GardenKeepers 

Manual

[image: image3.jpg]N

ds

openlan

conserving nature for life




[image: image4.jpg]



Introduction

“But though I am an old man, I am but a young gardener.” —Thomas Jefferson

“He who plants a garden plants happiness.” — Chinese proverb

Welcome!

We are pleased to introduce you to the GardenKeepers Manual.  This manual was originally created for an organic gardening series called “Building Urban Gardens” (BUGs). The BUGs series was conceived and designed by Openlands and the Garfield Park Conservatory Alliance in 1999 to fill an important gap in education for gardeners in the city of Chicago. In order to support the growing interest in “community food gardens”, BUGs evolved into the current GardenKeepers series.

GardenKeepers’ mission is two-fold: we want you to have the life-enriching skills that come with creating and maintaining a healthy garden; and we want the city to thrive with sustainable, self-sufficient community gardens that are free from pesticides and other chemicals – gardens that help us work together to become good stewards of our environment. People who start gardens find that a garden brings neighbors closer together and enhances their friendships. A garden is a place to grow different plants for many reasons and many people plant food to insure that there is a source of fresh, healthy, organic food right in the neighborhood. Growing food together can also keep people more involved and committed to the garden, as there is a useful product that comes out of it.

Why Organic?

Gardening in an environment like Chicago offers unique challenges such as compacted clay soils, contaminants including heavy metals, and obstructions that block sun or prevent easy access to water.  Organic gardening methods offer safe and efficient methods of overcoming some of these difficulties. 

In the pages of this manual you will be introduced to inexpensive and creative ways to develop a chemical-free, organic garden that encourages safe habitat for fellow creatures -birds, butterflies, insects and worms. Organic gardening provides a safe and healthy avenue for you and your community to garden in Chicago. Maintaining a garden provides so many wonderful opportunities to enrich the quality of life in your neighborhood especially in communities where open space is often severely limited and there is a need for more plants and for more healthy food.

We hope that this guide will help you to bring people together to design and build, care for and love a community garden. We think you will be glad you did!

A word about your sponsor:

Founded in 1963, Openlands is one of the nation’s oldest and most successful metropolitan conservation organizations, having helped secure, protect, and provide public access to more than 55,000 acres of land for parks, forest preserves, national wildlife refuges, land and water greenway corridors, and urban gardens.

Openlands  25 East Washington  Suite 1650  Chicago, IL   60602  312/ 863-6256  

www.openlands.org
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Chapter 1

  History of Community Gardening

People have been picking digging, growing, and hunting for their food right where they live since….there were people! Today, most of our food comes from hundreds or thousands of miles away.  This uses a lot of fossil fuel, both to grow and to send the food around the world. Often the food we get is not in the best condition or full of toxic chemicals and unhealthy additives.  

With the recent economic downturn many people in urban areas have taken to growing food in vacant lots or indoors in available, vacant buildings through aquaponics and hydroponics.  This is not “new” – we have simply rediscovered it and the result can be healthier, more affordable, safer food especially in traditionally underserved communities.

Here is an excerpt from Laura Lawson’s book – “City Bountiful” to give you an idea of the more recent history of people working together to grow the food they eat in American Cities:  

                   Lawson L (2005) City Bountiful A Century of Community Gardening in America, University of California Press

Chapter 2 

Organizing to create the Community Garden

It all revolves around…the people!

Below is the basic outline of steps gardeners can follow to start or improve the structure and functioning of a Community Garden.  It is based on the experience of many community garden projects.  Following the order of the steps as listed here is recommended.

Recruit

It requires a lot of work to create and maintain a community garden. Don’t burn yourself out by trying to do everything alone.  Think about how you can do the following:

· ​Share the work and develop leadership right from the start…and never stop.

· Create partnerships; sell your neighbors and local businesses on the idea; convince them of all the good reasons to do this!

· Invite them to be on a garden planning committee right from the start.

· Together fill in the Project Assessment and Resources worksheets (see Appendix) – share the tasks to get the garden project going.

· Provide for and include children, seniors and people with special needs.

· Provide creature comforts like food at any gatherings.

· Establish the structure of the organization together - create a leadership team to be in charge. Then, together and with all members’ support, establish committees such as: 

· Membership 

· Activities (which can include Events and Tours)

· Garden oversight

· Education

· Newsletter

· Fundraising 

· Are there other groups that can join in on this project like a school, church, or community-based organization with strong leaders that will help the garden be sustainable for the long term? Consider ways of creating coalitions with these organizations and others.

· Plan and hold events based on members’ cultural backgrounds and need or desire to learn new gardening skills – not everyone comes knowing how to garden!  

· Start an annual Calendar and include all meetings, events and garden activities including work days and fun community activities.

· Don’t forget that everyone comes with some kind of talent to share – cooking, powerful muscles, good writing, leadership, music. Ask people what they know and can do, not everyone needs to be a gardener in order to be a member.

Formation

· Create guidelines or bylaws- Make it clear that with rights come responsibilities, including sharing the work and the costs of the whole garden by everyone!  Specific rules can and should evolve over time as required by the changing needs and desires of the membership. Flexibility and working for consensus reduces conflict among members.

· Require a monetary commitment.  In our culture, if something “costs money” people often feel it is worth more. Many are less willing to lose their place in a garden if they have paid something for it. You can charge “rent” for an allotment or you can just charge a “membership fee” that can be paid annually.  Many gardens find that it works better to have a fee just for joining the garden.  That means that gardeners are renting a part of the WHOLE garden and not just the plot and are therefore responsible for more than just their plot. 

· Provide the support to meet the needs of the newly formed garden organization. Members will often need support to take on a task. Ensure that everyone has the information and knowledge they need to work in the garden and be an active member of the organization.

· Hold and run good, regular meetings that include a timed agenda, a clear purpose, a product and assignments by the end of the meeting. 

· Consider applying for a state charter. This won’t make your group “tax exempt” but it will enable your group to operate as an organization with officers – especially a treasurer and your group can then open a checking account with several ‘signers’. Go here for information: http://tax.illinois.gov/nonprofits/
· Survey your neighbors/members for talents and skills as well as material resources.  

Determine ownership

· Please use the “Identifying and Acquiring land information” worksheet in Appendix. 

Map the site

Once you have chosen a location; grab a piece of paper and pencil and go out to the site with other members to survey the space and draw in the following: 

· Look at sun and shade patterns. On your garden sketch, circle the sunniest areas as you will need 6-8 hours of sun to grow vegetables. Take note of the direction of the wind; it affects plant growth and moisture.

· Draw in where the water source is (faucet, hydrant) or if there is none. Consider where you could add a rain barrel.

· Note existing plant material, possible usable building materials (bricks, stones, tree limbs) and structures.

· Consider access and approach to site including adjacent structures and nearby land use.

· While you are at the garden site, test the soil for lead. See the Soil Testing sheet in Appendix.     

Gather the resources

· Create a budget and prioritize what the garden needs now for hardscape, (the stationary fixtures such as raised beds, benches, etc) as well as plants, supplies and tools. Start small and aim to grow.

· Identify sources of support for donations of these physical goods and for possible funding.

· List local and citywide organizations, businesses and other organizations to determine what they can help you do.

Design the garden

Bring all the members of the garden together to:

· Create a design that meets the goals for the use of the space and is appropriate for the community.

· Be realistic and keep it simple. You will all gain the skills and knowledge from practical experience that will help you not feel defeated if something doesn’t work out. A garden can naturally grow and change every year.

· Form follows function. Be sure your plants and structures can exist in harmony together and “do” what you want them to do. 

Install

· Plan the site preparation including debris removal.

· Determine step by step installation starting with the hardscape and ending with the plants, e.g.: first the fence, then the lighting, then the raised beds, paths, benches, arbors, trees, shrubs, signs and plants.

· Select appropriate materials.

Involve the community and enjoy!

Chapter 3

Planning and Designing Your Organic Garden

All good gardens start with a plan. You can define your garden “tastes” by starting an idea book to help you keep track of things. The idea book can be a journal, a computer document, or online catalog like Pinterest. Many gardeners keep a simple notebook where they can jot down thoughts, keep track of plant receipts, tape in garden photos, magazine articles and other goodies.

Consider the space in your community garden as if it were a series of rooms.  Gardening is a lot like interior decorating.  Plan your outdoor rooms as carefully as you would your indoor living space. Consider the elements of floor (paving, lawn, groundcovers), walls (fences or hedges), ceiling (tree branches, arbors), and furnishings (benches, raised beds, sculpture).  

During the class, we will cover the basics of designing a garden on paper. The good thing about planning it on paper is that if you make a mistake, it doesn’t cost you anything! This is unlike buying a plant, putting it in the wrong place and having it die.  

The garden design

Designing a garden that looks good, doesn’t cost a fortune, and is environmentally friendly involves a series of simple steps: 

· Make a survey (as explained in previous section).

· Develop a basemap.

· Work out your ideas on diagrams.

· Create a final plan

Basemap.  This is a simple scale drawing of what exists on the site. This is easy to do on graph/grid paper so it’s easier to visualize scale – each square is 1 foot by 1 foot, or one, square foot. Use the survey you created as your starting point.

Diagram.  A concept diagram starts to lay out the proposed landscape forms and shows how they are related to your functional issues. Tape tracing paper over your base map to create your diagram. Several concept plans may evolve as you play with different ideas and styles.  That’s the beauty of working on paper.

A functional diagram helps you to see various areas on the site and how you will use them. Related functions should be planned as a unit. Consider these questions:

· How can you plan a garden that is welcoming, open and attractive? 

· Does the garden include a vegetable growing area, compost pile and storage areas grouped for efficiency? 

· Can work and storage areas be hidden from general view? 

Final plan.  Once you have reviewed several design concepts with your members, merge the best ideas into a final detailed plan indicating plant material, garden spaces, hardscape, and play/recreation areas. This will be your written record of what is built and planted.

Chapter 4

The Basis of a Healthy Garden: Soil and Composting

The nature of soil

Soil is the uppermost portion of the earth’s crust, called the regolith.  Regolith is a layer of boulders, rocks, stones, gravel, sand, clay and silt dust that all sits on top of bedrock.  At the top of this layer sits topsoil and subsoil.

Over the centuries, wind, water, cold and heat help break down the regolith’s uppermost portion, the topsoil.  Organic matter from decaying plants and animals make up the topsoil.  Plant roots, which are mostly found in the top layer, also help break up the soil. Soil consists mainly of tiny, inorganic particles. Spaces between these particles hold water, air and nutrients. Some particles, like sand, are large, which allows water to pass quickly between them. Other soil particles are much smaller than grains of sand. Heavy clay soil has few spaces between the particles, so it tends to attract and hold water.  Silt is made up of medium-sized particles. The goal would be to have a good mix of all three.

Types of soil

The ideal garden soil mixture would be about 25 percent air, 25 percent water, 45 percent minerals and 5 percent organic matter.   The soil would be rich in organic matter, drain well, and it would be replenished regularly with plant nutrients (like compost, manure, rotted leaves, etc.)  

The soil particles most important to the growth of plants are the fine particles, which are divided into three classes:

Sand = .05 mm to 2.0 mm      Silt = .002 mm to .05 mm    Clay = less than .002 mm.

Soils range from coarse (sandy) to very fine (clay) and mixtures in between.  

Soil Type


Characteristics

Sandy soil


Easily tilled

Sandy loam


Well-drained

Loam



Warms quickly; poor nutrient retention

Silty loam


Hard to work

Clay loam


Drains slowly; holds water

Clay soil


Warms slowly in spring; holds in nutrients

Good, fertile soil should be dark and crumbly and home to earthworms and other beneficial organisms.  It warms more quickly in the spring and requires less frequent watering than hard, compacted, nutrient-poor soil.  It will produce healthy, lush plant growth with deep green leaves.  Good soil is important because healthy plants have a better chance of withstanding stress from disease and insects.  

If you look at soil under a microscope or a magnifying glass, you can see that it is a mixture of:

· Inorganic (non-living) material, such as minerals and particles of rocks, sand and clay, and

· Organic (living or once-living) material, such as bacteria, insects and decayed plants, microorganisms and animals.   

Organic matter is the main source of energy for microorganisms and animals such as worms, both of which aerate the soil by tunneling through it, adding spaces for air, water and nutrients.  Worms also produce worm castings (their excrement), which add texture and help break up soil.  Plants and other organisms continually use this organic matter for nutrients.

When organisms in the soil eventually die, animals, fungi and bacteria decompose their bodies.  When the products of decomposition are small enough to be mixed in the surface soil by earthworms and other organisms, it becomes organic matter called humus.  The decomposing humus is the primary source of nutrients for plant growth.  Humus stabilizes soil because it combines with minerals to hold water and nutrients.  Because organic matter eventually decomposes (unlike rock particles, which hang around for ever), gardeners must regularly replenish their soil with manure, rotted leaves, compost or cover crops.  This is just part of the natural cycle of life and how we should treat our garden -- by recycling organic matter into the soil.  Store-bought fertilizers do not replace organic matter.    

Soil characteristics that affect plant growth

Soil structure - Refers to the arrangement of sand, silt and clay into larger units or clumps.  Closer looks allow you to see what shape the soil really is - granular, crumb-like, blocky (with angles), prismatic, columnar or plate-like.  These various shapes form together in what is called an aggregate.   

Here are some examples of soil shapes:
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Soil structure affects all plant roots be it a maple tree or radish. Soil structure can improve or impede the movement of air, water and nutrients that are critical to roots.  Compacting soil with heavy equipment or frequent walking across planting beds damages soil structure.  Tilling the soil and adding organic matter, on the other hand, can help.

Soil texture – Is the proportion of sand, silt and clay.  Soil texture, the ratio of particle size from sand (the largest) to clay (the smallest) can be determined by kneading the soil between your thumb and forefinger.  Gritty particles are sand; silt particles feel like flour; and clay particles are sticky.  Soil texture is important because it affects the soil’s ability to hold moisture and release nutrients.

Soil depth – Depth of the soil before it reaches “hardpan,” a heavy, dense layer of clay that roots cannot penetrate.  

Reaction – Refers to the pH scale and how it affects the amount of nutrients that roots need.  A soil that is too acidic or too alkaline interferes with a plant’s ability to get at nutrients.

Soil make up – Is the percent of air, water, minerals and organic matter.  
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A soil texture triangle is used to classify various soil textures. The sides of the triangle are scaled for the percentages of sand, silt, and clay. Clay percentages are read from left to right across the triangle (dashed lines). Silt is read from the upper right to lower left (light, dotted lines). Sand from lower right towards the upper left portion of the triangle (bold, solid lines). The boundaries of the soil texture classes are highlighted in blue. The intersection of the three sizes on the triangle indicates the texture class. For example, if you have a soil with 20% clay, 60% silt, and 20% sand it falls in the "silt loam" class.

The pH scale

Gardeners often characterize their soil as being sweet (alkaline) or sour (acidic). Good soil should also be on the slightly acidic side. The pH of soil refers to a special scale of 1 to 14, which is used to measure how acidic or alkaline the soil is. In the middle of the scale is 7, which represents “neutral.” An example is water, which is neither acidic nor alkaline. Anything over 7 is considered alkaline. Below 7, the pH number represents something that is acidic.  

Many of the soils in the Chicago area are alkaline because the area’s bedrock is limestone.   Knowing the pH of your garden soil is important because the pH level affects the availability of nutrients that plants need.  

Most native plants, as well as turf grass, flowers, vegetables, ornamental shrubs and fruits grow best in slightly acid soils, which represent a pH of 6.1 to 6.9. If your soil test shows a pH reading above or below that, plants may not get the nutrients they need and they simply won’t thrive. Many local nurseries sell inexpensive pH meters.

Passing the test

Urban soil generally needs amending before it can effectively sustain healthy plants with the nutrients they need.   For example, plants don’t tell you when they are hungry or under nourished, but they will show you when they develop yellowing leaves or when they produce lots of green leaves but few blossoms.  You cannot tell what nutrients are missing without a soil test. 

A basic soil test generally is a measure of soil fertility, an inventory of the nutrients and the acidity of the soil.  The standard soil test tells you the status of phosphorous (P), potassium (K), calcium (Ca), magnesium (Mg), pH, cation exchange capacity, lime requirement index, and base saturation. Additional tests are also available for iron (Fe), zinc (Zn), manganese (Mn), soluble salts, and nitrates.

Soil test results should tell you how much nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium your soil needs to obtain the best plant growth.  You can have your soil tested by a laboratory, which will provide a detailed list of results and recommendations, or you can buy a less elaborate soil test kit at most large nurseries and do it yourself.  Once the soil is tested, you should retest every three years or so.  

Many urban lots are former industrial sites, which means the soil may contain heavy metals, such as cadmium, lead, copper, nickel, cobalt or zinc.  It is critical to know if your site has these contaminants in order to protect everyone’s safety by addressing these issues with remediation where possible or finding a new location if the work is beyond the means of your group. 

Feeding your soil

Soil testing is just one step toward a healthy garden.  For the best plant growth, you’ll need to provide proper soil structure and moisture.  You can improve your garden by working the soil (cultivating it by hand or with a powered tiller) and by incorporating organic matter into it.  Control moisture by improving drainage, by irrigating and by applying mulch.  

The three Primary plant foods -N  P K

	Nitrogen

(N)   
	Increases leaf and stem growth.  It affects plant parts UP above the ground.  Stimulates rapid early growth.  Gives dark green color to plant.  When there’s not enough nitrogen present, leaves turn yellow and growth is stunted.  

	Phosphorus 

(P)
	Stimulates root growth DOWN, below the ground.  Gives plants a rapid, vigorous start.   Helps seed formation.  Lack of phosphorous produces red or purple leaves and slows down plant cell division, which affects growth.

	Potassium 

(K)

	Increases plant vigor and disease resistance and is an ALL AROUND plant food that helps plant parts above and below the soil.   Produces strong stems.  Improves quality of crop yields.  


Fertilizer is any material that supplies nutrients to the soil. It may be synthetic (manmade) or organic material such as animal byproducts including manure and bonemeal. We recommend that every garden set up a composting area to recycle garden waste and transform it into free fertilizer and humus. 

Compost contains nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium and trace elements of other fertilizers.  When used as a fertilizer and soil conditioner, compost is better than any commercial fertilizer that you can buy.  That’s because it recycles and preserves many trace elements that are needed for plant growth.

There is little reason to buy fertilizer if you amend your soil on a regular basis with compost.   You can lighten and break up heavy clay by working in plenty of composted materials, like well-rotted manure or leaves. Adding compost to sandy soil will help it retain moisture and slow down water loss.  

Compost is made by alternating layers of carbon-rich materials, such as dry stalks, hay or twigs and nitrogen-rich materials like manure with air and water to keep alive the bacteria that helps decompose everything.  Left on its own, the pile will begin to “cook” and produce heat with the help of bacteria and microorganisms.  In a year or so it will decompose, leaving a rich, crumbly “black gold,” which can be used in the garden as a soil amendment.  Occasionally turning the compost with a pitchfork will add air to the pile and speed up the process. Don’t use waste from cats or dogs and do not put meat or dairy products in the compost pile as this attracts rodents and can cause health issues.

GardenKeepers’ Compost Recipe

Ingredients-Use equal part of brown yard waste (dry leaves, small twigs, dry flower stalks, straw) andgreen yard or kitchen waste (leftover salad or vegetables, grass clippings, fresh leaves, flowers, houseplants, etc.).  No cooked food, meat, or dairy products should enter the compost pile as they take much longer to break down and can attract rodents and other pests. Here is our step-by-step recipe:

1. Place your compost bin in a partially shaded area.

2. Layer brown yard waste on the bottom.

3. Add green yard waste.

4. Sprinkle with water to moisten. Toss to mix.

5. Continue adding layers of green and brown yard wastes as it accumulates, sprinkle     with water to keep mix moist. Turn pile each time you add ingredients.

6. Let mixture sit for 3-6 months, checking occasionally.

	Symptom
	Problem
	Solution

	Compost is stinky.
	Mixture is too wet; has too much grass or high concentration of green materials.
	Turn the pile to aerate and add brown materials like leaves or straw.

	Compost is too dry-not moist like a wrung-out sponge.
	Too many brown materials or not enough water
	Add water and turn the pile, add green materials to activate organisms.

	Compost is too wet.
	Compost is wetter than a wrung-out sponge.
	Add dry materials and toss materials together to aerate.

	Nothing seems to be happening.
	Check: Is it moist? Airy?  Has it cooked long enough? Maybe your compost is doing great and you can't see it. 
	Be patient. With enough time and the right ingredients, this is a foolproof recipe.


Making Manure and Compost “Tea”

Fill a bucket two-thirds full of water.  Add manure or compost to fill the bucket to the top and let the concoction steep for a few days.  Leave the solid material at the bottom of the bucket while you slowly pour the liquid into another container and dilute it with more water to the color of weak tea.  Pour about 1 pint of your fertilizer tea around each plant (except root vegetables like carrots or potatoes—they need potassium for healthy growth, not nitrogen in the manure tea). 

Chapter 5

Your Beautiful, Edible Garden: 

Vegetables, Herbs and Annual Flowers

One of the most enjoyable aspects of gardening is eating some of what you grow. If you’re accustomed to munching on store-bought lettuce, squash or tomatoes, you’re in for a treat when you grow your own. As you get more accustomed to planting and harvesting your edible garden, there are numerous ways to increase your yields (through techniques such as interplanting and succession planting) and save on expenses and increasing the varieties of what you grow by starting your own seed. 

GardenKeepers tips for successful vegetable growing

Vegetable growing requires a lot of time and planning for a good harvest. Below are some things to think about and plan for so that your enthusiasm is maintained throughout the growing season. 

· Grow what you like to eat!  If you like salad, grow the ingredients: lettuce, cucumbers, tomatoes, green onions, and radishes.  If you enjoy squash, try summer squash like green or yellow zucchini, or hard-shelled winter squash, like butternut, acorn or spaghetti squash.  

· Figure out how much space you have for vegetables.  Seed packets indicate the mature height and spread of each plant.  Gardeners often have more plants than space, so planning your garden on paper will prevent ordering too many plants.

· After you’ve made a list of what you want to grow and how much space it will need, make a drawing of that garden.  Arrange tall plants to the north of the bed so they won’t shade shorter plants. Vegetables that produce vines, like pumpkins and squash, sprawl and do well planted on the edges of a bed where they can’t take over other the rest of the planting bed.

· Group early maturing plants together.  Once they’re harvested, you’ll have room for the next crop.

· Arrange perennial vegetables (like rhubarb and asparagus) so they aren’t disturbed when you till or aerate the soil in future years.

· If you’re short on space, grow vertically with trellises, bamboo poles or stakes.  Peas, pole beans, cucumbers and tomatoes are climbing crops that generally perform better when they’re up and off the ground.  As a rule, the smaller the fruit, the more that plants produce, so make most of your selections from small varieties such as cherry tomatoes.  

Mixing edibles and ornamentals

Vegetable gardens don’t have to be run-of-the mill plantings.  In fact, you don’t have to have a separate vegetable garden as long as you have safe soil.  Many vegetables—like Red Oakleaf or Deer Tongue lettuce and other culinary herbs are as beautiful as they are tasty.  Some edible ornamentals, like nasturtiums, borage, lavender, marigolds and pansies, are now appearing in salad bowls.  A planting bed that combines attractive vegetable plants, herbs with interesting, colorful leaves, and edible flowers can dress up your garden. 

Many vegetables like the same growing conditions as most annuals and perennials.  That is, they like full sun (6+ hours or more of direct sun), well-drained (not soggy) soil that’s fertile, and adequate moisture when there is no rain. Lettuce, tomatoes and squash depend on regular moisture and their leaves will often wilt if they do not get enough.  Herbs tend to do best in dry soil.  

Note: When choosing any part of a plant for the dinner table, be certain that it’s safe to eat.  Keep in mind that some species with similar names may be edible while others are not.  Check seed packets, catalogs and research online if you’re not certain.

Starting vegetable transplants from seed

Growing plants from seeds is an easy, very inexpensive way to get more for your money.  Many annuals, perennials and vegetables can be grown from a packet of seeds.   

The last frost date is usually May 15 in the Chicago area. Seed packets indicate how long it takes to raise a plant from a seed to transplanting or flowering.  For example, if tomato plants take 6 weeks from seed-sowing to transplanting outdoors, you’ll want to start your seeds indoors about April 1, 6 weeks before they can be safely transplanted outdoors. Seed packets also suggest how deep to plant seeds. A good rule of thumb is that you should sow seed to the depth of the seed’s diameter. For example, a seed that is ¼” wide, it would be planted ¼” deep.  Seed that is minuscule (like carrot seed) generally is sown on top of the soil and likely needs light to germinate.

Buy a sustainable seed-starter mix or blend your own by using equal parts of perlite, vermiculite and coir.  Never use garden soil to start seed. It can cause delicate, tender seedlings to rot. Moisten the planting mix in the containers before you sow seeds. Drop the seeds onto the surface, spacing them as evenly as you can.

Keep seeds cozy by covering flats with plastic wrap or glass to keep their environment humid.  Place them near a heat vent, on top of the refrigerator, or near the furnace.  Most seeds tend to germinate when the soil is about 70 degrees.  Keep them damp and mist them with a spray bottle.  As soon as seeds sprout, remove the plastic and put the container in a bright spot, like a sunny window or beneath fluorescent lights. You can move them away from the heat source now, too.  If seedlings outgrow their pots, move them into larger containers. Handle seedlings carefully and lift them by the leaves, not by their delicate stems.

About a week or so before the plants move outdoors, you can help them adjust to the cool spring weather by putting them outdoors for a few hours each day in early May. Gardeners call this hardening off.  Unless the weather is bad, gradually increase the plants exposure to sun and light spring breezes. After a week, leave them out overnight for transplanting into the garden the next day. 

Some edibles, like spinach, peas and lettuce, may be started outdoors before the last frost date of spring (May 15) because they are more cold-hardy than most vegetables.  As soon as the weather heats up in June, peas and lettuce will begin to peter out. 

The first frost date of autumn is generally around October 15.  Look at your seed packets for information on the number of days needed from sowing to harvest.  If a vegetable needs 45 days, count backwards from October 15. You’ll need to sow the seeds no later than September 1, preferably in late August to get a last crop. Keeping the soil moist for germination at this time is especially tricky, so this might be something you tackle in your second or third season of seed starting. 

Interplanting and Succession Planting

Interplanting is placing two plants that having different growing habits in the same space.  This allows you to fit more vegetables into your garden.  Native Americans provided us with a classic example in a planting called “Three Sisters,” which combines corn, squash and pole beans in the same large planting hole. This plant combination used a minimum of space: the cornstalks supported the bean plants while the squash spread out along the ground.  It was mutually beneficial to the three plants because the beans released nitrogen into the soil for the squash and corn.  

Interplanting also takes advantage of small spaces by combining fast-maturing, early crops with larger, slow-growing vegetables.  For example, you could combine Brussels sprouts among spinach plants.  By the time the slow-growing Brussels sprouts need more room, you will have harvested the spinach. Sow seeds of fast-sprouting radishes among a row of slow-germinators, such as parsnips. As you pull the radishes, you’re cultivating the soil around the slower-growing parsnips.  

Interplanting can also extend the growing season for spring vegetables (like lettuce) by combining them with taller warm-season plants.  For example, sow lettuce or spinach on the east side of a row of beans that are growing on a trellis.  Or grow them on a stand of sunflowers or a along a row of corn.  The taller plants will shade lettuce and prevent it from forming seeds or wilting in the hot sun.

You can also make the most of your garden space with succession planting, which is planting one crop after another during the same season.  For example, instead of planting all your leaf lettuce seeds and radishes at once and winding up with enough to produce salads for the entire neighborhood, save some seeds and plant them after you’ve harvested the first few batches.  Succession planting works best with vegetables that do not produce continuously throughout the season or have a long growing period. 

When the cool-season crop of lettuce and peas are finished in early June, you can use that space to plant squash, a warm-weather crop.   When you harvest the squash in summer, you can follow with a cool season crop like turnips or more leaf lettuce.  Succession planting makes maximum use of your edible garden space.

Heirloom Vegetables

There are many definitions of “heirloom” plants but in general, heirloom vegetables are considered to be those that were introduced to the nursery trade more than 50 years ago.  Seed companies have reintroduced many fine old-fashioned varieties recently.  

Most “heirlooms” are able to reproduce themselves identically from seed.  They are called standard or “open-pollinated” varieties, which means they reproduce themselves true to type.  Newer hybrid plants often have flowers that are sterile (they don’t produce seeds) or they produce offspring that are different.  Some examples of heirloom vegetables are Brandywine and Mortgage-Lifter tomatoes, Blue Banana squash, Hubbard squash and Oak Leaf lettuce.  Some, such as Kentucky Wonder pole beans are still available today, but the seeds for many must be ordered as transplants are not available at garden centers.  

Heirloom vegetables are fun to try because they’re not readily available in stores.  They often have unusual markings (such as Moon and Stars watermelon) and they have wonderful flavors.  On the downside, many must be harvested and consumed quickly because unlike the newer “tougher” types of tomatoes, they were not bred to be shipped long distances.  Some heirloom varieties are also susceptible to disease or insect pests, but they are worth growing for their flavor and their uniqueness.  And you’ll be growing plants that were popular many decades, if not centuries, ago!

All-America Selections

When buying plants or seeds of annual flowers or vegetables, you may come across the designation, “All-America Selection.”  This designation indicates that the plant has been tested in garden plots or trial sites across the country.  The All-America Selection Committee (part of the National Garden Bureau in Downers Grove, Illinois) each year chooses the plants with superior performance.  All-America Selection Winners were first selected in 1932.  

Judges look for a variety of characteristics. They look for significantly improved qualities such as earliness to bloom or harvest, disease or pest tolerance, novel colors or flavors, novel flower forms, total yield, length of flowering or harvest and overall performance.  Since 1990, an entry must have at least two significantly improved qualities to be considered for an award.

Chapter 6

Insects & Weeds:

A Place for Everything and Everything in its Place

A gardener striving for an organic garden works with nature, not against it.  Organic gardening is more than a method or practice—it’s an environmentally friendly approach to living in harmony with the creatures and plants around us.  

In an organic garden, the plants and wildlife—including the insects—thrive in an acceptable balance.  Unlike a pristine putting green, there may be a few insects and some chewed leaves in organic gardens, but the gardeners accept that because they don’t rely on potentially harmful herbicides, fertilizers and pesticides.  

The organically minded gardener uses companion plants to discourage harmful insects.   Organic gardeners set out birdhouses to encourage nesting birds that will feed on insects.   They use soap-based insecticides or horticultural oils.  They remove weeds by hand and spread mulch to reduce weed seed germination.  How you manage the garden and your impact on the environment that determines whether the garden is “organic.”

Controlling weeds in your garden without pesticides

A weed, from a gardener's perspective, is a plant you didn't choose to include deliberately and that is "invasive."  That is, it is a plant that spreads easily and quickly, competing for space and nutrients with the vegetables, annuals, perennials or woody plants you've chosen for a particular site.  Weeds in this sense also detract from your garden's aesthetic and they spread at will rather than conforming to the design you've chosen.

Many, but not all, weeds in your garden are Eurasian in origin.  They compete well partly because they evolved in a different, less severe climate and are likely to sprout and bloom earlier than plants that originated in the harsh continental climate of the northern U. S..  They may also be less susceptible to damage from insects, fungi and other pests that evolved along with plants that originated in North America.  Weed seeds often remain viable for many years, up to 80 in the case of common ragweed, for instance.

Some weeds are annuals that sprout, grow, flower, make seeds and die in one year. The best way to control these weeds is to pull them before they make seeds. Other weeds are perennials. To remove them, you must be sure to remove the root, which in many cases can be quite sturdy and up to a foot deep or more.

The plants we call weeds, whether native (like ragweed, for instance) or alien, are beneficial in the sense that they are pioneers; they thrive in disturbed soil.  This may be beneficial at the side of a road or even along a creek bank where their roots hold soil in place and prevent erosion.  A garden, however, is by its very nature a habitat that grows in disturbed soil.  To prepare a piece of land to become a garden, you typically turn over the soil to loosen it and remove whatever plants grew there before it was a garden.  This makes it receptive to weeds. 

One approach to gardening, and even to large-scale farming in recent years, is to disturb the soil as little as possible after the initial plot is developed and to grow your desired plants closer together than traditional methods have advised.  This gives weeds fewer opportunities to establish themselves or for buried weed seeds to be brought to the soil surface.  This approach is tricky when applied to small backyard or community gardens in the heart of the city, because the invasive weeds are likely to be growing close by, in your own yard or in a neighbor's garden, and can spread whether or not your own approach is "no till" or "low till."

Basic steps to weed control

The basic steps to weed control for organic gardeners, therefore, are:

· Weed early and often, at least once a week.

· Use compost hot enough to have destroyed any weed seeds contained in it.

· Consider mulch such as leaves and straw. (Wood chips are advised for woody plants only; they will leach nutrients away too quickly from your vegetables, annuals and garden perennials.  If you use wood chips at all, consider confining them to garden paths.)

· Keep your chosen crops healthy and therefore less vulnerable to weed competition by making sure they have enough water, enriching them periodically with organic compost, and by monitoring them regularly for insect pests.

· Learn to recognize the most common garden weeds, especially as they appear early in their growth cycle when they are easiest to eradicate. It is ideal to recognize weeds as much as is possible in all their forms--from seedling to mature plant, with flowers and with seeds.  

· Another way to distinguish the young weeds in your garden from the desired plants that sprout from the seeds you sow is to plant your vegetables and perennials in rows or some other easily recognized pattern. The weeds will be the ones that do not fit the pattern.

Insect controls

Many gardeners become anxious at the first sight of pests nibbling leaves or flowers.  They want to react decisively when they see plant damage. If we keep in mind that the main idea of organic gardening is to grow plants in harmony with nature, then insects, even those that eat some of our plants, are a crucial part of the system. Insecticides aren’t selective; they will kill beneficial insects like ladybugs and butterfly caterpillars in addition to the pests.

The best defense in an organic garden is prevention. Insects cause more damage to weak plants than to healthy ones. Pick plants that are suitable for your garden conditions and delay putting them in until you have suitable weather. Design a diverse garden so that pests of one particular plant won’t decimate an entire bed of plants. Inspect your plants often to catch the invaders early before they become a big problem. Encourage natural predators of pest insects to hunt in your garden such as the lacewing.  Birds, frogs, toads, and snakes also eat insects. Make your garden hospitable to these natural allies by providing a water source nearby. Consider growing flowering plants to attract some of the many predatory insects that also feed on pollen and nectar.

Barriers such as floating row covers or netting will shield crops from some pests. You can make your own plant collars and root maggot mats to protect tender seedlings from insect enemies.

Many larger insects, such as Japanese beetles and tomato hornworms, can be handpicked and disposed of. Aphids can be washed away with a forceful hosing of water.

If all else fails, choose from a variety of natural products to combat large-scale pest invasions.  Many gardeners make their own plant sprays by steeping garlic and hot peppers in water and adding a dash of dish soap. A wide array of insecticidal soaps and plant-based insecticides are also available commercially. If you resort to these, consider the wider impact they may have. The heavily used Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), for example, attacks caterpillars of cabbage butterflies and of monarchs equally. Some natural insecticides are also toxic to people and pets as well as to beneficial insects. Read the labels with care and use these products sparingly.

Controlling diseases

The best way to avoid plant diseases is to choose varieties that are disease resistant; look on the tags at the garden center or in catalog descriptions for this characteristic. Then be sure to put those plants in the conditions they thrive in, because a stressed-out plant is more susceptible to disease. 

Many fungal diseases are encouraged by constant moisture and too little air circulation.  As a remedy, plan your garden with enough room to accommodate full-grown plants, because water evaporates more slowly and air doesn't circulate well among crowded plants. Also water your garden beds deeply, allowing the top level of soil to dry out before watering again. If diseases do appear, remove afflicted leaves (or entire plants) from your garden as soon as possible.

Here are some common diseases:

Mildew Gray or white powdery coating on leaf, stems, or fruit. Remove infected leaves and thin out stems to increase air circulation.  Avoid overhead watering.  Choose resistant cultivars.

Leaf spot  Discolored lesions (yellow, red, brown, tan gray or black) on leaves. Pinch off and destroy affected leaves. Prevent these problems by selecting disease-resistant cultivars.  Selectively prune to aid air circulation.

Fungal or bacterial blights  Leaves branches, twigs or flowers suddenly wilt, turn brown or die.  Stems may appear water-laden and blacken at the base. Prune and remove diseased shoots.  Disinfect pruners in a bleach solution.

Rot: Caused by fungi or bacteria  Roots may decay as well as the stems’ lower parts and succulent plant tissue.  Remove affected plant.  Improve soil drainage.  Plant resistant cultivars.

Viruses  Can cause white, yellow or pale green discolored leaves.  Leaves may be spotted, pattern.  Plant may be stunted.  There is no cure. Rinse hands and tools after handling infected plants. Remove and destroy affected plants

Damping off Stems of seedlings rot at the soil line and the seedlings fall over. Prevent by using sterile seed-starting medium and avoiding excess watering.

Bacterial wilt Individual leaves begin to droop; soon the entire plant collapses. Control insects that spread the disease. Once a plant shows symptoms, remove and destroy the whole plant.

Chapter 7

Preparing & Building Your Organic Garden

Gardening with raised beds

There are many advantages to planting in raised beds. The most important may be that raised beds enable you to create a barrier between your soil and the existing soil, which could be contaminated by lead and other materials. Raised beds can also be an attractive, ornamental feature in a garden. Placed in the right spot, a raised bed lets you tend plants from all sides to allow people with physical challenges to participate in the garden.

Other positive benefits include:  you can plant earlier in the spring because the usually heavy rains won’t puddle in a raised bed and the soil in raised beds warms up faster in spring because more surface area is exposed to the sun; plants are harder to step on; soil is more easily amended when adding compost and manure; and the soil in raised beds tends to drain well, stays porous and isn’t compacted by foot traffic.  Loose soil permits spaces for air, water, nutrients and plant roots.  The main disadvantage may be that the soil in raised beds drains too quickly, but mulch and irrigation hoses can help. We also recommend using landscape fabric as a barrier between the existing soil and the raised bed due to contamination issues. 

Please the handout, “Types of Raised Beds” for more details. 

Container gardening

Container gardening is an easy way to extend your enjoyment of plants throughout the calendar year.  You’ll need a clean container with holes in the bottom (a hammer and large nail work well to do this), potting mixture soaked with water, slow release fertilizer, and annuals. 

Containers

When it comes to containers, larger is better. This is because the bigger the soil mass, the longer it will hold moisture.  Make sure the container has a drainage area in the bottom—at least one hole for anything up to 10 inch diameter and more if the bottom of the container is bigger than this.  You can put a piece of screen inside the bottom of the container to keep soil from dribbling out, but this is not strictly necessary.  If the container is taller than it is wide, put several inches of pebbles or broken terra cotta pieces on the bottom to help the drainage. 

Almost anything that holds soil can be a container, provided that it has drainage. Line an old basket with black plastic, and poke holes in the plastic for drainage, then fill with your potting mixture.  Old enamel pans are great for sempervivums (like hen and chicks). Terra cotta or other pottery is handsome but requires special treatment as it cannot withstand our winters, and should be emptied before the first hard frost and stored in the garage, basement, or other dry place not exposed to the severe cold. Some plastic may be used year round; the advantage is that you can then have container color and texture in all seasons. Check alleys and dumpsters - people throw out perfectly good containers at the end of summer!  Also, many grocery stores and food providers will have large 5 gallon buckets that they willing donate to gardens after they have used the contents. 

Soil 

If possible, do not use soil from the garden. Garden soil in a container soon becomes compacted and solid and makes efficient watering difficult. Buy a mixture from your garden center that says it is for containers (a “soil-less mixture”). It will be lighter in weight than garden soil. Some mixtures indicate that fertilizer is included but it is not necessary. Avoid using soil-less mixes with peat in them. Peat is harvested in an unsustainable way, destroying the wetlands that they come from naturally. Coir (from coconut husks) is a renewable resource with similar physical properties that can be substituted for peat. 

There is debate on the issue of whether container soil can be used repeatedly, i.e. from year to year.  Because of its expense, and because it is essentially a sterile medium, in which you add the nutrients, to grow your plants, please consider re-using it.  From year to year, add new soil-less mix to the existing material, and include the slow-release fertilizer during the growing season in accordance with the instructions on the package.  If you choose to start afresh each spring, you can add the old soil to your compost pile.  

Slow-release fertilizer pellets are the easiest way to ensure that your containers get the nutrients they need as the pellets last for months.  A second choice would be fertilizer that you add to water; again, make sure you follow the provided instructions on the package so that you do not over-fertilize.  Organic fertilization methods include using bone meal, liquid seaweed, phosphate rock, blood meal, alfalfa, etc. Look for these products at smaller garden centers catering to organic gardeners.

Long-term care

There are dozens of beautiful books at the public libraries that will give you ideas on plant material for your containers.  Do take a look—there is always something new to try. Make sure that you do not pack your containers with too much plant material; leave at least an inch or two or soil in between each plant, and even more space if you expect a particular plant to grow substantially during the season.  

All newly planted containers benefit from a few days in the shade before being placed in full sun.  Some plants, like ivy leaf geranium, do splendidly when they receive morning (east) sun and have shade in the afternoon.  Even geraniums do quite well with some shade.  Be sure to pot up some extra containers of simple plants like impatiens or begonias; these can be tucked into bare spaces in your perennial border—and moved as needed. Set large, flat bottom containers up on brick (one at each corner) “legs” to ensure drainage.  

Most importantly, water your container garden – don’t wait until the plants wilt to water!  In the heat of summer, all but the largest containers will require water at least once a day and you should water until you see dribbles coming out of the bottom of the container.  In spring and fall, when it has rained or is cloudy, check the soil before you water—if it feels moist, wait a day.  Do not over-water sedums, kalanchoes, and other fleshy-leaf plants.  Most of these plants will recover from a bit of dryness, but most will not recover from being over-watered. 

Other hardscape features in the garden

Once trees and shrubs shed their leaves, the garden relies first on hardscape—walls, fences, walkways, benches, arbors and trellises—as the primary features. The emphasis is no longer on bright colors but moves to shape, pattern, form, contrast, shadows and texture.  A garden designed to look good in winter will likely appeal during the other seasons. Winter and spring are good times to analyze missing links, perhaps an ornamental tree or shrub that could serve as a focal point, or an arbor that might be used as an entry point to your garden.    

An arbor is a structure that is meant to provide shade.  With its sides and overhead panel an arbor can be used as a  “doorway” into a garden area.  Arbors may be decorative, formal or informal—made of rot-resistant wood, brick or metal, or they may be crafted from branches for a rustic look.    

A pergola is an elongated arbor.  It can be freestanding or attached to a structure.  Pergolas are particularly good for creating a “ceiling” over patios where vines can ramble over the cross beams.  A pergola can serve as a connecting structure, providing some measure of protection against rain when they are covered with leafy vines. 

A trellis can be any open structure of wood, bamboo stakes, or metal, installed in a tripod or flat panel, that is used to support plants and vines or act as a screen to block a view.  A trellis also provides “vertical” gardening space that will allow your members to increase the yield of climbing plants such as tomatoes, cucumbers, beans and squash. The plants will take up less space on the ground as they rise upward onto the trellis. 

An obelisk is a four-sided pillar (formal or informal) upon which vines may be grown.  Or it can simply serve as an attractive focal point in the garden. An obelisk is often placed in the center of a formal planting bed or at the end of a walkway or in a border.  

Walkways should be wide enough to allow two people to walk side-by-side. They can be created with woodchips or for a more formal path use bricks and other flat shaped stones. Gardeners can also create stepping-stones using kits bought at hobby stores.

Spring clean up

Spring is a good time to clean up flowerbeds. When the weather begins to warm in April, begin to push mulch away from some of the perennials. Cut down dead stalks and trim ornamental grasses 4” to 6” from ground before the new leaves emerge. Plants that have heaved out of the ground because of winter freeze-and-thaw cycles should be replanted to protect their tender roots. As soon as the weather permits, start weeding. Early-season weeding will eliminate thousands of weed seeds, which saves you time later in the growing season. But be certain that what you are “weeding” is not a planned part of your garden that you just don’t recognize. Spring is a good time to transplant perennials that you want to move and to divide fast-growing perennials.

More on mulch

Mulch is a blanket that protects our plants.  It’s preferably organic—something that will decompose and add to the soil.  Placed 2” deep on perennial beds (but never on plant stalks or stems), mulch keeps the garden safe from early thaws in winter and in summer prevents moisture loss and weeds from germinating.  A deeper layer of mulch (2” to 4”) should be used around trees (but not right up to trees, leave a doughnut hole space of several inches to prevent rotting) and spread out to the edges of the branches.  This not only conserves moisture, it helps prevent lawnmower and weed-whacker injuries to the tree trunk.  

Some organic mulch options for home gardens include:

Leaf mold or decomposed leaves. Rake your leaves into a pile, shred them with a mower and pile them onto planting beds. Be sure to pull away from plants and stems in early spring to prevent excess moisture from rotting out plants. Leaves are not good mulch for trees because the leaves sometimes decompose anaerobically. Remove what is left of the decayed leaves in early spring.   

Tub-ground hardwood breaks down in less than two years and is a little less expensive than cedar or cypress.

Crushed cocoa bean shells breaks down within two years and ishe byproduct of chocolate factories.  They may smell great when you first put them down, but they are lightweight and tend to blow around in the wind.  

Hardwood chips Utility companies or a municipalities generally offer it free if you haul it home. Drum shredded is best. Fine-ground chips break down substantially within a season and are good for making paths or mulching around trees. They allow plenty of water and air to circulate to the tree roots.  Wood chips that are not drum-shredded are not a good choice for perennial beds because they often include large pieces of wood.

Compost is another great mulch that looks good, adds nutrients to the soil and is free if you make it. 

Not recommended 

Shredded cedar or cypress takes several years to decompose because conifers are composed of complex carbohydrates.  This is bad for the soil, but good for maintenance workers.  Also, healthy cypress groves are often targeted for their mulch potential rather than simply using mulch from local supplies.

Pine needles are not recommended as they promote the same conditions as shredded cypress / cedar.

Straw is not recommended as hay or straw can contain seeds – either from the grass crop itself or from weeds in the same field.  

Chapter 8

Urban Hardy Perennials – Natives, Shrubs and Vines

Gardening with perennials

Perennials are herbaceous, which means that their aboveground growth dies every autumn unlike woody plants, whose branches survive. Perennials’ new growth appears in the spring.  Perennials are used in gardening because they have a longer live span than annuals and biennials and if properly planted and tended, many will live for years.  Some perennials will grow nicely even in problem areas that other plants will not tolerate. 

Winter is a great time to think about adding perennial bed(s).  Start by mapping your garden Mapping is important for several reasons. Almost all perennials need to be planted on a one-, two, or three-foot “center,” which helps you determine how many plants can feasibly be put into a proposed or existing space. A one-foot “center” means that the plant will take up about a circle of soil that is one foot in diameter when the plant has reached its mature size. Mapping also helps you discipline the tendency we all have to stray from a design when we visit a garden center and see a beguiling perennial in full bloom. (Note: buying perennials when they are in bloom is not recommended—the plant’s energy is going into that flower, not into developing a healthy root system.) Finally, mapping will keep you from over-planting, the most common mistake of most gardeners.

When determining what to plant, education is key. There are so many regional gardening books available, as well as catalogs and lectures to inspire you. In the Midwestern climate you will be most successful in perennial gardening if you adhere to the following rules in plant selection.  First, make sure the plant is “bone hardy” in our climate.  We are U.S. Department of Agriculture Zone 5, not 6.  While we have had some mild winters in recent years, you must assume that Chicago will endure some –10 degree (or colder) days and nights. The appearance of a plant is no guide to its hardiness; you must research this aspect. Second, do not choose high maintenance plants unless you have lots of time and money. A perennial that needs staking, spreads rapidly (“invasive”), needs protection from wind, or requires considerable moisture, is not a good choice for most urban gardeners. Finally, go for plants that have a good long bloom time, multi-season interest, or suit some design need that you have decided on in your planning.

Next, start looking for the perennials you chose for your plan. You shouldn’t plant in your outside garden before our last frost date (mid-May).  Also remember that garden centers also tend not to receive all the perennials at once. When you bring plants from the store, put them in a sheltered, shady place and water them until you are ready to plant. Try to confine your purchase of perennials to two times in the year - late spring/early summer and early fall as plants do best at rooting in when the weather is cool and rain is frequent. 

Try to get new plants in the ground within a few days to help the plants acclimate and curb your desire to return to the garden center for additional plants.  When planting, remove each plant carefully from its container by gently turning it over and slipping it out -- never pull a plant out of a pot. Gently loosen up the root ball.  Make sure that the perennial is planted neither too deep nor too shallow (the soil level of the plant as it is in the container should be its level in the ground as well), and make sure that your hole is wider than the root mass of the plant.  “Water in” each plant—be sure that the root mass is moist when you plant it, and make sure to water each plant after installation.  Try not to plant on a sunny or hot day—this just stresses the plant.  Then sprinkle 1-2 inches of compost around each new plant

Next, tend and be patient. Perennials need an inch of water a week during the growing season. You need to watch the weather. Get a rain gauge or put out a shallow plastic container when it rains so that you can determine how much your area has received. Chicago often has dry spells of two or three weeks at any or each part of the growing season, and you must water all newly planted perennials during these periods. Stay out of your perennial beds after it rains; you will compact the soil if you step in there. Get a good pair of pruning shears and use them to trim dead foliage and spent blossoms (the latter is called “deadheading”). Grooming is an immense help in keeping a perennial bed looking good. A few perennials need an early season haircut (asters, mums, boltonia) to encourage shorter plants (that don’t flop) and more profuse blooms. This cutting back should all be completed before the Fourth of July.  

The first year or two with any new perennials can be disappointing. The plants are often small and may not bloom well.  By the third year you will see that they have developed good root systems, and your plants will be substantial. While your plants are growing toward maturity, you can add bulbs each autumn between your perennials, and you can tuck a few annuals in the first summer to “punch up” the bed.   

Here are a few design ideas to make a first year perennial bed attractive:  

· Try to incorporate some shrubs in your perennial beds. Miniature evergreens are lovely; they look great nestled in these beds. Also consider a small tree like aJapanese maple, for example.

· A few puffs of ornamental grass (plant in groups of three to five) also can work well in a perennial bed. Situate taller ornamental grasses so that they catch either the early morning or the late afternoon light - they can be quite dramatic. 

· Buy a few low-growing sedums and plant them in short frost-resistant terra cotta or in plastic pots. The sedum will quickly cover the surface of the pot, and you can place these in any bare spots and winter the pots over in a shed or garage.  Hens and chicks, easy to find and grow, are especially fun.  

· Sprinkle some easy-to-grow annuals among your new perennials. For example, alyssum seed or nasturtiums at the edge of the bed, larkspur or forget-me-not in any shady or semi-shady spot, the shorter cosmos toward the middle, and cleome seed near taller plants or shrubs.  You’ll get additional color for a modest cost until the perennials grow in. 

· Try a vertical accent or two in each bed by making a teepee out of branches, growing climbing nasturtiums, morning glories, hyacinth bean vine, or one of the many clematis cultivars.

· Look for interesting boulders or smaller rocks to situate among your perennials.  

· Perennial beds in the shade can be magnificent; focus on foliage plants that are variegated like some hosta cultivars and Hakonechloa (a lovely chartreuse grass). Add groups of oriental and asiatic lilies here and there; the key to a beautiful shade garden is masses of the same plant juxtaposed with masses of another contrasting (both in color and texture) plant.  Pot up several pots of impatiens and intersperse them in shady bare spots.   

· Go for foliage interest over bloom. Few perennials bloom for more than a month, most for less that that time. Look for varieties of texture, shape, and for foliage that turns a pretty orange (such as fothergilla), yellow (there are lots), or red (euphorbia or native geraniums) in the fall.  

If you plant anything that might be invasive (Physostegia, Artemesia), leave the plant in the plastic pot in which you purchased it, cut out the bottom of the pot, and plant it just like that.  If the label for the plant says “vigorous,” assume that it is invasive, and be warned!  

At the end of the growing season, be careful if you cut back spent perennials not to disturb the root system by pulling at the plant.  Leave as much foliage for winter interest as you can as this provides wildlife shelter and food.  In early winter (after the ground freezes, which is usually December or January), sprinkle more compost (3-4 inches) around (not on the top or crown of) each perennial. This winter mulch keeps the soil temperature from fluctuating during winter’s freezes and thaws, and also continues to condition the soil. You can cut up discarded Christmas trees, and place the boughs over your perennial beds. In the spring, shake the brown needles on the perennial bed—the sharp needles deter slugs. After that you can add more compost and begin a glorious new season of gardening.   

Note:  For fire safety purposes, keep all medium to tall ornamental grasses several feet away from any wood structure or brick building with low wood overhangs or other flammable features. Left in their dry state for winter interest, grasses may be easily ignited.  

Gardening with natives

Native plants are those we think were found in the region years before humans and animals began importing plants/seeds from other places.  These plants have evolved over many years to our local climate conditions (such as generally cold winters and hot summers) and will require less maintenance once they are established.  This is not to say that native gardening requires NO maintenance. For the first three years or so you will have to weed and water just as you would with other perennials and grasses in your garden, but then they are relatively drought resistant and attract few unwanted “pests” and have a longer life span.   In an organic garden, natives and perennials attract birds, bees, and butterflies that will help to pollinate your vegetables,  They will also attract “good bugs” to combat the “bad bugs” that can  eat and damage your plants. 

Native habitats for Illinois

The original landscape in Illinois was comprised of four general habitats – prairie, savannah, woodland and wetland (for a restored example of each, visit the North Park Village Nature Center on the Chicago’s north side). Each type has different physical requirements for its flora that are important to align with your own site conditions when choosing these plants for your garden:

· Prairie – Made up of grasses and forbs (flowering plants), receiving full sun (6 + hours per day, year round).

· Savannah – Prairie spotted with trees and shrubs.

· Woodland – Mostly trees creating a canopy and forbs as a ground layer. Our Midwest woodlands do not look like they do on the east coast (with many layers from the canopy on down to the floor). Plants here receive light shade all day or less than 4 hours of full sun per day. 

· Wetland – Soil is moist over half of the year, meaning it retains water that might not be visible on the surface. Sedges are found mostly in wet ecosystems and differ from grasses with their triangular stems and minute flowers.

Site conditions to consider when selecting plants:

· Soil – Clay, sand, etc. will affect the types of plants you should choose for your garden.  Make sure you know what type of soil you have.

· Sun/Shade – How much sun (6+ hours = full sun; 2-4 hours = partial sun) or shade that a planting area receives all year 

· Drainage – Is the soil wet (retains moisture, such as clay), mesic (drains well yet retains some water – ideal for most gardeners), or dry (water drains quickly, could be as a result of sand)?

Consider grouping plants together, planting them in groups of 3, 5, 7 or 9. For example, if you have full sun, you could group native flowers like Black-eyed Susan or purple coneflower with the native grass Prairie Dropseed (Sporobolus). To make the design process a little easier stick to 3 or 4 colors that complement each other or use your favorite colors. You can grow many sun-loving perennials from seed or buy them at local nurseries and home improvement or grocery stores.  

Shrubs and vines

Many native shrubs and vines are suitable for our gardens.  Some, like viburnum, provide fragrance in spring, flowers in summer and winter interest.  Others, like Hydrangea arborescens ‘Annabelle’, provide spectacular blossoms that look like snowballs.  Annabelle hydrangea was found growing on an Illinois farm in the early 1900s. Other shrubs, like Possum Haw, have beautiful berries.  

Native Virginia creeper is a fast growing vine that is often seen in forest preserves.  Its berries provide food for robins and other birds and it has beautiful red leaves in fall. Native bittersweet (Celastrus scandens) is another decorative native vine that produces berries that can be used for indoor decorating. Kentucky wisteria is yet another native that would be attractive on an arbor or a fence.

When buying trees, shrubs or vines, consider what their mature size will be and make sure that you’ll have adequate room for them. These plants do best with minimal pruning.  They should be left to grow into their natural shape.  Don’t practice tree torture—pruning plants into little, unnatural balls.  Match the plant to the site (consider soil, sun and moisture), prepare the soil and it will be off to a healthy start.

Chapter 9 

The Natural Infrastructure in your Garden:  

Trees & Shrubs in the Landscape

Knowing what kind of tree you need and where it will live in your garden is important. Decide this before you get to the nursery because every tree in bloom will be a temptation and possibly an impulse buy.  Consider planting fruit and nut trees as well as berry bushes in place of ornamental trees and shrubs, because these woody plants are “perennial” food plants and will provide food annually without having to replant. There are many other beautiful, underused native trees such as blue beech, fringe tree, and serviceberries that are suitable for smaller gardens.  

When you get ready to shop, bring a few photos of your garden so that the nursery can help you evaluate which trees would work best. Make note of all conditions around the site, including any standing water, how many hours of direct sun the location receives, if there are underground utilities (call DIGGER) or  if street salt collects after winter. Take a look above where you’ll be planting to see if there are wires overhead that might compete with the tree. 

What to look for

Take a tip from one local landscape designer who says,  “I see trees as the bones of the garden.  I pick a tree like a piece of pottery.  I look for interesting shapes and textures and for the right sculptural and overall shape.  And then I get it in the right spot.”  Long after the color has finished in the spring or fall, it’s the form of the tree that creates visual interest, she says.

When choosing a tree, look for a plant that appears healthy, with a good, evenly spaced branching habit and no cracks or scraped bark.  The tree shouldn’t wobble in the pot. Inspect the growth increments that can often identify stressed and less healthy trees.  Look for one that looks like it’s been well maintained at the nursery.

Many horticulturists recommend buying a tree with no more than a 2” wide trunk.  For each inch of trunk width, it will take a year of growth for the tree to become accustomed to the site.   For example, a tree with a 2” wide diameter tree trunk generally takes about two years after planting before it begins any significant growth.  

There are smaller ornamental trees that generally grow from 15’ to 25’ tall, including crabapples, Japanese tree lilacs, Peking lilacs, hawthorns, dogwoods and serviceberries. If you are looking for an intermediate size tree 25’ to 40’ tall, consider Ohio buckeye, European black alder, ironwood, magnolia or linden.  ‘Prairie Fire’, ‘Sugar Tyme’ and ‘Harvest Gold’ crabapples get the nod from the Morton Arboretum researchers for their disease resistance, spring color and persistent fruit. Visit the Arboretum’s web site at www.mortonarb.org or look up Illinois’ Best Plants on the Chicago Botanic Garden’s web site at www.chicagobotanic.org for images and more recommendations. An unusual native tree is the lovely pagoda dogwood, which has a beautiful horizontal branching pattern that would do well in an area that has some light shade.

Planting

When planting your tree, make the hole wider than deeper.   Loosening the soil on the sides of the hole allows the tree roots get a good start.  Soil amendments and fertilizer aren’t really necessary.  If you dig the hole deeper than the depth of the container the plant is growing in, you’ve gone too deep.

Move the tree by the root ball or container, not by the stem.  Cut all strings and if the root ball is surrounded by burlap, remove or loosen it from the top.  If the ball is encased in wire, remove the top two wire rings.  Remove damaged roots and cut away circling roots, which can continue circling the stem and injure the tree.  Remove any tree wrap and stake the tree only if it can’t support itself.  Some nurseries sell trees in special root bags that must be removed before the tree goes in the ground. 

When planting a tree the root flare should be at grade.  The root flare is the portion of the tree or shrub where the trunk transitions to root system.  Remember trunk is supposed to be above grade and the roots in the soil.   It is not uncommon for the true root flare to be several inches below the soil line of the container or root ball the tree came in.  Excess soil should be removed from the base of the tree to reveal the true root flare and that should be the level the tree is planted at. 

Water generously and during weeks when there’s no rainfall, make sure the tree gets 1” of water per week.  Mulching with 2” to 4” of pine bark or shredded hardwood out to the tips of the branches can help conserve moisture and prevent lawnmowers and string trimmers from injuring the trunk and creating an entry wound for disease and pests.  Keep mulch a few inches away from the tree trunk.  Mulch should extend out to the tree’s dripline (the edge of the branches).

Once the tree is planted, don’t forget about it like it’s a new couch that just needs to be admired.  It’s going to take one or two growing seasons for the roots to get out into the soil. 

GardenKeepers Appendix

Basic community garden components: 

· Consider sun and shade, water sources and wind direction

· A sign

· A gathering spot for meetings, events, comfort and beauty

· Native and Perennial beds to attract pollinators, ‘good bugs’ while adding beauty and interest

· Raised vegetable beds with 6-8 hours of sun; 

· Perennial vegetables, fruit, nuts

· Work area for compost bins, deliveries   

· Water and rain collection systems 

· Tool Storage

· Paths

· Fence

· Art

GardenKeepers Appendix

How to start a Community Garden Preliminary Project Assessment Worksheet

Answering the questions on this form will help you get started on your garden project.  It will help give you a realistic picture of what's involved. 

Are you the only one interested or are there others? (List names where you can)

Would your neighbors want to help?




Who?
































     

Other nearby residents








Businesses











School or youth group









Church










Any other community-based, health or service organizations





























Why do I/we want to start a garden?

































What is the purpose or use for this garden?
































Who will use it?



































Who will maintain it?



































Are members willing to commit time to use and maintain the garden? Depending on the size of each plot, the common areas and number of members, a plot averages 1 ½ hours/week and common areas 2 hours/week for the entire space  





























 

Are members willing to commit time to managing and running the garden? Depending on the number of members, allow 2 hours a month for administrative tasks (meetings, planning, organizing events, etc] 
































 

Where will the garden be located? 































 










Do you all have permission to use the site?  Do you know how to do that?




























What is the condition of the site now?

- What was there before it was vacant?


- Is the soil safe?  

  

-Will it need to be cleaned up?



- Do puddles of water sit for long periods of time anywhere on it?



Are there the basics necessary for growing things and having gardening activities later like:



-Sun( 6-8 hours )


-Water access 



Is the area secured with fencing or other ways (lighting) to prevent unauthorized access, theft or vandalism?










Is the area safe from cars or other dangers?





 

W

hat are the things I/we don't know and need to know:




























 

What things do we need and have to get:
































Where will we get these things?

































What is the first step we have to take to get started?































Can we list the steps after that? 

































NOTES:

Plants with Winter Interest

Bark, berries and birds

Trees offer an endless possibility of winter interest.  There’s the tan-colored exfoliating bark of river birch, the shagbark hickory’s vertical ribbons of peeling bark and the checkered trunks of the paw-paw tree. Not readily seen in summer, the smooth sinewy trunks of musclewood and the glossy trunks of Peking lilac make a statement on a gray winter day. Admired for their colorful red, yellow or gray twigs, shrubby dogwoods lend a touch of color and are especially effective in grouping of three or more plants.  Crabapple, serviceberry and viburnum attract hungry birds with their berries.  Although winterberry holly drops its green leaves, it makes up for it with a dramatic display of bright red berries that last long into the season.

More tips for winter interest

Add winter-bloomers such as waxy leaved Hellebores (Christmas rose) and witch hazels (both late fall and early spring blooms depending on species).

A grouping of arborvitae, hemlock or other dark evergreens creates a contrasting backdrop for ornamental grasses and perennials.  Ornamental grasses with their buff-colored leaves, contrast especially well.

Don’t cut perennials back until spring.  They add interest to the snowy landscape and many, such as coneflower, provide food for goldfinches and other winter residents.

Plant bulbs that bloom in late winter, such as crocus, snowdrops, Pasque flowers and mini-daffodils. 

A sampling of plants with winter interest

Trees

Kentucky coffee tree, river birch (Betula nigra), paperbark maple (Acer griseum), pekin lilac (Syringa pekinensis), pagoda dogwood (Cornus alternifolia), crabapple  (Malus), oak (Quercus)

beech (Fagus), common witchhazel (Hamamelis virginiana), american hornbeam (Carpinus)

Shrubs 

Arborvitae, Berberis (barberry), Cotoneaster, Kerria japonica, Ilex x meserveae (meserve holly), winterberry holly (Ilex verticillata), Rugosa roses, redtwig dogwood (Cornus alba ‘Siberica’) Yellowtwig Dogwood (Cornus alba ‘Flaviramea’), sweetspire (Itea virginica), burning bush (Viburnum euonymus), rhododendron, serviceberry (Amelanchier)

Grasses 

 Prairie Drop Seed (Sporobolus), Blue Oat Grass (Helictotrichon), Chinese silver feather (Miscanthus), Purple Moor Grass (Molinia), Switch Grass (Panicum) – but beware that switch grass may be invasive. 

