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DISCLAIMER

The information provided in this book is for educational and informational purposes only. It is not intended
as a substitute for professional agricultural advice. Always consult with a qualified expert or your local
agricultural extension office before making significant changes to your gardening practices.

Every effort has been made to ensure accuracy. However, results may vary based on your specific climate
zone, soil conditions, and local environment. The author assumes no responsibility for any adverse effects
from the use of this information.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted without prior written
permission, except for brief quotations in reviews.
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PART 1
THE FOUNDATION

Before you plant a single seed, build the knowledge that will make everything else work.



CHAPTER 1

Why Organic

Walk into any grocery store in America and you will find tomatoes that look perfect — uniformly
red, unblemished, stacked in neat rows. Pick one up, bring it home, and take a bite. It tastes like
almost nothing. Compare that to a tomato you grew yourself — ripened slowly in the sun, fed by
rich soil you built with your own hands. The difference is transformative, and it is the reason

millions of Americans are turning to organic home gardening.

This is not a trend. It is a return to something we forgot. For most of human history, growing your
own food was simply what people did. Industrial agriculture changed that, and while it solved the

problem of feeding billions, it created new problems we are only now beginning to understand.

Organic gardening is about making an informed choice — growing food in a way that is healthier

for you, better for the environment, and easier on your wallet over time.

Your Health Comes First

Conventionally grown produce is treated with synthetic pesticides, herbicides, and fungicides. The
Environmental Working Group's "Dirty Dozen" list shows that strawberries, spinach, kale, and
apples routinely test positive for multiple pesticide residues even after washing. When you grow

organically, you eliminate that exposure entirely.

Organically grown produce is measurably more nutritious. A meta-analysis in the British Journal
of Nutrition examined 343 studies and found organic crops contain 18 to 69 percent more
antioxidants. There is also the freshness factor — store produce may be a week old before reaching

your kitchen, losing up to 45% of its nutritional value. Your garden's supply chain is about 30 feet.

DID YOU KNOW?

The average piece of produce in America travels approximately 1,500 miles from farm to plate,
losing up to 45% of its nutritional value. Your backyard garden has a supply chain of about 30
feet.

The Real Economics of Growing Your Own Food

A single tomato plant costs two to four dollars and produces 10 to 20 pounds of tomatoes — worth
$50 to $100 at organic grocery prices. A basil plant costs two dollars and replaces 20 or more



store purchases over a season. The USDA estimates the average family of four spends $300 per
month on produce. A home garden can cut that by 40 to 60 percent during the growing season.

THE $50 GARDEN CHALLENGE

Start with $50 in seeds and supplies. Track your harvest and its store equivalent. Most gardeners
produce $300 to $600 worth of food in their first season from that investment.

What Your Garden Does for the Planet

Home gardens eliminate food miles, use a fraction of the water per pound of food compared to
industrial agriculture, and actively build soil rather than degrading it. You also create habitat —
an organic garden buzzing with pollinators is a meaningful oasis of biodiversity.

Self-Sufficiency in an Uncertain World

Pandemic-era shortages, extreme weather, rising food prices — these are not abstract concerns. A
home garden gives you a buffer. When grocery prices spike, your garden keeps producing. When
you open your freezer in January and pull out tomato sauce you grew yourself, that is security no
delivery app can match. And the act of growing food reconnects you with a fundamental human

skill that builds confidence and reduces anxiety.

What This Book Will Give You

Over the next 15 chapters, you will learn to assess your growing conditions, build nutrient-rich
soil, make your own compost and fertilizers, plan your garden for maximum yield, grow 40+
varieties of produce, manage pests without chemicals, extend your growing season, and preserve

your harvest year-round.

The only thing you need is a willingness to learn and a small patch of ground — or even a few

containers. Let's begin.



CHAPTER 2
Understanding Your Garden

Before you buy a single seed, you need to understand your land. Every garden is unique — the
combination of climate, sunlight, soil, and space creates conditions specific to your property. This
chapter teaches you how to read your land.

USDA Hardiness Zones: Your Climate Blueprint

The USDA divides North America into 13 hardiness zones based on average minimum winter
temperature. Most of the continental US falls between Zones 3 and 10. Your zone determines your

frost dates — the average last frost in spring and first frost in fall — which are the bookends of

your growing season.

Min. Winter Temp Typical Regions | Growing Season

3 -40°F to -30°F Northern MN, WI, MT 90-120 days

4 -30°F to -20°F Northern NY, IA, NE 120—150 days

5 -20°F to -10°F CO, IL, IN, OH 150—180 days

6 -10°F to 0°F PA, MO, KS, NM 180-210 days

7 0°F to 10°F VA, OK, NC, TN 210—240 days

8 10°F to 20°F TX, GA, SC, OR coast 240-270 days

9 20°F to 30°F FL, Southern CA, AZ 270—330 days

10 30°F to 40°F S(()):Stilern FL, SoCal Nearly year-round
FIND YOUR FROST DATES
Search your zip code on the USDA website or your local Cooperative Extension office. Write
down your average last spring frost and first fall frost dates. Zone 6 typically has last frost around
April 15—30 and first frost around October 15—30, giving roughly 170—180 frost-free days.

Sunlight: The Engine of Your Garden

Most vegetables need full sun — 6 to 8 hours of direct sunlight daily. Fruiting crops like tomatoes,

peppers, and squash are non-negotiable on this point. Leafy greens like lettuce, spinach, and kale



tolerate partial shade (3—6 hours) and may even prefer it in hot climates. Very few food crops
produce in full shade.

Do a sun audit: check your garden area every two hours on a clear day from 8 AM to 6 PM and
note sun exposure at each check. Pay attention to shadows from buildings, fences, and trees —
they change throughout the day and season.

Reading Your Space

A 4x8-foot raised bed can produce over 100 pounds of food per year. Five-gallon buckets on a
balcony can yield fresh tomatoes, peppers, and herbs all season. Think creatively: a strip along a
south-facing fence, the sunny side of a garage, an unused section of driveway.

The four basic garden formats: In-Ground Beds (traditional, lowest cost), Raised Beds (controlled
soil, excellent drainage), Container Gardening (most flexible, ideal for renters), and Vertical

Gardening (multiplier for any format).

Understanding Your Microclimate

South-facing walls absorb and radiate heat, extending your season 2—4 weeks. Low spots collect
cold air, creating frost pockets. Wind exposure stresses plants and dries soil faster. Bodies of water
moderate temperature fluctuations. Walk your property on a cold morning — notice where frost

lingers and where it melts first. These observations are more valuable than any zone map.

LOCAL RESOURCES

Your state Cooperative Extension Service provides free or low-cost soil testing, planting guides
specific to your county, and access to Master Gardener volunteers. Local independent nurseries
know which varieties perform best in your area.

You now have a working picture of your environment. In the next chapter, we dive into the most

critical factor: your soil.



CHAPTER 3

Building Great Soil

If this book could be reduced to one sentence: feed the soil, and the soil will feed your plants.
Conventional gardening treats soil as a medium to hold roots. Organic gardening treats it as a
living ecosystem — billions of organisms working together to provide everything your plants need

naturally.

What Soil Actually Is

A single teaspoon of healthy soil contains more organisms than there are people on the planet.
Bacteria break down organic matter into plant-available nutrients. Mycorrhizal fungi form
networks that extend root reach by hundreds of times. Earthworms create channels for air and
water while leaving nutrient-rich castings. Synthetic fertilizers bypass this system, and over time,

the soil becomes compacted, lifeless, and dependent on ever-increasing inputs.

The Three Components of Soil

All soil is sand, silt, and clay in varying ratios. Sandy soil drains quickly, warms fast, but leaches
nutrients. Clay soil holds moisture and nutrients but drains poorly and compacts. Silt is between
the two. Loam — roughly 40% sand, 40% silt, 20% clay plus organic matter — is the ideal.

Regardless of your starting type, the solution is the same: add organic matter.

The DIY Jar Test
Fill a quart jar one-third with soil, add water and a tablespoon of dish soap, shake for 3 minutes,
then let settle. After 1 minute mark sand. After 2 hours mark silt. After 24—48 hours mark clay.

Calculate percentages to know your soil type.

PRO TIP: PROFESSIONAL SOIL TEST

For $15—$30, your local Cooperative Extension performs a comprehensive test measuring pH,
organic matter, and all major nutrients with specific amendment recommendations. The single
best investment before starting your garden.

Understanding Soil pH



Most vegetables grow best at pH 6.0 to 7.0. Wrong pH locks up nutrients even when they are
present. Acidic soil (common in rainy areas) is raised with lime. Alkaline soil (common in arid

areas) is lowered with sulfur. Adjust gradually based on test results.

Building Your Soil: The Organic Way

Add 2—4 inches of compost annually. Mulch with straw, leaves, or wood chips to protect the
surface. Minimize tillage — it disrupts fungal networks, kills microbes, and brings up weed seeds.
Use cover crops in off-season beds to protect soil and add fertility. After 3—5 years of consistent
practice, your soil will be unrecognizable compared to what you started with.

Problem Signs Solution

Compacted soil Water pools, roots can't Add compost, use broadfork
penetrate

Poor drainage Soggy for days after rain Raised beds, add perlite

Too acidic (pH<6) gggﬁgles thrive, tomatoes Add lime per soil test

Too alkaline (pH>7.5) }iei}tli(l)ivgifgaves despite Add sulfur, acidic compost

e e nght-.colored, poor water Annual compost, mulch, cover
retention Crops

In the next chapter, we cover the most important tool in your soil-building arsenal: composting.



CHAPTER 4
Composting from Scratch

Composting transforms kitchen scraps and yard waste into a dark, nutrient-rich amendment that
improves every soil type, feeds microbial life, and replaces expensive store-bought products. This
chapter covers three methods and helps you choose what fits your space.

The Science of Decomposition

Decomposition requires carbon ("browns"), nitrogen ("greens"), moisture, and oxygen. The ideal

C:N ratio is 25—30:1 by weight. In practice, mix roughly equal volumes of browns and greens.

Browns (Carbon)
* Dry leaves, straw, shredded cardboard/newspaper, wood chips, pine needles, corn
stalks

Greens (Nitrogen)
 Fruit/vegetable scraps, coffee grounds, fresh grass clippings, garden trimmings,

eggshells, herbivore manure

Never Compost

» Meat, fish, dairy, oils, dog/cat feces, diseased plants, seeded weeds, treated wood

Method 1: Hot Composting

Build a 3x3x3-foot pile in alternating brown/green layers, moisten like a wrung-out sponge. The
center reaches 130-160°F within days, killing weed seeds and pathogens. Turn every 5—7 days

when temperature drops. Finished in 4—8 weeks.

Method 2: Cold Composting

Add materials as available, keep moist, let nature work. Takes 6—24 months but requires almost

no labor. A two-bin system (one filling, one finishing) provides continuous supply.

Method 3: Vermicomposting



Red wiggler worms break down scraps into castings containing 5x the nitrogen, 7x the
phosphorus, and 11x the potassium of regular soil. Ideal for apartments — a shallow bin,
moistened bedding, one pound of worms processes 3—4 lbs of scraps per week. No odor when
managed correctly.

WORM TEA

Steep a handful of worm castings in a burlap sack in 5 gallons of water for 24—48 hours. The
resulting liquid is a potent fertilizer for foliage and soil. Dilute to weak tea color and use within 24
hours.

Problem Cause Fix
Smells bad :ﬁ‘o wet/too many greens/no Turn, add browns
Not heating up Too small/dry/few greens ﬁﬁg greens, water, ensure 3ft
Flies/pests Exposed food scraps Bury food under browns
Slimy Too much moisture Add dry browns, turn
Ants Too dry Water thoroughly

Now that you understand soil and composting, it is time to plan your garden layout.



PART 2

GROWING

From planning your first bed to harvesting your fortieth crop — the hands-on work begins
here.



CHAPTER 5
Planning Your Garden

The difference between a garden that produces a handful of tomatoes and one that feeds your
family is planning. This chapter walks you through format selection, layout, crop selection, and
scheduling.

Choosing Your Garden Format

In-Ground Beds
Traditional, lowest cost. Works best with decent native soil and large spaces. Unlimited root depth

and natural soil biology access.

Raised Beds
Most popular format. Standard: 4 feet wide, 6—12 inches high. Fill with 1/3 topsoil, 1/3 compost,

1/3 perlite. Never walk in them. Solve most soil problems instantly.

Container Gardening
The great equalizer — no yard needed. Almost any crop works if the container is big enough (5+
gallons for tomatoes/peppers, 3+ for lettuce/herbs). Fabric grow bags are inexpensive and

effective. Water more frequently.

Vertical Gardening
A multiplier for any format. Train climbing crops on trellises to double productive capacity per

square foot. Cattle panel arches are incredibly productive for climbing crops.

Layout: Row vs. Intensive

Row gardening wastes 50—60% of space on paths. Intensive/square foot gardening produces up
to 4x more food per square foot. In a 4x8 bed divided into 32 squares, each square holds 1 tomato,
4 lettuce, 9 spinach, or 16 radishes.

START SMALL




A 100-square-foot garden that is well-managed outproduces a 400-square-foot garden that is
neglected. Start with one or two beds, expand in year two.

The Beginner's Top 10

Crop Difficulty Days to Harvest

Tomatoes Easy 60-85
Zucchini Very Easy 45—60
Lettuce Very Easy 30—45
Green Beans Easy 50—60
Cucumbers Easy 50—65
Peppers Easy 60—90
Herbs Very Easy 30—60
Radishes Very Easy 22-30
Carrots Moderate 60—-80
Kale Easy 55—75

Succession Planting

Sow fast crops (lettuce, radishes, beans) every 2—3 weeks for continuous harvest. Stagger

tomato/pepper transplants by 2—3 weeks to extend harvest and hedge against crop loss.

Creating Your Planting Calendar

Use your frost dates from Chapter 2. Work backward for indoor start dates and forward for harvest
dates. A simple spreadsheet showing each crop's start date, transplant date, and harvest date is

worth more than any gadget.

5-MINUTE PLANNING

Write your last frost date at the top. List crops. For each, write "Start" and "Harvest" dates. This
takes 5 minutes and transforms your gardening success.

With your plan in hand, you are ready to put seeds in the ground.



CHAPTER 6

Starting Seeds & Transplanting

Starting your own seeds is one of the most rewarding and cost-effective skills in gardening. A
single packet of seeds costs two to four dollars and contains enough seeds to produce dozens —
sometimes hundreds — of plants. The equivalent number of nursery transplants would cost fifty
to two hundred dollars. Beyond the savings, starting seeds gives you access to hundreds of
varieties that you will never find at a garden center, including heirloom and specialty cultivars
bred for flavor, disease resistance, or specific growing conditions.

This chapter covers everything you need to know to start seeds indoors, harden off your seedlings,
and transplant them successfully into your garden. We will also cover direct sowing — planting

seeds directly outdoors — which is the preferred method for many crops.

Indoor Seed Starting: The Basics

Some crops need a head start indoors because their growing season is longer than your frost-free
window allows. Tomatoes, peppers, and eggplant, for example, need 60 to 90 days from
transplanting to harvest, and they cannot go outdoors until after the last frost. Starting them

indoors 6 to 8 weeks early bridges that gap.

Other crops — like beans, peas, squash, cucumbers, carrots, and radishes — resent transplanting
and grow best when sown directly into the garden. These crops have either fragile root systems
that do not survive the disruption of transplanting, or they grow so quickly that starting indoors

offers no meaningful advantage.

Start Indoors Direct Sow Only Either Method
Tomatoes Beans (bush & pole) Lettuce
Peppers Peas Kale
Eggplant Carrots Spinach
Brocceoli / Cauliflower Radishes Beets
Cabbage Corn Swiss Chard
Herbs (basil, parsley) Squash / Zucchini Cucumbers




What You Need

Seed starting does not require expensive equipment. Here is what works:

» Containers — Cell trays, peat pots, recycled yogurt cups with drainage holes, or soil
blocks. Any small container with drainage will work. Cell trays with 72 cells are the most
efficient for large plantings.

 Seed starting mix — Not garden soil, which is too dense and may contain pathogens.
Use a sterile, lightweight seed starting mix made of peat moss or coconut coir, perlite,
and vermiculite. It holds moisture while allowing excellent drainage and air circulation

around delicate young roots.

» Light — This is the make-or-break factor. Seedlings need 14 to 16 hours of strong light
per day. A sunny south-facing window is rarely sufficient — it provides light from only
one direction, and winter sunlight is often too weak, resulting in tall, leggy seedlings that
fall over. Inexpensive LED shop lights hung two to four inches above the seedlings

produce strong, even light and cost about twenty dollars.

» Heat — Most seeds germinate best at soil temperatures between 65 and 80 degrees
Fahrenheit. Peppers and tomatoes prefer the warmer end of that range. A seedling heat
mat placed under your trays raises soil temperature by 10 to 20 degrees and dramatically

improves germination rates and speed.

e Water — Bottom watering is the preferred method for seedlings. Set your trays in a
shallow container of water and let the soil wick moisture up from below. This keeps the
soil surface drier, which discourages damping off — a fungal disease that kills seedlings

at the soil line.

Step-by-Step Seed Starting
Fill your containers with moistened seed starting mix, pressing lightly to eliminate air pockets but
not compacting it. The mix should be uniformly moist — like a wrung-out sponge — before you

plant.

Plant seeds at the depth indicated on the seed packet. A general rule is to plant seeds at a depth
of two to three times their diameter. Very small seeds like lettuce and basil are barely covered —
just pressed into the surface and lightly dusted with mix. Larger seeds like squash and beans are

planted half an inch to one inch deep.

Place one to two seeds per cell. If both germinate, you will thin to the strongest seedling later by
snipping the weaker one at soil level with scissors. Do not pull it out — this disturbs the roots of

the remaining seedling.



Cover the trays with a clear humidity dome or plastic wrap to retain moisture during germination.
Most seeds do not need light to germinate — they need warmth and moisture. Check daily and
mist if the surface dries out. Remove the cover as soon as you see the first sprouts emerge, and
move the trays under your lights immediately.

Once seedlings have their first true leaves — the second set of leaves that appear, which look
different from the initial seed leaves — they are ready for diluted fertilizer. Use a liquid organic
fertilizer at one-quarter strength once per week. Increase to half strength after two weeks.

AVOIDING LEGGY SEEDLINGS

Leggy seedlings — tall, thin, and floppy — are caused by insufficient light. The seedling is
stretching toward the light source. Keep your grow lights two to four inches above the tops of the
seedlings and raise them as the plants grow. If using a window, rotate trays daily and supplement
with artificial light. A gentle fan on low speed for a few hours daily also strengthens stems by
simulating wind.

Hardening Off

Seedlings grown indoors are accustomed to stable temperatures, no wind, and consistent artificial
light. Planting them directly outside would shock them — potentially killing them or setting them

back weeks. Hardening off is the gradual process of acclimating seedlings to outdoor conditions.

Begin hardening off seven to ten days before your planned transplant date. On day one, place
seedlings outdoors in a sheltered, shaded spot for two to three hours, then bring them back inside.
Each day, increase the time outdoors by one to two hours and gradually introduce more direct
sunlight. By day five or six, seedlings can handle full sun for most of the day. By day seven to ten,

they can stay outdoors overnight if temperatures are above freezing.

Watch for signs of stress during hardening off: wilting, sunburned leaves with white or brown
patches, or drooping. If you see these, reduce exposure and slow the process. It is better to take

an extra few days than to damage your seedlings.

Transplanting

Transplant on a cloudy day or in the late afternoon to reduce transplant shock. Bright midday sun
on newly transplanted seedlings causes rapid moisture loss before the roots have established

contact with the surrounding soil.

Dig a hole slightly larger than the root ball. For tomatoes, bury the stem deeper than it was
growing in the pot — up to the first set of true leaves. Tomatoes form roots along their buried

stem, creating a stronger, more drought-resistant root system. This is the only common vegetable



that benefits from deep planting; most others should be planted at the same depth they were

growing in their containers.

Water transplants immediately and thoroughly after planting. Apply two to three inches of mulch
around the base of each plant, keeping it a few inches away from the stem. For the first week,
water daily if there is no rain, even if the soil does not look dry on the surface — the roots have not
spread into the surrounding soil yet and the small root ball can dry out quickly.

TRANSPLANT BOOST

Water transplants with a diluted seaweed or fish emulsion solution at planting time. These
organic fertilizers contain natural growth hormones and micronutrients that reduce transplant
shock and encourage rapid root establishment. Mix at half the label rate — you want to ease the
plant into its new environment, not push it into rapid top growth before the roots are ready.

Direct Sowing

Many crops grow best when planted directly into the garden. The technique is straightforward:
prepare your bed, create furrows or holes at the spacing indicated on the seed packet, place seeds

at the recommended depth, cover with soil, and water gently.

For very small seeds like carrots and lettuce, mix them with sand before sowing. This helps
distribute the tiny seeds more evenly and makes it easier to see where you have already planted.

Sprinkle the sand-seed mixture along your furrow and cover lightly.

Keep the soil consistently moist until germination — this is the critical period. A single day of
dried-out soil can kill germinating seeds. For crops with long germination times, like carrots
which can take 14 to 21 days, covering the row with a strip of burlap or a wooden board retains

moisture. Check daily and remove the cover as soon as sprouts appear.

Thin seedlings once they have their first true leaves. This feels wasteful but is essential —
overcrowded plants compete for light, water, and nutrients, and none of them will produce well.
Thin to the spacing recommended on the seed packet. Snip at soil level rather than pulling, to
avoid disturbing neighboring roots. Thinned lettuce, spinach, and beet seedlings are edible and

make excellent additions to salads.

Seed Saving Basics

Once you grow your own food, saving seeds is the natural next step. It closes the loop, making

your garden increasingly self-sufficient and free.



Open-pollinated and heirloom varieties produce seeds that grow true to type — meaning the next
generation will be the same as the parent. Hybrid varieties, labeled F1 on seed packets, do not
produce reliable offspring and should not be saved.

The easiest seeds to save are from self-pollinating crops: tomatoes, peppers, beans, peas, and
lettuce. Simply allow a few fruits or pods to fully mature on the plant — past the edible stage —
then harvest, clean, dry, and store the seeds in a cool, dry place. Properly stored seeds remain
viable for two to five years depending on the crop.

Crop | Seed Saving Difficulty Seed Viability
Tomatoes Easy — ferment, rinse, dry 4-5 years
Peppers Easy — scrape, dry 2—3 years
Beans & Peas Very Easy — dry on vine 3—4 years
Lettuce Easy — let bolt, collect 3—5 years
Squash / Cucumbers Moderate — isolation needed 4—6 years
Carrots / Beets Hard — biennial, needs 2 years 2—3 years

With seed starting, transplanting, and direct sowing in your toolkit, you are ready to grow
anything. The next two chapters are the heart of this book — detailed guides for growing the most

popular and productive vegetables, fruits, berries, and herbs in your organic garden.



CHAPTER 7

Growing Vegetables

This is the chapter you will return to most often. It is your field reference — a crop-by-crop guide
to growing the most popular and productive vegetables in an organic home garden. Each entry
covers planting, care, common problems, and harvesting. Use it alongside your planting calendar
from Chapter 5 to keep your garden producing all season long.

The crops are organized by category: warm-season crops that need heat and cannot tolerate frost,
and cool-season crops that thrive in lower temperatures and can often be planted before the last
frost or after the first frost in fall.

WARM-SEASON VEGETABLES

These crops need warm soil (at least 60 degrees Fahrenheit) and warm air temperatures to thrive.
They are killed by frost and should not be planted outdoors until all danger of frost has passed. In

most zones, this means transplanting or direct sowing from mid-spring through early summer.

Tomatoes

Tomatoes are the most popular home garden crop in America, and for good reason. A single well-
managed plant can produce 10 to 20 pounds of fruit over a season. There are two growth types:
determinate varieties grow to a fixed height, produce their fruit in a concentrated period, and then
stop. Indeterminate varieties keep growing and producing until killed by frost. For a continuous

harvest, grow indeterminate types.

Start seeds indoors 6 to 8 weeks before your last frost date. Transplant outdoors after all danger
of frost, burying the stem deep as discussed in Chapter 6. Space plants 24 to 36 inches apart.
Provide a sturdy cage, stake, or trellis — indeterminate tomatoes can reach 6 to 8 feet tall and

produce heavy fruit clusters that will break unsupported branches.

Water deeply and consistently — inconsistent watering causes blossom end rot, a common
condition where the bottom of the fruit turns black and leathery. Apply two to three inches of
mulch to retain soil moisture and prevent soil-borne disease spores from splashing onto lower
leaves. Feed every two to three weeks with compost tea or diluted fish emulsion once fruit begins

to set.



Common problems include early blight, which presents as brown spots with concentric rings on
lower leaves, and hornworms, large green caterpillars that can defoliate a plant overnight. Remove
affected leaves promptly and handpick hornworms. Planting basil nearby is said to repel certain
tomato pests and enhances flavor when grown together.

 Days to harvest: 60—85 days from transplanting

 Best varieties for beginners: Cherokee Purple, San Marzano, Sungold, Better Boy,
Roma

* Yield per plant: 10—20 lbs

Peppers

Peppers are close relatives of tomatoes and share similar growing requirements, but they are even
more heat-loving. They grow slowly in cool conditions and thrive when daytime temperatures
reach 75 to 85 degrees. Both sweet peppers like bell peppers, banana peppers, and Italian frying

peppers, and hot peppers like jalapeios, habaneros, and cayenne are grown the same way.

Start seeds indoors 8 to 10 weeks before last frost — they germinate slowly and benefit from
bottom heat. Transplant after soil has warmed, spacing plants 18 to 24 inches apart. Peppers are
lighter feeders than tomatoes. Too much nitrogen produces lush foliage at the expense of fruit.

Feed once at planting and again when the first fruits set.

Harvest sweet peppers at any size, but flavor intensifies as they mature and change color — green
peppers are simply unripe peppers of any variety. A green bell pepper left on the plant will turn
red, orange, or yellow depending on the variety, and its sugar content will increase significantly.

Hot peppers increase in heat as they mature.
» Days to harvest: 60—90 days from transplanting
 Best varieties: California Wonder (bell), Jalapefio, Shishito, Banana, Cayenne

* Yield per plant: 5—-10 lbs

Zucchini and Summer Squash
Zucchini is the most productive vegetable in the garden — a single plant can produce 6 to 10
pounds of fruit over a season, and experienced gardeners often joke about leaving bags of zucchini

on their neighbors' doorsteps because they cannot keep up with the harvest.

Direct sow seeds one inch deep after the last frost, or start indoors 3 to 4 weeks before

transplanting. Space plants 3 to 4 feet apart — they spread wide. Harvest zucchini when they are



6 to 8 inches long. At this size, the flesh is tender and the seeds are small. Left unharvested, a
zucchini can grow to baseball-bat size in just a few days, but oversized fruit is tough and seedy.

The most common problem is powdery mildew — a white, powdery coating on the leaves that
appears in mid to late summer. Good air circulation, avoiding overhead watering, and removing
affected leaves slows the spread. Squash vine borers are another serious pest; watch for sudden
wilting of individual vines and frass — sawdust-like material — at the base of the stem.

 Days to harvest: 45—60 days from sowing
» Best varieties: Black Beauty, Costata Romanesco, Golden Zucchini, Yellow Crookneck

* Yield per plant: 6-10 lbs

Cucumbers
Cucumbers are heat-loving vines that produce prolifically when given warm conditions and
consistent moisture. There are two types: slicing cucumbers for fresh eating and pickling

cucumbers for preserving. Both grow the same way.

Direct sow one inch deep after the last frost, or start indoors 3 to 4 weeks before transplanting.
Grow on a trellis to save space, improve air circulation, and produce straighter fruit. Space plants

12 inches apart along the trellis.

Cucumbers are 95 percent water, so consistent irrigation is critical. Inconsistent watering
produces bitter fruit. Harvest frequently — every one to two days during peak production — to
keep the plant producing. Once a cucumber develops mature seeds, the plant begins to shut down

production.
« Days to harvest: 50—65 days from sowing
 Best varieties: Marketmore 76 (slicer), National Pickling, Lemon, Armenian

* Yield per plant: 5-8 Ibs

Green Beans
Beans are one of the easiest crops to grow and one of the most rewarding. They fix nitrogen from
the atmosphere into the soil through a symbiotic relationship with root bacteria, actually

improving your soil fertility while producing food.

There are two types: bush beans, which grow 18 to 24 inches tall and produce a concentrated
harvest over two to three weeks, and pole beans, which climb 6 to 8 feet and produce continuously
until frost. For a steady supply, plant bush beans in succession every two to three weeks, or grow

pole beans for a single long-season harvest.



Direct sow one to two inches deep after the last frost. Do not start beans indoors — they resent
transplanting. Space bush beans 4 to 6 inches apart in rows or blocks. Space pole beans 6 inches
apart along a trellis, tepee, or fence.

Harvest when pods are firm and crisp but before the seeds inside begin to bulge. Regular
harvesting encourages continued production. Beans that are left to mature on the plant signal the
plant to stop flowering.

 Days to harvest: 50—60 days (bush), 60—70 days (pole)
» Best varieties: Provider (bush), Blue Lake (bush or pole), Kentucky Wonder (pole),
Dragon Tongue

« Yield per plant: 0.5—11b (bush), 1—2 Ibs (pole)

Winter Squash and Pumpkins
Unlike summer squash, which is harvested immature and eaten fresh, winter squash is left on the
vine until fully mature. The hard rind that develops allows it to be stored for months without

refrigeration — a natural preservation system that extends your garden harvest well into winter.

Popular varieties include butternut, acorn, delicata, spaghetti squash, and sugar pie pumpkins.
All need a long growing season — 80 to 120 days — and plenty of space. Each plant spreads 6 to
10 feet in all directions. If space is limited, grow compact bush varieties or train vines vertically

on a strong trellis, using slings to support the heavy fruit.

Direct sow after the last frost when soil is warm, or start indoors 3 to 4 weeks before transplanting.
Harvest when the rind is hard enough that you cannot dent it with your fingernail and the stem
begins to dry. Cure in a warm, dry spot for 10 to 14 days before storing. Properly cured winter

squash stores three to six months in a cool, dry location.
« Days to harvest: 80—120 days from sowing

 Best varieties: Butternut, Delicata, Acorn, Spaghetti, Sugar Pie Pumpkin

COOL-SEASON VEGETABLES

These crops thrive in temperatures between 40 and 75 degrees Fahrenheit and can tolerate light
frost. Many actually taste better after a frost, which converts starches to sugars. Plant them in

early spring as soon as the soil can be worked, and again in late summer for a fall harvest.

Lettuce and Salad Greens



Lettuce is the ultimate beginner crop — fast, forgiving, and endlessly useful in the kitchen. There
are four main types: loose-leaf, butterhead, romaine, and crisphead. Loose-leaf varieties are the
easiest and most productive because you can harvest individual outer leaves while the plant
continues to produce from the center, a technique called cut-and-come-again harvesting.

Direct sow seeds barely covered — lettuce seeds need light to germinate. Sow in early spring, four
to six weeks before the last frost. For continuous salads, sow a new row every two weeks through
spring. Stop planting when daytime temperatures consistently exceed 80 degrees — heat causes
lettuce to bolt, sending up a flower stalk that makes the leaves bitter.

Resume planting in late summer, six to eight weeks before the first fall frost, for a second harvest
season. Fall-planted lettuce often tastes better than spring lettuce because cooling temperatures
sweeten the leaves.

» Days to harvest: 30—45 days (leaf), 55—70 days (head)

» Best varieties: Black Seeded Simpson, Red Sails, Buttercrunch, Romaine Parris Island

Kale

Kale is one of the most nutritious vegetables you can grow and one of the hardiest. It survives
temperatures down to 10 degrees Fahrenheit, making it one of the first crops you can plant in
spring and the last one standing in fall. In mild climates, kale can overwinter and produce through

the entire cold season.

Direct sow or transplant in early spring, four to six weeks before the last frost. Space plants 12 to
18 inches apart. Harvest by picking the lower outer leaves first, allowing the center to continue

producing. A single kale plant can be harvested for three to four months using this method.

Kale that has been touched by frost tastes noticeably sweeter than kale grown in warm weather.
The cold triggers the plant to convert starches to sugars as a natural antifreeze mechanism.
» Days to harvest: 55—75 days

e Best varieties: Lacinato (Dinosaur), Red Russian, Winterbor, Dwarf Blue Curled

Spinach
Spinach is a fast-growing, nutrient-dense cool-season crop that thrives in temperatures between
35 and 75 degrees. It bolts quickly in heat, so timing is everything. Plant as early as six weeks

before the last frost and again in early fall.



Direct sow seeds half an inch deep, spacing 2 to 3 inches apart. Spinach can be harvested as baby
leaves in 25 to 30 days or as full-size leaves in 40 to 50 days. Like lettuce, you can use the cut-and-
come-again method — harvest outer leaves and let the plant continue producing.

» Days to harvest: 25—-50 days

» Best varieties: Bloomsdale Long Standing, Space, Tyee, Malabar (heat-tolerant
alternative)

Carrots

Carrots are worth the patience they require. Homegrown carrots taste dramatically different from
store-bought — sweeter, more complex, and satisfyingly crunchy. They are a direct-sow-only crop
because their long taproot does not survive transplanting.

Sow tiny seeds a quarter inch deep in loose, stone-free soil. Carrots need at least 12 inches of
unobstructed depth to develop properly. If your soil is heavy clay or rocky, grow shorter varieties
like Chantenay or Paris Market, or use raised beds filled with sandy loam. Germination takes 14

to 21 days — be patient and keep the soil consistently moist during this period.

Thin seedlings to 2 to 3 inches apart once they are an inch tall. This is essential — crowded carrots
produce twisted, stunted roots. Harvest when the tops of the roots are visible at the soil surface
and have reached the expected diameter for the variety, typically three-quarters of an inch to one

inch.
e Days to harvest: 60—80 days

» Best varieties: Nantes, Danvers 126, Scarlet Nantes, Chantenay, Little Finger

Broccoli and Cauliflower
These cole crops reward patient gardeners with large, nutritious heads that are far superior in
flavor to their supermarket counterparts. Both are cool-season crops that perform best when they

mature during cool weather.

Start seeds indoors 6 to 8 weeks before the last frost, or direct sow in mid-summer for a fall
harvest. Space plants 18 to 24 inches apart. They are heavy feeders — work compost into the

planting hole and feed with fish emulsion or compost tea every two to three weeks.

Harvest broccoli when the main head is tight and firm, before any yellow flowers open. After
cutting the main head, most varieties will produce smaller side shoots for several more weeks.

Cauliflower produces a single head — once you cut it, the plant is done. Blanch white cauliflower



varieties by tying the outer leaves over the developing head to block sunlight and maintain the
white color.

 Days to harvest: 55—-100 days from transplanting
» Best broccoli: Calabrese, De Cicco, Waltham 29

« Best cauliflower: Snowball, Amazing, Purple of Sicily

Peas

Peas are a spring garden staple — sweet, prolific, and nitrogen-fixing. They grow best in cool
weather and stop producing when temperatures climb above 80 degrees. There are three types:
shelling peas, where you eat only the seeds; snow peas, where you eat the flat pod; and snap peas,
where you eat the thick, crunchy pod and the peas inside.

Direct sow one to two inches deep as soon as the soil can be worked in spring — peas tolerate frost
and actually germinate better in cool soil. Provide a trellis, fence, or netting for the vines to climb.
Even bush varieties benefit from support. Harvest shelling peas when the pods are plump and full.
Harvest snow peas when the pods are flat and the peas inside are tiny. Harvest snap peas when

the pods are round and crunchy.
e Days to harvest: 55—70 days

 Best varieties: Sugar Snap (snap), Oregon Sugar Pod (snow), Green Arrow (shelling)

Root Vegetables: Beets, Radishes, and Turnips
Root vegetables are among the most space-efficient crops you can grow. They develop quickly,

can be planted densely, and many varieties are ready to harvest in 30 to 60 days.

Radishes are the fastest — some varieties mature in 22 to 28 days, making them the perfect crop
for impatient gardeners and children. Direct sow half an inch deep, 1 inch apart, in early spring
or fall. Pull them as soon as the roots reach the expected size — left too long, they become woody
and peppery.

Beets are dual-purpose: both the root and the greens are edible and nutritious. Direct sow half an
inch deep, 2 inches apart. Each beet "seed" is actually a cluster of seeds, so you will need to thin
even if you plant carefully. Harvest beets at any size — baby beets are tender and sweet, while full-

size beets are more substantial.

Turnips are underrated. Young turnips harvested at two to three inches in diameter are mild,
sweet, and nothing like the large, bitter specimens most people associate with the name. The

greens are also excellent — peppery and nutritious. Direct sow in early spring or late summer.



 Days to harvest: Radishes 22—30, Beets 50—65, Turnips 40—-60

Onions and Garlic
Onions and garlic are the flavor backbone of cooking, and both are simple to grow organically.
They take up relatively little space and store well for months after harvest.

Onions can be grown from seed, transplants, or sets — small bulbs planted directly in the soil.
Sets are the easiest for beginners. Plant them one inch deep in early spring, spacing four to six
inches apart. Onions are classified by day length: short-day varieties for southern regions, long-
day varieties for northern regions, and intermediate-day varieties for the middle of the country.
Using the wrong type for your latitude will result in small bulbs.

Garlic is planted in fall — typically four to six weeks before the ground freezes. Break a garlic bulb
into individual cloves and plant each clove pointed end up, two inches deep and six inches apart.
Mulch heavily with straw. The cloves will root before winter and then grow vigorously in spring.
Harvest in mid-summer when the bottom third of the leaves have turned brown. Cure by hanging

in a dry, airy space for two to three weeks before storing.
¢ Onion days to harvest: 90—120 days

 Garlic days to harvest: 8—9 months (fall planting to summer harvest)

GARLIC IS GOLD

A single garlic bulb produces 8 to 12 cloves. Each clove, when planted, produces a full new bulb.
So one bulb of seed garlic becomes 8 to 12 bulbs at harvest — a tenfold multiplication every
season. Buy the best organic seed garlic you can find for your first planting, save the largest bulbs
from each harvest for replanting, and you will never need to buy garlic again.

This is not an exhaustive list — there are hundreds of vegetables you can grow organically. But
these crops represent the foundation of a productive home garden. Master them, and you will
have the skills and confidence to experiment with anything else that catches your eye in a seed

catalog.

In the next chapter, we will expand your garden into fruits, berries, and herbs — crops that add

variety, nutrition, and culinary versatility to your harvest.



CHAPTER 8
Fruits, Berries & Herbs

Vegetables are the foundation of a food garden, but fruits, berries, and herbs are what make it
truly complete. Berries provide some of the highest nutritional value per square foot of any crop.
Herbs transform simple meals into memorable ones and cost almost nothing to grow. And even a

small investment in fruit plants pays dividends for years — or decades — to come.

This chapter focuses on the fruits, berries, and herbs best suited to home gardens — crops that
are productive, manageable in size, and dramatically better when homegrown than store-bought.

BERRIES

Berries are the single best investment in a home garden. They are perennial — plant them once
and harvest for years. They are compact enough for small spaces. They produce fruit that is
expensive at the store and incomparably better fresh from the garden. And they are packed with

antioxidants, vitamins, and fiber.

Strawberries

Strawberries are the most popular home-garden fruit in America. There are three types: June-
bearing varieties produce one large crop in early summer. Ever-bearing varieties produce two
smaller crops, one in early summer and one in fall. Day-neutral varieties produce fruit

continuously from spring through fall.

For a home garden focused on steady harvests, day-neutral and ever-bearing types are the best
choice. Plant in spring, spacing 12 to 18 inches apart. Strawberries spread by sending out runners
— horizontal stems that root and form new plants. For maximum fruit production, clip runners
as they appear to direct the plant's energy into fruit rather than reproduction. For bed expansion,

let select runners root in desired locations.

Strawberries produce best in their second and third years. Most gardeners replant or rotate their
strawberry patch every three to four years as production declines. Mulch heavily with straw — the

namesake of the strawberry — to keep fruit clean, retain moisture, and suppress weeds.

» Best varieties: Seascape (day-neutral), Ozark Beauty (ever-bearing), Earliglow (June-

bearing)



* Yield: 1—2 lbs per plant per season

Blueberries

Blueberries are long-lived perennial shrubs that can produce fruit for 20 years or more. They
require acidic soil with a pH of 4.5 to 5.5 — significantly more acidic than most vegetables prefer.
If your soil is neutral or alkaline, grow blueberries in containers or raised beds filled with an acidic
soil mix of peat moss and pine bark.

Plant at least two different varieties for cross-pollination, which significantly increases fruit size
and yield. Space plants 4 to 6 feet apart. Blueberries are shallow-rooted, so mulch heavily with
pine needles or wood chips to retain moisture and maintain acidity. Do not cultivate the soil
around blueberry plants — their shallow roots are easily damaged.

Blueberries begin producing modest harvests in their second or third year and reach full
production by year five. A mature bush produces 5 to 10 pounds of fruit per season. Net your

bushes when fruit begins to ripen — birds love blueberries as much as you do.

» Best varieties: Bluecrop, Duke, Patriot (northern highbush); Rabbiteye varieties for

southern zones

¢ Yield: 5-10 lbs per bush at maturity

Raspberries and Blackberries

Cane berries — raspberries and blackberries — are vigorous, productive, and well-suited to home
gardens. They produce fruit on their canes, which are biennial: each cane grows vegetatively in its
first year, produces fruit in its second year, and then dies. New canes replace the old ones

continuously, creating a self-renewing system.

Ever-bearing raspberry varieties like Heritage and Caroline simplify this cycle by producing fruit
on first-year canes in fall. You can mow the entire patch to the ground in late winter, and new

canes will grow and fruit the same year — no pruning guesswork required.

Plant canes in early spring, spacing 2 to 3 feet apart in a row with a trellis or support system. Both
raspberries and blackberries spread aggressively by underground runners. Contain them with
root barriers or plant them where spreading is acceptable. Harvest daily when ripe — berries do

not keep well and are best eaten or processed the day they are picked.
 Best raspberries: Heritage, Caroline, Joan J (thornless)
 Best blackberries: Triple Crown (thornless), Ouachita, Apache

¢ Yield: 2—4 Ibs per plant per season



Grapes

Grapes are surprisingly easy to grow and remarkably productive once established. A single vine
can produce 10 to 20 pounds of fruit per year. They are excellent for fresh eating, juice, jams, and
drying into raisins. They also provide shade and beauty when grown on an arbor or pergola.

Plant bare-root vines in early spring, spacing 6 to 8 feet apart. Provide a strong trellis — grape
vines become heavy with age and fruit. Grapes produce fruit on new growth that emerges from
one-year-old wood, so annual pruning in late winter is essential to maintain productivity. Without

pruning, vines become tangled and unproductive.

Choose varieties appropriate for your climate. European varieties like Thompson Seedless and
Concord need long, warm seasons. American and hybrid varieties are more cold-hardy and

disease-resistant, making them better choices for cooler zones.

» Best varieties: Concord, Niagara, Mars (seedless), Reliance (seedless)

¢ Yield: 10—20 lbs per vine at maturity

HERBS

Herbs are the highest-value crop per square foot in your garden. A two-dollar basil plant replaces
fifty dollars or more in store-bought herbs over a season. Beyond economics, fresh herbs are in a
different league from dried herbs in flavor — there is no comparison between fresh basil torn onto

a pizza and the dusty powder that comes in a jar.

Most culinary herbs fall into two categories: tender annuals that must be replanted each year, and
hardy perennials that come back on their own. Plan your herb garden with both types for year-

round availability.

Annual Herbs
Basil — The king of summer herbs. Start indoors or direct sow after frost. Pinch flower buds as
they appear to keep the plant producing leaves. Harvest regularly by cutting stems just above a

leaf pair — the plant will branch and produce even more.

Cilantro — Bolts quickly in heat, so plant in early spring and again in fall. Sow every two to three
weeks for continuous supply. Let some plants bolt and go to seed — the seeds are coriander, a

different but equally useful spice.



Dill — Direct sow in early spring. Grows quickly and self-seeds freely. Essential for pickles, fish,
and many Eastern European and Scandinavian dishes. Attracts beneficial insects, particularly the
swallowtail butterfly.

Parsley — Start indoors 8 to 10 weeks before last frost — seeds are slow to germinate. Both flat-
leaf Italian and curly varieties are easy to grow. Tolerates partial shade better than most herbs.
Technically biennial — it will overwinter in mild climates and bolt in its second year.

Perennial Herbs
Rosemary — Evergreen shrub that thrives in well-drained soil and full sun. Hardy to Zone 7; in
colder zones, grow in a pot and bring indoors for winter. Needs very little water once established

— overwatering is the most common cause of death.

Thyme — Low-growing, drought-tolerant herb that makes an excellent ground cover or border
plant. Dozens of varieties with different flavors: lemon thyme, orange thyme, English thyme.

Hardy to Zone 4.

Oregano — Vigorous perennial that spreads readily. Greek oregano has the strongest culinary
flavor. Plant in full sun with good drainage. Cut back hard in early spring to promote fresh growth.

Hardy to Zone 4.

Mint — Extremely vigorous — always grow in a container to prevent it from taking over your
garden. Spearmint and peppermint are the most popular culinary varieties. Thrives in partial

shade and moist conditions, unlike most herbs.

Chives — Hardy, attractive perennial that produces mild onion-flavored leaves and edible purple
flowers. Grows in clumps that expand over time. Divide every three to four years. Hardy to Zone
3.

Sage — Beautiful gray-green perennial with soft, velvety leaves. Essential for poultry dishes,

stuffing, and Italian cuisine. Needs full sun and excellent drainage. Hardy to Zone 4. Replace

plants every three to four years as they become woody and less productive.

THE KITCHEN HERB GARDEN

If you grow nothing else, plant these five herbs within arm's reach of your kitchen door: basil,
parsley, chives, rosemary, and thyme. These five cover the vast majority of everyday cooking
needs and will change your relationship with food more than any other single thing you grow. A
sunny patch of 4 square feet is all you need.

Fruits, berries, and herbs expand your garden from a vegetable plot into a complete food-
production system. In the next chapter, we will look at one of the most powerful — and least

understood — techniques in organic gardening: companion planting.



CHAPTER 9
Companion Planting

Companion planting is the practice of growing certain plants together because they benefit each
other — through pest repulsion, pollinator attraction, nutrient sharing, physical support, or
growth enhancement. It is one of the oldest gardening techniques, rooted in centuries of
observation by indigenous farmers and passed down through generations.

The most famous example is the Three Sisters planting developed by Native Americans: corn,
beans, and squash grown together. The corn provides a structure for the beans to climb. The beans
fix nitrogen in the soil, feeding the heavy-feeding corn. The squash spreads along the ground, its
large leaves shading the soil to retain moisture and suppress weeds. Each plant solves a problem

that another creates. It is elegant, efficient, and still works beautifully today.

This chapter gives you the practical companion planting combinations that have the strongest

evidence behind them, along with the known antagonistic pairings you should avoid.

How Companion Planting Works

Pest Repulsion

Many plants produce aromatic compounds that repel specific insects. Basil repels aphids and flies.
Marigolds repel nematodes and whiteflies. Garlic and onions deter a wide range of pests with their
strong sulfur compounds. By interplanting these aromatic crops among your vegetables, you
create a confusing scent environment that makes it harder for pest insects to locate their target

Crops.

Beneficial Insect Attraction

Flowers interspersed among your vegetables attract pollinators and predatory insects that eat
pests. Dill, fennel, and yarrow attract ladybugs and lacewings, both of which consume enormous
numbers of aphids. Sweet alyssum attracts hoverflies, whose larvae are voracious aphid predators.

Sunflowers attract bees that also pollinate your squash, cucumbers, and peppers.

Nutrient Sharing
Legumes — beans, peas, clover — fix atmospheric nitrogen into the soil through symbiotic bacteria

in their root nodules. When you plant nitrogen-hungry crops like corn, tomatoes, or leafy greens



near or after legumes, they benefit from this free nitrogen. This is the foundation of crop rotation
and one of the most well-documented companion planting effects.

Physical Support and Shade

Tall crops can provide shade for heat-sensitive plants underneath. Corn or sunflowers can shelter
lettuce, spinach, and cilantro from intense afternoon sun, extending their productive season in
hot climates. Conversely, low-growing crops like clover or lettuce planted between taller crops

serve as living mulch, keeping soil cool and moist.

The Best Companion Planting Combinations

Plant Good Companions Bad Companions
Tomatoes Bl carrots, e, Fennel, cabbage family, corn
parsley, garlic
Peppers Basil, onions, spinach, carrots = Fennel, beans
Beans, corn, peas, radishes, Potatoes, aromatic herbs
Cucumbers
sunflowers (sage)
Squash Corn, b.eans, marigolds, Potatoes
nasturtiums
Beans Corn, squash, carrots, Onions, garlic, fennel
cucumbers
Carrots Tomatoes, lettuce, chives, Dill, parsnips
rosemary
Carrots, radishes, strawberries,
Lettuce chives Celery, parsley
Kale / Cabbage Dill, celery, onions, potatoes Strawberries, tomatoes
Corn Beans, squash, cucumbers, Tomatoes) celery
melons
Garlic ll){::tes S, tomatoes, peppers, Beans, peas, asparagus

Flowers Every Vegetable Garden Needs
Do not think of flowers as decoration — in an organic garden, they are functional infrastructure.
e Marigolds — Plant throughout the garden. French marigolds suppress root-knot

nematodes in the soil and repel whiteflies and aphids. Their strong scent confuses pest

insects looking for host plants.



o Nasturtiums — Use as a trap crop for aphids. Aphids are strongly attracted to
nasturtiums and will colonize them instead of your vegetables. Once infested, remove the
nasturtiums and compost them. Both flowers and leaves are edible with a peppery flavor.

» Sweet Alyssum — Low-growing flower that attracts hoverflies and parasitic wasps,
both important predators of aphids. Plant as a border or between rows. It self-seeds
freely, returning year after year.

» Sunflowers — Attract pollinators, provide shade, serve as a natural trellis for beans and
cucumbers, and their roots improve soil structure. After harvest, the stalks can be
composted or used as garden stakes.

» Borage — Attracts bees and is reputed to improve the flavor and growth of tomatoes
and strawberries. The blue flowers are edible and beautiful in salads. Self-seeds

prolifically.

e Zinnias — Attract butterflies, hummingbirds, and beneficial insects. Easy to grow,

heat-tolerant, and available in every color. One of the best flowers for cutting.

Crop Rotation

Companion planting within a season is paired with crop rotation across seasons. The principle is
simple: do not plant the same crop or crop family in the same spot year after year. Rotating crops
prevents the buildup of soil-borne diseases, disrupts pest life cycles, and balances nutrient

demands.

A basic four-year rotation divides crops into four groups and moves each group to a new bed each

year:
 Year 1: Fruiting crops — tomatoes, peppers, squash, cucumbers
» Year 2: Leafy crops — lettuce, kale, spinach, cabbage
 Year 3: Root crops — carrots, beets, onions, radishes

» Year 4: Legumes — beans, peas (these fix nitrogen, enriching the soil for the heavy-

feeding fruiting crops that follow in Year 1)

After four years, the cycle repeats. This rotation means each bed gets a year of nitrogen-fixing
legumes before hosting the heaviest feeders, creating a natural fertility cycle that reduces your

need for external inputs.



You now have the knowledge to create a thriving, diverse, and self-supporting garden ecosystem.
In Part 3, we will shift to the ongoing care and maintenance that keeps your garden healthy and

productive: watering, feeding, pest management, and seasonal care.



PART 3

CARE & MAINTENANCE

Keep your garden healthy, fed, and protected — without synthetic shortcuts.



CHAPTER 10
Watering & Irrigation

Watering seems like the simplest part of gardening — just add water, right? In reality, how you
water matters as much as how much you water. Incorrect watering is the leading cause of plant
problems in home gardens, responsible for more crop failures than pests, disease, and nutrient
deficiency combined. Overwatering drowns roots and promotes fungal disease. Underwatering
stresses plants and reduces yields. Inconsistent watering causes a host of specific problems, from
blossom end rot on tomatoes to bitter cucumbers to cracked carrots.

This chapter will teach you how to water effectively, efficiently, and with confidence.

How Much Water Do Plants Need?

The standard recommendation for vegetable gardens is one inch of water per week, including
rainfall. This is a useful starting point but a dramatic oversimplification. Your actual needs depend
on your soil type, the crops you are growing, your climate, the stage of plant growth, and whether

you mulch.

Sandy soil drains quickly and needs more frequent watering — possibly every two to three days.
Clay soil retains moisture and may only need watering once a week. Loamy soil, the ideal, falls in
between. Mulched beds need significantly less water than bare soil because the mulch reduces

evaporation by 50 to 70 percent.

Plants need more water during certain growth stages. Seedlings and transplants need daily
watering until established. Fruiting crops like tomatoes, peppers, and squash need consistent
moisture when fruits are developing. Root crops need steady moisture for even growth — irregular

watering causes cracking and forking.

THE FINGER TEST

The simplest way to know if your garden needs water: push your finger two inches into the soil. If
it feels dry at that depth, water. If it feels moist, wait. Do not rely on the soil surface — it dries out
first and is misleading. The root zone, two to four inches below the surface, is what matters.

Watering Methods

Hand Watering



The simplest and most flexible method. Use a hose with a soft shower head or a watering can.
Direct water at the base of plants, not on the foliage. Wet leaves promote fungal diseases like
powdery mildew, blight, and leaf spot. Hand watering works well for small gardens and container
plants, but it is time-consuming for larger gardens and requires you to be present every time your
garden needs water.

Soaker Hoses

Soaker hoses are porous hoses that seep water along their entire length, delivering moisture
directly to the soil surface. They are inexpensive, easy to install, and eliminate the problem of wet
foliage. Lay them along your rows or around plant bases and cover with mulch. Connect to a timer

for automated watering.

The main limitation is uneven water distribution, especially over long runs. Water pressure is
highest near the spigot and decreases toward the end of the hose. Keep runs under 100 feet and

use a pressure regulator for more even delivery.

Drip Irrigation
Drip irrigation is the gold standard for efficient garden watering. It delivers water directly to each
plant's root zone through small emitters attached to tubing. Water loss to evaporation is minimal,

foliage stays dry, and every plant gets a precise, controlled amount of water.

A basic drip system consists of a main supply line connected to your spigot through a timer, filter,
and pressure regulator. Half-inch distribution tubing runs along each bed, and quarter-inch
spaghetti tubing branches off to individual emitters placed at each plant. The entire system can

be assembled without tools using push-fit connectors.

The upfront cost is higher than soaker hoses — typically fifty to one hundred dollars for a small
garden — but the water savings, reduced disease pressure, and time savings pay for themselves
quickly. Most gardeners who switch to drip irrigation say it is one of the best investments they

have made.

Overhead Sprinklers

Sprinklers are the least efficient method for vegetable gardens. They waste water to evaporation,
wet foliage and promote disease, distribute water unevenly, and cannot target specific plants. The
only scenario where sprinklers are appropriate is for watering newly seeded beds where you need

gentle, even moisture over a large area until germination occurs.

Watering Best Practices



o Water in the morning — Early morning is the ideal time because temperatures are cool
and evaporation is minimal. Any water that does land on foliage dries quickly in the
morning sun, reducing disease risk. Evening watering leaves foliage wet overnight,

creating ideal conditions for fungal growth.

» Water deeply and less frequently — A deep soaking two to three times per week is
better than a light sprinkle every day. Deep watering encourages roots to grow
downward, creating a stronger, more drought-resistant plant. Shallow watering keeps
roots near the surface, making plants dependent on constant moisture.

* Mulch everything — Two to four inches of organic mulch reduces watering needs by 50
to 70 percent. It keeps soil cool, reduces evaporation, and maintains even moisture
levels. Mulch is the single most effective water conservation tool in your garden.

» Water the soil, not the plant — Direct water at the base of plants where roots can
absorb it. Overhead watering wastes water and promotes disease. Drip irrigation and

soaker hoses follow this principle automatically.

» Adjust for weather — Reduce watering during rainy periods and increase during hot,
windy, or dry spells. A rain gauge helps you track natural rainfall so you can supplement

accurately.

Container Watering

Containers dry out much faster than garden beds — the limited soil volume and exposure of the
container walls to sun and wind accelerate moisture loss. During peak summer, containers may

need watering once or even twice daily.

Self-watering containers with built-in reservoirs are an excellent solution. They maintain
consistent moisture from the bottom up and can go one to three days between refills depending
on size and conditions. You can also build your own self-watering system by placing a plastic tub
under your container and running a wick — a strip of cotton fabric — from the reservoir up

through the drainage hole into the soil.

Always check containers in the evening if you watered in the morning — on hot days, they may
need a second drink. Wilting in the afternoon does not always mean underwatering; some plants
wilt slightly as a heat response even in moist soil and recover in the evening. Check the soil before

watering.

WATER COLLECTION




A rain barrel connected to your gutter downspout collects free water for your garden. A single
inch of rain on a 1,000-square-foot roof yields about 600 gallons of water — enough to supply a
modest garden for a week or more. Rain water is slightly acidic and free of chlorine, making it
ideal for garden use. In areas where rain barrels are regulated, check local rules before installing.

Signs of Watering Problems

Problem Signs Solution
. Wilting, dry soil, crispy leaf Water deeply, add mulch,
Underwatering edges, stunted growth check daily
Overwatering Ye}lowmg lower leaves, soggy Redpce frequency, improve
soil, root rot, fungus gnats drainage
Blossom end rot (tomatoes), Install timer or drip system
Inconsistent watering bitter cucumbers, cracked D sy ’

mulch
roots
Surface roots visible, plants

Watering too shallow topple in wind

Water longer and less often
Powdery mildew, blight, leaf Switch to drip or soaker, water

Wet foliage - .
spot 1n morning

Mastering water management is one of the most impactful skills you can develop as a gardener. A
well-watered garden with mulch and drip irrigation practically runs itself, freeing you to focus on
the parts of gardening you enjoy most. In the next chapter, we will cover organic fertilizers and

plant food — how to keep your soil and plants nourished throughout the growing season.



CHAPTER 11

Organic Fertilizers & Plant Food

Your soil is a living bank account. Every harvest you take withdraws nutrients. Every amendment
you add makes a deposit. The goal of organic fertilizing is to keep that account in surplus — feeding
the soil biology that, in turn, feeds your plants. This approach is fundamentally different from
conventional fertilizing, which feeds the plant directly with synthetic salts and ignores the
biological system entirely.

This chapter covers the major organic fertilizers, how to make your own for free, when and how
to apply them, and how to read your plants to know what they need.

Understanding N-P-K

Every fertilizer is described by three numbers — for example, 5-3-3 — representing the percentage
by weight of nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). These are the three macronutrients

that plants consume in the largest quantities.

 Nitrogen (N) — Drives leafy green growth. Essential for all plants, but especially
important for leafy crops like lettuce, kale, and spinach. Deficiency shows as pale yellow

leaves starting from the bottom of the plant.

e Phosphorus (P) — Supports root development, flowering, and fruit production. Critical
for tomatoes, peppers, squash, and any crop where you are eating the fruit or root.

Deficiency shows as purplish tinting on leaves and stems.

» Potassium (K) — Strengthens overall plant health, disease resistance, and water

regulation. Important for all crops. Deficiency shows as brown, scorched leaf edges.

Beyond these three, plants also need calcium, magnesium, sulfur, and a suite of micronutrients
including iron, manganese, zinc, boron, copper, and molybdenum. Healthy, biologically active soil
with regular compost additions typically provides all of these without supplementation.

Deficiencies usually indicate a pH problem locking up nutrients rather than a true absence.

The Best Organic Fertilizers

Compost



Compost is not technically a fertilizer — its nutrient content is relatively low compared to
concentrated amendments. But it is the single most important thing you can add to your soil
because it feeds the biology that makes everything else work. Think of compost as the foundation.
Apply two to four inches annually and work it into the top few inches of soil or leave it as top
dressing.

Fish Emulsion

A liquid fertilizer made from processed fish waste, typically with an N-P-K around 5-1-1. It is an
excellent source of fast-acting nitrogen and is rich in micronutrients and amino acids that feed
soil bacteria. Dilute according to label directions and apply every two to three weeks during active
growth. The smell is strong but dissipates within a day. Fish emulsion is one of the most versatile
organic fertilizers available — good for virtually every crop at every stage.

Bone Meal

Ground animal bones, rich in phosphorus and calcium, with a typical N-P-K of 3-15-0. Work into
the soil at planting time for root development and flowering. Especially beneficial for tomatoes,
peppers, and bulb crops. Slow-release — nutrients become available over several months. Apply

one to two tablespoons per planting hole or two to three pounds per 100 square feet.

Blood Meal

Dried, powdered blood from animal processing, with an N-P-K around 12-0-0. One of the highest-
nitrogen organic amendments available. Use sparingly — too much can burn plants. Best for
nitrogen-hungry crops like corn, leafy greens, and heavy-feeding brassicas. Apply one to two

pounds per 100 square feet. Also repels deer and rabbits.

Kelp Meal and Seaweed Extract

Kelp meal is dried, ground seaweed with an N-P-K around 1-0-4 plus a full spectrum of
micronutrients, growth hormones, and amino acids. It is more of a biostimulant than a fertilizer
— it enhances root growth, improves stress tolerance, and supports beneficial soil microbes. Apply

as a soil amendment or as a foliar spray. Liquid seaweed extract is the fastest-acting form.

Worm Castings

As discussed in Chapter 4, worm castings are among the richest organic amendments available.
They contain balanced macronutrients, beneficial microbes, and humic acids that improve
nutrient uptake. Apply a handful in each planting hole, use as top dressing around established

plants, or brew into worm tea for foliar feeding. Virtually impossible to over-apply.

Aged Manure



Manure from herbivores — horse, cow, chicken, rabbit, goat — is an excellent source of nitrogen
and organic matter. It must be aged or composted for at least six months before use. Fresh manure
is too hot and will burn plants. Chicken manure is the highest in nitrogen and should be used most
sparingly. Cow and horse manure are milder. Apply two to four inches as a soil amendment in fall
so it has the winter to integrate.

DIY Organic Fertilizer Recipes

All-Purpose Garden Fertilizer

Mix four parts seed meal or alfalfa meal, one part bone meal, one part kelp meal, and half part
agricultural lime. This creates a balanced, slow-release fertilizer suitable for most garden crops.
Apply three to five pounds per 100 square feet at the beginning of the season and side-dress heavy

feeders again at mid-season.

Compost Tea

Fill a burlap sack or mesh bag with finished compost and suspend it in a five-gallon bucket of
water. Let it steep for 24 to 48 hours, stirring occasionally. For aerated compost tea, which is more
effective, add an aquarium air pump and bubbler to oxygenate the water during steeping. This
promotes aerobic bacteria that are more beneficial to plants. Dilute the finished tea to the color

of weak iced tea and apply to soil or foliage. Use within 24 hours.

Banana Peel Fertilizer

Banana peels are rich in potassium and contain calcium and magnesium. Chop peels into small
pieces and bury them two to three inches deep near the base of fruiting plants like tomatoes and
peppers. Alternatively, dry the peels, grind them into powder, and sprinkle around plants. For a

faster-acting liquid version, soak chopped peels in water for 48 hours and use the water to irrigate.

Eggshell Calcium Amendment

Rinse and dry eggshells, then crush or grind them into fine powder. The finer the grind, the faster
the calcium becomes available. Sprinkle around tomato and pepper plants to provide calcium that
helps prevent blossom end rot. For faster availability, dissolve crushed eggshells in vinegar for 24

hours, dilute with water, and use as a soil drench.

Epsom Salt Spray
Dissolve one tablespoon of Epsom salt — which is magnesium sulfate — in one gallon of water.

Spray on foliage of tomatoes and peppers when fruit is setting. Magnesium supports chlorophyll



production and fruit development. Apply once a month during the growing season. Do not overuse

— excess magnesium can interfere with calcium uptake.

FEED THE SOIL, NOT THE PLANT

The organic philosophy in one sentence: healthy soil grows healthy plants. If your soil is
biologically active and regularly amended with compost, your need for supplemental fertilizers
drops dramatically. Most problems that look like nutrient deficiency are actually pH problems,
watering problems, or signs of compacted or biologically dead soil. Fix the system and the
symptoms resolve.

When and How to Fertilize

Crop Type When to Feed Best Fertilizer
. Fish emulsion, compost tea
Leafy greens At planting + every 3 weeks (high N)
. . Bone meal, fish emulsion,
Tomatoes & peppers At planting + when fruit sets
compost
. Compost, wood ash
Root vegetables At planting only Gomeastmn)
B None — they fix their own Inoculate seeds with
eans & peas . o
nitrogen rhizobium
Corn At planting + knee-high + Blood meal, fish emulsion
tasseling (high N)
Herbs Minimal — at planting only Light compost; excess feeding
reduces flavor
Berries Early ST < el s Compost, fish emulsion, kelp
arvest

The key principle is timing: feed heavy feeders frequently, light feeders sparingly, and always start
with compost as your base. Over-fertilizing is as harmful as under-fertilizing — excess nitrogen
produces lush foliage at the expense of fruit, attracts aphids, and weakens disease resistance.

When in doubt, use less.

In the next chapter, we tackle every gardener's biggest concern: pests and diseases — and how to

manage them without a single drop of synthetic pesticide.



CHAPTER 12
Pest & Disease Control

Every organic gardener eventually faces pests and diseases. The question is not whether they will
appear, but how you will respond when they do. The organic approach is fundamentally different
from the conventional spray-and-kill model. Instead of declaring war on insects, you build an
ecosystem where natural checks and balances keep pest populations below damaging levels — and
when intervention is needed, you use targeted, low-toxicity methods that solve the problem
without destroying the beneficial life your garden depends on.

The truth is that a healthy organic garden has fewer pest problems than a conventional one. Strong
plants growing in healthy soil, with good air circulation, proper watering, and diverse companion
planting, are inherently more resistant to both pests and diseases. Most serious pest outbreaks

are symptoms of an underlying imbalance, not random bad luck.

Prevention: Your First Line of Defense

Eighty percent of pest and disease management happens before you see a single bug or spot.

Prevention is cheaper, easier, and more effective than any treatment.

o Healthy soil — Plants growing in biologically active soil with balanced nutrients have
stronger cell walls, produce more natural pest-deterrent compounds, and recover faster

from damage. This is the foundation of everything.

» Resistant varieties — Many modern vegetable varieties have been bred for disease
resistance. Seed catalogs indicate this with letter codes: V for Verticillium wilt, F for
Fusarium, N for nematodes, T for Tobacco Mosaic Virus. Choose resistant varieties when

available for your most important crops.

» Crop rotation — As discussed in Chapter 9, never plant the same crop family in the
same spot in consecutive years. Soil-borne diseases and pest larvae build up in the soil

and devastate repeated plantings.

 Proper spacing — Crowded plants have poor air circulation, which creates humid
conditions ideal for fungal diseases. Follow spacing recommendations and prune for

airflow.



» Water management — Water at the base of plants, not overhead. Wet foliage is the
primary vector for fungal and bacterial diseases. Water in the morning so any moisture
dries quickly.

e Garden hygiene — Remove dead and diseased plant material promptly. Do not
compost diseased plants. Clean tools between plants when pruning or harvesting in beds
with disease pressure. Remove crop debris at the end of each season.

Identifying Common Garden Pests

Aphids
Small, soft-bodied insects that cluster on new growth, buds, and the undersides of leaves. They
suck plant sap and excrete sticky honeydew that attracts ants and promotes sooty mold. Aphids

reproduce explosively — a single female can produce thousands of offspring in a season.

Control: A strong blast of water from a hose knocks them off and kills many. Encourage ladybugs,
lacewings, and parasitic wasps, which are voracious aphid predators. For severe infestations,
spray with insecticidal soap or neem oil, focusing on the undersides of leaves. Plant nasturtiums

as trap crops — aphids prefer them over vegetables.

Tomato Hornworms
Large, bright-green caterpillars up to four inches long with a horn-like tail. They can defoliate a

tomato plant overnight. Despite their size, they are well-camouflaged and can be hard to spot.

Control: Handpick and relocate or destroy. Look for dark green droppings on leaves below —
follow them upward to find the caterpillar. If you see a hornworm covered in small white cocoons,
leave it alone — those are parasitic wasp larvae that will kill the hornworm and produce more

wasps to protect your garden.

Squash Vine Borers
The larvae of a moth that lays eggs at the base of squash stems. The larvae bore into the stem and
feed from inside, causing sudden wilting of entire vines. By the time you notice the wilt, the

damage is often severe.

Control: Prevention is key. Wrap the base of squash stems with aluminum foil or row cover fabric
to prevent egg-laying. Check stems regularly for entry holes marked by sawdust-like frass. If
caught early, slit the stem lengthwise with a razor blade, remove the larva, and bury the wounded

section in moist soil to encourage re-rooting.



Cabbage Worms

Small green caterpillars that feed on brassicas — broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, kale. They are the
larvae of the white butterflies you see fluttering around your garden. They chew irregular holes in
leaves and can devastate young plants.

Control: Row covers are the most effective prevention — they physically exclude the butterflies
from laying eggs. BT (Bacillus thuringiensis), a naturally occurring soil bacterium, kills
caterpillars when they eat treated foliage but is harmless to other insects, animals, and humans.
Apply as a spray when you first notice damage.

Slugs and Snails
Soft-bodied mollusks that feed at night, leaving ragged holes in leaves and silvery slime trails.
They thrive in moist conditions and are most problematic in cool, wet weather.

Control: Reduce hiding places — clear debris, thin mulch in problem areas. Set beer traps: sink a
shallow container into the soil and fill with beer. Slugs are attracted to the yeast, crawl in, and
drown. Copper tape around raised beds creates a barrier that slugs will not cross. Diatomaceous

earth sprinkled around plants damages their soft bodies, but must be reapplied after rain.

Japanese Beetles
Metallic green and copper beetles that skeletonize leaves of beans, grapes, roses, and many other

plants. Adults feed above ground while their grubs damage lawns and roots below.

Control: Handpick in the morning when they are sluggish — drop them into a bucket of soapy
water. Apply milky spore or beneficial nematodes to your lawn to kill grubs in the soil. Avoid

Japanese beetle traps — they attract more beetles to your yard than they catch.

Flea Beetles
Tiny, jumping beetles that create small, round shot-holes in leaves of eggplant, radishes,

brassicas, and other crops. Damage is mostly cosmetic on established plants but can kill seedlings.

Control: Row covers on young plants until they are established. Interplant with catnip or radishes
as trap crops. Dust with kaolin clay, which coats leaves and deters feeding. Flea beetles are worst

in early spring — once plants are well-established, they usually outgrow the damage.

Common Plant Diseases

Powdery Mildew



White, powdery coating on leaves and stems, most common on squash, cucumbers, and melons

in mid to late summer. It thrives in warm days and cool nights with poor air circulation.

Control: Improve air circulation through proper spacing and pruning. Water at the base, never
overhead. Spray a preventive solution of one tablespoon baking soda plus half a teaspoon of liquid
soap per gallon of water weekly during susceptible periods. Remove and dispose of severely
affected leaves. Choose resistant varieties when available.

Early and Late Blight

Fungal diseases that affect tomatoes and potatoes. Early blight shows as brown spots with
concentric rings on lower leaves, progressing upward. Late blight causes large, dark, water-soaked
spots on leaves and fruit and can destroy an entire crop in days during cool, wet weather.

Control: Mulch to prevent soil splash. Remove lower leaves that touch the ground. Ensure good
air circulation. Apply copper fungicide preventively during wet weather if you have a history of

blight. Rotate tomatoes on a three to four year cycle. Remove all plant debris at season end.

Damping Off
A fungal disease that Kkills seedlings at or just below the soil line. Affected seedlings topple over
with a pinched, water-soaked stem at soil level. Caused by overwatering, poor air circulation, and

non-sterile growing media.

Control: Use sterile seed starting mix. Do not overwater — bottom-water when possible. Provide
air circulation with a small fan. Thin seedlings promptly so they are not crowded. Sprinkle a thin

layer of cinnamon on the soil surface — it has natural antifungal properties.

Blossom End Rot
A dark, sunken spot on the bottom of tomatoes, peppers, squash, and melons. Despite its
appearance, it is not a disease — it is a calcium deficiency caused by inconsistent watering. When

water supply fluctuates, the plant cannot transport calcium to the developing fruit.

Control: Water consistently — drip irrigation on a timer is ideal. Mulch to maintain even soil
moisture. Do not over-fertilize with nitrogen, which promotes leafy growth at the expense of fruit.
Adding calcium to the soil rarely helps unless a soil test confirms actual calcium deficiency.

Organic Pest Control Products

Product ‘ Targets Notes



Neem Oil

Insecticidal Soap

BT (Bacillus thuringiensis)

Diatomaceous Earth

Copper Fungicide

Kaolin Clay

Spinosad

Aphids, mites, whiteflies,
beetles

Soft-bodied insects (aphids,
mites)

Caterpillars only
Slugs, snails, crawling insects

Blight, mildew, bacterial
diseases

Flea beetles, Japanese beetles,
borers

Thrips, caterpillars, beetles

Disrupts feeding and
reproduction; spray in evening
to avoid burning

Contact kill only; must hit the
insect directly; safe for
beneficials

Harmless to all other
organisms; organic-approved

Physical barrier; reapply after
rain; use food-grade only

Preventive only; won't cure
existing infection; use
sparingly

Creates physical barrier on
leaves; wash off before eating

Derived from soil bacterium,;
toxic to bees when wet — apply
in evening

THE 10% RULE

later.

Pest and disease management is an ongoing practice, not a one-time fix. As your garden's
ecosystem matures — with diverse plantings, healthy soil, and established populations of
beneficial insects — you will find that serious pest problems become increasingly rare. In the next

chapter, we cover seasonal care: how to manage your garden through every phase of the growing

year.

A healthy garden is not a pest-free garden. Some pest damage is normal and acceptable. If less
than 10% of a plant's foliage is damaged and the plant is otherwise healthy, no intervention is
needed. Those pests are food for the beneficial insects that protect your garden. Eliminating all
pests — even organically — disrupts the predator-prey balance and can cause worse outbreaks




CHAPTER 13
Seasonal Care & Succession Planting

A productive garden is not just about what you plant — it is about when you plant, how you
maintain through each season, and how you extend the productive window beyond the typical
frost-to-frost growing season. This chapter walks you through the rhythm of a full garden year
and shows you how to keep beds productive from early spring through late fall, and in some cases,
through winter.

Early Spring: Waking Up the Garden
Early spring — four to six weeks before your last frost date — is when the garden comes back to
life. This is the season for cold-hardy crops and preparation.
» As soon as the soil can be worked, direct sow peas, spinach, lettuce, radishes, kale, and
other cold-hardy crops. These crops germinate in cool soil and actually prefer

temperatures below 70 degrees.

 Prepare beds by adding two to three inches of compost and working it into the top few
inches of soil. If you planted a winter cover crop, cut it down and turn it under at least

two weeks before planting to allow decomposition.

 Start warm-season seeds indoors: tomatoes, peppers, and eggplant 6 to 8 weeks before

last frost, and squash and cucumbers 3 to 4 weeks before.

e Check and repair irrigation systems, trellises, and raised bed structures. Sharpen tools.

Order seeds if you have not already.

 Set out slug and snail traps early — they become active as soon as the soil warms and

will target your seedlings.

Late Spring: The Main Planting

After your last frost date — when soil temperatures reach 60 degrees or above — plant warm-

season crops. This is the most intense planting period of the year.

e Transplant hardened-off tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and herbs. Direct sow beans,

corn, squash, cucumbers, and melons.



« Install cages, stakes, and trellises at planting time — not after plants are established,

when you risk damaging roots.

o Apply mulch after the soil has fully warmed. Mulching too early keeps soil cool and
slows the growth of heat-loving crops.

» Begin your succession planting schedule: sow lettuce, radishes, and beans every two to

three weeks for continuous harvest.

Summer: Growth and Maintenance

Summer is the maintenance season — your primary job is keeping plants watered, fed, and healthy
while they do the work of producing food.

» Water consistently and deeply, especially during hot, dry periods. Check soil moisture
daily during heat waves. Containers may need twice-daily watering.

 Side-dress heavy feeders like tomatoes, peppers, and corn with compost or fish

emulsion every two to three weeks once fruit begins to set.

» Harvest frequently. Regular harvesting signals the plant to keep producing. A zucchini

left on the vine too long tells the plant its reproductive job is done.

» Monitor for pests and diseases. Early detection makes management much easier. Walk

your garden daily and look under leaves.

* In mid to late summer, begin planning and planting your fall garden. Start fall

brassicas (broccoli, cabbage, kale) indoors 10 to 12 weeks before your first expected frost.

THE MID-SUMMER RESET

By mid-July, many spring-planted crops are finished — peas have stopped producing, spring
lettuce has bolted, and early beans are done. Pull these plants, add a layer of compost, and
replant with fall crops: kale, broccoli, carrots, beets, turnips, and a second round of lettuce and
spinach. This "reset" keeps your beds productive instead of sitting empty for the second half of
the season.

Fall: The Second Season

Fall gardening is one of the best-kept secrets in American home gardening. Many crops actually
grow better in fall than in spring — cooler temperatures, shorter days, and reduced pest pressure

produce sweeter, more tender vegetables.

 Direct sow fast-maturing crops like radishes, lettuce, spinach, and turnips 6 to 8 weeks

before your first frost. These will mature before hard freezes arrive.



» Transplant fall brassicas — broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, kale — by late summer for
fall harvest. These crops tolerate light frost and taste better after exposure to cold.

« Plant garlic four to six weeks before the ground freezes. This is the only crop you plant
in fall for next year's harvest.

» As beds empty, sow cover crops — winter rye, crimson clover, or field peas — to protect
and feed the soil through winter.

» Begin cleanup: remove dead plants, compost healthy residue, dispose of diseased
material. A clean garden going into winter means fewer pest and disease problems next

year.

Winter: Rest and Planning
In most zones, winter is when your garden rests — but you should not. Winter is planning season.

» Review the past season: what grew well, what struggled, what you want to try next

year. Keep notes in a garden journal.

* Order seeds early — popular varieties sell out. Catalogs arrive in December and
January, and ordering early gives you the best selection.

« Build, repair, or expand beds and structures while the garden is empty. Add compost
and amendments that need time to integrate before spring planting.

 If you have a cold frame or greenhouse, grow cold-hardy greens through winter:

spinach, mache, claytonia, and certain lettuce varieties can survive hard freezes with

protection.

Extending the Season

You can add four to eight weeks to both ends of your growing season with simple, inexpensive

season extension techniques.

Row Covers
Lightweight fabric draped over hoops or directly over crops traps heat and protects from frost
while allowing light and water through. Floating row covers provide 2 to 8 degrees of frost

protection depending on weight. They also exclude pest insects, making them dual-purpose.

Cold Frames
A cold frame is essentially a bottomless box with a transparent lid — often a recycled glass window

or clear polycarbonate panel. Set over a garden bed, it creates a miniature greenhouse that can



maintain growing temperatures 10 to 20 degrees above outside air. Cold-hardy greens grown in a
cold frame can be harvested well into December in most zones, and in milder climates, year-

round.

Hoop Tunnels

PVC or metal hoops covered with greenhouse plastic create a low tunnel over a garden bed. Larger
than a cold frame but less permanent than a greenhouse, hoop tunnels are inexpensive to build
and can protect several beds. A 10-foot section of half-inch PVC bent into a hoop and covered with
six-mil greenhouse plastic costs about fifteen to twenty dollars and lasts two to three seasons.

Black Plastic Mulch

Laying black plastic over beds two to three weeks before planting warms the soil 5 to 10 degrees,
allowing you to transplant warm-season crops earlier. Cut holes for transplants and leave the
plastic in place as mulch — it also suppresses weeds and conserves moisture. Best for tomatoes,

peppers, and melons in cooler zones.

The rhythm of a garden year becomes intuitive with experience. After a season or two, you will
instinctively know when to start seeds, when to transplant, and when to shift from spring crops
to fall crops. Your garden journal is your best teacher — record what works, what does not, and
what you want to try differently. Each season builds on the last, and every year your garden

becomes more productive, more efficient, and more satisfying.



PART 4

HARVEST & BEYOND

The reward for your work — and how to make it last all year.



CHAPTER 14

Harvesting at the Right Time

Knowing when to harvest is just as important as knowing how to grow. Pick too early and you
leave flavor and nutrition on the vine. Pick too late and you get tough, seedy, bitter produce and a
plant that stops producing. The difference between good and great homegrown food often comes
down to harvesting at precisely the right moment.

This chapter gives you the visual, tactile, and timing cues for harvesting each major crop at peak
quality.

General Harvesting Principles

» Harvest in the morning — Vegetables are crispest and most hydrated in the cool
morning after a night of recovery. Sugars are highest and cell turgor is at its peak.

Afternoon harvesting, especially in heat, gives you limp, dehydrated produce.

e Harvest frequently — Most crops produce more when harvested regularly. Every ripe
zucchini, bean, or cucumber left on the plant sends a hormonal signal that slows new

production. Frequent picking keeps the plant in production mode.

» Use sharp tools — A clean cut with sharp pruners or a knife heals faster than a torn
stem. Tearing can damage the plant and create entry points for disease. For crops like

tomatoes and peppers, cut the stem rather than pulling the fruit.

» Handle gently — Bruised produce spoils faster. Place harvested vegetables in baskets

or trays rather than dropping them into bags.

Crop-by-Crop Harvest Guide

When to Harvest How to Tell

When fully colored and slightly ~ Should release easily from vine

Tomatoes soft to pressure with a gentle twist

At any size; flavor peaks at full ~ Firm, glossy skin; color change

Peppers color change from green to final color




Zucchini
Cucumbers
Beans
Lettuce
Carrots
Kale

Broccoli

Peas

Garlic

Onions

Potatoes

Winter Squash

At 6-8 inches long

At variety-specific size, firm
and green

When pods snap crisply,
before seeds bulge

Outer leaves at any size, or full
heads

When tops visible at soil
surface, 34—1 inch dia.

Lower outer leaves when 8—10
inches long

When head is tight and firm,
before flowers open

Snap peas when round and
crunchy; shell peas when
plump

When bottom % of leaves are
brown

When tops fall over and brown

New potatoes anytime after
flowering; storage after vine
dies

When rind is hard and stem is
dry

The Art of Selective Harvesting

Not every piece of produce in your garden needs to be harvested at once. Part of the beauty of a
home garden is eating at the peak of ripeness over an extended period rather than dealing with a

single overwhelming glut.

For tomatoes, harvest only the ripe ones and leave the rest to continue developing. For beans and
peas, pick every two to three days to extend the harvest window. For root crops, harvest what you

need for the next few days and leave the rest in the ground — the garden is your refrigerator, and

most root crops store better in the soil than in your kitchen.

For herbs, harvest little and often. Never remove more than one-third of a plant at a time. Regular
light harvesting encourages bushier growth and more leaf production. Pinch basil stems just

above a leaf pair, and two new shoots will emerge from that node, doubling the plant's production

points.

Skin easily pierced with
fingernail; oversize = tough

Yellow ends = overripe;
harvest before yellowing

Firm, straight pods; harvest
every 2—3 days
Cut-and-come-again: outer
leaves when 4—6 inches

Pull one test carrot; deep
orange/variety color

Leave center growing point for
continued harvest

Yellow flowers = too late; cut 5
inches below head

Snow peas: flat pods with tiny
peas visible inside

Do not wait for full top die-
back — bulbs will split

Lift with fork, cure in sun for
1—2 days, then shade-dry

Let skin set for 2 weeks after
vine dies for storage

Fingernail cannot dent rind;
stem turns corky




HARVEST FOR SEED

If you plan to save seeds, designate a few of your best plants for seed production and do not
harvest from them. Allow fruits to fully mature past the eating stage — tomatoes should be
overripe, peppers should be fully red and beginning to wrinkle, and beans should dry completely
on the vine. Mark these plants clearly so you do not accidentally harvest them.

With your harvest in hand, the next question is what to do with more food than you can eat fresh.
The next chapter covers the essential preservation techniques that extend your garden's bounty

through the entire year.



CHAPTER 15
Preserving Your Harvest

A productive garden does not stop at the kitchen door. The ability to preserve your harvest — to
take the abundance of summer and stretch it through fall, winter, and into the following spring —
is what transforms a garden from a seasonal hobby into a year-round food source. Your
grandparents understood this instinctively. Canning, drying, and root cellaring were not lifestyle
choices; they were survival skills.

Today, preservation is easier than ever. Modern equipment, clear safety guidelines, and simple
techniques mean you can put up a year's worth of tomato sauce, dried herbs, frozen berries, and
pickled vegetables with a modest investment of time and equipment. This chapter covers the five

primary preservation methods and shows you which crops are best suited to each.

Freezing

Freezing is the easiest and most versatile preservation method. It maintains the closest-to-fresh
flavor and nutrition of any technique, requires minimal equipment, and works for almost every

crop.

Most vegetables benefit from blanching before freezing — a brief dip in boiling water followed by
immediate cooling in ice water. Blanching stops the enzyme activity that causes loss of flavor,
color, and nutrients during frozen storage. Without blanching, frozen vegetables become mushy

and off-flavored within a few months.

Crop Prep Method Blanch Time \ Freezer Life

Cook into sauce, cool,

Tomatoes (sauce) b

N/A (already cooked)  12—18 months

Green Beans Trim, cut, blanch, ice 3 minutes 12 months
bath, bag

Dice or slice, spread

Peppers No blanching needed  8-12 months

on tray, bag
Blanch on cob, cut .

Corn kernels off, bag 4 minutes (on cob) 12 months
Spread on tray to

Berries freeze individually, No blanching needed 12 months

then bag




Blend herbs with oil,

Pesto / Herb paste freeze in ice cube trays N/A 6—12 months
Shred, squeeze out
Zucchini (shredded) water, bag in recipe No blanching needed =~ 8-10 months

portions

THE TRAY FREEZE METHOD

To prevent berries, diced peppers, and other small items from freezing into a solid block, spread
them in a single layer on a parchment-lined baking sheet and freeze for two hours. Once
individually frozen, transfer to freezer bags. Now you can pour out exactly the amount you need
without thawing the entire bag.

Dehydrating

Dehydration removes moisture from food, concentrating flavor and preventing spoilage.
Dehydrated food is lightweight, shelf-stable, and takes up very little storage space. A countertop
food dehydrator costs thirty to sixty dollars and handles the majority of home drying needs.

Herbs are the easiest crop to dehydrate — simply hang bundles upside down in a warm, dry, well-
ventilated space for a week to ten days, or use a dehydrator at 95 to 105 degrees for two to four

hours. Properly dried herbs should crumble easily and have concentrated, intense flavor.

Tomatoes, peppers, fruits, and jerky can all be dehydrated effectively. Slice produce thinly and
uniformly for even drying. Most vegetables take 6 to 12 hours in a dehydrator at 125 to 135 degrees.
Fruits take 8 to 16 hours. Store dehydrated food in airtight containers in a cool, dark place —

properly stored, most dehydrated foods last 6 to 12 months.

Canning

Canning preserves food in sealed glass jars by killing bacteria with heat. There are two methods,

and using the correct one is a safety requirement, not a preference.

Water Bath Canning

Safe for high-acid foods: fruits, jams, jellies, pickles, salsa, and tomatoes with added acid. Jars are
submerged in boiling water for a specified time. The heat kills bacteria and creates a vacuum seal
as the jars cool. Water bath canning requires only a large pot, canning jars, and a rack — minimal

investment.

Pressure Canning
Required for low-acid foods: plain vegetables, soups, stocks, and meats. These foods do not have

enough acid to prevent the growth of Clostridium botulinum, the bacterium that causes botulism.



Pressure canning reaches 240 degrees Fahrenheit — higher than boiling — which is the
temperature needed to destroy botulism spores. A pressure canner costs eighty to one hundred
fifty dollars and is an essential investment if you want to can vegetables.

Always follow tested recipes from reliable sources — the USDA Complete Guide to Home Canning,
the Ball Blue Book, or your local Cooperative Extension. Do not modify recipes, adjust processing

times, or experiment with untested combinations. Canning safety is non-negotiable.

Fermentation

Fermentation is the oldest preservation method on Earth, and it does something no other method
can: it actually increases the nutritional value of food. Fermented vegetables like sauerkraut,
kimchi, and fermented pickles are rich in probiotics — beneficial bacteria that support digestive

health and immune function.

The basic process is simple: submerge vegetables in a salt brine and let naturally occurring lactic
acid bacteria do the work. The bacteria produce lactic acid, which preserves the food and creates
the tangy, complex flavors associated with fermentation. No special equipment is needed — a glass

jar with a loose lid and a weight to keep vegetables submerged is sufficient.

Start with simple sauerkraut: shred a head of cabbage, sprinkle with two tablespoons of salt,
massage until it releases liquid, pack tightly into a jar, weigh down so the brine covers the cabbage,
and leave at room temperature for one to four weeks. Taste periodically — when it reaches the

tanginess you prefer, move it to the refrigerator to slow fermentation. It keeps for months.

Root Cellaring and Cold Storage

Some crops store beautifully without any processing at all — they just need the right conditions.

A cool, dark, humid space between 32 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit preserves many crops for

months.
Crop Storage Conditions Duration

Potatoes Dark, 38—45°F, 90% humidity = 4—6 months

Winter Squash Dry, 50—55°F 3—6 months

Onions Dry, cool, well-ventilated 3—6 months

Garlic Dry, 50—60°F 6—8 months
Sand-packed in cool space, or _

L in-ground under mulch 4 o
Sand-packed, 32—40°F, 95%

Beets humidity 3—5 months




Apples Cold, 30—35°F, 90% humidity = 2—6 months

Cabbage Cold, 32—40°F, wrapped in

newspaper 3~4 months

You do not need an actual root cellar — an unheated garage, basement corner, crawl space, or
even a buried trash can can provide the right conditions. The key is consistent cool temperature
and adequate humidity to prevent shriveling.

Preservation closes the loop on your garden's productivity cycle. When you harvest tomatoes in
August, make sauce, can it, and eat it on pasta in February, you have created something
remarkable — a food system that is almost entirely self-contained, producing real nutrition from
your own labor and your own land, with no supply chain, no packaging, and no uncertainty.

In the final chapter, we bring everything together into a month-by-month action plan that keeps

your garden organized and productive throughout the entire year.



CHAPTER 16

Month-by-Month Garden Checklist

This final chapter is your year-round reference — a monthly action plan that tells you what to do
in your garden right now, regardless of when you are reading this book. The specific timing will
vary by one to four weeks depending on your USDA zone, so adjust based on the frost dates you
identified in Chapter 2. The tasks here assume a mid-range zone — roughly Zone 5 to 7, covering
the majority of the US gardening population. If you are in a warmer zone, shift spring tasks earlier
and fall tasks later. If you are in a colder zone, shift spring tasks later and fall tasks earlier.

January
» Review last year's garden journal. Note what worked and what to change.
e Order seeds from catalogs — popular varieties sell out early.
¢ Clean and sharpen tools. Repair raised beds, trellises, and irrigation systems.
 Plan your garden layout and planting calendar using frost dates.

 If you have a cold frame, harvest winter greens and check ventilation on warm days.

February
« Start onion seeds indoors under lights — they need a long growing season.
« Start peppers and eggplant indoors 10 to 12 weeks before last frost.

« Test your soil if you have not done so in the past two years. Send samples to your

extension office.
e Turn compost piles to restart biological activity as temperatures rise.

 Prune fruit trees and grape vines while still dormant.

March

« Start tomatoes, broccoli, cauliflower, and cabbage indoors 6 to 8 weeks before last

frost.

» As soon as soil can be worked, direct sow peas, spinach, lettuce, radishes, and kale

outdoors.



» Prepare beds: add compost, turn under cover crops, rake smooth.
 Set up rain barrels and check irrigation connections.

» Plant bare-root fruit trees, berry bushes, and asparagus crowns.

» Continue succession sowing of lettuce, radishes, and spinach every two weeks.
 Direct sow carrots, beets, turnips, and Swiss chard.

» Begin hardening off indoor seedlings — move outdoors gradually over 7 to 10 days.
 Plant seed potatoes two to four weeks before last frost.

» Prepare tomato and pepper beds: work in compost and bone meal. Install stakes and
cages.

» After last frost: transplant tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and basil outdoors.

» Direct sow beans, corn, squash, cucumbers, and melons after soil reaches 60°F.
e Apply mulch after soil has warmed — two to four inches around all plants.

¢ Set up drip irrigation or soaker hoses. Connect timers.

» Begin regular pest monitoring. Set up slug traps. Install row covers on brassicas.

» Harvest asparagus, spring lettuce, radishes, spinach, and peas.

June
 Side-dress tomatoes, peppers, and corn with compost or fish emulsion.
 Pinch suckers on indeterminate tomatoes for stronger main stems.
» Succession sow beans every three weeks. Sow last round of carrots for fall harvest.
e Keep up with harvesting — zucchini and beans produce daily at peak.
» Watch for squash vine borers, tomato hornworms, and aphids.
» Harvest garlic scapes from hardneck varieties.

» Harvest strawberries as they ripen — daily picking keeps production going.

July
« Start fall brassica seeds indoors: broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, kale.

e Mid-summer reset: pull finished spring crops, add compost, replant beds with fall
Crops.



» Continue regular watering — this is typically the hottest, driest month.

Harvest tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, beans, squash, herbs, and berries.
» Begin preserving: make and can tomato sauce, freeze berries, dehydrate herbs.

» Spray preventive baking soda solution on squash and cucumbers for powdery mildew.

August
» Transplant fall brassicas and direct sow fall lettuce, spinach, turnips, and radishes.
 Plant a second round of bush beans for fall harvest.
» Continue heavy harvesting and preserving. Tomato season is at its peak.

» Harvest onions when tops fall over. Cure in a warm, dry spot for two weeks.

Order seed garlic for fall planting.

» Sow cover crop seeds in any beds that are finished for the season.

September
e Harvest winter squash and pumpkins when rinds are hard. Cure for two weeks.

» Harvest remaining tomatoes before frost — green tomatoes ripen indoors on a

countertop.
» Continue harvesting fall greens, root vegetables, and brassicas.

 Begin fall garden cleanup: remove dead plants, compost healthy debris, dispose of

diseased material.
* Add two to three inches of compost to empty beds.

« Plant garlic four to six weeks before the ground freezes.

October
» Harvest remaining root crops: carrots, beets, turnips, parsnips.

 Protect tender crops from early frosts with row covers or cold frames.

Finish fall cleanup. Mulch beds with leaves or straw for winter protection.
» Sow winter cover crops in all empty beds.
 Dig and store potatoes for winter. Bring herbs indoors or take cuttings.

 Drain and store irrigation hoses and equipment before freezing weather.

November



» Harvest kale, Brussels sprouts, and other frost-hardy crops — they taste better after
frost.

¢ Finish mulching all beds for winter protection.
* Clean, sharpen, and oil tools for winter storage.
» Add leaves to compost pile — the fall leaf drop is a goldmine of free carbon material.

» Review your garden journal and start planning next year while memories are fresh.

December
» Rest. Your garden is sleeping and so should your workload.

» Browse seed catalogs as they arrive. Dream about next season.

Check stored produce: remove any items showing signs of spoilage.
 If you have a cold frame, harvest cold-hardy greens and ventilate on sunny days.
» Give garden-related gifts: seeds, tools, books, gift certificates to local nurseries.

« Enjoy the food you preserved. Open that jar of tomato sauce, defrost those berries,

slice into that winter squash. This is what it was all for.

You have reached the end of this starter guide — and the beginning of your journey as an organic
gardener. You now have the foundation: the principles, the techniques, and a clear month-by-

month plan to grow real, nutritious food on your own land, your patio, or even a sunny balcony.

The only thing left is to start. Pick a sunny spot. Build a bed or fill a container. Plant a seed. Water

it. Watch it grow. There is nothing in the world quite like eating food you grew yourself.

Happy growing.



READY TO GO DEEPER?

Grow Your Own: The Complete Organic Home Garden Guide

This starter guide gave you the essentials. The Complete Guide takes you to a whole new level with

over 200 pages of in-depth content, including:

* 40+ detailed crop profiles with advanced growing techniques, troubleshooting, and

variety recommendations for every USDA zone

e Complete DIY fertilizer and soil amendment recipes with exact measurements and

application schedules

» Advanced pest and disease identification with photo-quality descriptions and organic

treatment protocols

e 25+ preservation recipes — salsas, pickles, jams, fermented vegetables, and

dehydrated snacks with step-by-step instructions
» Extended companion planting matrices and advanced crop rotation systems

» Season extension deep dives — cold frames, hoop houses, and year-round growing

techniques
 Printable garden planners, planting calendars, and seed-starting schedules

» Container gardening masterclass — complete systems for balconies, patios, and small

spaces

The complete guide includes the audiobook version

so you can learn while you garden.

Get the Complete Guide at:

www.seedtoharvestguide.com




