Introduction to Food Gardening for Absolute Beginners

I. What to grow?


The area of overlap is a good place to start.

Over time, you may find yourself liking to eat things you never ate before—suddenly they look good when you find out they are easy to grow!  You may also find that you are willing to go to great lengths to grow food that isn’t easy—simply because you like to eat it so much.

Our sad news is that the climate in Richmond is not ideal for lots of very popular summer food plants, particularly tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, cucumbers, corn, and melon.  That’s not to say they can’t be grown here; many people do grow them, but those crops take more work and care here than they do in places with warmer summers.

Some happy news is that our climate is so mild that we can grow great food not just in the summer but all winter long.  Richmond has a great climate for all kinds of greens, root vegetables, and herbs.

II.  Where does your garden grow?

You can grow your garden in containers, in raised beds, or in the ground.  

· Containers can be re-purposed items, like buckets, boxes, an old barbecue, etc. or can be made specifically for growing in.  Advantages of containers:  soil heats faster; easier to control pests; may be easier to monitor water needs; since you put the soil in yourself, you can be sure that the soil is good;  can use even if you have no yard, as long as you have a sunny walkway or patio or balcony.  Disadvantages: limited space, may be expensive to fill with soil, can dry out quickly.

· Raised beds are areas with contained sides of logs or boards with or without wire mesh on the bottom.   Most raised beds are at least 12 inches higher than the surrounding surface of the ground, and some raised beds are high enough to be reached while standing up or while sitting in a chair.  Advantages of raised beds are similar to those of containers: soil heats slightly faster than the rest of the ground; you can control better what type of soil you have; you may be able to control pests somewhat better than beds in the ground; don’t dry out as fast as smaller containers.  Disadvantages: need to get a lot of soil to fill them.

· Ground-level beds:  Digging the soil of your yard, pulling the weeds, and creating a bed at the level of the rest of the yard.  Advantages of ground-level beds:  no need to acquire anything—soil, raised bed sidings, containers; you can gradually improve your soil over time, but can get started right away. Disadvantages:  harder to control pests; backyard soil may be contaminated; backyard soil may be pure clay or sand; ground soil is slow to warm up in the spring.

You will have to decide what makes the most sense for you in your situation.
III. Seeds or plants?
You can start your garden with seeds or young plants (baby plants are called ‘seedlings’ or ‘starts’).  Seeds are cheaper and there are more varieties available, but you must nurture them through their most vulnerable time of life.  If you buy small plants from a nursery, you will not have to wait as long until harvesting them as you would if you started a seed at the same time.  However, plants from nurseries may not be healthy or may not be adapted to our climate if they’ve been grown in a hothouse.  Additionally, some plants hate to have their roots disturbed, so they are best not to transplant and are better “sown in place” (grown from seed in the place they are going to live their whole life).

For your very first garden, you may want to try a combination of growing some things from seed and other things from plants.  As you become more experienced, you will want to experiment with more and more crops, so you will probably want to grow more things from seed.

IV. What your plants need: Soil, Water, Air, Sunlight
A. Soil

Soil helps your plants get nutrients and water.  Soil is not just dirt!  There are three things to think about with your soil:  (1) What is the structure or type of the soil, (2) What’s in it, and (3) what’s the temperature of the soil.

1. Soils are defined by the size and shape of the mineral particles that they are made of.
At one end of the spectrum is sandy soil, which is made up of large roundish particles.  Their size and shape create bigger spaces between them.  Sandy soils contain a lot of air and less nutrients than other soil types, water drains through them quickly, and they warm quickly.  

Clay soil is made up of very small flattish particles.  They fit together tightly, so there is very little space between them.  Clay soils are slow to warm up, slow to drain, and hold nutrients well.  

Loam is a soil that is mixture of particle sizes and shapes and also includes organic matter.  Loam drains well, but doesn’t dry out too quickly, leaches nutrients only a little, and contains enough air for healthy roots.  This is the ideal soil for growing most food plants.

2.  What’s in your soil?  Hopefully lots of living things! No amount of fussing about your soil is too much.  Soil is crucial to the health of your plants.  Just as people get nutrients from food, plants get nutrients from the soil they are growing in.  They take the nutrients up through their roots. Like us, if the plant does not have access to healthy food, then it may become sickly, weak, or die.  Healthy plants come from healthy soil.  Really healthy soil is full of microorganisms which help convert nutrients into a form the plant can take up, worms and other small creatures which help aerate the soil and aid in the decomposition of organic matter, air, and just the right amount of moisture. 

The best way to improve your soil, whether it is on the sandy side or the clay side, is to add organic matter—decaying plant (or animal) remains (also known as compost).  Adding organic matter to clay soils helps them have more spaces for air and helps them drain better.  When added to sandy soil, it helps hold nutrients and water in the soil longer.  

If you are going to spend money on anything in your garden, spend it on soil!

3. Soil Temperature. The temperature of the soil affects how quickly (or if at all) a seed will sprout (‘germinate’).  The temperature of the soil also affects how quickly plants grow.  Doing some research on what you want to grow is a valuable first step. Some plants will grow when the soil is at lower temperatures (like lettuce), others not until it is much warmer (like tomatoes).  The type of soil you have affects temperature, as does where the soil is.  Soil in above-ground containers heats up faster than soil in the ground.  Soil in a sunny part of your yard will get warmer than soil in a shady area.  

You want warm soil to germinate seeds (get them to start growing), and then later when the plant is growing, you want to keep the soil cool for the comfort and health of the roots. Mulching keeps the soil cooler and limits evaporation of water from the soil (see more below).

B.  Water
1. How much water?  How often should you water?  That depends on lots of things:  which plants you are growing, what stage of their life they are at (how big they are), what your soil is like, how hot or windy it has been, when and how much water they got recently. 

2. It is worth the effort to do a little research on the crops you want to grow before you plant them in the ground so that you can group plants together that have the same watering requirements. For example, garlic and lettuce have very different watering needs, so to plant them together usually means one of the two will suffer. 

3. Set up a watering system that works with what you can manage within your lifestyle. 

a. Drip systems deliver small amounts of water over an extended time so that the water can soak down deep.  

b. Hand watering allows you to see and control how much, when and where water is going.  For a large garden, this can be very time-consuming, but for one or two containers or a small garden bed, it may be easier than setting up a drip system. (There are some tricks to reduce the frequency with which you need to water by hand—see the section on Tricks and Tips)  

c. Soaker hoses are hoses that “ooze” water along their length.  They work similar to a drip system.

4. Retain moisture in the soil by mulching.  That is, by covering the soil around a plant, you prevent water from evaporating out of soil.  Mulches keep the soil moist and also cool (except in the case of black plastic which heats soil up).  Some mulches break down over time to enhance and build the soil beneath, adding organic matter to the soil.  Other mulches do not break down.  

Common mulches:  straw, compost, aged manure, grape pomace, dry grass cuttings, wood or bark chips, newspaper, black plastic, rocks, gravel.

C. Air

1.  Circulation: Just like people need good air circulation in our homes, plants need air circulation around their leaves.  Plants whose leaves are smashed up against each other, or against a wall, are more vulnerable to fungal diseases.

2. In the soil:  air is necessary in the soil for the plant root tips and also for the friendly organisms that are in the soil making the nutrients available.

3. Wind: Wind has a drying affect on soil and plants.  Plants need more water when it’s really windy.  You can also try to reduce the wind in your garden with hedges or fences.  Fences work best if they are not solid or if they have a lattice at the top to break the wind up.

4. Temperature:  Lots of summer fruit and vegetables are dependent on warm temperatures to ripen.  In a year with an especially cold summer, fruit may not ripen fully before the weather gets cold again in November.  You may already have some warmer mini-microclimates in your yard:  next to a white wall, especially on the south or west side of a white wall, or near a wide expanse of concrete or pavement.

D. Sunlight
Plants are dependent on light to live, thrive and grow.  The leaves of the plants take energy from the sun, combine it with carbon dioxide from the air and with water, and create carbohydrates and oxygen.  (We eat the carbohydrates when we eat the plant, and we breathe the oxygen when we breathe.)  Your plants need sunlight!  How much?  Here is what the books say:

· Leafy vegetables (chard, lettuce, kale) need at least four hours of full sun/day
· Fruiting vegetables (tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers) need at least six hours of full sun/day

Because we have so many days of fog during the summer, we should plant summer vegetables in the sunniest spot available (8 or more hours of sun per sunny day will do no harm to the heat-loving fruiting vegetables).

Our mild climate also means that we can grow supposedly “cool-season” plants even in the summer if we put them in shadier parts of the yard (lettuce, chard, cabbage) where they will stay cooler.

V.  Pointers, Tips, and Tricks

· Start small, and set yourself up for success. For example, start with one or two things, and build on that. 

· Know your competition (slugs & snails, gophers, other critters, birds, hail, frost, heavy rain, etc.)

· You don’t need to spend a lot of money:
· Obtain free soil & compost from give away places, Annie’s Annuals, Berkeley Marina (one note: If you spend $ on anything it should be the soil)

· Get free seeds from the Richmond Grows Seed Lending Library

· Ask friends with gardens if they have extra plants—many people grow more than they have room for, or can give you cuttings or bulbs; gardeners love to help each other!

· Watch for seedling sales at nurseries

· Check places like Urban Ore (off of Ashby in Berkeley) and This & That (Rumrill Blvd in Richmond) for containers, soaker hoses, tools, etc. Repurpose an old garbage can, use an old sink, barbecue, etc.

Tricks of the Trade
Planting seedlings:  thoroughly wet seedling before removing it from the container; don’t pull on the stem; limit root disturbance in general, but if roots are tightly packed (“rootbound”), unwind them or rough them up a little to open up the knot
Planting seeds:

· Place on newspaper (as demonstrated in class)

· Soak first if really tough—certain seeds need to be nicked with a knife or soaked.  Peas are good to soak.  

· In general, plant a seed twice as deep as it is wide.

Watering:

· Plastic 2 liter bottle or gallon jug with hole in bottom (as demonstrated in class)

· When growing from seed, place your containers on a tray without drainage and put water in the tray.  The water will wick up through the soil as it dries.  An old baking sheet works well. 

Buying plants:

When buying seedlings, look for squat but not stunted plants.  They should be as wide as they are tall or nearly so.  Spindly plants have not had enough light and are liable to be weak.  Plants too big for the container are likely rootbound and may not transplant well.

Places to go for information

· back of seed packet (but beware—the information is often minimal and not always accurate)

· label on seedling (also generally not a lot of information and not always accurate)

· books (see below)

· internet (as with gathering any kind of information on the internet, consider the reliability of the source)

· friends & neighbors—find that person with a great garden and ask some questions

· Seed library

Recommended books:

· Western Garden Book, Sunset Publications (any edition)

· Golden Gate Gardening by Pam Peirce

· Strawberries in November by Judith Goldsmith (out of print, but you can find old copies occasionally)

Look for books that have information specific to the Bay Area, California, or at least mediterranean climates (dry summers and no snow in the winter).  
Beginner Gardening Vocab

6-pack—containers used at nurseries with six little “cells” that are used for starting seeds and selling seedlings (baby plants)

amending the soil—this means building your soil, usually by adding compost

annual—a plant that only lives for one season or one year; each new plant grows from a new seed.  This doesn’t mean you always have to replant each year—some annuals freely reseed.

direct sow—planting seeds where you want them to eventually grow

germination—when a seed breaks open and the plant begins to emerge

perennial—a plant that lives longer than two seasons (or would in ideal circumstances); they may stay leafy and green the year round, or they may “die back” during part of the year (usually winter, though our California natives often die back in the summer), which means that the part you see above ground looks dead or may disappear, but the plant’s roots are still alive underground and will put out new shoots each year.

reseed—when a plant flowers and drops its seeds and those seeds come up the next year without any special help or care.  Can be a blessing or a curse, depending upon how you feel about the plant and where it reseeds!

transplant—as a verb, it means to move a plant from one place to another, taking it out of a pot and putting it into the ground, for example; as a noun, it means something that was grown from seed in a small container with the intention that it will be transplanted into a more permanent place at some point.


Have fun!  Gardening is a journey.  Every “mistake” is an opportunity to learn something new.  Welcome to a healthy, joyous pastime! 	–Kelli and Catalin





Plants That Grow Well in Our Area





Foods You Love to Eat
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