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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, ACC
Herb Gardens & Farms—A Mealtime Treasure

Whether you want to start a 20x20 ft. herb garden on your two acres or an herb farm on a thousand acres, both require consummate planning. For those who actually want to start an herb farming business, connect with experts who have gone before you both locally and nationally. I’m definitely not your source for this project. Yet, here are a number of resources I encourage you to consider:
http://altnature.com/herbfarming/considerations.htm
http://www.ahpa.org/
http://www.herbworld.com/
http://www.agmrc.org/agmrc/commodity/specialitycrops/herbs/herbs.htm
http://www.nal.usda.gov/afsic/AFSIC_pubs/mherb.htm
http://www.herbsociety.org/
http://www.usna.usda.gov/ 

http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/ 

http://grow.garden.org/
When marketing herbs to the public, there are significant protocols and safety measures that will be required locally, statewide, and nationally. So, if you are that passionate about heading into this territory, become well educated and connected with these resources.

For those of us who just want to have an herb garden or very small herb farm on two acres for personal culinary enjoyment for family and friends, start with this essential first step from Charlie Nardozzi, National Gardening Association (http://www.garden.org/ediblelandscaping/?page=veg-garden-design). 
Begin with a well thought out edible landscape design 
that will offer you a wide range of seasonal food choices, 
including herbs to enjoy year round.
Nardozzi encourages us to experiment with new varieties, plant combinations, and techniques to make your vegetable garden a productive, fun, and attractive part of your landscape. Vegetable gardens can be as beautiful as any flower garden while also providing food for the table. All it takes is planning well. 
Preparation drawings – To design your garden from scratch, plot it on graph paper. Use paper with a grid of ¼ inch squares, with each square representing one foot in the garden. Outline the beds in pencil, then fill in the plant names.
Size – Once you have a plan, you're ready to measure out the garden. You'll need a tape measure, plenty of string, 1-foot-long wooden stakes, and a hammer to drive the stakes into the ground. A 20x20 foot garden will give you room to grow a wide range of crops, including some that need a lot of space, such as sweet corn and winter squash. A 10x12 foot plot is sufficient for a garden sampler with a variety of greens, herbs, a few tomatoes and peppers, beans, cucumbers, basil, parsley, and edible flowers such as nasturtiums. 
Position – For best sun exposure, orient the garden so the beds run east to west, with the tallest plants on the north end. This will reduce the chance of one vegetable shading another. Following your plan, drive a stake in each of the four corners of the garden. At this point you'll need to remove any sod and rototill or turn the soil by hand to loosen the soil and remove weeds. Before you plant, have the soil tested to determine the soil pH and nutrient levels. Most vegetables require a pH between 6.0 and 6.8. Add limestone to raise the pH in high-rainfall areas; add sulfur to lower the pH in the arid West. Your state university's cooperative extension service or local garden center will have information on obtaining a soil test kit. 

Inventory of plants/ What to Eat? – This is the fun part, deciding what to grow. The simplest and most obvious is what vegetables and herbs do you like to eat? You simply only grow what you want to eat. Though, always include flowers in your garden, even if they aren't edible. They are beautiful to cut and bring indoors. Flowers also attract pollinating and beneficial insects to the garden. By growing plants in succession and using 3 foot-wide beds with 18-inch paths, you should have plenty of luscious vegetables for fresh eating and extras for sharing. Tuck some chosen vegetables here and there in flowerbeds, along with having a main vegetable garden area to concentrate the food production. The main vegetable garden doesn't have to be all veggies, though. Feel free to include herbs, edible flowers, and fruits. 
Lay Out the Beds – Now it's time to lay it all out. Measure, stake, and outline each bed with string. To make a raised a bed, first loosen the soil using a shovel or a garden fork, then shovel soil from an adjacent path onto the bed. Keep adding soil until the bed is about 8 to 10 inches tall. Smooth the soil on the surface of the bed by raking it flat with an iron rake. Draw the soil evenly between the string boundaries, letting excess soil fall off the edge of the bed outside the string. The object is to end up with a flat-topped raised bed that extends fully to the string boundaries about 8 inches above the pathway. Raised beds can be any shape you want as long as they aren't wider than 3 feet. The center of a bed is hard to reach if it's any wider than that. 

Feed the Soil – Build up the soil with natural fertilizers and compost before you plant. It may take time to build fertile, rich soil using organic fertilizer and amendments, but the nutrients from organic products are released into the soil slowly, providing weeks of nutrition to the plants. Once each bed is formed, add a 1 to 2 inch-thick layer of compost over the surface and work it into the soil with your rake. Use supplemental fertilizers to correct nutrient problems discovered in the soil test and to side-dress vegetables during the growing season. These fertilizers can be in granular or liquid form. 
How to Plant Them – Many vegetables are best started from seeds sown directly in the ground (direct-sown); others go in as seedlings. You can grow your own seedlings indoors or buy them. In early spring, a week or two before the last frost, direct sow crops that grow best in cool weather, such as beets, carrots, parsnips, peas, radishes, spinach, Swiss chard, and turnips, as well as the many delectable exotic greens such as arugula, Asian mustards, and mesclun mix. These greens grow particularly fast from seed. After the last frost, direct-sow warm-weather vegetables, such as beans, cucumbers, corn, and squash. Among herbs, dill, basil, and cilantro are sure bets from direct-sown seed.
Transplants – Some vegetables need to be planted outside as transplants because they take so long to mature. Others just grow better from seedlings versus seed sown in the ground. Broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, and cauliflower can be started either way but setting transplants outside usually works best. Eggplants, leeks, peppers, and tomatoes need to be started from transplants because they need such a long growing season.

Right Time to Plant – The average date of frost in spring is the key date to use in garden planning. If you don't know the date for your region, check with your local cooperative extension service or garden center. You can safely plant the cool-season vegetables, such as broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, celery, parsley, peas, radishes, and spinach, a few weeks before the last frost date. In mild-winter climates, these crops are usually planted in fall for a winter garden. Arugula, beets, leaf lettuce, parsnips, potatoes, and Swiss chard are a bit less frost-hardy but still grow well in cool weather. Plant warm-season vegetables, such as green beans, corn, cucumbers, eggplant, melons, peppers, summer squash, and tomatoes only after the threat of frost has passed.

Special Tips and Techniques – There are special tips and techniques that can make your veggie garden more efficient and productive. 
· A favorite is Succession Planting. A good example of succession planting is growing a warm-season crop such as beans in the same spot where you just harvested a cool-season crop such as spinach.
· Interplanting is another way to maximize your planting space. Plant quick-maturing crops, such as lettuce, around slow growers, such as broccoli.

· When growing more than one of any type of vegetable, tomatoes, for instance, plant several different varieties—to increase chance of success of varieties.

· Extend harvest season if you plant early, mid- and late-season varieties.

Nardozzi particularly loves raised beds. He believes raised beds are the best way to grow the most vegetables with the least amount of work. The only times he recommends not using raised beds is when you have sandy soil, live in a very dry area, and are growing crops that need hilling and mounding, such as potatoes. Otherwise, raise the soil to experience these benefits: 
· They warm up and dry out faster in spring, so plants get a jump on the season. 

· You can grow more vegetables in less space and have less area devoted to paths. 

· They create attractive, well-organized planting areas. 

· They save on the amount of fertilizer and compost used because it's concentrated just on the planting beds. 

· It's less work, especially if you make permanent raised beds bordered with wood, bricks, or stone. You won't have to remake the beds each spring. 

· The plants will have healthy root systems because you won't be stepping on the planting bed, compacting the soil, and making it hard for roots to grow. 

· You can be more creative with design, making round raised beds for example, and planting vegetables, herbs, and flowers in various designs on the raised beds. 

· It's easy to plant climbers such as cucumbers up an A-frame trellis because it fits nicely over a 3-foot bed. 

· It's easy to fit season extenders such as row covers with wire hoops over the 3-foot beds. 

· Most important of all, raised beds are beautiful! 
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