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INTRODUCTION

SELF-SUFFICIENCY SUBURBAN STYLE

Most people think that to live a simple life, you have to quit your job, sell your house, and move to the boonies.

That’s a bunch of hooey.

When you reminisce about the “simpler” times, before the industrial revolution heralded in the age of convenience and consumerism, remember that not everyone lived on a farm. Consider the village blacksmith, the schoolteacher, and the general-store owner. Maybe some had a garden or some had chickens, but they lived in town and had jobs. The town cobbler wasn’t saying, “Boy, I need to get back to basics and quit making shoes. I need to move to the country and start farming so I can sustain myself.” These people lived simple, self-reliant lives within city limits.

And so can you.

Plenty of books out there will tell you how to thrive in the boonies: building cabins, digging wells, slaughtering your own meat, and growing grain. This book is not one of those. This book is about those simple-living behaviors that fit easily into a typical suburban neighborhood.
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Humans are makers. We always have been. We look at our environment and build, mix, or cobble what we need. But presently we don’t need to make much, and when we do make something, it’s as a hobby not a necessity. We’ve lost touch with that take-care-of-yourself-ness that people had before discount megamarts.

Make one batch of lotion or soap and see how good you feel. It’s like having super-powers. That sense of confidence and accomplishment is what years of comfort have taken away from us.

Again, there are plenty of books out there about remaking your universe from little more than tree sap, birch bark, and a can-do attitude. That lifestyle will certainly give you back your sense of self-reliance, and make no mistake, we think those books are cool, but this just isn’t one of them.

Remember the village schoolteacher we talked about? There’s plenty of empowerment to be had within the town limits. We’re not advocating going whole hog, but we are advocating filling that little need we all have to stay in touch with our resourceful side. It’s about finding what we’ve lost, having fun, and stopping when you’ve had enough.

Page through this book and learn how things are made. Then try your hand at a few. Don’t worry about screwing it up. We sure have. And none of this stuff is carved in stone. Sure, we tested and re-tested the recipes for you, but we don’t know everything, yet. So, jump in! If something doesn’t work out, blame us and try something else.

You don’t have to go as far as we have, raising plants and egg-laying hens, but try making a fruit roll-up or some mayo. You’ll never get over the sense of accomplishment you get when you make something with your own two hands out of stuff around the house. Did you know that you can make a Pop-Tart? Deanna found a recipe online just the other day. Amazing!


There’s a good, wholesome sense of empowerment and grown-up-ness that comes with being able to create from scratch something you previously thought was hatched in a store.



We sincerely hope that this book does several things for you:

• First, that you, like us, have that wonderful, “you-can-really-make-that-stuff?” experience. There’s a childlike joy in finding out that things aren’t born in boxes.

• Second, that you find at least three things in here that can become part of your life and give you the satisfaction of having made something yourself.

• And finally, most of all, we hope this book gives you a greater sense of power and control over your world.

There’s something comforting in knowing that we’ve equipped ourselves to look at our environment and, out of it, make something we want or need. That training reassures us that if we were in a crisis or dropped on a desert island—or that zombie apocalypse Deanna’s husband keeps practicing for on the Xbox ever happens—we’d be better prepared to function.

So why go self-sufficient suburban style?

Superpowers.

Fine. Family health and superpowers.
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WHY SIMPLE LIVING IN THE SUBURBS?
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Getting back to basics is just plain good for you! In this chapter, we’ll outline some of the million reasons why you should try it, and we’ll address some of the most common objections. We’ll tell you why it’s great for your body, your soul, and your planet, and why it’s all possible right in the middle of the burbs.

 

It’s Good for the Body

HOMEGROWN PRODUCE IS HIGH IN NUTRITION AND FLAVOR

DAISYMy five-year-old and her faithful two-year-old shadow (her sister) stood at the edge of the fall mesclun bed, eyeballing it hesitantly.

I confess, I can be a tiny bit, shall we say … maniacal when it comes to children in the vegetable garden. Give ’em an inch and they take a mile. Or, more accurately, they will plow in the dirt like giant groundhogs and decimate an entire crop. I’ve had to lay down ground rules, so the older one knows to ask first.

“Can we have some?” she inquired politely.

This is a normal suburban child, not some alien wunderkind from Planet Whole Foods. I’m saying this kid knows how to pry open a SnackPak and how to pop open a bag of chips.

“Of course,” I answered. “Have as much as you like.” How many mixed salad greens could people whose combined age is lower than my ring size possibly eat? I reminded them how to pick leaves without pulling up the entire plant (a hard-won lesson), and went about my business.

The next day, as I prepared to water the garden, I stared in alarm at an entire four-foot row of arugula, mixed mustards, oakleaf lettuce, and kale. It was nibbled down to stubs. Rabbits? Ravenous caterpillars?

Then I remembered. Rug rats.

My babies ate about a pound of fresh-as-it-gets, organically grown leafy greens straight up.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. They’re fascinated by the vegetable garden. It has so much of their favorite things: dirt, dirt, more dirt, blossoms, bugs, watering wands, and stuff growing in it that you can eat! Who cares that it’s vegetables? It’s out there in the yard! You pick it yourself!
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It’s not just my kids. Experts have compared the eating habits of children receiving garden-based nutrition education with that of kids getting classroom-only nutrition education. The group who got the hands-on learning increased their fruit, vegetable, fiber, and vitamins A and C intake significantly compared to the classroom-only group.

Seeing it, feeling it, smelling it, tasting it—that’s how you get comfortable with something and learn to accept it as a part of your life. This is so important because the habits children pick up early on impact their eating patterns throughout their lives.
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Another reason my kids will plow through the garden, metaphorical fork in hand, is that the food tastes so good. Homegrown, particularly organically homegrown, produce is fresher, sweeter, and more delicious than much of what ends up in the supermarket. The varieties of veggies and fruits available in supermarkets are selected for their ability to withstand shipping and handling over long distances, and not for their taste or texture. Heirloom vegetables and fruit are famously delectable while having a shorter shelf life, so you’ll have a hard time finding them in your major-chain grocery store.

When you grow your own, you can choose from a breathtaking breadth of succulent, colorful, and even whimsical cultivars, no matter how poorly they perform when packed into eighteen-wheelers and shipped across the country. When you grow them yourself, they’ll only need to travel from your backyard to your kitchen, or from the little chubby hand of a toddler to his mouth.

DIRT IS GOOD FOR YOU

I heard the noise first. It sounded like a road grader was scraping the asphalt off the driveway. I looked out the kitchen window and saw that it was my kids, pulling each other across the rough pavement in one of the recycling bins to which I’ve attached a rope.

Cute, right?

Until you know it’s the same recycling bin that doubles as a tote I use to haul horse manure from a nearby horse stable to my compost pile.

This started me thinking about the unconventional twist on my family’s suburban lifestyle. On the surface, our home is a normal house on a normal street in a suburban bedroom community. Scratch that surface, though, and you’ll find some differences. In the backyard, every jot and tittle of sun space is taken up by a raised-bed vegetable-and-herb garden. Beyond the garden, eight fluffy-bottomed hens peck and scratch and make addictively relaxing cooing sounds as they search for treasure (bugs) in the chicken yard. In the far corner, behind a shed, about forty thousand honeybees conduct their mysterious apian business in a homemade beehive. Fig and peach trees push and shove the blueberry and blackberry bushes for the last of the sunny spots. I haul manure in recycling bins in the back of my car. And, apparently, I let my kids play in the bins.
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As I watched them through the window I had a brief thought of putting an end to their fun, but then I got over it. While I won’t go so far as to say a little horse poop never hurt anybody, it, well, it never hurt anybody.

I had, of course, rinsed it out—I think—but if the scientists are right, I shouldn’t have. The number of people with allergies and autoimmune disorders is going up, and some point the finger of blame at our overly scrubbed and sanitized lives.

Our immune systems aren’t getting the same early training they once received when we were all “down on the farm,” and now our bodies don’t know how to act. Early exposure to germs and allergens teaches our immune reactions how best to protect us from actual germs while ignoring dust, pollen and other harmless irritants.
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In short, dirt can be good for you. As a parent of small children, let me tell you how that makes me feel. It’s like the authorities have declared that eating a pint of Häagen-Dazs dulce de leche ice cream while spending all day in your pajamas is the secret to a long and prosperous life. It’s like the international consortium on perfect parenting decreed that permitting my two-year-old to sit on the kitchen counter and eat leftover gorgonzola cheese dressing out of a bowl with her hands is the apex of responsible child rearing.

Dirt is good for people? Yep, especially kids, and the younger they get dirty, the better. When I heard about these studies, in addition to the excitement described above, I felt confusion. I’d always been warned to wash my hands clear down to the nub fifty times a day. I’ve watched disinfectant commercials with germy animations that made me want to seal my family up in a bubble. I’ve been told to bleach this and boil that, to wrap my infants in cocoons of sterility until their early twenties, at least.

Now they say early exposure to dirt promotes a robust immune system and gives protection against allergies, Type 1 diabetes, multiple sclerosis, irritable bowel syndrome, Crohn’s disease, asthma, and even heart disease and Alzheimer’s. Farm kids exposed to rural dust, including manure, were less allergic than their non-farm counterparts. Holy mackerel.

I may be doing my kids a favor by letting them play in the manure/recycling bin. I’m relieved. And not just because I won’t be subjected to their tortured howls if I have to tell them to get out of it. It means my off-the-beaten-path lifestyle as a suburban homesteading pioneer has one more thing to recommend it.

REAL WORK KEEPS DAISY FROM BICYCLING IN CIRCLES

An acquaintance once told me, “The biggest result of the Industrial Revolution is that we all got fat. Machines do for us what we used to do for ourselves, and oddly, for us to remain healthy, all of that effort and sweat we no longer use to feed, clothe, and shelter ourselves must be replaced. So we go to the gym.” I have to agree.
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The gym is one solution. The other is turning back the clock a bit, here and there, to pre-Industrial-Revolution practices so you can skip the gym membership entirely.

I am not a fan of regimented exercise. Put me on a workout schedule and I rebel. I refuse to stay on the schedule, and the guilt over broken promises to myself and to my cardiovascular system is crippling. However, give me some hard labor that involves composting, weeding, or animal care, and I have to be dragged away from it. It has an immediate, tangible purpose. You can work for hours and then stand back and look at what you’ve done.

Gathering manure in those recycling bins is not a shabby way to spend an afternoon (contrary to how it sounds), and it gives you a heck of a work out. The horses watch me dubiously as I make my way around the pasture, pulling my bin behind me from patty to patty, scooping with a flat-bladed shovel. I collect all I can, so the bins are impossibly heavy by the time I’m ready to lift them into the car.

I could get this good of a workout at the gym, but it wouldn’t have the side effect of gargantuan organic Swiss chard and tomatoes the size of cantaloupes. And, I can’t pay a fitness center in jars of homemade pickles, which is how I compensate the owner of the horses for use of their manure.

Deanna doesn’t share my manure obsession, but you’ll never catch her in a gym either. Her most common form of exercise is animal chasing. She has wonderful fences, but curious children, so the animals get released—often. She’s forever chasing chickens around the yard to get them back in the coop, pinning reluctant goats between her knees to file their hooves, and chronically moving her hay pile from here to there, to there, and to there (she’s yet to find a permanent spot she likes).

She’s a dirt-mover, too, and constantly changing her mind about where she wants things in her yard. She digs up the flowerbeds and replaces them with strawberry patches. When the Bermuda grass invades the strawberries to the point that she can’t weed them in a week of Sundays, she mows it all down and replants something shrubby.

And she’s never had the same garden twice. One year it was four boxes here; the next year twelve boxes over there; then the next year she dug it all up for a 40’ × 40’ (12m × 12m) row garden. She burns a lot of calories that way.

Now we’re not saying that our bodies couldn’t use a few good walks around the neighborhood each week, but back-to-basics living certainly isn’t your typical sedentary American lifestyle.

Good for the Soul

GARDENING + ANIMAL CARE = HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

I wish I had a blood pressure cuff to capture empirically what I know instinctively to be true: Gardening chills me out.

When I walk into the garden, the rest of the world hops back. Even if I’ve been feeling just a skosh homicidal, I can let it go amongst the vegetation. All that matters is the fresh, wee sprouts, standing at attention in the rich soil as if impressed by their own greenness. All I can think about is which plant is looking gorgeous today, which one looks like it could use a drink, and which one just had half its peppers eaten off by a hornworm.

I examine each bed, every plant, amazed. One of the things that astounds me most is how much time I can waste staring at the same doggone plants day after day, month after month. It’s phenomenal. What is going on with me? Just about everything else bores me eventually.

If you haven’t started growing food yet, but are about to, consider this your fair warning. Start buying presentable pajamas and house shoes with hard-wearing soles. The vegetables will whisper to you while you are enjoying your morning tea, “We’ve been growing all night. Remember that water you gave us yesterday? Mmm, it was so good we’re extra plump and green and our blossoms are all bursting open.”

Before you know it, you’re out there pawing though the cucumber vines to count the bristly baby cukes with mulch clinging to your fuzzy slippers and your robe waving open to your neighbors in the morning breeze.

It’s magic. So what if your arms are itchy and the neighbors now know your unseemly affinity for SpongeBob SquarePants night wear? The okra is in bloom and their blossoms outshine the most fanciful gowns ever to grace a red carpet. There are white eggplants suspended like giant pearl earrings beneath broad, velvety leaves damp with dew. The air smells like dill and humus and the gardener’s aphrodisiac: tomato leaves.

Leave it to the scientists, not content with poetic hyperbole like me, to conduct research on man’s relationship with his bit of ground. No surprise here, gardening correlates with emotional well-being, stress relief, resilience, and a sense of achievement. The benefits of the physical activity of gardening as well as its mental and emotional advantages form a whole greater than the sum of its parts. Add to this garden a few hens to fuss over or a pair of busybody goats and you’ve got something else entirely to focus on other than your own navel.
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It’s enough to make the most type-A personality take it down a notch. I’m not promising you can toss all your mood prescriptions in the bin, but maybe, just maybe, the FBI can slide you down a little lower on its watch list.

BACK-TO-BASICS BRING THE FAMILY TOGETHER

DEANNAEvery summer, when I was a child, my siblings and I spent a week at my Pop and Gran’s house while my parents attended the annual conference for my father’s job. In those days, Pop and Gran still grew a great deal of their own food. They hunted, fished, and made all kinds of things from scratch.

One of my fondest memories is of sitting around with them snapping pole beans for canning. It wasn’t an activity Gran had made up for us to do together; it was necessary work—just a part of having a bountiful garden. The beans all came in at the same time, so there were bags and bags of them to string and snap.

I also loved collecting squash with Pop and pulling up peanuts and picking blackberries together. These weren’t idle five-minute (or even fifteen-minute) activities. It took ages.

And when my parents came back on Friday, there was always a fish fry, so during the week, there was plenty of fishing to be done. We had to help prepare the meal simply because we were there. Pop cleaned, cut, and battered the fish we caught. Gran fried the fillets. And the children made the hush puppies.

My grandparents passed away years ago, but I’ve never once thought, I wish I’d spent some “quality time” with them. All the time we spent together was quality time. Turning back the dial a bit on the “progress” meter eliminates the need for scheduled family time. Family time is what happens when Mom is up to her eyeballs in zucchini and everyone has to pitch in.

At my house, the same thing happens when we dig the sweet potatoes, pick the strawberries, take the goats out to “pasture” in the front yard or when it’s time to trim hooves and clip the chickens’ wings. It’s a big job, so we do it together.

Way back in the days before big-box stores, our lives revolved around food, clothing, and shelter. The entire family worked together to meet these needs, taking care of family quality time along the way. Whether it was tearing up scraps for the next quilt or shucking a field of corn, the family worked together to get it done.

It sounds silly to say that it’s time our lives got back to revolving around food (that’s exactly what the talk shows are telling us not to do, right?), but that seems to be what humans are made for. I can hear you say, “But, we’re Americans! Aren’t we meant for something more important?”

True, taking the long way around to provide our basic needs may not be the flashiest deal on the planet, but lots of really important things happen during those chores. On his deathbed, no one says, “I wish I’d kept up more with current events.” People always wish for more time with family. If you want to go to sleep each night thinking, If I were told I’d die tonight, I wouldn’t change anything about this day, try getting back to basics. Simple living is family togetherness.

BUILD YOUR SELF-RELIANCE

I used to think that pretty much everything delicious or useful was born in a factory. These things were closely guarded magic formulas, like the Colonel’s eleven herbs and spices. You couldn’t make shampoo or croutons! And even if you did, homemade couldn’t be as good, or why would anyone buy it from a store?

The truth is, there’s an unconscious, uncomfortable helplessness that comes with relying on corporations and factories for everything. And when you figure out a way not to rely on the system to survive, something deep inside you is nourished. I’ve yet to met anyone who didn’t get a power high from eating green beans they grew themselves or from scrubbing up with homemade soap.

Let me illustrate: Back in the Civil War, Daisy’s great-great grandmother’s farm was burnt to the ground, and she and her family lived under an oak tree for several months. Grammy Siskin wasn’t specially trained in survival skills, but she knew how to survive nonetheless. She and her eldest son walked twenty-two miles to get wheat from one of the few fields that hadn’t been destroyed by the war. They harvested it by hand, and threshed out two bushels of grain by beating it against a rail. To make the boiled wheat palatable, she managed to get salt by boiling the dirt floor of the destroyed smokehouse.

In 2002, we had a storm of straight-line winds in our area. Locals called it Hurricane Elvis. We were without electricity for two weeks. After the panic settled, I felt a general irritation at our helplessness. Lots of folks went to the big-box hardware stores and bought generators. But, I kept thinking about Daisy’s great-great grandmother. I had ten times more than she had under that oak tree: a home, running water, plumbing, a car, stores full of food—but somehow I was helpless. I was more educated, but somehow much less able to take care of myself. I did cook dinner in the fireplace while my neighbors went out to eat every day, so I knew that I wasn’t quite as helpless as some. But Great-great-grandma would have been ashamed of me!

Now, we’re not advocating becoming like Daisy’s great-great-grandmother (if that’s what you’re looking for, you’ll need to contact our friends the Survivalists), but it appeals to something at a primal level in all of us suburbanites to be able to make something out of our environment with our own two hands.

SIMPLE LIVING REALLY IS EASIER

People think back to basics is so much work! Right now, when you’re in lazy mode, you probably say something like this: “I don’t feel like cooking from scratch. Let’s buy a frozen pizza.”

As you get back to basics, you’ll discover your idea of cutting corners, or being lazy, shifts. You’ll be able to say, “I don’t feel like going to the store today. We’re having fresh eggs and broccoli from the garden.” You won’t need to go to the store because you’ll have fresh food from your garden on hand.

When you become less dependent on big-box stores, you find that visiting them is so tiresome that you’ll put off that trip as long as possible. You’ll start thinking, What do I have around the house that will do the trick so I don’t have to deal with all those lines? Making something from scratch or “making do” with something less convenient is so much easier!

Good for the Planet

There’s nothing like simple living to reduce your trash-day contribution to the landfill. The goats and chickens eat every leftover, every vegetable end, every banana peel. The only thing we don’t feed the chickens is chicken. Not that they won’t eat it—it just grosses me out. But if it doesn’t bother you, every single food item can disappear and turn into eggs.

Even if you don’t choose to have animals, all your vegetable ends and banana peels will be in the compost pile or the garden. Every lawn clipping and fallen leaf (I don’t have these because of the goats) goes, too. All your paper and pizza boxes can go in as well. Or it can all go in your mulch beds as fertilizer and weed blankets. I think every box from last Christmas ended up in the front flowerbeds, and with three kids and three sets of grandparents, that’s a lot of cardboard.

Once you start cooking real food from scratch more often, you’ll encounter less packaging of every kind. Flour sacks and fruit peels? It’s just not the same as the mountain of cardboard, layers of plastic wrap, and unrecyclable little foil bags that conventional snacking and pre-made meals create.

And heaven forbid you start canning! No more rinsing for the recycling man? No peeling labels? No BPA? It’s mind-boggling.

When you’re used to being self-reliant, you’ll realize that you don’t need to replace every convenience item you own. You’ll find substitutions. My slow cooker died, so now I use a big pot. My teapot died, so I boil water in a small cooking pot. My yogurt maker died, so I use a bowl on a heating pad. My bread maker and dehydrator died, so I use the oven. My microwave died, so I use my toaster oven (which I will totally replace when it dies. It’s the most useful gadget I own).
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So not only is there no packaging or far-flung shipping for my bread, yogurt, dried fruit, and more, there’s also no packaging or future disposal for all the convenience contraptions.

Maybe you won’t be as crazy as we are, but just remember, the simpler you live, the greener you get.

SIMPLE LIVING: COMING TO A TOWN NEAR YOU

The town of Mouscron, Belgium, population 53,000, had a problem. Their community received a bill for $15,000 for going over their landfill waste allowance for 2004—not good for an already tight budget. Residents put their heads together and devised a plan for reducing the average amount of household waste. Part of that plan involved, of all things, chickens.

The city offered a pair of hens to each household that would agree to keep them for a minimum of two years and feed them kitchen and yard waste.

It’s estimated that one chicken can consume about 330 pounds of green waste in a year. This waste is converted into about two hundred eggs and, of course, manure, about forty-pounds worth that can be used to fertilize garden soil.

To date, residents of Mouscron have adopted 150 pairs of chickens. That’s three hundred chickens with the combined potential of consuming up to 100,000 pounds of waste. That’s also sixty thousand eggs and twelve thousand pounds of fertilizer.

Chebeaugue Island, Maine, had a similar problem. As an island, removing the community’s waste uses up a large chunk of the local budget. In this case, a private, grassroots effort arose to help free up part of the budgeted waste-removal money to better spend it on the island’s residents and businesses. Using a five hundred dollar grant, salvaged materials, and volunteer labor, residents built compost bins and located them on donated land. The organizers have a common drop-off point for donations of waste and also visit participating residents twice a week for pickups. They plan to expand the program in the future by conducting composting education workshops and by spreading the success of their program to other area islands.

The small town of Collierville, Tennessee, has a reputation as a prosperous suburban community. But like most places, many of its residents have been hard-hit by tough economic circumstances. The local free-food pantry was doing a brisk business, but something was missing: fresh produce. Local master gardeners decided to meet this need by beginning the Collierville Victory Garden to serve as a source for fresh vegetables for the pantry as well as a site for community gardening education. Located behind a church, the garden is operated by teams of volunteers. To date, the garden has yielded almost ten thousand pounds of fresh produce for donation to those in need, and served as an example of urban gardening for area schoolchildren.

These are just three small examples. Whether city-organized and subsidized or privately funded and run, diverse sustainable programs are taking root across the world. From the micro level (composting your own kitchen waste, starting a small garden) or a community level (city-wide composting and gardening education, for example), it’s worth the effort.

If you’re thinking, My neighborhood tells me what colors I can paint my shutters. There’s no way they’re going to sit still while I get all sustainable over here, you may be right. It depends in good measure on how you do it, what you choose to do, and how progressive the powers that be are willing to be.

There’s a delicate balance to these issues, and that’s where we want to help: Balance.

Seriously, In the Suburbs? Yes!

DEANNAYou may agree with everything you’ve read so far, but you still may be thinking there’s no way you can pull off this simple, sustainable life where you currently live. You think you need land! That’s what everyone said. Get out of the burbs! You need acres! Like we were the reverse Beverly Hillbillies.

Our answer is no! We like it here. We like being surrounded by people. We like that when the toddler escapes, we know he’s in the neighbor’s garage. We like our postage-stamp-sized front yards and our privacy fences and our police departments with under-two-minute response times. We like that we can be as weird as we want and still get to Chili’s in under five minutes. I’ll make roast chicken and gravy and biscuits and fried green tomatoes for dinner … oh, shoot. Let’s just have a pizza delivered! See? That’s awesome.

We don’t dig wells, and we’re not reclaiming acres of land. But we get back to the land—it’s just tiny, well-groomed, two-minutes-from-Target land. And it still counts! Don’t let the naysayers fool you. You can totally be back-to-basics and drive a pimped-out minivan. We do.

SIMPLE LIVING WON’T TAKE OVER YOUR LIFE

DAISYI promise you, readers, there is no law that says you have to give up your fine-tuned grooming habits to hang with the simple-living lifestyle. Gentlemen, you don’t have to grow Grizzly Adams beards. Ladies, you don’t need to stop shaving your underarms.

You don’t have to forswear impractical shoes, except while actually gardening. You don’t have to convert your wardrobe to 100 percent hemp. You don’t have to look any different at all. Your house and yard don’t need to undergo any extreme upheavals. The neighbors won’t have any concerns about lowered property values or wonder if you’ve joined a cult.

While we’re not talking about a complete lifestyle change, here are some of the things we are talking about:

• You can grow a few vegetables in pots on the patio or plant a pretty herb garden in containers or a landscaping bed.

• Plant a small raised-bed garden and grow some of that mesclun that’s so pricey at the supermarket.

• The next time a photinia shrub dies, and it will, replace it with a dwarf fruit tree or a blueberry bush. Think edible when it comes time to plant for privacy or beauty around your house.

You can go green under your kitchen sinks and vanity sinks, too. All those household cleaners can be replaced with a few simple concoctions made from nontoxic, everyday ingredients. When your infant learns to crawl, you can concentrate your baby-proofing efforts on keeping her away from dangers to your walls such as crayons, rather than Formula 409, because you won’t have any chemical cleaners in the house.

You can take care of your skin with a few things you stir up at home instead of what you buy at the drugstore. Do packages that promise shea butter, essential oils, and avocado oil seduce you? Instead of buying premade products that contain only hints of these attractive ingredients, make them yourself entirely out of those things, and, as a bonus, you can leave out the cocktail of unpronounceable and potentially harmful chemicals.
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You can make your own pantry basics, including mustard and mayo, jams, pickles, vanilla extract, and Tabasco sauce. Then you’ll know exactly what’s in the condiments you’re eating and you can adjust the flavors to suit your family’s preferences and nutritional requirements. (As an added bonus, you may feel a tad bit superior to those who eat store-bought pantry staples.)

Finally, if you want to stick your toe just over the edge, consider a few laying hens or a couple of miniature goats as productive pets. Yes, this may raise a few eyebrows, but it’s getting more and more mainstream all the time. After all, keeping wolf descendants and tiny tigers probably seemed extreme at one point in human history, but it caught on eventually (and your cat or dog thanks your ancestors).

YOU CAN STILL HOST A BARBECUE

Aside from the fact that my children sometimes use sidewalk chalk to draw rainbows all over the siding, the front of my house doesn’t look any different from any other normal house.

The idea of sustainability and simple living in the suburbs (and even in urban areas) can evoke images of rooftop meadows and cornfields in front yards, but it doesn’t have to be that way. You can keep things neat, simple, and completely camouflaged.

You can have the neighborhood association president over and open up the patio for grilling and chewing the fat without worrying about the Code Enforcement Officer knocking on your door the next day.

In fact, edible gardening can be downright gorgeous. I have a friend with a stunning heirloom red okra plant next to the lantana at her mailbox. It’s beautiful and blends in perfectly, adding texture, color, and form while looking right at home (plus it makes a delicious addition to gumbo!).

Herbs beg to be shown off. Rosemary grows to shrub size in many climates. The soft, green-gray leaves of sage are pettable, pretty, and so much tastier than its ornamental cousin salvia. Why not plant the edible instead? Lavender can’t be beat for ornamental value and it adds a perfume-like pizzazz to many dishes as well as fragrant crafts. Salad greens can look spectacular in pots and tidy beds. Strawberries are adorable spilling over onto walkways. The list goes on and on. We’ll show you how to do it and how to make it both pretty and delicious.

Ah, but what about those chickens you keep talking about? Poop everywhere! The crowing! And the goats, they’ll decimate your yard, right?

It takes careful planning and the right accommodations to make this work, just like with any household pets. But, chicken houses are some of the cutest structures I’ve ever seen. They can rival the snazziest playhouses and garden sheds for those who want to make the effort or the investment, and even the simplest and most basic versions can be trim and elegant. They can be kept hygienically, and because you need only hens for eggs, and not roosters, there’ll be no crowing at the crack of dawn.

If you ever decide to go as far as goats, they need good fences, like wily dogs. Unlike dogs, however, they won’t drive the neighbors berserk with their barking, and they won’t chase the mailman. They don’t dig out, can’t bite, and they don’t produce anything that sticks to the bottom of a shoe.

So whether you plant one pot of strawberries or choose to go all out with the works, it’s doable with planning and an eye toward consideration for your neighbors and your own family members. From small steps to larger undertakings, we’ll show you step by step how you can do it and still remain on good terms with your community.

Low Cost, Low Commitment

DEANNAI saw a bumper sticker yesterday that read Please spay and neuter your pets. It had cat and dog paw prints on it. Let me tell you, you’re never going to see a bumper sticker advising you to sterilize goats and chickens. Why is that? It’s because baby goats and chicks are cash money to anyone who knows what they can do. If you get a puppy and change your mind, it’s the pound or a rescue and tons of guilt. If you try baby chicks and goats and change your mind, put them up on Craigslist for twenty bucks and they’ll be gone before lunch. The same is true for rabbits, bees, or any other typical farm-type baby animal. If you don’t go for eye-candy pedigree versions, all you’ll be out is the gas it took to get them to your house and maybe a bag of food.

Gardening is low commitment, too. It’s stirred up dirt fertilized with trash. As long as you don’t build raised beds from gold or get lassoed in by the expensive, bagged, organic dirt, it costs almost nothing. And if you hate it, just ignore it for a few months and it turns back into a well-fertilized lawn. No sweat. At worst, you’ll be out some elbow grease.

Composting, unless you bought one of those unnecessary fancy contraptions, costs nothing. It’s just a glorified pile of trash. If you decide to quit, it will flatten out as it decomposes (a trait that depresses us avid composters) and disappears in no time.

In short, simple living is simple. It shouldn’t involve expensive equipment, special tools, or fancy contraptions. This is how pioneers lived when they had no stores, so it shouldn’t cost much of anything. If you abandon it, it just turns back into what it was—just as the land did when pioneers moved somewhere else. There’s no negative impact.

It’s not like taking up car rebuilding. Hobbies that are based on manufactured items take up useful space. Simple living makes space useful.

You can, of course go broke stuffing your cabinets with gadgets if you like. Yogurt makers, bread makers, dehydrators, soymilk makers, herb kits, shitake logs, seeders, spreaders, greenhouses, I bought all these things in the beginning. Now, I use almost none of them. You need no gadgets to go simple. Don’t get suckered in.

But don’t you need some things? Yes, eventually. Eventually the chicks and goats get too big for the dog kennel and may need a real fence and real houses. The same is true for kitchen gadgets. I’ve said to myself about twenty times now, “This carrot peeler just isn’t making skinny zucchini noodles like I want. I wish there was something else out there.” So I put a ten-dollar julienne slicer gadget on my Amazon wish list.

The time to buy is after you’ve settled into your simple life and know your challenges and your commitment level, not in the beginning when you’re feeling it all out. Get an idea of what you like and what you struggle with, then make purchases that will enhance your experiences or help you solve a problem. After twenty tries, you may decide that the slow-cooker method of yogurt making just doesn’t give you the results you want. If that’s the case, then go buy a yogurt maker.

Simple living is a lifestyle change, but it’s an inexpensive one. Try it. If you hate it, quit! No risk. Most cases, you’ve only wasted calories and a little effort.
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I GREW IT MYSELF! OR, BUT YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND, I KILL EVERYTHING
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Gardening is central to back-to-basics living. There’s nothing like growing something in your yard and eating it at dinner (even if you grow only one basil plant in a spot where another plant died last year). Entire books exist on gardening, and it can seem a daunting hobby, but never fear. We’re too lazy for an all-consuming hobby. Gardening truly is a trial-and-error process.

 

Daisy and I find that each gardener has both strengths and catastrophic weaknesses. I can grow the mess out of squash, sweet potatoes, basil, strawberries, and asparagus. Daisy could feed a third-world country with her lettuce, greens, and tomato crops. My friend Missy has the gift of green beans, peas, and okra. And we all live within twenty minutes of each other, so climate isn’t the answer.

Just get me near a tomato plant and it fails. And Daisy, well, she can’t grow squash. She’s tried foil, organics, companion planting, and once even wrapped the entire bed in white tulle, but no luck with squash (except that time she set out to grow red potatoes in a trash can and ended up with butternut squash in there instead. That’s still a mystery.) And, none of us can grow carrots! We know only one gal in our area who can get decent carrots. We don’t know how she does it. I say she’s made a pact with the devil and waters them with babies’ tears.

So, don’t worry about killing things. We’ve all done it. And we’ll all do it again this year. Just remember that there will always be some plant you can’t do anything with and others that you can grow better than anyone you know. That’s why God invented trading.

This chapter will teach you what you need to know to grow some food in a container or a raised bed. If you really get into the details of it, then we’ll give you a list of those wonderful exhaustive gardening books that make us tired.

Let’s Start With Dirt, You Can’t Kill That

COMPOST: TO BUY OR TO MAKE?

DAISYIf you’re going to garden, you need to have compost. You have two choices for obtaining compost: You can buy it or you can make it.

Compost is sold at nurseries, home-improvement stores and discount stores. When you buy compost, it’s typically harvested from a single source, which could be cows or chickens or mushrooms. This single source limits the amount of nutrients in the compost.

Homemade compost comes from numerous sources—coffee grounds, yard waste, peels and ends from every vegetable you’ve eaten in the last year, chunks of plants you grew last year—so it will have a billion different nutrients. For that reason, homemade compost is much richer and more effective than store-bought. However, you can mimic the richness of homemade compost by mixing different kinds of store-bought composts.


If at First You Don’t Succeed

[image: ] The first vegetable-plant murder that occurred in my yard was an accident. Daisy was digging my very first garden. I was eight months pregnant with my first child. So out of the kindness of her heart, Daisy agreed to do the work for me. She lugged bags of compost. She dug in the soil amendments. She was the one sweating. I’d shopped. I’d ordered a fancy set of tomato and pepper plants from a magazine. One of each flavor. And then it happened.

“I think I snapped its neck,” Daisy said as she examined a tomato seedling she’d just transplanted. That was the first of many plants that died that year. Daisy was responsible for only one. I killed the rest with my typical feast-or-famine attention span. Drown them one day, drought them for a fortnight. I never fed them, and I was lazy about staking. Out of twenty-four tomatoes, bell peppers, hot peppers, lettuces, and I can’t remember what else, only the hot peppers survived to produce fruit.

You likely have high hopes for your first garden, and that’s a good thing. Maybe you’ll have great success with everything you plant. If not, don’t give up on the idea of gardening. Try to identify what went wrong and work to fix those mistakes next year, or try different plants next season. Keep trying until you find something you can grow with success.

 




What Goes in the Compost Pile?

While you can put a lot of waste in a compost pile, there are a few limitations. A quick rule of thumb is no meat or dairy and no waste from carnivorous animals. This type of waste will introduce harmful bacteria to the pile and kill off all the good bacteria that turn the waste into usable soil. Here’s a list of good and bad things for your pile.

 



	GOOD
	BAD



	yard waste (minus dog poo)
	any kind of meat



	fruits and veggies
	any kind of dairy



	paper, newspaper
	veggies cooked with meat or dairy



	plain cardboard
	cat, dog, and human feces



	coffee filters and grounds
	magazines/glossy print pages



	tea bags



	chicken, goat, cow, horse manure




 



How to Improve Store-Bought Compost

1. Buy six different kinds of compost in any varieties you can find—mushroom, chicken, cotton burr, cow, etc. You need only one bag of each variety.

2. For small jobs, mix a shovel full of each type of compost in a bucket.

3. For larger jobs, pour the entire contents of each bag on one end of a tarp and roll the compost to the other side of the tarp by lifting the heavy end. This rolling will mix all of the composts together.

How to Make Compost

Homemade compost is really just a glorified pile of trash. There’s a science behind it involving moisture, temperature, and ratios, but you don’t need to understand the science to have a successful compose pile that produces piles of rich soil.

1. In your yard, pick a spot for your compost that’s not too far away from the back door or you’ll never hike out there to dump your stuff.

2. Decide if you want a container or just a pile. (We’ll show you how to make containers in the next section.)

3. Into your pile dump all your yard leaves, vegetable ends, grass and shrub clippings, and basically anything that was once a plant. You can also add paper, plain cardboard, black-and-white newspaper, manure from grazing animals (herbivores), tea bags, and coffee grounds. Your only limitations are no meat, dairy, or products from the back ends of cats, dogs, and people.

That’s it, just three easy steps. You can collect your kitchen waste in a bucket and dump it once a day or dump it after every meal. Nature will take care of the rest.


Daisy, the Curb Robber

[image: ]On my walk this morning, I crossed the road to check out some prime yard-waste bags down the street. Finely mown grass and shredded leaves packed hard into super-sized clear plastic bags. I wanted them. I felt a longing mixed with a whiff of fear that I wouldn’t find the time to get over there with my station wagon and claim them before the garbage trucks came to take them away.

Sure, I felt a little weird, pulling up and stuffing other people’s garbage tightly into the back of my vehicle until no more would fit. I pictured the lady of the house sitting at her kitchen table, coffee mug paused halfway to her lips, mouth agape, as she watched me make off with her lawn clippings, but it was worth it.

Here are some things that make a particularly good haul:

• clear bags so you know what’s in them

• bags of grass from neighbors who you know don’t have dogs (poo grass is yuck and introduces harmful bacteria to your compost)

• bags of small leaves or leaves that have been shredded by a mulching mower

• bags of pine needles, which make wonderful free mulch for garden paths

• discarded windows to put over raised beds for a mini greenhouse

• shrub and tree clippings (if you have goats this will keep them busy for the day)

• cast-off containers that would make good planters

• newspapers and big pieces of cardboard for weed blankets and composting

• plastic jugs for handy frost protection

Be on the lookout. Curb robbing is addictive. Note: I learned the hard way that it pays to carry an extra empty bag and a small broom or rake with you on your forays in case a bag breaks halfway to the car and you need to clean up a mess. Wear gloves and work clothes.

 



If you want to speed things up:

• “Turn” it periodically. Stir the compost periodically to aerate it and increase airflow. Depending on your container, stirring could involve a shovel, a handle, or rolling your container across the yard. The rule of thumb I’ve heard is if you’ve turned it fifteen times (no more than once per day), it’s done.

• Start with smaller pieces. Small stuff breaks down faster than big stuff. The more you chop or smash your ingredients, the faster your compost breaks down.

COMPOST CONTAINERS: PRACTICAL OR BEAUTIFUL, BUY OR BUILD?

DEANNAAfter a few years of experience, I’ve become a try-before-you-buy kind of gal. Not so much that I want to try the actual product before I buy it, but that I want to try the process before I go get a gadget.

How can you know what you want your gadget to do unless you’re already engaged in the activity the gadget is designed for?

You might love to shovel your pile or you might hate it. Maybe you’re a leave-it-in-the-ground-and-never-touch-it type. Maybe you’re the type who starts three different containers so you never have to sift it. Maybe you’re like Daisy and you throw all your vegetable trash directly in your newest garden bed to get it ready for next year. You won’t know your style until you try.

So don’t go out and buy some expensive composting contraption. Compost for a year or so, and then go get a gadget. What do you do until then? Try one of these options:

1. Fencing-wire compost bin. Use zip ties to secure a roll of chicken wire or horse fencing into a large circle. Place your compost inside.
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2. Kickable trash bin. Drill several small holes all around a plastic trash can that has a lockable lid. Fill it and kick (or push) it periodically to turn the contents.

3. Underground bin. Drill several small holes all around a plastic bin that has a tight lid. Bury the can almost to the lid. Fill it with compostable materials. The underground bin is a good option for meat, bones, and dairy that can’t be added to an above-the-ground compost pile.
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Mr. Pile and Me

[image: ]There was a time in my life when composting was my sanity. It may sound strange to make friends with a pile of well-rotted plant matter, but it was there when I needed it. When all the kids were under the age of three and I needed a five-minute hobby with some peace and quiet, Mr. Pile was out there just cooking away, waiting for me to come turn him.

I had a simple chicken-wire/zip-tied cylinder full of kitchen cuttings, newspaper, mowed leaves, and grass cuttings. Nothing special, but I doted on him. I’d bring him some bean pods from the feed store or grounds from the local coffee shop. Sometimes, I’d go out on trash day and scour the neighborhood for interesting discarded plants and vines to add.

Our clandestine interludes were nothing if not steamy. That first shovel plunge let loose a heat wave that warmed my heart. Ah … cooking compost.

After many an afternoon rendezvous, our time was over and I spread his remains among the raised beds. But, he was not to be forgotten easily. He left me a gift. Undigested acorn squash seeds produced a volunteer patch in his place that has never been equaled in my garden. Au revoir, Monsieur Pile. And thank you.

 



GETTING FANCY WITH YOUR COMPOST

DAISYWe’re all about the basics here, but just so you know, composting can get as fancy as you like. We live in a world where people carve portraits into pencil lead and stack their firewood in the shape of houses, so of course composting has not escaped humanity’s desire to complicate the most basic things.

While composting really is as simple as we’ve described, sometimes things don’t go as you expected or you want to speed up the whole process, or you’re just one of those people who like to go the extra mile—c’mon, you know who you are, you just made a mental note to Google firewood houses.

Here are six ways to take your composting to the next level:

1. Pay attention to ratios. Compostable materials fall into two categories: browns and greens.

Browns are carbon-rich material. They tend to be dry, dead, and often wood-based. Dead leaves, straw, newspaper, and cardboard are all browns.

Greens are nitrogen-rich material. They tend to be wet, alive, and often green in color. Food scraps and fresh grass clippings are examples of greens.

The optimal ratio of browns to greens is five to one. That’s five wheelbarrows of dead leaves (brown) to one wheelbarrow of fresh grass clippings (green), for example, or five flakes of hay to one nice bucket of vegetable and fruit scraps. Five armfuls of wood chips to one armful of manure. Okay, so you’re not going to grab an armful of manure. Even I, for all my love of manure, don’t clutch it to my breast. But you get the point.

2. Pay attention to moisture. This is where I often go wrong. My compost pile isn’t lidded or covered in any way whatsoever, so moisture escapes from it. I often think the rain is sufficient, but most of the time, the leaves act as a kind of roof, protecting the inner recesses of the pile.

Take your hose out there and souse it well if it gets dry beneath the top layer (you’ll notice the dryness when you turn the pile).

You may want to place the hose in the pile, beneath the top layer so the water soaks through the pile and doesn’t roll off the top. I also like emptying the dirty chicken drinking water over the pile when I freshen their water. Yes, chickens will poop in their own water, as well as kick dirt into it. They let it all hang out.

3. Use a compost thermometer. Man has done it again. He invented the compost thermometer and called it good. If you get one of these, you are officially a composting nutter. I love you. Just be aware, you’ve lost your veto rights to the next crazy gadget your significant other wants to buy.

A good composting temperature is between 135ºF–160ºF (57ºC–71ºC). The temperature of the pile increases based on the type of bacteria in it and the activity level of those bacteria. Outside temperature actually plays little role.

The bacteria will heat up if you keep the brown and green levels balanced and keep the pile moist.

4. Use a compost sifter. I made a wooden frame around a square of hardware cloth and attached broomstick handles to either side so I can set it over a wheelbarrow and sift back and forth until the fine, fully composted soil falls out underneath, leaving the larger, not-quite-ready bits still in the sifter. It’s not necessary, but it’s a useful toy to have around.

Alternatively, just use a section of hardware cloth with no frame. Deanna uses an old plastic baby gate. Any port in a storm, as they say.

5. Use the lawn mower to shred leaves into smaller pieces. This speeds up the decomposition process. I also shred old chicken bedding straw with the mower to use as a top mulch around my plants.

6. Create multiple piles. Having multiple piles is a great way to accomplish the aeration necessary to keep the pile active. After one pile is full, create a new one by shoveling that pile into the space set aside for your second pile. Then, over time, refill the space just vacated by your first pile with more greens and browns.

Get fancy, if you like, but don’t sweat it. Your pile of trash will turn to gardening gold, even without these extraordinary measures.

Level One: Container Gardening

DAISYYou’re looking at your typical suburban yard wondering how on earth to introduce edible gardening into the mix. The foundation planting is already established, the lawn looks so … permanent. You’re concerned that if you dig something up and change your mind later, there will be an ugly gaping hole somewhere.

Or maybe not everyone in the household is convinced your itch to have a few vegetables isn’t going to end in disaster.

How do you stick your toe in the water without worrying about taking a bath?

One solution is container gardening. This option is also good for apartment dwellers, renters without digging rights, and people with physical issues that prevent them from traditional gardening. It’s an excellent way to start small and get a feel for whether or not you want to keep at it.

Container growing isn’t particularly complicated, but there are some considerations that will help ensure your success.

SELECT THE RIGHT-SIZED CONTAINER

Choose a container that’s the right size for your plant. Large vegetables need larger pots. Check a plant’s size at maturity (listed on the seed packet or plant label) for clues as to how large your container needs to be.

Tomato plants or other big growers, like squash or cucumbers, require containers that are at least five gallons in capacity.

Smaller containers and bowls are perfect for growing plants like leaf lettuce, herbs, and mesclun. Remember, though, that the smaller the pot, the more frequently you’ll need to water it.

You can plant in any sort of container. It doesn’t have to be expensive or specially designed for plants. Buckets, barrels, boxes, recycled jugs, and garage-sale finds are all potential planters. Just ensure that they’re nontoxic, i.e., don’t plant edibles in a container that you suspect is decorated with lead paint.

A collection of less-than-beautiful pots can be corralled inside larger containers such as window boxes and baskets. Those large, white plastic buckets that economy-sized laundry powder comes in look just fine painted and decorated.

If you repurpose a container as a planter, drill or punch holes in the bottom for drainage. Put a plate underneath to collect run-off if you put the pot on your patio or porch.

USE A GROWING MEDIUM

The reason I say growing (or planting) medium instead of “dirt” is because container plants are usually grown in “soil” that is specially mixed for containers and may or may not contain what we think of as dirt.

We recommend organic growing mixes that contain more complete nutrients for your plants and are slower to wash out of the soil. You can purchase organic potting mixes or mix your own from ingredients available at your local home-improvement store.

To make your own, combine:

• 1 part well-aged homemade compost (or a mix of several different store-bought composts)

• 1 part coir or peat

• 1 part sharp (builder’s) sand
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To this mix, add a complete organic fertilizer according to the proportions on the label.

Always thoroughly wet your planting medium before planting. Place your planting medium in the container (or a bucket if you want to keep your container clean) and add water. Stir, making sure to eliminate any dry spots, like you’re mixing up a batch of muffins.

Simply filling a pot with dry potting mix and watering over the top will ensure the water runs straight out the bottom without being absorbed throughout the soil in the pot.

CHOOSE CONTAINER-FRIENDLY PLANTS

While any vegetable will grow in a pot, some types are more suited to container gardening than others. Here are some criteria to keep in mind to help you pick the right plants:

1. Yield. Pick plants that will make it worth your while to grow. One container of blackeyed-pea plants might give you just one bowl of peas and one green-bean bush isn’t likely to grow enough beans in the entire season for more than a couple of servings. That’s a lot of space, time, and effort for a very small yield.


Recommended Edibles for Containers

These edibles are your best bets when it comes to containers. In addition to these, practically any herb will thrive in a pot.

Beets

Carrots

Dwarf cucumbers

Dwarf peas

Dwarf tomatoes

Eggplants

Leafy greens, including mesclun and misticanza

Lettuces

Kale

Onions

Peppers, both hot and sweet

Radishes

Strawberries

Swiss chard

 



However, one tomato plant will give you a huge yield, so it’s worth growing. A single hot-pepper plant is also good bet, as it can produce a year’s supply of hot sauce.

2. When possible choose “bush” varieties. Bush varieties of plants have determinate growth, which means at a certain point they stop putting out new shoots (new growth) and concentrate on ripening what they have, making them smaller, more compact plants, perfect for containers. This is especially true for cucumbers, beans, and tomatoes.

3. Choose plants that like close quarters. In general, when planting in containers, you can space plants closer than recommended on the seed packet or plant label. Use the “between plant” spacing to figure out how close they can go and ignore the “between row” spacing. If you want tomatoes and basil in the same pot, there’s no reason to put a two-foot row between them.
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PLANTING IN A CONTAINER

When you are ready to plant, be sure your soil is thoroughly damp when you place it in the container.

With container gardening, as with traditional gardening, you can plant from transplants (seedlings or mature plants) or from seed.
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To plant from transplants:

1. Fill the pot about halfway with soil.

2. Hold the transplant with one hand while backfilling the pot with soil with the other hand.

3. Continue filling, gently patting in and around the transplant (like patting a baby).

To plant from seed:

1. Fill the pot to an inch from the rim, patting the soil down lightly (like patting a baby).

2. Use a pencil to poke holes in your medium (usually no more than a ½" [13mm] deep; see your seed packet)

3. Place the seeds in the holes and sprinkle them with another handful or two of wet soil and give it another gentle pat.

PUT YOUR CONTAINERS IN SUNNY SPOTS

For some, such as apartment dwellers who have only patios or balconies or one outdoor area to call their own, their locations are limited. The essential thing to remember is that vegetables require at least six hours of sunlight every day. This amount of light is usually found on southern and eastern exposures.

To find the exposure:

1. Put your back to the building or wall. Point directly in front of you.

2. Using a compass or a landmark, name the cardinal direction you are facing. That is your exposure.

• Eastern exposures get morning and afternoon sun.

• Southern exposures get lots of sun.

• Western exposures get soft evening sun.

• Northern exposures don’t get a lot of sun.


Vertical Gardening Tips

[image: ]1. Some plants like to climb. Cucumbers, spaghetti squash, peas, pole beans—they’ll climb up whatever you give them. If you give them nothing, some (peas) will just tie themselves up in knots.

• I avoid pole beans entirely. They get tough before I know it anyway. I plant bush varieties.

• I let spaghetti squash and pumpkins scramble wherever they like. I just direct them outside my box and into the yard.

• For cucumbers, I ram two 6' (2m) stakes through my weed blanket and stretch 1' or 2' (30cm–60cm) of 4' (1.2m) chicken wire across them, securing with zip ties.

2. Some plants don’t climb, but need support. Tomatoes and bell peppers need support, but they’re not going to help you by holding on or doing the climbing themselves. I prefer cages for these plants. They go with my lazy nature. But for a more economical option, drive in a stake (we recommend a piece of wood or bamboo, or those pointy green metal things in the garden section of the home-improvement store). Use gardening tape or shreds of pantyhose or fabric to tie the plant to the stake. Twist ties and zip ties will damage the tender stems. Just remember that with a stake, you will have to go out and physically tie the plant. Cages take up more space but are largely maintenance free because they offer support on all sides.

3. Some plants don’t need to go up, but can be forced up if you have limited space. These include squash and zucchini. I’ve done this before, and it’s work winding the little plant around a support every day or so. I don’t recommend it, unless you’re really motivated. If you’re interested in giving this a try, Square Foot Gardening by Mel Bartholomew recommends training plants with a structure made from electrical conduit and garden netting. It’s brilliant, unbreakable.
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Other considerations are shade from trees and buildings. If you’ve never done so, spend one of your days off paying attention to where the sun hits your surroundings. Take note of the sunniest spots, and plot to locate your containers in those spots if possible.

If you live in a cooler climate, placing your containers against south-facing walls (southern exposure) will keep your plants warmer by radiating the absorbed heat from the structure. This works particularly well if the wall is made of brick, stone, stucco, or other masonry.

WATERING YOUR CONTAINER PLANTS

The planting medium (soil) in containers dries out faster than the ground in a traditional garden, which means containers need more-frequent watering, and often daily watering.

Vegetables grow better when the soil is never allowed to dry out completely between waterings. The soil stays moist, but not waterlogged.

Examining the soil is the best way to determine if the plant needs more water. Remember to pay close attention, especially during the hottest weather.

For watering jobs, I highly recommend my favorite garden tool, the watering wand. It turns the flow of water into a gentle, rainshower-like spray (especially important for seedlings) and puts the water at a lower level, right where you need it. The gentle spray is crucial to allow the water to soak in thoroughly so the plants can develop deep, strong root systems.

(Once you really get into it, you may want to consider a drip irrigation system to water your pots automatically, but this isn’t something you must have.)

FEEDING YOUR CONTAINER PLANTS

Because container plants need to be watered more frequently, they will also need to be fed more frequently, as the nutrients in the soil are leached out in the water.

Choose a balanced, organic fertilizer and feed from your local nursery or home-improvement store and follow its recommendations for use in containers.

ADDITIONAL CONTAINER-GARDEN TIPS

• As your plants grow, provide support for tall and climbing plants (like tomatoes and peas) with trellises, cages, or stakes. Going up instead of spreading out is one way to optimize limited-space gardens.

• Top the surface with mulch to help retain moisture and rebuff weeds. You can use shredded leaves, straw, or bark or decorative items such as pebbles, stones, marbles, or cork as mulch.

• Don’t forget beauty. Planting flowers, especially edible flowers, such as nasturtiums, violas, borage, calendula, and marigolds, adds to the function and attractiveness of your vegetable containers. Herbs and vegetables mixed is a natural combination.

• Each year, dump your used container mix into your compost for renewal. When you replant the next year, start over with a fresh batch.

Level Two: Garden in a Box

There are many books on raised-bed gardening. We’ve read lots of them. No matter what the hook, the process is basically the same. With raised beds, there’s no magic ingredient, no little detail that will make or break the whole shebang, so just go with our simple formula for your first year and get fancy with the details.

And remember, these beds aren’t permanent. If you hate them, you can always move them or get rid of them. The grass will grow back before the next season, so give it a try!
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BASICS TO KNOW BEFORE YOU DECIDE WHAT TO GROW

DEANNAThere are many beginner plant lists out there, and while they can be good places to start, it’s important to customize your selections for your needs. Rely heavily on the advice of local, experienced gardeners. They will be your best resource. Check with your local cooperative extension office to find master gardeners in your area.

As you select plants, keep the following in mind:

Your Climate

Ask the person in the garden section what your USDA Hardiness Zone is, or look it up online. The department of agriculture established these zones based on average temperatures. Most seed packets and plant tags specify the zones the plants will thrive in.

Check the plant tag or seed packet to make sure your zone is on the list for that plant. Only buy plants or seeds that thrive in your zone. Yes, you will find plants that don’t thrive in your zone in your local store. Don’t assume that because it’s there it works for your climate.

Before you buy, ensure the plant likes your area’s climate. Some plants, such as tomatoes, thrive in hot sun. Others, like lettuce, wilt at the first hint of hot weather. Some, like melons, need a long growing season to come to maturity.

Planting dates are often provided for your zone. If they are, obey them. If it’s June, but you’re determined to plant broccoli, you will be disappointed.


Build and Set Up a Simple Raised Bed

You will need:

• 4 2×8 boards, each 4’ (1.2m) long

• 12 deck screws or nails

• electric drill or hammer

• 1 small roll of weed blanket (any kind)

• tarp

• 5 cubic feet of good potting soil (the cheap stuff is often way too heavy and sandy)

• 5 bags of different composts

• water source
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  1. On your driveway, screw (or nail) together your boards in a square. Don’t worry about how crooked the screws are or how maimed the heads of the nails end up. Just make the boards stay together in a square-type shape long enough for you to get it to the backyard.

  2. In a sunny location, lay down your square. Cut a piece of weed blanket large enough to cover the bottom of your square (or layer it if necessary). Use a compass to figure out where north is because you’ll be planting your large and tall plants on that side.

  3. Mix all your dirt and compost on a tarp.

  4. Fill the box with your dirt mixture and water it until it’s damp all the way through. Stir it with a shovel to get all the dry spots.

 



If planting dates aren’t provided for your zone, go to www.burpee.com and click on a similar plant, under growing instructions at the bottom. Type in your zip code and Burpee will tell you everything you need to know.

Space

As with container gardening, you can ignore the “between row” space requirements. Only the “between plant” spacing is necessary. If your plant calls for 6" (15cm) spacing, you can fit up to sixty-four plants in an 8’ × 8’ (20m × 20m) raised bed.

Unless you build a lot of beds, it’s unlikely you will have much luck with certain crops, such as sweet corn. You won’t have any trouble getting corn to sprout and grow, but it needs to be planted in a large block for proper pollination to occur. With a necessary spacing of one foot between each plant, corn takes up some serious room. It also grows up to eight feet tall, so it will likely shade too much of your precious space to be worthwhile.

Melons are another space hog, although with sturdy trellising, they can be done.

Yield

As with container gardening, some crops are more worth growing than others in raised beds.

I love to grow a succession of sowings of mixed salad greens from which I can harvest the larger outside leaves, leaving the inner leaves to grow, and so get an almost continual supply for my family’s unquenchable lust for salad.

Other high-yield plants are cucumbers, eggplants, peppers, annual herbs, and, of course, tomatoes, all of which keep producing over a period of time. Additionally, these veggies can be pricey to purchase at the market, especially the organic versions. Growing my own means I can luxuriate in unlimited organic mesclun every day of the week if I want to. And I do want to!

I tend to avoid “one-off” plants that take a long time to maturity, hog bed space, and are harvested all at once, such as heads of cabbage, cauliflower, and broccoli. This isn’t to say you shouldn’t grow these things. Just be aware that because the capacity of raised beds is limited, you need to concentrate on maximizing it both in terms of space and your wallet.

Pests

Almost every beginner plant list includes some type of squash, but squash is off my easy-to-grow organic list because my area has problems with squash pests of all kinds. The plants take off well and grow big, but bugs keep them from maturing to harvest.

Ask local gardeners what the local bullies are and stay away from the bullies’ favorite victims unless you’re willing to resort to nonorganic methods.

This goes for furred and feathered nuisances as well. Suburbanites can have problems with rabbits, squirrels, birds, and even deer. Choose plants that aren’t on the top of their favorites list if you find you are likely to have a battle royal on your hands. Find more pest advice at the end of this chapter.

Personality

Some plants are more forgiving of neglect than others. If you are unlikely to want to spend time tending to the needs of a “garden diva,” choose less high-maintenance plants.
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Tastes

Peas may grow great in your area, but if everybody in your family hates peas, there’s little reason to waste space on them in your garden. Show your tentative list to your family members and get some input before you plant a whole bed of beets to discover you’re the only one who loves them.

[image: ]

EASY RAISED-BED MAINTENANCE

DAISYMake your garden easy on purpose. One of the main reasons I enjoy my garden as much as I do is because I’ve tailored it around my laziness. Over the years, I’ve noticed what I will and won’t do to maintain it, and I made changes based on my tendencies.

If something dies or a particular bed keeps getting away from me, it usually isn’t hard for me to figure out what went wrong. Everyone is different, so listen to your own reluctance to do this or that and think about what needs to change to eliminate the difficulty.

Here are some of my issues. I think they’re pretty universal:

I hate hose wrangling. If I have to do a lot of unscrewing and winding and lugging of hoses, I soon dread watering, and my garden thirsts to death. I bought a good hose long enough to reach my plants and I leave the thing out in the garden all the time. All I have to do is turn on the spigot and go.

I don’t like having to hunt my garden down. I love stepping out the kitchen door and being a few short steps away from everything. I want it right near the house where I can see it from the windows and enjoy it all day long, and easily access its bounty when I’m preparing a meal.

I don’t like weed battles. I kind of enjoy normal weeding, especially now that we have chickens and weeding is like picking treats for your pets. But, I quickly tire of epic battles with aggressive, underground invaders like Bermuda grass. I’ve largely conquered Bermuda with wide borders of landscape cloth, cardboard and newspapers, topped with mulch, all around my garden. An early investment in time and effort saves so much weeding angst later on.

I don’t like dirty vegetables. I was raised to despise grit (my mother washes and picks over every raisin), and it takes some of the pleasure out of gardening when cleaning lettuce and greens becomes a huge chore. Having raised beds gives me salad so clean I hardly have to wash it at all. It is pure pleasure.

Store-bought dirt is pretty pitiful. When you’re first starting out, especially with raised beds, buying dirt is almost unavoidable. If I could stand the wait, though, I would start my gardening first with a massive composting effort and lasagna beds (layers of newspaper and greens and browns) rather than bothering with the expense and uselessness of store dirt. It is virtually lifeless, lacking in the beneficial microbes and worms and nutrients of real soil. Having my own composted garden soil makes all the difference in the success of my plants.

Be honest with yourself about what you will and won’t do. The growing season is a long one, and when you enjoy your garden, it will be less of a chore and more of a joy.


Beginner’s Lists Picks and Pans

[image: ]Using the principles Daisy outlined in the previous pages, this is my beginner plant list. Of course, plant according to your own climate, pests, personality, and tastes, but these are my top beginner plants according to maintenance requirements, space, and yield:

[image: ]

Beets

Bush green beans

Bush sugar snap peas

Edamame

Green onions

Hot peppers

Leaf lettuce

Okra

Radishes

Sweet potatoes

Swiss chard

These plants are popular and not very difficult, but they do require more attention for frequent watering, trellising, and pest control:

• Bell peppers: good yield with consistent watering

• Cucumbers: great yield with proper trellising, checking for pests

• Greens other than chard: great yield but more prone to pests than chard

• Pole beans: great yield with trellising and attentive harvesting—the beans get tough and stringy if overripe

• Tomatoes: great yield with staking, consistent watering, and checking for pests

These plants are not easy in raised beds:

• Carrots: beds aren’t usually deep enough and thinning is difficult

• Corn: not enough room for enough plants to pollinate

• Dry beans: there’s not enough room to grow enough for more than one meal

• Grains: a raised bed will only grow a couple of servings

• Peanuts: there’s not enough room to let them spread out and flop over to put down nuts

• Potatoes: beds usually aren’t deep enough; they are better suited to large deep containers or traditional row gardening

• Squash: Pests! Unless you are willing to use chemical pesticides, this is an art we’ve never mastered. I grow big bunches, because I use Sevin dust. Daisy is 100 percent organic, which, in our area, equals no squash.

 




Sample Garden Plan

[image: ]When I first started gardening, I had no idea what to plant, where to plant it, or what grew well with what. So, for you beginners, we’re going to skip all that and just give you a recipe. Find more plans in the appendix.

You will need:

2 tomato stakes (any kind)

1 cherry tomato plant

1 regular tomato plant

2 pepper plants

1 bunch onion sets (at least 32)

1 package petite marigold seeds

1 package chard

1 package basil seeds

1 package bush-bean seeds

1 package radish seeds

1. Smooth the surface. Using your finger (or what have you), divide the square in half both ways and do it again on each side to get sixteen squares.

2. With your fingers, poke ½" (13mm) holes in your raised bed. Place them according to the chart on this page.

3. Open your marigold seeds. Pinch out four seeds. Put two in the first hole, and two in the second, and cover them. Put two seeds in each hole in your garden corresponding to the names on the chart on this page.

4. Put your plants in the dead center of the corresponding squares on the chart. Dig down to the bottom of your bed and set the tomato plant about an inch from the bottom. Bury it up to the gizzard. I also do this with my peppers, but you don’t have to.

5. Go eat dinner.

6. Water it tomorrow, and the next day, and as needed after that.
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*People in cool climates may be able to put up to four basil plants per square.

 



Level Three: Row Gardening

DEANNAMany people have argued that intensive gardening methods, such as container and raised beds, produce far more food per square foot than row gardening. In my experience, that is true. So, if you are really low on space, intensive planting is the way to go. However, if you want the most produce per plant—and you have the space and equipment—row gardening is where it’s at.

Plant production is higher because the big plants (like zucchini and butternut squash) can really get their roots deep, spread out, and send off fruiting shoots in all directions. In my row garden, my four cucumber plants have produced enough cukes to feed the neighborhood! The same is true for zucchini.

In my backyard, I use a hybrid of the two methods. I “row garden” all my big plants like zucchini and cucumbers, giving them plenty of room to let it all hang out. And I intensively plant (in containers or raised beds) my smaller plants, like chard, bush beans, and onions that don’t care a hoot about having lots of extra room.

THE BIG IFS

We only recommend row gardening under two conditions:

1. You have enough garden space that raised beds seem impractical to you. I’m not going into the compost production business anytime soon, so filling my 32’ × 32’ (10m × 10m) garden with no-dig raised beds is expensive and impractical for me. Daisy has about the same area as mine for her garden, but she is a compost junkie and watering a bunch of raised beds by hand sounds like fun to her. I think “fun” is turning on my sprinkler and walking away.
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2. You have access to a rear-tine tiller. My husband borrows a rear-tine tiller and tills our entire garden in thirty minutes. You can try it with a front-tine tiller, but it’s going to take more time and a lot more effort.

If you don’t have access to any tillers, don’t work up the soil by hand. Double digging is just too much work. Go with raised beds. If, someday, you make a friend with a six-hundred-dollar tiller, then you can rip out the wooden boxes and till it all under. I did.

HOW TO DO IT

Well, this might not be the official way to make a row garden, but this is how I do it.

1. Kill the grass. You can be organic. Or, you can haul out the Roundup. Regardless, you want to kill that turf before you try to till it, especially if you have Bermuda grass. Any living pieces will re-root and fill your garden in a matter of weeks.

2. Decide how to fertilize your soil. You have a couple options:

• You can have your soil tested through your county extension office.

• You can add compost to your garden area before tilling.

• You can use fertilizers in the hole and foliar sprays if the plants look hungry.

I chose the last option the first year I put in a row garden. After that, I collected leaves and other compostables in the fall and let the goats and chickens run (and poo) all over it throughout the winter.

3. Till once or twice. I like to till twice before I plant, once to stir the dirt and then a second time a few weeks later to get the grass I missed the first time.

4. Plant. I use two row designs:

• Large plant rows where I put four feet between each plant.

• Intensively planted rows where there are only inches between plants. As I already said, I plant rows of chard, beans, onion, and pepper the way they would be planted in a raised bed. I still put four feet between each row, but knowing that those plants aren’t going to take up the full width, I plant multiple rows of them. There’s no reason to plant a single thin line of onions or bush beans.

[image: ]

See the example in the charts on this page.

5. A few weeks after planting, till the rows and columns. Columns are the space between the plants in a row. I put all my “no-space” rows in the front and my spaced rows in the back. So in the front, only the rows are tilled (because there are no columns) and in the back, both the rows and columns are tilled.

6. Water weekly, or more often if needed. Watering for short amounts of time each day will cause your plants to grow shallow roots. It’s best to give the garden an inch of water at a time. Run your sprinkler in the garden for a few hours once a week (or more if it’s hot and dry). If you’re worried about getting the right amount of water, set empty tuna cans around the garden and turn off the sprinkler when an inch of water has collected in them.
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HOW TO TRELLIS IN A ROW GARDEN

The beauty of row gardening is that you can plant vegetables that need a lot of room. Veggies that like to spread out often need support, so you will need to add trellises to your garden.

You can make trellises out of just about anything. Pole beans are light, so you can use any kind of material to support them. For heavier plants, such as cucumbers and spaghetti squash, I recommend making your trellises out of cattle panel. Get the one with the big holes. I bought 16’ (5m) of panel for twenty dollars at a farm supply store. You’ll also need a few U-posts and some zip ties to put up the panel.

This year I placed my cucumber trellis smack in the middle of my garden. This was a mistake!


Sneaking Edibles in Among the Ornamentals

[image: ]For gardening in the front yard, herbs and fruit are where it’s at. They blend in with your other shrubs and require little care. Additionally, they can be quite lovely. Some vegetables hide well, too, but there’s no fooling the neighbors with corn or tomatoes. Here are some suggestions to get you started.
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• Strawberries make a beautiful evergreen ground cover for a sunny spot.

• Rosemary can be pruned to look just like a shrub.

• Fruit trees can completely replace your other ornamentals. Dwarf varieties look beautiful and produce fruit sooner than their standard-sized relatives.

• Berry bushes make fine foundation plantings.

• Asparagus* makes a wispy fern-like privacy border with pretty berries in the fall.

• Sweet potatoes** look just like ivy spilling over a wall or as ground cover.

• Parsley* and cilantro* and bush beans* fit easily between the monkey grass.

• Thai and other hot peppers* look like their ornamental cousins.

• Cucumbers look like large ivy scrambling up an iron trellis or spilling over a patio railing.

*Annuals that will not be there in the late fall and winter.

**Perennial plants with foliage that dies back in the winter.

 



I know, tall plants go in the back, but I had planned to let my cucumbers ramble all over the ground instead of trellising them, so I put them in the “short plant” category. They soon became such a hairy, tangled mess that I had to trellis them!

Unfortunately, now they are shading my hot peppers and watermelon, not a happy arrangement.

FINAL THOUGHTS ON ROW GARDENING

Overall, I’ve found row gardening to be the least work-intensive gardening method I’ve tried. I till a few times a year. I water about once a week. I feed the plants and assault the local pests every two or three weeks.

However, the harvest can really get away from you. I’ve pulled in pounds and pounds of zukes and cukes from four plants each. And my spaghetti squash is so dense that I can’t even see the little mystery animal that has made her home in it. (Every time I go back there, I hear her scamper off, but I have yet to see a whisker or feather. )


Nothing Beats Homegrown

[image: ]Daddy grew up on a farm, but he didn’t learn much about gardening. He once asked my grandfather, Pop, why Pop never taught him how to grow food. Pop said, “You never asked.” (Which was a really strange answer because Daddy was forced to go fishing, rabbit hunting, and squirrel hunting.) But, even with his appalling lack of gardening interest and experience, Daddy always had one lone tomato plant growing in a container on the balcony. “The sorriest tomato you ever grow will taste a thousand times better than anything you can get in the store,” he’d say. That’s really true, and I’ve grown a lot of sorry tomatoes in my time. So, even if you have no experience, no space, and only one square-foot patch of sun, follow the instructions in this section and grow yourself something in a pot. It’ll be the best thing you ever ate!

 



But, as a reminder, only attempt row gardening if you have plenty of full sun space and a friend with an enormous tiller.

Soil Contamination

DAISYBefore you execute a plan to grow edibles in your yard, it pays to consider the possibility of soil contamination.

It’s likely you have little idea of the history of the land beneath your feet. With a little legwork, though, you can learn a lot about the land’s previous life. Most of the time, what you learn will be reassuring.

City records, county-court archives, and even informal conversations with local old-timers can set you on the trail of discovering how your land was used in the past. Common sources of ground contamination to look for include landfills, factories and other commercial industries, gas stations, auto/machine repair shops, and agricultural and other chemical outfits.

If any of these activities took place on your property, soil testing is available. Contact your local branch of your state’s Cooperative Extension Service and ask them to direct you to laboratories that test for soil contamination. For national labs, conduct an internet search for “soil testing.”

When you’ve selected a laboratory, describe the type of contamination that may have occurred (based on your research). Testing is done for specific types of toxins, and the more specific you can be, the better. Follow the lab’s instructions for collecting your samples.

Once the results are in, you can get information concerning the health effects of particular contaminants from the Environmental Protection Agency website (www.epa.gov). You can compare your results against the Soil Screening Levels established by the EPA to help determine your risk.

If you determine the levels are high enough that they need to be addressed, several methods are available to clean up, or remediate, the soil. They are divided into two main categories: physical and biological. Of the physical remediation techniques, excavation (having the soil removed and replaced with clean soil) is probably the most affordable method, although still not cheap.

Biological methods are less costly than physical remedies but take somewhat longer to achieve results. They include phytoremediation, which uses plants to clean up the soil, and microbial remediation, which uses microbes to break down toxins. Thirdly, compost remediation (adding large amounts of compost to existing soil) helps dilute the level of contamination to acceptable levels.


Gardening Is Full of Surprises

Watching the grass grow is supposed to be the epitome of boredom, but watching your garden grow is full of surprises. I grew a crop of popcorn one year that inexplicably produced miniature ears. Daisy grew a crop of watermelons that made fruits the size of oranges. No one knows how that happened. She once grew a crop of pole beans so high and so heavy that it crashed down in the middle of her yard. And I accidentally grew a bumper crop of sweet potatoes that took over my entire backyard. My kids couldn’t even walk through it. One potato was six and a half pounds! (We named it, and my son took it to school for show-and-tell.)

Sometimes the basil goes bonkers and you end up with so much pesto that you’re handing it out to the postman. (I’ve never recovered from that year. Daisy and I made vats of pesto, and I was still handing out full-grown plants to the neighbors.) Sometimes the winter squash volunteers in the middle of your compost pile or shoots twenty feet out into the yard. Other times, your kale is coming up turnips, and you didn’t even plant any turnips!

Don’t get worried, though. Most plants are predictable and grow according to plan, but every good garden has a few surprises in store to keep you on your toes.

 



Perhaps the simplest solution is to use raised beds over landscape fabric, which prevents vegetation roots from contacting the contaminated soil.

The fruit of a plant (e.g., tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, squash, tree fruits and nuts, etc.), is most likely to be free of toxins. Root vegetables and leafy plants such as lettuce are more susceptible to uptake of contaminants and heavy metals. Thorough washing of leafy vegetables removes much of the contamination that is the result of soil splash and windblown dust. Peeling your root crops can help moderate the amount of lead.

Planting Seasons and Frost Dates

DEANNA“To everything there is a season.” That’s the difference between a successful garden and a frustrating, pitiful garden. I can tell you right now that almost every gardening disappointment has to do with seasons or squash bugs. The solution to the latter involves a spray. The solution to the former simply requires a calendar. I can’t tell you how many friends I’ve seen fretting over wimpy broccoli plants in August or still waiting in September for the squash to come up.

The easiest way to know what to plant in each season is to go to your local nursery and see what’s up front. You’ll see rows and rows of plump, young transplants. Don’t look at those clearance tables in the back—there’s a reason these they’re priced to sell: They’ve passed their prime planting season.

But how do the garden centers know what time of year is the best to plant? It’s all about heat and frost and how the plants will react to each. Some plants (tomatoes, cucumbers, and peppers, for example) hate frost of any kind and will keel over dead the second frost touches them. If you put a transplant in the ground and then you have a frost, you’ll have to plant all over again.

Other plants (such as broccoli, cabbage, and spinach) are cool-season plants. They don’t really mind frost, but they hate the dead of summer. If you plant them too late in the season, they won’t have time to mature before the heat hits, and then you’ll get no harvest. These plants need full sun and cooler temperatures.

And what if you decide to start a garden over the Fourth of July weekend? Will your tomatoes have time to grow before the fall frost sets in?

Or what if your zucchini gets killed by the borers and you want to try another batch? Will they have time to produce fruit before the winter kills them?

You can find the average frost dates for your area in three ways:

1. Check a website such as victoryseeds.com/frost.

2. Ask a gardener buddy, or find a local master gardener through your county extension office.

3. Ask at the locally owned nursery.

I prefer to ask the nursery and the gardeners because they say cool things like, “The official date is April 15, but you can plant such-and-such on St. Patrick’s Day if you throw some straw on it” or “Fall frost is supposed to be October 15, but I haven’t seen a frost in October in ten years. Some years I have tomatoes all the way into December.”

Once you’ve determined your two frost dates, check out the fall and spring planting charts in the appendix. Just plug in your dates and the chart will tell you what weeks to plant everything your heart desires. It takes about five minutes and then you never have to think about it again!

Starting Indoors From Seed, or Not

DAISYMost of the time, in most climates, seed-starting indoors isn’t an essential part of vegetable gardening. This is truer in moderate and warm climates, of course, but true to some extent in most places where gardening is possible.

From personal experience and from listening to gardeners across the world, especially beginning gardeners, I can say that getting an early start on the season is often fraught with disappointment.

The first experience most budding green thumbs have is when they plant a few seeds in a cup in the windowsill. Early excitement leads to frustration when the happy little seedlings reach a point and then seem to stop growing properly. They get “leggy” and pale and lean unhappily toward the light, appearing nothing like the strong, stout, hunky starts from the nursery. Even worse, they frequently yellow and lose their leaves or fall over dead. So sad, especially when the kids are involved and watch their charges keel over like that.

[image: ]

The next step is usually rigging up a grow light in hopes that it will be the key. This can be a simple lamp or a special setup. Whether you go all out with expensive grow lights or build your own do-it-yourself-style with a shop light, things are starting to get more complicated.

Before you know it, you have a heating mat, a fan, mist bottles, special fertilizers, and a timer for the lighting. It’s getting expensive, and worst of all, you’re still having only mixed results with your seedlings. And we haven’t even talked about hardening off yet. That’s a whole ’nother kettle of fish.

I don’t mean to be a wet blanket. It’s very possible you’ll turn out to have success with your indoor starts. Although this sounds very dire, my overall message is good news. Most seeds sowed directly in the garden will catch up to or even surpass their indoor-started counterparts. Give them a little early protection with frost covers or plastic milk jugs that have the bottoms cut out, and you can start even earlier. Also good news for your wallet, the small, inexpensive, multi-packs of vegetable plants in the nursery are your best bets, not the big, expensive, single-plant containers. Once planted in your garden, the smaller ones will soon catch up.

If you do decide to start some plants inside, here are some tips that will help you have success:

• Use an unopened bag of seed-starter soil. (Avoid compost, regular potting soil, real dirt, and fertilizers; they can promote fungal growth.)

• Use clean containers with good drainage. Use new containers or used ones dipped in a mild bleach solution and rinsed thoroughly.

• Obtain seeds from reputable suppliers to increase the likelihood they are disease-free.

• When you sow, instead of making a hole and burying the seeds, place them on the surface of the planting medium and, instead of covering them with soil, cover them lightly with fine sphagnum moss, chick grit, or sterile coarse sand.

• Water from the bottom. This means pouring water in the tray instead of the pots. Allow the pots to soak up the water from the bottom. Stop watering when they stop soaking it all up.

• Provide air circulation, such as a small fan in the room, near, but not directly blowing on the seedlings.

• Thin seedlings to promote good air circulation. Snip them off with scissors. Pulling them out by the roots may damage nearby seedlings.

Give it a try if you must (I know I did), but set a few seeds from the packet aside for sowing directly outside later on. They may come in handy.


Average Seed Storage Time

1 Year: onion, parsley, parsnip, spinach

2 Years: corn, leek, okra, pepper

3 Years: asparagus, beans, broccoli, Chinese cabbage, carrot, celery, kohlrabi, peas

4 Years: beet, brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, chard, eggplant, kale, pumpkin, radish, squash, tomato, turnip, watermelon

5 Years: collards, cucumber, lettuce, muskmelon

 

1. Add these numbers to the packaging dates and record this information on the seed package.

2. Store your seeds in the refrigerator in a pickle jar with sachets of dry milk.

 



Seed Saving and Storing, or Not

DEANNAFirst, let me say that I don’t save and store seeds. Leftover seeds are spread among my neighbors and friends. Any storage I’ve attempted has resulted in my children scattering the seeds all over the floor. Unless you are the last owner of a two-hundred-year-old heirloom seed, I wouldn’t worry about it. When you get your seeds, buy the small package of seed instead of the plant-an-entire-field packet.

Seeds can last three to five years with proper storage. So, just in case you do want to store them, here’s how.

You will need:

1 tablespoon dry milk (absorbs damaging moisture)

1 shred of hankie, or other small cloth

1 rubber band

1 clean pickle jar with the lid

1 Felt-tip permanent marker

1. Place the dry milk in the center of the cloth and gather up the sides.

2. Fasten closed with the rubber band.

3. Drop the cloth inside the pickle jar.

4. Gather the seed packets and find the date on the back. (If you only see a sell-buy date, assume that the seeds were collected and packaged one year ago.)

5. Write the expiration date on the front of the packet and drop the seeds in the jar with the milk packet.

6. Place the lid on the jar and refrigerate the jar.

[image: ]

Common Garden Pest Solutions

DAISYThere are almost ten quintillion insects in the world. That’s not a made up number, like gazillion. It’s a real quantity, all nineteen zeroes of it.

Before I started gardening, the only insects that landed on my radar were mosquitoes, ticks, and, to a lesser extent, flies, plus the occasional yellow jacket. They were nuisances, but I could deal.

After I started gardening in earnest, my outlook changed. My first summer with a serious garden, I felt as if at least a quintillion of those critters had grabbed forks and were sitting down to a smorgasbord in my backyard.

Where did they come from? How did they know I was growing squash? Aphids, maybe, I could understand—everybody has roses—so they jumped onto my tomatoes from there, but I guarantee I was the only person within a mile growing sweet potatoes and yet here came golden tortoise beetles, who eat little else but sweet potato leaves.

At first I was in a frenzy. Every time I saw an unfamiliar creepy-crawly, I panicked. I was sure it was the beginning of a plague and I might as well get out the flamethrower. I wanted to keep my garden organic, so I pored over organic pest remedies and recipes, searching for solutions. I mixed up concoctions that smelled like death, clogged up sprayers, and may or may not have repelled a bug. I was getting carpal tunnel from all the spritzing, and the challengers kept coming. There were crushed aphids under my fingernails, squash borer guts all over my driveway, and bowls full of beer and turgid slugs.

This was suburbia. I was surrounded by lawns, streets, and houses. I hadn’t realized a host of vegetable predators was poised anywhere near enough to pounce with such precision, but they came from hill and dale and were delighting in my garden.

I’m relieved to report that things have settled down a bit now. I no longer experience either the anxiety or the intensive effort of those early years. And it’s not because, as I once believed had to happen, I found the perfect spray for every pest.

It’s because of what is known officially as Integrated Pest Management (and unofficially by me, as Real Life Gardening). Here’s the idea:

SIMPLE PREVENTION

• Choose disease- and insect-resistant plants. Most of your heirloom, open-pollinated, or other fancy-word seeds and plants are more vulnerable to disease and bugs than your run-of–the-mill hybrid. True, the former sound sexier, but for your first few years of gardening, be sure to include some tried-and-true hybrids so you have a good harvest.

• Feed your plants. Well-fed plants are strong, healthy plants. Humans can’t fight off infection without a hearty diet, and neither can plants. Choose a balanced, organic fertilizer and feed from your local nursery or home-improvement store. Follow the directions on the bottle.

• Wise watering. Water your plants at the roots. Blasting the leaves spreads fungi and other diseases.

ADVANCED ORGANIC PREVENTION

• Use row covers to keep out bad bugs.

• Plant beneficial-insect-attracting plants like dill, cilantro, and marigolds. Beneficial insects eat the bad insects!

• Use companion planting. Some plants run interference for each other by repelling each other’s enemies and attracting each other’s friends. See the companion planting chart in the appendix for details.

BUT, IF THEY COME ANYWAY …

1. Calm Down. The first sign of an insect or disease infestation doesn’t necessarily mean you need to drop everything and head to the stinky aisle of the home and garden center. A few caterpillar holes in your mustard greens is not an emergency that calls for the big guns. Take a wait-and-see approach. That might be as bad as it gets. If you are reasonably alert and keeping an eye on the situation, that’s the important part.

2. Stop Before You Stomp. When you spot an insect in your garden, identify it before you squish it or spray it with something. It’s hard to believe at first, but some of those insects are your friends. They’re called beneficial insects, and they prey on the bugs that eat your food.

For example, the ichneumon, a small, harmless wasp, lays its eggs inside aphids. When the wasps hatch, they consume the aphids. Num num. In the meantime, though, they look like strange, white, bloated bugs on your tomato leaves. If you don’t stop before you stomp, you might interrupt this beneficial parasitic arrangement.
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Other insects cause only minimal damage, like the golden tortoise beetles on my sweet potatoes. They might make a few small holes in the leaves, but they won’t do significant damage to a crop. You can enjoy their pretty golden carapaces without fear.

By identifying the insect before you go into attack mode, you’ll learn how scared you should be (if at all), and what the appropriate controls are for that particular creature.

3. Take Evasive Measures. This is a multi-pronged approach.

• For many bugs, hand picking and crushing works fine. This is especially true of squash bugs (not borers, which come with force fields, cloaking devices, and time machines)

• Some bugs are dumb and can’t find their way under a piece of gauze, so row covers can help (not with borers, though. They also have teleporters and GPS).

• Spray. Botanical insecticides are commonly available at garden centers and discount stores. Look for ones marked “approved for organic gardens.” If you want to do the least amount of damage to beneficial pollinating insects, spray late in the evening when the flowers are closed.

• Don’t grow pest attractors. You may also decide, like me, that evasive measures include buying your summer squash at the market because you’ve exhausted all the organic squash bug, borer, and beetle defenses known to mankind. You will discover your own particular nemesis. Pick your battles wisely.

HOW DEANNA DEALS WITH PESTS

DEANNAAbout every two weeks, I inspect my garden for pests. If my chard or beans are really taking a beating from the bugs, I spray them with repellent/insecticide (either homemade or an organic kind from a big-box store). They’re usually some combination of pepper, lavender, rosemary, or neem oils. I come in smelling beautiful!

Essential oil sprays work fine for all my crops except squash. As we’ve lamented throughout this chapter, we have horrible squash vine borers in our area. So, I give in and use Sevin dust on the trunk. I’ve never found anything else, organic or conventional, that will keep my squash alive. Borer moths lay eggs on the vine and the little worms hatch and bore into the center of your squash trunk, killing the entire plant. I can stand holes in my leaves, or bug-bitten veggies, but don’t kill my whole plant! Anyway, there’s no need to dust the universe with Sevin. Just that fat trunk lying on the ground. No need to kill beneficial insects by sprinkling the flowers, just put the shaker can under those big beautiful leaves and sprinkle down that big, fat stem. And don’t worry about getting it all covered. A good sprinkle every other week, after you water, should keep the borers at bay.

[image: ]

Gardening Conclusion

Gardening is really satisfying. Even the smallest homegrown cherry tomato can bring joy to your heart. However, because humans have been gardening and writing about it for thousands of years, there’s an overabundance of information out there. Don’t short out your circuits trying to read up on everything. We did that and it didn’t help one bit. Even our chapter may contain too much information, so here are the basics:

1. Mix up a box of quality soil (see the recipe on page 32).

2. Plant our beginner garden plan (page 42) whenever your garden center is stuffed to the gills with baby tomato and pepper plants.

3. Water at the roots every couple of days with one of those nifty ten-dollar water wands.

4. Feed with a balanced, organic fertilizer according to the directions on the bottle.

5. Buy a bottle of organic bug killer and use as directed if invaders attack.

If you do those five things, you should have a great first gardening experience. Ignore everything else we said until you’ve mastered these steps. You can do it!




End of sample
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