garden’s visual narrative. It leans toward sustainability, favoring materials that leave a lighter footprint on the earth, whether through their mode of production or their lifecycle longevity. Budgetary considerations, ever-present, demand a balance between initial outlay and long-term value, nudging the gardener toward choices that promise durability without exorbitant cost. Above all, the health implications for the gardener and the ecosystem steer clear of treated lumbers laden with chemicals, advocating instead for materials that support life in all its diversity.

Locally Sourced Materials

In the quest for materials that speak to the ethos of sustainability and resilience, locally sourced options emerge as beacons of possibility. By virtue of their origin, these materials carry the essence of the local landscape, blending seamlessly into the garden’s aesthetic while minimizing the carbon footprint associated with transportation. They support local economies, fostering a sense of community and interconnectedness that echoes the principles of organic gardening. Whether reclaimed wood from a local mill, stone quarried from the surrounding region, or recycled plastics processed nearby, each material tells a story of place, embedding the garden within the larger environment and its renewal cycles.

Recycled Options

Using recycled materials to construct raised beds opens a gateway to creativity and environmental stewardship. Old pallets, liberated from their life of labor, find new purpose as the sides of a bed, their ruggedness softened by the green of soil and plant life. Or, try using clean plastic barrels as circular beds. Even broken concrete, the residue of construction, can be repurposed into stylish and functional raised beds, their irregularity lending a unique charm to the garden’s layout. In their rebirth, these recycled materials embody the principles of sustainability, reducing waste while creating productive and aesthetically pleasing garden spaces.

Safety Considerations

When constructing raised beds for gardening, it is crucial to prioritize the safety of both the gardener and the plants. The choice of materials used must be considered to avoid the risk of harmful chemicals leaching into the soil, which can compromise the purity of the harvest and the overall health of the ecosystem. Use natural, untreated woods, which are free from toxins often found in treated alternatives. On the other hand, recycled plastics can be a safe and durable option, provided they are selected to ensure that they are free from contaminants and suitable for use in contact with soil and plant roots. In every step of the construction process, consider the potential impact and ensure that the raised beds serve as a safe haven for life, promoting growth without causing any harm.

Chart: Choosing Your Materials

Below is a chart listing the different building materials for raised bed gardens, detailing their pros and cons, including aspects such as price, availability, sustainability, and durability:
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Building Raised Beds Step-by-Step

Planning and Design

When creating a raised bed garden, plan carefully and let your creativity guide you. Consider both practical needs and aesthetic visions. Assess the available space and think about how it interacts with the elements, including the sun’s movement and how water flows. Also, consider how you will move and work in your garden. It should be easy to access and care for, and it should be beautiful and abundant.

Acquiring Materials

Acquiring materials is a journey that is as much about gathering as it is about building. Each piece of wood, each nail, and each drill bit are, ideally, chosen with intention. Untreated lumber, such as cedar or redwood, is preferred for its resilience against decay and gentleness toward the earth and its inhabitants. Your choices reflect a commitment to the immediate act of building and to a future where the garden thrives, free from chemicals. For example, screws are better than nails for their durability and ease of disassembly.

Site Preparation

When preparing a site for a garden, clear the old debris and remove any grass or weeds. If you are building a ground-raised bed, you do not need to remove any grass. The soil smothers it and prevents any weeds from growing. Level the soil and rake to ensure a stable foundation for the garden structure. Once the ground is ready, assemble the frame and position to match the design considerations such as access, aesthetics, and light. Line the bottom and sides of the frame with landscape fabric, cut to fit. This fabric acts as a barrier that only allows the roots of the intended plants to break through. Once secured under the weight of the soil, the fabric serves as the garden’s foundation, demonstrating the thought and care that went into every aspect of the garden’s creation.

Soil and Planting

A mixture of garden soil, vermiculite, and compost (see Step Three) is added to this prepared bed to provide a nutrient-rich environment for the garden’s plants. This soil, watered to settle and unite its components, becomes the medium through which seeds and seedlings will find purchase, stretching roots into the nourishment provided. The act of planting—seeds pressed into the earth, seedlings nestled into their new home—is one of hope and expectation, a forward-looking gesture that anticipates the cycle of growth and renewal at the heart of every garden.

Step Three will give an in-depth explanation of how to create a soil teeming with organic life. For now, it’s important to keep in mind the weight of the soil when building your raised bed. For example, a 4 ft. x 8 ft. bed will hold 32 cubic feet of soil, weighing almost a ton. The weight, especially with elevated or containerized beds, is an important consideration.

Remember Drainage When Building

When it comes to gardening, the moisture balance is crucial, especially for raised beds. Too much or too little water can be harmful to the plants and cause various issues, such as root rot, which can weaken or kill the plants. Poor drainage is the main cause of root rot, where excess moisture accumulates in the bed and creates a breeding ground for decay. To prevent this, it’s essential to have a well-planned drainage system that ensures the water supply is sufficient but doesn’t linger in the bed for too long. This way, the roots can grow healthily in a breathable environment, free from excess moisture.

Drainage Layer Options

Beneath the fertile soil of a raised garden bed lies an essential layer called the drainage layer. This layer is crucial in preventing water from accumulating and causing damage to the plants. There are different options available for the drainage layer, and each has its own advantages. Gravel is a popular choice due to its porous nature, which allows water to seep through to the soil below. Coarse sand is another effective option that helps water drain away quickly. For those looking for a modern alternative, lightweight expanded clay aggregate (LECA) is an innovative choice that can reduce the weight of the bed and provide an extensive network for water to escape. This can be particularly useful for rooftop or balcony gardens that need to support less weight.

Natural Drainage Aids

Natural materials can be added to the soil mix to improve a raised bed’s ability to manage moisture. Sand, gravel, and organic matter can create a texture and structure that allow water to flow through the soil, preventing compaction and promoting aeration.

The right mixture of these materials can allow roots to navigate the moist depths, leading to robust growth quickly. By balancing hydration and aeration, each plant can grow without the risk of soggy roots. Careful calibration of the mixture ensures that the raised bed’s inhabitants receive the right amount of moisture and air. Aeration will generally be fine if you use the 3-part soil combination we recommend in Step Three.

Monitoring and Adjusting

Caring for a raised bed garden means monitoring drainage by observing water movement during rain and checking soil moisture after irrigation. Gardeners use tools like soil probes or moisture meters to maintain balance.

Should the balance tip toward excess, the gardener’s hand is not stayed by fate; adjustments lie within reach. Adding more coarse material to the soil mix, deepening the drainage layer, or incorporating vertical drainage channels inside the bed—all offer remediation. Think of each action as a stroke in the effort to sculpt a garden where water and air find harmony. In contrast, should dryness occur, the reduction of drainage material, the introduction of water-retentive coir or peat moss into the soil, or the adjustment of irrigation practices can tilt the scales back toward a good moisture balance.

Purchasing Raised Bed Kits: Pros and Cons

Raised bed gardening has become more accessible thanks to pre-packaged kits. These kits are made of different materials, such as untreated wood, composite, and metal. They are designed to fit specific gardening needs and personal spaces. Whether you have a small balcony or a larger suburban space, you can find a kit that works for you. Kits come in different sizes and are ideal for growing herbs, vegetables, and flowers. By using a kit, you can create a garden that aligns with your gardening ambitions and space.

Ease of Assembly

The allure of raised bed kits often lies in their promise of simplicity and ease of assembly. Manufacturers have refined the art of creating kits so that they require minimal tools and expertise. Even those with little to no experience in construction can erect their garden beds with relative ease. Clear and concise instructions usually accompany each kit—though not always, so beware. This approach levels the playing field of raised bed garden creation, allowing gardeners to transition from planning to assembly. However, there are several things to consider before you make your choice to purchase a kit.

Longevity and Cost

When considering raised bed kits, it’s essential to offset the initial cost with the structure’s durability. This calculation centers around the materials that should be strong enough to withstand weather and time. Cedar and redwood kits, revered for their natural rot resistance, promise years of service, albeit with a price tag reflective of their quality. Metal options, sleek and impervious to decay, offer an alternative with similar longevity. Composite materials, blending the durability of plastic with the aesthetic of wood, present a middle ground, providing resistance to the elements at a more moderate cost. This spectrum of options places the gardener at a crossroads, where decisions are weighed not just in terms of immediate budgetary constraints but through the lens of long-term value and sustainability.

Customization

Garden kits are open to creativity, as many might think. Nowadays, many garden kits available in the market offer flexibility. Gardeners can modify and arrange their beds in various patterns that reflect their vision and the unique demands of their space. This flexibility also helps expand the garden, allowing the garden to grow with the gardener’s aspirations and achievements. Furthermore, accessories like trellises, covers, and irrigation systems can be smoothly incorporated into the setup, enhancing the garden’s functionality and productivity.

Pros and Cons of Raised Bed Kits
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Recommendations

Some gardening kits are better than others. These kits are durable, affordable, and eco-friendly. If you want a wooden kit without the hassle of maintenance, go for a cedar kit from a reputable supplier. They are made sustainably from responsibly sourced wood. Alternatively, you can choose a metal kit made from powder-coated aluminum. These are modern, lightweight, and rust-resistant, requiring minimal upkeep. If you are an urban gardener with limited space, consider a modular plastic or composite kit. They are certified for food safety, space-efficient and eco-friendly.

In the previous chapter, we explored the construction of raised garden beds, detailing three types. Each one offers benefits and considerations, such as durability, cost, and aesthetic appeal. The chapter also highlighted important factors like the weight of the soil, which impacts both the choice of materials and the structural integrity of the bed. Drainage and location were discussed as critical to ensuring a successful growing environment. Looking ahead, the next chapter will focus on preparing the soil within these beds, aiming to create a nutrient-rich and biologically active environment that supports plant health and growth.

Building raised beds through ground-level raised beds, elevated beds, or container gardening significantly enhances personal enjoyment, soil management, drainage, and accessibility. Ground-level beds offer a straightforward approach to enriching soil quality, while elevated beds, carefully adjusted to the correct height, ensure ergonomic comfort and accessibility for all gardeners. Container gardening provides flexibility in spatial constraints. Emphasizing the importance of accessibility, especially with elevated beds, ensures gardening remains a joyous activity.

In the next chapter, we will see how the preliminaries of planning and building lay the groundwork for nurturing soil brimming with vitality, which will help you create a flourishing garden.


CHAPTER 3
STEP THREE: CREATING SOIL THAT TEEMS WITH LIFE



The soil … is the healer and restorer, by which disease passes into health, age into youth, death into life.

​— ​WENDELL BERRY

In every fistful of garden soil, a cosmos bustles, unseen to the naked eye yet as vast and intricate as the starry night sky. Strong, vital soil is an integral part of any garden’s ecosystem, playing a vital role in nurturing the growth of plants and other life forms. Through the collaboration of various organisms, the soil transforms into a fertile ground that sustains life. This chapter sheds light on the secrets of soil creation and maintenance, providing guidance for the creation and care of raised beds. By following these guidelines, you can ensure that your raised beds become thriving ecosystems, supporting the growth of various life forms.

Create a Vibrant Ecosystem for Raised Beds

Beneath the calm surface of well-tended soil lies a bustling metropolis, complete with workers, architects, and engineers. Microscopic bacteria and fungi, the unsung heroes of the soil, work tirelessly to break down organic matter, creating a feast of nutrients. Nematodes, the microscopic wrigglers, and the more visible earthworms act as tillers of the underground, navigating this dark labyrinth, aerating the soil, and facilitating the flow of water and nutrients.

Soil Is Not Dirt

It is often easy to overlook the importance of soil in a garden and to see it as nothing but an inert and lifeless substance. However, the truth is that soil is the very foundation of a thriving garden, teeming with life and vitality. Soil is not just a mere collection of dirt particles but a dynamic and ever-evolving ecosystem rich in nutrients, microorganisms, and countless critters that work together to create a self-sustaining web of life. As the seasons change, the soil food web flourishes, nourishing the plants and supporting their growth, making the garden a truly vibrant and thriving space. Without healthy, vibrant soil, a garden cannot truly thrive, and it is important for gardeners to understand the vital role that soil plays in creating a truly thriving garden.

Components of a Healthy Soil Mix

Creating the ideal soil mix for your raised garden beds is like preparing a gourmet meal for your plants. The recipe starts with 40% topsoil for structure, followed by 40% compost for nutrients, and 20% coarse sand or perlite for drainage. This blend provides a well-draining yet nutrient-rich environment, perfect for raised garden beds. If you want to retain more moisture, you can substitute vermiculite for sand or perlite, which acts as a sponge to hold water near plant roots.

Mel Bartholomew, the author and creator of The Square Foot Garden (Square Foot Gardening Foundation, 2024), has an excellent formula for creating a balanced growing medium called Mel’s Mix. It consists of 1/3 peat, 1/3 vermiculite, and 1/3 blended compost. This mix is pH-neutral, nutrient-rich, friable, and well-draining without drying out. All three ingredients play their part in creating this winning combination.

Preparing Your Soil Mix

Preparing the perfect soil mix for your raised garden beds is similar to creating a gourmet meal for your plants. The recipe requires topsoil for structure, compost for nutrients, and coarse sand or vermiculite for drainage. This blend provides a well-draining and nutrient-rich environment, ideal for raised garden beds. If you want to retain more moisture, use vermiculite instead of sand. Vermiculite acts as a sponge that holds water near plant roots.

As discussed in Step 2, soil is heavy and requires planning. If you plan to mix your own soil, buy a large tarp, put soil components (1/3 blended compost, 1/3 vermiculite, 1/3 peat) in it, and ask a partner to help you fold and roll the mix until it blends well. If you purchase soil, we recommend you mix your own using bags of the three ingredients: compost, vermiculite, and peat, following the method mentioned above. The reason to mix your soil instead of buying pre-made soil from your garden center is that a bag of potting soil, even if it is organic, comes from one source and will not have the vitality you need.

Pros and Cons Purchasing Organic Soil From a Garden Center

When nurturing a garden, the decision to introduce soil from external sources bears the weight of consideration, a balance between the immediate embrace of nutrient-rich earth and the long-term dialogue with the garden’s inherent ecology. Opting for organic soil from a garden shop is a choice layered with implications, each meriting a closer look to unveil the nuanced benefits and potential drawbacks this path entails.

Pro: Quality and Nutrient Content

The allure of organic soil lies in its promise of a banquet, a richly laid table from which plants might feast. Combined with natural fertilizers—compost, manure, and worm castings—it offers a complex nutrient profile that synthetic alternatives can scarcely mimic. Creating fertile soil invites the gardener into a partnership. Planting is elevated from mere cultivation to an art, a dance with nature’s rhythms to ensure growth and thriving.

Pro: Eco-Friendly

The canvas of our planet, marred by the strokes of industrial ambition, finds solace in the choice of organic soil. This preference aligns with practices that honor the earth, eschewing synthetic chemicals and genetically modified organisms in favor of a composition that sings of biodiversity and soil health. In this choice, the gardener becomes a steward and a guardian of the ecosystem, fostering practices that mend rather than mar.

Pro: Convenience

Time is always precious, and we often find ourselves struggling to manage our daily tasks efficiently. In such situations, pre-mixed organic soil comes in handy as it saves us the time and effort of preparing soil mixtures. This ready-to-use solution is a blessing for gardeners as it frees them from the hassle of soil mixing and allows them to focus on the joys of planting and tending. Especially for beginners in gardening, this convenience can be the difference between realizing their dream garden and giving up on it.

Con: Cost

Organic gardening is a great way to take care of the environment and your garden’s health. However, it can be expensive. Organic soil costs more than nonorganic soil because it is made with higher-quality ingredients and processes. This can be a challenge for gardeners who want to be eco-friendly but have limited financial resources. It’s important to balance the desire for organic gardening with the practical realities of budget constraints.

Con: Quality Variability

The consistency of soil can vary greatly. Even though organic products are generally of good quality, differences can arise due to the source, composition, and processes involved in creating the soil. This variability can lead to unpredictability, affecting the growth of plants and the health of gardens in unexpected ways. As a result, gardeners must be vigilant, with an eye for detail that can distinguish between genuinely fertile soil and soil that is only adequate. This ensures that the choice of soil becomes a foundation for success rather than a hurdle to overcome.

Con: Transportation Impact

Organic soil is a highly sought-after product in the gardening world thanks to its numerous benefits. However, the journey it takes from its creation point to the garden bed is a complicated one that involves the use of fuel, resources, and transportation. Trucking the soil to your local garden center contributes to the carbon footprint and environmental cost. All questions to consider when purchasing.

Con: Limited Availability

Organic soil is a popular eco-friendly choice for gardening, but it can be hard to find. This can force gardeners to settle for less-than-optimal alternatives or go on long searches for suitable soil. It’s a complex decision that balances a garden’s immediate needs with the long-term health of the environment. Be mindful of the impact of your choices and strive to be good stewards of the earth. Choosing organic soil speaks to our values and priorities, and gardening needs consideration and dedication.

Pros and Cons of Purchasing Organic Soil
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Soil Testing: Understanding What Your Garden Needs

Strictly speaking, you do not need to get your soil tested if you are using the mix given above. However, if you are using soil from your property or bags of premixed, fertilized soil such as Via-Mix, you may want to consider a soil test. The fertilizer in such soils is usually good for only one year.

In gardening, soil serves as the foundation, a complex matrix teeming with life and potential hidden below. Soil testing emerges as a vital instrument to reveal the secrets within the soil. This seemingly mundane act offers insights into the essence of the ground that nurtures our plants.

Finding Soil Test Kits

To understand soil health, you need a soil test kit. This small tool can reveal much about the soil, such as its pH level, nutrient levels, and potential contaminants. So, where can you get a kit, and how does it compare to professional laboratory tests? Your local extension office is a great place to start. They offer home kits and guidance on how to use them. Home kits give you a quick snapshot of the soil’s properties, while professional tests offer more detailed information. However, for home gardeners, home kits are often enough as they provide immediate results and are more convenient to access.

How to Test Your Soil

Start by carefully selecting different areas in your garden that represent its diversity. Extract the soil from each site, reaching below the surface to capture the layers where roots interweave with the soil. For example, if you have six beds, mix a cup of soil from each and combine them in a bucket; then, take one cup from the mixture to sample. Send this composite for analysis to determine its nutrient content and pH levels. You may receive a report by email or a kit, follow the instructions to add soil to the vials or bags, mix with reagents (if instructed), and interpret the results.

Interpreting Test Results

After testing the soil, the results show a map that indicates the soil’s fertility and deficiency. To read the map, one must understand the language of nutrients and pH levels. The pH levels range from acidic to alkaline, affecting the root’s ability to access nutrients. High acidity can lead to insufficient calcium and magnesium absorption, while alkalinity can make it challenging to obtain iron and manganese. Nutrient levels play a crucial role in plant growth and health. By measuring nutrient levels, gardeners can determine if the soil is balanced or not. They can then make the necessary adjustments to ensure optimal plant health.

Adjusting Soil Based on Test Results

A gardener who has knowledge and experience can become an alchemist with their soil. One tried and true method to adjust the pH level and reduce acidity is to add lime. Sulfur can be used in moderation to balance high alkalinity. Organic matter, like compost, manure, or leaf mold, can be added to the soil to introduce nutrients and the life that keeps it healthy. Each addition should be tailored to the soil’s specific needs, bringing the garden closer to the ideal environment where roots grow deep and plants thrive.

Ongoing Soil Care

Maintaining the quality of your soil helps keep your garden healthy and productive. By adding compost regularly, you can replenish nutrients and keep the soil fertile throughout the year. Aerating the soil, either by gently turning it with a fork or allowing earthworms to do their work, helps to prevent compaction and maintain the soil’s structure, ensuring that it continues to breathe. This ongoing care, which involves nourishing and tending, helps to sustain the soil’s vitality and ensure that it remains a living and breathing foundation for your garden.

In the garden, the soil is where growth unfolds and where life teems with potential. As gardeners, we have the power to understand this complex ecosystem, tailor our soil mix to the needs of our plants, and commit to its ongoing care. By doing so, we can transform our raised beds into vibrant ecosystems that support a diverse range of life both above and below the surface.

Compost for Soil Mix

Composting Basics

Composting is the most amazing transformation in the garden, taking what was once waste and transmuting it into a substance full of fertile life. The essence of this process lies in the balance between green and brown materials, the former alive with moisture and the latter dry, crinkling whispers of autumn’s past. Greens, rich in nitrogen, infuse the compost with the vital energy needed for microbial life to thrive, while browns, laden with carbon, provide the fibrous bulk that aerates and structures. Together, they weave a matrix within which decay blossoms into life, a cycle of regeneration that underpins the very essence of organic gardening.

Benefits of Composting

Composting is a wonderful way to participate in the natural cycle of life, where the end is the beginning, and decay paves the way for growth. By introducing compost to your garden, you can create an environment where plants thrive, not just grow. The structure of healthy soil is crucial for a flourishing garden, and compost provides the reinforcement it needs. Compost’s loamy texture helps to prevent compaction, ensures aeration, and allows for ease of root passage. Nutrients such as building blocks of chlorophyll and bloom are slowly and steadily released from compost into the soil, providing a feast for your plants. Enriched with compost, your garden soil will be dark, rich, and full of vitality, making it resilient against pests and diseases. You can expect bountiful harvests and vibrant blooms in your garden.

Setting Up Your Compost System

When starting a compost system, consider the amount of space you have and how much organic waste you’ll be producing. There are different options available to suit different needs, from a basic compost heap that requires only time and turning to a more structured compost bin that allows for layering. A compost tumbler is a good choice if you have limited space and want faster results. You can easily rotate the barrel to mix and aerate the contents. Compost tumblers can be found online or in your local garden supply store.

Vermicomposting is a process of composting using earthworms to break down your food scraps, producing nutrient-rich castings that can be used as fertilizer for plants. This method of composting is an excellent option for those who want to reduce their environmental impact and create a valuable resource from their waste. Unlike traditional composting, which can take weeks or even months to produce usable compost, vermicomposting can produce usable compost in a matter of weeks. It also requires less space and equipment than traditional composting methods, making it an ideal option for those with limited space. However, vermicomposting requires specific conditions for the worms to thrive, such as a consistent temperature range and proper moisture levels. With proper care, vermicomposting can be a highly effective and sustainable way to turn your waste into a valuable resource. To learn more, refer to Chapter Eight.

Troubleshooting Common Issues

Composting can be challenging at times. It requires a delicate balance to work properly. Unpleasant odors are a sign of too much moisture or too many greens, which can cause the compost to become unbalanced and lean toward anaerobic decay. The best solution is to add browns and turn the pile to reintroduce air and restore harmony. Pests are often attracted to compost, but managing the contents of the compost by avoiding meats and oils and keeping it covered can help keep them at bay. The heat generated by the composting process can sometimes decrease, which is a sign of too little moisture, compactness, or a need for more nitrogenous greens. To fix this, sprinkle water, fluff with a fork, and add more fresh greens to reignite the microbial fire and help the compost reach completion.

Composting is an art that not only reduces waste but also connects us to the cycle of life. By balancing green and brown and managing moisture and air, we can guide waste back into life and enrich the soil with nutrients. This creates a garden that is a testament to the cyclical nature of existence, where life flourishes in the abundance of the cultivated earth.

Other Organic Soil Amendments

Though not always necessary, the introduction of organic amendments can transform your base soil into a fertile loam teeming with life. Beyond composting, numerous materials, each with unique qualities, can help improve your yield and the health of the soil.

Types of Organic Amendments

Soil enhancers come in different forms; some are better than others. Bone meal is a phosphorous-rich option that promotes strong root growth and bright, vibrant blooms. Green manure, consisting of freshly cut plants, is a natural way to enrich the soil with nitrogen, a vital nutrient for life. On the other hand, manure tea, manure dissolved in water, is a gentle way to provide the soil with nutrients without upsetting its delicate balance.

If you’re looking for a mild and versatile amendment, alpaca manure is a great choice. Alpaca beans are green and do not require to be aged before using. The manure is not hot and will not burn your plants if it comes in contact with the tea or dried beans. It has high levels of nitrogen & potassium, major plant nutrients. The tea is safe for vegetables since Alpacas are not known to carry E-Coli 157.

Application Methods

Applying organic amendments to your garden follows a simple seasonal routine. Bone meal, which slowly releases phosphorus, should be mixed deeply into the soil during bed preparation. Green manure, whether young or as a cover crop, should be incorporated into the soil before it seeds to ensure nutrients are returned. Manure tea should be poured at the base of plants with care to feed without disturbing the soil structure or roots. Finally, alpaca manure, being gentle yet potent, can be spread over the soil or lightly worked into the top layer as a gift to the earth.

Note: See Step Four for a comprehensive chart of natural fertilizers that can be added to the soil as well as opt dressing.

Retaining Moisture and Suppressing Weeds With Mulch

In a garden, the layer of mulch that lies on the soil performs an important function. It protects the earth from harsh elements and provides essential nutrients to the plants. Mulch also acts as a regulator of the soil’s temperature, a suppressor of weeds, and a guardian of moisture. Organic mulches, such as straw, shredded leaves, bark, or compost, enrich the soil with their decay. Inorganic mulches, such as gravel and pebbles, create a barrier against weeds without providing nutrients to the soil. So, it’s important to choose the right type of mulch for raised beds depending on the needs of the plants.

Mulch Application Tips

Applying mulch to raised beds is a balance, negotiating coverage and depth. A layer too thin may offer scant defense against the sun’s heat or the weed’s persistent invasion, while too thick a layer might suffocate the soil, impeding the passage of air and water. A measure of two to three inches strikes a harmony, sufficient to retain moisture and deter weeds while allowing the soil beneath to breathe. This mulch, laid with a gentle hand, should shy away from the base of plants, a small berth ensuring that moisture does not conspire with mulch to rot the tender stems.

Regulating Soil Temperature

The layer of mulch acts as a mediator in regulating the soil’s response to temperature variations. During summer, it provides shade and helps to maintain a cooler environment for the roots. In winter, it acts as an insulating layer, which prevents the frost from affecting the roots. This temperature moderation creates a stable environment for the roots, which promotes healthier and more resilient plant growth.

Renewing Mulch

Mulching is an important practice for gardeners. It involves putting a layer of material on top of the soil. This layer serves many purposes, such as protecting the soil, nourishing it, and regulating its temperature. The type of material used for mulching can be organic, like leaves or wood chips, or inorganic, like rocks or plastic.

Organic mulch decomposes over time, adding nutrients to the soil. Therefore, it needs to be renewed periodically, preferably in spring, before the dry summer months. Inorganic mulch, on the other hand, may not need to be replaced as often except for aesthetic purposes or if it gets displaced by wind or other activities.

Creating a nutrient-rich soil is key to a thriving garden. Composting and mulching are practices that gardeners can use to achieve this goal. In the next chapter, we will discuss how to select the right plants for your garden.

The previous chapter provided guidelines for creating a healthy and thriving garden, starting with the soil. It covered mixing or purchasing soil, testing soil quality, and amending soil to make it more fertile and retain moisture. The next chapter will offer a wide variety of vegetables, herbs, and flowers to select from and provide knowledge to make informed decisions about which plants or seeds will thrive in the garden. By the end of the chapter, the reader will have a fully planned plant plan ready to be placed and enjoyed.


CHAPTER 4
STEP FOUR: SELECTING PLANTS FOR YOUR RAISED BED GARDEN



I like gardening. It’s a place where I find myself when I need to lose myself.

​— ​ALICE SEBOLD

One of the most satisfying experiences is biting into a freshly picked tomato, still warm from the sun, from your very own garden. If you are planning to cultivate a garden that caters to your taste buds, you should know that it involves more than just selecting seeds. It’s about designing your garden in a way that weaves your dietary preferences into it.

To start with, you may want to identify your favorite vegetables, fruits, and herbs that feature in the dishes you relish or your family’s meals. You can make a list of these items as it will be the blueprint of your garden. Each item on the list will be a pillar of the future meals that you will be cooking from your garden.

It’s not just about including the staples like potatoes, onions, and carrots but also the accents like basil, cilantro, and dill that can elevate a dish from good to unforgettable. So, make sure to consider all the aspects while designing your garden.

Research Growing Conditions

Not all favorites are created equal in their demands on a gardener. The sun-loving tomato contrasts with the shade-tolerant lettuce, just as the water-hungry cucumber diverges from the drought-resistant rosemary. Understanding these needs is fundamental; it ensures each plant survives and thrives. This knowledge shapes the garden’s layout; plants are grouped according to their needs, providing efficient care and a bountiful harvest.

List of Common Crops

Raised beds excel in versatility, accommodating a wide array of crops. From the robust growth of tomatoes to the delicate tendrils of peas, each finds a home within the raised confines. Consider depth when planning; shallow beds suit herbs and leafy greens, while deeper beds welcome the rooted depths required by carrots and sweet potatoes. This tiered approach maximizes the garden’s yield, turning every square inch into productive space.

Chart: List of Common Crops and When to Plant

Below is a Seasonal Planting Chart for typical garden vegetables and herbs suited to each season for year-round gardening. It includes plant time, days to maturity, notes for planting, and using companion plants.
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What Works Where You Live?

The garden, from the sunniest patch to the shadowed nook, from the driest corner to the damp under the eaves—tells a story of a place. Within this narrative, the wisdom of regional plant selection becomes evident, a testament to the synchronicity between flora and the locale. This alignment, rooted in the understanding of hardiness zones, local plant varieties, and the subtleties of microclimates, crafts a garden that thrives and resonates with the character of its surroundings.

Understanding Hardiness Zones

The garden, a microcosm of the wider world, adheres to the invisible boundaries drawn by climate, known as hardiness zones. These zones, delineated by the coldest temperatures a region might expect, serve as a guide and a map for selecting plants capable of thriving within each unique environmental tableau. For the gardener, this knowledge acts as a keystone, informing decisions and steering away from the allure of exotic but ill-suited varieties toward those that will find in their garden a mirror of their native habitat—in alignment with the rhythms of the earth, fostering resilience, ensuring that the garden’s vibrancy endures through the chill of winter and the warmth of summer.

Local Plant Varieties

Local plant varieties adapt more readily to their environment. They have evolved to survive the fluctuations of weather patterns, pests, and soil conditions specific to their region. These plants carry within their DNA a blueprint for survival shaped over millennia. While hardiness zones provide a general guide, it’s essential to recognize the nuances of local plant varieties. In choosing these varieties, the gardener weaves a thread of continuity with the land, a gesture that acknowledges the wisdom of nature and its capacity to provide. This choice is not merely practical but philosophical, a nod to the interconnectedness of all living things and a commitment to preserving biodiversity.

Seeking Helpful Information

Consider seeking help from local gardening clubs and extension offices when selecting plants for your garden,. These resources have a wealth of experience with the area and can offer valuable advice. By relying on their knowledge, you can make informed decisions and create a beautiful garden that thrives in its environment. You can participate in workshops and plant swaps and listen to shared stories of successes and setbacks. These groups offer a foundation to build a garden that fits in with the local ecosystem.

As you choose plants, discover which ones work best for your area. Become a student and a steward as you learn from and shape the land. Select plants that are well-suited for your climate and environment and adjust to the garden’s microclimates so that your garden reflects both you and your area.

When your garden is in sync with its surroundings, it transcends being a mere collection of plants. It becomes a living testament to the magnificence and endurance of the natural world. It beckons all who enter to witness the vibrant dance of life in its purest form.

Adapting to Microclimates

Even within the seemingly uniform canvas of a garden, microclimates emerge, pockets of variance shaped by the play of sunlight and shadow, the shelter of a wall, or the breath of a breeze. These subtle yet significant microclimates offer the gardener a palette for experimentation, an opportunity to push the boundaries of what might grow where. In recognizing these micro-environments, one might find a spot where a plant, deemed a stranger to the zone, might flourish, protected from the extremities that define the region’s broader climate. This adaptability, this sensitivity to the nuances of place, transforms gardening into an act of discovery, a dialogue with the land that reveals its hidden potential.

Understanding the Role of Microclimates

Within the bounds of your garden lies a patchwork quilt of microclimates, each square a world unto itself, governed by its own rules and rhythms. These small-scale environmental zones, distinct in their atmospheric conditions, offer a gardener the palette for a more nuanced approach to cultivation. Recognizing and harnessing these microclimates shields sensitive flora from the extremes and stretches the canvas of what can be grown, extending the growing season’s frame beyond its conventional borders.

Raised beds elevate the heart of the garden by their very design, creating a warm microclimate that defies the cold’s clutch on the ground. This elevation, subtle yet significant, acts as a barrier against frost, allowing warmth to nestle within the soil, coaxing seeds to sprout and roots to delve deeper long before their ground-level counterparts dare to stir. Here, in this raised realm, the first tender shoots of spring make their debut, heralding the return of abundance.

Positioning plants against south-facing walls or fences harnesses the sun’s trajectory, capturing its rays in a warm embrace long after sunset. This solar collection, a gathering of light and warmth, creates a microclimate bathed in extended daylight, coaxing blooms from buds and ripeness from fruit with an efficiency that belies the calendar’s bounds. Tomatoes bask in this amplified warmth, their skins taut with juice, while basil flourishes, its leaves fragrant and lush, a testament to the power of place.

The strategic application of mulches, particularly those of darker hues, transforms the soil into a solar sponge, absorbing the day’s warmth and whispering it to the roots nestled in its embrace. A layer of black plastic mulch, spread beneath the sun’s gaze, elevates soil temperatures, hastening the soil’s awakening from winter’s slumber. This warmth, cradled in the earth, accelerates germination and growth, a boon in climates where the growing season is a fleeting wisp of time. Yet, this practice, potent in its effect, demands discernment, for in the heat of summer, such mulches may tip the balance toward excess, challenging the gardener to navigate the fine line between boon and bane.

Windbreaks, whether wrought by hand or nature’s design, shield the garden from the chill breath of wind, crafting a stillness in which warmth gathers and holds. Hedges, fences, and the natural topography serve as barriers, breaking the wind’s stride and tempering its cooling effect. This shelter, a haven from the wind’s persistent scour, allows cultivating plants that might otherwise falter and fade in unrelenting breezes. In this peaceful place, the peppers thrive and turn into a bright, fiery red color while the peas climb and grow with plenty of strength and energy, free from any worries about the wind.

Using Non-GMO and Heirloom Seeds

The following section will focus on the germination and planting of seeds and will also highlight the importance of choosing organic, chemical-free, and sustainable seeds. These types of seeds have been preferred by generations and are vital for creating beautiful and bountiful gardens. However, not all seeds are equal, and a clear distinction exists between genetically unaltered non-GMO and heirloom seeds, as well as their lab-altered counterparts. This difference is at the heart of organic gardening principles.

We’ll look at the different types of seeds, their intrinsic value, sourcing strategies, and their crucial role in promoting garden diversity and resilience. By delving into these topics, we can better understand how to cultivate a healthy and thriving garden while preserving the environment for future generations.

What Are Non-GMO Seeds?

In a garden where authenticity and integrity reign, non-GMO seeds hold the banner high. Unaltered by modern genetic engineering, these seeds stand as close to nature’s original design as one can hope to sow. Organic seeds fall under this category, shielded by regulations that ensure they sprout into plants free from the influence of genetically modified organisms. This sanctity of genetic composition not only aligns with the principles of organic gardening but also safeguards the biodiversity essential for ecological balance.

What Are Heirloom Seeds?

Heirloom seeds are the storytellers of the garden, each variety an heirloom passed down through generations, a living archive of agricultural history and cultural heritage. Unlike their hybrid counterparts, born of controlled cross-pollination to enhance specific traits, heirloom seeds remain true to their lineage, their genetic code a testament to the trials and triumphs of their ancestors. Culturing these seeds is both a homage to the past and a beacon for the future, ensuring that the flavors, colors, and textures of bygone eras remain a vibrant thread in today’s gardens.

Benefits of Non-GMO and Heirloom Seeds

The decision to use non-GMO and heirloom seeds demonstrates a gardener’s dedication to preserving the diversity of plant genetics without laboratory manipulations. These seeds are a reminder of the past, containing the heritage of past generations and toughness developed through natural selection. Growing them is an act of environmental responsibility and a step toward reducing the ecological impact of gardening by creating a habitat that supports natural pollinators and beneficial insects that are critical to garden health. Additionally, the produce grown from these seeds is free from genetic modification, providing an unadulterated taste and nutritional benefit that reflects the value of your choice. It is a testament to the significance of wellness in your garden’s bounty.

Top Ten Heirloom Seeds

These well-known heirloom seeds are popular and well-regarded varieties among gardeners who appreciate heirloom plants’ unique qualities, flavors, and histories. These seeds are frequently highlighted in gardening literature, seed catalogs, and online gardening forums. They are also well-known within the gardening world and celebrated for their contribution to biodiversity and the preservation of plant heritage. If you’re looking for seeds, checking with reputable heirloom seed suppliers or local seed exchange groups is the best way to find these and other heirloom varieties.

	Brandywine Tomato: Renowned for its rich, full flavor, the Brandywine tomato is a staple in many heirloom gardens. It produces large, pink fruits and has a relatively long growing season.

	Rainbow Blend Carrots: This mix includes carrots of various colors, such as purple, red, orange, and yellow, each with its own unique flavor. They add a colorful twist to traditional carrot dishes.

	Mortgage Lifter Tomato: Known for its large, meaty tomatoes, this variety was developed during the Great Depression and is prized for its sweet, rich flavor and impressive size.

	Purple Podded Peas: Aside from their striking purple pods, these peas are valued for their sweet flavor and ornamental beauty. They are also easy to spot against the green foliage when harvesting.

	Dragon Tongue Bean: An attractive bush bean variety with yellow pods streaked with purple. The beans have a unique, delicious flavor and can be eaten fresh or cooked.

	Cherokee Purple Tomato: This tomato variety has a deep, dark color and a complex, smoky flavor. It’s believed to have been grown by the Cherokee people, adding to its historical allure.

	Moon and Stars Watermelon: Named for its distinctive dark green skin speckled with yellow spots (like a night sky), this watermelon variety is known for its sweet, red flesh.

	Lacinato Kale (Dinosaur Kale): An Italian heirloom known for its dark blue-green leaves with a unique, bumpy texture. It has a slightly sweeter and more delicate taste than other kale varieties.

	Amish Snap Pea: A versatile and productive pea variety, it can be used for both snap peas and shelling peas. Known for its sweet flavor and crisp texture.

	Black Krim Tomato: Originating from the Isle of Krim on the Black Sea, these tomatoes are notable for their dark color and rich, slightly salty flavor, making them a unique addition to any garden.



When selecting heirloom seeds, consider your local climate and growing conditions to ensure the best possible results. Heirloom seeds not only provide a connection to gardening traditions but also offer the opportunity to enjoy flavors and varieties that are often absent from commercial produce.

Seed Sourcing

When searching for non-GMO and heirloom seeds, gardeners can find them at specialty sources like seed banks and nurseries that focus on preserving and sharing these unique genetic plants. These establishments offer a variety of seeds, each with its own history, growing guidelines, and story of origin. Farmers’ markets are also great places to find seeds that are adapted to the local climate, supporting community resilience and sustainability. By seeking out these sources, gardeners can find authentic seeds and support the preservation of these important genetic treasures.

One company I want to recommend is High Mowing Organic Seeds in Wolcott, Vermont. High Mowing Organic Seeds is a mission-driven seed company that aims to improve and promote sustainable agriculture by providing farmers and gardeners with high-quality organic, non-GMO, and heirloom seeds. The company is committed to preserving biodiversity, promoting food security, and advancing the organic seed movement. They have over 700 varieties of heirloom seeds.

Seed Companies Who Offer Non-GMO and Heirloom Seeds

For gardeners seeking non-GMO and heirloom seeds, numerous reputable companies specialize in these types of seeds, offering a wide variety of options for those looking to cultivate a diverse and sustainable garden. Here are several well-regarded seed companies known for their commitment to non-GMO and heirloom seed varieties:

Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds (RareSeeds.com)

	Baker Creek offers one of the largest selections of heirloom vegetable, flower, and herb seeds from around the world. They are committed to preserving agricultural and culinary heritage.



Seed Savers Exchange (SeedSavers.org)

	A nonprofit organization dedicated to saving and sharing heirloom seeds. Seed Savers Exchange’s catalog features hundreds of rare and heirloom seed varieties.



Johnny’s Selected Seeds (JohnnysSeeds.com)

	While offering both hybrid and heirloom seeds, Johnny’s is committed to non-GMO products. They provide an extensive range of heirloom seeds and are known for their rigorous testing to ensure seed quality.



Territorial Seed Company (TerritorialSeed.com)

	Territorial Seed Company offers a vast selection of non-GMO vegetable, flower, and herb seeds, including many heirloom varieties. They focus on providing seeds that perform well in the home garden.



High Mowing Organic Seeds (HighMowingSeeds.com)

	Specializing in organic, non-GMO seeds, High Mowing offers everything from heirloom varieties to newer hybrids, all certified organic. They are dedicated to sustainable agriculture practices.



Southern Exposure Seed Exchange (SouthernExposure.com)

	Focused on varieties suited to the Mid-Atlantic and Southeast, they offer a wide range of heirloom and organic seeds. They are committed to preserving genetic diversity and promoting sustainable farming.



Heirloom Seeds (HeirloomSeeds.com)

	With a vast selection of heirloom vegetable, herb, and flower seeds, this company is dedicated to preserving the best seed varieties for future generations.



Victory Seeds (VictorySeeds.com)

	They focus on preserving historic and heirloom seed varieties, offering a wide selection of non-GMO vegetable, flower, and herb seeds.



Botanical Interests (BotanicalInterests.com)

	Botanical Interests offers a large selection of non-GMO and organic seeds, including many heirloom varieties, with detailed planting information to help gardeners succeed.



Renee’s Garden (ReneesGarden.com)

	Renee’s Garden offers heirloom and gourmet vegetable, flower, and herb seeds, including many non-GMO options. They are known for their quality seeds and beautiful packaging.



When purchasing seeds, it’s always a good idea to verify the company’s commitment to non-GMO practices and heirloom preservation. These companies not only provide quality seeds but also support sustainable gardening practices and biodiversity.

Seed Saving

Seed saving was once a necessity but is now an optional practice of sustainability and self-reliance in modern gardening. It’s a cyclical process that connects the gardener to their plot, where the end of one season sows the seed for the next. This simple methodology involves mindful harvesting, cleaning, and storage to preserve the seed’s vitality. Tomatoes, peppers, beans, and peas are the easiest plants to save seeds from, as their seeds require minimal processing. Seed saving ensures a personal seed supply imbued with the garden’s unique character and acts as a hedge against the loss of plant diversity. Each saved seed is a link in the chain that connects present and future gardens.

Using Native Plants in Your Garden

In a garden, promoting native biodiversity can significantly improve the area’s overall health. By using plants that are native to the region, we can create a thriving ecosystem for all living beings, from insects to birds. While gardening for food may require nonnative plants, it is still valuable to prioritize native biodiversity whenever possible. Doing so can ensure a healthier and more sustainable future for ourselves and the planet.

Non-GMO and heirloom seeds enrich this diversity with their numerous forms, flavors, and stories, each plant a unique expression of life’s adaptability. This biodiversity is not merely aesthetic but functional, creating a garden ecosystem resilient to pests, diseases, and climate change. It encourages the presence of a wide range of pollinators and beneficial insects, each contributing to the garden’s vitality. These seeds offer genetic variability, providing a buffer against crop failure and a natural insurance policy.

Choose non-GMO and heirloom seeds for a future where gardens are productive and sustainable. This choice is vital to preserving genetic diversity, promoting sustainable agriculture, and fostering resilient gardens. By carefully selecting seeds, gardeners can demonstrate their commitment to environmental stewardship and help maintain the legacy of agriculture.

Companion Planting for Harmony and Production

Companion planting is a gardening method that creates balance and harmony. It involves growing different plants together in a way that enhances their growth and yields. This method has been used for generations and is based on botanical synergy, which recognizes that certain plants can improve each other’s growth when grown together, ward off pests, and even enhance flavor.

Indigenous people in North America have long practiced this method, planting corn, beans, and squash together. Corn provides a natural trellis for beans, enriching the soil with nitrogen, while the broad leaves of squash shade the soil, retain moisture, and prevent weeds. The combination of tomatoes and basil is another example of how plants can help each other, improving growth and taste and repelling harmful pests. These plant relationships are a testament to the magic of nature and the potential of companion planting.

Companion planting is also a natural way to manage pests in your garden. Some plants have properties that repel pests, and by planting them together with other plants, they can act as protectors. One example is marigolds, which emit a fragrance that confuses and repels nematodes and other pests. By planting marigolds, you can help protect your entire garden. Another example is planting chives near rosebushes to deter aphids. By strategically placing plants, you can create a natural defense system that minimizes the need for chemicals. Companion planting is an effective way to manage pests without harming the environment.

Companion planting also enhances pollination, which helps guarantee success. By planting flowers like lavender and cosmos alongside vegetables, pollinators like bees are attracted, increasing the likelihood of pollination. This leads to more seeds and fruit, which boosts the garden’s productivity. Additionally, this technique contributes to the health of pollinator populations.

Suggestions for Companion Plants

Here are a few traditionally effective companion plant pairs to consider:

	Tomatoes and Basil: Basil is known to improve the flavor and growth of tomatoes and can help repel pests like mosquitoes and tomato hornworms. The aromatic oils in basil are believed to enhance the tomato’s taste, making this pairing not only beneficial for the garden but also in the kitchen.

	Carrots and Chives: Chives can help improve the flavor of carrots and deter pests such as carrot flies. The strong scent of chives masks the smell of growing carrots, helping to protect them from being targeted by pests. Chives also have a deterrent effect on aphids and can attract beneficial insects.

	Cucumbers and Nasturtiums: Nasturtiums are an excellent companion for cucumbers because they can repel cucumber beetles and other pests with their strong scent. Nasturtiums, being a trap crop, attract pests away from cucumbers, and their vibrant flowers can lure beneficial pollinators to the garden.

	Cabbage and Dill: Dill is a great companion for cabbage and other brassicas, as it attracts beneficial wasps that prey on many common pests affecting cabbage, such as cabbage loopers and aphids. Dill’s ability to attract these helpful insects can significantly reduce the pest population on cabbage and related plants.



Succession Planting: Year-Round Harvest Strategies

Succession planting is a smart way to make the most of your garden’s seasonal changes. It means planting seeds at different times to ensure that as one crop finishes, another takes its place. This way, your garden will continuously produce fresh crops from spring to autumn.

To plan a succession garden, first choose plants based on their maturation times, not just flavor or yield. An example is to plant fast-growing veggies such as radishes alongside slower-maturing ones like carrots or lettuce, followed by mid-season beans.

Also, consider your garden’s microclimates, such as sun and shade patterns, when planning your garden. Crop rotation is another way to enhance soil health and prevent pests and diseases. This involves alternating the types of crops grown in a specific garden area from one season or year to the next.

Crop rotation and succession planting are two practices that can help you create a sustainable garden ecosystem. By rotating root vegetables with leafy greens or heavy feeders with nitrogen fixers, you can create a diverse soil narrative that supports a wide variety of crops. You can customize this approach to your garden’s climate and conditions. For instance, in temperate regions, you could start with cool-season greens in early spring, followed by warm-season crops such as tomatoes and peppers, and then finish with a late planting of kale or turnips for autumn harvest. In warmer climates, you might opt for a fall planting of root vegetables, a winter crop of greens, and a spring sowing of beans or cucumbers before the weather gets too hot.

Plant Pairings for Succession Planting by Season

Spring

	Lettuce: Plant early, mid-season, and late varieties every two weeks for a continuous supply.

	Radishes: Fast-growing; plant every two weeks for a steady harvest.

	Peas: Choose early and main crop varieties for extended harvesting.



Early Summer

	Beets: Plant every 2–3 weeks for a constant supply.

	Carrots: Sow early, mid, and late-season varieties at the same time or in succession for continuous harvest.

	Kale: Start early in the spring and plant additional seeds in late summer for a fall harvest.



Mid to Late Summer

	Bush Beans: Plant every two weeks until two months before the first frost date for continuous production.

	Zucchini/Summer Squash: Plant two weeks apart for a steady supply until fall.

	Cucumbers: Sow seeds directly into the ground at regular intervals for a prolonged harvest period.



Fall

	Spinach: Plant in late summer for a fall harvest; some varieties can survive winter under cover.

	Swiss Chard: Start in late summer for a fall harvest; it can also be overwintered in mild climates.

	Turnips: Plant in late summer for a fall harvest. Some varieties can withstand light frosts.



Winter (or Overwintering for Early Spring Harvest)

	Garlic: Plant in the fall for a late spring or early summer harvest.

	Onions: Plant overwintering varieties in fall for an early summer harvest.

	Broad Beans and Overwintering Peas: Plant in the fall to overwinter and produce the first crops in spring.



Year-Round

	Herbs (such as parsley, cilantro, and chives): Many herbs can be grown indoors or in a greenhouse during colder months, providing a year-round supply.



Remember, successful succession planting means understanding the growing time and climate suitability of each plant. Adjust the timing based on your local climate zone and the specific frost dates in your area.

What About Growing Herbs?

Growing herbs in a raised bed garden can be an exceedingly satisfying and enjoyable experience. Not only does it offer its own set of healing and cooking benefits, but it can also create a nurturing environment for other plants. The loose, well-drained soil in raised beds emulates the natural habitat of herbs, which can enhance the concentration of essential oils in their leaves and intensify their flavors and aromas. The results are a delight to the senses.

Basil, cilantro, mint, and parsley are some herbs that are easy to grow in raised beds. Basil grows rapidly and provides an abundance of leaves for pesto or fresh salads. Cilantro offers bright and citrusy notes to dishes, and its seeds mature into coriander for a dual harvest. Mint is best contained within the borders of a raised bed, as its refreshing leaves are a staple for teas and garnishes. Parsley provides a slightly bitter note to dishes and has a robust nature that ensures a steady supply throughout the growing season. These herbs, among others, form the core of a raised bed herb garden, each contributing its unique character to the garden’s chorus.

The harvest of herbs, a delightful ritual that spans the growing season, is best done with a gentle touch and an eye for timing. Morning, when the dew still clings to the leaves and the sun has yet to draw the oils into the roots, is the ideal moment for gathering the herbs at their aromatic peak. This harvest, though frequent, requires a measured approach, a pruning that encourages bushier growth and prevents bolting, ensuring a sustained yield. Preserving these herbs through drying, freezing, or infusion into oils and vinegars captures the essence of summer, a sensory memory in the colder months.

Ten Most Popular Herbs

Growing herbs is a rewarding and practical aspect of gardening, offering many culinary and healing benefits. Here are ten of the best and easiest herbs to grow, along with their uses:

Basil

	Culinary Uses: Basil is a staple in Italian cuisine, perfect for pesto, tomato dishes, salads, and soups.

	Healing Uses: It has anti-inflammatory and antibacterial properties, and eases digestion.



Mint

	Culinary Uses: Adds a refreshing flavor to drinks, desserts, and salads. Great for tea.

	Healing Uses: Helps with digestion, nausea, and headaches.



Cilantro (Coriander)

	Culinary Uses: Essential in Mexican, Asian, and Indian dishes; used in salsas, curries, and as a garnish.

	Healing Uses: Can detoxify heavy metals and has antibacterial properties.



Parsley

	Culinary Uses: Used as a garnish and flavor enhancer in soups, stews, and salads.

	Healing Uses: Rich in vitamins A and C, it supports kidney function and can freshen breath.



Chives

	Culinary Uses: Adds a mild onion flavor to salads, egg dishes, and sauces.

	Healing Uses: Contains vitamins A and C and may help lower blood pressure.



Thyme

	Culinary Uses: Enhances the flavor of meats, soups, and stews with its earthy tone.

	Healing Uses: Antiseptic properties are used in treatments for respiratory infections.



Rosemary

	Culinary Uses: A robust herb great for flavoring meat, poultry, and potato dishes.

	Healing Uses: Boosts memory, improves mood, and has anti-inflammatory properties.



Oregano

	Culinary Uses: A key herb in Italian, Mexican, and Mediterranean cooking, especially in sauces and on pizza.

	Healing Uses: Antioxidant and antibacterial properties, traditionally used to treat respiratory tract disorders.



Sage

	Culinary Uses: Adds a savory flavor to meats, stuffings, and sauces.

	Healing Uses: Contains antioxidants and anti-inflammatory properties. Traditionally used for digestive problems, sore throats, and memory improvement.



Dill

	Culinary Uses: Essential in pickling and adds fresh flavor to fish, salads, and potato dishes.

	Healing Uses: Can aid digestion and help manage menstrual cramps.



Each of these herbs is easily grown in your garden or indoors on a windowsill, requiring just basic care like sunlight, water, and occasional trimming. Incorporating them into your daily meals can add fresh flavors and contribute to a healthier diet.

We’ve discussed the importance of choosing vegetables and fruits that appeal to your taste buds, as they can enhance your gardening experience. By using non-GMO and heirloom seeds, you can actively contribute to preserving biodiversity, enabling seed saving and further enriching your gardening experience. To ensure a healthy garden and increase yield, it’s recommended to incorporate companion planting and succession planting. Additionally, adding an herb garden can add to the flavor and variety of your harvest.

In the next chapter, you’ll learn the steps that will help you achieve a successful harvest. These steps include proper seeding, planting, and watering techniques. By following these techniques, you’ll get the best possible yield. You’ll also learn about the types of vegetables best suited for planting and the ideal times to plant them. Additionally, you’ll discover why providing your plants with the right amount of water is important. By following these practical steps, you’ll have a thriving garden providing fresh produce throughout the growing season.


CHAPTER 5
STEP FIVE: SEEDING AND PLANTING ORGANICALLY



“It always amazes me to look at the little, wrinkled brown seeds and think of the rainbows in ‘em,” said Captain Jim.

​— ​L. M. MONTGOMERY

Imagine it’s the early morning, and a gardener holds a handful of tiny seeds in her hand as the world around her remains asleep. These seemingly insignificant capsules of life, no bigger than a grain of sand, contain the genetic blueprint for exponential growth and future harvests. She carefully places each seed in its proper place and soil depth. This simple yet meaningful ritual of planting a seed marks the beginning of a cycle that produces a root, plant, flower, and, ultimately, a fruiting body. It draws the gardener into the ever-widening cycles of the earth that gardeners eagerly wait for all fall and winter.

If you can’t wait for spring to come, indoor gardening is a great option to get started before the soil outside has warmed up. Although it’s not necessary, it does provide an opportunity to explore new possibilities. With this method, you can enjoy your first harvests even before the frosty ground outside has thawed or cultivate plants that would otherwise struggle in your local climate. Whether you live in a region with a short growing season or simply want to get a head start on your garden, starting seeds indoors is a great way to bring a little bit of springtime into your home.

However, starting seeds indoors may not be possible for everyone. For novice gardeners, purchasing young plants from nurseries is a safer option that eliminates the wait and uncertainty that can accompany seed starting. Ultimately, the decision to start seeds indoors or purchase young plants rests with the gardener and depends on their expectations, constraints, and preferences.

Timing Is Everything

Starting seeds indoors requires an alignment with the celestial and climatic calendar, a calculation that pegs the sowing to date, ensuring seedlings will be ready to meet the soil at the optimal moment.

A general rule of thumb guides this calculation: seeds should be sown indoors 6–8 weeks before the last expected frost. This window provides seedlings ample time to mature under controlled conditions before transitioning to the garden’s embrace.

A bountiful source of information is The Farmer’s Almanac, a publication that farmers and gardeners have used for centuries. It provides information on weather forecasts, planting charts, and astronomical data. The almanac’s weather predictions are made far in advance, and the secret formula used to make them takes into account things like sunspots, planetary positions, and lunar cycles. Some people use these forecasts to plan their agricultural and gardening activities, but their accuracy is often debated.

In addition to weather forecasts, The Farmer’s Almanac offers advice on gardening, cooking, home remedies, and natural cures. It also includes calendars that show the best planting dates for different crops based on moon phases and zodiac signs. This practice is known as planting by the Moon or lunar gardening.

For a quick guide to germination, see the chart below:

Seed Starting Setups

The setup for starting seeds indoors mirrors the simplicity of nature’s design, requiring but a few essentials:

	Trays or pots that cradle the soil and seeds.

	A medium that offers the right blend of nutrients and drainage.

	Lights that mimic the sun’s nurturing rays.

	While not elaborate, this equipment forms the backbone of indoor seed starting, creating an environment where warmth, light, and moisture converge to awaken the dormant life within each seed.



Seed Starting Calendar

Below is a simplified seed starting calendar and checklist of materials needed for indoor seed starting, based on a last frost date of April 15. This tool offers a clear timeline for when to start various seeds indoors.

This checklist serves as a guide to help you prepare for the upcoming planting season, ensuring you have all the necessary materials and start your seeds at the right time for optimal growth. Adjust dates based on your specific last frost date if it differs from April 15.
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Materials Needed for Seed Starting

	Plant labels

	Watering can or spray bottle

	Seed starting mix (preferably organic)Seed trays or potsGrow lights or sunny window

	Heating mat (optional)

	Timer for grow lights (optional)



Starting seeds indoors is a wonderful way to engage in science, art, and faith. It is an opportunity to partner with nature to nurture both plants and our spirits. As a gardener, you become a steward of life’s cycles, guiding seeds from dormancy to vitality, from the secure warmth of indoor spaces to the vibrant chaos of an outdoor garden. Through this process, the future of the garden takes root, a future that is cultivated with care, patience, and a deep commitment to the cycles that sustain us all. An indoor garden is a sanctuary where the promise of spring is nurtured in soil-filled trays illuminated by natural light. The gardener’s efforts are rewarded with the beauty and abundance of nature, which, in turn, inspires a sense of accomplishment, joy, and connection to the world around us.

If you are like most gardeners, buying plants and putting them in raised beds is a simpler way to go. Here is a chart on when to plant most garden vegetables:

Chart: When to Plant Most Garden Vegetables
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Germination Tips

Water, warmth, and patience become the gardener’s allies in the quest for germination. Some seeds benefit from a gentle nudge toward wakefulness after their long slumber. Soaking these seeds overnight in water can soften their outer shells, a baptism that eases their transition to growth. Consistent warmth, provided by a heat mat or a sunny windowsill, whispers to the seeds that spring has arrived, coaxing the first tentative roots and shoots to emerge. This waiting period of watching for life to unfurl is measured not in hours but in the depth of the gardener’s anticipation, a vigil over the promise of growth.

Transitioning Seedlings Outdoors

The transition from the protected warmth of the indoors to of the garden is a rite of passage for every seedling, a journey that strengthens and prepares them for the life ahead. This process, known as hardening off, requires a gradual introduction to the elements—sun, wind, and the temperature fluctuations of the open air. Over a week, seedlings are escorted outdoors for increasing periods, a slow dance that acclimates them to the outdoors. This careful, deliberate introduction safeguards against the shock that can stunt growth or wilt leaves, ensuring that when the time comes to plant, the seedlings stand ready, their roots eager to delve into the soil, their leaves turned toward the sun.

Stress-Free Transplanting

Transferring seedlings from their nurturing environment to the garden beds is an important moment in the life of a young plant. However, this process is subject to the unpredictable and ever-changing weather. The seedlings should be ready for transplanting, and the external conditions and the new environment should be suitable to ensure successful growth. The size of the seedling often speaks volumes; true leaves, robust and vibrant, signal a readiness to face the world beyond the confines of the pot. The synchronicity between the growth stage of the seedling and the gentle warming of outdoor temperatures marks the perfect moment for transplantation. This window ensures young plants find comfort rather than shock in their new surroundings.

Preparing the Planting Site

The seedlings thrive when the raised bed’s soil is warm enough and well-prepared, which creates a welcoming environment. Loosening the earth with a gentle uplift ensures it is not compacted and is ready to welcome the roots with open arms. Nutrient amendments, previously integrated based on the comprehensive understanding of the garden’s needs, settle into a balance, offering a buffet of nourishment to the incoming residents. Water, the source of life, is introduced to the soil pre-transplantation, ensuring it is moist but not soggy.

Transplanting Technique

Moving seedlings is best done gently and with care to avoid the bruising of roots and stems. To plant a seedling, tenderly remove it from its container by tipping the pot upside down and holding the plant’s base. This way, the roots can gently come out of the pot and into your hands. When ready to plant, ensure the hole is the same size as the plant’s previous home. If the hole is too shallow or deep, it can hurt the roots or stem. Put the plant in the hole and cover it with soil, ensuring there are no air pockets to keep it secure. Lastly, water the plant with a gentle shower to settle the soil and roots, creating a union between the plant and the earth.

Post-Transplant Care

The days following transplantation are critical when vigilance becomes the gardener’s mantle. Monitoring is twofold: the soil’s moisture level is vital to the seedling’s comfort, necessitating checks to ensure it remains consistently moist. Too much water suffocates, too little desiccates, a balance that provides the roots, now adjusting to their new abode, find neither famine nor flood. Shade, a temporary respite from the sun’s intensity, may be required for those particularly delicate or if the weather turns unexpectedly harsh. This care, a blend of observation and intervention, guides the seedlings through their vulnerable phase, gradually reducing as they acclimate, their roots delving deeper, and their stems stretching toward the sun—a testament to the gardener’s skill and the resilience of life.

In the garden, where time flows to the rhythm of growth and seasons, the careful transition of seedlings from the sheltered indoors to the relative expanse of the raised beds marks a new chapter for the seedling. This process, done with knowledge, patience, and care, ensures that the young plants are not merely moved but are introduced into a world ready to nurture their growth.

Direct Sowing – Tips for Planting Seeds Outdoors

Growing plants in soil is more than just planting seeds. It’s a process that celebrates the cycle of life thriving within our carefully tended gardens. To achieve this, we need to understand the relationship between the seed, soil, and environment. This dialogue with nature begins with selecting the right seeds to grow in our gardens. In raised bed gardening, sowing seeds directly into the soil is not merely planting potential but an affirmation of the cycle of life that perpetuates within our prepared beds. This process might seem simple, but it requires a nuanced understanding of how the seed, soil, and elements interact. We engage in this dialogue with nature under the open sky, where the right seeds can flourish in the embrace of our gardens.

Seeds and Direct Sowing

Successful direct sowing is largely dependent on the careful selection of seeds, which goes beyond personal preference and involves considering the compatibility of the plant with its environment. Seed packets contain information and knowledge passed down over generations of cultivation, including germination times, depth requirements, spacing, and frost tolerance. By understanding and decoding this information, gardeners can effectively orchestrate the growth of their plants. This means selecting seeds that are most suitable for the raised bed’s microclimate and can withstand environmental fluctuations, ensuring optimal growth conditions for each seed to thrive. For an extensive list of sources for non-GMO, organic, and heirloom seeds, see Step Four.

Soil Preparation for Direct Sowing

To grow seeds successfully, begin by loosening the soil, a gentle but thorough disturbance that aerates without harming the delicate web of life it houses. The soil, ideally, is enriched through a tailored amendment process based on prior soil testing to provide a balanced diet for the plants. The final step, creating a fine tilth, presents a surface welcoming to seeds, ensuring contact with the soil that is neither too loose to expose them to the elements nor too compacted to impede their growth. Tilth refers to the condition of the soil, which determines its suitability for planting and growing crops. Factors like soil particles’ stability, moisture level, aeration, soil organisms, water infiltration rate, and drainage contribute to the soil’s tilth. Step Three: Soil, the Foundation of Your Garden’s Ecosystem addresses all your needs for your soil’s tilth.

Sowing Techniques

When gardeners sow seeds directly into prepared beds, they play the roles of both nurturer and guide. To ensure the plants’ success, the gardener must pay attention to critical factors like spacing and depth. Seeds buried too deeply or planted too shallowly may struggle to grow. To help, gardeners use tools like dibbers or seed dispensers to plant the seeds accurately. Covering the seeds is an important and protective step that ensures the seeds are settled into their cradle of soil. Strive for precision, ensuring that each seed has the optimal chance for success. Covering seeds, a protective and anticipatory gesture, is performed with reverence for the life it shelters, a final pat to settle them into their cradle of soil.

Watering and Thinning

The first watering must be gentle to avoid dislodging the seeds from their carefully chosen positions, but it is of utmost importance to ensure that the seeds are moist. This moisture must be maintained and monitored to prevent drought or overwatering, which can harm the seeds during germination and the early stages of growth. As the seedlings start to emerge, the gardener must face the challenge of overcrowding, which is often a result of their optimism in sowing. Thinning is a necessary task that ensures the health of the remaining plants, allowing them to grow without competing for nutrients, light, or air. Although it may be regretful to cut back some plants, it is essential to ensure that the garden reaches its maturity, marked by abundance and good health. The act of careful culling underlines the gardener’s role in shaping the garden’s future.

In the act of direct sowing, gardeners partner with nature in a humble yet deep way. This process lies at the heart of gardening, as it transforms seeds into nourishment and soil into shelter. By carefully selecting the seeds, preparing the soil meticulously, using precise sowing techniques, and providing attentive care through watering and thinning, gardeners invite the natural world into their raised beds. This creates a space where life unfolds in its many forms. In the open air of their gardens, they witness the cycle of life renewing itself, which sustains their bodies and spirits. This connection to the earth and the generations of gardeners who have sown before them is what makes gardening such a meaningful and enriching experience.

Moisture Management and Weed Prevention

In raised beds, where the soil has been prepared, and seeds have been diligently sown, mulch application is the guardian of plant life. This protective layer, draped over the soil like a cloak, serves multiple purposes—retaining moisture, suppressing weeds, and contributing to the aesthetic and health of the garden. It’s a practice that marries practicality with foresight, embodying a gardener’s commitment to nurturing their domain with minimal intervention and maximal harmony with nature.

Selecting the Right Mulch

When selecting mulch for your garden, you have many options to choose from. Organic mulches, like straw, shredded bark, or leaf mold, break down over time and enrich the soil with organic matter. This helps to support a healthy ecosystem for your plants. On the other hand, inorganic mulches, like stones or landscape fabric, are long-lasting and require less maintenance. Although they do not contribute to the soil’s nutritional profile, they offer effective solutions for weed suppression and moisture retention. When deciding which mulch to use, consider your garden’s immediate needs and long-term goals, and choose the option that aligns with your vision of sustainability, aesthetics, and care.

Application Timing and Techniques

The timing for mulch application depends on the natural cycles of the garden. It’s best to apply mulch in early spring, after the last frost and when the soil has warmed up. This timing helps the soil breathe and warm up, encouraging plants to grow earlier. Once the mulch is applied, it helps keep moisture in the soil and prevents weeds from growing excessively. The application technique demands a delicate touch; a layer too thick might suffocate the soil, inhibiting water, and air penetration, while too thin a layer might offer scant protection against the voracity of weeds or the voracious appetite of the sun. A balanced approach, typically an inch or two deep, suffices to create a barrier yet allows the soil to maintain its dynamic interchange with the atmosphere and the irrigation efforts of the gardener.

Moisture Management

Mulch acts as a barrier between the soil and the sun, which reduces evaporation and helps maintain consistent moisture levels that are less affected by weather or manual watering. This means that gardeners need to water their plants less frequently, which is especially helpful during times of water scarcity or for those who want to be more environmentally conscious. Consistent moisture levels also promote healthy root growth, which leads to stronger and healthier plants. To ensure that water is retained in the soil and not lost to runoff or evaporation, it’s important to choose a mulch that balances porosity with protection.

Weed Suppression

The fight against weeds is a never-ending challenge in the garden. It’s a competition between the gardener and uninvited guests, constantly competing for light, nutrients, and space. In this regard, mulch is a formidable ally, inhibiting the germination and growth of weed seeds by blocking sunlight, a critical factor in their development. The effectiveness of mulch as a weed barrier is enhanced when applied after the garden bed has been cleared of existing weeds, presenting a clean slate upon which the mulch can perform its protective duties. Suppression of weeds lessens the gardener’s labor in cultivation and maintenance, allowing more time to nurture and enjoy the intended plants. Furthermore, by minimizing the disturbance of the soil surface, mulch reduces the likelihood of weed seed exposure to conditions conducive to their growth, maintaining the aesthetic and health of the garden with minimal intervention.

More Watering Wisdom – Irrigation Methods

Water plays a crucial role in gardening by not only providing sustenance but also orchestrating the growth and vitality of every plant within the raised bed’s confines. To achieve this delicate balance, gardeners must understand the water requirements of each plant and have an intimate knowledge of how the elements work together to nourish or deprive them. This understanding allows gardeners to become interpreters of needs, translating the silent language of drooping leaves and parched soil into actions that sustain life.

Monitoring Soil Moisture

The gardener can use tools and techniques to gauge moisture levels to ensure the soil remains a cradle of life rather than a desert or swamp. Moisture meters probe the soil and offer a digital readout while simply feeling the soil, which provides a more intuitive “readout.” Vigilance ensures that water is provided not as a scheduled chore but as a response to the garden’s needs.

Watering Techniques

Plants have varying water requirements, and gardeners have different budgets and time constraints. Drip irrigation and hand watering are two methods for watering raised beds.

Benefits of Drip Irrigation

	Direct Root Watering: Delivers water straight to the root zone of the plants.

	Water Conservation: Minimizes waste by reducing evaporation and runoff.

	Efficiency: Uses a network of valves, pipes, tubing, and emitters for targeted watering.

	Deep Water Penetration: This allows water to seep slowly, promoting deeper root growth.

	Soil Moisture Optimization: Maintains consistent moisture levels in the soil.

	Reduced Disease Risk: Keeps foliage dry, lowering the risk of plant diseases.

	Time Management: Convenient for gardeners, saving time with less hands-on requirement.

	Precision: Ideal for gardens needing exact water distribution and schedules.

	Cost-effective in the Long Term: Despite initial expenses, it can be economical over time due to water savings and reduced labor.



Benefits of Hand Watering

	Targeted Watering: You can direct water exactly where needed, minimizing waste and avoiding water on plant foliage, which can lead to fungal diseases.

	Observation: As you water, you can closely inspect your plants for signs of pests, diseases, or nutrient deficiencies, allowing for early intervention.

	Control: You can easily control the amount of water each plant receives, accommodating the specific needs of different plants in the raised bed.

	Flexibility: Hand watering doesn’t require a permanent setup or system, making it ideal for gardeners who like to change their plants’ layout or those who grow seasonal crops.

	Reduced Setup Cost: An irrigation system does not require an initial investment, which can benefit gardeners on a budget.

	Therapeutic Benefits: Many gardeners find hand watering a relaxing and meditative activity that helps them connect with their garden.



Rain Barrels

Collecting rainwater from your roof using rain barrels is a sustainable and time-tested practice that can benefit your garden. By harvesting rainwater, you can reduce your reliance on tap water and provide a natural source of irrigation for your plants. If you’re interested in purchasing rain barrels, the Resources section at the end of this book contains information on where you can purchase them online.

Pros and Cons of Using Municipal Water

Having a nearby water tap is convenient, but using municipal water supplies can have practical and philosophical implications. While treated water is safe for plants, it introduces foreign chemicals into the garden’s ecosystem. Plus, using treated water for irrigation is costly and unsustainable. Alternatives like rainwater harvesting or greywater systems are worth considering.

Providing water to the garden means engaging with nature, sustaining life, and promoting growth. By choosing the right irrigation methods, conserving water, and monitoring soil moisture, the garden can thrive, showing the gardener’s skill and dedication. The techniques and practices we use to provide water reflect our commitment to earth stewardship. Let us carry the lessons learned forward, remembering that even a single drop of water has the potential for growth, renewal, and connection.

Water Conservation

Conservation is part of the gardener’s concern in our increasingly imperiled water supply. One way to do this is by watering plants in the early morning when the weather is cool, reducing evaporation and enabling the plants to hydrate before the sun rises. Installing rain barrels near downspouts can also help save water during dry spells. In addition to these measures, mulching keeps the soil moist and cool. By taking these small yet impactful steps, we demonstrate our commitment to being good stewards of our environment and recognize the importance of our gardens as part of a larger ecosystem.

In our previous chapter, we delved into the basics of planting a raised bed garden, including seed selection, planting techniques, watering, and moisture control. Moving forward, we will explore additional areas of raised bed gardening, such as the significance of pollinators, strategies for managing pests, the benefits of using natural fertilizers, and other helpful practices for maintaining an abundant and thriving garden.


CHAPTER 6
STEP SIX: BENEFICIAL INSECTS, NATURAL FERTILIZERS, AND COMPANION PLANTING



Gardening requires lots of water, most of it in the form of perspiration.

​— ​LOU ERICKSON

The focus now turns toward sustaining and encouraging continued growth in your garden, with natural fertilizers emerging as a big player. Their application, guided by knowledge, observation, and a deep respect for nature’s rhythms, enriches the soil, the plants, and the gardener.

We will also explore the critical role of beneficial insects and pollinators and describe strategies to attract these natural allies. Their presence is vital for pollination and controlling pest populations, contributing to a more resilient and productive garden. We will guide you through creating habitats and conditions that invite these beneficial organisms, enhancing the biodiversity and health of your garden.

Pest management is another cornerstone of garden care discussed in this chapter. We emphasize integrated pest management (IPM) techniques that prioritize natural and preventive measures, minimizing the need for chemical interventions. You’ll learn to identify common pests and implement effective, eco-friendly strategies to mitigate their impact.

Companion planting and intercropping strategies also featured prominently. These ancient practices optimize space and resources and promote a healthy garden ecosystem. In today’s vocabulary, they work synergistically—that is, cooperatively so that each increases the effect of the other. Understanding synergistic relationships can naturally deter pests, improve soil health, and boost yields.

Pollinator-Friendly Gardens

The buzzing of bees, the flapping of butterfly wings, and the quick movements of hummingbirds represent the heartbeat of a garden that is in perfect harmony. This orchestra of activity is not just a background to the stunning beauty of blooming flowers and growing fruits but the very essence of the garden’s productivity. In a raised bed garden, every square foot is purposeful; the role of pollinators goes beyond just their presence, as they are essential partners in the pursuit of abundance.

A garden without pollinators is like a library without books—a space brimming with potential yet devoid of the essence that fulfills its purpose. For those who dream of vine-ripened tomatoes, succulent strawberries, or crisp cucumbers, pollinators are not optional; they are vital. The dance of a bee from flower to flower isn’t just a whimsical sight; it’s a crucial exchange that ensures the fruit sets on your plants. A raised bed pollinator garden isn’t just about creating a haven for these creatures; it’s about forging a partnership that benefits both the gardener and the natural world.

Balancing the Ecosystem

In a well-tuned garden ecosystem, every inhabitant plays a role, from the tiniest microbe in the soil to the birds that patrol the skies. Pollinators are vital in this intricate puzzle, their activities ensuring that plants reproduce and thrive. However, their presence also signals a balanced environment where predatory insects keep pest populations in check, reducing the gardener’s need for interventions. This balance isn’t by accident; it’s the result of thoughtful garden planning that considers the needs and habits of these beneficial creatures.

Importance of Pollinators

The statement “one in every three bites of food we consume is courtesy of insect pollination” underscores the critical role of pollinators in our food system. In the microcosm of the raised bed garden, this translates to healthier plants and more bountiful harvests. Flowers that are veritable banquets for pollinators don’t just attract these allies; they ensure the continued health and productivity of the garden.

Plant Choices

Selecting plants for a pollinator-friendly garden involves more than just picking your favorites. Consider plants like lavender, salvia, and zinnias, renowned for their appeal to bees and butterflies. Herbs such as oregano, thyme, and chives are allowed to flower, offer culinary benefits, and are a feast for pollinators. Strategically included in the garden plan, these plants serve as attractors, drawing pollinators into the space and ensuring they linger to perform their vital work.

Creating Habitats

Providing a habitat for pollinators means considering their lifecycle needs—nesting sites for bees, host plants for butterfly larvae, and safe resting spots. Elements like a shallow water source or a bee hotel can transform your garden from a stopover to a sanctuary, encouraging pollinators to make it their home. While beneficial to the creatures it supports, this habitat creation also enhances the garden’s resilience, ensuring that pollinators are always at hand when needed.

Chart: Pollinator-Friendly Plants

This chart is designed to serve as a quick reference for gardeners aiming to enrich their gardens with options that attract bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds. This guide includes details on flowering times and sun requirements to assist in garden planning:
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Avoid Pesticides

The indiscriminate use of pesticides disrupts the delicate balance of a pollinator-friendly garden. While targeting pests, these chemicals can devastate beneficial insects, severing the garden’s ties to its pollinator allies. Adopting an organic approach, focusing on prevention and natural remedies, safeguards these vital relationships, ensuring the garden remains a welcoming space for all.

Organic Pest Management and Disease Prevention

In the verdant, teeming world of the raised bed garden, where each leaf and stem thrives in orchestrated harmony, the specter of pests and diseases looms, ever-present yet not invincible. The approach to this age-old challenge, rooted in organic principles, leans not toward confrontation but toward coexistence, understanding that every creature, however small, annoying, or scary, plays a part in the garden’s grand design. This section provides strategies and knowledge to help you overcome challenges in your garden and keep it healthy and productive.

Identifying Common Pests

The initial step in this dance with the natural world is the identification of those who, uninvited, partake in the garden’s bounty. Aphids, those tiny, insidious sappers of vitality, often cluster beneath leaves, their presence betrayed by the sticky residue they leave in their wake. The squash bug, an armored marauder, feasts upon the fruits of the vine, its damage often discovered too late. And then there are the caterpillars, nature’s voracious leaf-eaters, their appetites unchecked save by the vigilant gardener’s gaze. Though a challenge, each pest offers an opportunity to strengthen the garden’s defenses and learn and adapt to pursue harmony.

Preventing Pests in the First Place

The foundation of organic pest management lies in prevention, in creating a garden less as a banquet for invaders and more as a fortress, albeit a gentle one. Crop rotation disrupts the life cycles of pests, their expectations of a feast thwarted by the unexpected. The cultivation of a diverse garden, where flowers mingle with vegetables, confuses and deters pests, their singular tastes baffled by the variety. Then, there is the tactic of attracting beneficial insects, the garden’s guardians, through planting specific flora known to appeal to these allies. The garden’s design incorporates a strategic and proactive approach to keep pests at bay, providing a solid first line of defense against any potential infestations.

Biological Controls Are Better Than Insecticides

Introducing biological control agents, such as ladybugs, to fight against aphids or beneficial nematodes to manage soil-dwelling pests leverages nature’s own checks and balances. This approach, which prioritizes the use of natural predators instead of chemical warfare, helps to maintain the garden’s attractiveness to pollinators while preserving the ecological balance.

In cultivating a space that welcomes pollinators, we do more than enhance our garden’s productivity; we contribute to the health of the broader ecosystem. This commitment to creating a pollinator-friendly environment and selecting plants to avoid using harmful chemicals reflects a deeper understanding of our place within the natural world. It’s a recognition that our gardens are not isolated entities but part of a vast web of life that we can nourish and sustain. Through thoughtful actions and mindful gardening practices, we ensure that the hum of bees, the flutter of butterflies, and the swift dart of hummingbirds remain not just occasional visitors to our gardens but constant, thriving participants in the growth cycle.

When Nothing Else Works – Organic Control Methods

When prevention yields to necessity and intervention becomes inevitable, organic remedies offer both gentle and potent solutions. Neem oil, extracted from the seeds of the neem tree, provides a deterrent to pests, and its application is a declaration that the garden is under guard. Insecticidal soaps, their composition simple yet effective, target the invaders directly, sparing the beneficial inhabitants and the garden’s delicate balance. And for those who prefer concoctions of their own making, solutions of garlic, chili, or even the humble soap offer reprieve; their application is a testament to the gardener’s ingenuity and commitment to organic principles.

Common Plant Diseases

Gardens face threats not only from insects but also from diseases. Often, diseases aren’t noticeable until they’ve caused damage. Powdery mildew, a ghostly film on leaves, depletes vitality and beauty. Blight, with its dark lesions, spells ruin for tomatoes and potatoes, its progress swift and devastating. In the context of plants, “wilt” refers to a condition where parts of a plant, typically the leaves and stems, sag and lose their rigidity. This collapse often indicates that the plant is undergoing stress, usually because it’s possibly not getting enough water to maintain the pressure of water inside plant cells that keeps them firm or because it’s suffering from an illness such as a bacterial or fungal infection that affects its vascular system, which transports water and nutrients.

Wilt is a sign that the plant is losing its fight to stay healthy and vigorous in the face of challenges. If left unaddressed, it can be fatal for the plant, but it can be reversed if promptly resolved.

Pruning and Deadheading: Encouraging Growth and Bloom

In the raised bed garden, where each actor—be it vegetable, herb, or ornamental—plays a role, pruning, and deadheading emerge not as mere garden chores. These practices are steeped in the ancient wisdom of gardeners’ of the past.

Benefits of Pruning

Pruning, in its essence, is the selective removal of parts of a plant, a strategic reduction that paradoxically leads to an abundance of health and blooms. This paradox unfolds in the realization that each cut made is, in fact, a signal to the plant, redirecting its energies from the pursuit of wild, unchecked growth to the cultivation of strength, resilience, and, most importantly, fruitfulness. The act of pruning thus becomes a catalyst for renewal, stimulating the plant to produce new growth, more flowers, and, in the case of fruit-bearing species, a bounty that reflects the care imbued through each deliberate snip.

Pruning Techniques

Pruning is a vital gardening technique to maintain plant health and encourage growth. The pruning method varies depending on the type of plant. For instance, in the case of tomato plants, pruning involves removing suckers, which are shoots that emerge from the plant’s axils and take away energy from the fruit. On the other hand, roses require a different approach, in which dead or diseased wood is removed, and the remaining canes thinned to allow proper air circulation. Timing is also crucial when it comes to pruning. Do it during the plant’s dormant phase, which precedes the spring growth.

Deadheading Flowers

Deadheading is a practice that involves removing faded flowers from a plant. It is often done alongside pruning, and its benefits include prolonging the plant’s blooming period and encouraging it to focus on creating new flowers instead of seeds. It may seem simple, but it requires a delicate touch to prevent plant damage. To deadhead, snip just below the spent bloom and above the first set of healthy leaves. Snipping maintains the plant’s aesthetics and signals it to continue producing new flowers. By facilitating this continuous cycle of bloom and renewal, gardeners can transform their gardens into living tapestries that constantly evolve in color and texture, showcasing the dynamic beauty of curated outdoor spaces.

Intercropping for Greater Synergy

Raised bed gardens are fertile ground where soil and seed come together to create an environment conducive to plant growth. Among the various methods of gardening, companion planting and intercropping stand out as effective strategies with roots in ancient agricultural traditions. These practices have evolved and are now considered a nuanced strategy involving intermingling different plant species to create a dynamic ecosystem that benefits them all.

Synergistic planting is more complex than placing different plants in close proximity. It involves cultivating a network of interactions that harness plants’ natural mechanisms to enhance growth, deter pests, and maximize resource use. For example, tall sunflowers can shade lettuce plants struggling under the harsh midsummer sun. Meanwhile, the deep roots of a companion bean plant can mine the subsoil for water and nutrients, leaving the surface bounty for shallower-rooted plants.

This strategy promotes mutual benefit by creating a favorable environment for other plants to thrive. It is a testament to the intricate web of life that sustains the garden and highlights the benefits of companion planting and intercropping as an effective way to amplify the vibrancy and yield of any garden.

Plant Relationships

The heart of companion planting lies in deciphering the relationships between different plants, an understanding that serves as the foundation for a thriving garden. These relationships are as varied as the plants, each pairing or grouping tailored to exploit specific synergies. With their bright blooms, marigolds emit a scent that bewilders nematodes and other soil pests, protecting nearby vulnerable vegetables. Conversely, the humble basil, when grown in the shadow of tomato plants, not only repels harmful insects but also seems to imbue its taller neighbor with a robustness mirrored in the flavor of the fruit. Such interactions are not limited to pest deterrence; they extend to nutrient sharing, pollinator attraction, and even soil structure improvement, painting a complex picture of interdependence that challenges the gardener to think beyond the individual plant to the garden as a cohesive ecosystem.

Designing for Diversity

Implementing companion planting and intercropping strategies begins with a blueprint for diversity. This plan intersperses various plant species to mimic the inherent complexity of natural ecosystems. This design process requires a departure from the conventional rows of monocultures, favoring instead a mosaic of plants that fulfill multiple roles within the garden. The criteria for selection extend beyond the simple compatibility of plant partners to include considerations of temporal and spatial dynamics. Fast-growing radishes can serve as a living marker for slower-germinating carrots, their harvest clearing space just as the latter requires expansion. Similarly, the vertical growth of climbing peas can be complemented by the horizontal spread of strawberries, their intertwined growth patterns maximizing the utility of garden space while minimizing bare soil exposure.

Companion planting and intercropping can unlock the full potential of a raised bed garden. Instead of being a static display of plants, the garden becomes a dynamic canvas where the intricate dance of life unfolds. This gardening method, rooted in ancient wisdom but also open to innovation, encourages gardeners to explore the depths of botanical synergy. By planning carefully, observing closely, and respecting the diversity of life, gardeners can cultivate a garden that is both productive and harmonious with nature.

Fertilize Your Plants Sustainably

In Step 3, we discussed the use of natural amendments for building your soil. Fertilizing is used as a top dressing to enhance the health and vitality of the plant. Fertilization becomes more than just nourishment—a ritual feeding the soil and the soul. This section looks at natural fertilizers such as compost tea, fish emulsion, and green manure. These fertilizers are a testament to the garden’s cyclical nature, where nothing is wasted, and everything serves a purpose.

Types of Natural Fertilizers

Compost tea reigns supreme in the pantheon of natural fertilizers; its liquid forms a potent elixir that breathes life into the soil with every application. This concoction, brewed from the decomposition of organic matter, captures the essence of nutrient recycling, transforming waste into wealth. For tips on using alpaca beans for manure, see Garden Know How (gardenknowhow.com/composting). Alpaca manure is not a hot fertilizer and can be applied directly without aging. Fish emulsion, another pillar of natural fertilization, offers a concentrated dose of nitrogen, and its fishy origins are a reminder of the interconnectedness of terrestrial and aquatic life. Then, there is green manure, a term that belies the vitality it imparts to the garden. Sown and then plowed back into the earth, these plants—often legumes—enrich the soil.

Application Techniques

Applying natural fertilizers requires a balance; too little will starve the plants, and, at the same time, too much can overwhelm them, leading to lush growth at the expense of fruit or flower production. The key lies in timing and method. Compost tea, for example, thrives as a foliar feed, its nutrients absorbed directly through the leaves in a gentle misting at dawn or dusk. Fish emulsion, concentrated and potent, demands dilution and a careful hand, applying a measured act to the soil’s surface that feeds the roots without burning. Green manure, in contrast, asks for patience; its benefits unlock as it decomposes, a slow release of nutrients miming the natural pace of life.

Creating Homemade Fertilizers

Making homemade fertilizers is an act of alchemy, a transformation of everyday waste into garden gold. Simple recipes abound, each a testament to the gardener’s ingenuity. Eggshells, rinsed and dried, then ground into a fine powder, offer calcium to prevent blossom end rot in tomatoes. Their acidic nature, mellowed by the use of coffee grounds, enriches the soil with nitrogen, a boon for leafy greens. Even the water from boiling pasta or vegetables, cooled and unsalted, can provide a quick nutrient boost when applied to the garden. These homemade concoctions, easy to create and use, link the cycle of consumption and growth, ensuring that nothing is lost in the transition from kitchen to garden.

Chart: Natural Fertilizers

This guide aims to help you choose and apply the right natural fertilizer for your garden’s needs:
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Monitoring Nutrient Levels

An attentive gardener is like a whisperer to their plants, able to read their needs and respond with care. By observing signs of nutrient deficiencies, the gardener can guide the garden toward balance and harmony. With each application of natural fertilizers, the gardener ensures that every plant receives precisely what it needs to thrive. This constant dialogue between the gardener and the garden is a beautiful dance informed by observation and action. The result is a magnificent garden that remains a place of balance and inspiration, where every plant is nourished and encouraged to grow to its fullest potential.

Adverse Weather Conditions

Raised bed gardening can be challenging due to the unpredictable nature of the weather. It can either help or hinder the growth of plants. This requires gardeners to have a good understanding of the natural elements and to be adaptable, forward-thinking, and respectful of them. It’s essential to engage in an ongoing conversation with the elements to negotiate the best possible outcome. Gardening entails hard work, but the results can be seen and felt through the soil beneath your fingernails.

Weather-Proofing

Weather-proofing a garden is akin to donning armor, a measure that shields against the extremes of frost, heat waves, and torrential downpours. Techniques vary with the threat; for frost, cloches, and row covers serve as sentinels, keeping the chill at bay, their use timed with the precision of a seasoned gardener’s intuition. Heatwaves call for a different strategy that emphasizes water retention and soil protection. Here, mulch proves invaluable, layering a barrier against the sun’s relentless siege. Heavy rain, unpredictable yet devastating, demands preemptive action in the form of adequate drainage, ensuring that water, rather than pooling with destructive force, finds a path that nourishes rather than erodes.

Using Shade and Windbreaks

Shade cloths and windbreaks help mitigate the harshness of the sun and wind. Erecting shade cloth over tender seedlings tempers the brutality of the summer sun, a canopy that diffuses light and heat, allowing plants to thrive rather than merely survive. Windbreaks, whether constructed or cultivated, serve a dual purpose: they temper the desiccating winds that can tear at leaves and desiccate soil while creating microclimates that can extend growing seasons or protect fragile blooms. This dual approach, proactive and protective, underpins a garden’s defense against the elements, turning potential adversaries into allies in the quest for growth.

Water Management in Extreme Weather

Water management requires flexible strategies that can adapt to changing weather conditions. During droughts, it’s important to conserve water, amend soil to retain moisture, and choose plants that don’t require much water. During periods of excessive rainfall, focus on drainage to avoid water pooling around plant roots.

Effective water management is one of a gardener’s responsibilities. It is helpful to view water as a shared resource rather than just an input. By adopting a mindful approach to the environment and the garden’s unique needs, gardeners can maintain a healthy balance and ensure the garden thrives.

To achieve this, gardeners can look to weather-proofing and water management techniques. It requires an understanding of the garden’s microcosm and the larger natural world. By collaborating with the elements, gardeners can create a beautiful and thriving garden that is in harmony with nature.

Practices like attracting beneficial insects and pollinators, implementing pest management, and exploring companion planting make your garden a haven for biodiversity and pollinators. The next chapter will help you preserve your garden by studying the best techniques for harvesting your crops, storing your produce, and protecting your garden through the winter months. From summer’s last tomato to spring’s first sprout, your gardening journey continues.


JOIN THE ORGANIC RAISED BED GARDENING REVOLUTION!


“The glory of gardening: hands in the dirt, head in the sun, heart with nature. To nurture a garden is to feed not just the body, but the soul.”
​— ​ALFRED AUSTIN


What my husband and I discovered in organic gardening was far more than a hobby: it was a way of life. It’s changed not only our experience but our whole outlook, and I think that’s the reason why I’m so excited about sharing it with others. For me, anyway, there has to be a passion to make me want to share something; I have to be able to see the immense benefits it can bring – and once I discovered how life-changing organic raised bed gardening is, I knew I had to help more people access it.

I don’t just hope that you’re going to get the bug for it too. I firmly believe that you will. Honestly, I’ve never met anyone who hasn’t – at least, not when they’ve known exactly what to do and gone in with all the knowledge they need to make it work. I’d almost be willing to bet that once your garden is established and you see how many benefits it brings you, you’ll regularly find yourself evangelizing about organic raised bed gardening yourself. You’ll want other people to know what it can bring them.

That’s why I’ve interrupted our journey here… I’d like to call on you to start evangelizing now! I’m so passionate about helping people start their raised bed gardening revolutions, that I want as many hopeful gardeners to read this book as possible… and if you’d be willing to leave a short review, you’ll help me reach them.

By leaving a review of this book on Amazon, you’ll show new readers where they can find all the information they need to start a thriving, fully organic, raised bed garden.

There are plenty of people who are intrigued by the concept; they’re just not sure how to get started. Your review will make this guidance easier for them to find, and with a bit of luck, they too will get the bug for growing their own organic food in raised beds.

Thank you so much for your support. Now, let’s get back to your garden.


CHAPTER 7
STEP SEVEN: HARVESTING, STORING, AND OVERWINTERING YOUR GARDEN



And don’t think the garden loses its ecstasy in winter. It’s quiet, but the roots are down there riotous.

​— ​RUMI

When it comes to harvesting in raised bed gardening, there are a few key factors to consider. Firstly, it is important to ensure that the plants are mature and ready to be harvested. This can be determined by checking the maturity date for the specific variety of plant being grown or by examining the plant to see if it has reached a suitable size and color.

Another important consideration is the timing of the harvest. Some plants are best harvested in the morning when the temperatures are cooler, while others are better harvested in the afternoon when the sun is at its peak. It is also important to harvest the plants at the right time of year when the weather conditions are optimal for growth and development.

Finally, proper harvesting techniques can help ensure that you get the best possible yield from your raised bed garden. This includes using sharp tools to harvest the plants, storing them in a cool, dry place, and washing them thoroughly before consumption.

Harvesting for Optimal Yield

With their delicate textures and fleeting freshness, leafy greens demand a gentle hand and timely intervention. The morning, when the garden still wears the night’s coolness like a cloak, offers the ideal moment for harvest. Greens, cradled in the dew’s embrace, retain their crispness, a trait that diminishes under the day’s growing warmth. Using a sharp knife or scissors, a clean cut at the base of the stem ensures the plant’s roots remain undisturbed, potentially encouraging a second growth. Root vegetables, hidden treasures in the soil’s depth, signal their readiness through the soil’s surface. A careful excavation, hands delving into the earth, reveals the mature roots, sizes, and colors peeking through the dirt. Gentle tugging, supported by loosening the surrounding soil, frees these underground jewels with minimal damage, preserving their integrity and taste.

Successive Harvesting to Extend the Growing Season

The concept of successive harvesting, akin to staggering start times in a relay race, ensures a continuous bounty that extends the season’s offerings. This technique involves the periodic harvesting of mature plants, making room for the growth of others sown or planted at intervals. For instance, snipping mature lettuce leaves allows younger leaves the space and resources to flourish, turning a single planting into a renewable source of greens. Similarly, harvesting root vegetables like beets or carrots at various stages of growth ensures a steady supply, preventing the all-at-once glut that often leads to waste.

How to Harvest Flowers

Flowers offer beauty and utility; their pollen-filled blooms are a source of joy. Harvesting flowers, whether for the vase or the pollinator, requires an eye for timing; morning, once again, proves opportune, capturing the blooms at their most vibrant. A diagonal cut along the stem, just above a node or leaf junction, encourages continued growth and potential reblooming. For those destined for indoor display, immediate immersion in water extends their freshness, bringing the garden’s allure into the home.

Make Harvesting Easier and More Efficient

Efficiency in harvesting is not just about saving time; it’s about preserving the garden’s vitality for future yields. Carefully chosen and maintained tools play a crucial role; ergonomic designs reduce strain, while sharp blades ensure clean cuts that heal quickly, preventing disease. A systematic approach, moving methodically through the beds, ensures every plant is noticed. Containers, positioned within easy reach, prevent unnecessary back-and-forth, keeping the focus on the task at hand.

Harvesting Fun with Children

Involving children in the harvest turns the garden into a classroom, lessons in nature’s cycles imparted amid the rows. Tasks like picking berries or cherry tomatoes offer immediate rewards, their simplicity suited to young hands. Explaining the signs of ripeness, the feel of a ready tomato, or the color of a perfect berry instills an appreciation for the produce and the process. More than just assistance, this involvement sows seeds of knowledge and respect for the natural world, cultivating the next generation of gardeners.

Ideas for Fun and Learning with Children

	Berry Picking: Take the children to the garden and let them participate in the fun of picking berries. Show them how to identify ripe berries, and let them experience the thrill of finding and harvesting them. You can also use this as an opportunity to teach them about the lifecycle of the plant and the importance of harvesting at the right time.

	Cherry Tomato Hunt: Engage the children in a rewarding scavenger hunt to find and harvest cherry tomatoes. Give them baskets and let them explore the garden, searching for the ripest and juiciest tomatoes. This activity is not just fun but also a way to teach them about the importance of taking care of the plants and the sweet rewards of their hard work.

	Harvesting Basket: Give the children their own basket, and let them contribute to the harvest by collecting the ripe produce from the garden. Offer to compete to see who can fill their basket first. This is an excellent opportunity for them to learn about the different types of plants and the stages of growth, making it a fun and educational activity.

	Carrot Creatures: Have children pick and clean carrots. Include other vegetable pieces from the garden, and add toothpicks and glue. They can use their imagination and creativity to create their own unique characters and stories, using the carrots as the base. It’s a fun and healthy way to encourage children to eat their veggies while having fun.



Cleaning and Preparing Vegetables, Herbs, and Flowers for Storage

The transition from garden to storage commences with a ritual of cleansing, a necessary step that strips away the remnants of the earth and any lingering guests. When cleaning vegetables, using gentle and sparing water helps to remove the soil on the outside. For root vegetables, it’s best to use a soft brush to dislodge any stubborn clumps without damaging the delicate skin that protects the flesh from decay. Herbs and flowers, meanwhile, demand a lighter touch, a rinse that whispers rather than roars, preserving their ethereal beauty and fragile structures. This initial purification, followed by careful drying, prepares each item for the journey ahead, ensuring that moisture, the harbinger of mold and rot, does not accompany them into storage.

Optimal Storage Conditions for Different Types of Produce

Take time to understand the storage needs of fruits, vegetables, and herbs. Root vegetables, for example, prefer cool and dark environments, such as a cellar or a storage bin filled with moist sand, which mimics the earth from which they were harvested and helps them stay fresh. Leafy greens, conversely, seek the humidity and crispness of the refrigerator’s crisper drawer, wrapped to keep them from wilting. Herbs have a wonderful aroma and are best kept in an open space with warmth and ventilation. Bundle them with yarn or string and hang them upside down. When it comes to flowers, you can cut them for your pleasure and keep them in a vase filled with water—a temporary garden as they unfold.

Options for Processing Your Harvest

The abundance of the harvest often exceeds the immediate capacity for consumption, prompting a turn toward preservation methods that capture the season’s essence for future enjoyment. Drying, the simplest of these techniques, invites the evaporation of moisture that concentrates flavors and extends shelf life, transforming herbs and some vegetables into pantry staples. Canning, a dance of heat, acidity, and timing, seals the garden’s bounty in jars, a method that safeguards against spoilage and offers a taste of summer in the colder months. Though less common, freeze drying offers a modern alchemy that sublimates moisture without compromising structure or nutrition, resulting in lightweight, long-lasting fares. Choose a method based on your time and technology, considering the possibility of future food scarcity.

Discover Cooking Again Through Harvesting Your Garden

Cooking is a great way to bring people together and create delicious meals. Unfortunately, many people today are disconnected from the process of growing and harvesting their own food. This is a shame, as there is something incredibly rewarding about growing your own produce and then cooking with it. In this article, we will explore how you can rediscover the joy of cooking by harvesting your garden.

Growing your own produce not only gives you access to fresh and healthy ingredients but also allows you to experiment with different flavors and textures that you may not have tried before. For example, if you grow your own tomatoes, you can make fresh tomato sauce for your pasta dishes or use them to make a flavorful salsa. If you have an herb garden, you can use fresh herbs to add depth and complexity to your dishes. There is no limit to what you can do with your own produce!

One of the great things about harvesting your garden is that it encourages you to be creative. When you have a surplus of a particular vegetable, you may need to come up with new ways to use it. This can lead to some truly delicious and inventive dishes. For example, if you have a lot of zucchini, you can make zucchini fritters or zucchini bread. If you have an abundance of herbs, you can make herb-infused oils or vinegars.

Harvesting your garden also allows you to be more environmentally conscious. When you grow your own produce, you know exactly where it comes from and how it was grown. This means that you can avoid harmful pesticides and other chemicals that are often used in commercial agriculture. Additionally, by growing your own food, you are reducing the amount of transportation needed to get your food from the farm to your table.

Techniques for Drying and Preserving Herbs and Edible Flowers

Drying and preserving herbs and edible flowers is a subtle craft that takes patience and technique. It’s important because it allows us to enjoy the essence of summer’s bounty all year round. Different methods can be used, but they all share the same goal: to help us connect with the botanical treasures that grow in our gardens. We can extend their life beyond the fleeting seasons by drying and preserving these treasures. This process occurs when the garden is preparing for the coming winter.

Air Drying

The process of preserving herbs is steeped in tradition. First, small bunches of herbs are gathered and tied at the stems with a simple knot that binds but does not constrict. These bunches are suspended upside down in a warm, dry, well-ventilated spot that avoids direct sunlight. Over time, the herbs slowly relinquish their moisture, culminating in a dried state that preserves their flavors and medicinal properties. This process respects the delicate structures of the herbs and prepares them for use during times of scarcity.

Oven Drying

For those seeking a swifter path to preservation, the oven offers its service, a modern hearth where heat and airflow unite in the drying process. The preparation, meticulous in its attention to detail, involves a cleansing that preserves integrity, followed by a patting dry that anticipates the oven’s embrace. Spread upon trays, the herbs and flowers lie in repose, their forms a testament to the garden’s diversity. Preheat oven to its lowest setting. Close monitoring and a vigilant eye are vital to ensure that the essence of the herbs is preserved without succumbing to the harshness of excessive heat. A balance of temperature and time helps dried botanicals retain their color, aroma, and taste.

Dehydrator Drying

The dehydrator is designed to dry herbs and edible flowers at low temperatures. It works by circulating warm air around each leaf and petal uniformly. The process begins with gently cleansing the botanicals, followed by careful arrangement on the dehydrator trays, respecting the necessary space for each one. The dehydrator is adjusted to handle the botanicals’ delicate nature, ensuring that the dried products retain their essence and structure, making them ready for storage.

Storage

The final act in the preservation of herbs and edible flowers is storage. This consideration holds the key to maintaining the vitality captured through drying. Glass jars, their transparency a window to the hues and textures within, offer an ideal vessel, their seal a guard against moisture and light. Labeling these containers becomes an exercise in both organization and anticipation, each name a promise of flavors and remedies to come. For those inclined toward creativity, the dried herbs and flowers present an opportunity for gift-giving, their jars adorned with ribbons and tags. This personal touch transforms the harvest into a gesture of sharing. This sharing, an extension of the garden’s generosity, bridges the gap between individual and community, a tangible expression of the growth, preservation, and renewal cycle.

In this quiet corner of the garden’s cycle, where the buzz of bees and the fragrance of blooms have given way to the stillness of preservation, drying and storing herbs and edible flowers stand as testaments to the gardener’s foresight. Each method, chosen for its suitability to the task and the household rhythms, reflects a deep engagement with the earth’s produce and a commitment to honoring and extending its bounty. This engagement, far from a mere task, is a celebration of the garden’s gifts, acknowledging the abundance that sustains us and preparing for the cycles yet to unfold.

Preparing for Winter

As autumn fades, the garden takes on a subtler palette with shades of amber and russet. This seasonal shift signifies a slowdown in the garden’s outward productivity, and marks the beginning of a period of preparation and protection. The measures taken during these cooler months are crucial to ensure that the beds can withstand the winter’s chill and emerge in the spring ready to support a new growth cycle.

Cleaning Out Spent Plants and Debris

The first task is to remove the season’s remnants. Spent plants, their life cycles complete, and debris, the byproducts of a season’s growth, must be carefully cleared from the beds. This cleansing, far from a mere tidying, serves multiple purposes. It removes potential harbors for pests and diseases—organisms that could overwinter in the residue and threaten the next season’s plantings. Furthermore, this action opens the soil to the air and light, essential elements in the soil’s renewal process. The systematic removal of this organic matter, while leaving behind any healthy root systems to decompose naturally, respects the bed’s intricate web of life, maintaining the microbial and insect communities that underpin its fertility.

Adding Mulch and Organic Matter to Protect the Soil

Once cleared, the raised beds benefit from adding mulch and organic matter, a layering that acts as a blanket, and a banquet for the soil. Mulch insulates the soil in various forms, from straw and leaf mold to wood chips, moderating the temperature fluctuations that can disrupt the microbial life essential to soil health. This cover also minimizes water loss to evaporation, maintaining the soil’s moisture balance even as the garden rests. Beyond protection, incorporating organic matter such as compost or well-rotted manure enriches the soil, replenishing the nutrients expended during the growing season. This enrichment is not an immediate gratification but a slow infusion of vitality as the organic matter breaks down over the winter, weaving its essence into the very structure of the soil. This process, a marriage of protection and nourishment, ensures that the raised beds will awaken in the spring, teeming with life, ready to support the new planting cycle.

Cover Crops: Benefits and How to Plant Them

Amid the quiet of beds prepared for winter’s dormancy, the sowing of cover crops emerges as an act of foresight, a living investment in the garden’s future productivity. These crops, selected for their ability to thrive in the cooler months, perform multiple roles. They prevent soil erosion, their roots anchoring the soil against the scouring winds and washing rains of winter. They suppress weeds, their growth outcompeting any interlopers for space and light. Perhaps most crucially, they enrich the soil, species like legumes fixing nitrogen from the air into a form accessible to future plantings. The method of sowing these beneficent guardians into the prepared beds follows a simplicity that belies its impact. Seeds, broadcast by hand over the soil’s surface, need only a light covering of earth to secure their promise, which culminates in the spring when the cover crops are cut down and turned into the soil. This incorporation marks the completion of their cycle, their bodies decomposing to release the nutrients they have gathered—a legacy that will nourish the next season’s growth.

In the garden’s quieter months, the raised beds stand not as monuments to the season past but as vessels of potential for the season to come. The actions taken as winter approaches—clearing spent plants and debris, enriching the soil with mulch and organic matter, sowing cover crops—are not mere chores but rituals. They are acknowledgments of the garden’s cyclical nature, acts of care that honor the past’s productivity and prepare for the future’s renewal. Following these simple steps, the raised beds go from growth containers into nurturing environments that promote regeneration, which shows the gardener’s care and the earth’s natural fertility as it prepares for spring planting.

Winterizing Perennial Plants

As the garden quiets down for winter, gardeners focus on caring for the remaining plants. These plants were important contributors to the garden’s beauty and fragrance in the summer, and now they are in a state of transition, preparing for the next season. During this time, gardeners silently care for the plants, protecting and preserving them and getting them ready for the next cycle of growth.

Soil Care and Amendment

Perennial plants need rich soil to grow strong and healthy. During winter, the garden soil needs care to provide the plants with the nutrients they need. Organic materials, like compost, bone meal, and kelp, are carefully added to the soil to enrich it. These materials are blended together and worked into the top layer of the soil. Over the winter months, they break down and create a rich humus. This humus will provide the soil with nutrients in the spring, making sure that the plants have everything they need to grow.

Care of the Raised Bed Before Winter

The raised bed, that elevated microcosm of the garden, requires its own set of preparations as the cold sets in. Perennial plants need to rest after their growth season. During this time, they rely on the warmth and moisture from the soil, which the bed’s design makes possible. Ensure the drainage system works well so the roots don’t rot due to excess water. It’s also necessary to inspect the bed for any signs of wear and tear and fix any damage before the snow and freezing temperatures cause more harm. By taking care of the raised bed this way, it will be fortified and ready for winter.

Overwintering Perennial Herbs and Flowers

Each perennial herb and flower has unique demands that dictate a nuanced approach to overwintering. For instance, lavender and sage, with their Mediterranean origins, require a dry, cold environment and benefit from a surrounding area of gravel that deflects excess moisture. On the other hand, more delicate plants like chives and parsley, nestled among the garden’s greenery, might find warmth beneath a cover shield without being smothered. This care, tailored to each species, demonstrates the gardener’s understanding that winter is not a time of neglect but a different form of attention that honors the dormancy necessary for renewal.

Mulching Techniques for Frost Protection

Mulch, at this stage of the gardener’s journey, is a useful tool to protect perennials during the winter months. It can be made from different materials, such as straw and leaves. Straw, when spread in a thick layer, can insulate the soil and trap heat while still allowing gas exchange. Meanwhile, leaves collected in the fall can enrich the soil as they decompose and form a barrier against frost. It’s essential to apply the right amount of mulch based on each plant’s tolerance for cold and moisture. This will ensure that the plants are safeguarded against unpredictable winter weather.

Pruning Perennials for Healthier Spring Growth

Pruning, that deliberate act of removal, is embraced not as a subtraction but as a cultivation of potential. The faded foliage and spent blooms of perennials are trimmed with precision, leaving behind the essential parts of the plant ready for spring. This selective pruning, guided by an intimate knowledge of each plant’s growth habits, opens the architecture of the perennial, ensuring that air and light can penetrate, reducing the dampness that harbors disease. It is a preparation that speaks to the future, to the bursts of growth that will herald the return of warmth and life to the garden.

In this time of quiet and preparation, the winter garden becomes a place of subtle activity, where the gardener’s actions lay the groundwork for the coming seasons. The winterizing of perennials, a series of tasks performed with care and foresight, is imbued with an understanding of the cycles of growth and dormancy that define the garden. This care, a blend of science and art, knowledge and intuition, ensures that as the garden rests beneath its winter mantle, it does so in a state of readiness, poised to awaken with vigor when the cycle of seasons turns toward the light.

Planning for Next Season

After the first frost blankets the garden, the garden lies still, inviting us to reflect on the year’s accomplishments and challenges while also looking ahead to the potential of future seasons. The garden’s cycle of growth, dormancy, and rebirth, which is as consistent as its existence, offers a sense of closure while guiding us toward future endeavors in the rich soil.

Evaluating the Past Growing Season

A gardener’s knowledge doesn’t just come from taking care of the soil but also from learning from the successes and failures of each season. Evaluating the year’s successes and failures is essential to having a true sense of how you did. By studying patterns and abnormalities, a gardener can make the necessary adjustments and innovations for a healthy garden. Crop rotation is a classic farming technique that stems from this process, allowing gardeners to shift plant families to different areas of the garden. This method nurtures the soil and prevents pests and diseases while providing nutrients and maintaining the beds as productive and vibrant ecosystems.

Sketching Next Year’s Planting Plan

Armed with the insights gleaned from seasons past, sketching next year’s planting plan becomes an exercise in creativity grounded in empirical wisdom. This detailed yet flexible blueprint adapts the garden’s layout to accommodate the lessons of the year just closed. Observations of sun patterns, water needs, and companion planting successes inform a mosaic of beds that promise not just yield but harmony. This plan, while visionary, remains rooted in the practical—a balance of ambition and the garden’s proven capacity—ensuring that each seed sown in future seasons carries with it the promise of growth, learning, and beauty.

Reflection and Learning

In winter, gardeners can take a break from physical labor and use the opportunity for personal growth. Books offer a wealth of knowledge and inspiration from gardeners the world over. Both in-person and online workshops provide opportunities to learn from others and create a sense of community. Gardening clubs and forums offer a great platform to connect with other gardeners and gain a deeper understanding of the subject. Gardeners can create a strong foundation for future gardening endeavors by using this time to learn and grow.

Decorating Your Raised Beds for the Holidays

During winter, the raised beds in the garden lay dormant but can always be transformed into a festive scene with simple decorations that reflect the joy of the season. Drape the beds in strings of lights to mimic the garden’s glow in summer, and wreaths and garlands made from the garden’s bounty add to the festive atmosphere. These decorations serve as a reminder that the garden, even in its slumber, remains a place of life, connection, and hope. By dressing up its bare bones to celebrate the cycle of life, the garden offers us a way to bridge the gap between the growing season and the year’s close.

As we end this chapter, imagine the garden waiting for the next season. The garden represents the year’s hard work and upcoming growth. The gardener’s journey is like the cycle of seasons—planting, growing, harvesting, and resting. It’s like learning, growing, and looking ahead. To keep the garden alive and evolving, we plan for the next season using what we learned in the past and our dreams for the future. That way, the garden stays a vibrant and changing reflection of the natural world.


CHAPTER 8
HARD-TO-FIND RESOURCES FOR GARDENERS



There is a lovable quality about the actual tools. One feels so kindly to the thing that enables the hand to obey the brain.

​— ​GERTRUDE JEKYLL

With the busyness of the garden chores, a gardener finds solace in the tools and techniques that lighten the load, marrying tradition with innovation. The garden demands not just the gardener’s time and toil but also a keen sense of adaptation to the evolving landscape of gardening practices. It is here, at the intersection of age-old wisdom and contemporary ingenuity, that ergonomic tools and adaptive techniques come to the fore, transforming the act of gardening from a labor of love into a more accessible and sustainable endeavor.

Ergonomic Tools: Crafting Comfort in the Garden

The evolution of garden tools mirrors the gardener’s journey toward efficiency and comfort. Ergonomic tools, designed with the gardener’s well-being in mind, stand as beacons of innovation, their forms and functions honed to reduce strain and enhance productivity. Consider, for instance, the spade. Once a simple tool, it has been redesigned with a curved handle that aligns with the natural movements of the body, minimizing the risk of injury. Similarly, ratchet pruners transform the strenuous task of cutting through thick branches into a manageable, almost effortless activity, their mechanism multiplying the force applied by the gardener’s hand. These tools, among others, are not mere implements of labor but instruments of ease, each contributing to a gardening experience that is as physically sustainable as it is enjoyable.

Ergonomic tools are designed to reduce physical effort, increase efficiency, and minimize the risk of injury, making them a valuable addition to any gardener’s toolkit. Here’s a comprehensive guide that serves as a practical reference:

Chart: Ergonomic Tools vs. Traditional Tools
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Tips on Selecting the Right Ergonomic Tool

	Assess Your Needs: Consider the types of tasks you frequently perform in your garden. Different ergonomic tools are designed to address specific challenges.

	Try Before You Buy: If possible, test the tool to ensure it feels comfortable and suits your height and strength. A good ergonomic fit reduces the risk of injury.

	Look for Adjustability: Tools with adjustable handles or heads can be customized to your body, reducing awkward positions and movements.

	Weight Matters: Lightweight tools are easier to handle and reduce fatigue, especially during extended gardening sessions.

	Durability: Ensure the tools are made from high-quality materials that can withstand the rigors of gardening without sacrificing ergonomic benefits.

	Consider Maintenance: Tools that are easy to clean and maintain will last longer and continue to provide ergonomic benefits.



By incorporating ergonomic tools into your gardening practices, you can enjoy a more comfortable, efficient, and injury-free gardening experience. These tools not only make the work more pleasant but can also enhance your productivity, allowing you to spend more time enjoying the beauty of your garden.

Raised Bed Modifications: Tailoring Gardens for Accessibility

Raised beds, a staple of efficient gardening, offer a unique opportunity for customization to meet the gardener’s needs. Modifications such as wheelchair-accessible designs and adjustable heights not only make gardening more inclusive but also cater to the diverse physical requirements of individual gardeners. By adjusting the height of raised beds, for instance, gardeners can eliminate the need to bend or kneel, making gardening tasks more comfortable and accessible to all. These adaptations, simple in concept yet far-reaching in impact, underscore the garden’s role as a space for everyone, irrespective of physical ability.

Adaptive Gardening Tools: Beyond the Standard Toolkit

The realm of adaptive gardening tools is one of infinite possibilities, where modifications and innovations cater to the unique needs of every gardener. Tools with extendable handles, for example, bring the joy of gardening within reach of those who might otherwise find it inaccessible, while rolling seats eliminate the physical strain of prolonged bending and squatting. These tools, each designed with a specific purpose in mind, embody the principle that gardening should be a source of joy, not discomfort, empowering all gardeners to engage with their passion regardless of physical limitations.

Water Conservation Products

In an era where the whispers of ecological sustainability grow louder with each passing day, the tools and methodologies we employ in our gardens must echo our commitment to preserving the lifeblood of our planet: water. The implements we choose—be they for irrigation or nutrient delivery—carry with them not just the promise of a flourishing garden but also the assurance of our dedication to environmental stewardship.

Nontoxic Hoses

The question of whether some garden hoses may be toxic is new on the gardening scene. A brief survey on Google will show an emerging discussion on the topic. Ideally your hose is free of any harmful chemicals. Some organizations claim that hoses can contain bacteria and mold (as many warm, enclosed, damp spaces do), and that many garden hoses contain elevated levels of toxic chemicals, including lead, brominated fire retardants, BPA, and phthalates. Nontoxic hoses, crafted from materials that eliminate BPA, lead, and phthalates, ensure that the water they transport remains untainted by substances that could compromise the soil’s integrity and, by extension, the health of the plants and those who consume their bounty. I encourage you to research for yourself to decide if nontoxic hoses are for you.

Water Barrels

The act of capturing rainwater, a practice as ancient as agriculture itself, finds its modern embodiment in the water barrel. These receptacles, positioned to catch the runoff from rooftops, stand as testaments to the virtue of resourcefulness, transforming what might otherwise be lost to the storm drain into a vital reserve for the garden. The water, stored against the dry spells that inevitably challenge the gardener’s resolve, becomes a symbol of resilience, its use a deliberate act that reduces demand on municipal systems and underscores the gardener’s role as a steward of the natural world. Additionally, the water, softened by its journey from sky to barrel, offers plants relief from the harshness of treated water, its purity fostering a more vibrant, robust garden.

Water Carts

Watering gardens with large areas can be a challenge. A solution is to use water carts that come equipped with a storage tank and dispensing system. These mobile units ensure that water is applied where and when it is needed most, which helps to avoid wasting it. The water cart can be seen as a tool that helps you be intentional about your watering efforts. It encourages you to think about the value of water and the importance of using it judiciously. By targeting the areas that need watering, you can minimize the runoff and evaporation of water. This ensures that every drop serves the purpose of nurturing life. This approach aligns with the broader goal of conservation.

Self-Watering Raised Beds

At the zenith of water conservation technologies stand self-watering raised beds, marvels of design that encapsulate the essence of sustainability. These beds, with their built-in reservoirs, embrace the wisdom of capillary action, allowing plants to draw moisture upward at a pace dictated by their needs. This system, emblematic of the harmony possible between human ingenuity and natural processes, minimizes water use while maximizing plant health. The self-watering bed, in its autonomy, represents a future where the garden is not just a site of cultivation but a model of ecological balance. Its design is an homage to the principles of permaculture that inspire and inform sustainable gardening practices.

When choosing and using water conservation products in their garden, the gardener shows care for not only their immediate plants but also the global community. Each decision, from using nontoxic hoses to self-watering beds, demonstrates an awareness of the value of this resource and a commitment to its preservation. These tools and techniques create a sustainable garden where ecological stewardship is not only envisioned but also practiced. The garden’s lush beauty is proof that mindful and conscientious gardening can lead to a microcosm of sustainability.

Composting

Composting Containers

Composting is a method of turning organic waste into nutrient-rich humus, which is used to nourish and retain moisture in garden beds. Composting containers designed for water conservation can enhance the efficiency of this process by minimizing moisture loss. The resulting compost is not only full of nutrients but also helps retain water in the garden. Composting as a sustainable solution is an excellent example of how gardening practices address multiple needs simultaneously.

Vermicompost

Vermicomposting is an eco-friendly method where red worms convert organic waste into a nutrient-rich soil amendment called vermicompost. This process not only diverts waste from landfills and reduces trash fees but also transforms waste into valuable resources for gardening. Suitable for small spaces, vermicomposting is done at room temperature and involves minimal disturbance to the worms. The composted material enhances soil health by adding essential nutrients and microorganisms. It’s also a practical educational tool for teaching children about sustainable waste management. For more help in setting up your vermicompost, visit the Rodale Institute (rodaleinstitute.org/vermicompost).

Downloadable Garden Guides

In the garden, things are always changing. Each part of the garden tells a story of growth, decay, and rebirth. To navigate through this cyclical landscape, we need resources to guide us. Garden guides are a great resource that helps us understand the complexity of gardening. They contain a wealth of knowledge from past experience. These guides reflect the diversity of our ecosystems and our goal of living in harmony with nature. When using garden guides, it’s important to keep things simple and easy to understand. Use short sentences and everyday language.

	USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map (https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/) is accessible in various resolutions and serves as the foundational layer in this compendium of guidance. This map, detailed and dynamic, delineates the intricate mosaic of climates across the United States, offering gardeners a lens through which to view the potential and limitations of their local landscapes. The zones, demarcated by the subtle gradations of temperature that define our vast geography, inform the selection of plants poised to thrive within the unique conditions of each garden. This tool, precise in its scope, enables a tailored approach to gardening, where choices are informed by the rhythm of the seasons and the whispers of the climate.

	Plant Succession Guides offer help with continuous cultivation. There are many free resources online, some by region. Johnny’s Selected Seeds (johnnyseeds.com) offers a helpful resource that charts the sequence of plantings that sustain a garden’s productivity from spring’s first thaw through the quiet of winter. These guides speak to the timing of each crop’s entry and exit from the garden stage, ensuring that the soil remains not just occupied but vibrant with life.

	Kellogg Raised Bed Garden Guide (https://kellogggarden.com/raised-bed-gardening-guide/) is a specialized resource specifically for raised beds. This guide, focused and practical, delves into the specifics, from construction and soil composition to planting and maintenance. It acknowledges the unique advantages and challenges of raised bed cultivation, offering solutions that leverage the former and mitigate the latter. This guide, rich with practical advice, stands as a testament to the innovation and adaptability that raised bed gardening represents, where constraints become opportunities for creativity and growth.



Closing Thoughts

The garden is a space that provides us with an opportunity to connect with the natural world in a meaningful way. It is a place where we strive to achieve a balance between sustainability, diversity, and beauty. To attain this balance, we use practical guidelines centered on hardiness zones, succession planting, seasonal planning, and raised bed gardening. These guidelines serve as a roadmap for our journey, allowing us to navigate the complexities of the ecosystem while fulfilling our desire to foster and care for life. By following these guidelines, we create a garden that sustains and nourishes our environment.


CONCLUSION



My garden is my most beautiful masterpiece.

​— ​CLAUDE MONET

Thank you for taking the time to read my guide to organic raised bed gardening. My hope is that you have taken this eco-conscious gardening technique to heart and are making the journey to become the guardian of your garden.

I hope that this guide has provided you with valuable insights and resources to enhance your experience. By practicing organic raised bed gardening, you are not only improving the health of your garden but also contributing to a healthier planet. Your efforts to simplify pest management, enhance soil quality, and boost yields are invaluable in creating a sustainable and thriving garden.

Recall the seven steps outlined—from planning and designing raised beds to choosing the right plants, constructing and preparing the beds with care, and embracing the ongoing cycle of planting, nurturing, and overcoming gardening challenges—each phase has been crucial in creating not merely a garden but a sanctuary.

These pages contain many practical insights, such as the critical importance of soil health, the effectiveness of companion planting, the wisdom of organic pest control, and the integration of beauty and functionality in garden design. These lessons are meant to pave the way for a gardening approach that is as enriching as it is sustainable.

Organic gardening is a process of continuing exploration and growth. Sharing experiences with others enriches the individual gardener’s experience and contributes to a larger culture of support, knowledge-sharing, and collective learning.

Before I say goodbye, I want to express my sincere gratitude to all the gardeners who have chosen to garden organically with raised beds. Your nurturing contributes to a greener and more vibrant world. Gardening is about growing plants and building a legacy of ecological harmony and connection. As this book draws to a close, another one begins, and you will be the author, promising new growth, discoveries, and satisfaction.

Continue to grow, thrive, and remember—the act of gardening is a step toward a better, more sustainable world. I wish you and your garden continued success in the adventures that lie ahead.

Sheila Carroll

P. S. I invite you to visit my author page on Amazon for more journeys into sustainable living and personal well-being.


BONUS: RAISED BED PLANS



My husband and I have designed some easy-to-follow plans for raised garden beds that you can tailor to your space and style. These plans are flexible, allowing you to change the size of the beds to fit your garden area. We recommend using eco-friendly materials like untreated, recycled decking to help protect the environment.

When setting up your raised beds start with a manageable project and work toward larger goals. Keep in mind that once you fill the beds with soil, they will become heavy and hard to move. Make sure to choose a permanent spot for your beds before adding soil. In the following pages, you’ll find five types of raised bed designs:

	Elevated Raised Bed

	Ground Raised Bed

	Square Raised Bed for Balcony or Patio

	Ground Raised Bed with Vertical Support

	L-shaped Raised Bed



1. Elevated Raised Bed

[image: ]


Specifications

	4’ x 2’ x 29”

	Bottom:: 3/4” plywood

	Supported by legs on each corner

	Box is made from 5/4 deck boards, two courses high—image show height for planning purposes

	Legs are 6”deckboard material ripped in half



Cut List
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Purchase

	7, 8’ x 1 ¼” deck boards (for sides, legs and bottom support)

	2’ x 4’ sheet plywood

	2 pounds – 2 ½” exterior screws



2. Ground Raised Bed
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Specifications for 8 ft x 4 ft Bed, 10 or 12” high

	Decide how high you want to make the sides and use either 2” x 10” x or 2” x 12”

	2 sides: 8’ long

	2 ends: 45”

	Optional—trim is made from 24’ of 1”x 4” wood cut to size

	4 anchors: 1 ½” x 3 1/2”, each 24” long and tapered. Anchors are stakes driven into the ground, to which the raised bed is fastened for stability.



Cut List
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Purchase

	3 pieces of wood of your choice, 2” x 10” x 8’ long or 2” x 12” x 8’ long

	1, 2” x 4” x 8’ for anchors

	24’ of trim for sitting ledge (optional)

	3 pounds of exterior screws: 3 ½” long



3. Square Raised Bed for Balcony or Patio
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Specifications

	24” x 24” x 24”

	Casters and trim optional



Cut List
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Purchase

	1 sheet: ¾” plywood

	1, 2” x 4” x 8’or 4” x 4” x 8’ (for floor supports--see above)

	2, 1 ½” boards for corner support

	2 pounds 2” exterior screws

	4 coasters (optional, to move bed)



Optional: Corner braces may be on the inside. Diagram shows exterior braces.

4. Ground Raised Bed with Vertical Support
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Specification

	4’ x 8’ Ground raised bed (use the plan as shown in #2 Plan, Ground Raised Bed)

	4’ x 8’ Lattice panel



Cut List
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Purchase

	3, 2” x 4”s

	Chicken wire or wood lattice

	1 pound 3½” exterior screws



Notes –Vertical Support

Creating your vertical support for climbing vegetables such as tomatoes or beans will depend on where you want to place your vertical feature. The image shows the support in the middle of the ground-raised bed so that there are two feet of garden space on each side. However, you can fasten it to the long side, keeping in mind that it will be a long reach to tend the back plants. You could also use several verticals on the ends and even in the middle.

The vegetable you are growing will be heavy, so make the framing supports sturdy. Two-by-four frames with screen or lattice material over the frame will work well. There are no magic numbers for the height or width of the panel; just keep in mind the needs of the plants you are growing and the beauty you strive for.

5. L-Shaped Raised Bed – Elevated or Ground
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Specifications – Ground Bed

	For the ground bed, see Plan #2.

	2 long boards (length and width of your choice)

	4 short boards (length and width of your choice)

	Anchors for ground bed



Cut List—Ground Bed
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Purchase—Ground Bed

	4 beck boards for legs or 2” x 10” or 2” x 12” depending on your custom plans (see below).

	2, 2” x 4” for anchors

	2 pounds 3 ½ ” exterior screws
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Specifications –Elevated Bed

	For the elevated bed, see Plan #1.

	Same as a ground bed except ¾” bottom and legs supporting each corner as in an elevated bed.

	Extra support can be added as you feel it is needed; this will be a heavy bed when it is filled with the growing mix.



Cut List—Elevated Bed
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Purchase—Elevated Bed

	Deck boards or 2” x 10” or 2” x12” (calculate according to the size of bed)

	3 pounds 3 ½” exterior screws

	4 deck boards for the legs

	¾” plywood sheet for bottom (how much will depend on your design but probably one sheet)

	2 or 3, 2” x 4” cut to appropriate length to provide support for the bottom

	1 pound 2” exterior screws (to fasten the bottom in place)



Notes: L-Shaped Bed

The L-Shaped Bed will be custom-fitted to your garden space, and the dimensions will vary. Use the previous plans for an elevated or ground-raised bed depending, on your preference, and some graph paper to help you custom-design your bed. The bed can be made of 2” x 10”, 2” x 12”, or deck boards, two boards high. Notice in the diagram that there are two long sides and four short sides. Use ¾-inch plywood for the bottom of the elevated bed and position legs on each corner. The ground bed should have anchors at the corners and extra support in the middle of the long boards.


GROWING THE COMMUNITY


There’s a whole gardening community out there, as I’m sure you’ll discover as soon as you’re in the store buying your supplies. This is your opportunity to help it grow!

Simply by sharing your honest opinion of this book and a little about your own journey with organic raised bed gardening, you’ll help other new gardeners find the information they need to get started and join this wonderful community.
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Thank you so much for your support. May your garden always bless you with abundance.

>>> Click here to leave your review on Amazon
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Plant

Basil

Broccoli

Cabbage

Carrots

Cilantro
Garlic
Green
Beans
Kale
Lettuce
Peas

Pumpkins

Spinach

Summer
Squash

‘Tomatoes

Zucchini

Season

Summer

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Fall

Spring/Summer

Fall/Winter

Spring/Fall

Spring

Summer

Spring/Fall

Summer

Spring/Summer

Summer

Plant Time

After last frost

After last frost or
mid-summer for
fall harvest

Early spring or
late summer for
fall harvest

Early spring or
fall

Early spring or
fall

Late fall

After last frost

Late summer or
early fall

Early spring or
late summer

As soon as soil
can be worked
After last frost

Early spring or
late summer

After last frost

After last frost

After last frost

Days to Maturity Notes

60—90

100—150

60—80

50—75

50—55

180—240

50—60

55—65

45—55

50—70

90—120

45—60

50—70

60—100

50—70

Prune to encourage bushy
growth. Prefers full sun.

Prefers cooler temperatures
and well-drained, fertile soil.

Plant in moist, fertile soil.
Space well.

Thin seedlings to prevent
crowding.

Bolts in hot weather. Harvest
leaves regularly.

Plant in well-drained soil.
Breaks dormancy in spring.

Direct sow in garden. Needs
full sun.

Very frost tolerant. Enrich soil
with compost.

Keep soil moist and cool.

Prefers cooler weather. Provide
support for climbing.

Needs lots of space. Mulch to
retain moisture.

Prefers cooler temperatures.
Keep soil moist.

Grow in well-drained soil;
harvest regularly to encourage
production.

Needs staking. Choose
varieties according to climate.

Grow in well-drained soil;
susceptible to mildew.
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Tool Type

Shovel

Pruning
Shears

Garden Hoe

Rake

‘Wheelbarrow

Ergonomic Design
Features

Curved handle,
lightweight materials,
foot platform for more
leverage

Rotating handle,
spring-action, nonslip
grip

Padded handle,
adjustable angle head

Ergonomically shaped
handle, lightweight
‘materials

Two-wheeled design
for stability, ergonomic
grip handles

Traditional
Design Features

Straight handle,
heavier,
traditional metal

Fixed handle,
manual
opening/closing,
standard grip

Fixed head and
handle, standard
grip

Long, straight
handle, heavier

Single wheel,
traditional
handles

Usage

Digging, moving
soil

Cutting branches,
pruning

Weeding, soil
aeration

Gathering leaves,
smoothing soil

Transporting
soil, plants,
garden debris

Benefits of Ergonomic
Tools

Reduces back strain,
easier to use for long
periods

Minimizes wrist and hand
strain, improves cutting
efficiency

Reduces back and
shoulder pain, allows for
natural posture

Eases wrist and arm
fatigue, more comfortable
for prolonged use

Reduces the effort needed
to balance, easier on the
back
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Pros Cons

Easy to assemble Costly upfront
Fits various spaces Durability varies
Customizable designs Pre-set sizes

Eco-friendly options available
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Part Dimensions Quantity
Sides Selected boards 8’ 2

Ends Selected boards 45” 2
Anchors 2’ sharpened to a point 4
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Sign Up Today!

Garden Success Kit

PLUS Early Access to My Upcoming Books

By subscribing to Garden View, you'll gain valuable early access to exclusive content
from my upcoming books, giving you a head start on the latest gardening wisdom. You'll
also receive special offers and inspiring insights from renowned gardeners who have
revolutionized the way we garden. Stay ahead, stay inspired, and grow with each
edition!
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Seed Type

Tomatoes

Peppers
Eggplants
Broccoli
Cauliflower
Kale
Lettuce
Cucumbers
Zucchini
Basil
Parsley
Cilantro

Start Indoors
(weeks before the last frost)

Sow/Transplant Date

March 04

February 19
February 19
March 04
March 04
March 04
March 04
March 18
March 18
March 04
February 05
March 18
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Part Dimensions Quantity
Sides 27x4”x 4 2
Top and Bottom 2”x4”x 8 2
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Natural Fertilizer
Cow Manure

Chicken Manure

Horse Manure

Sheep Manure

Compost

Fish Emulsion

Seaweed

Worm Castings

Bone Meal

Blood Meal

Green Manure

Application Methods
Direct Application, Tea

Composted, Tea

Direct Application, Tea

Direct Application, Tea

Direct Application, Top
Dressing

Liquid Feed

Tea, Powder

Tea, Direct Application

Direct Application

Direct Application

Incorporated into Soil

Benefits
Good all-purpose fertilizer
adds organic matter.

High in nitrogen,
phosphorus, and
potassium.

Adds organic matter, good
for soil structure.

High in nitrogen and
potassium.

Rich in nutrients, improves
soil structure and moisture
retention.

Fast-acting high in
nitrogen and phosphorus.

Rich in trace elements,
stimulates root
development.

Gentle on plants, improves
soil structure and microbial
activity.

High in phosphorus, good
for flowering plants and
root development.

High in nitrogen, speeds up
plant growth.

Improves soil fertility and
structure as plants
decompose.

Additional Notes
Must be composted to reduce
pathogens.

Very strong; should be
composted to avoid burning
plants.

Often contains weed seeds;
best if composted.

Less odor than other manures,
good for direct application.

Can be made at home from
kitchen and garden waste.

Strong odor; great for leafy
growth.

Low in NPK but great for
overall plant health.

Can be used in any stage of
plant growth.

Slow-release, lasts for months
in the soil.

Can burn plants if used
excessively; attracts animals.

Involves growing and then
tilling plants back into the soil.
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Pros

High nutrient content
Environmentally friendly
Convenient and ready to use

Cons

Higher cost

Quality can vary

Environmental cost of transport
May be hard to find
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Plant

Lettuce

Peas

Pumpkins

Spinach

Summer

Squash

Tomatoes

Zucchini

Season

Spring/Fall

Spring

Summer

Spring/Fall

Summer

Spring/Summer

Summer

Seasonal Planting Chart

Plant Time

Early spring
orlate
summer

As soon as
soil can be
worked

After last
frost

Early spring
or late
summer
After last
frost

After last
frost

After last
frost

Days to
Maturity

45-55

50-70

90-120

45-60

50-70

60-100

50-70

Notes

Keep soil moist
and cool.

Prefers cooler
weather. Provide
support for
climbing.

Needs lots of
space. Mulch to
retain moisture.
Prefers cooler
temperatures.
Keep soil moist.
Grow in
well-drained soil;
harvest regularly
to encourage
production.
Needs staking.
Choose varieties
according to
climate.

Grow in
well-drained soil;
susceptible to
mildew.

Companion
Plants
Radishes,
strawberries,
cucumbers
Carrots,
radishes, corn

Corn, beans
Strawberries,

peas, beans

Peas, beans, corn

Basil, marigold,
onions

Peas, beans, corn
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Material
Wood

Metal

Brick

Concrete

Plastic

Stone

Pros
Aesthetically
pleasing, easy
to work with,
natural

Durable, low
maintenance,
modern look

Extremely
durable, low
maintenance,
provides
thermal mass

Very durable,
versatile,
provides
excellent
support
Cost-effective,

versatile,
lightweight

Natural look,
highly

durable, low
maintenance

Cons Price Availability
Can rotor Low-Medium  High

attract pests

without proper

treatment, may

require

maintenance

Canbe Medium-High High
expensive, may

rust if not

properly treated

Expensive, High Medium
heavy, requires

skilled labor for

construction

Canbe Medium-High High
expensive,

heavy, may

require skilled

labor

Can degrade Low High
under UV light,

notas

environmentally

friendly

Expensive, High Medium
requires skilled

labor for

construction

Sustainabili
Medium (if
sustainably
sourced)

Low-Medium

Low

Medium

Durability
Medium

High

Very High

Very High

Medium

Very High
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Part
Sides
Ends
Bottom
Legs

Dimensions

5/4” x5 %" x 48”
5/47 x5V x21 %
¥ x 2’ x 4’ plywood
5/4” x 2 %7 x 29"

Quantity
4

4

1

8 (each corner has
two supports)
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Part
Long Sides

Short Sides

Legs

Bottom

Dimensions Quantity
Length of boards 2
based on your space.

See notes.

Length of boards 4
based on your space.

See notes.

Deck boards (1 %4”) 12
cut to 29” or desired
height and split to

make 3”wide legs.

34” plywood cut to 1
shape
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Plant
Lavender

Sunflower
Coneflower
Salvia
Foxglove

Zinnia
Bee Balm
Butterfly Bush

Catmint

Fuchsia

Attracts

Bees, Butterflies

Bees, Birds

Butterflies, Bees
Hummingbirds, Bees
Bees, Hummingbirds
Butterflies, Hummingbirds

Bees, Hummingbirds,
Butterflies

Butterflies
Bees, Butterflies

Hummingbirds

Flowering Time

June -August
June -September
June -October
May-September
June -September
June -August
June -September
June -September
May -September

June -October

Sun Requirement
Full Sun

Full Sun

Full Sun to Partial Shade
Full Sun to Partial Shade
Partial Shade

Full Sun

Full Sun

Full Sun
Full Sun to Partial Shade
Partial Shade to Full Shade
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Part
Long sides

Short sides

Anchors

Dimensions
Length of boards
based on your
space. See notes.
Length of boards
based on your
space. See notes.
1%“x3 %" x24”
sharpened to a
point on one end.

Quantity
2

6
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Plant

Basil

Broccoli

Cabbage

Carrots

Cilantro

Garlic

Green
Beans

Kale

Season

Summer

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Spring/Fall

Fall

Spring/Summer

Fall/Winter

Seasonal Planting Chart

Plant Time

After last
frost

After last
frost or
mid-summer
for fall
harvest
Early spring
orlate
summer for
fall harvest
Early spring
or fall

Early spring
or fall

Late fall

After last
frost

Late summer
or early fall

Days to
Maturity
60-90

100-150

60-80

50-75

50-55

180-240

50-60

55-65

Notes

Prune to
encourage bushy
growth. Prefers
full sun.

Prefers cooler
temperatures and
well-drained,
fertile soil.

Plant in moist,
fertile soil. Space
well.

Thin seedlings to

prevent crowding.

Bolts in hot
weather. Harvest
leaves regularly.
Plant in
well-drained soil.
Breaks dormancy
in spring.

Direct sow in
garden. Needs full
sun.

Very frost
tolerant. Enrich
soil with
compost.

Companion
Plants
‘Tomatoes,
peppers, oregano

Potatoes, celery,
dill

Tomatoes, celery,
dill

Peas, lettuce,
onions

‘Tomatoes, beans,
peas

Roses,
raspberries

Corn, squash

Beets, celery,
herbs
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Part Dimensions Quantity

Front and back 24” x 24” plywood 2
Bottom 24” x 24” plywood 1
Sides 24” x 22 '5” plywood 2
Corner Supports 17%7x3%"x24” 8
Floor supports 1%”x31%"x24” 2

(or 4” x 47, depending on
how high you want it.)





