
Spring Gardening Intensive  
***DAY I*** 

Introductions 
 
I’m Helen. Flower farmer, floral design, social media. 4rd year at Farm, started as intern. NYC, 
desire to get hands in dirt, CSU soil & crop sciences, Peace Corps Ecuador, master’s degree, apply 
knowledge at home. I will definitely lose my voice today, so please be patient with me if I am 
looking pained.  
 

Introduction: Why do we want to garden? What is the goal of our gardening? There may 
be (and should be) more than one. Food, self-improvement, learning skills, sharing, being more 
sustainable, educational & interactive for kids, community. 

Even though this is a 2-day workshop, we are covering a TON of material. I have tried to 
give a good overview of each topic, and to not dumb down any of the material, but I am of 
necessity going to skim over a lot. I am also going to talk about gardening in my experience, 
which, of course, is not the only experience and is not the only way to garden. You are each the 
best gardener possible for your particular situation. I have a tendency to go into way too much 
detail about things, especially soil, so let me know if I’m talking about cation exchange and you’re 
just not into it. 

Share our experience with one another. Questions welcome always, but please write down 
your more specific detailed questions that may only pertain to you and your garden so I can 
answer them more fully later, during lunch, cocktail hour, or extensive Q&A sessions. Let’s try to 
ask only clarifying questions in class so we can get the most out of our time together.  

Hands-on course, expect participation from everyone.  There are no rules of 
gardening! Experimentation, pioneer spirit, don’t get down if it doesn’t work.  Spend time with 
your garden observing it. Experience is the best way of learning - listen to your experience. Flash 
Drives/ Info Sharing 
 
Time Topic 
SATURDAY  

9:00 am - 10:00 am 
 

10:00 - 11:00 
11:00 - 12:00 

12:00 - 1:00 
1:00 -2:30 

2:30 - 3:30 
3:30 - 4:00 

4:00 - whenever 

I. Introductions 
II. Basic Botany 
III. Soil & Compost 
IV. Soil Preparation 
Lunch! 
V. Starting Seeds Indoors 
VI. Transplanting & Seeding 
VII. Water & Irrigation 
Cocktail Hour & Ask Me Anything 

SUNDAY  
9:00 - 9:30 

9:30 - 11:00 
11:00 - 12:00 

I. Garden Siting & Design 
II. Season Planning 
III. Protecting the Garden 
IV. Harvesting and Preserving 
V. Season Extension 
VI. Final Q&A 

 



Question: Tell us your name, origin, and an issue you’ve had with gardening, or what you 
need the most help with in your garden/what you’re here to learn. 
 
I will try to incorporate your needs into the course as much as possible.   
 
II. Basic Botany & Plant Physiology 
 
Question: What is a plant’s primary life purpose or goal? 
Exploration: All plants want to reproduce. A plant’s primary goal is WORLD DOMINATION - 
by making as many seeds as possible, and by spreading them as far and wide as possible. Plants 
make fruits to tempt silly animals like us into spreading their seeds. They have to go through 
several phases in order to do this. 
{SLIDE: Life Cycle}  
As someone once said, “It is not really accurate to say that farmers grow food or raise animals. 
Farmers alter environmental conditions in such a way as to maximize a plant’s or an animal’s 
innate ability to do its own growing.” 
Our goal as gardeners is to give the plant exactly what it needs to get to the right point in its life 
cycle for us to get what we want from it. 
 
Question: What are some plants we grow for each point in the life cycle? 
Exploration: 
Leaves: lettuce, spinach, chard, etc.  
Flowers: flowers, broccoli, cauliflower, and edible flowers.  
Fruits: your summer favorites like tomatoes, peppers, squash, and cucumbers.  
Roots: Carrots, turnips, beets. 
Seeds: Corn, grains, sunflowers. 
 
Question: What are the most important nutrients for plants? What do plants eat & how do 
they grow? Think very basic! 
Exploration:  Air, water, and sunlight. {SLIDE: photosynthesis} 
Using the energy from the sun and water from the soil, plants convert CO2 in the atmosphere into 
carbohydrates and proteins that they use to build their bodies. It’s kind of like magic.  Water is 
arguably the most limiting nutrient here in Colorado. 
That said, soil nutrients are extremely important also. Each point in this life cycle requires 
different nutrients - or rather, different nutrients are more important at different times.  Let’s see 
what you all know about different plant nutrients and when they are most important. 
 
ACTIVITY: Pin the nutrient on the life-cycle phase. 
Exploration: Show the NPK poster / Up, Down, All-Around 
 
Germination & Growth: Nitrogen During this time, the plant is building its body and it requires 
abundant nitrogen to build its cells, and enough sunlight to produce the carbohydrates it needs to 
keep its systems running. It also needs plenty of water to keep its body rigid and to fill new cells 
with water. We keep leafy greens at this stage unless we are harvesting for seed - we like our 
lettuce and cabbage to stay at this stage, and not flower, because the plant’s chemistry changes so 
much during flowering that it becomes bitter. Organic sources of nitrogen include blood, manure, 
legume waste, fish emulsion, and soybean meal. 



Flowering: Phosphorus This is the plant’s reproductive structure. Some agricultural plants have 
very small, insignificant flowers, like wheat or barley, while others have big showy flowers like 
squash. In any case, the flowers produce the fruit, which is usually what we harvest, though in 
some cases, like broccoli, we harvest the flower itself. Flowering requires phosphorus in the 
plant’s system.  Mycorrhizae are important for plants to get enough phosphorus from the system. 
Sources of phosphorus include rock phosphate, bone meal, bat guano, and chicken or pig 
manure.  Phosphorous is generally correlated with high organic matter content. 
Fruiting & Rooting: Potassium When the plant’s flowers have been fertilized, either by a 
pollinator like a bee or butterfly, or by self-pollination, or just by the wind, it will start to produce 
fruit, which is basically a  way for it to attract seed dispersants like birds or animals. It makes a 
sweet or nutritious fruit so that animals will pass it through their stool in another place - world 
domination. Potassium is required for many processes, but heavily in the fruiting stage. Sources 
include greensand, kelp meal, hardwood ashes, alfalfa meal, sheep manure.  Most Colorado soils 
are off the charts in potassium, so don’t worry about it too much. 
 
Question: How can I get specific nutrients into my soil? What are good organic fertilizers? 
Exploration: You’ll see a lot of different fertilizers out there. We like all-purpose fertilizers, like 
Happy Frog 5-5-5, and fish and kelp fertilizers for nitrogen and phosphorus, like Sea Plus and 
Neptune’s Harvest. 
ACTIVITY: Read some fertilizer packages. {SLIDE: Fertilizers} 
N-P-K - lets you know what the percentage of each in the mix. An all-purpose fertilizer should be 
sufficient for most vegetable gardens, though of course there are special formulations for specific 
plants, like tomatoes and flowers. As long as you follow the directions, you should be doing it 
right.  
 
You can add whatever you want to your soil, but unless it has organic matter, humus, to hold on to 
those nutrients, you may be wasting your time and money.  
 
Recap Question: Knowing what you know now, what is the most important nutrient to get 
big, leafy, tender lettuce? 
Exploration: Lettuce is a crop we harvest for its leaves. We want it to stay in the leafy stage of its 
life cycle, so we’re going to make sure it has plenty of nitrogen.  How do we do that? What are 
some natural sources of nitrogen? 
 
Q&A 
 
III. Soil & Composting 
 
Question: Other than water, air, and sunlight, where do plants get the nutrients we just talked 
about? 
Exploration: From the soil. We all probably know that building soil is an important part of 
gardening.  
 
Question: What is soil? 
ACTIVITY: Soil Diagram Labeling Game {SLIDE: Soil Percentages} 
Exploration: Soil is not just dirt! It is water,  air, and organic matter.  But it’s important to 
understand the mineral part of your soil, the largest part. The physical properties of the minerals 
determine what kind of soil you have, and cannot realistically be changed.  {SLIDE: Soil structure} 



 
Question: What kind of soil do I have? 
ACTIVITY: Shake up soil samples in water to estimate soil texture. Use pre-shaken jar as 
demo. {SLIDE: Jar pic} 
Exploration: {SLIDE: Soil Particles} The solid portion of an ideal soil is made up of  
40% sand 
40% silt 
20% clay 
5-10% organic matter (the more the better) 
Each of these particles has an important role to play in how our soil behaves.  
Sand is a big particle. It’s important for drainage and breaks up the smaller particles. Soils that are 
sandy, like ours in Lyons, drain very very well, but unless they are balanced by clays and organic 
matter, will have trouble holding on to water and nutrients. That’s why plants don’t grow on the 
beach (among other reasons!). 
Silt is intermediate between sand and clay. Promotes air circulation and water retention. Silty 
soils are good to have - there’s not much bad associated with silt, but the other particles are 
important to have.  
Clays are the smallest particles. Clay minerals act as "chemical sponges" which hold water and 
dissolved plant nutrients weathered from other minerals. A soil without clay can have severe 
nutrient deficiencies, merely because the nutrient cations  (positively charged compounds) have 
no charged particles to hold on to. However, too much clay and a soil will not drain, and can 
quickly become waterlogged, suffocating roots, which need to breathe air.  
 
Question: What is organic matter? {SLIDE: Microbes in soil} 
Exploration: These are the smallest particles of all! Humus, the stable end-product of 
decomposition, texturizes and enhances soil. It is an amorphous particle with tons of surface area. 
Because it is negatively charged, it increases the soil’s ability to retain cations, and store nutrients 
without them being leached by rain. It also increases the ability of the soil to retain moisture. 
Buffers changes in pH. Increases water-holding capacity, cation-exchange-capacity, soil biota 
diversity, soil structure, aggregation, and aeration.  
This is what we care about most in organic gardening. Organic matter is CARBON, the element 
we are all made of. It is the bodies of earthworms, mites, spiders, bacteria, and all the other living 
organisms that make your soil alive. It is decaying humus, that holds onto nutrients and makes 
them available to your plants. You must think of your soil as a living organism, just like the plant 
growing in it - it’s just that your soil is composed of millions and billions of organisms, all 
working to reproduce. The more alive a soil is - the more organisms it supports - the better it is. 
 
ACTIVITY: Read a soil test. {SLIDE: Soil test} 
Exploration:  
pH: In CO, this is likely to be above 7.0, alkaline, unlike the acidic soils of the east and Midwest. 
That’s OK! We want our soils to be near neutral (7.0), but alkaline is generally better than acidic, 
and there’s not much we can do to change our soils’ pH anyhow. It’s just interesting to know. 
EC: Measure of the salts in your soil. Vegetables will grow best if this number is below 2 mmhos.  
If it is above, consider testing your water for salt content, and be careful of adding too much soil 
amendment, like compost and manure, as this can increase salt content. 
Lime: Will always be high in CO. 
%OM: An important measure for organic gardeners! Use high quality compost to increase your 
organic matter %. 



NO3-N: Available nitrogen. This number can vary a lot through the year, but you should plan on 
adding nitrogen in some form for most crops, since all plants need nitrogen to build their leafy 
bodies.  Less than 10 ppm is considered low. 
P: Phosphorus is associated with OM. If you add more OM, you can correct a P deficiency. Less 
than 20 ppm is considered low. 
K: Adding K is usually not necessary in CO soils, unless they are very sandy. Less than 75 ppm is 
considered very low. 
Zn, Fe, Cu: Each of these micronutrients should be between 5 and 10 ppm. 
Soil Texture: What we just did can help you estimate your soil texture.  This can’t be changed.  
 
Question: How can I change my soil? 
Exploration: Soil is VERY hard to change!! It took millions of years for it to form!  However, the 
solution to almost any soil problem is to add organic matter. If your soil is too sandy and doesn’t 
retain water, adding organic matter will help it become more sponge-like. If it retains too much 
water and doesn’t drain because it’s full of clay, organic matter will help break it up.  If your soil is 
too alkaline, adding OM will help change the pH over time. If your soil leaches nutrients easily - if 
it has no charge - OM will help keep those nutrients in solution and available to plants. If your 
soil is dead, adding OM will help it recover and attract more creatures to your efforts. If you build 
it, they will come! But it may be a lifelong effort. 
 
Question: How can I get more organic matter into my soil? 
Exploration:  There are many amendments we can use to increase the OM in our soils, including 
leaves, animal manures, wood chips, blood wastes, mushroom compost, bone meals, and other 
natural fertilizers.  One thing to be aware of is that these materials can significantly alter the soil 
composition for a short period, and may make it difficult to grow in. For example, if you dig in a 
lot of carbon-rich material, like leaves, straw, or woodchips, right before planting, your seedlings 
will have a hard time getting enough nitrogen, because of the action of bacteria on that new 
carbon.  
 Likewise, very “hot” or nitrogen-rich material can be detrimental.  Adding uncomposted 
manure can cause nitrogen “burn” either because the material actually heats up in the soil due to 
decomposition and damages the roots of your plants, or because the nutrients in the manure 
enter solution in the soil and cause osmotic stress - the plant actually loses water to its 
environment because there are too many ions in solution around it. This causes the plant to lose 
its rigidity and wilt or even collapse. That said, composted or “well-rotted” manure is a fantastic 
soil amendment.  

The best way to get more organic matter into your soil is to make it yourself - even if you 
don’t make great compost, at least you’ll keep some of that food out of the landfill.  
Question: Has anyone composted before? Can anyone tell me how composting works? 
Exploration: Composting is the breakdown of organic substances (food waste, leaves, sticks, 
anything that was once alive) through the bodies of soil bacteria and other fauna. The end 
product is basically bacteria poop.  
To make a compost pile work, bacteria need 3 things.  
Question: Any guesses? The most basic building blocks of life on earth?  
{SLIDE: Composting equation} 
Exploration: Food, Water,  & Air 
Food:  Bacteria, like all of us, are mostly made of carbon. However, they are also made of nitrogen 
- the main building block of proteins. They need a mixture of nitrogen and carbon in their diets. 
The ideal compost pile should be 3 parts carbon to 1 part nitrogen. The food must also be 
available in sufficient quantity: for a pile to heat up, it must have enough mass - this critical point 



is 3 ft3, or a pile 3 ft high with a 3-foot square base. Finally, think of your bacteria like your small 
children - they need to have their food cut up for them into smaller pieces! Decomposition will 
happen faster if you are able to grind or cut up food waste and carbon sources into smaller pieces.  
Question: How do I know what is carbon & what is nitrogen? 
Exploration: You might not! Thankfully, I gave you a handy chart in your packet. Let’s think 
about materials that might have more carbon versus those that might have more nitrogen. A 
couple of ways to categorize materials would be Browns versus Greens, or Dry versus Wet. 
ACTIVITY: Categorize materials game (stick to wall). 
Air:  You must aerate a compost pile, either by turning it (picking it all up and putting it back in) 
or by stabbing holes in it, or by using any number of available composting gadgets. You should do 
this as often as possible, but at least once a week for an active pile.  However, you don’t have to 
manage your pile actively. 
Water: Moisture above 50% is essential. If moisture levels are below 35%, bacterial activity is 
greatly reduced (they live in water).  At 50% moisture, you should be able to squeeze some water 
out between your fingers if you pick up a handful of your compost. It is HARD to keep a compost 
pile this moist in our dry climate - I recommend putting a tarp over your pile to keep it moist 
after you’ve watered it.  
 
DEMO: Visit the compost pile and sifted compost. 3 handfuls of browns/dry for every handful 
of greens/wet, plus a thin layer of soil or compost as an activator.  
How long does it take? 3 months if you are managing actively, plus 2-3 more months of rest time. 
Longer if you’re not managing actively. How do I know when it’s done? Smell it! It should smell 
like soil, not like manure, garbage, or like anything rotten. It should look dark and moist.  
 
Recap Question: I have sandy soil.  What problems could I run into, and how can I prevent 
those problems? 
Recap Question: How will I improve the soil in my garden at home? 
 
Q&A 
 
IV. Soil Preparation 
 
Question: How should I prepare my soil for planting, once it’s fertilized? How would you prep 
your garden right now? 
Exploration: There are many, many ways to prepare your soil for planting. Everyone has their 
favorite, and you will find yours. In your packet are some explorations of different techniques, but 
to learn more, we’ll just go out and see the demonstration plots we’ve made. 
DEMO: Look at 6 different ways of preparing soil: 

1. Double digging 
2. Sheet mulching 
3. Raised beds 
4. Broad fork 
5. Digging/hoeing 
6. Rototilling 

 
Question: In what situations would we want to build a raised bed? 
Exploration: Raised beds allow us to bring in our own soil, so we can transform any area of lawn, 
yard, gravel, etc. into ideal gardening soil. Raised beds are great if you don’t want to dig up your 



lawn, if you have very poor, sandy, clayey soil, or if you live in a new house (many houses are built 
on fill - the worst dirt there is!).  
 
A raised bed is a box that is anchored to the ground and that can hold soil. It doesn’t have to be 
big, deep, wide, heavy duty, or made of special materials - as long as it does its job. 
 
Question: What would you think would be some important design features of a raised bed? 
Exploration: 

1. Good drainage. Loosen the soil under your raised bed before you fill it with new growing 
soil.  You don’t need to line your box with plastic or anything like that.  

2. Human scale. Measure using your body. How far can you reach? If your raised bed is 
against a fence, make it easy for yourself to use the entire bed. If you can walk around it 
on both sides, make it wider to get more mileage out of your space.  

3. Anchored to the ground. You can see that these raised beds we made a few summers ago 
are not doing their job holding in the soil.  That’s partly because of the wood & partly 
because we didn’t use sturdy materials to anchor the sides to the ground and provide a 
brace. On this other bed, you can see we used rebar to anchor it to the ground, and used 
thicker boards.  

 
ACTIVITY: Visit raised beds.  
 
Recap Question: Do you think you have the tools to build a raised bed? Will you use a raised 
bed in your garden? 

***LUNCH*** 
 
VI. Starting Seeds Indoors  - Hoophouse 
 
Question: Why would you want to start seeds indoors? 
Exploration: A few different reasons: 

1. Get a jump start on the short CO growing season 
2. Ensure good germination 
3. Control the growing conditions for delicate seedlings. 

Question: What kinds of seeds should I start indoors? What kind should I start directly in the 
soil outdoors? 
Exploration:  Usually, your seed packets will tell you what to do. The best seed information 
comes from Johnny’s Selected Seeds, though many other seed companies provide good growing 
information on their packets. Johnny’s has an extensive online catalog and grower’s library. 
However, there are some general categories of seeds that should be started indoors vs. out. 
Seeds we want to transplant are: 

1. Long-season crops (60+ days to maturity) 
2. Fruiting plants 
3. Frost-intolerant plants 

Seeds we want to start directly in the soil are: 
1. Short-season plants (Under 60 days to maturity) 
2. Root crops and some leaf crops 
3. Frost-hardy crops/ crops that like cool weather 
4. Crops that don’t transplant well (though there are ways around this) 



In general, it is easier and less resource intensive to start seeds outdoors, so if you can start them 
outdoors with success, that’s the route to go. However, lots of garden crops will do better if given 
a great head start indoors, and then planted out. 
ACTIVITY: Pass out seed packets, 1 of each a transplant crop and a direct seed crop. Read the 
labels. 
 
Question: What do I need to start seeds indoors? 
Exploration: Most seeds require warmth and moisture in order to germinate. Some seeds, like dill 
and many flower seeds, require light as well, so we press these into the surface and don’t cover 
them. Once they have germinated, of course, all your plants will need light. 
Moisture: In order to germinate, seeds like to be evenly moist - that is, not waterlogged and not 
ever dry. This means that you must tend your seedlings frequently and provide safeguards against 
them getting too wet or too dry. To prevent them getting too wet, make sure you use containers 
with drainage holes. To prevent them getting too dry, use a humidity dome, bottom water, and do 
so frequently - maybe every day. You can also simply wrap your trays in plastic to retain moisture. 
You can add liquid fertilizers to your water and easily fertilize every week or so. Once your seeds 
have germinated, you can take off the humidity dome so that they don’t get moldy: “damping off.” 
Heat: Usually, your home should be warm enough for seeds to germinate. However, if you want 
to accelerate and improve germination rates, you can consider investing in a heat mat or two, 
which provides bottom heat to your seeds and seedlings.  Again, once your seedlings have a few 
sets of true leaves, you can take them off the heat mat so it doesn’t damage their roots. Seedlings 
left too long on heat mats will get stretched out and weak.  Use a thermostat to control the 
temperature of your heat mats. 
Light: Once germinated, your plants need light. If you have a greenhouse, fantastic. They should 
get plenty of light there, with an open roof. Or, if you have a sunroom or room with a skylight, 
your plants should do well there. However, for most of us without such amenities, we might need 
supplemental light. While your plants will grow in a sunny window, they will probably stretch 
and be spindly. Look for full-spectrum, high-intensity lighting kits, and use a timer to control the 
day length, so you don’t have to turn on and off the bulbs every day. Put the bulb close to your 
plants, so they don’t have to stretch to reach the light. 
DEMO: Different seed pots, soil blocker, heat mats, flats, bottom watering or misting, humidity 
dome. Plant seeds at a depth 1-2x their length. (2 instructors) 
 
Question: How do I know when my seedlings are ready to be transplanted? 
Exploration: Hopefully, you started them at the right time for your last frost date, and by the time 
it’s May 15th, your plants are big, but their roots are not yet wrapping around the pot and are 
ready to seek out new soil.  
Root Bound: If your plants get too big for their pots, their roots will wrap around the inside of the 
pot, seeking new soil. You should avoid this as much as possible, because it’s a waste of energy 
and your plants will have a harder time recovering after transplanting.  
Potting Up: Did you plant your seeds in a pot that was too small? You can always pot them up into 
larger containers if they need more room for their roots before you can put them outside.  
Hardening Off: However, before you put your seedlings out into the cold or heat, you MUST 
harden them off! Hardening off is the process of gradually letting your plants adjust to life 
outside, where there is wind, rain, sun, and temperature swings. This process should take place 
over 7-10 days, as you put your plants out for a short time, in the shade, gradually moving them 
to the sun and setting them out for a longer period.  
 



Recap Question:  I want to grow jalapeños this year. Should I start them inside? When should 
I do it? 
If we look at our jalapeño packet, it says that I need to start them 6-8 weeks before the last frost. 
For us, that would be March 15-April 1st. But it’s not too late! You can still do it! They will still 
make fruits, just a little later in the season. 
Recap Question: What is your plan for starting seeds indoors? When, where, how? 
 
VII. Transplanting and Direct Seeding 
 
Question: What do you think are the most important things for the plant when you transplant 
it? 
Exploration: Again, make sure you’ve hardened your seedlings off before you set them outside. 
Then, you’ll decide how to space them, usually according to the instructions on your seed packet. 
I’m going to show you how I would transplant a set of lettuce seedlings.  
DEMO 
Timing:  Try to transplant in the morning or in the evening. This gives your seedling some cool 
weather to adjust to its new home, and won’t subject it to the extra stresses of hot sun.  
Mark the spacing: The most efficient use of space in any garden is to plant offset rows, or in a 
triangle pattern. I use my planting board to mark the places where I’ll put my seedlings, but you 
can just eyeball it, or use a small planting template. You can also plant in rows, and I’ll show you 
how to mark those.  
Get the seedling ready: Loosen the seedling from its flat by pinching it or wedging it with a butter 
knife, or if it’s in a cow pot or Jiffy pot, no need. You might also want to massage the seedling’s 
roots to loosen them a little, but be gentle! Try not to touch the seedling at all, just the soil. 
Get the hole ready: Jab a trowel or butter knife into the soil and pull back toward you. If you are 
using dry fertilizer or compost, sprinkle some into the hole.  
Settle the seedling in: Put the seedling down into your hole. It should go down deeper than the soil 
of the plug.  Firm the soil around the roots and stem of the plant, making sure it has a good 
connection with the soil - roots will not cross big air gaps.  
Water your seedling in: Always water them in. Don’t use strong liquid fertilizers right at 
transplanting - wait a day or two, and then use a kelp-based fertilizer to jump-start roots. 
ACTIVITY: Have everyone plant at least one transplant.  
 
Direct Seeding 
Question: Which of the seeds we have should we direct sow? 
Exploration: Mixed greens, root crops, and fast-growing crops are the ones we want to direct-
seed. 
DEMO 
Prep the soil:  Depending on what we’re growing, we can prep our soil in different ways.  If it’s a 
big-seeded crop like chard or peas, I won’t be too worried about the soil texture. If the seed is 
smaller, like arugula or radish, I want my soil to be broken up and to have nice tilth, or to be fine-
textured. Usually, I do this by hoeing with a variety of tools, and then raking the surface smooth.  
Mark your rows:  There are many ways to do this, too. In a small garden, you can probably just 
eyeball it. Here on the farm, we use either strings set in stakes, or my new favorite invention, these 
caps for my rake. Again, I look at my seed packet and see that it says for arugula, I’m going to 
want rows 18” apart.  I drag my row marker through the bed. You can do this with a hoe, a 
winged weeder, or just the end of a tool.  If they are small seeds, make a shallow furrow, or a deep 
one for larger seeds. Arugula are small, so I’ll make a shallow furrow.  



Spacing: For arugula, it says I need 30-50 seeds per foot, or about one seed every ½ inch. Again, 
you can just eyeball it, but if you want to be more precise, you can make yourself a little planting 
yardstick for common seed spacings, and set your seeds at the right spacing.  
Cover & firm:  Cover your seed and firm it into the soil. We usually just do this with our winged 
weeder, or with our hands.  
Water it in: Keep your seeds moist until they germinate. This probably means watering at least 
once a day. 
 
Recap Question: Do you feel confident about starting seeds in these different ways?  
 
Q&A 
 
VIII. Water & Irrigation - Garrison  
 
Question: Who knows the average precipitation in our part of CO? 
Exploration: Colorado is technically a semi-arid place. If you’ve hiked anywhere recently, you 
know this. We get anywhere between 1 foot and 2 feet of precipitation per year on the front range, 
while a corn crop requires about 24” of water to reach maturity. We must almost always irrigate 
here in the West. More than 90 percent of the water that enters a plant passes directly through 
and evaporates into the atmosphere. If a human had a circulatory system similar to that of a tree, 
an adult would need to drink more than 20 gallons of water each day just to survive! Water is the 
limiting factor to gardening in Colorado. 
 
Does that mean I can just pour water on my plants all day? NO! Plant roots are also aerobic 
creatures- they need air to live. If they are waterlogged, they will rot and the plant will die. This is 
difficult in our climate because of  clay soils that retain water and don’t allow it to drain. The best 
practice is to water when the soil is dry. Use your senses - touch, smell - and your reason to tell if 
you should water.  
 
Question: How do you plan to get water to your seeds and seedlings in your garden? 
Exploration: There are a few different ways to water, and they each have their advantages and 
disadvantages. 

1. Hand watering. This is using a hose, sprayer, or watering can to get water to your 
seedlings. It’s fine, but you have to be there the whole time, and you can’t forget! 
However, it allows you to be very precise. 

2. Sprinkler irrigation: With a sprinkler, at least you can walk away and make dinner while 
you’re watering the garden! If you’re lucky, you might have automatic sprinklers in your 
garden too, though we wouldn’t recommend building a whole automatic watering system 
built on sprinklers - go to drip instead, with some sprinkler heads attached to that system 
for germination. Overhead irrigation can be wasteful since much of the water evaporates 
and usually of necessity goes where you don’t really want it.  

DEMO: Show how a common sprinkler head works - how to adjust angle, radius of spray, 
etc. 
3. Drip irrigation:  The most efficient irrigation system. Puts water right at the root of the 

plant where it is needed, with minimal evaporation, especially if covered by plastic or 
wood chip mulch. Germination in drip beds can be sped up with supplemental overhead 
watering.  Most drip requires a timer and pressure regulator, and other things I don’t 



know about. J We use two kinds of drip on our farm: Netafem and skinny kind. There is 
also soaker hose, which just sweats water instead of dripping it out of holes.  

 
Setting up a drip irrigation system 
Setting up a sprinkler irrigation schedule/system 
 
Recap Question: What kind of irrigation scheme is best for your garden? 
 
Q&A, continued @ happy hour 
 
Remind everyone to go home and think about where they want to put their garden, because 
tomorrow we’ll be talking about siting, design, and so forth. 
 

***DAY II*** 
 
Question: Did anybody go home last night and reevaluate your plan for your garden? Did you 
come up with any new questions you’d like to address now? 
 
Today is about planning our season - where we’re going to put our garden, what we’re going to 
plant, when we’re going to plant, and how we’re going to keep it all healthy. 
 
ACTIVITY: Check out our jars from yesterday and take a guess at what kind of soil we have. 
Remember what that means for fertility, water retention, and drainage.  
 
I. Garden Siting & Design 
 
Siting 
Question: What are some things to think about when planning where to put our garden? 
Exploration: Accessibility, proximity to a water source, path of the sun. Usually, we’d like to have 
our gardens oriented east to west, instead of north to south. This ensures that, as the sun passes 
from east to west, every plant gets the max amount of sunlight. We also want to make sure that 
the entire garden gets at least 7-8 hours of sunlight, and much more if possible. Most veggies need 
lots of sun, even if they are cool season crops.  There are hardly any “shade” vegetables - 
remember, sunlight, water, and CO2 are what a plant uses to make food. 
 
It’s also nice to think about putting your garden in your way - maybe on the path from your 
garage to your house, or wherever you will be sure to see and look at it every day - just to remind 
yourself of its existence. 
 
Design 
Question: What’s important to take into account when thinking about the shape and size of 
our garden? 
Exploration: Time and space! How much time do I have to care for this garden? How confident 
am I? You don’t need a huge garden to feed your family, and you don’t need to grow every 
vegetable under the sun. Try one bed to start.  Space is contingent upon your time - can you 
manage a large patch? How much space do you need/how much space can you commit to? Don’t 
make a huge garden that you can’t maintain - it will discourage you even if you’re doing your 
best.  We don’t all have time to farm an acre. 



 
When thinking about shape, think about your body or your children’s bodies. Can you easily 
reach all corners of the bed without stepping on the soil? Use the reach of the smallest gardener to 
measure the width of your beds.  For me, it’s easy to reach about 3 feet, so I’d make a bed next to a 
fence 3 feet wide at most, and if I had footpaths on both sides, I’d make them 4’ wide at most, 
mainly because a 6’ wide bed would be unmanageable because it’s hard to see all the plants in 
there! 
 
You don’t have to garden in boxes. {SLIDE: Mandala garden} There are many garden designs that 
work on the basis of spirals or circles or keyhole shapes. Remember these things when you choose 
your crops as well - which ones will you have to tend - like tomatoes? Which ones need extra 
infrastructure, like tomatoes, cucumbers, and peas? (Trellises, cages, pruning).  
 
If you have a small space, think about maximizing bed space and minimizing footpath space - if 
you can walk down the path, it’s big enough! Some of our paths on the farm are only a foot wide. 
Circular and keyhole gardens are great at minimizing footpath space. And remember, if you use 
triangular plant spacing, you’ll be able to pack tons of veggies into even the smallest garden. 
 
Think about the tools you’re using. If you have a tiller or plan on using one to start your beds, 
maybe you don’t want a circular garden - it will be difficult to use on curves. But if you’re just 
using hand tools, build it how you want. 
 
ACTIVITY: Spend a few minutes drawing your garden and thinking about the path of the 
sun, your water source, and the scale of everything. Will you have a compost pile? Where does 
the shade fall? 
 
Q&A 
 
II. Season Planning in Colorado’s Climate: What to Grow When 
 
Question: What are you planning to grow this year? 
Exploration: Some simple advice for what to grow if it’s your first year, or if you’re inexperienced 
in Colorado: start small. Plant what you know you will eat and in quantities that feel manageable 
to you. If you don’t have a huge growing chamber or the space to plant them out, don’t propagate 
hundreds of tomato seedlings.  Also, think about what else you might want in your garden in the 
future.  What about fruit trees, perennial herbs, or flowers? Don’t limit yourself to veggies. Have 
fun. 
 
Question: Who knows what hardiness zones are & what our hardiness zone is? 
Exploration: {SLIDE: Hardiness Zones} The hardiness zone for our region is zone 5A or 5B, 
meaning that our average minimum extreme temperature is -20° to -10° Fahrenheit. This map 
divides North America into 11 separate zones. Each zone is 10°F warmer (or colder) in an average 
winter than the adjacent zone. (In some versions of the map, each zone is further divided into "a" 
and "b" regions.) This is important to know if you plan on growing any perennials, whether 
shrubs, flowers, or vegetables, though most veggies are annuals. (Anyone know any exceptions? - 
asparagus, Jerusalem artichoke, berries, fruits). {SLIDE: Hardiness Zones} 
 
Question: Who knows our average last frost date? Average first frost date? 



Exploration: {SLIDE: Frost Probability} First and last frosts are important because they 
determine when we can plant tender annuals outside, and how long plants will grow until killed 
by cold. The growing season in Boulder County is May 15th- October 15th,  or between 150 and 
170 days on average. This doesn’t mean that frost won’t happen between those dates, but it’s less 
likely to. Late and early season gardening is always risky. {SLIDE: CMG Notes Climate} 
 
Question: What are the other extremes on this slide? What is the most limiting factor in 
Colorado? 
Exploration: Water. We are an arid state with low humidity and high temperatures during the 
summer. Short of rigging shade cloth, which I don’t recommend because it can reduce the 
productivity of your plants, the only way to combat the heat is to make sure plants have adequate 
water at all times. One way to help keep your plants well-watered is to use mulch - this reduces 
evaporation from the soil surface, whether you are using overhead or drip irrigation. I 
recommend either organic mulches like straw (not hay - fewer weed seeds), wood chips, and 
others, or permeable landscaping mulches, like the kind used under perennials.  {SLIDE: US 
Precipitation} 
 
Question: Who knows which veggies are cold-hardy and which can’t handle any cold at all? 
ACTIVITY: Play matching game with veggie types. {SLIDE: Crop Types} 
 
Crops that tolerate frost Crops that can’t tolerate frost 

but don’t love heat 
Heat lovers 

Asparagus 
Broccoli 
Brussels Sprouts 
Cabbage 
Collards 
Garlic 
Kale 
Kohlrabi 
Leek 
Onion 
Peas 
Spinach 
Turnip 

Beets 
Carrots 
Chard 
Cauliflower 
Chinese Cabbage 
Endive 
Lettuce 
Mustard 
Parsnip 
Potato 

Beans 
Corn 
Cucumber 
Eggplant 
Melons 
Peppers 
Pumpkin 
Squash 
Sweet Potato 
Tomato 
 
 

  
 
Question: When should I plant tomatoes inside, and when can I put them outside? When will 
I harvest them? 
Exploration: For any plant, ask the following questions to determine when to plant.  
{SLIDE: When to plant?} 

1. Transplant or direct sow? 
2. When does your seed packet say to plant? What date is that relative to your last frost? 
3. Is this a frost hardy crop or no? 
4. How many days until maturity? 

 
{SLIDE: Johnny’s Tomato} 
Is this crop something you must start indoors or can you plant it directly? 



Find the seed company’s recommendation for when to plant. The best seed companies give 
you a relative time frame - i.e. 5-6 weeks before the last frost. Now that we know when our last 
frost is (May 15th) we can calculate the best day to plant our seeds. For this variety of tomatoes, 
Johnny’s recommends 6 weeks. You can use a spreadsheet like Excel or an online calculator to 
find what the date will be relative to another date. May 15th minus 42 days is today, April 3rd. 
What if you’re not ready to plant tomatoes tomorrow?! Are you too late? No. You can start your 
seeds any time, but the more head start you can give them, the better quality transplants you’ll 
have and the sooner you’ll see fruits on your tomatoes. 

Are tomatoes a frost-hardy crop or a sensitive crop? They need to go out only after the last 
frost.  So we can plan to take a look at the weather around May 15th and see if there is any frost in 
the future. If not, we should go ahead and plant out on that date or before if we feel confident.  

Now let’s look on our seed packet for the number of days to harvest. This is how long our 
plant will take to be ready, given optimum conditions. It’s an average number, so don’t be 
discouraged or alarmed if yours take longer or less time. If you keep a journal of what you plant 
and when, you may notice how your garden differs from the seed packet.  This tomato says it’s 
only 72 days to maturity from transplants.  So we add 72 days to our transplanting date of May 
15th, and get July 28th as our harvest date. Lucky us! 
 
Question: Does this make sense to everybody? Would it be valuable to you to practice 
planning your season right now? (If yes, see below). 
ACTIVITY: Create a mini planting calendar with 3 varieties of seeds that you want to plant. 
DEMO first on whiteboard. 
 
Question: Has anyone ever tried succession planting, or does anyone know what that is? 
Exploration: Succession planting is planting more than one round of something, so that you can 
have a continuous supply of something that’s important to you. Let’s say my family loves to eat 
carrots, and I love to grow them. Excellent! Carrots are a pretty short crop - they don’t take long 
to mature. Greens are like this as well. That means that we can plant multiple rounds of carrots 
and overlap the planting times so that we can have constant carrots. Here’s what I mean: {SLIDE: 
Carrot Succession} 
 
Q&A 
 
III. Protecting the Garden 
 
Question: Does anyone have any specific pests, weeds, or diseases they want to talk about? 
 
IPM Principles 
Integrated pest management is a hierarchy of pest, weed, and disease control strategies that 
prioritizes the simplest methods. {SLIDE: IPM Pyramid} 

1. Prevention. Design the garden to prevent pests and diseases by choosing the right 
location, the right varieties, rotating crops, providing good nutrition in the soil, and by 
observing your garden. 

2. Physical/Mechanical tactics: Can you put up netting over your lettuce to prevent thrips 
and other insects that make holes? Can you make a higher fence that deer can’t jump? 
Can you set out eggshells to kill slugs? Can you put out dried blood to repel deer and 
other animals? Can you weed more frequently? These tactics alter the physical 
environment when prevention alone doesn’t work. 



3. Biological methods: Can you release lady bugs to control aphids? Can you plant 
marigolds near your crops to repel whiteflies and rabbits? These methods use the 
properties of other plants and animals to control your particular pest.  

4. Chemical methods: These should always be a last resort, even if you are using organic 
products, because they often have detrimental effects on non-target plants and animals. 
Some common organic pesticides are BT (Bacillus thuringiensis), a bacterium that attacks 
the gut of insects that eat it, pyrethrums (extract of a chrysanthemum), neem oil, and 
rotenone (root extract of a leguminous tree). Use them sparingly.  You can also make 
your own protectants and repellents using soap, hot peppers, tobacco, and other 
astringent materials. 

 
WEEDS 
Question: What is the best way to prevent weeds?  
Exploration: Weeding before weeds set seed is essential. Otherwise you’ll spend years getting 
those weed seeds out of your garden. When you first plant seed into your garden, you’ll disturb 
the soil and bring weed seeds up to the surface and moisten them along with your veggie seeds. 
Making sure you know where you planted your seed can help you cut out weeds early - so form 
straight rows and make sure you’re weeding weeds, not your seedlings! The best practice is to 
weed before you even see weeds, or when they have just germinated and have no true leaves yet. 
Get a good hand weeding tool or a stirrup hoe if you have a bigger garden. A soil knife is good for 
cutting giant weeds off at the root. Do try to pull them out if possible though - root fragments 
easily make new plants.  Also try to make sure you leave weed seeds out of your compost pile - 
this can be hard to do - or buy weed-free compost.  

For crops that you transplant, you can think about laying down black plastic mulch or 
landscaping fabric with bre-burned holes over the bed you want to plant. This can be expensive, 
but it is definitely effective.  

The most common weeds on our farm are bindweed, pigweed, lambsquarter, mallow, and 
purslane, but flowers that seed themselves can become a nuisance too (chamomile). 

{SLIDE: Weed ID} 
 
DISEASE 
Question: What are some strategies for preventing crop diseases? 
Exploration: When it comes to disease, the best offense is a good defense. If we can make our 
plants as healthy as possible with good soil, good water, and good nutrition, they will be able to 
resist disease. A plant is most susceptible to disease when it is stressed: when it doesn’t have 
enough water, it’s been too hot or too cold, or if it’s getting too much moisture (unlikely in our 
climate, but be aware), so making sure our plants are happy at all times is the best way to prevent 
diseases. Another important strategy is rotation: don’t plant crops in the same family in the same 
spot two years in a row - diseases will move in to where its hosts are. By crop families, I mean big 
categories like Solanaceae - tomatoes, eggplants, peppers, etc, and Brassicas - broccoli, Brussels 
sprouts, collard greens, kale, cabbage, kohlrabi. Simply don’t plant similar crops in the same place 
the next year. Think about your garden as a whole system that needs to be balanced together, 
rather than as a single crop that needs to be protected.  A diverse ecosystem is a stable, resilient 
ecosystem - so plant a wide variety of flowers, herbs, and veggies.  There’s a reason monocultures 
require so much pesticide - they are thousands and thousands of one kind of plant, making them 
extremely vulnerable to attack and reproduction of one pest.  
 
If you do get a blight, organic disease control does exist, but follow IPM and try everything else 
first.  



 
PESTS 
Question: What do I do to prevent insect and animal pests? 
Exploration: As with diseases and weeds, use prevention, physical, and biological barriers before 
chemical barriers. I mentioned insect netting, high fences, and scent deterrents like dried blood 
and marigolds.  Another great defense is garden diversity.  Plant randomly if you want - surround 
your tomatoes with lavender and your cabbages with marigolds - many strongly scented herbs are 
either bait or repellent to insect pests, so they might attack your dill but won’t get to your 
broccoli, or they might stay away altogether. Observe your garden and see what works. If you 
have a serious problem that isn’t going away, use an organic pesticide or make your own 
repellent, and think about how you can prevent this problem in the future.  
 
Recap Question: What will I do to solve my pest problems? 
 
Q&A 
 
IV. Harvesting and Preserving 
 
Question: How do I harvest correctly? 
Exploration: There really aren’t very many rules about harvesting, except that you should harvest 
when you’re hungry and when the food is ripe, and that if you want the plant to keep producing, 
damage it as little as possible when you harvest. Picking vegetables as soon as they are ripe often 
encourages the plant to produce more, and most veggies are most tender and flavorful when they 
are relatively small - think of a giant sinewy zucchini versus a small, juicy, delicious one, or a 
beautiful ping-pong ball sized radish versus the tough tennis-ball sized one. When harvesting, 
take the opportunity to remove any bad fruits - black spotted tomatoes, etc. 
 
There are many categories of plants that keep right on growing or even grow faster when you 
harvest them - salad greens, spinach, and leaf lettuce will regrow 2 or 3 times from their roots if 
you let them. The less you damage a tomato plant when you harvest, the more energy it will be 
able to put into ripening new fruits. 
 
Understand which of your veggies are frost-hardy and which aren’t, so when that first frost hits, 
you can harvest your tender veggies first, protect half-hardy ones, and mulch any root vegetables 
still in the ground.  
 
Question: What are some things to do with produce if you can’t eat it all yourself? 
Exploration:  

- Share it! Find a food pantry, church, or soup kitchen that can accept fresh food donations. 
Or cook up a whole mess for your harvest party with friends.  

- Preserve it! 
o Freeze it - easiest. Make sauces, veggie mixes, etc. 
o Can it - long-lasting 
o Ferment it - delicious & healthy 
o Dry it - herbs, fruits, tomatoes 

 
Recap Question: How will you use the food you grow? 
 



Q&A 
 
http://www.burpee.com/gardenadvicecenter/vegetables/general-gardening/harvesting-
vegetables/article10387.html 
 
V. Season Extension 
 
Question: What are some methods you can use to extend your growing season? 
Exploration:  
You may not need season extension at all, other than the room you use for your tomato seedlings. 
But, if you want to get crops going early, or give yourself extra insurance against frost, or keep 
crops going into the fall, there are many methods to help you. {SLIDE: plastic mulch, row cover} 
Raised Beds - heat up more quickly 
Black Plastic Mulch - warms soil & suppresses weeds 
White plastic mulch and organic mulches - cools the soil (extend your cool weather season) 
Row covers/frost cloth - protects plants against freezing.  
Clear Plastic Tunnels/Caterpillar tunnels/Hoop houses - not heated, but will trap lots of heat 
during the day and keep it slightly warmer at night, as well as providing protection against wind.  
Heated greenhouses - excellent for starting seeds in the early season, and are usually controlled by 
thermostats.  
 
On the farm, we use a combination of all these different kinds of season extension - sometimes we 
use 2 at once, like our heated greenhouse inside our hoophouse, or when we use plastic or frost-
cloth inside the hoophouse during cold periods. In the field, we use black plastic under our hot 
crops like tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants, to warm the soil so that they’ll get established faster.  
 
Recap Question: What methods of season extension, if any, will you use in your garden? 
 
Q&A 
 
CASE STUDY: Direct Sown Crop 
{SLIDE: Nelson Carrot Packet} 
 I want to grow tons of carrots this year. What do I need to do? A carrot is a root crop, 
which means that as it matures, what I should make sure that it has lots of? Potassium. Is this 
going to be a problem in my Colorado soil? No. But I can give my carrot seedlings a drench with a 
nitrogen fertilizer or a compost tea every 2-3 weeks to make sure they get nice bushy leaves to get 
energy to their nice fat roots. When I plant, I’ll first make sure the soil is loose and deep - I can dig 
it a bit with a fork, or use my broadfork that we saw yesterday. If I’m planting into a raised bed, I 
won’t worry too much about compaction. I’ll rake the surface smooth an level, and then take a 
look at my seed packet for spacing info.  It recommends 16-24” between rows, so I can fit two 
rows into my 3’ wide beds. I stick 2 caps onto my marking rake and drag it the length of the bed. 
I’ll plant seeds about an inch apart. 
 Carrots can take up to 3 weeks to germinate, depending on conditions. In warmer 
weather, they don’t take as long. But I need to make sure the soil stays moist and doesn’t crust 
over before the seedlings emerge - they’re not strong enough to bust the crust. Once seedlings 
have emerged, I’ll need to thin them, to make sure that each plant has enough space to make a 
nice fat root. 



The carrots we grow a lot of here at the Farmette are Nelson carrots. They are not too 
particular about our soils, and they’re a heat-tolerant variety. They are a short crop, only 56 days 
to maturity.  I can plant them right now. Let’s say I plant them tomorrow - I can expect to harvest 
them in 56 days from April 3rd, which is May 29th. On that day, I might go out and check by 
pulling up a carrot to see if it’s ready, and then take as many as I want if they are. I can continue 
pulling carrots from this planting until they’re gone.  

But I want more carrots! So three weeks after I plant my first round, I plant my second 
round. April 24th. This will give me a harvest on June 19th.  I can keep planting carrots through the 
summer every 3 weeks if I want - Johnny’s recommends sowing until midsummer - June 20 - and 
if I do, I’ll have my last carrot harvest on August 15th.  
 However, I can pretty much plant carrots right up to the edge of the frost season if I want, 
and because they’re hardy, they’ll keep growing. So I might take a break in the very hottest time of 
the summer, just because carrots don’t love heat, and start planting again in early September. If I 
plant September 1st , I’ll have a harvest on October 27th - after my first frost! I would plant up to 6  
weeks before the first frost, to make sure my carrots have time to germinate and establish before 
the frost hits. I could try to sow my last carrots on September 24th, and I can harvest them on 
November 19th! Those fall sowings will be super sweet too, as carrots concentrate their sugars in 
their roots when it gets cold. If you do expect a very hard freeze before your harvest, you can 
always mulch your carrots. The roots will keep maturing under your leaves or straw. If you think 
your seedlings are too small to handle snow or frost, lay frost cloth or plastic over them for those 
frigid nights.  
 There aren’t too many carrot pests. They are a pretty easy crop - so I won’t worry too 
much about pesticides or barriers. Deer might eat their tops, but it’s unlikely.  
 When I harvest, I just loosen the soil by sticking a digging fork in and pulling back. Then 
I can just pull the carrots up by their tops without breaking them off. If you have a carrot surplus, 
I can think of nothing better than countertop pickled carrots, chopped and frozen carrots for 
winter snacking, or a quick carrot puree that you could turn into soup when you get the chance.  
 
CASE STUDY: Transplanted Crop 
{SLIDE: Tomato Packet} 
 

I want some big, beefy tomatoes this season, and it’s just about time to start them. I’ve 
chosen an indeterminate variety - a tomato that is a vine, not a bush. I’ll put up a trellis in the 
hoop house that they can climb. Indeterminate tomatoes produce fruit over a long period of time, 
so I’m not going to worry about succession planting them. If I were only doing determinate 
tomatoes, which don’t require as much infrastructure, I might think about having 2 or 3 rounds 
of seedlings maybe a month apart.  

If we remember from before, this tomato wants to be started 6 weeks before my last frost, 
which will be April 3rd. I want to grow them in the entirety of a 50-foot bed inside our hoop 
house. They need about 2’ of space between them, so I need to raise 25 viable seedlings. I’ll 
overplant by twice, because I have the seeds, into a small plug tray.  I’ll moisten the soil and pack 
it down into the plugs, and then make an indentation with my finger and put one seed into each 
cell. Then I’ll cover the whole tray again with soil. I keep the seedlings on a heat mat with a 
thermostat set at 80° because they like it hot! If you don’t have a heat mat, no worries - just keep 
them in the warmest place you can find. They might take a bit longer to germinate is all. 

I keep a humidity dome over the flat. I also make sure to bottom water every time I notice 
that the soil looks even a little bit dry. Once the seeds germinate, I take them off the heat mat and 
remove the humidity dome, but I still make sure they are watered consistently. When my babies 



look sturdy enough to handle, I pot them up into 4” pots so they have plenty of room for their 
roots. I’ll probably start adding a little liquid fertilizer to their water now as well.  

When it’s finally May 15th, I’ll make sure I’ve prepped the soil where I’m going to plant by 
loosening it a bit. I’ll gather some compost and mix it with some ground eggshells: the calcium 
from the eggshells helps prevent blossom-end rot - that terrible disease that leaves black spots on 
the ends of your lovely tomatoes. I’ll get my seedlings and my planting knife and place each one 
where I plan to plant it. Maybe I’ve covered the soil with some black plastic to keep weeds at bay 
and to warm it up for these heat-lovers.  I poke through the plastic and make a sufficient hole with 
my knife, and put a little compost in the bottom of the hole, then place the seedlings gently in and 
firm the soil around them. I’ll water them in immediately and firm the soil up again.  

When they’ve started to take hold and grow, I tie them to their trellis, with some clips or 
sisal twine, and keep doing that every week or so. As the vines grow, I’ll also need to think about 
pruning them.  I want to remove all the “suckers” or stems growing between a leaf branch and the 
main stem. This will concentrate the tomato’s energy into producing fruit, not leaves.  

While the plant is growing its architecture, I’ll give it compost tea or nitrogen-rich 
fertilizer every 2-3 weeks. Once it reaches a good height and starts to produce flowers, I’ll ease off 
on the nitrogen and maybe add some phosphorus, like a bone meal or rock phosphate or a fruit & 
flower fertilizer. This should give me an excellent crop. 

Tomatoes tend to be more susceptible to disease than to pests, so keep an eye out for 
powdery mildew and other blights that can end your season early. The best offense is a good 
defense - so make sure you’re giving your tomato what it needs to be healthy. If you do run into 
problems, there are some organic mildew and disease remedies out there, but I haven’t tried too 
many of them myself. Compost tea can help prevent and treat fungus and diseases.  

There’s nothing better than a vine-ripened tomato - but don’t wait until they get too 
mushy! To harvest, you can either cut them off or break them off at the little bump where they 
connect to the main stem.  

Tomatoes are one crop that is easy to can with just a little bit of lemon juice - so you can 
preserve them easily with the hot-bath method of canning. Of course, you can also make a huge 
batch of tomato sauce, or just tomato puree, and freeze it for later use. It’s not recommended to 
freeze chunks of tomato though - they’re too full of moisture and don’t thaw well. 
 
FINAL Q&A 


