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INTRODUCTION 

Gardening is one of mankind’s oldest pastimes. For thousands of years, we’ve sought to tame 

the wild plants around us and turn them into something that’s readily available for sustenance. 

Luckily for us, our ancestors have done most of the dirty work of selective breeding, and we can 

now open up a seed catalog and find ourselves bombarded with hundreds of different fruits and 

vegetables available for us to grow. 

Whether you’ve never planted anything in your life or you’re a certified green thumb, growing 

your own food doesn’t have to be hard. You can start with one tomato in a pot on your patio, or 

you can go crazy and plant an acre (though I’d recommend easing into it a bit).  

Everyone should grow something at least once in their lifetime. For one, so many people have a 

complete and total disconnect from their food, which is just no good. And the reward of putting 

something on a plate that you raised from a seed makes it taste just a little bit better.  

But it’s also true that when you’re growing that food, it should be as easy and straightforward as 

possible, and too many people have a fear that they’re going to kill any plant that they touch. Let 

me dispel that myth. 

While this book is certainly acceptable for people with some experience, it’s geared more 

toward beginners. Everyone is always a beginner when they first start something, whether it’s 

gardening or flying, and what better way to learn than from someone who has the experience 

that we seek? I’m stubbornly independent, but even I do my research before embarking on 

some new venture.  

Yes, there are tons of great gardening texts already in existence, and some of those are indeed 

intended for novice growers. But even most of those are still about 300 pages and list every 

vegetable known to man. Perhaps it’s just me, but when I’m just picking up a new skill, I want to 

start small and work my way up. That’s why this is short and sweet – go over the basics, make a 

few suggestions, and get you out of here, while still giving you enough information to succeed. If 

you read this and are no longer intimidated by the prospect of sticking a plant or a seed in the 

soil, then I’ve done my job. If you still can’t get your tomato to grow, however, I do retain the 

right to claim user error. 
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As a suggested starting point, I’ve put together list of a few vegetables that are relatively easy to 

grow, have widespread culinary appeal, and should grow well in most parts of the country. Of 

course, these are just recommendations, but we’re keeping things simple, because there is no 

need to feel overwhelmed when you’re just beginning. Down the road, when you’re growing 

forty different vegetables in 750 square feet, then you can feel overwhelmed.  

Needless to say, by no means should you grow something just because it’s easy; make sure 

you’ll enjoy the fruits of your labor. I happen to like just about everything, so I grow just about 

everything, but if you don’t like green beans, don’t plant them. There are plenty of other options 

that are just as easy.  

Remember, gardening should be enjoyable, at least for the most part. Assuming farming is not 

your full-time job, if tending to the garden creates more stress than happy feelings, just stop. 

And really, that goes for anything in your life. Sometimes you’ll want to curse the rabbits or the 

deer for eating your hard work, or the eggplant that just won’t bear fruit, or the weeds that pop 

up everywhere, but at the end of the day, you should be getting some kind of enjoyment or 

fulfillment out of it. So if you think you’re ready to have some fun, read on! 



 
Get Growing! | 6 

I: WHY THESE? 

I’ve grown dozens of different kinds of vegetables, but if I had to pick five to recommend to a 

beginner, they’d be tomatoes, beans, squash, lettuce, and a variety of herbs like basil and 

cilantro (by definition, a vegetable is “any plant whose fruit, seeds, roots, tubers, bulbs, stems, 

leaves, or flower parts are used as food,”1 so yes, herbs count, and besides, you need some 

flavoring).  

Some plants can be a little more finicky than others, but by and large, I consider most of what I 

grow to be pretty easy. So why these ones?  

First, I considered how quickly the plants grow, how much they produce, whether they can be 

grown in tight spaces, what kind of food and water needs they have, how susceptible they are to 

disease or other pests, and any other general babysitting requirements. But an equally 

important factor was widespread appeal, or at least my impression of it. Radishes are pretty 

easy too, but I’m guessing that more people would choose a tomato or a bean over a radish. 

Tomatoes are robust, they’ll produce until the first frost of the year, and the smaller varieties are 

great for kids, because they're productive, taste good, and an easy snack for little hands. As 

long as you start out with decent soil, about all you need to do is make sure they get enough 

water (and I only water once a week or so, maybe twice if it's really hot), so they're very low-

maintenance. 
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Beans are also great for beginners - they're productive and don't require much, if any, care. A 

handful of plants will provide dinner every few days for several weeks. 

Squash are reliable and prolific. You'll end up with more than you need from one or two plants. 

Lettuce and other greens will give you fresh salad or cooked greens for months. They do prefer 

cooler weather, so don’t plant them in the middle of July (they make a great winter crop for 

warmer climates). 

 

Most herbs are very adaptable, and the sheer variety of flavors that you can add to your cooking 

makes them well worth your while. 

Keep in mind that I live in Ohio, so what works for me may not work for everyone. Some areas 

are more prone to certain diseases or bugs, or are too dry, too wet, etc. Everything I 

recommend should grow just about anywhere without too much special care, although in some 

climates (I’m looking at you, South), some of the planting times may need to be adjusted. And I 

know that not everyone has an acre on which they can dig a hole and plant stuff, so these are 

all well-suited for growing in containers. 
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II: THE BASICS 

Growing a plant is not difficult. Just ask any of the weeds that make themselves at home in your 

yard. Granted, modern vegetables have been bred for specific edibility purposes, not just to 

reproduce (which is all a weed cares about), so they’ll need a little more attention than the 

clover and dandelions. But remember, plants want to grow, and I’ve never encountered a 

suicidal cucumber. For the most part, they do their best to survive and pass along their genetic 

material for future little tomato and bean plants. 

There are three major factors to look at when you’re getting ready to sow your seeds: the soil 

that you plant them in, the amount of water that you give them, and the amount of direct sunlight 

that they receive. 

soil 

Starting with good soil is the most important step you can take to set yourself up for future 

success. Your vegetables can have perfect sun and the perfect amount of water, but if they’re 

stuck in clay or sand, they are not going to be happy, and they’ll let you know. They’ll still try to 

produce something, but it won’t be nearly as much (or the quality as good) as if they’re really 

happy plants. 
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So what does good soil entail? It should be loose, and be a good mix of parts. Soil is made up 

of different sizes of rock particles – sand (big, relatively speaking), silt (smaller), and clay 

(smallest). Sand is nice and loose and allows for plenty of air and water, but does a lousy job of 

holding onto nutrients. Clay, at the opposite end of the spectrum, holds nutrients well, but forms 

a pretty solid mass that gets very compacted and doesn’t allow for much air or water. Obviously, 

you want the best of both worlds for your plants to thrive – good nutrient retention and lots of 

miniscule pockets that allow for air and water. 

The other major piece is organic matter, and the more you have, the better. Organic matter is 

vital for many reasons. It helps keep the soil loose (you can start with solid clay, but if you mix in 

some nice compost, it won’t compact as much), helps tremendously with water and nutrient 

retention, and is a vital source of nutrients itself. Additionally, soil with a large amount of organic 

matter will be teeming with microscopic life, which is also important for your plants’ health. 

What can you do to get more organic matter into your garden soil? Start a compost pile and 

toss in your kitchen scraps. Save your grass clippings (assuming you don’t spray your yard). 

Rake leaves in the fall and run them over with a lawnmower to chop them up. Find a neighbor 

that has horses or chickens. 

How do you get that nice soil? First, look at where you’re planting your vegetables, then 

determine what you need to add.  

Are you doing a row garden and planting directly into the existing soil? Dig up a shovelful or two 

to see what your soil looks like. It may be very sandy, solid clay (like here in Ohio), or a good 

mix but with lots of larger rocks. If you have a nice loose, black loam, I’m jealous. If not, you’ll 

need to decide what kind of amendments you need. For heavy clay, add lots of organic matter 

and a bit of coarse sand (coarse, or paving sand is different than play sand – it has sharper 

edges, while play sand has rounded edges, which can actually cause the soil to compact even 

further!), and use a neighbor’s tiller to mix it all up. If it’s too sandy, add lots of organic matter 

(sense a theme?) and some peat moss or good topsoil, and till it in well. The informal test for 

good soil is that you can squeeze some in your hand, and it’ll stay together, but loosely. If it 

turns into a solid mass that you can pelt at passing cars or won’t stay together at all, keep 

working on it. 

Are you planting in raised beds or containers? This is great, because you can really start from 

scratch and build a good soil from the ground up. If you’re only planting a few pots or a small 
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bed, a general potting soil mix will work. Miracle-Gro is certainly the most widely distributed, and 

it will work fine, though I prefer Espoma. Buy organic if you can, and find something without the 

all the extras like fertilizer and water-retention compounds. 

If you need large quantities of soil, it’s probably cheaper to make your own mix. I start with well-

screened topsoil and mix in a bunch of peat moss, some vermiculite, and a lot of compost 

(Roughly a 3:1:1:1 ratio). Any garden center should be able to point you in the right direction for 

those ingredients. Mix it all together, and put it in your beds or pots, and you’ve just given your 

plants a great head start. 

basic nutrients 

Plants need three basic, or macro-nutrients: nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). 

You’ve likely seen the N-P-K ratio on bags of fertilizer before (something like 10-5-5; that means 

10% nitrogen and 5% each phosphorus and potassium). 

Nitrogen is required in the largest amount – it’s vital for plant growth, leaf size and quality, 

maturity, and the development of the fruit. If your plants are yellowish and stunted-looking, 

they’re probably deficient.  

Phosphorus is necessary for photosynthesis, fruit development, and particularly, for strong root 

formation. You probably won’t need to add much, if any, phosphorus because it’s found in high 

enough amounts in most soils. 

Potassium also plays a vital role in photosynthesis, increases overall plant hardiness, and 

improves the quality of the fruit.  

water 

Some plants grow in swamps or marshy areas. Some prefer desert-like conditions. Most fall 

somewhere in the middle. If you’re getting regular rains (a very general rule of thumb is 1” per 

week), then you probably won’t need to water, unless the plants are very young and still getting 

established. If you’re in the middle of a long hot, dry spell, some supplemental water may be a 

good idea.  
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Even if you don’t keep track of how much water they’ve received, most plants will do a good job 

of letting you know when they’re really starting to get thirsty. Many plants will wilt slightly during 

the heat of the day, but look entirely normal when the sun starts to go down; they can handle a 

couple days of this, so don’t always water at the first sign of droop. Unless it’s been 

exceptionally hot and dry, you’re probably better off erring on the side of under-watering. I’d be 

willing to bet that more people kill their plants by over-watering than vice versa. 

When planting, try to find an area that doesn’t collect water when it rains, and make sure that 

your soil is a well-draining mix. A plot of clay in a depression at the bottom of a small slope is 

probably not ideal. Also, pots and other containers will dry out much more quickly in the summer 

(there’s less soil, and because it’s elevated, it will be warmer and drier than something that’s 

actually part of the ground), so be prepared to do extra watering if that’s your preferred 

cultivation method.  

sun 

If you think back to your fifth grade science class, plants make food through the process of 

photosynthesis, meaning they utilize sunlight to produce energy. While there are a number of 

plants that make their home in the shade, a majority of vegetables need at least 4-6 hours of 

direct sunlight each day. Some, like tomatoes, will do even better with eight or more, and some, 

like lettuce, actually prefer some light shade, especially when the temperature starts to rise. If 

you have to err on one side, always choose the sunnier option. Most plants like more sun than 

shade, and you can always create artificial shade if necessary. Artificial sunlight is a lot harder 

to produce. 

Before you plant, pay attention to the patterns of sunlight around your home. If you’re creating 

an in-ground garden, this is especially important. You’ll want to ensure that your plants have 

enough sunlight, and once they’re in the ground and established, it’s tough to move them.  

If you’re growing in containers, it isn’t quite as important, because you are able to move the 

containers with the sun if need be. But nobody wants to be moving pots full of dirt around too 

frequently, so try to find the sunniest spot on your porch, patio, or balcony. 

Once you have a good soil and you’ve found a spot that drains well and gets good sun, you’ve 

already won half the battle and you’re ready to dig in! 
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III: A FEW NOTES ON GARDENING NATURALLY 

I’ve always tended to use a more-or-less organic and natural approach. While I certainly feel 

that it’s better for my family, a more holistic methodology is also better for the land and my local 

ecosystem. Rather than fighting the surrounding environment, I try to cooperate with it. Don’t get 

me wrong, I occasionally go through periods of white-hot hate for deer, small rodents, and 

crabgrass and long for nothing short of their complete and total annihilation, but as a general 

rule, I try to work with what nature has provided.  

Rather than indiscriminately spray your plants with pesticides at the slightest sign of a chewed 

leaf, take a look closer first. I contend with plenty of insect pests, but I have never had any kind 

of insect infestation that destroyed a crop. I get tomato hornworms sometimes, and almost 

always, I’ll find its desiccated corpse a week later, the victim of a parasitic wasp. Where there 

are aphids, there are soon ladybugs and their larvae. I deal with cabbage worms on my broccoli 

and kale every year, but these can be eliminated by using a simple row cover or by picking them 

off to feed to the chickens. If I must spray, I usually use a soap and water mix, and only target 

the bugs that I can see. The cabbage worms may leave a few ragged holes in some of the 

leaves, but if they’re eating it, I know my family can eat it too. I’m not selling it, so I can deal with 

a few imperfections and know that it’s perfectly safe. 

 
Fig. 1 Annoying? Sure, but I'd rather deal with a few holes than eat poison. 
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The key is that there’s balance in the system. When a pest shows up, its natural predators will 

follow. Think back to those ecology lessons from grade school: when the bunnies multiply, 

there’s lots of food for the wolves and the wolves in turn multiply faster because food is 

abundant. That’s just how nature works. If the pesticides kill everything, good and bad, then 

once the pests show up (and they will), there are very few beneficial insects around to rein them 

in (because predator populations always build up much more slowly), and that’s how you end up 

with a real problem.  

For feeding, one can easily find a plethora of synthetic fertilizers, but I try to avoid those as well. 

On the one hand, they are generally effective, though the effects are usually short-lived because 

they tend to wash out of the soil quickly (and end up in the water supply). They can also burn 

plants because they’re so potent, and harm the system of worms, fungi, and other 

microorganisms present in the soil (if you’ve ever heard the terms “dead soil” or “living soil,” this 

is what they’re talking about – in each handful of dirt are billions of living things that work in 

collaboration with each other and the roots of the plants surrounding them).  

Instead of the synthetics, there are a number of natural options that will not only contribute to 

the overall health of the soil, but break down much more slowly (and as a result, feed your 

plants for a longer period). Espoma makes a good general-purpose organic fertilizer, but there 

are other good brands as well. I also sometimes use a liquid fish fertilizer like Neptune’s 

Harvest.  

Blood meal (dried blood) is a great source of nitrogen. Bone meal (ground bones) is used to add 

phosphorus and calcium to the soil. Greensand (a specific variety of crushed stone, not the 

moss-covered stuff in your kids’ sandbox) can be applied for potassium and a number of other 

trace minerals. While these may sound completely foreign if you’ve never used them, all of them 

can probably be found in a 3- or 4-pound bag at any garden center.  

On the home front, used coffee grounds, lawn clippings, and egg shells can all be added to the 

garden soil to great effect. And of course, if you start a compost pile, you’ll have a source for 

any nutrients that your plants will ever need. 

I go with what works for me, and each gardener will develop their own preferences about how to 

do things. I strongly encourage a natural, sustainable approach, but far be it from me to tell you 

what to do – if you want to douse your plants in chemicals, just make sure you wash your 

tomatoes really well! 



 
Get Growing! | 14 

IV: GRID GROWING IN RAISED BEDS 

Although there’s something nostalgic about the look of traditional row gardens, I now do almost 

all of my growing in raised beds (most of which are 4’ x 8’ for the simple fact that lumber tends 

to come in 8-foot lengths). To me, the benefits are just too numerous to do otherwise: they drain 

better, warm more quickly in the spring, and allow for better utilization of space.  

In addition to using raised beds, I generally employ a grid methodology when planting. This 

simply means that I divide each bed into even blocks (almost always 1’ x 1’), and sow seeds 

according to their space requirements. The nice thing about this is that, whether the bed is 4 x 8 

or 2 x 6 or 1 x 3, you can break it down into smaller, more manageable parts. For a more in-

depth explanation, check out Mel Bartholomew’s book, Square Foot Gardening.  

The back of every seed packet should contain recommended spacing information; use this to 

determine how far apart to plant. For example, if a pack of bean seed says something like “thin 

to 4 inches apart,” I’ll usually plant 4 seeds per square foot block, each one four inches from the 

edges of the block and from each other. In general, I use one plant per grid, four (2 rows of 2, 

spaced 4”), nine (3 x 3), or sixteen (4 x 4); for some larger things like squash and tomatoes, you 

may need to make your imaginary blocks bigger. Maybe easier to visualize than to explain it 

with words; here are a couple examples of what you can plant in a 4' x 4' bed. 
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While I enjoyed Square Foot Gardening and gleaned a lot of valuable information from it, I 

found that some of the spacing recommendations are a bit tight unless you’re growing rather 

intensively.  For instance, tomatoes are suggested at 1-foot spacing (1 plant for each 1’ x 1’ 

block), but in my experience that’s a bit much. Since most tomatoes get big and rather sprawly 

(they are vines after all), I’d suggest a minimum of 18-24” and up to a few feet for some 

varieties.  

I used to be more precise with my grid planting, but I’ve gotten a bit more lax as I’ve gotten 

more comfortable with the process (and frankly, as I had more kids and less time). Where 

before I measured and made nine evenly spaced holes, now I tend to make three roughly 

evenly-spaced rows across the grid, and sprinkle a couple seeds every few inches. After the 

seeds come up, I’ll thin to the appropriate spacing.  

I know all these numbers may be overwhelming to process at first, but it’s a pretty simple 

concept once you use it. And I promise this is the most technical part of the book. The rest is 

easy.  
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V: TOMATOES 

Tomatoes are one of the most widely-grown vegetables and usually on the top of the list for 

aspiring and veteran gardeners, and for good reason. One, they’re fairly easy to grow, and two, 

if you’ve ever gone into a grocery store and bought what passes for a tomato, you know that 

there is absolutely no comparison. Popping a freshly picked, sun-warmed tomato into your 

mouth on a cloudless summer day is one of life’s greatest pleasures. 

Fortunately for you, this simple pleasure is easy to come by. Growing your own tomatoes is a 

cinch, and they grow especially well in pots for those space-challenged gardeners.  

As with any plant, success starts with the soil. Tomatoes will grow in clay (I know, I’ve tried it), 

but you shouldn’t expect much. If you begin with a loose, well-drained, living soil, you’re already 

most of the way there. 

While I now always start tomatoes from seed, simply for the sheer variety that’s available, you 

may not feel up to it if you’re just starting out. In that case, you can pick up a few plants in just 

about any garden center or farmer’s market come late spring. If you only have room for a couple 

plants, choose varieties with small fruits (think cherry/plum tomatoes). They ripen sooner, are 

more prolific, and generally require a little less maintenance than a larger slicing type.  

Another consideration is whether the variety is determinate or indeterminate. This just tells you 

whether everything ripens at about the same time (determinate) or if you get a consistent supply 
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over the entire season (indeterminate). If you’re going for sauce, having a big crop come in all at 

once is probably the way to go, but for regular eating, indeterminate is best. 

starting seeds 

If you decide to start your own seeds, you’ll need a quality seed starting mix (note that seed 

starting mix is different from a regular potting mix, so look for that specifically – it’ll usually be a 

blend of peat moss and vermiculite, or something similar; again, Espoma makes a good organic 

mix), a few pots, and, ideally, a source of artificial light (not incandescent; there are actual grow 

lights for this purpose, but a fluorescent shop light works fine).  

Six to eight weeks before your last frost, fill the pots with the mix, then make a slight (1/4”) 

depression in the soil for each seed (make sure the seeds are a couple inches apart). Put a 

seed in each hole, then cover gently and wet the soil. I generally put 2-3 seeds in the middle of 

a 2-inch pot and thin to one plant after a week or two (assuming more than one comes up; I 

plant the extras for insurance). Try to find a warm spot to keep the pots (a sunny windowsill 

works), and keep the soil damp until the seedlings start to emerge, usually in 5-10 days. 

 

Once the seedlings are up, you’ll have to provide that artificial light – the weak sunlight coming 

in through a window is not enough, particularly in late winter, and the plants will be weak and 

spindly. Place the light close to the tops of the plants (a couple inches), adjusting the height as 

the plants grow. 
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Transplant to larger pots if the tomatoes become too crowded – ideally, you should have one 

plant per pot (and we’re talking 3-4” pot here; if you’re using a gallon pot, you can get away with 

a few). Once planting time comes around, you should have sturdy plants that are roughly 4-8 

inches tall. 

hardening and transplanting 

While you certainly can seed tomatoes directly into your garden, in most locales, transplanting 

is the better option. Whether you start with a seed or a plant, it can’t go outside until the weather 

is sufficiently warm, so beginning with a plant that’s already been growing for a month is an 

obvious advantage. Unless you really want to wait as long as possible to get that first tomato. 

Tomatoes are cold-sensitive, so don’t go planting them until the ground warms up and there’s 

no danger of frost. A mature plant can handle a little chill in the fall, but keep those seedlings 

protected. Know your last expected frost date (many websites, including the Farmer’s Almanac, 

have this information – note that the date that you’ll usually find is an average, so you may very 

well still cool down after this time), and keep an eye on the forecast when you’re getting ready to 

plant.  

Before your plants go out into the great big world full time, you’ll need to toughen them up a bit. 

They’re pampered and used to living in a nice, controlled environment, and don’t want to be 

tossed out into the harsh sun and wind right away. So a few days or a week before they’re 

ready to go out, start moving them outside for a couple hours at a time, gradually increasing 

their time spent outdoors. We call this process hardening. By the end of the week, they’ll be 

much better adjusted and ready to head out on their own.  

Many plants come with instructions to “cover to the top of the roots” or something along those 

lines. Not so with tomatoes – the plants love to be buried. When you’re transplanting to the 

garden (or pot), go ahead a dig a hole that’s deep enough to cover much of the stem; I usually 

only leave the top couple sets of leaves (3-4 inches) uncovered. Any part of the stem that is 

buried will grow more roots, leading to a stronger, more stable plant. Just make sure you pinch 

off any leaves that fall below the soil line before planting. 

Plant them a good two feet apart (at least; sometimes more for certain extra-sprawly varieties) 

for optimal production. I plant in raised beds, so I set up my “grid” using this positioning, but the 

same spacing applies if you’re growing in rows instead. 
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care 

Tomatoes have a good appetite, so for optimal production, lightly feed them occasionally (every 

4-6 weeks), and ideally with a scoop of compost or high-quality organic fertilizer (again, 

something like Espoma should be widely available) that will nourish over time and not just 

provide a quick shot of nitrogen. 

They’ll need to be watered regularly for the first couple weeks after planting, at least until well-

established. After that, I often get by with watering once a week, even during the height of the 

dry summer season. Don’t push it too far, but a little thirst won’t kill them (they’re actually native 

to the high, dry deserts of South America). If they start to lose their luster, look kind of pale, or 

get really wilty, go ahead and quench their thirst. Something to keep in mind while watering is to 

do it deeply and infrequently, and try to water the base at the soil line, not the whole plant. 

Haphazardly spraying the entire thing is a good way of making a mess, inviting disease (wet 

foliage is a much more attractive environment to mold spores, fungus, and other pathogens), 

and not really accomplishing anything useful. 

Tomatoes are a vine, so you’ll need to account for that and give them some support (some 

varieties don’t need any, but most will sprawl all over if left to their own devices). This can be as 

simple as a bamboo stake in the ground or as elaborate as a strong wire mesh attached to a 

couple T-posts. It’s not absolutely necessary to prop your plants up, but sprawling on the ground 

is just asking for disease, leaves the fruits on the ground where any number of pests can 

partake, and takes up a lot of space in the garden. So yes, strongly recommended. 

Suckers are the secondary growth that shoots up off the main stem. Some people clip off every 

sucker that sprouts. Some people leave the plants to grow as they will. I’m not sure if there’s a 

right way or wrong way. Pruning the suckers will leave you with a cleaner-looking plant and one 

main stem that’s easier to support, and some people say that you’ll get better fruit because the 

plant isn’t devoting resources to the suckers. Some other people say that you’ll get more and 

better fruit by leaving the plants alone. I haven’t seen any comprehensive studies that say one 

way is better than the other, so just go with what works for you. I tend to prune the suckers up 

until the plants are a couple feet tall and then stop after that, mostly because I get tired of it. 



 
Get Growing! | 20 

 
Fig. 2 - Suckers coming off a tomato stem. 

Keep the weeds down around the plants to avoid competition for nutrients, either by hand-

picking or hoeing (keep it shallow), and you may also apply a light mulch to help with weed 

suppression and moisture retention. 

pests and disease 

Depending on what part of the country you live in, you may or may not deal with certain tomato 

problems. Here in Ohio, the biggest pests I run into are deer. While I’ve never lost a whole plant, 

they’ll occasionally snip off a couple stems, or worse, actual tomatoes. Get yourself a couple 

dogs, a big fence, or some firepower. Rabbits or groundhogs may nibble on seedlings, but 

usually aren’t a problem once the plants get big enough. There are a number of animal 

repellents, some of which work fairly well (I’ve had the best success with blood meal-based 

repellents, but many people report that hot pepper, garlic, or egg-based products work well); 

most will need to be reapplied periodically, so keep that in mind. 
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I occasionally run into a problem with cutworms, moth larva that will emerge from under the soil 

at night and leave your tender young plants looking like their tops were cut off just above the soil 

line. If you happen to find any while digging, squash them or feed them to your chickens. And to 

avoid damage to newly planted seedlings, cut an empty toilet paper roll into 2” sections and put 

one of these rings around each plant. The cutworms can’t or won’t crawl over anything, so your 

plants will be safe. While this isn’t absolutely necessary, if you’ve had cutworms in the past and 

have a few empty tubes lying around, it’s not a bad idea. It doesn’t require much time or energy, 

and I’d rather be proactive than lose a plant or two. 

I’ve dealt with whiteflies during a couple summers, but these are more an annoyance than 

anything else. Aphids pop up from time to time, but again, don’t cause any real damage. The 

random tomato hornworm caterpillar is a novelty for us, though I hear they can cause problems 

for some people. An occasional spray of water mixed with a little dish soap is generally more 

than enough for most insect problems, and who really wants to spray something toxic on what 

you’re going to eat? 

 
Fig. 3 Tomato hornworm. Some people have problems with them; I think it looks pretty cool. 

Late blight (phytophthora) is one of the more destructive tomato diseases, although it’s one that 

I haven’t run into around here. If you notice any of your plants developing brown spots (find a 

good source for late blight identification pictures), it’s probably best to rip the plant out and burn 

it before the rest of your plants become infected. 
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There are several other wilts, rots, and viruses that may appear on occasion, but are much less 

common. Of course, this varies depending on exactly where you reside. In many cases, pruning 

affected portions of the plant provide enough control; in other cases, you may have no choice 

than to pitch the entire plant.  

In the case of disease, prevention is best. Practice good crop rotation (don’t plant your tomatoes 

in the same place two years in a row) and clean up any leftover plant debris after the growing 

season has finished. Anything left may harbor pathogens that can then be transmitted to next 

year’s plants. 

Blossom end rot is something I deal with quite often, and some varieties seem to be more 

susceptible than others (many of the paste varieties that I’ve tried). Although it looks ugly, it isn’t 

actually caused by a pathogen, but rather, is due to a calcium imbalance. The telltale sign is a 

light-brown, wrinkly spot that starts at the blossom end of the fruit while still in an unripe state. 

The spot will continue to grow and darken, and if the fruit does ripen, it’ll have a nasty black spot 

on the bottom. Occasionally, I’m able to remove the lesion and eat the tomato, but it’s generally 

just best to pitch it into the compost when you see the spot starting to form. 

 
Fig. 4 Blossom end rot 

While blossom end rot is the result of a calcium imbalance, the fix isn’t necessarily just adding 

calcium to the soil. PH that’s too high or low can be a factor, as can cool soil temperatures, too 

much nitrogen, or fluctuations in moisture levels (common here with a wet spring followed by dry 
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summers). While it’s probably not a bad idea to sprinkle some ground eggshells in the hole 

when you’re planting, it’s not a guarantee. 

Cracking or splitting is also a common occurrence, and tends to happen most frequently in the 

smaller tomatoes. It is exactly what it sounds like – the skin of a ripe tomato will split at the 

bottom. Cracking is also the result of moisture fluctuations – a dry period followed by a heavy 

rain for example, which cause the fruit to swell with excess water, which leads to the skin 

splitting. To combat cracking, try to water regularly (and deeply) and put down a layer of mulch 

to help regulate the soil moisture. 

While it doesn’t affect the quality (and sometimes I actually like it because it makes the fruits 

easier to cut in half!), the crack will invite in mold, bacteria, and fruit flies, so it’s best not to let 

the cracked fruit hang on the vine for too long.  

harvest 

Tomatoes can be picked as soon as they ripen – they’ll be fully colored, feel heavy in your 

hand, and slightly soft to the touch (an unripe tomato will be very hard). Just remember what 

color they’re supposed to be, because some tomatoes are yellow or orange (and red ones are 

also yellow/orange at an unripe stage) and some tomatoes are ripe when they’re still green! 

Invariably (unless you happen to live in a semi-tropical climate), a freeze will put an end to the 

plants, at which point, you’ll be left with a lot of green tomatoes. You can pick them before the 

frost hits and leave them on the counter to ripen (if you pick them after they freeze, they will 

likely not ripen; also note that only the more mature ones will ripen – the smaller, darker green 

ones will mostly just shrivel up). You could also pick them and eat them green (no need to pick 

before the frost), frying them, pickling them, or turning them into any number of chutneys or 

relishes. 

varieties 

I actually grow very few varieties consistently. Because there are hundreds of different tomatoes 

in all colors, shapes, sizes, and tastes, I tend to cycle through new varieties pretty regularly in a 

futile attempt to try everything and find the “best.” I encourage you to follow your instincts too, 
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and just try something that sounds or looks good. Want to try a green cherry, or a giant yellow 

beefsteak? Go for it. 

Some notables throughout the years 

include ‘Sungold,’ a ridiculously sweet 

orange cherry tomato and ‘Black Krim,’ 

a larger purple variety with a rich flavor. 

I especially like the shape of ‘Costoluto 

Genovese,’ the flavor of ‘Cherokee 

Purple,’ and the color of ‘Green Zebra.’ 

‘Black Cherry’ and ‘Matt’s Wild Cherry’ 

are prolific producers, and ‘German 

Strawberry’ yields a lot of heavy, heart-

shaped yellow fruits.  

Everyone has different tastes, so truly, 

just find a good seed catalog (see Resources for suggestions) and start looking through it. You 

certainly can pick something up from your local garden center (and don’t feel bad if you’re not 

up to starting from seed; it took me a while to work up to that too), but the plants represented 

there are a tiny fraction of what’s available in the tomato universe.  
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VI: BEANS 

If you grew up eating mushy grayish-green beans from a can, you may find it hard to believe 

that this is the same vegetable once you start to grow your own. Fresh green beans, cooked 

right (and everyone has their own definition of “right”), are still green, ever-so-slightly firm to the 

bite, and have a delicious bean flavor. 

Just like tomatoes, there’s a lot of variety when it comes to beans. The traditional method of 

consumption is to eat the entire pod, and eat it fresh. There are also beans developed to eat in 

the “shelly” stage (still fresh, but you eat only the beans after they fill out, not the entire pod) and 

to use dry (these are the beans that are left to fully mature and dry before removing from the 

pod). For our purposes however, I’m going to focus on the stereotypical green bean (though 

they’re not always green).  

You can, of course, eat a dry bean in the fresh stage, or let a green bean dry out; it’s just 

probably not the purpose for which they’re best-suited. And when it comes right down to it, 

there’s not a huge difference in how you grow any kind of bean – spacing is probably the 

biggest distinction. 

One thing that will have a big impact on your growing strategy is whether you plant bush beans 

or pole beans. As the name suggests, bush beans grow in a lower, relatively compact form. The 
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benefits of bush beans are easier harvesting, earlier production (usually), and no need for any 

additional garden implements.  

Pole beans, on the other hand, take on a vine 

form and require extra support as they climb (6-

8 feet or more). This can be something like a 

simple teepee made from sticks, a garden 

fence, or a trellis stretching the entire row. Some 

advantages of growing pole beans are having 

more varieties to choose from and longer, 

heavier production. They usually start to bear 

later (they have to grow a lot taller than bush 

beans before they flower), and sometimes it can 

be difficult to find the actual beans in the middle 

of the foliage jungle when it’s time for picking. 

If you’re just beginning or have limited space, I’d 

recommend planting bush beans. They’re easier 

to care for, there’s a quicker payoff (sometimes 

a very important consideration, especially for 

someone who doesn’t have much growing 

experience), and most lend themselves well to growing in small spaces, even in containers. 

planting 

Beans are almost always direct-sown, but it is possible to transplant. They’re fairly cold-

sensitive, so it’s best to plant the seeds right around your last frost date. The ground 

temperature can also play a role – if you plant too early and the ground is still too cool, the 

seeds may take longer to germinate, and in some cases, they’ll simply rot instead of sprouting. 

Better safe than sorry. 

Being a bigger seed, these can be planted deeper, usually about 1” down (there’s some rule of 

thumb about planting twice as deep as the seed is long, or something like that). Space them 

about every 4-6”, with more room being better to prevent overcrowding.  
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If you want to take things a step further, a concept known as succession planting can be 

incorporated. It’s not any more difficult, just requires a little bit of extra planning. This is the idea 

of planting a certain amount of seed at regular intervals in order to extend the harvest time; for 

example, planting half now and the other half in three weeks. By doing this, your first batch will 

start to produce and continue to do so for several weeks while the second batch is still 

immature. By the time the first plants are starting to wane in their production, the second group 

will just be hitting its stride. This is a common way of ensuring that you have something to 

harvest all season long (in addition to not getting everything all at once!), and is used in other 

crops such as lettuce, spinach, or radishes. 

care 

Beans are pretty easy to care for, else they wouldn’t have made this list. Outside of the 

occasional watering during the driest parts of summer, I don’t do anything special. Make sure 

they’re in a fairly sunny spot for best production, although they can tolerate some shade (and 

some varieties may even prefer a little shade during the hottest part of the summer). 

Having a nice, fertile 

soil is always good, but 

there can be too much 

of a good thing. Beans, 

along with peas, 

clover, and other 

legumes, are nitrogen-

fixing plants, meaning 

they (well, not really 

the plants themselves, 

but rather specialized 

bacteria that live on the 

roots in a symbiotic relationship) are able to pull nitrogen from the atmosphere and turn it into a 

form that they can easily incorporate (not all nitrogen is the same). So keep the fertilizing to a 

minimum.  

While it’s not exactly a succulent, a bean plant can tolerate some dry weather. The leaves may 

droop or fold down during hot days, but will usually perk back up once the sun starts to dip. If 
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they don’t, or if you have a stretch of several hot and droopy days, it’s probably safe to give 

them a drink. I generally don’t water unless we haven’t had any rain for a week, maybe more 

frequently if it’s especially hot. However, if you let them dry out too much, the quality of the pods 

will begin to suffer. As with all plants, water deeply to encourage good, strong root growth.  

pests and disease 

Deer are almost always at the top of any nuisance list for me, as they can quickly and efficiently 

munch through a stand of bean plants.  

One year I ran into a bit of trouble with bean beetles, small yellow-orange insects with black 

spots that enjoy dining on various legumes. The plants were pretty young and the damage to 

the leaves showed up quickly. Fortunately, the infestation wasn’t quite a plague and my bean 

patch wasn’t huge, so I ended up dealing with the problem by handpicking beetles off of the 

plants (and squashing them). A couple days of this seemed to nip the problem in the bud, and I 

didn’t have any major outbreaks for the rest of the growing season (nor have I experienced any 

issues since then). 

The only other bug problem that at least semi-regularly impacts the beans are Japanese 

beetles. These nasty swarms can be voracious and all-inclusive with their feeding preferences. 

Around here, they especially enjoy roses, 

grapes, cherries, and beans. In most cases, the 

beans grow fast enough to escape major 

damage, but sometimes they need some 

intervention. In all cases, I like to kill Japanese 

beetles, and the quickest, most efficient way of 

doing so is to knock them off the plants into a 

bucket of soapy water. If you try to handpick 

them, most will fly away when they sense a 

disturbance, so I try to find a good clump and 

quickly swat them down into the water. You can 

also use an insecticidal soap spray for this and 

other insect problems, but I find it much more satisfying to drown them. 
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Slugs can be a problem on occasion, particularly if you’re in the middle of some wet weather. 

Several years ago, I planted a bed of lima beans, and they got hit by slugs just as they were 

coming up. The slugs ate right through the tender stems on about half of them – some leaf 

damage I can handle, but since the sprouts were just popping up, there was no recovery for 

those plants. Needless to say, I was out for several nights with a flashlight and a sharp stick 

seeking vengeance.  

Other slug or snail control options are the tried-and-true salt shaker (just be careful with it; salt 

accumulates in the soil and most plants don’t really like it) or crushed eggshells (or anything 

else sharp, pokey, or gritty – slugs won’t crawl over anything that hurts) sprinkled around the 

plants.  

Here in Ohio, I don’t have too much trouble with disease affecting beans, and if they do get 

something, rarely is it anything worth getting excited about. Depending on where you live, you 

may experience a variety of root rots, leaf spots, or viruses. In general, the best way to combat 

disease is to prevent it in the first place. Don’t overcrowd plants. Don’t water at night (and try to 

water the base, not the foliage). Remove any affected plants as soon as you notice something 

wrong. Pull out any leftover plants at the end of the season and toss it in the compost or burn it 

– leaving infected plant matter to sit in the garden over the winter is a great way of inviting the 

pathogens to infect you again the following spring.  

The only disease that has had any impact on the beans I grow is anthracnose. Anthracnose is a 

fungus that will leave you with some ugly looking plants. In my experience, it tends to affect the 

actual beans more than the leaves, and will start out as small, dark-brown spots. The spots will 

continue to grow, and eventually the entire bean is covered with dark, sunken lesions. And by 

this time, the spots have almost certainly spread to the rest of the plant. 

Fortunately, this isn’t a common disease (for me), and some varieties are definitely more 

resistant than others. Anthracnose really only affected two varieties of dry beans that I used to 

grow. After two years of trying, and two years of disease, I no longer grow those varieties, and I 

have not had a problem since.  

harvest 

The key to a nice bean harvest is continuous picking. If you let the beans sit on the plant too 

long, the seeds inside will mature, which will then send a signal to the plant that its job of 
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reproduction is done and it doesn’t need to produce any more. You don’t want that. If you pick 

regularly, and pick before the seeds start to swell too much inside the beans, then you’ll 

continue to short-circuit that procreation message and the plant will continue to make more 

beans. 

When harvesting, I like to snap the bean off just below the stem rather than pulling off the entire 

stem (which is what you usually see in a store, probably due to mechanized harvesting), but this 

is just a personal preference. It may add all of a second onto the harvest time, but you’re going 

to have to cut the stem off before you eat them anyway, so you may as well do it while you’re in 

the field. That, and if you’re just yanking things, you have a better chance of damaging the plant. 

At what stage you pick is somewhat dependent upon your personal tastes and the variety you’re 

growing. Some people like the beans to be pencil-thin, while others like them a little meatier. 

Some varieties stay tender to a later stage of maturity, and other varieties get tough and stringy 

sooner. And speaking of strings, most varieties today are “stringless” (meaning they don’t 

develop that tough vein across the middle of the bean), but make sure you look for that anyway. 

If you plant a stringed type, you’ll need to add some prep time for peeling the strings out of each 

bean before you cook them. Not the end of the world, but a bit of a hassle. 

 

As long as you keep up with the picking, the beans should yield for at least several weeks 

before starting to slow down. 
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varieties 

Limiting the list to just bush snap beans limits the options somewhat, but you still have plenty of 

great choices. ‘Contender’ is a great traditional variety, and you can find bush versions of ‘Blue 

Lake’ and ‘Kentucky Wonder,’ both tried-and-true selections.  

Although most of the options are green, you can find them in yellow, like ‘Pencil Pod Wax,’ 

purple varieties like ‘Royalty,’ and even some fancy multi-colored ones like ‘Dragon Tongue.’ 

Add one of these to the mix to beautify your garden even more! 
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VII: GREENS 

Most people probably think of lettuce when talking about greens in the garden, but I’m lumping 

lettuce in with the full complement of greens that is available to grow. I do always have some 

lettuce available for salads and sandwiches, but I grow significantly more “other” greens, like 

arugula, a variety of mustards, and spinach. Each of these offers a different flavor and versatility 

that goes beyond a bed full of lettuce.  

Greens are something that I’d guess most people probably don’t consume often enough. 

They’re low-calorie and full of nutrients like vitamins A and K, iron, and fiber. Everyone likes a 

crispy carrot or juicy tomato, but ounce for ounce, greens probably pack more of a health punch 

than just about any other vegetable. 

Lettuce, spinach, and the rest are all easy to grow, low maintenance, and don’t take up much 

space. Like the rest of the vegetables mentioned here, they adapt very well to container growing 

if you don’t have any space (or inclination) for an in-ground garden. Plus, you can go out before 

dinner and have yourself a fresh salad in about two minutes. 
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planting 

Like most vegetables, lettuce prefers a loose, rich soil. Unlike many plants, however, a lot of 

greens can tolerate (and in hot areas, even prefer) a good deal of shade. This is because, with 

the onset of the summer heat, lettuce will quickly bolt, or flower and go to seed. When this 

happens, the leaves get bitter and tough, and it’s not really worth eating at that point. Many 

greens are cool-weather crops and will bolt as soon as the weather gets warm, but there are a 

number of varieties that will bear all summer long without bolting. With a little extra shade to 

stay cooler, bolting can be delayed to some extent, giving you a longer harvest window. As a 

rough rule, if you’re harvesting the leaves of a plant instead of the fruit, it can handle more 

shade. 

 
Fig. 5 Lettuce flowers on the verge of producing seed. 

I direct seed all my greens, although you can probably find transplants (for some generic 

lettuce, at least) in a garden center. And of course, if you want to plant any kind of variety, you’ll 

need to start from seed – good luck finding misome or mizuna transplants.  

You can certainly plant in rows about 12-18” apart, and thin seedlings to 4” (pull out the extras – 

it seems brutal, but crowded plants will be smaller and less productive). Since I use all raised 

beds (mostly 4’ x 8’) and plant in 1-square foot blocks, I usually plant 2-3 seeds every 3-6” in a 
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grid arrangement. When the seedlings emerge, I’ll leave only one plant out of the two or three 

that I initially seeded.  

 

Many greens can tolerate, and even prefer, cooler weather, so I generally try to plant a few 

weeks before the average last frost; roughly mid-April around here. Since many greens bolt 

when the weather gets hot, they are a great candidate for succession planting to extend the 

harvest as much as possible into the heat of the summer. If you’re up for it, you can also do a 

late-summer planting to give you fresh greens well past the time that most other plants have 

succumbed to the frost. I always plant a second round sometime in late-August or early-

September, and if I cover it with a cold frame, a lot of it will last all the way through the winter. 

care 

Greens don’t require much in the way of extra feeding, as long as you start with a decent soil. 

Maybe a shot of liquid fish fertilizer after a few weeks of growth, but don’t go crazy. Being all 

leaf, they’ll need more nitrogen than anything else, but too much can also burn plants. However, 

make sure they do have enough nitrogen. One year I built some new beds and the nitrogen 

levels in the new soil were low, and as a result, the lettuce and spinach were very stunted and 

yellowed (color is a key indicator for nitrogen deficiency – the leaves should be a rich dark 

green, not pale and/or yellow) until I added some blood meal. 

What they do need is liquid refreshment, as lettuce is a fairly shallow-rooted plant and the 

leaves are also mostly water. During the first couple weeks after planting, keep them well-
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watered (sometimes every day if it’s dry) until the root system gets established. Through the wet 

spring season, you probably won’t need to water much, but once the weather heats and dries 

up, you’ll need to be a little more vigilant. I’m not saying that your mature spinach plant is going 

to shrivel up and die if it has one 85 degree day without water (and honestly, I rarely have to 

water them), but if you hit a dry, hot spell and they start to look wilty, give them a drink. 

Keep the weeds down, since competition for resources will lead to stunted plants (as I well 

know). Hoe between rows, or hand-pick if necessary. Again, because these plants have shallow 

roots, fighting off rivals will affect lettuce more than a tomato.  

pests and disease 

As far as disease goes, I have never had any problems when it comes to greens. On rare 

occasions, a seedling will turn brown and die during very wet weather, and it could be fungus-

related, or it could just be too wet. In my part of the country, greens just don’t really have many 

disease problems. More than likely, the problems you’ll face are from pests. 

The worst pest of all, for me at least, is the common 

garden slug (and snail, sometimes, though slugs are 

way more abundant). Since greens get planted earlier in 

season while it’s still cool and wet (prime slug weather) 

and they’re nothing but succulent, tender leaves, slugs 

can be a major problem. In general, though, nothing so 

major that a well-placed pinch of salt or a sharp stick 

can’t handle. Just keep up with it if you think you may 

have a problem. Nothing is worse than a head of lettuce 

ragged with holes and covered with shiny slug trails. 

I’ll rarely have an encounter with a curious rabbit or 

groundhog, and this can easily be handled with a short 

fence or a dog.  
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harvest 

When it comes to picking lettuce and other greens, there are a couple different methods. One 

option is to only pick individual leaves, usually starting at the base with the bigger leaves and 

working your way up the plant. This is almost always how I harvest – I end up with a loose leaf 

mix that can be easily washed if necessary, I only pick as much as I need, and I keep the plant 

there to continue to produce. If you need to pick a significant amount to feed a party, then this 

may not be the most time-effective method, but for preparing a dinner salad or cooked greens 

for a family, this works fine.  

Your other choice is to cut the entire plant off just above the soil line. For certain varieties of 

heading lettuce, this is the preferred method, and if you need a lot of lettuce quickly, this is the 

timeliest way of achieving that.  

Some greens are known as ‘cut-and-come-

again,’ which means that you can cut the entire 

plant down, but as long as you leave some stem, 

it will produce a second harvest. The second 

harvest will not be anywhere near as much as 

the first, but it’s still something. Because almost 

all of what I grow is loose leaf, at least to some 

degree, I rarely cut a full head of anything, but 

it’s certainly a viable option depending on what 

you’re growing. 

Harvest while the greens remain good, which 

can vary from location to location, year to year, and variety to variety. Some lettuces bolt early, 

and when the flower stalk starts to emerge (the plant will start to look taller very quickly), it’s 

probably pretty bitter. Some greens keep longer, and even last through the heat of the summer, 

although even if they don’t bolt, the heat can make some varieties more bitter too. Just keep 

picking as long as things are edible. 
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varieties 

On the lettuce front, you have a lot of options based on head type (loose or compact), leaf type 

(romaine, butterhead, oakleaf, etc.), and color (green, red, or a combination). One of my 

favorites is ‘Speckled Troutback’ or ‘Forellenschluss,’ a romaine type with red-splashed green 

leaves. I’ve also had good success with ‘Marvel of Four Seasons’ and the standard ‘Black-

seeded Simpson,’ though most of what I grow today is my own strain (lettuce produces plenty of 

seed to save; you can collect them after the flower petals fall off and the seed heads resemble 

dandelion-like tufts). 

Some other easy greens that often find their way into a patch of dirt at my house are ‘Red Giant’ 

mustard, ‘Bright Lights’ Swiss chard, ‘Red Streaks’ mizuna, and ‘Bloomsdale Long-Standing’ 

spinach. I also grow things like arugula and komatsuna, but these are typically unnamed 

varieties.  
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VIII: SQUASH 

Many a gardener has unsuspectingly planted a few zucchini, and a couple of months later, been 

swimming in squash. While they may have sworn off zucchini then and there, there’s a reason 

that it (and other squash) are so widely grown, which also makes squash a perfect choice for a 

novice. It should produce well and you shouldn’t have many problems keeping it alive and 

thriving.  

There are two broad classifications into which we put squash: summer and winter. Summer 

squash contains members such as the ubiquitous zucchini, yellow crookneck, and patty pan. 

Winter squash consists of varieties like butternut, spaghetti, and acorn. While they’re all 

members of the same family (cucurbita), there are some big differences. 

Most summer squash varieties tend to grow in a more compact, bush-like form, while winter 

squashes are, for the most part, pretty wild vine types. As the name would suggest, summer 

squash is usually eaten while young and fresh in the summer, but winter squash are generally 

left to mature on the vine, then stored and eaten during the winter. There really isn’t much 

cross-over in these habits either. A zucchini that’s left on the plant for too long becomes tough, 

dry, and pretty tasteless. Similarly, a butternut squash that’s picked too early hasn’t really 

developed any of its signature flavor and will not store well (or at all). 
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Since winter squash are an entirely different beast, and usually require a lot more space to 

grow, I’m going to focus on summer squash – they’re easier for beginners, don’t vine (and thus 

don’t require a large garden area), and in general, you’ll get more and earlier production from 

them. 

Aside from the usual zucchini, there’s a pretty good variety of shapes, sizes, and habits to be 

found in summer squash. You can grow anything from yellow to green, smooth-skinned or 

warty, and perfectly round to long and slender. I will admit though, I usually stick to some type of 

zucchini and either a yellow crookneck or straightneck. Not because I don’t like a nice patty pan; 

I just don’t have the space to grow a lot of different types, and in terms of sheer production, it’s 

hard to outdo a zucchini (as many of you probably know – even if you’ve never grown it,  you’ve 

probably been gifted with some from a friend or family member).  

Squash (both summer and winter) always have a place in my garden. For the money, it’s hard 

to top the production that you get back, and they can be used in so many ways. Soups, stir fries, 

in place of spaghetti noodles, simply sautéed, and of course, zucchini bread. It’s also easy to 

freeze, and winter squash can keep in a cool (not freezing), dry place for months after harvest. 

Even if you’re just starting out, pop a single zucchini into the ground, and you too will become a 

convert. Either that or you’ll end up never wanting to see one again.  

planting 

Just like all previously mentioned vegetables, you certainly get the most options by planting 

your own seed. Many garden centers will, however, carry generic zucchini transplants if you 

want to go that route.  

Growing squash from seed is about as simple as it gets. The seeds are large and easy to 

handle, and should start to come up in about a week. They’re another warm weather vegetable, 

so make sure any frost danger has passed and the soil is no longer cold. Mid- to late-May 

around here is usually my goal. You do have the option of starting your seed inside a couple of 

weeks before the last frost to get a bit of a head start. Just make sure you don’t start too early, 

because the squash can get big and root bound (meaning the roots will grow into the shape of 

the container and wrap around themselves) fast, and transplanting may shock it enough that the 

growth is stunted.  
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For good production, they’ll need lots of sun, so make sure they’re in a spot that gets at least 6-

8 hours a day. 

 

Because the seeds are bigger, they can be planted about an inch or so deep. Squash is often 

grown in hills or mounds (roughly 2-3 foot wide circles that are slightly elevated above the 

surrounding soil with 3-4 plants in each hill), though since I use only raised beds, I don’t bother 

creating the mounds. If you have a decent-sized pot, you can even grow a plant in that. 

care 

If you’ve never seen one firsthand, squash plants get big. Even a non-vining type will turn into a 

jungle of foliage and fruits, and because of that, squash are pretty heavy feeders. Make sure 

you start with a rich soil and feed once a month by spreading a little organic fertilizer or fish 

emulsion around the base of the plant. 

For their size, squash are also fairly shallow-rooted, and because of their size, they’re thirsty, so 

they will probably need some supplemental water during the drier parts of the summer. Like 

beans, the leaves often wilt a bit on a hot, sunny day, but you don’t need to water every time 

this happens – they’ll bounce back when it cools off. You should be safe watering every few 

days during hot, dry weather. Squash and tomatoes are the two plants that I water more than 

anything else.  
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Weeds may be an issue when the plants are young, so keep things under control while the 

seedlings are still small. However, once they hit their stride, squash will tend to shade out most 

other competition and weeds shouldn’t be much of a problem. 

pests and disease 

Powdery mildew. I hate it. It strikes every summer without fail and is almost always the cause of 

death for my squash plants, zucchini in particular. It likes humidity, so its timing can vary 

depending on how the weather is during a given year, but it always does show up eventually. 

Powdery mildew starts with a little whitish spot 

on a random leaf. Unfortunately for you, once it 

starts the spot will probably continue to grow 

and spread to other leaves, and eventually, 

most of the leaves and stems will be covered in 

what looks like a fine white powder. After a 

couple weeks, the leaves will wilt, turn brown, 

and die. It’s not an overnight process, but a 

slow, lingering death.  

In this case, prevention may not be as accurate 

a term as delay, but to prevent the onset, keep 

the foliage as dry as you can. In our area, where 

summers are humid and there’s no such thing as a ‘dry heat,’ powdery mildew strikes at some 

point, no matter how much prevention I try. Sometimes I can delay the spread further by 

removing affected leaves as soon as I notice a spot, but even this just tells me that conditions 

are right, and I’m only prolonging the inevitable. Provide good circulation by spacing plants. 

Plant in full sun. 

There may very well be a spray that you can apply to truly prevent powdery mildew and other 

fungal infections, but since I try to steer away from chemicals, this doesn’t apply in my case. I’ve 

tried a few home (non-toxic) remedies, and heard of several more, including making a spray of 

milk and water or baking soda and water. Other options that I haven’t tried are potassium 

bicarbonate (slightly differently than baking soda, which is sodium bicarbonate), cider vinegar, 

and neem oil. 
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One other potential pest is the squash bug, a ½ inch-long flat, dark brown body. They suck the 

juice right out of the plants, and if there are enough of them and the plant is young enough, it 

can be killed. I’ve only ever had a problem with squash bugs once, and manual removal was the 

easiest option – I knocked them off the plants into a bucket and fed them to the chickens. 

Where there’s one, there are probably a lot, so keep an eye on things for a few days. After 

removing the visible bugs two or three times over the course of a week, I had no more problems 

with them. 

Other pests include squash vine borers, aphids, and whiteflies, but I’ve never experienced much 

of a problem with any of those. 

harvest 

For summer squash, you’ll want to keep the fruits picked in order to get continuous production. I 

try to pick zucchini and yellow squash when they’re anywhere between 6 and 12 inches long, 

but some people like them even smaller. Heck, you can even pick the flowers and fry those up. 

Just make sure it’s the male flowers that you’re frying; the females have a mini-squash at the 

base of the flower, while the males are all stem. 

 

Undoubtedly, you’ll lose a zucchini amongst the leaves and when you rediscover it, the thing will 

be huge. It’s still edible, although as the squash get bigger, they are less flavorful and the skin 

and seeds will be tougher. When they get that big, it’s best to peel them, cut out the seeds, and 
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shred the rest for zucchini bread, because, let’s be honest, you can never have too much 

zucchini bread. 

If you keep them picked on a regular basis and don’t let any get too big, they should produce all 

the way up until they die, whether it’s because of powdery mildew or the cold. 

varieties 

Most people are familiar with the standard zucchini and yellow squash, and while there are a 

number of hybrids, they’re all more or less the same thing. I usually grow the original ‘Fordhook 

Zucchini’ and either the ‘Early Golden Crookneck’ or ‘Early Yellow Straightneck.’ I’ve recently 

started to grow ‘Cocozelle’ zucchini, a nice-looking variety that has light and dark green stripes. 

There is more to the realm of summer squash than just those, however. There are a number of 

scallop or patty pan squash available, although I don’t usually grow those. One can even find 

almost-round options and zucchini that are white or half-yellow/half-green.  
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IX: HERBS 

No garden plot would be complete without a nice assortment of herbs. From basil to parsley to 

cilantro, they have a wide variety of applications and can spice up a meal like nothing else.  

Listed below are a dozen or so of the most popular culinary herbs. You don’t have to grow all of 

them; just start with a couple of your favorites. Note that I’ve excluded mint – it does have many 

uses and I grow a couple different varieties myself, but mint spreads like crazy, and you should 

really have a dedicated space (or container) for it. Because of the headache that it can cause, 

I’m considering it inappropriate for beginners (although if you just want something easy to grow, 

it certainly does grow well… too well). 

Most herbs are also perfect candidates for container growing, and some people actually prefer 

to grow them in containers to keep them close to the kitchen! Gardening with herbs is a great 

joy, because everything you touch smells fantastic while you’re working around them. 

planting 

The herbs I mention below all grow well in my zone 5 conditions. Some of them are cooler-

weather plants and others are very cold-sensitive, but they all like rich soil and plenty of sun. 
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Some are annuals (or tender perennials that are grown as annuals in Ohio), while others will 

return year after year. 

The cool-weather types can be planted a couple 

weeks before the last frost; the warm-weather 

herbs, most notably basil, need to wait until the 

soil warms and there’s no danger of frost.  

Because the seeds for most of these are quite 

small, and as a result, sown quite shallowly, 

you’ll need to give them a little extra attention 

until they come up. Keep the surface of the soil 

moist – if things dry out for too long, you can go 

ahead and say goodbye to those seeds. It may 

be worthwhile to provide some artificial shade if 

you’re planting outside in the heat, or even 

cover with a light layer of straw, which will help 

the soil retain moisture but can be easily pushed 

aside when the seeds start to germinate. 

care 

Although we’ll dive into specific notes for each variety, the basic care is pretty similar.  

Keep the plants well-watered, at least while they’re young and still getting established. Some 

herbs, once mature, can handle some pretty dry conditions, but you don’t want to stress the 

plants out too much when they’re not ready.  

An occasional light feeding is fine, but don’t overdo it. While the plants do need a healthy dose 

of nitrogen (you are growing them for their leaves, after all), if you have a good soil to start with, 

then they probably won’t need much supplemental nutrition. I’m not sure if it’s ever been 

officially studied, but I’ve read numerous anecdotal reports which say that herbs grown in less-

rich soil and with less water have a more concentrated, better flavor (come to think of it, I’ve 

actually heard the same thing about tomatoes). Seems that spoiling your basil will make it fat 

and lazy, so go easy on the fertilizer. 

Fig. 6 Mint grows readily, but can easily take over 
an area if you're not careful. 
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And of course, keep the weeds down. None of these plants will get 4 feet wide like a zucchini or 

6 feet tall like a tomato, so any competition is extra detrimental. Weeding is, in my estimation, 

the least enjoyable but most necessary garden task. Unless you’re in the middle of a drought, 

watering isn’t vital, and feeding isn’t necessary if you have decent soil, but if you let the weeds 

take over, they’ll smother just about anything you plant. 

basil 

Perhaps not coincidentally, basil can be grown in much the same manner as tomatoes. It’s very 

cold-sensitive, so don’t be planting it before the last frost of the season. You can sow seeds 

directly ¼” deep once the soil warms, or start it inside a few weeks before transplanting into the 

garden. Keep it in full sun and don’t let it dry out too much. In Ohio, basil is an annual, so before 

that first fall frost hits, pick everything and turn it into pesto! 

 

The classic ‘Genovese’ is not the only option. There are lime basils, lemon basils, purple 

basils… there are a lot of different kinds of basil, if that sort of thing interests you. 

parsley 

Parsley is a hardy biennial, meaning it will survive the winters around here. However, when 

growth resumes the next spring, it will quickly flower and go to seed (much like carrots will if you 



 
Get Growing! | 47 

leave them in the ground over the winter), so it effectively acts as an annual. If you let them 

flower and reseed, you can establish a perpetual parsley patch – this way you’ll always have 

some first-year (for harvest) and some second-year (for reproduction) plants. It likes sun but can 

tolerate some shade. 

  

Seed can take a while to sprout, so either start it inside or sow liberally outside and cover with a 

thin layer of soil a few weeks before the last frost. The flat-leafed variety is generally much more 

flavorful than the curly-leafed type. 

oregano 

Oregano is a perennial at least to zone 5. It adapts and spreads well – not as invasive as mint, 

but you still may want to dedicate a 

special area to it. It often stays green 

almost all winter around here. Sow 

seed 1/8” deep in mid-spring, or buy 

a plant and transplant it a week 

before the last frost.  

There are a few different types of 

oregano, each with a unique taste. If 

you like pizzas, go for the Greek or 

Mediterranean oregano. Mexican 
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oregano (which is actually a completely different species) is great in Latin American-style 

dishes.  

rosemary 

I love the smell of rosemary. Its unique flavor is 

not suited to every dish, but it’s certainly a staple 

in our garden. Most varieties are only hardy to 

zone 7 or so, and below that it’s grown as an 

annual. There are a couple hardier types, but I’ve 

never tried them. If you want to keep it alive, bring 

it inside and enjoy it in the winter (another great 

reason to just grow it in a pot!). 

Over the course of many years of trying, I may 

have had about 4 rosemary seeds germinate. It’s 

notoriously difficult to get them to start from seed, 

so unless you like being frustrated, you’re 

probably better off buying a plant, most of which 

are started from cuttings, not seeds. Plant outside 

after danger of frost. 

thyme 

Thyme is another of my favorites, and we add it to a lot of dishes. It too is a perennial, though 

somewhat tender. Mine almost always 

reemerges after the winter, but often some 

parts die back.  

It grows pretty easily from seed, so you can 

start them inside or sprinkle on the surface 

outside right around the time of the last frost. 

The seed is tiny, so don’t bury it deeply and 

don’t let it dry out. There are a number of 
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different thymes, many of them ornamental as well (note that the ornamental types generally 

don’t have the same level of flavor). They make a nice ground cover; doubly so because you 

can eat it! 

dill 

The essential pickle herb, dill favors cool weather. It grows easily from seed, and will often 

reseed from last year’s plants. Plant about ¼” deep in early spring, and you should be rewarded 

with bunches of feathery green foliage by the end of June. It will bolt when it gets hot, but you 

can save the seed for eating as well. Stagger the planting times for an extended harvest. Dill will 

produce lots of seeds (and thus, more baby dill plants) with absolutely no help from you. 

 

cilantro 

Cilantro tends to be a love it or hate it herb. I enjoy it in salsas and other fresh dishes, so we try 

to always have some on hand. Fortunately, cilantro reseeds prolifically, and I rarely have to 

plant it anymore; instead, I have to pull many of the plants that pop up so they don’t take over 

the herb garden.  
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When you are starting your own, plant 

the seeds about ½” deep in early 

spring. Each round “seed” is actually 

two seeds, so you’ll get two plants from 

each (and the round seed is the spice 

coriander). Cilantro prefers cool 

weather, so it will probably start to bolt 

by July, but you can plant some more 

later in August for a nice fall harvest.  

savory 

Savory (winter and summer) is commonly known as the bean herb, I suppose because it goes 

well with beans. I grow some and eat it with my beans, but I honestly can’t say that I prefer it 

over, say, parsley or thyme with fresh sautéed green beans. Nonetheless, it is tasty so I reserve 

a little spot for it. 

The plant looks a little like a larger-leafed version of thyme and can be planted in a similar 

manner: around the last frost, about ¼” deep. Summer savory is an annual, while winter savory 

should come back the following spring.  

tarragon 

Tarragon has a nicely subtle anise (licorice) flavor. I don’t always like that flavor (and still won’t 

eat black licorice, which is too strong), but it has grown on me over the years, particularly 

through tarragon and fennel. I use it with fish and chicken a lot, but the anise scent will 

complement a whole bunch of foods. 

In my garden, tarragon is a tough perennial – it will die back to the ground in the winter, but 

come spring, it’s one of the first green things to pop up. You’ll want to grow French tarragon, 

which is, as far as I know, only available as a plant, so check your local nursery. I’ve grown 

tarragon from seed, which is actually a Russian variety, and it lacks the flavor so isn’t really 

worth growing. Plant it in early spring and it will produce until it freezes. 
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chives 

Many people probably remember finding chives somewhere in the yard and that lovely onion 

smell that came with them. If you don’t happen to have a wild patch growing outside, they’re 

easily planted, and will last forever, most likely.  

I grow garlic chives, which is a milder-flavored variety with a flat instead of round leaf, but any 

kind works. Plant seed ½” deep in early spring and you’ll soon have baby onion-looking plants 

coming up. Chives flower in late summer – be sure to cut the flowers off before they go to seed, 

unless you want baby chives coming up everywhere the next year. That’s absolutely okay; I just 

prefer to keep mine in a more manageable cluster. 

sage 

The quintessential  fall herb (to my taste buds, at least), sage pairs exceptionally well with 

poultry, winter squash, and other warm and comforting dishes, so I make sure we always have 

a lot. There are many different kinds of sage, some more ornamental than edible, but the 

common or garden sage should be all you need.  

 

Plant the seeds about ½” deep in late spring. I sometimes have trouble with germination, but if 

you plant enough, some should come up. A bonus feature is that most sages, ornamental or 

not, will produce a flush of beautiful purple flowers in late spring. The plants can get fairly large 
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and woody eventually, so feel free to trim back. Though it sometimes doesn’t survive, sage 

usually makes it through the winter here in zone 5. 

pests and disease 

I honestly don’t remember having had any herbs die from disease. The only notable pests I deal 

with are the slugs, which can munch through a stand of baby basil pretty quickly. Eggshells, a 

can of beer, and a salt shaker should do the trick. And will 

also remedy the slug problem. 

Sometimes I’ll get black, white, and yellow-striped 

caterpillars on the dill – these will turn into swallowtail 

butterflies, so I leave them alone, and sacrifice a small 

portion of that crop.  

harvest 

Herbs, in most cases, should be used fresh for best flavor 

and aroma. Invariably, however, you’ll end up with more 

(probably lots more) of something than you can use, or 

you’ll come up on the end of the growing season with an 

entire parsley plant still untouched. Happily for you, most 

herbs are easily preserved to allow for year-round 

enjoyment. Not all preservation methods are the same 

though.  

Thanks to endless rows of spice jars at the grocery store, most of us probably tend to think only 

of dehydrating when it comes to preserving herbs. And drying, of course, does work, but it’s 

more appropriate for some plants than others. Herbs that are suitable for drying include 

oregano, basil, parsley, rosemary, sage, dill, and thyme. Chives may also work, but I never 

dehydrate them. They have a long season, and by the time the real freeze hits, I’m digging into 

my garlic stash and don’t really need any other allium flavors.  

To dry herbs, the simplest method is to spread fresh herbs in a single layer on a cookie sheet or 

other flat surface and put it in a dry, dark, preferably semi-warmish place, like an upstairs closet 

Fig. 7 Swallowtail caterpillars - I let these guys 
live and give up some of my dill crop. 
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or a kitchen cupboard. Make sure the leaves are clean, dry, and bug-free beforehand. Check 

periodically, and maybe turn things over once or twice. Depending on the temperature and 

humidity levels in your home, most herbs should be dried in a week or two. Test a leaf – it 

should be crunchy and crumble easily. If the leaf is still pliable, keep drying. The last thing you 

need is to put a bunch of mostly-dry-but-not-quite sage into a small jar. The whole thing will end 

up moldy.  

You could also go the fancy route and tie your herbs into small bundles and hang them upside-

down around the kitchen. Cute, yes, but I prefer to just lay them out on a sheet. If you have a 

dehydrator, the concept is the same (spread the herbs out, don’t overcrowd), but you’ll be done 

in a day instead of a week. 

In some cases, dehydrating can remove too many of the volatile oils that give the herbs their 

flavor, and in those instances, I like to freeze the leaves instead. The best way that I’ve found is 

to throw a whole bunch of the leaves into a food processor, toss in a little bit of olive oil or water, 

then process until the leaves are chopped into fine pieces. You don’t want to go so long that it 

turns into a paste. Push this mixture into ice cube trays, and once frozen, pop the cubes into a 

freezer bag. Voila – you have a supply of fresh-tasting herbs last you until next spring. 

Freezing works best for cilantro, which really doesn’t stand up to drying well. I’ve tried it, but it 

loses most of its unique flavor. I also like to freeze basil 

(either by itself or in the form of pesto), as drying can zap 

some of its taste too. Parsley and dill are also candidates for 

freezing, although they keep enough of their flavor through 

the drying process that I usually just dehydrate them. 

Another option is to steep fresh herbs in a bottle of vinegar 

or olive oil (think about those decorative bottles you 

occasionally run across in a store). Snip off a few leaves and 

stems and put them in a bottle, then cover with oil or vinegar. 

Let this sit in a dark spot for a few weeks, then strain (not 

absolutely necessary, but straining will extend the shelf life). 

Use this vinegar or oil to impart the flavor of the herb to your 

cooking. Tarragon is my favorite herb for this use, but basil, 

rosemary, and others will work great as well. 
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X: WHAT TO DO WITH YOUR BOUNTY? 

I love to grow stuff. 

I love to eat stuff even more, which is why I focus way more effort on growing edibles than 

ornamentals. Honestly, I probably wouldn’t garden at all if there wasn’t some kind of edible 

reward at the end. 

So now that you’ve mastered these easy vegetables, the obvious next step is turning them into 

something to eat. And while it’s hard to top a fresh tomato eaten right there in the garden, there 

are almost limitless options for using them (as well as beans, greens, squash, and herbs) in 

your kitchen. This is where the magic of growing your food really takes place.  

Just like the gardening portion, these recipes are great for culinary novices. They won’t tie you 

up in the kitchen for hours or require multiple trips to the store for fancy ingredients, because 

let’s face it: simplicity is the name of the game in the summer. And when it comes right down to 

it, a freshly picked fruit or vegetable needs very little transformation to become something 

amazing, which is part of the beauty of having a garden. Knowing that you grew it will make it 

taste that much better. 

Sometimes things turn out beautifully (especially if you grow a lot of different colors), and 

sometimes they don’t. Keep at it. Remember what you did and didn’t like about the last time you 

made something. Don’t be afraid to not follow a recipe exactly – nobody knows what you like 

better than you. 
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CAPRESE STACKS 

 

This is a slightly different take on the standard Caprese salad (tomato, basil, and fresh 

mozzarella), a heavenly summertime combination if ever there was one. Use a high-quality olive 

oil and balsamic for best results. These can be assembled in a few minutes for a quick appetizer 

or lunch. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 1 large tomato, cut into ½” - 1” slices 

 4-5 slices of fresh round mozzarella, ½” thick (or cut pearls in half if that’s all you can 

find) 

 Small handful of fresh basil leaves, roughly chopped 

 1-2 Tbsp extra-virgin olive oil 

 1-2 Tbsp balsamic vinegar 

 Sea salt and black pepper, to taste 

Alternate layers of tomato, mozzarella, and basil, saving some basil for the top. 

Drizzle the stacks with olive oil and balsamic vinegar, and sprinkle with salt and pepper. 
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ZUCCHINI FRITTERS 

We make fritters out of almost anything. 

These might be closer to pancakes than 

fritters, but they’re a delicious side, and a 

great way to get the kids to eat their 

vegetables and to use up some of that 

zucchini bounty. This will make about a 

dozen. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 2 large eggs 

 1/3 cup buttermilk (or add 1 tsp vinegar to regular milk) 

 1/3 cup whole wheat flour  

 1 1/2 tsp baking powder  

 Pinch sea salt and ground black pepper  

 1 zucchini, grated (about 1 cup – a little more or less is okay; if you’re using a big 

zucchini, grate half) 

 Kernels from 1-2 corn cobs, about 1 cup, optional 

 1/4 cup chopped onion  

 Additional seasonings, to your preference (try some cumin, or chopped fresh parsley 

and thyme) 

In a large bowl, whisk together the eggs and milk. Add the flour and baking powder, and whisk 

again until the clumps are broken up. 

Stir in the salt, pepper, zucchini, onion, corn, and any other seasonings, until well-combined. 

The mix should be a slightly thick batter; add more milk or flour to adjust. 

Heat a couple tablespoons of oil in a large skillet. Alternatively, you can cook them on a hot 

griddle.  

Using a ladle or ¼ cup scoop, pour the batter into the hot oil. Cook for 3-4 minutes, or until 

golden around the edges, then flip and cook the other side for another 3-4 minutes. Eat soon – 

anything fried doesn’t taste as nice if it cools and needs to be reheated. 
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BASIC PESTO 

Pesto is an unmistakable flavor, and can add lively summer flair to your pizza or pasta during 

the winter. Traditionally, pine nuts are used, but I usually substitute almonds or walnuts, 

depending on what I have around at the time. This recipe will freeze well for later use. 

INGREDIENTS :   

 1 large bunch basil, 3-4 cups 

 2-3 cloves garlic 

 ¼ cup almonds (or walnuts, pine nuts, etc.) 

 2-3 Tbsp freshly ground Parmesan cheese 

 Sea salt and black pepper, to taste 

 1/3 – 1/2 cup extra-virgin olive oil 

To a food processor or blender, add the basil, garlic, almonds, and Parmesan. Pulse a few 

times to chop. 

While the food processor is running, drizzle in olive oil until a fairly smooth paste has formed 

(15-20 seconds). 

Use immediately, refrigerate and use within a week or two, or freeze in an ice cube tray (put the 

individual cubes into a freezer bag) for longer-term storage. 
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TOMATO, SQUASH, BEAN, AND QUINOA SALAD 

This recipe incorporates all five of your new vegetables, it’s easy (and fast), and it lets the fresh 

flavors of the garden shine through. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 1 cup quinoa 

 2 cups water 

 2-3 Tbsp extra-virgin olive oil 

 1 medium zucchini or yellow squash, diced 

 ½ pound green beans, cut into 2-3” pieces 

 2-3 cloves garlic, minced 

 2-3 tomatoes, diced 

 Fresh herbs, like basil, tarragon, parsley, or dill 

 Sea salt and black pepper 

 Crumbled feta cheese, optional 

In a medium saucepan, add the quinoa and water. Bring to a boil, then reduce heat and simmer, 

15-20 minutes. 

While the quinoa is cooking, add the oil 

to a hot skillet, along with the squash, 

beans, and garlic. Sauté until tender, 

about 10-12 minutes. 

Add the tomatoes and herbs to the 

squash mixture and cook for an 

additional 2-3 minutes. Don’t overcook 

or the tomatoes will break down. 

When the quinoa has finished cooking, 

add the squash mixture, along with salt 

and pepper. Toss together until thoroughly combined. 

Serve in bowls, and top with feta cheese. 
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TOMATO PIE 

Putting most anything in a pie crust inherently makes it better, and tomatoes are no exception. 

In this pie, the tomatoes cook down a bit, which concentrates their flavor and sweetness, and 

we add a little creaminess with mayonnaise to go with the slight crunch of the crust.  

INGREDIENTS :  

 1 pie crust (homemade is preferable, but a store-bought crust will work in a pinch) 

 4-6 large tomatoes, sliced thickly (if you have multiple colors, it certainly adds to the 

effect) 

 Handful of fresh basil and oregano, chopped 

 Sea salt and black pepper, to taste 

 ½ cup mayonnaise 

 1 cup shredded mozzarella or other cheese 

Preheat oven to 350 F. 

Lay the pie crust into a 9” pie dish, trimming the edges as needed, and bake at 350 F for about 

10 minutes, or until golden.  

Remove the crust from the oven and 

let cool for a few minutes. Layer half 

of the tomatoes in the crust, then 

sprinkle with half of the herbs and 

some salt and pepper. Lay the rest of 

the tomatoes on top, then top with 

the remaining herbs and another 

dash of salt and pepper. 

In a small bowl, combine the 

mayonnaise and shredded cheese. 

Spoon this mixture evenly over the 

tomatoes. 

Bake at 350 F for 30-35 minutes, or until the cheese is bubbly and lightly browned. 
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ZUCCHINI LASAGNA 

Lasagna is a classic comfort food, and this 

version manages to incorporate a whole lotta 

healthy vegetables and eliminate the pasta, so 

this is great for gluten-free eating. Feel free to 

substitute any other fresh produce you have on 

hand. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 2-3 medium zucchini or yellow squash, 

sliced thinly (a mandoline is helpful but 

not necessary)  

 1 medium eggplant, also thinly sliced  

 3-4 tomatoes, sliced, but not necessarily thinly  

 1 medium onion, chopped  

 3-4 cloves garlic, chopped  

 1 pound ground beef  

 Extra-virgin olive oil 

 A handful of fresh herbs, such as basil, oregano, and thyme  

 Grated mozzarella, provolone, or your cheese of choice  

 Sea salt and black pepper 

In a large skillet, add a swirl of oil and when hot, add the onion and garlic. Cook for a couple 

minutes, and then add the ground beef. Cook until browned.  

The layering can be at your discretion, but for mine, I put a little oil down in a 9 x 13 pan first, 

and then laid down about half of the zucchini strips to cover the bottom. Spread the meat 

mixture and sprinkle some salt, pepper, and chopped herbs on top of that.  

Follow that up with a layer of eggplant, then tomato, then one more of zucchini. Finally, top the 

whole thing with cheese.  

Bake at 350 F for about 45 minutes, covered.  

Uncover and bake for another 10 minutes, or until cheese is golden and bubbly.  
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BALSAMIC GREEN BEANS 

While my usual bean dish consists of a speedy steaming, this one is almost as quick and 

introduces a new flavor element in balsamic vinegar, which cooks down into a sweet, tangy 

glaze.  

INGREDIENTS :  

 1-2 pounds green beans, washed, trimmed, and cut into 2-3 inch pieces  

 1-2 Tbsp olive oil  

 1-2 Tbsp balsamic vinegar  

 Salt, pepper, or other spices and herbs, to taste 

In a large bowl, combine the beans, olive oil, vinegar, and seasonings. Toss to coat everything 
evenly.  

Preheat oven to 400 F.  

Put the beans onto a rimmed baking sheet, distributing evenly.  

Bake for 15-20 minutes, stirring after 10 minutes. Test for crispiness, and continue to bake in 
five minute increments until the beans are soft enough for you.  
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STEAMED GREEN BEANS 

 

This is about the easiest preparation we have for green beans: just a quick steam (or sauté), 

then slather them in butter and a little salt. There are definitely other ways to cook beans, but 

this recipe is so simple and highlights the garden fresh flavor like few others can, so there’s 

usually no reason to do anything else. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 1 pound green beans, chopped into 2” pieces 

 1-2 Tbsp butter (or olive oil) 

 Sea salt and black pepper, to taste 

 Optional: Chopped fresh herbs, like tarragon, basil, or savory 

Place the beans in a steam pot over boiling water, and steam until tender, about 10 minutes. 

Dump the beans into a serving bowl, then add the butter, salt, pepper, and herbs. Stir until the 

butter is melted and well-combined. 
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CREAMY CHEESY SPINACH 

This is an easy way to get your kids to eat greens, and the presence of some fat in the dish 

means your body can more readily absorb some of those fat-soluble vitamins that are found in 

the spinach. Do not overcook – the greens will wilt quickly, and you don’t need to kill them, since 

they’re already dead from the moment you pick them. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 1 Tbsp butter or olive oil 

 1-2 Tbsp all-purpose (or gluten-free) flour 

 ¾ cup milk 

 1-2 Tbsp freshly grated Parmesan cheese  

 Sea salt and black pepper 

 4-5 cups fresh greens, like spinach, mustard, or Swiss chard, washed and roughly 

chopped 

In a saucepan over medium heat, melt the butter, and 

mix in the flour until combined. Let this cook for a 

minute. 

Whisking continuously, slowly add the milk until a sauce 

is formed. Add more milk or flour as needed to reach 

your desired consistency. Stir in the cheese, salt, and 

pepper, to taste. 

Add the spinach, stirring slowly until wilted and coated in 

the sauce. Remember, don’t overdo it – the spinach 

should be limp but still green, not black. 



 
Get Growing! | 64 

SIMPLE TOMATO SAUCE 

 

While you may not be up for canning jars of tomato sauce at first, you can still whip up a 

delicious and fresh-tasting batch for a light, summery pasta dish. These don’t need to be paste 

tomatoes – any kind will work, and different varieties add different flavors to the final product. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 2 Tbsp extra-virgin olive oil 

 2-3 cloves garlic, crushed 

 1 small onion, chopped 

 2-3 pounds tomatoes, diced 

 Sea salt and black pepper 

 Fresh herbs, such as basil, thyme, and oregano, chopped 

In a saucepan or Dutch oven, heat the oil over medium heat. Add the garlic and onion and cook 

until fragrant and soft, 2-3 minutes. 

Add the tomato and cook at a low simmer, until the tomato breaks down and some of the liquid 

is evaporated, 10-20 minutes, depending on how thick you want the sauce. 

Stir in the salt, pepper, and herbs and cook for an additional 2-3 minutes. If you prefer, you can 

give the sauce a quick hit with an immersion blender, but it’s not necessary. 

Serve over fresh pasta or zucchini noodles. 
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GARDEN FRESH SALSA 

On a hot day, you need little more than a bag of tortilla chips and a freshly made salsa. Adjust 

the peppers to your heat preference. 

INGREDIENTS :  

 3-4 tomatoes, diced 

 1 small onion, diced 

 1 jalapeno pepper, diced 

 1 Tbsp extra-virgin olive oil 

 1 Tbsp lemon or lime juice 

 Handful of fresh cilantro, chopped 

 Sea salt and black pepper 

 1 tsp ground cumin 

Add all the ingredients to a bowl and mix well.  
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OPEN-FACE PEANUT BUTTER AND TOMATO SANDWICH 

This one may be a little unconventional, but it harkens back to my childhood via my dad, via his 

dad, and maybe past that. Try it at least once.  

INGREDIENTS :  

 2 slices fresh whole wheat bread 

 Peanut butter 

 1 large tomato, sliced 

Toast the bread. 

Spread each slice with peanut butter (this acts as a moisture barrier and will keep the tomato 

juice from making the bread soggy). 

Spread the tomato slices on top of the peanut butter toast. 
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XI: RESOURCES 

tools 

While you may think that a gardener needs an arsenal of fancy tools to be productive, that’s 

really not the case. In fact, you could probably get by just fine without buying anything. For 

planting seeds, use a stick to poke holes in the ground, and if you don’t have a watering can, a 

pitcher, bucket, or other empty bottle works fine. There should not be a large startup cost to get 

your garden started! 

BASIC S :  

Trowel – a good hand trowel is probably one of the tools you’ll use the most. Nothing fancy or 

“ergonomically-designed” required – you can probably pick one up at a garage sale for a buck. 

Watering Can – opt for a two gallon can if you have several pots to water to eliminate the need 

for frequent refilling. 

Hand Pruners/Clippers – a simple set of clippers will let you prune suckers and excess foliage 

and also cut through tough squash stems at harvest time. 

Kitchen Twine (or any other string) – for staking tomatoes. 

NIC E TO HAVES (ESPEC IAL LY  AS YOUR G ARDEN GROWS): 

Garden Shovel – bigger than a trowel, this will allow you to move dirt, dig bigger holes, turn over 

the soil, shovel compost, and more. Again, nothing fancy. 

Garden Hoe – for pushing and pulling dirt, leveling surfaces, making small trenches to plant 

seeds, and basic weed control. 

Bow Rake – your standard garden rake, this will help you level surfaces, cover rows of seed, 

and clean up debris. 

Wheelbarrow or Lawn Cart – for moving larger quantities of soil, compost, garden debris, and 

more. 
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fertilizer and soil amendments 

For organic or natural additions, Espoma is a reliable brand, and probably one of the easiest to 

find nationally. Certain areas may have regional or even local brands (if your local greenhouse 

has their own organic fertilizer, by all means, get it from them).  

Neptune’s Harvest liquid fish fertilizer (yes, it is kind of stinky when you first apply it) is also a 

good all-purpose food, especially for just-transplanted vegetables. 

seed companies 

Some of my favorite seed companies are Baker Creek, Pinetree, Seed Savers Exchange, and 

Bountiful Gardens – visit their websites to browse, and if you need the heft of an actual catalog 

to get you through the dark of winter, sign up for their mailing list. 

Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds - www.rareseeds.com/ 

Bountiful Gardens - www.bountifulgardens.org/ 

High Mowing Organic Seeds - www.highmowingseeds.com/ 

Pinetree Garden Seeds - https://www.superseeds.com/ 

Renee’s Garden Seeds - www.reneesgarden.com/ 

Seed Savers Exchange - www.seedsavers.org/ 



 
Get Growing! | 69 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

First and foremost, thank you for investing your time into reading this book; I sincerely hope that 

it was worth your while. You should be ready to drop this book and go get your hands dirty! At 

the very least, you ought to be able to grow tomatoes, beans, squash, lettuce, and basil, but 

truly, very few vegetables require much beyond basic care, so go ahead and try a carrot or 

cucumber too.  

If you’re new to gardening, I hope you feel equipped to jump right in. If you’ve done this before, I 

still hope you picked up a thing or two. No matter how much we think we know, we should 

constantly be looking to learn! And remember, experience is the best teacher. I could ramble 

on for a hundred more pages about what works for me, but everyone has different weather, 

climate, bugs, disease, and growing preferences. Be a willing student, and pay attention to what 

the garden is trying to teach you.  

Above all, have fun!  

If you have any further questions, I’d recommend talking to your local Agricultural Extension 

agent first. If you exhaust all other options or you just want to see what else I’m up to, you can 

find me at lifefromthegroundup.us – I look forward to hearing from you! 

http://lifefromthegroundup.us/

