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Introduction

We’ve all seen them. Those gorgeous, elaborate examples of trellised plants beckon, even if only from the pages of the latest garden magazine or website. Images of billowing clouds of climbing roses, obediently outstretched arms of espaliered fruit trees, and cascading waves of wisteria reach from the pages to flirt with our imagination and tug at our envious hearts. Such visions of the gardener’s devotion are surely beyond us, the Keepers of the Home Plot, so pressed for time, space, and available resources. Or are they?

True, creating these living works of art takes time and dedication, both things today’s backyard gardener often finds in short supply. But the techniques that are used in achieving these glorious results can be put to good use by even the most harried of home growers. The results may be less dramatic with trellised beans or cucumbers than with ornamental flowers, but that depends entirely on one’s perspective. Whether you trellis plants for fine art or fine harvests, one of the most appreciable results will be a less harried, less tired, more satisfied gardener!
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Using cinder blocks is just one of many resourceful ways to create vertical space in your backyard, an existing garden, or even a deck or balcony.

The principles of trellising garden crops are few and simple. Climbing stems or vines are trained onto upright supports either by means of their own climbing growth habits or by being tied in place. A support or trellis generally consists of standards or a frame, and plant supports. The trellis may be a permanent structure or a seasonal garden fixture.

Creative gardeners with limited space are always experimenting with ways to grow food up, and some of their solutions are nothing short of inspiring. While trellising remains the most common method of vertical crop production, this book offers other ideas for growing food in spaces you may have never thought possible, from potato towers to hanging baskets to wonderful walls of produce and more.

This book is about growing your own food in whatever space you have, whether it’s a full garden, a strip of an alley, an apartment balcony, or just a windowsill. It’s about taking a step toward self-sufficiency and healthy eating. It will show you the best materials to use and how to use them. Basic designs and plans for different types of trellises and which plants are most suited to them are covered. A gallery of some of the best candidates for trellising follows under headings for each specific crop along with suggestions of varieties to try.

A surprising variety of plants can be trained to grow up just about anywhere, anytime. Whereas training perennial vines to a trellis is a gradual process, single-season crops such as tomatoes, squash, and peas yield more immediate results. Best of all are the benefits that a vertical garden offers to both plant and gardener. Freeing up ground space, or making the most of a small plot, is just the beginning. Once you’ve seen how easy it can be, I’m sure you’ll embrace and enjoy this upward trend and wonder why it took you so long to grow up!


PART I
The Whys, Whats, and How-tos {OF MAKING FOOD GROW UP}

Of all the clever techniques gardeners have devised for squeezing the very most from a patch of dirt, training a climbing — or at least pliable — vine up a support structure is one of the simplest yet most ingenious. The advantages, in case you need a little convincing that constructing a trellis or an A-frame is worth the effort, are varied and numerous, especially if you fear inadvertently inviting an Audrey II (the uncontrollable, man-eating vine from Little Shop of Horrors) into your garden. But the gist is that by allowing a vine to follow the sun, you will be richly rewarded with heavenly harvests.

Does the idea of a trip to the lumberyard to stock up on supplies fill you with dread? It needn’t. Though arbors and pergolas can certainly be a part of training any trailing or vining plant to grow up, more modest materials are often just as suitable, and can be quite inexpensive or even free. The trick is in knowing how to use them.

Which brings us to the topic of constructing a support system. People often wonder, Isn’t it a lot of work, and don’t the structures look unsightly unless you spend a lot of money, and aren’t there a lot of other good reasons to spare yourself the trouble? The answer to all of the above is, It’s up to you. Trellises can be purchased ready-made and freestanding or fashioned from designs as simple or as complex as you choose.

Inexpensive doesn’t have to look cheap, but even if it does, the state of the structure underneath matters little once a healthy vine obscures it with lush, beautiful foliage. And once you’ve experienced the rewards, you can decide for yourself whether they were worth the extra effort — if indeed it feels like any extra effort after all.


CHAPTER 1 IT’S TIME TO GROW UP!



Don’t have room for sprawling pumpkin vines? Settling for plain old bush beans instead of the variety of colors, textures, and tastes available with old-fashioned pole beans? Put off by the idea of tripping through tangled masses of space-hogging vines of cucumbers, melons, or rambling squash?

Fear not — you can free yourself to grow whatever your heart desires. No matter how little space you have in your garden, chances are that you have been totally overlooking most of your available growing area — that often neglected vertical space.



MAXIMIZE YOUR SPACE

Every square foot of garden space comes with a bonus 6 cubic feet or more of usable growing space above it. The actual ground space taken up by any one vine may be reduced to just a couple of square inches. Training your plants upward lets you squeeze a lot more life into a small patch of earth than vines trailing all over the ground would ever allow, so you can grow more of a favorite crop or experiment with something new and different.

Another benefit of vertical gardening is that some plants naturally take a liking to one another, and the best way to take advantage of your extra space is to fill it — if only temporarily — with plants that grow well together. Quick-growing plants, such as lettuce, spinach, and radishes, make excellent filler beneath vining canopies or quick intermediary crops while the vines are getting started, provided of course, they are mutually amenable.
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With careful planning, you can grow several different crops in close proximity. Always be aware of the direction of the sun to make sure that taller plants don’t shade those in the front row.

Pay Special Attention to the Soil

Squeezing a few more plants into the same plot of earth requires extra effort on the part of your garden plot and a little more attention to the health of the soil on your part. The increased nutritional demands of additional plants will drain more of the soil’s available nutrients.

Organic practices — such as composting, growing and tilling under green manure crops, top-dressing with seasoned animal manures, or treating growing plants to an occasional cup of fish emulsion — replace the extra nutrients used, increase the amount of organic matter in the soil, and improve its texture and drainage. Plants grown in soil rich in organic matter are also usually less vulnerable to soilborne pests.


GROW ORGANIC!

According to the USDA’s most recent list, the top offenders in the pesticide-residue wars are celery, peaches, strawberries, apples, domestic blueberries, nectarines, sweet bell peppers, spinach (also kale and collard greens), cherries, potatoes, imported grapes, and lettuce.

You can always buy organic produce at the grocery store and shop the local farmers market, but most of these crops are easily grown in a backyard or even on a deck, so there’s no reason not to supplement your shopping with some homegrown produce that you know for a fact is completely free of residue.



LESS UPKEEP

Even though you may be utilizing every conceivable bit of your garden space to produce ground-greedy crops, there is another significant benefit to growing those same plants vertically: It makes a big difference in your workload. Less area available to produce competitive plant life (otherwise known as weeds) directly translates into less weeding.

Smaller spaces to dig, mulch, and clean up for winter mean less wear and tear on the gardener. Using less garden space also means spending less time doing all those gardening chores. You might even have time to use some of your newly freed-up valuable real estate for other things, like a hammock!

MADE IN THE SHADE

Sun-loving crops are often squeezed for space in small plots, but growing them up a trellis allows them to stretch out in the sun. The result is more surface area exposed to sunlight. But what about that little patch of shade created beneath those lounging vines? It could provide just the spot for you to rest your weary gardening bones in the shade of a grape arbor or trellised blackberries or cherry tomatoes. Consider installing a well-deserved garden bench.

Many plants also appreciate a shaded spot in the plot. You could add a patch of salad greens, spinach, or a cole crop (anything in the cabbage family). Or you might provide a birdbath or a small pond to pamper garden guests such as birds, beneficial insects, and toads, which will in turn lend their appetites to your cause.

MORE REASONS TO GROW UP

If you’re not already convinced, here are three more good reasons to grow food on the vertical rather than with those traditional earthbound methods: Plants grown vertically have access to more air and light, pest management is easier, and you typically will increase your yield.

Let There Be Light (and Air)

Not only does training your vines upward allow for more sunlight to reach those energy-gathering leaves, but it also allows for freer movement of the air surrounding the leaves. Better ventilation translates into healthier foliage.


SAVING SEEDS, SAVING CENTS

Here’s a tactic that will increase the value of your humble plot, thus saving you money and, in a real sense, preserving some of the past. Most older trailing varieties of everything from beans to pumpkins are open-pollinated, meaning they set seed that will grow plants just like the parent plant. Most “new introductions” are hybrids: Either they won’t set mature seed at all or their seeds will not grow true to the parent plants.

In a world of ever-increasing control of seed stock by corporations and ever-declining choices of mostly hybrid plants, saving your own seed from favorite heritage varieties is more than just good gardening practice — it’s like growing your own little revolution.
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An A-frame with a couple of narrow raised beds increases your growing space considerably. Wider beds provide space for a different crop in front of the vines, or use the shaded space between for a bed of spinach while the vines establish themselves.

Vines growing along the ground create a moist, still microenvironment underneath their canopy of overlapping leaves, which is perfect for many disease organisms and damaging fungi. Many of these diseases are spread by wind, splashing water, pest vectors, or physical contact as the gardener works around plants. Warm, wet conditions often encourage the rapid spread of disease.

Elevating the foliage effectively eliminates a prime source of contamination: ground contact. Also, it can significantly reduce a major cause of plant-to-plant transmission: moist, overlapping growth. Air circulates more freely among the raised vines and leaves and keeps their surfaces drier, which helps prevent diseases from starting or spreading.

Keep an Eagle Eye on Pests

Dozens of pests abound to terrorize our carefully tended crops. Many brazenly take advantage of a plant’s growth habit and hide among the spreading foliage. Most thrive in the damp, shaded microclimate provided by those ground-hugging plants. Plants that ramble aimlessly about the garden offer nearly unlimited access because a great deal of their surface area is in contact with the soil. Pulling these errant stems off the ground and guiding them up vertical supports drastically reduces potential entry points.

Skybound vines are easier to inspect at a glance than their unkempt cousins, and bugs are easier to spot on orderly trained vines than on overlapping tangles of vegetation. Raising the vines off the ground makes looking for pests physically easier, too. Rather than hunching and bending and continually shoving wayward growth from your path, inspecting a neatly trained, trellised vine often requires little more than a quick nod of your head and a flick of a few leaves.

Trellised plants are not only easier to check for pests, but they are also more efficiently treated when invaders are spotted. Any sprays or dusts that you may need to apply can be administered more accurately, reducing the amount needed. And you eliminate the risk of accidentally stepping on and crushing vines or fruit.

Higher Plants, Higher Yields

Two separate strategies are at work here. First, although plant breeders are always striving for improvement in disease resistance, taste, and crop yields, in many cases old-time varieties consistently outperform the newcomers. Bush or compact varieties are generally the great-great-grandchildren of vining ancestors. The vining varieties of everything from peas and beans to tomatoes and squash are often genetically superior and produce more better-tasting fruit over a longer period of time than do their more compact cousins.

Second, even without overwhelming evidence from repeated research, it is not difficult to understand why a plant grown up a trellis will soon surpass an identical plant grown using conventional methods. What a privileged life it leads! Not only does it have the advantage of more sunshine and fewer pests, as described above, the trellised plant is also easier to water. It is further shielded from undue nutrient and light competition because it is easier to weed. With all of these advantages, how could it not produce higher yields!

RULES TO GROW BY

Garden crops really need only three things: sunlight, water, and soil. Everything else just boils down to making sure they can take advantage of those essential elements.

Rule No 1: Let the Sun Shine In

Situate crops so they get at least six hours of sunlight per day. Sun-deprived plants may survive, and even grow, but they will lack that healthy green color that photosynthesis imparts. They rarely flower or fruit and, if they do manage it, yield unsatisfactory produce that isn’t worth your trouble.

Training plants to grow vertically increases the surface area exposed to sunlight. Just be sure to always position vertical support structures to the north end of your space to avoid leaving other sun-loving plants in the dark.



Crops will grow bigger, better, faster, and more consistently with a properly timed supply of water to their roots.



Rule No 2: Water Wisely

Once upon a time we thought of water as an everlasting, abundant, unlimited resource. Just like passenger pigeons.

Overhead sprinklers, one of the most common methods of watering, are also the most inefficient and wasteful, especially on the broad leaves of plants such as squash and cucumbers. The wide leaves divert the spray from the root area of the plants and send it splashing off onto yet more leaves, wasting hundreds of gallons of water. Evaporation as the water sails from the sprinkler head also claims a fair amount of moisture.

Vines that are trained politely up a trellis are much easier to water without waste. The soil line near the stem of a plant is exposed so that water can penetrate to the roots. Any one of several efficient methods can be used.


NO MORE GROWING PAINS

Perspective is everything. Twenty years ago, when I wrote Trellising, I never thought twice about bending, yanking, shoveling, raking, and so on. These days, it sometimes hurts just to write about all that. I’ve noticed over the years that the more I train plants to grow up, the less aching (and complaining!) I do.

Though I’ll talk later about styles of trellises, something to keep in mind is that your design options are totally unlimited. If you have a physical condition that limits your mobility, there is no rule that says your food source has to taunt you from ground level or mock you from above. Design your trellis system so that plants can be trained at a height that is comfortable for you to work at. Fruit or leaf thinning, insect and disease monitoring, and harvesting are a lot less stressful when done in a comfortable position.
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An underground watering system can be as simple as a series of gallon jugs with a few holes punched in each, set in the ground at the same time your seedlings go in.

A drip irrigation system saves time, money, and water. As for the hassle of setup, have you ever tracked the time it takes to move sprinklers, drag and untangle hoses, fidget with settings and couplers, and then set it all up again?

Aqua spikes are tapered, 8-inch (20 cm) hollow spikes that fit on the end of 2-liter soda bottles. With the area around the roots cleared of vegetation, it’s a snap to pop these into the ground, affix a filled bottle, and let the plants water themselves.

Make your own irrigation system by drilling or punching small holes in the bottom of a bucket, plastic milk jug, large-sized coffee can, or other suitable container. Bury the container near the vines when you transplant them; fill it periodically with water to provide steady moisture for growing vines.
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This self-watering container stacks two 5-gallon plastic buckets on top of each other. A PVC spacer creates a reservoir for the excess water and acts as a wick to draw moisture into the roots of the plant.

Self-watering containers are commercially available or you can create your own from plans found online. One clever design incorporates an upright section of perforated PVC pipe in the center of the container, anchored with gravel and dirt before being surrounded by plants.

You can find many plans for these and other do-it-yourself watering systems online.

Rule No 3: Raise Your Sights

Whenever possible, plant in raised beds. Growing vining crops in raised beds is easier than growing ground-spreading plants because the beds need be only as wide as the base of the plants. Raised beds can be enclosed with a framework or simply mounded up and left freestanding. They can be as shallow as a few inches or as deep as a few feet, depending on your circumstances.



Design your raised beds to fit your physical ability and available space. The point is to work around them comfortably, without having to set foot in them.



The main advantage of piling up soil rich in organic matter is that the soil in the beds stays loose and friable. Why? Because there is more depth of organic matter/loose soil to begin with and because the beds are never stepped in. Raised beds provide better drainage, and the soil in raised beds warms more quickly in the spring than it does in a flat garden.

The easiest way to create raised beds is to plan your garden layout for the following spring during the fall and to set up the beds in advance. Fill and work in lots of organic matter (1 or 2 feet [61 cm] deep), and let the beds sit over the winter. (I use raw horse manure, as it has plenty of time to mellow.)

Rule No 4: Compost, Compost, Compost!

I can’t repeat this enough. Organic matter, such as compost, straw, and rotted manure, degrades at warm temperatures (70°F [20°C] and above) to provide a constant, slow-release food for plant roots over the growing season. It helps soil retain water and facilitates drainage by breaking up heavy native soils.

Soils rich in organic matter are less likely to compact. Compacted soils physically retard root growth and lack oxygen needed by plant roots. Degrading organic matter also generates small amounts of heat, helping to give you a head start on early planting seasons.

A lot of people don’t like the idea of composting; they think it will be messy or smelly, but it’s not if it’s done properly. Composting is garden alchemy. Waste goes in; living gold comes out. And all your yard waste and kitchen scraps have to go someplace anyway, so why not into a tidy pile in a corner of the garden? If space is an issue, look online for plans for compact composters and worm farms made out of wood scraps, milk crates, plant pots, and other creative materials.


DON’T TOUCH: WET VINES

It’s true that into every life a little rain must fall, but when it falls into the life of your garden, butt out. Rainfall, like the water from overhead sprinklers, has the unfortunate habit of landing on plant leaves and vines as much as it does on the ground.

This is nature’s way and should be just fine, except that in nature, plants of the same species are not usually crammed together as closely as they are in our gardens.

Dripping and splashing water helps spread various pests and diseases, so avoid weeding, pruning, staking, and other garden tasks right after a shower.




TRAIN EARLY, TRAIN OFTEN

Just planting stakes next to your seedlings isn’t enough. You still have to keep an eye on your support system. The key to getting your plants to grow up a support is physically guiding them on their way up. Make it a habit to check every few days to see if vines need to be placed on the next level of a support, twisted around a pole, or woven through netting to keep them on track. The growing tips are much more flexible than any other part of the vine and easiest to bend or move.

The earlier you train, the easier it is. Move vines only as far as they easily allow. If you need to make a major adjustment, do it over a period of days, a little at a time. It’s a hands-on thing to learn. The more vines you handle, the more you’ll get the feel of how easy they are to manipulate at which stage.



Rule No 5: A Stake in Time

Your tomato plants are flourishing, so you decide it’s about time to start training them. But something comes up to keep you away from the garden. Several days later, you notice they are beginning to sprawl, so you go out and get busy.

Trouble is, you inadvertently break off a few vining stems as you work to control them, and perhaps you step on and crush one or two. But finally, you get all those vines collected and tied to a support, and as a last fail-safe measure, you pound a few stakes into the ground to anchor it. Weeks later, you notice some of the plants are flagging and realize that you drove the stakes right through the feeder roots.

Plant parenthood means supporting your plants from the get-go. Put in stakes, trellises, fences, and so on at the same time the plants go into the ground. It’s also the best way to account for the mature size of the plant and not overcrowd your garden space with more plants than you have plot.

Rule No 6: Mulch Ado about Nothing

Mulching, the practice of covering up bare ground to slow water evaporation from the soil, is the last word in conserving water, and then some. A layer of mulch also shades roots, much appreciated by many types of plants, and prevents weed seeds from getting a roothold. An organic mulch, such as straw or partially decomposed compost, gives the added benefit of slowly feeding and amending the soil when it is tilled or dug in at the end of the season.

Some inorganic mulches, such as clear, red, or black plastics, can help to warm the soil and reflect the sun’s rays. Mulching is a good all-around practice that saves water, work, and weeding and will benefit all of your garden crops.

Rule No 7: Weed ’em and Reap

No matter how much you mulch, it is inevitable that weeds will still find a way in. They may be wildflowers by another name, but weeds can provide a breeding ground for diseases and shelter hordes of insect pests. They steal water and nutrients directly from crop roots and, if allowed to grow, can shade them out of their fair share of sunlight.

Keep weeds at bay early and often by hand pulling or shallow cultivation with a hoe or other garden tool. Shallow cultivation, either under mulch or in its absence, has the advantage of disturbing the soil surface, which helps water absorption. Undisturbed soil settles and compacts into a crust that prevents water from penetrating down to plant roots.


KEEP RECORDS

Someone asked me just this year how many pounds of food I expected to get out of my garden. I had no clue. Talk about a sin of omission.

I like to keep records of which varieties I plant, when they produce first fruits, when pests appear (deer usually don’t bother until August, the bleeping ground squirrels have a heyday in May, and yellow jackets take over in late summer), temperatures, rainfall, and so on. It allows me the illusion that I am in control.

And keeping records of what is planted where, from season to season, is critical to effective crop rotation. Some crops shouldn’t set root in the same spot for three or four years. Who remembers for that long?



Rule No 8: Round and Round We Go

Or in other words, rotate your crops. Planting different types of crops in different areas of your garden each season helps avoid a myriad of problems that can plague your plants if they are grown in the same spot season after season.

Soilborne pests and diseases multiply if provided with their favorite hosts year after year; simply planting a different crop interrupts the life cycle of plant-specific pests.

Rotating crops also helps to stabilize the nutrient balance of soils, as deep-rooted crops help pull up phosphorus and potassium from the soil depths and legumes restore nitrogen. By alternating heavy feeders such as brassicas (e.g., cabbages, turnips, kale), tomatoes, and corn with those that feed the soil, such as peas, beans, and cover crops, and never planting the same crop in the same spot two years in a row, you can greatly reduce the likelihood of certain plant diseases while helping to maintain soil fertility.


CHAPTER 2 MAKING THE MOST OF MATERIALS



The building materials you choose for your vertical gardening structures depend on your answers to a few questions. How much can you spend on aesthetics? Are you building a temporary (single-season) structure or a permanent addition to the garden? What type of plants do you want to support? What’s your style? Do you prefer a sleek, modern look or something more rustic?



Many gardeners (and I’m one of them) like to be creatively frugal by recycling items such as baling twine, 10-gallon pails, and leftover lumber. Always remember that one man’s trash is another man’s trellis. A scrap-lumber structure may not be as visually appealing as is a custom-made redwood grape arbor, but both serve the purpose equally well. Creative designing and lush, healthy foliage will soon obscure any less-than-attractive components.

BUILDING A FRAMEWORK

Most trellises have two basic parts, a frame and a support system, in a wide range of variations. The frame is usually constructed of stiff, sturdy, weight-bearing material, such as lumber, metal, or heavy bamboo. It is generally built of vertical standards with horizontal beams, wires, or slats running between them to give the frame shape. But of course there are exceptions (see chapter 3).

The frame also holds up the plant supports, the part of the trellis to which plants are directly affixed. Plant supports may be made from the same material as the frame but are often constructed of a lighter, more flexible material, such as twine, netting, or wire.
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A sturdy wooden trellis or A-frame is versatile, can support a wide variety of crops, and can be used year after year if properly stored over the winter.

Workable Wood

Wood is by far the most common material used in building trellises and other frames. It is sturdy and attractive, and some types will last a lifetime. It is not the cheapest option, especially if you select high-quality wood, but the more expensive kinds of wood will repay you with years of low-maintenance service.

The best woods for garden use are cedar, redwood, black locust, cypress, spruce, Osage orange, and oak — any of these may last for decades. They are more weather resistant than cheaper pine or fir, which will rot in a few years if left untreated. Pressure-treated pine and fir will last much longer than untreated, but could be saturated with chemicals that you may not want to introduce into your garden (see Chemicals to Keep Away From, below).

No matter what type of wood you choose for a support system, look for posts cut from the center of the tree — the heartwood. Untreated heartwood posts last twice as long as untreated wood cut from the outside edges — the sapwood.

Another type of wood to use as building material is any green, flexible wood. Willow is the classic example, but any wood that is fresh enough and thin enough to bend can be used to fashion bentwood fences, trellises, and other garden structures.



To extend the life of trellises constructed of wood, design them to knock down and store away when not in use, and store them out of winter weather.




CHEMICALS TO KEEP AWAY FROM

Wood treated with creosote is not recommended for garden use because it is toxic to plants. Copper naphthenate (heavy Cuprinol, Tenino Copper Naphthenate) is often recommended for use on wood for garden structures, but according to manufacturers’ labels it is not suitable for food garden use.

Clear Cuprinol, also often recommended for use in food-garden construction, contains 3-iodo-2-propynyl butyl carbamate — designated by the Pesticide Action Network (PAN) as a Bad Actor chemical for acute toxicity.

You may save money by substituting scrap lumber for new, but take care in using any old wood that has been painted, as old paint may be lead based. The bottom line is either use high-quality wood to begin with or factor in the cost of replacing cheaper wood every few years. I don’t recommend taking your chances with chemically treated wood.
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Metal cages like this one are readily available for individual plants, but you can build a whole support system from metal pipe that will last for years and can be designed for any space.

Heavy Metal

Galvanized steel fence posts come in various lengths from 4 to 8 (1-2 m) long and are readily available from farm supply stores. Perhaps not as good-looking as wooden posts, they are sturdy, easy to install, easy to take out, last forever, and, most important, do the job.



Some designs that use pipe incorporate an underground portion that is drilled with drainage holes to irrigate plants at root level.



Metal pipe, either salvaged or purchased new, is also good framing material. Galvanized pipe will outlast nongalvanized pipe, except in seaside areas, where damp, salty air speeds corrosion. The pipe can be driven into the soil and is easily removed if necessary. Fittings, such as Ts, Ys, and elbows, give the trellis designer many options. Short pieces can be connected; corners, arms, or extensions can be added; and entire sections can be fitted together or altered. A little elbow grease and a hacksaw are all you need to shorten long pieces.


FORGET DIY
Let the Pros Do It for You

Not everyone has the time, know-how, or inclination to build a garden’s worth of support systems. Fortunately, a range of ready-made trellises and trellising materials can be found from a variety of sources.

* Precast metal trellis panels, from frugally functional to divinely decorative, are available in any style imaginable.

* Circular or square tomato cages fit over small plants and support them as the plants grow through the rings, and some can be stacked to accommodate vigorous vines.

* Pole bean and tomato towers come complete with framework and supports up to 6 feet (2 m) tall.

* Obelisks, tuteurs, tripods, and lattice frames can be works of art in their own right and wonderfully functional additions to your garden space.

Lightweight and practical, wire mesh products allow you to customize your trellis dimensions to your plot and crop. See Resources for suppliers of these and other useful items.



Practical Plastic

Pipe made from PVC (polyvinyl chloride) may win even more votes as a suitable framing material counterpart. PVC pipe comes in many sizes, shapes, and varieties, including rigid with thick walls or thin and flexible. Like metal pipe, different fittings make it easy to plan a multitude of useful garden designs, from full-scale arbors to individual plant cages. Whether you like the look of PVC is your decision, but it is very durable and reasonably priced.

The biggest concern with PVC is its environmental impact from start to finish. Although safe for garden use, it is manufactured of extremely toxic substances, and according to the Association of Post Consumer Plastics Recyclers, it is not feasibly recyclable.

Beautiful Bamboo

Bamboo is lightweight and weathers as well or better than scrap lumber. It tends to split, though, if you try to bend it, especially if it is cold. Compared to most other building materials, it is very inexpensive.
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Bamboo is an inexpensive, durable, and useful material in the garden.

In some climates, bamboo can also be grown at home to provide you with lots of free building material. Just as attractive as wood, it can be used in many designs as both framing and support material.

DESIGNING YOUR SUPPORT SYSTEM

The type of plant support you use in your design, like the material used for framing, depends greatly on the type of plant it must support. Most garden crops can be trained up twine, netting wire, or wire mesh.

Wooden lattice, though more expensive, is often used for permanent landscaping trellises that are destined for the swarming vines of heavy crops like squash and melons and grapes. If you do buy lattice, make sure it’s sturdy to begin with, or it’ll just fall apart and cost more to replace.



Avoid flimsy string that will break under the weight of growing vines. Fine, taut string can slice through growing vines, cut off a plant’s circulation, and kill the vine.



Twine, String, or Rope

Twine or heavy string is a garden trellis institution. Heavy-duty jute is a natural, compostable fiber and is almost universally available and fairly cheap. Nylon seine twine, cotton cable cord, and vinyl-coated clothesline wire are all reusable possibilities. Any old rope you have lying around, including nylon, plastic, jute, or braided or plaited anything, will do nicely for a plant support. Natural fibers, however, tend to swell and shrink as they get wet then dry and are susceptible to rot.

Baling twine is available for the asking, depending on where you live. Miles of it are cast out every day by livestock owners who would probably be happy to have you remove it for them. (You may even pick up some free fertilizer in the bargain!)

Check out stables, racetracks, dairies, hobby farms, petting zoos, or anyone who may feed animals hay; they are big users of bales held together by twine. Alfalfa is often put up in large bales and held with wire rather than twine; this wire is flexible, lightweight, and strong enough to weave into a trellis design.

As mentioned earlier, ready-made netting for garden trellises is sold through mailorder catalogs and garden supply stores (see Resources). It is woven of strong, weatherproof nylon with large 6- to 7-inch (15-18 cm) square openings to allow for easy pruning, tying, inspecting, and harvesting. Available in different widths and lengths, netting is moderately priced and will last many seasons.

Wire and Mesh

Wire can be substituted for twine or netting and is the first choice for some plants. Ten-gauge copper or galvanized wire, 3/16-inch vinyl-coated tiller cable, guy wire, baler wire, or salvaged electrical or telephone wire can be strung along your frames.
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Use ready-made stock panels to create strong support systems for a variety of plants. The openings must be large enough to admit your hand for easy harvesting.

Wire-mesh fencing is a great choice to incorporate into a trellis. Galvanized, woven-wire mesh (also called sheep or hog wire) performs admirably, has a rustic look, will last for years, and is more rust resistant and more expensive than nongalvanized wire mesh, such as concrete reinforcing wire. Avoid chicken wire (also called poultry wire or netting). The wire is flimsy and the openings are too small to work with comfortably.

Rigid, heavy-duty “wire” stock panels (also called sheep panels, hog panels, or cattle panels) come standard in 16-foot (5 m) lengths and are very useful for fencing as well as for building trellises. The wire is actually a welded grid of rigid, cast, galvanized rods, available in 6 gauge (0.194 inch thick), 4 gauge (0.225 inches thick) and 2¾ gauge (¼ inch thick). Panels average about 35 pounds (16 kg) each. Some places sell a 6-gauge utility panel that varies in height and is 20 feet (6 m) long with 4-inch (10 cm) openings, but these may be harder to find than standard stock panels.


THINKING AHEAD

It is very important to choose a wire with a large enough mesh (4- to 6-inch [10-15 cm] openings) to comfortably fit your hand through. Smaller wire mesh presents two frustrating problems. First, a tighter mesh may not allow the fruits of your labor to be easily tended or picked. No amount of swearing will put a 4-inch-wide squash through a 2-inch-square hole!

Second, pulling dead vines out of small wire mesh at the end of the season is a chore that no gardener should have to add to his or her list of fall cleanup duties.




THINKING OUTSIDE THE A-FRAME

You’d be amazed at what kinds of things plants will grow vertically on, as long as the supports are strong enough and there are plenty of footholds for those grabbing tendrils and curling vines. People have created support systems out of chain-link fences, sections of old porch railings, the mattress supports from cribs, ladders, wooden pallets, and more. Plants can be trained to grow over fire escapes, up walls, and along staircases to decks and balconies.

Once you start looking around for vertical space, you might be surprised to see just where vegetables can grow. I know someone who nailed lattice to one side of her kids’ wooden play structure and grew beans up it. After the kids grew up, she replaced the swings with a hanging bench and turned the sandbox into a raised bed with climbing cucumbers in back and peppers in front.





Always use galvanized nails or staples with galvanized wire and nongalvanized fasteners with nongalvanized fencing to prevent corrosion at contact points.



One drawback to wire or wire mesh is that it is not always suitable for quick-growing, tender annual vines. In some areas, the wire becomes very hot under the summer sun and can burn sensitive vines and foliage.

A quick fix is to wrap exposed metal parts with florist tape. Over time, growth will shade the metal and thereby minimize the risk of it burning foliage. But if your garden tends to heat up quickly and metal gets untouchably hot, consider using another type of material to support tender plants.

Wood and Bamboo

Wood lathing or poles can be used for plant supports in designs from arbors and arches to tepee-style trellises. Trimmed saplings make excellent rustic poles and, if peeled and cured in the sun, will last for several seasons.

Bamboo rods used as plant supports give a rustic/exotic look and a durable future to any trellis. They are available online, in catalogs, and at some garden supply stores.

Ties, Clips, and Slings

Some plants climb by means of spiraling tendrils or leafstalks; some by stems that weave in and out of or wrap around available supports; and still others by aerial, rootlike holdfasts or tiny, adhesive pads that cling to their supporting surface. Any of these, at some point, may need a little assist to stay aloft.

A variety of ties, clips, slings, and other accessories can be used in training upwardly mobile vines. (See page 96 for more on slings). For garden crops, usually all that is needed is to gently guide the stems to the support and watch them climb. Some, however, need to be tied in place as they grow.

Seed catalogs, gardening websites, and garden supply stores offer soft twist ties and clips especially made for securing delicate plant stems to trellises, stakes, fencing, or twine (see Resources). As with many gardening supplies, homemade substitutes abound — jute cord; plastic ties; paper-covered, wire twist ties; lengths of vinyl-covered wire or twine; plastic grocery bags; and strips of old cloth or discarded nylons can all be put to good use.



Tying vines too tight will constrict the vascular system of a plant and cut off the flow of nutrients. Slip knots may accidentally tighten, with the same results.



Other hardware that you may need in building your trellis or managing your vines can include nails and staples; turnbuckles, to keep weight-bearing wires taut; eyebolts and wire rope clips, to hold wires or twine; and hinges and floor flanges, or other fastening devices to secure wires in place.
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Commercial clips and ties are often handy and reusable, but a simple ball of twine has many uses in the garden.

Setting Up Slings

The fruit of some vines may require additional support as it grows. The weight of squash, pumpkins, and melons can pull on the trellised vines and cause them to sag or break. Why risk the unnecessary splattering of a prize melon when a little prevention will stop the unthinkable?
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You can buy ready-made fruit supports (designed to be put on while the fruit is small and then stretch as the fruit matures), but old panty hose, cut-up bed linens or T-shirts, bird netting, or any other handy fabric can be fashioned into a lifesaving sling.

1. Cut the material to the appropriate size for the fruit, judging by its predicted size and weight at maturity.

2. Tie one end securely to the plant support and loosely fit the fabric under the fruit; center it in the sling as much as possible.

3. Tie the other end of the sling to the plant support so that the fruit rests loosely and comfortably in its little hammock.
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BEING CREATIVE WITH CONTAINERS

It is true that many gardeners turn to trellising crops because they’re short on space and only then realize the other bonuses of vertical gardening. But if you are really squeezed for ground space, perhaps to where you don’t own even a small backyard or garden plot, consider container gardening.

Almost anything that can be trellised can be reared in some type of planter box. Many plans for build-your-own planters incorporate a trellis right into the design. Or you can purchase containers, such as large clay or fiber pots, redwood boxes, and half wine barrels, and attach a trellis yourself. Be sure that the container has never contained any type of toxic substance. Drill holes in the bottom for adequate drainage and place the container in a sunny spot.

Potential mini-gardens are all around; you just have to think like a creative scavenger. Consider industrial shipping crates, including food-industry intermediate bulk containers (or IBCs for short), laundry tubs, livestock watering tanks, discarded bathtubs, plastic soap barrels from your local carwash, even recycled recycling containers!


CHAPTER 3 TRADITIONAL TECHNIQUES {TEPEES AND TRELLISES}



The design of your support systems depends on several things. You must consider the type of plants you want to grow (two or more types of vines can happily coexist on one structure), the materials that you have to work with, and the style of support system you want. Nature and finances may rule the first two considerations, but the style is limited only by your imagination and the laws of physics.



Picture an arch-framed garden gate overflowing with spectacular scarlet runner beans, first in full bloom and then producing piles of tasty beans. What could be lovelier? To the avid recycler, tomato towers built from old bicycle wheels or a pea trellis fashioned from a discarded mattress frame can be beautiful. In the garden, function is at least as important as form. To a gardener, any healthy vine winding up any type of trellis is a pretty sight.

STARTING WITH STAKES

The simplest of all plant supports are individual stakes or poles. Drive one into the soil near the base of a plant, and the vines instinctively latch on to them. Well, it’s almost that easy.

Tomato stakes and bean poles are classic examples. At transplant time, or as a plant begins to show distinct vining growth (a few inches is enough to get it started in the right direction), gently tie the stem near the base of the stake. As the plant grows, continue to tie it at intervals along the stake to support the vine. Once the plant reaches the full height of the stake, prune excess growth that continues past the top.

Most garden centers offer a range of wooden, bamboo, and manufactured stakes that are suitable for training tomatoes, beans, squash, and other annual vines. Scrap lumber in 1×2 or 2×2 sizes, sturdy saplings, pipe, rebar, or another rigid material can also be commandeered for service.

TERRIFIC TEPEES

Why settle for one stake or pole, when a bunch of them will support more plants plus add a touch of imagination to your garden? There is a primitive beauty in greenery swirling its way up the legs of a tepee support. The ancient design conjures up images of gardeners of long ago. The form lends itself to many plants, from beans, peas, and tomatoes to heavy-fruited crops such as melons and squash. Many vines are light enough to be supported on sapling poles or bamboo, but those that bear heavy fruit require a sturdier structure. Building a tepee is quick, easy, and inexpensive.
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A tepee of lightweight bamboo poles provides a traditional support system for beans and peas.

A Small Tepee

One person can set up a small tepee alone, but it sure makes the job go faster with a helper. You will need 4 to 12 poles — thin ones for flowers, peas, or beans, and stouter ones for squash, melons, or heavy sweet potato vines. Cut the poles to the desired length, adding 1 to 2 feet (30-61 cm) to the height of your finished structure. Note: You probably don’t want your tepee to be taller than you are!



A tepee is a great way to get kids excited about growing food, because as the vines cover it, the tepee creates its own secret garden, complete with snacks!



If you ever thought algebra was a waste of time, here’s one case where it comes in handy. Use the Pythagorean theorem (a + b2 = c2) to calculate exact lengths of tepee poles by using c for the length of the pole, a for half the width of the overall tepee on the ground, and b for the total height of the structure.

1. Use twine, raffia, wire, or strips of cloth to lash the poles together, about a foot (30 cm) from the top. To do this, pull the poles into a tight bundle; wrap the twine around the bundle a few times, weaving in and out of the poles as well as looping around them; and then tie it snugly.

2. Prop the bundle of poles over the prepared soil and position the bottom ends equal distances apart in a circle. It works best to just prop the thing up in whatever form it will stand on its own, then work your way around it, positioning each leg to a point on a circle.

3. Push the end of each pole into the soft earth to help stabilize the tepee until growing plants can anchor it in place. Each leg should be able to support one to three vines. If high winds, cats, or other forces of nature threaten to topple your tepee, drive stakes at regular intervals around the base and lash each (or every other) leg to a stake. Or try anchoring your poles with cinder blocks or in buckets of sand.

A Large Tepee

Larger poles, 2 to 3 inches (5-8 cm) across, are heavy enough to be freestanding. There is usually no need to drive them into the soil or to stake them. Their extra weight makes it nearly impossible to erect the tepee all at once as described above, and you’ll need a helper. The tried-and-true method for erecting a large tepee is to first set up a tripod, then add as many extra legs to the structure as you desire. In addition to the poles, you’ll need about 20 feet (6 m) of twine or light rope.



It’s important to choose stakes that are as long as your plant will be tall at maturity.



1. To build your tepee, lay out three poles near where the finished structure will stand. Position them so that two are together and the third is off to one side; together they should form a V.

2. Tie the twine or rope around and between the ends of the three poles, about 1 foot (30 cm) from the top, to secure them together. Leave several feet of rope loose so you can attach the remaining poles.

[image: image]

Heavy poles set firmly in the ground can take the weight of several squash or bean vines.

3. Stand back at the end of the rope and pull to raise the tepee to its feet. While you hold the rope, have your helper move one of the two poles that were together to an independent third position.

If you don’t have a helper, use the rope to pull the three poles up to a point where their weight and the tension of the rope counterbalance to keep the poles in an almost upright position. Tie the rope to a fence, tree, truck bumper, or other fixed point to keep the tension, then position the feet of the poles where you want them.

4. With the tripod erected, the next step is to put up the rest of the poles. Place them so the feet are equidistant apart in a circle and they intersect at about the same spot at the top. The weight of each pole against the others stabilizes the tepee.


MALABAR SPINACH: TRY SOMETHING NEW

For something unusual in the greens department, try Malabar spinach (Basella alba). Native to the tropics of Africa and southern Asia, this edible vine makes a wonderful summer spinach substitute; though it needs a lot of water, it flourishes in the hot weather that makes a regular spinach wilt or bolt.

This handsome plant may well become the centerpiece of your garden; it is as distinctively attractive as it is manically productive. Trained to a support, the majestic size of the plant, with vines from 20 to 30 feet (6-9 m) long, commands attention. The dark green, heart-shaped, fleshy leaves and bright red or contrasting white stems have a mild flavor.

Planting Guidelines

Malabar spinach loves to soak up the sun, but will also grow in partial shade. Owing to its native habitat, it tolerates poor soils, but a healthy dose of compost or rotted manure worked in at transplant time will give a nutrient boost to get this green giant off to a jolly good start.

As a fleshy-leafed plant, it requires plenty of water. It grows as a perennial in Zones 10 and 11, but if you live in an area with frost, consider it an annual.

Training Malabar Spinach to Grow Up

This plant is almost too easy to grow! Malabar spinach is a vigorous, climbing vine that twines its stem around a support. Twine, wire, poles, and fence-type frames are all suitable, but whatever you use must be sturdy enough to support the weight of the vines.

The trailing stems may need a little initial guidance in finding their support. If you gently lean them against the lower levels of the trellis in the beginning, they should grow in the right direction.

Enjoying Your Harvest

Plants can endure a little harvesting as soon as there are several sets of full-sized leaves, or once stem tips reach 6 to 8 inches (10-15 cm) in length (55-70 days after seeding). Both stems and leaves can be harvested throughout the season, resulting in thicker, lusher, very tender new growth. Thin regularly, as leaves and stems become tough as they mature.

Both shoots and leaves can be served either fresh or as cooked greens. The leaves are mucilaginous, which makes them great for thickening soups, but they are easily overcooked. A staple of many Asian cultures, they fit right into lots of Asian recipes, including stir-fries.

They are a natural for salads, in sandwiches, or in any recipe you would normally use spinach. Great in omelets, they tend to thicken quiches, so use them according to your preference. Use fresh leaves right away, as they tend to get slimy after a few days.
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A running tepee

5. Finally, take the end of the rope and walk around the tepee a few times, looping the rope up and around the tops of the poles where they intersect to lash them together. This forms a large, solid, heavy-duty structure that can serve as a temporary or semipermanent plant support for any plant that trails or vines.

A Four-Legged Tepee

Here’s a quick cheater method for a smaller, lighter, four-legged tepee: Bundle two pairs of poles, lashing them together about a foot (30 cm) from one end. Raise one pair of poles into position, then have a helper hold the poles in place while you straddle them with the second pair. Arrange the legs, then wrap the tops together. A four-legged tepee (two sets of two poles) works wonderfully for squash, melons, and sweet potatoes.

The Running Tepee

Another variation on the tepee method is a running tepee. Running tepees are great for long, wide rows of crops. Seed directly or transplant along the length of each row that is created by the feet of the tepee poles.

To build one, you need a collection of poles (saplings, scrap 1×2s, and bamboo are perfect), plus six larger ones or a couple of solid posts to anchor them and sturdy twine to tie the whole thing together.

1. Start with either a three-pole tepee or a post at each end of the row; a height of 6 feet will accommodate most crops.

2. Tie a long, thin pole to the top of the end tepees or posts so that it connects the two, or string a heavy wire or rope between the tops of the posts and tighten.

3. Lean the poles along the length of the connecting pole in pairs and tie each pair together at the top.


YOU SAY TEPEE, I SAY TUTEUR

Additional support for heavy vines can be worked into a tepee design by wrapping heavy twine or rope around the legs, starting about 1 foot (30 cm) from the bottom and working up and around toward the top. Technically, a tepee with horizontal rungs (whether they be rope, willow twigs, or copper tubing) is called a tuteur (French for “to train” or “to guide”).
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Some are quite decorative and can add a fanciful aura to a functional piece of garden hardware. By placing containers at various heights inside a sturdily built tuteur, you can further increase the growing space and plant a variety of plants in one spot.

Let them intermingle, or prune them so that some climb to a height of about 4 feet, while others start at that height (the height at which their container rests inside the tuteur) and continue up.



SELF-CONTAINED TRELLISING

Planting vining crops in containers can dramatically reduce your need for ground space — you don’t even need a yard! Just remember that containers need special growing mediums and regular watering (sometimes more than once a day in hot/dry weather).

Another consideration for containers is that they be large enough to accommodate the roots of any given plant or plants. A half wine barrel, for instance, will hold several healthy bean or pea plants, two or three cucumbers or melons, one or two squash or pumpkin plants, or about ten trailing strawberries.

Using containers with trellises or tepees adds countless ways of incorporating lots of plants together; you can create a living wall of vegetation that serves as both a sound/privacy screen and gardener’s buffet. Build some shelves to rest the containers on, or hang them on a trellis or wall. Just be sure the structure is sturdy enough to support the combined weight of containers, soil mix, and water, not to mention the plants themselves.
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Using containers with trellises gives you all kinds of options for maximizing space in your garden.
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A fence trellis

FENCES MAKE FINE TRELLISES

Fences are among the easiest, most versatile, and most commonly used trellises found in gardens everywhere. If you don’t have an actual fence to grow against, drive a post at each end of a garden row and place other posts in between as needed for support. String with twine, wire, netting, or wire mesh, and you have a fence-type trellis. The standards, or end posts, can be anything from wood or metal fence posts to metal or PVC pipe. Tie, wire, staple, or nail the plant support to the standards so that it is taut enough to hold the vines without sagging.

Many trellises — from stake-and-netting dwarf pea fences to freestanding post-and-wire espalier trellises — follow this simple design. Some need bracing at the end posts or additional posts in between, depending on the length of the fence and the amount of weight they must support.

One design trick that makes harvesting easier is to rig a fence-type trellis at an angle. The simplest way to do this is with premade wire panels, such as those used to create livestock fencing. Setting them up at an angle enables fruit to hang down freely between the spaces on the downhill side.
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A clothesline trellis

Rather than try to set support posts at an angle, set a post at each end of the panel, and one at the center if needed, and prop up the panel at an angle. You can fashion angle arms for added support, but generally the panels are stiff enough to stay put. (See illustration on page 84.)

Clothesline Trellis

By attaching crossarms to the end posts and running two (or more) wires between them, the simple fence trellis is converted into a clothesline trellis that can support multiple horizontal lines (usually made of wire) instead of just one.

This type of trellis allows you to plant double rows and is useful for berry patches and for many annual crops such as peas and beans. Because the posts in clothesline trellises must bear more weight than those in a simple fence, it is a good idea to brace them at each end.

To erect a clothesline trellis, you’ll need posts for uprights; pipes, lumber, or poles for crossarms and braces; wire; eyebolts; and tensioners. Whether you use wood or steel posts is just as much a matter of preference as it is of convenience and cost. Steel posts are easily pounded into the ground, while wooden posts are generally set the old-fashioned way — by digging a hole 2 feet [61 cm] deep and tamping the earth back into it as the post is held steady. Some folks will even secure a post with cement in the hole, obviously something reserved for permanent structures.

Metal fence posts can be removed from soft garden soil almost as easily as they can be pounded in, making them the best choice for single-season standards. If you are using wood, construct the entire post setup before pounding it into the ground. A 3- to 4-foot (1 m) crossbeam on an 8-foot (2.4 m) post, complete with 2-foot-long (61 cm) braces, will hold just about any trailing vine (or a few loads of clothes!).

Connect the wire either by looping it around the crossarms or by wrapping it around eyebolts set into the crossarms for that purpose. Wire can be tightened by hand or pulled taut with tensioners.


SPIRALING INTO CONTROL

A fun, whimsical, and surprisingly practical variation is a spiraling metal stake. I’ve found them in 3½-foot and 7-foot (1-2 m) lengths, but other sizes are bound to be available.
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The idea is that the spiral shape offers just enough of a horizontal surface to allow plants to grab on and continue up the vertical portions of the stake. Clever and cute, but I’m still trying to figure out ways to build my own!



If the lines start to sag, check to be sure the posts are not being pulled toward one another. If they are, a quick fix is to prop them up with braces that run from the top or middle of the post down to the ground. Either toe-nail these braces into the post or wedge them in place securely.

COOL CAGES

Another simple and efficient method of containing an errant sprawler is with a cage. Cages can be nailed together from scrap 1×2 lumber or made with wire mesh. Choose a wire mesh that is sturdy enough to retain its shape under the weight of vines and fruit and has openings big enough for you to reach through when harvesting. Bend the mesh into a cylinder or an arch shape and arrange it around or over young transplants.

Round or square cages, 2 to 3 feet (61-91 cm) in diameter and 3 to 4 feet (91-121 cm) high, will both contain and support a variety of vines. You can calculate exact measurements using the old standby C = 2(pi)r or simply estimate a 6½-foot length of wire mesh for a 2-foot-diameter cage, 20 feet for a 3-foot-diameter cage, or 25 feet for a 4-foot-diameter cage. Wire mesh comes in varying heights and 50-foot lengths or longer, so one roll can make at least two cages, depending on their diameters.

1. Connect snaps to the ends of the mesh and snap the cylinders together, or instead, when cutting the wire, add a few inches to the finished measurement.

2. Wrap the wire into a cylinder and bend the cut ends of the wire back over the opposite end of the mesh to hold it in place.
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Building your own wooden tomato cages takes an investment of time and materials, but if built well, they’ll last for years and can be used to train up other veggies as well.

3. Drive a stake or two into the ground through the wire mesh to anchor the support against the wind.

More intricate designs can be constructed by using lighter-weight wire attached to wooden frames or by cutting the wire mesh into individual panels and wiring them together into freestanding square cages. The advantage of panel-type cages is that they can be taken apart for storage. For a square or panel-type cage, multiply the width of the cage by 4 and cut the wire accordingly, adding a few inches to overlap and connect the ends.
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A series of wire mesh panels set in a zigzag pattern makes for easier picking come harvesttime.

EXCELLENT A-FRAMES

The A-frame is an extremely useful, versatile, and easily constructed garden trellis. By incorporating either hinges or pivot nails into the top of an A-frame trellis, it can be folded together. This little bit of extra work during the design phase makes the structure a snap to move and store.

Another advantage to the A-frame design is that both sides of the trellis are used, creating a shaded corridor that is a perfect spot to plant some greens, which makes the row more productive.

An A-frame can be made sturdy enough to support even heavy crops, such as gourds and pumpkins. By changing its position in the garden every year, the same structure can support cucumbers one year, squash the next, then tomatoes, and later beans or peas.

It can also pull double duty by providing a framework for shade cloth and bug- or bird-proof crop covers or be turned into an instant greenhouse by tacking clear plastic sheeting to the frame. If versatility is not blessing enough from this useful design, consider that it can be built of scraps, which adds economy to the list of advantages.

Construct the A-frame of lightweight lumber: 1×2s or 2×4s. Wire-mesh fencing, garden netting, and vertically or horizontally strung wire or twine all serve well as the plant support. While you may design an A-frame in any dimensions to suit your site, bear in mind that if it is to be portable, it must be of manageable size. Better to build and move four 6-foot components than one 24-foot-long monster.

1. Cut lightweight stock panels in 6- to 8-foot (2-2.5 m) lengths with a bolt cutter.

2. Use a straightedge, such as a board or pipe, to bend the panels in the middle to form a V.

3. Flip the panels over, then place several of them along the row so that the ends are a few inches (about 8 cm) apart. The bends create an uninterrupted zigzag trellis.

4. Set the transplants in the spaces between the individual cages and train the vines up the sides of the cage on either side.

If you have the space, a quick and easy alternative is to lean two 16-foot (5 m) panels up against each other and wire them together at the top and/or put in posts at either end if you need added stability: that’s it. Plant, water, weed, and harvest!

ARCHES AND ARBORS

Whether envisioning lush grapes, exotic wisteria, or romantic old country roses, most of us, when we dally on such thoughts, picture them clambering over some classic old arbor. Garden books, magazines, and websites are fairly bursting with patterns for beautiful, permanent landscape trellises. Often these structures serve as the focal point of the garden and set either a formal, informal, or rustic tone. We may not think of them as supports for the vegetable garden, but a sturdily built permanent arbor is a perfect support for heavy crops — bountiful beans, melons, cucumbers, and even trailing squash or indeterminate tomatoes.

[image: image]

An archway or arbor can support annual vines just as easily as it does more traditional roses or flowering vines.

Architectural designs include rustic, prim Victorian, and sleek contemporary. You might lash large branches together for a rustic look or create swooping scrolls and archways for a formal approach. You can attach an arched trellis to a bare wall to convert it instantly into an elegant backdrop. Consider, however, attaching your elegant trellis with hinges or pivot bolts so that it can swing down if you ever need access to that wall.

The horizontal beams of an arbor provide not only a support for vines, but also a secluded, shady spot for the gardener. Doorways, paths, patios, gazebos, and any other special outdoor area can be transformed with a vine-covered archway. Consider including a planter box in your designs, and enjoy the added benefits of raised beds.


A HYBRID SYSTEM

Something to try when planting lots of vining plants in a bed together is a cross between a cage and fence. A cagence? I’ve used this only with tomatoes, but the results were outstanding. It is quick and simple to install, virtually free (if you already have the fence posts and use leftover twine), not all that bad to look at, and easy to take down at the end of the season.

My growing beds are about 30 inches (76 cm) wide, so I pounded in a steel fence post at each corner of a 12-foot-long (3.6 m) bed and one at opposite sides in the middle. As the tomato plants grew, I wound twine (saved from hay bales) around the posts in a diamond pattern. Don’t ask me the method of winding, I just kept going until I had the pattern I wanted.

[image: image]

[image: image]

As the tomatoes grow, they began to flop over their individual twine cages, so I put up another round of twine, about 8 inches (20 cm) higher than the first one. By the end of the season, I had five or six rounds of twine running up the posts for a total height of about 4 feet (1.2 m) and some very happy tomatoes.



Create a private corner with an arch or arbor, or use it as camouflage to hide trash cans or yard equipment. Living screens are also an excellent means of providing a windbreak or, to the often overwhelmed city dweller, a much needed noise and/or pollution barrier.

Practical Considerations

Despite the almost limitless possibilities for arbor design and construction, the gardener must always weigh the basic considerations of expense and the intended climbers. Posts should be driven or dug 24 to 30 inches (61-76 cm) deep or set in at least 18 inches (46 cm) of concrete.

The vertical supports should be well anchored with galvanized nails or screws to the horizontal beams that define the frame of the trellis. Horizontal supports must be strong enough to bear the weight of the vines; a double layer of crisscross lattice is sturdy and attractive.

Ease of maintenance should also be considered, not only for pruning, maintenance, and harvesting, but also for upkeep on the trellis and on any existing background structures. Brackets, bolts, hinges, and other hardware add somewhat to the initial investment but will go a long way toward making routine gardening chores easier by making the trellis — or at least parts of it — movable.




End of sample
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CONTAINER PLANTING
RECOMMENDATIONS

PLANT

SINIMUM SOIL DEPTH

MATURE SPACING

SUN/SHADE

Beans
Beets.

Broccoli

Carrots

Cucumbers

Eggplant

Flowers

Garlic

Herbs

Kale

Lettuces

Onions

Peppers.

Radishes

Spinach

Summer squash

Swiss chard

‘Tomatoes (standard)*
Tomatoes (patio type)*
Winter squash®

o

10"
=
12"

68"
10"

3

fullsun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
full sun
sun to part shade
partial shade
sun to part shade
sun to part shade
partial shade
sun
partial shade

sun

* Train vines up or let them dangle down the sides of the box. Larger fruit may need some support.
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FIT TO BE TIED
Keeping Your Plants on the Up and Up

TIE TYPE

PrOS

coxs

Commercial
plant ties

Rag ties.

Salvaged twist ties
Plastic bags

Zip ties

it pliable, reusable, can be cut to

size, almost unseen in garden

Soft, pliable, usually reusable, can be.
cut tosize, free

Free, casily maneuvered with one hand
Strong, durable, free, plentiful

Strong, easy to use.

Minor expense

Can be unsightly

Often not sturdy enough or too short
Can be unsightly, hard to untie

Notre

able, often too short, hard to






