
Vegetable Gardening 
 

Planning Your Garden 
 
Make Your Menu 

• When choosing what veggies to grow, start 
with what your family loves to eat. 

 
• Getting your children involved in this process 

will make them more apt to try something 
new and actually like it. 

 
Size 

• How large should your garden be? 
 

• Its limits should be defined by the amount of 
time you can devote to it and the number of 
people it can feed. 

 
• A garden of 300 sq ft (15’ by 20’) should provide an adequate supply of 

your favorite vegetables for a family of four. 
 
 
 

Planning Your Garden for Maximum Yield 
• When choosing the site for your veggie garden, look for a place that gets 

the most sun throughout the day. 
 

• Avoid areas near large trees with wide spreading roots and low areas that 
might flood or retain too much water. 

 
• If the yard is too shady, consider planting in containers that can be moved 

around the deck or yard as the sun travels. 
 

• Planting on gentle slopes is fine, especially those facing south, but beware, 
water will drain off faster on a slope. 

 
• Be sure to locate your garden where you can get water to it easily. It’s no 

fun dragging your hose to the back of your property every time you have to 
water. 

 
 
 



 
• Once you have chosen the location of your garden, plot and measure the 

exact dimensions. 
 

• Then, using a large sheet of paper, make a diagram of the garden to map 
out where you will plant each crop. You can use a simple scale: 1 inch per 
foot, for example. 

 
• Leave space for walkways between groups of rows. 

 
• Before you plot your garden, however, there are some important things you 

should learn about the crops you want to grow. 
 



Size Requirements 
• Each vegetable needs a certain optimum space in which to grow. 

 
• Try not to crowd plant into less space than they require. 

 
• Squashes and melons often sprawl for yards in all directions. 

 
• Radishes need very little space. Corn grows tall as do tomatoes, and pole 

beans. 
 

• These tall plants should go on the north side of the garden to avoid shading 
others. 

 
• Brussels sprouts and cabbage grow to a hefty size and need plenty of 

room. 
 

Time to Harvest 
• Successive planting allows you to harvest several crops 

form the same area throughout the growing season. 
 

• Lettuce can be picked in a matter of a few weeks, beets in 
about eight weeks, peas in less than 3 months. These and 
other fast maturing crops can succeed one another in the 
same soil. 

 
• Spinach and peas can be planted early; then after these are harvested, 

plant beans or Swiss chard which will continue to grow through the rest of 
the growing season. 

 
• On the other hand certain crops are planted only once because they need 

the whole summer to mature. Vegetables such as tomatoes, eggplant and 
winter squash need up to three months to ripen. 

 
• Inter planting can also maximize use of garden space and increase yields. 

 
• Many of the fast maturing vegetables (lettuce, mustard greens, or spinach) 

may be planted among the seedlings of slow growing vegetables, such as 
pepper, eggplants or tomatoes. The leafy plants will reach maturity long 
before their neighbors shade them. 

 
• Learn which plants can grow without all day sunlight. Spinach and lettuce 

will grow well in partly shaded spots, between rows of taller crops like 
broccoli or brussels sprouts. 

 
• Only three perennials are commonly grown in vegetable gardens: rhubarb, 

asparagus and strawberries. 
 

• If you would like to grow them, remember they will need considerable 
space. 

 
• Rhubarb and asparagus will not produce a crop until three years after 

planting. 



 

Harvest Yields 
• Some crops have enormous yields. A long row of lettuce planted all at once 

will produce more salad than you can possible eat. 
 

• It is more practical to plant short rows of fast maturing vegetables and make 
succession plantings at two or three week intervals. 

 
• Learn what vegetables must be eaten right away, which can be frozen or 

canned, or which can be stored in a cellar. 
 

• If you have storage space, plant more winter squashes, onions, and 
potatoes. 

 
• If you have a deep freezer, grow more Brussels sprouts, carrots, beets and 

okra. For home canning, raise extra tomato plants. 
 

How to Improve Your Soil 
• The quality of a tomato, eggplant, or green pepper first depends on the 

variety, but it also reflects the soil conditions. 
 

• Vegetables may grow to maturity in poor uncultivated ground, but they will 
not produce summer after summer. If essential nutrients are diminished or if 
the soil is allowed to become dense and hard packed. 

 
• First, you need to determine the soil texture. If it is heavy and dense it may 

contain too much clay. If it is loose and light it probably has an over 
abundance of sand. 

 
• The perfect garden soil is dark and rich in color and when you work a 

handful into a ball, it molds easily and keeps its shape but crumbles at the 
touch. 

 
• Clay soil forms into a dense ball, which will break up into large, solid clods 

when you give it a poke. Sandy soil will not hold together at all, both clay 
and sandy soils may be deficient in organic matter. 

 
• The key to soil improvement is the addition of organic matter which will 

enrich the soil with nutrients that all plants must have in order to grow and 
flourish. One of the best sources of organic matter is compost. 

 
 

Working the Soil 
• To loosen the soil, rototill the length of the garden four inches deep. Repeat 

the process going side to side across the garden. 
 

• Remove as many chunks of sod as possible or the grass will start to re-
grow later. 

 



• After the soil is loosened, spread a two to four inch layer of organic material 
over the entire area.  

 
• Cotton Burr Compost, mushroom compost, or composted cow manure are 

all wonderful sources of organic matter. 
 

• Do not apply fresh manure to the garden in the spring unless it has been 
composted for at least four months because the high ammonia content will 
burn plants. 

 
• Next, sprinkle a granular garden fertilizer on top of the compost. 

 
• Rototill all of this together into the soil to a depth of eight inches. Repeat 

until well blended, rake smooth and plant your veggies. 
 
 

My Veggies are Planted… Now What? 
• Water is essential to successful cultivation, so be sure to water each plant 

thoroughly once the garden is planted. 
 

• The garden should receive at least one inch of water per week, either in the 
form of rain or irrigation. Use a rain gauge to monitor this. 

 
• To avoid disease problems, water the garden in the morning rather than the 

evening hours of the day so the leaves are dry by dusk. Wet leaves are 
more susceptible to fungal diseases like tomato blight and powdery mildew 
problems. 

 
• Thorough deep watering is far more effective than brief shallow ones. The 

use of ‘soaker” hoses allow the water to soak deep into the ground, creating 
a deep and healthy root system that will tolerate drought conditions better.  

 

Mulching 
• Mulch is a soil cover usually composed of organic materials, such as cotton 

burr compost, straw or composted grass clippings or leaves. 
 

• Gardeners who use mulch do not have as much weeding to do and find that 
a layer of mulch around their plants helps to conserve moisture in the soil. 

 
• It also helps to prevent the spread of various soil-born diseases to fruit and 

foliage. As organic mulch decomposes, it adds nutrients to the soil. 
 

• Black landscape fabric or plastic are other mulching options. Though they 
do not decompose, they do help to warm the soil sooner and can prevent 
soil, which may harbor disease, from splashing up on the foliage or fruit. 

 
• When your seedlings are about four inches tall, spread a two to four inch 

layer of cotton burr compost between the rows of plants and around the 
garden edge. 

 
• The following season, your organic mulch can be tilled into the soil. 



 
 

Fertilizing 
• If the soil has been properly prepared with a slow release granular fertilizer 

the addition of extra fertilizer often isn’t necessary. 
 

• Vegetables like a higher phosphorus in their soil. 
 

• The addition of bone meal (4-12-10) will certainly boost the flowering and 
fruiting of the plants. 

 
 

Plant Starter 3-10-3 
• We always recommend using plant starter when transplanting a new plant:  

 
• It helps to get vegetables, bedding plants, fruit trees, shrubs, lawns, and 

transplants off to a strong start. 
 

• It helps to reduce transplant shock. 
 

• It promotes root development and more vigorous plant growth. 
 
 

Dr. Earth 
• Biological soil inoculant is another product we recommend if you grow 

legumes (beans, peas, and limas or soy beans). 
 

• It is not a fertilizer or chemical, but safe beneficial bacteria suspended in an 
easy-to-use granule. 

 
• The packet contains about two billion spores of bacteria which take 

nitrogen, in the form of lightening from the atmosphere, and fix it to the 
roots of legumes, where it is converted and utilized by the plant. 

 
• Plants grown later in that soil may use this nitrogen, so don’t discard those 

nitrogen-rich roots. 
 
 

Protection from Critters 
• Most gardens need protection against predators such as rabbits, ground 

hogs, deer and raccoons. 
 

• A good fence works along with repellents or scare devices. 
 

• The simplest fence is one with metal stakes supporting wire mesh. 
 

• An eight foot tall fence will keep out deer; use a finer mesh at the bottom to 
detour rabbits, extending it below ground level to stop burrowers. 

 



 

Helpful Hints for a Healthy Garden 
 

• Do not work in your garden immediately after a rainstorm. Walking over 
rain-soaked soil will compact it. Touching wet tomato plants may also 
spread disease. 

 
• If you are a smoker, wash your hands before handling tomato plants to 

prevent the spread of tobacco mosaic from your fingers to the plants. 
 

• Patience is a virtue, plant cold and warm tolerant accordingly. Our typical 
last frost date is May 20th – too soon for cucumbers, melons, and peppers 
to go out without protection. 

 
 
Resources: 
www.vegvariety.cce.cornell.edu 
 Vegetable Varieties Rated by Real Gardeners 
www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/veggies or www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/hort 
 Gardening Advice 
Reader’s Digest Illustrated Guide to Gardening, 1999 
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