Le Roy

Tips for Starting a Garden

By Betsy Erickson

Some people have the mistaken
idea that one must have a big
back yard, a couple of acres of
land, or even a farm to have a
garden. That is not the

case. Almost any little spot that
gets some sunlight can be made
into a vegetable patch. A young
couple in our family lives in a
town house in a Maryland

city. An unwanted hot tub from
the previous occupants took up

a space that they decided need a
new purpose. They removed the
hot tub and now have a

nice grill area --and a small gar-
den. Their vegetable bed is per-
haps four feet square, and within
its confines they have zucchini,
yellow summer squash, peppers,
tomatoes, and lettuce. A fence
provides a handy place to trellis
cucumbers.  And, they have
some of those "upside down" gar-
den pots. Theirs have tomatoes
in the bottom and flowers in the
top. At a recent family picnic,
Eric remarked, "l am really glad
we did that. It has been so
much fun.”

So, don't let lack of space stop
you from starting to grow some
or all of your own vegetables and
herbs. Here are a few tips for
your first vegetable patch from
an opinionated gardener. Take
them for what they are worth
and feel free to argue about their
merit.

1. If you are starting from
scratch, make a raised bed or
two instead of ripping up a lot of
sod whose grasses will make a
determined assault on their for-

mer home.

2. Stay away from chemical
gardening. Have a compost pile,
using kitchen scraps (not meat
scraps, though, since they will
attract animals that you don't
want that close to your house or
garden) and leaves, and grass
clippings if yours are chemical
free. Turn the pile frequently, and
add the resulting compost to your
garden plot.

3. Grow what you like to
eat. Don't go for the exotic right
away, especially things you have
never tasted.

4. If you like salad, grow
greens. They are easy to grow,
and many varieties will grow again
after cutting, so you will have sev-
eral harvests from the same
plants.

5. Talk to your gardening and
farming neighbors to find out
what grows well in your area.

6. If you want manure for your
compost pile, offer to buy it from a
farmer that raises livestock sus-
tainably. Remember, that manure
pile is not a "waste" prod-
uct. Composted, it is black
gold. Many people think that ma-
nure is something that most farm-
ers want to get rid of. Not true.
Also, that IS manure. The proper
word for animal wastes does not
start with "s" or "p."

7. Remember that even a
flower bed can serve double duty
to grow a few vegetables and
herbs. Lettuce is as pretty as
flowers, and cucumbers can climb
the trellis as well as roses.

8. If you have no space at all,
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Pepper plants on a porch.

consider container gardening, us-
ing large pots, window boxes, and
those new "upside down" pots.

9. Don't grow corn.  Unless you
have a large area, corn just does-
n't produce enough to make it
worth your time. A few stalks of
corn take up a lot of space and
won't give you many meals.

10. Most important, enjoy your
garden. If in doubt about the joys
of raising vegetables, read "My In-
troduction to Self -Reliance" by
Treska Lydia Stein in the August/
September issue of Mother Earth
News. This thirteen year old
stated it clearly: "l loved my gar-
den, and my garden loved me
back."
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Seasoning

By Betsy Erickson

We have all become acquainted
with the concept of "eating seasonally,'
that is, eating foods during their natu-
ral harvest time as much as possible
and making our meals during the win-
ter from local foods that have been
stored in some way. We can also en-
hance our meals by "seasoning season-
ally.”

I have to admit that | love salt and
pepper as much as anyone, and proba-
bly more than most people. But, our
local herbs can also add interest and
taste to our meals. During the winter,
we must rely on dried or frozen herbs
unless we have a little windowsill con-
tainer to grow them year round. Still,
many herbs want a longer day than we
have during the winter here on the
44th parallel, so it is prudent for all of
us to plan ahead for our winter season-
ing needs.

Some of our culinary herbs are an-
nuals. Others are perennials. In the
flower beds near our cabin we have a
large clump of French tarragon, loads
of spearmint, "just enough" Greek
oregano, big patches of thyme, and
small amounts of lemon balm and
lemon thyme. The rosemary plant
goes outside each spring and comes
back in when the weather turns cold. |
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use all of these herbs in various ways
in preparing our meals.

In the vegetable garden are two
kinds of basil --sweet Genovese and
Thai--though there are many more
kinds. The tomatoes enjoy the com-
panionship of the basils, so they are
mostly planted near the tomatoes.
Then, there is lots of dill, and | did not
have to sow any seeds this year. It
"volunteered" all over the garden. The
cilantro did the same, though | also
planted some new seeds, not realizing
the extent of its reseeding. Parsley
generally overwinters in the green-
house, so we have this vitamin rich
herb for use in the spring. Then, | gen-
erally remove it and plant new.

We use the summer herbs in stir
fried dishes, in salads and dressings,
and mixed with melted butter to gar-
nish potatoes, carrots, and other vege-
tables. Any good standard cook book
will have some hints on which herbs
are most pleasing on various foods, but
as a rule, | believe that nearly any herb
tastes good with any vegetable.

I make flavored vinegars with tarra-
gon, dill, and other herbs, and | dry a
supply of dill, basil, and parsley for
the winter. | also freeze small contain-
ers of finely snipped dill, parsley, and
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cilantro for use in spicing up win-
ter fare.

When tomato season finally ar-
rives, the garden herbs add flavor
to sauces that | freeze or can for
winter. Basil and oregano make
their appearance in the Italian style
sauce we enjoy, and cilantro is im-
portant in some of the salsas we
like.

Using these locally grown herbs
during the summer, along with
garlic, chives, and other seasonal
flavoring agents, makes each day's
meals unique, and it gives our
foods that quality described as
"terroir" or "sense of place" that
makes the dishes we prepare taste
like no others in the world. Local
and seasonal herbs are a bit of very
affordable luxury that all of us
should enjoy.
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