Texas Gardening Class

(Plano Stake Preparedness Fair – 2/23/13)

by Tracy Toole 
Introduction / Disclaimer
I began gardening 14 years ago and have since raised many successful Spring and Fall gardens. I have also done much reading and research and have received good advice from some knowledgeable gardeners with much experience.  The info here represents things I believe to be true based on my experience and study; however, I am continually learning.  It certainly doesn’t represent the only way to do things but I hope it will help you get started and avoid some basic mistakes.  Please obtain good outside resources (books, people, websites, etc.) to get additional opinions and information. 

Why Consider Gardening?
There are many great reasons to consider gardening.  Some benefits gardening provides may include:
· Enjoyment -- there’s a great deal of satisfaction that comes from planning a garden at the start of a season, nurturing it a little, and reaping a great harvest a few months later 

· Therapeutic – I’ve loved coming home from a stressful day at work and walking out to a quiet, colorful, peaceful garden to admire it, see the progress the plants were making, harvest veggies, etc.  

· Improved taste – many things taste so much better home-grown (e.g. tomatoes, corn, etc.) 

· Enhanced food quality
· Better health – adding many fresh vegetables to our diets provides health benefits 

· Fewer pesticides – gives you greater control over what goes on your food

· Saves money – many things grown in the garden produce far more than their cost to grow 
· Stronger relationships – sharing vegetables with neighbors and friends  

· Reinforces spiritual principles – I’ve been amazed at how many times I’ve reflected on spiritual principles while puttering in the garden -- reaping/sowing, laboring/harvesting, diligence/negligence, life/death, fruitful/unfruitful, planning & preparation, responsibility, consequences, creation, proactivity/procrastination, understanding the adversary, etc.  I’ve gotten a better perspective on how the Lord must feel as the Master Gardener as I nurture the plants, guide them to grow certain ways, am aware of each individual plant, etc.  And many of the Lord’s parables are much more meaningful to me since I’ve been gardening (e.g. Parable of the Sower, Wheat and the Tares, etc.) 
· Instills values -- helps us teach children the value of work, responsibility, and spiritual principles
· Increases self-reliance – when we understand how to effectively grow and preserve food, we become less dependent on other sources and can be more prepared against crises  
Additionally, our church leaders have counseled and warned us for years to plant gardens and learn to grow and preserve food. Growing and preserving can be an important component of an overall preparedness plan.  

“We encourage you to grow all the food you feasibly can on your own property. Berry bushes, grapevines, fruit trees—plant them if your climate is right for their growth. Grow vegetables and eat them from your own yard.”

-- President Spencer W. Kimball,  May 1976

“We are highly pleased with the response to the planting of gardens.  It is health-building, both from the raising of crops and the eating of them.  It is delightful to see so many gardens all over the land … we hope this will be a permanent experience of our people, that they will raise much of what they use on their table.”
-- President Spencer W. Kimball,  Nov. 1977

“The revelation to produce and store food may be as essential to our temporal welfare today as boarding the ark was to the people in the days of Noah.”
-- President Ezra Taft Benson  (U.S. Secretary of Agriculture for Dwight D. Eisenhower),  Nov. 1980
Keys to Gardening Success:

Most garden success depends on a few key elements.  Additional considerations can enhance success but below are some basic things that really make a difference.  These are discussed in more detail later.   

· Rich soil
· Good water and drainage 
· Adequate sunlight 
· Choosing the right things to grow at the right times of the year 
· Being prepared for things that can harm or destroy (pests, diseases, weather, etc.) 
· Record Keeping
· Good Resources (books, people, web sites, etc.)  
· Prayer  (Alma 34:18-29) 
Garden Site / Size:

A spot with full sun is ideal, and generally, a southern exposure is best.  A good size for a small urban garden is probably about 100 – 200 sq. feet (e.g. 8’x 15’, 3’x 40’, etc.).  This allows space to grow a variety of things, but is probably not overwhelming.  You can start much smaller if you’d like but it's probably not a good idea to start too large until you are sure you will stick with it and manage it.  Our original garden was 160 sq.ft. and about ten years later we expanded it to 280 sq.ft.  This is fairly large and provides plenty of veggies for our family and to share with friends and neighbors. 
Pick a size and shape according to the layout of your yard, the best sun, other things in the yard (swing sets, sandboxes, fences), etc.  You can also have many smaller garden sites instead of or in addition to a larger garden.  This is particularly useful if you want to plant some things that stay in the garden through many seasons (e.g. strawberries) or that take many months to harvest (e.g. garlic, onions, etc.).  Things can also be grown in containers on patios, decks, etc.  Ensure these pots have “drainage holes” in the bottom !!! 

When planning your garden size, consider the “space” needs of the items you expect to plant.  Some plants (e.g. Squash) can grow very large.  Some others (e.g. watermelons) are very space intensive and not well-suited for a small garden.  Some (e.g. cucumbers) can grow “up” on trellises and take very little garden space.  
Because my house faces East, I planted my garden on the south side of the house.  I originally made a long,  narrow, L-shaped garden (3’x 52’) along the side of the house.  So the garden was only 3’ wide at any point,   providing a manageable, easy to access garden that didn’t really occupy any of my useable yard space -- I simply have a narrower side yard.  The garden is in the sun practically all day long and is very convenient. Your yard may be better suited for a wider, shorter garden.  Be sure in a wider garden to allow a walkway(s) (e.g. stepping stones, lumber, brick) to allow you to get into the garden to maintain and harvest it. 
Note:  I put my garden a couple feet away from the house as opposed to right up against the brick so that dirt, water, bugs, etc. don’t get into the “weep holes” in the brick.  Also, I can walk behind it to work the garden from both sides.  I removed all the grass from behind the garden, put down weed-block, and filled the area between the garden and the house with decorative rocks or pea gravel.  Looks pretty and keeps the weeds out.   

Garden Structure & Supports:

In our area, I believe “raised bed” gardens are best since we have clay soil.  You should build up the soil 6-12 inches and use some type of border (e.g. landscape timbers, railroad ties, cinder blocks, etc.) to contain the garden.  Raised beds allow plant roots to grow deeper and they provide better drainage so the soil does not stay water logged and rot the roots.  (GOOD  DRAINAGE  IS CRITICAL !!!)   

My garden utilizes 8’ long landscape timbers and rebar.  The timbers are 4”x4” square and stacked three high.  This raised the garden 8 – 12 inches above ground level.  I drilled holes in the timbers and drove rebar through them and about 18” into the ground.  I staggered the timbers and criss-crossed the corners to make the structure sturdy and immovable.  This provided an attractive and stable garden area. 

Some types of vegetables require support (e.g. tomatoes, cucumbers, peas).  There are many ways to provide this – some work better than others, some don’t work at all.  I found an ideal solution was to buy a 50’x 5’ roll of “Welded Wire” (2”x 3” rectangles).  The five foot height was great for tomato cages and was a great width for my trellises.  It made 6 tomato cages (19” in diameter, 5’ high) and two trellises (8’ x 5’).  Note: a 19”-diameter tomato cage uses 60” of wire – [Circumference = pi (3.14) x diameter].  I cut 3 or 4 holes at strategic places in the cages to be able to get my hands in to retrieve the tomatoes.  For trellises, the 8’x 5’ wire can be “stapled” (fence staples) to a rectangle of 1x4 “treated” lumber to make each trellis.  The trellises can be stood up (8’ high) for cucumbers, cantaloupe, etc. and laid down for shorter things. This has worked fabulously for me.  For some plants like vine peas, you may need to tie the vines periodically to the trellises with cloth strips.  
Caution: stores typically sell ready-made tomato cages but they don’t generally work very well.  They are typically too short and flimsy for heavy tomato vines which can sometimes grow 8’ tall.    

Soil Preparation:

General rule is a mixture of soil, sand, and organic matter (e.g. compost).  Plano has clay soil so it is especially important to mix in lots of compost and maybe some sand.  These help break up the clay, allowing better drainage of water, more oxygen to plant roots, and the compost also provides important nutrients.  Skimp on good soil preparation and you’ll be sorry !!!  I can’t over-emphasize the importance of good organic matter in your soil.  Different veggies like different types of soils.  Some prefer sandier soils, others prefer a richer soil.  The above mixture provides a rich, well-drained, soil that is suitable for most everything.  

It is important to rototill your soil a good 8-12 inches deep.  Get it loose and well-churned.  Then add your compost, sand, etc. and rototill it again (about 12 inches deep) until no clumps are larger than golf balls.  Some people then add a layer of fertilizer granules and “lightly” till (not very deep) to mix them in.  I did this for my first couple of gardens but not any more.  I’ve been told that fertilizer kills earthworms whereas organic matter attracts earthworms.  Earthworms are “nature's tillers" and are probably the best thing you can have in your soil.  Their "castings" are richer even than compost.  If soil is rich in organic matter, earthworms will come to it.  If it is not, they’ll leave.  Add a few inches of additional organic matter every year or more. 
The City of Plano sells compost and a ready-to-plant soil mixture at the Custer Road Facility [9901 Custer Road (at Ridgeview), Plano, TX 75025, (214) 495-7389].  These are also available at local businesses such as Living Earth Technologies (Split Trail Rd, east side of Central at Spring Creek) where they also have many additional specialty soil blends.  The going rate for compost is generally $25 - $35 / cubic yard (3’ x 3’ x 3’).  

Note: You can save your fireplace ashes, sawdust (not treated lumber), and composting food wastes throughout the year and add these organic materials to your garden.  These add important nutrients to the soil. 

Composting:

For ease and convenience, I currently just buy compost each time I plant a garden.  Originally, however, I built a couple of compost bins and made my own compost.  I would mix fresh cut grass and leaves from nearby alleys and "turn” the piles about once a month.  It was ready in just a few months to be used.  I have the bins and the knowledge to make my own if I ever need to do so.  If you do choose to make your own, there’s a great little book you may want to read called The Secret Life of Compost.  I also took a free 2-hour class on composting given by the City of Plano.  
Great additional option:  I also do "blender composting" in between garden seasons.  I’ll save our organic food wastes (orange peels, apple cores, banana peels, tomato ends, melon rinds, etc.) in a plastic bag in the fridge and every few days throw it in the blender with a little water.  I’ll then dig a small hole in the garden and bury the liquid.  This provides a great source of food for earthworms.  Each time I dig the hole in a different part of the garden and after a short time, it decomposes completely.  My garden thrived when I did this as food wastes are very high in Nitrogen -- even richer than compost.  Blender composting is easy to do and very beneficial.  I was amazed at how much food waste is produced in a normal family.  Note:  I don’t do this during the garden season(s) since the blender mixture would be too rich and might burn the plant roots. 
Watering System:

Proper watering is critical to any garden.  Over-watering is bad;  Under-watering is really bad.  There are many ways to water the garden.  My sources suggest that the drip-irrigation system (soaker hoses) is the best.  This gets the water right where it needs to be, allows the water to soak down “deep” (which is the best), and keeps the foliage dry (lessens chances of disease).  It is also very simple!  Turn the soaker hose on, set a timer, and then turn it off at the appropriate time.  Don’t make your hoses too long though (keep each under 100’ total) or the watering won’t be even.  My current garden is almost 6’ wide (~ 50’ long) and I use 3 soaker hoses.  I turn one on and water for about an hour and a half.  Then turn that one off and the other two on and water for another hour and a half.  
Note:  I water (very gently) with a hand-held garden hose the first 3 weeks or so after I first plant the seeds and small plants.  The ground needs to stay moist all around the seeds for good germination and there are no roots yet to go “get” the water from nearby soaker hoses.  Once the plants grow up some, I begin the soaker hose watering from then on.  
Caution: don’t try to water on a “calendar” basis.  It doesn’t work that way.  As plants get bigger and produce fruit, as seasons change, and as rainfall levels fluctuate, the watering needs change.  You’ll learn to tell when the plants need water.  One way is to dig about an inch deep in the ground with your finger to see if damp. As a general rule, I water about twice per week in the Spring and every other day in the heat of summer.  This is adjusted of course any time it rains.  I don’t seem to need nearly as much water for my Fall gardens.   

What to Plant:

Certain plants do better in certain types of climate, soil, etc.  Plant things that your family likes and will eat – makes it more fun.  I highly recommend planting a Spring garden AND a Fall Garden.  Surpluses can be frozen or canned to enjoy throughout the year.  Don’t overlook a Fall garden -- cooler temps can make nicer fruit, fewer bugs, and less watering.  

Spring Garden:  my favorite things to grow in the Spring are tomatoes, cucumbers, squash (yellow crookneck and zucchini), peppers, green beans, and corn.   

Fall Garden:  my favorites are spinach, lettuce, broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, carrots, and beets. 

And of course, strawberries (live year-round, produce mainly in June) are a favorite for me as well as many other people.  There are three main way to plant and grow strawberries.  They are radically different in their look and amount of work required.  My wife and I agreed that the “Tidy Gardener” method was best (and easiest!) for us.  Since strawberries stay in the garden year-round, I’m currently converting an 8’x8’ sandbox I built for the kids years ago into a strawberry patch.    

You may wish to try a number of different “varieties” of each of the above vegetables for the first few years to determine which you like best and what grows best for you.  It may also be wise to consider varieties that are very disease-resistant.  Of course, make sure they are well-suited for our area. Seed companies, local nurseries, and gardening books can offer good recommendations. 
Note: In Texas, varieties that produce small to medium-sized fruit are generally better than those producing large, whopper fruit.  For example, consider planting tomatoes that are medium-sized instead of the huge tomato varieties.  I have had the most success with the Early Girl and Husky Red Cherry varieties.  

It is important that you don’t wait too late to plant each vegetable.  You want to have plenty of time to enjoy the harvest after the fruit starts producing and before the weather gets too hot or too cold.  Pay close attention to the “Average Date of First Frost” and “Average Date of Last Killing Freeze” for our area.  I believe they are approximately November 15th and March 15th.  These are averages and can vary a little year to year.  I usually plant my Spring garden about April 1st and my Fall Garden the first week of September.  
Buying Seeds & Plants:

I start some things (e.g. tomatoes, peppers, broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage) from nursery transplants because I’m too lazy to start them indoors and I want to get a head-start on production.  Many other things (e.g. cucumbers, beans, peas, squash, corn, spinach, beets, lettuce, carrots) I start from seeds.

Transplants can be bought at local nurseries (Calloways, Walmart, etc.).  Seeds can also be bought there, although I generally order mine from a catalog.  Many books suggest buying seeds from catalogs where they are certified to not contain viruses, to be more disease-resistant, etc.  I personally use Park Seed in South Carolina.  You can get on their mailing list for free catalogs from their web site (www.parkseed.com).  

Flowers & Pollination:

Most years there are plenty of small bees around to pollinate squash, cucumbers, etc.  If there aren't any bees around in a particular year, you may need to pollinate some things by hand.  I have only had to do this with squash and zucchini.  They put out male and female flowers.  I touch a water color brush on a male stem to get pollen on it and then carefully touch the open female flowers.  The female flower opens each morning for a couple of hours or so.  If after a few days the female flower never gets pollinated, the little squash on the end will stop growing, shrivel up, and die.  
Some people plant Marigolds or other flowers throughout the garden to help attract bees (and some wasps unfortunately) for pollination. They may also help repel many varieties of insects.  Additionally, they add beauty and fragrance to the garden area.  I’ve done this some in the past but am not doing it currently as it hasn’t been necessary and I’d rather have more room for veggies.  
Perennials vs. Annuals:

I like to till my whole garden area and start fresh each Spring and Fall.  Certain types of veggies and fruit aren’t conducive to that.  Strawberries and asparagus, for example, stay in the garden year round so I’ll plant them in a separate garden area when I do. Other things (e.g. onions, garlic) take much longer to grow and harvest.  I don’t want these in my regular garden so for now I just don’t plant them.  I may later plant them in a separate area.  

Rotating your Garden:

It is a good idea to avoid planting the same veggies in the same place each season.  Rotating your crops each time lessens your chances of pest build-up in an area as well as depletion of certain nutrients from the soil.  So I keep records of what I planted where each season and rotate things from one year to the next.  So my tomatoes, for example, will be planted this year in a different part of the garden than they were last season.  We’re sometimes limited in how much we can do this in a small urban garden. 
Staggering Planting and Production:

One problem we found was that all of our production of some of the veggies was occurring in the same short time period.  For example, all of our green bean production was in the same 2-3 week period.  We were overwhelmed for a short time and then, nothing.  We froze a lot of them (don’t forget to “Blanch” most veggies before freezing).  Now, however, we stagger the planting of the veggies to give longer, more regular production.  I used to plant one row of green beans about 3 weeks after the other row.  I now plant two different varieties – one that produces its crop abundantly all at once while the other produces more evenly for a few weeks. I also staggered beet plantings so all the beets didn’t mature at the same time unless I was going to pickle them - then I wanted them to mature about the same time.  I don't stagger most other things though (e.g. tomatoes or cucumbers) as I want to get them all growing and producing abundantly as soon as possible.

Fertilizing the Garden:

The three numbers on fertilizer (e.g. 10-20-10) refer to Nitrogen, Phosphorous, and Potassium, respectively.  Veggies, lawns, shrubs, etc. respond differently to different fertilizers.  Lawns for example need a high-nitrogen fertilizer.  If you are planting a number of different vegetables like I do, you’ll probably do best with a well-balanced fertilizer such as 10-20-10, which has relatively equal amounts of all.  
Some people prefer “organic” gardening to using fertilizers or chemicals.  I mostly do this now.  I mix compost into the garden when I till and don't add any fertilizer granules at all.  During the growing season, I usually spray the garden with a well-balanced fertilizer spray (Miracle Grow Multi-Purpose Spray) once or twice.  It attaches to the end of a garden hose and gets distributed with a simple, hand-watering.  Using the compost instead of fertilizer works very well and attracts earthworms to the garden.  My gardens have produced prolifically without the fertilizer granules. 

Note: the exception to this is Corn.  I pour “Liquid Fish” (an organic fertilizer I buy at Lowe’s or Walmart) on the corn twice per season.  I read that the Indians used to say to bury a fish head by every corn stalk.   
Insecticides / Treatments:

Bugs are a fact, especially in Texas (2 Nephi 2:11).  Different bugs attack different plants and different treatments are needed to encourage them to move on to the after-life.   

For the Spring garden, I use an organic spray called GreenLight Fruit, Nut, and Vegetable spray because it seems to eliminate most of the bugs that generally attack the things I plant.  I spray it on with a Pump Sprayer (about a $10 item and easy to use).  Note: don’t use the same spray bottle on your garden that you use to spray insecticides around your house. This may not be safe on things you are going to eat.   
Only two insects (cabbage loopers and aphids) ever bother my Fall garden.  The cabbage loopers attack green leafy things like broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, etc.  I pick them off by hand or spray them with BT and the problem is solved.  The aphids can be sprayed with the GreenLight mentioned above I believe. 

Note:  the key to the bug problem, I believe, is knowing beforehand what types of things attack your particular veggies, looking carefully and regularly for any signs of them, and immediately applying the appropriate treatment.  I've lost Squash and Zucchini (which was thriving at the time) because the Squash Borer worms quickly did their damage on the inside of the plants when I had no clue they were even there.  Regarding diseases, some varieties of veggies are particularly suited to resist certain diseases.  

Preserving Food:

Many garden foods can also be preserved for future consumption.  I have preserved them 3 different ways:  Freezing (Corn, Broccoli, Cabbage, Zucchini), Pickling in a “water bath” canner (Cucumbers, Beets), and Canning in jars with a “pressure” canner (Green Beans, Carrots).  
Most things need to be “blanched” before freezing.  Some veggies (not being pickled) need to be “pressure” canned as they need to be cooked at higher temperatures than the boiling point of water.  The pressure regulator allows the temperature to get hot enough to kill the bad enzymes / bacteria. 

A Canning Guide came with the purchase of both my canners.  These books can tell you exactly what you need to know to can a particular vegetable safely.  It is very important to follow the instructions very carefully.  There is also some good information on the web regarding canning certain vegetables.    
Keeping Records:

All of my sources suggest keeping notes and records of each garden you plant.  For example, what varieties you planted and how you liked them, what results were obtained, what bugs you saw and your success in treating them, things you learned, mistakes you made, when you planted, what you planted in each location, how you cooked the veggies and whether you liked it that way, etc.  It is great to be able to go back to my notes from last year’s Spring garden before I plant this year’s Spring garden so I maximize my success and don’t repeat the same mistakes.  It also helps me rotate my vegetables from year to year. 

I have found two things to be particularly useful:  (1) sketch each garden (what was planted where), and (2) plan your NEXT Spring garden (on paper) immediately after THIS Spring garden while it is still fresh in your mind.  Same goes for the Fall gardens.  Otherwise, it’s hard to remember each year exactly what you were thinking a year earlier.  And you know NOW while the garden is in “full bloom” how well you spaced things.  This can help you avoid over-crowding or under-utilizing your garden next time. It’s hard to imagine one little squash seed at the beginning of the Spring being a 4’ wide plant at the end of the Spring. 
Note:  a sample record-keeping sheet is at the end of these notes.   
Resources:

I was given or loaned 5 different gardening books.  All of them had some useful info.  Two of them I found to be particularly useful:  The Garden Primer (Barbara Damrosch) and Neal Sperry’s Guide to Texas Gardening.  These books provide an excellent source of info regarding when to plant, varieties, diseases, insects, harvesting, etc.  I also found a friend and neighbor who has had a lot of gardening experience to help answer questions and provide encouragement.  I have been told that much valuable information is available from local Agricultural Extension Services.  And of course, anything can be found on the internet these days!  
Costs:

You can create the garden as elaborately or simply as you’d like.  I went to some expense when I re-built my garden a few years ago buying 50 landscape timbers (lifetime warranty – rated for underwater), 3-4 truckloads of soil mixture, a truckload of rocks, soaker hoses, etc. etc. etc.  These are basically one-time expenses that can last for decades.  I’m still using the same tomato cages and trellises I built 14 years ago and expect to use them at least that much longer. Now, I spend a little money on seeds, plants, and compost each season and occasionally on a fertilizer or insecticide spray.   
I also built a tomato enclosure (11’ long x 5-1/2’ wide x 8’ high) a few years ago to keep birds out of my tomato plants.  I didn’t have this the first ten years I was gardening so it’s not necessary.  However, now I can share a few tomatoes (that I choose) with the birds instead of them pecking each tomato.

It can obviously be done for much less investment if you desire.  You can simply churn up some dirt, mix in some organic matter, and plant. It can be as simple or elaborate as you choose.    

I think knowing how to grow your own food, as well as all the additional benefits gardening provides, is well worth the small investment.  Additionally, I feel I was being blessed from on high each step of the way with help, free materials, knowledge, and advice, as I was trying to begin the adventure.   GOOD LUCK !!!    
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