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Grow Better,  
Naturally!
New from The Old Farmer’s Almanac, the 2018 digital  
Garden Guide to help you to grow greener, cleaner  
vegetables, fruit, herbs, flowers, even scent-amentals!

DIGITAL EDITION AVAILABLE NOW!
GROW FOOD YOU LOVE!

•�tomatoes, peas, peppers, eggplants,  
cucumbers, and more

•�citrus for porch, patio, or  playroom

•asparagus, ramps, onions, and more 

GROW QUICK AND EASY!
DIY in a weekend:

•make a plant tower

•pot up herbs for indoors

•start veggie seeds successfully

GROW YOUR SENSES!

•electrify with color 

•�surround yourself with fragrance 

•master your microclimate

GROW YOUR SKILLS!

•test your soil 5 ways 

•curtail critters kindly

•plan a pleasing pathway

•bring chickens home to roost

FEAST ON FRESHNESS:
Recipes for dip, soup, salad, snacks,  
even dessert, using the harvest.

PLUS: the latest trends, time- and  
money-saving tips, gardening by the Moon,  
new products, and more! Grow with  
the 2018 Garden Guide and grow better!
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HOT PRODUCTS 
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6 CRITTER-PROOFING  
TRICKS

START YOUR  
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2018 Edition

GROW BETTER, NATURALLY!

ONLY$3.99!

ORDER YOUR DIGITAL COPY AT ALMANAC.COM/GARDENGUIDE
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plant some 
PIZZAZZ!

Electrify your garden with  
spectacular color!

by  B e t t y  E a r l 

A 
common school of thought suggests that a well-designed gar-
den should include plants treasured for their foliage, colorful 
blooms, or fall color, plus visual interest in winter. True enough, 
but in summer, most of us want lavish flowers in myriad auda-

cious colors. Lots of them! All season long!
Summer-flowering bulbs—corms, tubers, and rhizomes, as well as true 

bulbs—are the perfect “prepackaged flower,” ready to spring into life. The 
members of this diverse group of showy, leggy, and vibrant perennial plants 
have with one thing in common: They all store nutrients for their growth 
and blooms underground. 

Some of these beauties are perennials in warmer parts of the country and 
can be planted directly in the ground. Others, because they are tender and 
won’t survive harsh weather, need to be lifted and stored indoors for the win-
ter months. There is something for every color palate, every mood. Try differ-
ent combinations, enjoying the new and varied results. Have fun!   (continued)

'audacity' dahlia

The Point of a 
Path
by Gordon Hayward
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I 
remember the warm 
spring nights of my 
childhood and the 
fragrance of bursting 

wild honeysuckle marking the 
arrival of summer’s heat. Even 
now, the scent of that same 
honeysuckle brings back to me  
the comforting feeling of 
familiarity and home. 

Fragrant plants have a way 
of filling our minds, hearts, 
and senses with memories and 
nostalgia, transporting us to 
moments in our past and settling 
us in the present. But make no 
mistake: Aroma is not the only 
allure of perfumed plants. Their 
foliage and flowers add a range  
of textures and colors, too. 

No single plant variety will 
provide seasonlong fragrance 
in the garden, but by choosing 
several different aromatic  
plants, you can enjoy a variety  
of scents year-round.

                    (continued)
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Attention to 
aroma always 
makes scents 
in the garden.

B Y  A M Y  D I X O N

https://www.almanac.com/gardenguide?utm_source=freeguides&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=BEGINNERSGUIDE2018
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HOW TO START A VEGETABLE GARDEN

Are you wondering how to fit gardening into your life?  Start small! With a bit of planning, you can master the 
basics—and then go beyond. In this guide, you will find everything you need to know to make a garden grow.  
So, roll up your sleeves and read on!

5 GARDEN PLANNING TIPS

WHERE TO START? HERE ARE 5 TIPS TO CONSIDER:
1.	 Space is often the biggest limitation. Think about how much space you have for growing. Once you select 

your vegetables, you will notice that some plants take more room to grow than others, and you will need 
to make some choices. For example, corn needs a lot of space and can over-shadow shorter vegetables. 
Plants set too close together compete for sunlight, water, and nutrition and fail to mature. If you are tight 
on room, remember you can always grow vegetables in containers.

2.	 Length of the growing season in your region is very important. If you live in the far North, some vegeta-
bles may not mature during your growing season. The Almanac lists the first and last frost dates for your 
season: Almanac.com/frostdates View Almanac.com/plantingdates calculator for sowing and planting 
dates by location and frost dates.

3.	 Seriously think about how much time you have to devote to your garden. For example, bush beans grow 
prolifically with little care. Radishes almost grow themselves. However, tomatoes will require staking and 
pruning. (We have more information on easy-to-grow crops below!)

4.	 Understand the timing of harvest. For example, warm-season vegetables such as peppers will start later 
than cool-season vegetables such a lettuce and broccoli. (More on which vegetables to choose later.)

5.	 Test out the Almanac Garden Planner software. We’ve done the research for you. The planner calculates 
how many vegetables fit in a space, as well as the planting and harvesting dates for every vegetable! It will 
save you a lot of headaches (and money) and yield bigger harvests. Go here to try the Garden Planner for 
free for 7 days: Almanac.com/gardenplanner

CHOOSING WHICH VEGETABLES TO GROW

Only grow things that you like to eat. There’s no sense in cultivating veggies destined for the compost heap.

The vegetables suggested below are common, productive plants, but you’ll also want to contract your local coop-
erative extension to determine what plants grow best in your local area. Think about what you like to eat as well 
as what’s difficult to find in a grocery store or farmers’ market.

•	 Tomatoes—5 plants staked
•	 Zucchini squash—4 plants
•	 Peppers—6 plants
•	 Cabbage
•	 Bush beans
•	 Lettuce, leaf and/or Bibb
•	 Beets
•	 Carrots
•	 Chard
•	 Radishes
•	 Marigolds to discourage rabbits! 

(Note: If this garden is too large for your needs, you do not have to plant all 11 rows, and you can also make the rows shorter.)

http://almanac.com/frostdates
http://Almanac.com/plantingdates
http://almanac.com/gardenplanner
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Here’s a tip: A good-size beginner vegetable garden is about 16x10 feet. A plot this size, based on the easy vege-
tables suggested above, can feed a family of four for one summer, with a little extra for canning and freezing (or 
giving away). Make your garden 11 rows wide, with each row 10 feet long. The rows should run north and south 
to take full advantage of the sun.

CHOOSING A LOCATION FOR YOUR GARDEN

Whether you’re starting a new garden or extending an existing one, give careful consideration to where to site it. 
The right location gives your crops the best chance of success. When choosing a site, note the following environ-
mental conditions:

Sun
Pick the right site. Most vegetables need at least 6 hours of sunlight a day, although some crops, such as broccoli, 
lettuce, spinach, and other greens will grow well in less sunny spots.

In general, the more sunlight they receive, the greater the harvest and the better the taste.

Tip: In cooler climates, a suntrap is ideal for tender crops. In hot climates, growing under shade cloth or in the 
shadow of taller climbing plants, such as pole beans, helps to expand the choice of what you can grow in these 
conditions.

Also, avoid planting crops near large trees which will not only cast shade, but compete with your vegetables for 
nutrients and water.

Air Circulation
Good airflow will encourage sturdy growth in your plants and help keep fungal diseases at bay. It also makes the 
garden less hospitable to insect pests such as whitefly that prefer a stagnant, humid environment.

Bear in mind that solid walls or fences may provide shelter but they can also cause the wind to form destructive 
turbulence on the leeward side, so don’t plant too close to them. Hedges and open or woven fences are more 
effective, as they filter wind rather than deflect it.

Shelter from winds is helpful for most crops, especially peppers, eggplant, peas, beans, and any climbing vegeta-
bles.

Moisture
Be sure water is readily available. Nothing burns out a beginning gardener faster than having to lug water to 
thirsty plants during a heat wave.

Extra water is likely to be necessary during dry weather, so locate new beds close to an outdoor water source. The 
soil near walls, fences, and under overhanging trees tends to be too dry for good plant growth, which is why an 
open area is best.

Frost 
Cold air is heavier than warm air so it settles in low points in the garden and near structures such as walls and 
fences. Avoid planting in these potential frost pockets; they can delay the time when you can start sowing seeds 
and they can damage young growth. 

http://almanac.com/gardenplanner
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SOIL PREPARATION: BUILDING THE SOIL

Good soil is the key to a successful garden.  Soil may be the most overlooked aspect of gardening—and the most 
important. Good-quality soil provides plants with essential nutrients necessary to reap a good harvest. 

In general, the goal is to enrich soil with compost to provide needed nutrients.  Compost, leaf mould, or well-
aged manure will increase the ability of your soil to both drain well and hold moisture—the “sponge factor.” 
Never use fresh manure! It can harbor dangerous pathogens and will burn tender plant roots. Compost it for at 
least 6 to 12 months.

Here are some guidelines to help ensure your soil is tip-top:

•	 Test your soil. Results will reveal its pH, phosphorus, lime, potassium, soluble salts, and texture. For ac-
curate results, contact your local cooperative extension service office for a free (or low-fee) soil test. They 
will provide recommendations for any needed amendments.  

•	 Start with well-drained, sandy loam and add as much organic matter as possible. Plant roots penetrate 
soft, loamy soil more easily. 

•	 If you have sandy soil, add humus or aged manure, peat moss, or sawdust. Heavy, clay-rich soil can also 
be added to improve the soil.  

•	 If you have silt soil, add coarse sand (not beach sand) or gravel and compost, or well-aged horse manure 
mixed with fresh straw. 

•	 If you have clay soil, add coarse sand (not beach sand), compost, and peat moss.  

•	 If you have impossibly rocky soil or solid clay, consider building some raised beds that you can fill with 
good soil. Growing vegetables in containers or grow bags are also options.  

•	 Proper drainage is essential; water-logged plant roots will negatively impact plant health.

Soil Amendments
If your soil needs replenishing, these materials can be of help:

•	 Bark, ground: made from various tree barks; improves soil structure
•	 Compost: excellent conditioner
•	 Leaf mold: decomposed leaves that add nutrients and improve soil structure 
•	 Lime: raises the pH of acid soil and helps loosen clay soil
•	 Manure: best if composted; good conditioner
•	 Peat moss: conditioner that helps soil retain water
•	 Sand: improves drainage in clay soil
•	 Topsoil: usually used in combination with another amendment for added soil

Remember:  You should build your soil, but also you have to work with nature. If you have cold, clay soil, it takes 
longer to warm up in the spring.  Consider raised beds, plastic mulch, and indoor seed-starting to get started 
earlier. If you have light soil, your early crops will thrive but you may struggle with later crops which dry out; 
consider building trenches alongside plants and irrigate more often to keep soil from drying out.
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SOWING SEEDS

Seeds or plants? Most garden vegetables can be directly seeded where they are to grow, including: lettuce, beans, 
carrots, beets, chard, spinach, peas, cukes, and squash. Starting with small plants rather than seeds is a good idea 
for crops that take longer to mature. 

View Almanac.com/plantingdates calculator for sowing and planting dates for each vegetable.

Purchase transplants for tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and melons (or start your own indoors 6 to 8 weeks before 
planting them outside). Also, if you wish to speed up the season, consider a raised bed garden as the soil will 
warm up more quickly.

If you decide to grow from seed (versus young plants), be sure to buy high-quality seeds. If seeds don’t germi-
nate, that’s time and money wasted. A few extra cents spent in spring for that year’s seeds will pay off at harvest 
time with higher yields.  

Selecting Seeds

•	 Buy from a reliable source. For a list of garden seed catalogs and mail-order sources,  
go to Almanac.com/seedcatalogs

•	 Choose quality seed. It will be true to cultivar/variety name, and will not contain contaminants, such as 
weed seed, insect casings, soil particles, or plant pulp.

•	 Choose varieties suitable for your area that will reach maturity before frost, survive heat, and tolerate 
your growing conditions.

•	 Purchase only enough seed for use in the current season (viability decreases with stored seed).

Germinating Seeds

Germination is affected by four environmental factors: water, oxygen, light, and temperature. Manage them cor-
rectly and your seeds are sure to sprout. Read your seed packets to know the requirements of each crop.

Water:  
It’s important to know how much water to give your seedlings; they will remain dormant if they are too dry and 
can rot if too wet. Adequate and consistent moisture is ideal. A gentle daily misting with a spray bottle should do 
the trick. Covering seeds with a thin layer of vermiculite or peat moss also helps.

Oxygen:  
For seeds to get enough oxygen, your soilless growing medium needs to drain well. Heavy, wet media cause an-
aerobic conditions, which inhibit germination.

Light:  
Plants’ light requirements vary from crop to crop; where you locate your seeds will determine how much light 
they receive per day.

Temperature:  
Temperature affects the number of seeds that germinate and how quickly they germinate. Some seeds have a very 
specific temperature range for germination, while others will germinate over a broad range of temperatures. A 
65° to 75°F range is typical for most seeds.

http://Almanac.com/plantingdates
http://almanac.com/seedcatalogs
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SOWING SEEDS

Potting Soil for Starting Seeds

When it comes time to start seeds, plan to use a sterile, soilless potting medium. Sterile mixes have been treated 
to be free of weed seeds and disease organisms. Do not use garden soil—it’s much too heavy and holds too much 
water for germination. A fine, uniform texture is what’s needed. If you are up for a little experiment, you can 
even make your own . . .

For a basic mix, use:
•	 1 bucket (2½ gallons) peat moss
•	 1 bucket(2½ gallons) vermiculite or perlite
•	 A half bucket (1¼ gallons) screened compost or composted cow manure
•	 2 cups fine sand
•	 2 cups pelleted time-release fertilizer
•	 ½ cup lime (to counter the acid of peat and keep the pH level near neutral) 

Mix thoroughly. Makes enough to fill two 14-inch tubs. Dou-
ble or triple recipe for bigger containers.

TRANSPLANTING IN THE GROUND

If you started vegetable plants indoors from seeds or you 
purchased small plants—sometimes called “plugs”—here is 
advice on transplanting them into your beds:

•	 Check our Planting by the Moon’s Phase calendar.
•	 During your seedlings’ last week indoors, withhold fertilizer and water less often—this helps toughen 

them up.
•	 7 to 10 days before transplanting, set the seedlings outdoors in dappled shade, protected from wind for a 

few hours each day, gradually increasing their exposure to full sun and windy conditions—this hardens 
them off in preparation for transplanting into the ground.

•	 Keep the soil moist at all times during the hardening-off period. Dry air and spring breezes can result in 
rapid transpiration.

•	 If possible, transplant on overcast days or in the early morning.
•	 Set transplants into loose, well-aerated soil that will capture and retain moisture, drain well, and allow 

easy penetration by young roots. 
•	 Soak the soil around new seedlings immediately after transplanting.
•	 Spread mulch to reduce soil-moisture loss.
•	 To ensure that phosphorus, which promotes strong root development, is available in the root zone of 

new transplants, mix 2 tablespoons of a 15-30-15 starter fertilizer into a gallon of water (1 tablespoon for 
vining crops, such as melons and cucumbers), and give each seedling a cup of the solution after trans-
planting.  
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PLANT GROWING GUIDES

Here are vegetable growing guides for five popular crops, including three popular vegetables (beets, carrots, and 
tomatoes) and three popular herbs (basil, thyme, and rosemary). 
For over 100 plant growing guides, go to Almanac.com/plants.

How to Grow Beets

Beets are delicious, whether grated into salads, roasted in 
oil, boiled, or made into soup (borscht). They’re also really 
easy and quick to grow from seed.

For best results grow beets in rich, fertile soil in full sun. 
(They can also be grown in containers.)

Sowing Seeds 

•	 Sow seeds outdoors from mid-spring until the middle of summer. (You can sow a couple of weeks earli-
er using a hoop house or row cover for protection.) Our Garden Planner will recommend ideal sowing 
times for your location.

•	 Mark out seed drills into prepared soil 1 inch deep and 1 foot apart.
•	 Pop a beet seed into the drill every 1 to 2 inches.
•	 Cover the drill over with soil and pat down.
•	 Alternatively, sow seeds into plug trays, which are great for early crops started under cover. Sow two or 

three seeds into each cell. 
 
Note: Beet seeds are actually capsules that contain several seeds, so you may get two or three sprouts 
from each one.

After Germination

•	 Thin out rows of direct-sown seedlings to 4 inches apart.
•	 Plant clusters of plug tray-grown seedlings 8 to 10 inches apart in each direction. The plants will naturally 

push each other apart as they grow, and don’t need to be thinned.
•	 Keep plants watered in dry weather. This will promote good, even growth and reduce the risk of bolting, 

or flowering, which renders the root inedible.
•	 Keep beets weeded by hand, or by carefully hoeing between rows. 

Harvesting and Storing

Harvest beets when they’re between the size of a golf ball and the size of a tennis ball. Dig them out, or just gath-
er the base of the stems and twist the root out of the soil. 

Tip: If you experience mild winters you can leave beets that were sown later in the season in the ground longer, 
harvesting as you need them. Or, store roots in boxes of dry sand in a cool, dry, frost-free place.

http://almanac.com/plants
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PLANT GROWING GUIDES
How to Grow Carrots 

Carrots are a popular root vegetable that are easy to grow in sandy soil. They are resistant to most pests and dis-
eases, and are a good late-season crop that tolerates frost.

Planting

•	 Plant seeds outdoors 3 to 5 weeks before 
the last spring frost date.

•	 Make sure your soil is free of large rocks; 
carrots need deeply tilled soil that they can 
root down deep. 

•	 Soil should be well drained and loose to 
prevent forked and stunted growth.

•	 Plant seeds 3 to 4 inches apart in rows. 
Rows should be at least a foot apart. 

Tip: Do not add fresh manure before sowing seed; 
it can cause carrots to fork and send out little side 
roots. 

Caring

•	 Gently mulch to retain moisture, speed germination, and block the sun from scorching the roots.
•	 Once plants are an inch tall, thin so they stand 3 inches apart. Snip them with scissors instead of pulling 

them out to prevent damage to the roots of remaining plants.
•	 Water at least 1 inch per week.
•	 Weed diligently.
•	 Fertilize 5 to 6 weeks after sowing.

Tip: Carrots taste much better after a couple of frosts. Following the first hard frost in the fall, cover your rows 
with an 18-inch layer of shredded leaves to preserve them for harvesting later.

Harvesting and Storing

•	 Carrots are mature at around 2 ½ months and ½ inch in diameter—that’s the time to start harvesting.
•	 You can leave mature carrots in the soil for storage if there is no threat of the ground freezing.
•	 To store freshly harvested carrots, twist off the tops, scrub off the dirt under cold running water, let dry, 

seal in airtight plastic bags, and refrigerate. If you simply put fresh carrots in the refrigerator, they’ll go 
limp in a few hours.

Tip: Carrots can be stored in tubs of moist sand for winter use.
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PLANT GROWING GUIDES
How to Grow Tomatoes

Tomatoes are America’s favorite garden vegetable. (Techni-
cally, we eat the fruit of the tomato plant, but it’s used as a 
vegetable in eating and cooking and, thus, usually catego-
rized in vegetables.)

Planting

•	 If you’re planting seeds (versus purchasing transplants), you’ll want to start your seeds indoors 6 to 8 
weeks before the average last spring frost date. See our post on “Tomatoes From Seed the Easy Way.”

•	 Select a site with full sun and well-drained soil. For northern regions, is is very important that your site 
receives at least 6 hours of sun. For southern regions, light afternoon shade will help tomatoes survive 
and thrive.

•	 Two weeks before transplanting seedlings outdoors, till soil to about a foot and mix in aged manure, 
compost, or fertilizer.

•	 Harden off transplants for a week before moving outdoors.
•	 Transplant after last spring frost when the soil is warm. See our Best Planting Dates for Transplants for 

your region.
•	 Plant seedlings two feet apart, pinching off a few of the lower leaves and planting the root ball deep 

enough so that the remaining lowest leaves are just above the surface of the soil.
•	 Water well to reduce shock to the roots.

Tip: Establish tomato stakes or cages in the soil at the time of planting. Staking keeps fruit off the ground, while 
caging keeps the plant growing upright. Some sort of support system is recommended.

Caring

•	 Water generously for the first few days.
•	 Water well throughout the growing season, about 2 inches per week during the hottest part of the sum-

mer.
•	 Mulch 5 weeks after transplanting to retain moisture.
•	 To help tomatoes through periods of drought, place a few flat rocks next to each plant; the rocks will pull 

water up from under the ground and keep it from evaporating.
•	 Fertilize 2 weeks prior to the first harvest and again 2 weeks after the first harvest.
•	 If using stakes, prune plants by pinching off suckers so that only a couple stems are growing per stake.

Harvesting and Storing

•	 Leave your tomatoes on the vine as long as possible. If any fall off before they are ripe, place them in a 
paper bag with the stem up and store them in a cool, dark place.

•	 Mature, ready-to-harvest tomatoes are firm and very red, regardless of size, with perhaps some yellow 
remaining around the stem. A ripe tomato will be only slightly soft. Pick tomatoes continuously as they 
redden.

•	 If your tomato plant still has fruit when the first hard frost threatens, pull up the entire plant and hang it 
upside down in the basement or garage.

•	 To freeze, core fresh, unblemished tomatoes and place them whole in freezer bags or containers. Seal, 
label, and freeze. The skins will slip off when they defrost.

Tip: Never place tomatoes on a sunny windowsill to ripen; they may rot before they are ripe.  
Also, never refrigerate fresh tomatoes. Doing so spoils the flavor and texture.
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PLANT GROWING GUIDES
3 Easy-To-Grow Herbs

Basil, thyme, and rosemary are among the most popular homegrown herbs. Here are some growing tips for each:

Basil

•	 Start seeds indoors 6 weeks before the predicted last spring frost date.
•	 Ensure your outdoor site gets 6 to 8 hours of sun daily.
•	 Plan to transplant seedlings into moist, well-drained soil. (If you are going to cook with your basil—or 

any herb—be sure to plant into clean soil; and don’t use fertilizers that leave toxic residues. Also grow it 
away from driveways and streets so that exhaust won’t settle on your plants.)

•	 After the last spring frost date, plant seedlings in the ground about ¼ inch deep and 10 to 12 inches apart. 
(The soil should be around 70ºF for best results.)

•	 During the dry periods in summer, water your plants freely.
•	 Pinch off the flower heads as soon as they appear to make sure that all of the plant’s energy is going into 

leaf production.

Thyme

•	 Thyme is best grown from either cuttings or transplants, rather than seed, as it is slow to germinate.
•	 For a head start, plant cuttings indoors 6 to 10 weeks before the predicted last spring frost date.
•	 In early spring, transplant them outside into well-drained soil, spacing them about 9 inches apart. (For 

best growth, the soil should be about 70ºF.)
•	 Water regularly and give the plants an occasional trim to stimulate new growth.
•	 Thyme is a perennial herb, meaning it will overwinter in cold climates; add a layer of mulch around the 

plants after the ground freezes.

Rosemary

•	 Plant seeds or cuttings indoors 8 to 10 weeks before the predicted last spring frost date.
•	 Plant seedlings outdoors in well-drained soil. (The soil should be around 70ºF for best results.)
•	 If left unchecked, rosemary can become a very large, gangly shrub, so prune it regularly to keep it a man-

ageable size. And give it a light trim after it flowers to encourage tender new leaf growth.
•	 Water the plants evenly throughout the growing season.
•	 For fresh rosemary in the winter, grow the plant indoors in a pot. Be sure to put it in a cool place where it 

will receive bright light. 
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GARDEN PESTS 

When it comes to addressing pests in the garden, the first step is determining the problem. Look for signs of 
insect damage and symptoms of disease and note any distinguishing characteristics—key indicators of what is 
plaguing your plants. Bear in mind that 95 percent of garden guests are either helpful or harmless. You want to 
protect beneficial insects while eradicating pests. Keep an eye out for ladybugs, bees, moths, butterflies, wasps, 
and beetles—just a few of the “good guys.”

For a list of common pests and diseases and how to control them, visit The Old Farmer’s Almanac Garden Plant 
Pest and Disease Control Library at Almanac.com/pests

RAISED BED GARDENING

Many gardeners swear by raised beds for their ease and effectiveness. In raised beds, which are essentially large 
planter boxes, you are able to concentrate your energy in a small area, meaning you can work, water, weed, and 
fertilize as economically as possible. Additionally, raised beds . . . 

•	 Prevent soil compaction (you are not stepping in the beds)
•	 Produce a higher yield for the area, due to better drainage and deep rooting
•	 Keep a barrier between your crops and pests, such as slugs and snails, as well as weeds
•	 Stop garden soil from washing away with heavy rains
•	 Allow for a longer growing season, since you can work the soil more quickly in the spring in frost-hard-

ened regions where the ground takes longer to thaw

Raised garden beds are fairly easy to construct. Here is advice on how to build a raised garden bed for your back-
yard:

Choosing Materials

Common pressure-treated lumber that’s sold today has been treated with chemicals to prevent moisture from 
rotting it. If you have reservations about using it, there are various eco-friendly alternatives, such as cedar, which 
contains natural oils that prevent rotting. (It’s more expensive but will last for years.) Also, choosing thicker 
boards can help to make the wood hold up longer. For example, 2-inch-thick locally-sourced larch should last 10 
years, even without treatment. You can also use concrete blocks or bricks, but bear in mind they will increase the 
soil pH over time.

How to Build a Raised Bed

Materials 

•	 3 boards, 2x12 inches, 8 feet long
•	 1 board, 2 x4 inches, 8 feet long
•	 28 galvanized deck screws, 2 ½ inches

http://almanac.com/pests
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RAISED BED GARDENING
How to Build a Raised Bed (continued)

Instructions

1.	 Cut one of the 2x12-inch boards in half to make two 4-foot lengths; these will be the two end pieces.
2.	 Cut the 2x4-inch board into one 4-foot length (for the center brace, which will prevent the sides from 

bowing outward when the bed is filled with soil) and four 1-foot lengths (for the corner supports). The 
two uncut boards will become the sides of the raised bed.

3.	 Attach one of the side boards to an end board with three evenly spaced screws.
4.	 Place a corner support in the right angle formed by the boards and attach it to the side board with three 

screws. Repeat until all four sides are attached.
5.	 Position the center brace at a right angle to the side boards at their midpoints and attach.

Soil for Raised Beds

Fill the beds with a mix of 1/3 topsoil, 1/3 compost, and 1/3 other organic material, such as manure, to give 
your plants a nutrient-rich environment. Note that the soil in a raised bed will dry out more quickly. During the 
spring and fall, that’s okay, but during the summer water more often and add straw, mulch, or hay on top of the 
soil to keep moisture from evaporating.

Plants for Raised Beds
	
Almost any crop can be grown in a raised bed. Vegetables are most common, but fruit and flowers are also 
options. Think about the growing habits of your crops and plant them where they will have room to grow and 
optimal sunlight. Some plants, such as cucumbers and summer squash will hang over the edge, where they might 
get trampled, so consider planting them toward the middle of the bed.

CONTAINER GARDENING 

For those of you who don’t have a lot of space with which to work, consider planting your veggies in containers. 
This method also keeps time and cost to a minimum.
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Tips for Growing Veggies in Containers
	

•	 Avoid small containers, as they often can’t store enough water to get through hot days. Larger pots hold 
moisture better . . . plus, the bigger your container, the more plants you can grow.

•	 Clay pots are usually more attractive than plastic ones, but plastic retains moisture better than unglazed 
terra-cotta. To get the best of both, slip a plastic pot into a slightly larger clay pot.

•	 You can also use barrels, buckets, baskets, boxes, tubs, and troughs—anything that holds soil. Just be sure 
that it has drainage holes in the bottom.

•	 Hanging baskets make good use of space, and plants grown at eye level can be easily tended and  
harvested. 

•	 Place containers where they will receive maximum sunlight and good air circulation.
•	 Vegetables that can be easily transplanted, such as peppers and cherry tomatoes are best suited for  

containers. Transplants can be purchased from local nurseries or started from seed at home.
•	 Before planting, add about 1 inch of course gravel in the bottom of the container to improve drainage.
•	 To keep plants adequately cool and moist during hot summer days, double-pot them: Place a small pot 

inside a larger one and fill the space between them with sphagnum moss or crumpled newspaper. When 
watering the plant, also soak the filler between the pots. 

•	 Feed container plants at least twice a month with liquid fertilizer, following the instructions on the label. 
(An occasional application of fish emulsion or compost will add trace elements to container soil.)

•	 Watch for and control insect pests.

PREPARING YOUR GARDEN FOR WINTER

•	 Once temperatures start to dip toward the frost point, cover your vegetables with old sheets or light blan-
kets on cold nights to extend the season a wee bit longer.   

•	 Leave root crops such as beets, parsnips, carrots, and garlic for harvesting through early winter. Cover 
them with a heavy layer of mulch and mark the rows with tall stakes so that you can find them in snow.

•	 Pull up tomato, squash, pea, and bean plants. If they’re disease-free, compost them. If any are diseased, 
either burn them or discard separately. Pull up and put away the stakes.

•	 Before the ground gets too hard, remove all weeds and debris to eliminate overwintering sites for insects 
and disease.

•	 Once the garden soil is exposed, add a layer of compost, leaves, manure (if you have it), and lime (if you 
need it). Gently till into the soil.

•	 Another option is to sow cover crops such as winter rye to improve your soil quality and prevent weed 
seeds from taking root.

•	 If some areas have hopelessly gone to weeds, cover them with black plastic and leave it in place over the 
winter and into the spring to kill sprouting seeds.

So there you have it—the ABCs of how to toil in the soil. In addition to having fresh veggies from your own 
backyard, tending a garden offers opportunities to make exciting discoveries every season. So relax, think small, 
and—with a little help from your green thumb—let nature take its course!

About The Old Farmer’s Almanac

Since 1792, The Old Farmer’s Almanac has spoken to all walks of life: planting charts for 
those who grow their own food; recipes for those who live in the kitchen; Moon and sunrise 
times for those who watch the skies; and forecasts for those who don’t like the question of 
weather left up in the air. Learn more about the Almanac.

https://www.almanac.com/content/about-us
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4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

Lots of gardeners keep chickens, and vice versa. Planting a garden in which you grow your own vegetables and 
raising your own chickens for their delicious eggs are both excellent ways to provide your family with nutritious, 
fresh food. Knowing where your food comes from, knowing that it hasn’t been treated with pesticides or herbi-
cides, and teaching children the importance of being at least partially self-sufficient are all reasons cited by those 
who choose to get involved in these two backyard hobbies. 

Small homesteads and hobby farms are popping up all over the country in both urban and suburban areas. 
Chicken-keeping and gardening do go hand-in-hand, but too often a person’s first instinct is to fence in their 
garden or pen up their chickens because, after all, chickens will wreak havoc in a garden, gobbling up all of the 
fruit, blossoms, and plants that they can. 

But the reality is that there are lots of reasons why you actually do want to allow your chickens into your yard 
and garden. Studies have shown that eggs laid by chickens allowed to roam freely—eating bugs, weeds, grass, 
and other things that they find in the soil—contain two-thirds more vitamin A, twice the omega-3s, three times 
the vitamin E, and seven times more beta-carotene than eggs laid by chickens that are confined to indoors. Eggs 
from free-range chickens also contain less cholesterol and saturated fat than their commercial counterparts.

In addition to the benefits for the chickens of being outside nibbling on grass and weeds, your garden also will 
benefit from the chickens’ activities as they roam in search of things to eat. They will need to be supervised, of 
course, and the timing is critical. You will want to limit their access to the garden while you have plants growing, 
but giving your flock a chance to spend time in your garden, especially during the off-season, can be beneficial to 
both the chickens and your garden. 
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4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

Spring (Aerating and Tilling; Preseason Insect and Weed Control; Fertilization; Thinning Seedlings)
When you think about the activities that you undertake to get your garden ready for spring planting, likely tilling 
and fertilizing come to mind. The wonderful thing about chickens is that not only can they do both of these 
things for you, but also they will actually enjoy it! 

In early spring, before you have planted anything in your 
garden, allowing your chickens free rein of the plot allows 
them to work the soil, turning it over, aerating it, and pre-
paring it for planting as they scratch and peck, looking for 
weeds, bugs, and other goodies in the dirt. If your chick-
ens are used to being barred from the garden area, they 
might be hesitant to enter at first, so you can use cracked 
corn or other grains to entice them into the area to begin 
foraging. 

Unlike with regular tilling, which can lead to poor soil composition over time, chickens will work only the top 
few inches of the dirt, which is more gentle and conducive to creating optimal soil conditions in your garden. 
The scratching that the chickens do in the dirt looking for bug larvae and seeds will improve the soil texture and 
introduce air into it, making it perfect for planting. They’ll work any remnants of the previous year’s garden into 
the soil for you, and of course they’ll also leave behind some manure, which makes great garden fertilizer.

Chicken manure is extremely high in nitrogen, so if applied in large amounts, it should be allowed to age before 
being broadcast over your garden—but the little bit that your flock leaves as they search for bugs shouldn’t be a 
problem. By the time you’re ready to plant, it will most likely have been incorporated into the soil.

Because chickens will happily gobble up any bugs or larvae they find that have overwintered in the ground, along 
with any weed seeds, you should notice a marked reduction in the weeding that you will need to do during the 
growing season, as well as fewer garden pests with which you will need to deal.

Once the chickens have the soil tilled and aerated, you will want to block their access while you plant your seeds 
or transplant your seedlings. They like nothing better than to trample and nibble on tender young shoots!
But your chickens can still assist you in the garden. If you plant seeds directly in the ground, they will need to be 
thinned out as they begin to grow. Save those thinned seedlings for your chickens. They will eat as many seed-
lings as you give them, so nothing goes to waste, and the seedlings or microgreens are extremely nutritious for 
them. 

Similarly, whenever you trim or deadhead your plants, toss the trimmings into a pail for the chickens. You’ve got 
a wonderful source of free treats for your flock right at your fingertips. Herbs, especially, benefit from regular 
trimmings, so don’t hesitate to prune and trim your culinary herbs frequently throughout the growing season 
and share them with your flock.

Note: Pretty much anything you grow in your vegetable garden for your family is fine for your chickens to eat. 
One exception is plants in the nightshade family, which includes tomatoes, peppers, white potatoes, and egg-
plants. These contain a toxin called solanine that can be harmful to chickens, causing gastronomical distress and 
ultimately heart failure. While the whole plant can be toxic, the stems, vine, and leaves contain the most toxin, so 
you should avoid letting your chickens eat any parts of the plants in that family. Fully ripe fruit contain less toxin, 
so feeding your chickens the occasional overripe tomato isn’t likely to cause any problems. Interestingly enough, 
sweet potatoes are in the morning glory family, and the entire plant is safe for your chickens to eat. 
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4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

Summer (Weeding; Bug Control)
Once you have your garden planted, you will want to bar your flock from the area. They’ll scratch up all of your 
seeds and pluck your seedlings out of the ground. Until your plants are established and of good size, it’s best to 
keep the garden gate closed. Chickens might be small, but they can jump pretty well, so until your plants are 
at least 2 feet tall, you can pretty much guarantee that your chickens will be able to strip off all the leaves and 
blooms. 

During the growing season, it still is beneficial to let your chickens into the garden for short periods, however. 
They will love pulling any weeds that have grown and searching for bugs. They can be somewhat picky as to 
which bugs they will eat, and unfortunately they don’t discriminate between “good” bugs, such as worms, praying 
mantises, and ants, and “bad” bugs like Japanese beetles and stinkbugs, but they still will do a pretty good job of 
controlling insects in the garden. Chickens will also eat toads—which are extremely beneficial to gardens—so 
keep an eye out for any toads as your chickens are roaming so that you can move them to safety.

One option, if you really want to continue to allow your chickens access to your garden during the growing 
season and can’t be there all the time to supervise them, is to cage your plants. It’s simple and inexpensive to 
fashion cages or hoops out of chicken wire to protect your growing plants from the chickens. Another idea is 
to build a chicken “tractor,” which is basically a small, movable pen in which you can put your chickens to keep 
them contained in one area of your garden. Then you move it from place to place periodically so that they work 
the entire space, one small portion at a time. This works really well to keep the walkways in between your rows of 
vegetables weed-free.

A third option is to build a chicken “chunnel.” This is a tunnel made of wire fencing that runs around the perim-
eter of your garden. The chickens can move up and down the length of it, hopefully eating any bugs that try to 
gain access to the garden, while at the same time being prevented from wandering among the plants.

Throughout the growing season, be sure to share any bug-eaten produce with your chickens. Not only do they 
not mind half-eaten vegetables, but also they consider the offending bug a tasty treat as well! The same goes for 
any vegetables that have been nibbled on by rabbits or deer—your chickens will love to eat them.
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4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

Fall (Cleanup; Mulching; Fertilizing)
Fall is the perfect time to once again let your chickens wander freely and unsupervised in your garden for long 
periods of time. Once you have harvested your crops, you can let your chickens in to clean up all of the remain-
ing stalks, vines, and stems, along with any unpicked vegetables. 

Don’t forget to pull out the nightshade plants (tomatoes, potatoes, eggplants, peppers) before giving your chick-
ens free range. Rhubarb leaves are also toxic, so these plants should be caged or harvested before you allow your 
chickens into your garden in the fall. 

While your chickens roam the garden munching on the leftovers, they naturally are also pooping. Chicken 
manure, as mentioned earlier, is a wonderful fertilizer for gardens, and fall is a perfect time to welcome it being 
deposited onto the ground. This will allow several months for the manure to age in advance of gardening in the 
following spring. 

In addition to cleaning up any stalks and stems, the chickens will also unearth any bugs planning on overwin-
tering in the garden, which will give you a head start on insect control come spring. And by working the garden 
remnants into the soil, they will help these begin to decompose into mulch, which not only feeds the soil but also 
improves its structure. 

Winter (Composting; Cold Crops)
If you live in a far northern climate, 
your garden is probably covered with 
compost or mulch and will lie dor-
mant until spring. When you first 
dump the compost (or coop litter, after 
you do your fall cleanout), your chick-
ens can help to spread it. They love to 
spread piles of anything—straw, leaves, 
pine needles, or hay—and it’s a great 
winter activity to keep them busy. 

Using straw in your coop will provide 
you with some extremely beneficial 
garden mulch each fall. All of the 
combination of the straw, chicken 
manure, and even chicken feathers 
will decompose over the winter and 
provide your garden with a natural moisture, frost, and weed barrier while adding nutrients to the soil.

If you live in a warmer climate where you can plant a cold crop garden in the winter, then you can let your chick-
ens continue their bug-seeking, weed-munching activities right through the cold months. You can even plant 
the chickens their own winter garden if you have the space. A buffet of spinach, kale, brussels sprouts, and Swiss 
chard will provide them with the leafy greens they love that supply them with lots of nutrition when they might 
not have much grass to eat.

If you have a greenhouse, consider letting the chickens spend cold winter days inside it. They will stay warmer 
than they would outside, and the greenhouse will keep them protected from predators such as hawks, foxes, or 
even a neighbor’s dogs. If you can wrap your garden in plastic or put up Plexiglas as a wind block, your chickens 
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will enjoy being allowed access in the winter, warmed by the sun as they continue to work the soil right through 
the cold months.

If you are a gardener and have been thinking about adding a few chickens to your backyard but were worried 
that your garden wouldn’t survive them, I hope that this guide has given you some pointers and tips on success-
fully incorporating a few chickens into your garden routine. Even if you don’t feel comfortable allowing them 
access to your garden and would prefer fencing it, having a few chickens in the yard as you work in your garden 
can provide so much entertainment and stress relief. 

And if you already raise chickens, I hope that this guide has given you the encouragement that you need to inte-
grate your flock into your garden regimen.

4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

Chicken-Friendly Crops

Spring (planted):
Beans
Cantaloupes
Cucumbers
Fennel
Lettuce
Nasturtium
Peas
Pumpkins
Sunflowers
Watermelons
Yellow squashes
Zucchini

Fall (either planted or harvested):
Beets
Broccoli
Brussels sprouts
Carrots
Cauliflowers
Garlic
Kale
Parsnips
Radishes
Spinach
Sweet potatoes
Swiss chard 
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4-SEASON GUIDE TO GARDENING WITH CHICKENS

About the Author 

Lisa Steele, a 5th generation chicken keeper and Master Gardener, and 
author of the popular books Fresh Eggs Daily: Raising Happy, Healthy 
Chickens Naturally and Gardening with Chickens lives with her husband 
on a small hobby farm in Maine where she raises a mixed flock of chickens 
and ducks, grows herbs and enjoys cooking using fresh vegetables from her 
garden and fresh eggs from her coop. 

You can learn more on her website www.fresheggsdaily.com. 

Pros and Cons of Free-Range Chicken “Garden Helpers”
In aerating/tilling—
Pros: Loosen the soil as they scratch
Cons: Scratch up seedlings and small plants

In fertilizing— 
Pros: Poop in the garden
Cons: Poop on the patio, steps, and driveway

In aerating/tilling—
Pros: Loosen the soil as they scratch
Cons: Scratch up seedlings and small plants

In fertilizing— 
Pros: Poop in the garden
Cons: Poop on the patio, steps, and driveway

In pest control— 
Pros: Eat bad bugs
Cons: Eat good bugs, toads, and worms
 

In weeding—
Pros: Eat weeds 
Cons: Eat plants and vegetables

In composting— 
Pros: Spread compost and turn it over
Cons: Spread mulch out of beds and rocks out of land-
scaping 

–partially excerpted from Gardening with Chickens: 
Plans and Plants for You and Your Hens by Lisa Steele 
(Voyageur, 2016)

http://www.fresheggsdaily.com
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PLAN YOUR BEST  
GARDEN EVER!

Let The Old Farmer’s Almanac Garden Planner customize  

your plot (or pot!) to your space, your climate, your schedule. Our database  

helps you to choose your best plants. Biweekly emails offer timesaving  

advice and timely reminders. You’ll harvest more than ever!

USE THE GARDEN PLANNER FREE FOR 7 DAYS. 
GO TO ALMANAC.COM/GARDENPLANNER

Versions available for PC/Mac and iPad/iPhone.

Gardening has never been easier, faster, or more fun!

#1 
GARDEN 
PLANNER

https://www.almanac.com/gardenplanner?utm_source=freeguides&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=BEGINNERSGUIDE2018

