
Chapter 1: Your First Four Steps 
 
Step 1. Garden Location: Selecting the proper site for your garden 
A. Light - Maximum light equals maximum growth, pick a location that gets 6-8 hours full sunlight daily. 

B. Drainage - A gentle slope, a slight turtleback or bow equals better drainage and less wet feet for your 
garden plants.  Water should not sit in your garden for more than an hour after watering or a rainfall.  
A raised bed can solve drainage problems by raising your garden from low areas. 

C. Raised Beds - Generally 3 to 4 feet wide beds enable you to comfortably reach in from either side to 
plant, maintain, and harvest from your garden. The Raised Garden allows for better and easier soil 
preparation, resulting in efficient use of soil amendments and providing an ideal environment for 
vegetable and flower growth.  Due to close spacing, plants compete for available water and nutrients 
so an adequate supply of each must be provided.  In addition to a fertile soil high in organic matter 
(described later in Chap. 4 - Garden Soil Amenders), water-soluble fertilizer and irrigation are 
beneficial. 
 

Step 2. Choosing Plants and Design: 
A. Prepare an inventory of plants you wish to grow or eat. 

B. Divide your plant list by cold season and warm season plants. General Garden Information - column 
H -Best Growing Weather. 
 
 

C. Refer to the Frost Chart to find your area’s last spring frost, and then use the General Garden 
Information chart (column L) to determine when it's safe to plant each crop.  For example: Tomatoes 
(warm season) in Baltimore (last frost March 28) are planted 3 weeks after the last frost, which would 
be April 18.  Another Example: Lettuce (cool season) in Baltimore would be planted 2 weeks before 
the last frost, or March 14. 

D. Choose one of the pre-planned** gardens or refer to warm and cool season information on the 
General Garden Information chart column H (Best Growing Weather) to design your own garden.   
 

By using the Plant Friends and Enemies chart you can interchange plants that coexist together by height 
and compatibility.  Plant as many of any plants you wish to grow spacing them according to Column B in 
the General Garden Information Chart. 
 
Step 3. Purchasing Plants: 
Remember, plants take space to grow whether planted from seeds or from transplants.  Using your 
garden design to determine how many plants you will need, refer to General Garden Information (column 
B - Plant Spacing), and the Plant Spacing Diagram Guide to see how many plants per sq. ft. you will 
need. 
Transplants and seeds may be purchased from home and garden centers or garden seed catalogs.  If 
you choose to start transplants from seed, refer to General Garden Information (column I - Weeks from 
Seed to Transplant Size). Crops best grown from transplants include: tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, 
cabbages, collards, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, etc.  Crops best grown from direct seeding: carrots, beets, 
cucumber, squash, melon, beans, corn, etc. (see General Garden Information column J for more).  
A NOTE TO THE NOVICE: Whenever possible, start your first Garden with purchased transplants.  If you 
choose to plant seeds, always read the back of the seed packet before planting. 
 



 
Step 4.  Amending your soil: 
Your goal in amending garden soil is to achieve a loose, friable, fertile, well-drained, humus soil.  To 
loosen garden soil in a freestanding Garden, add organic matter, in the form of finished compost or 
sphagnum peat moss, to create a soil which, when squeezed into a ball, crumbles when the ball is 
broken.  Start by laying a 2 inch thick layer of organic material over the garden soil and work into the soil 
to at least an 8 inch depth by mixing with a spade shovel.  Coarse sand or perlite may be incorporated at 
the same time to improve drainage. 
A sticky garden soil indicates a high content of clay particles (often with poor drainage), while a soil that 
will not hold together indicates too much sand and an inability to hold adequate water.  (Garden Soil 
Amenders) 
For a raised bed garden, a mixture of garden soil blended with organic matter, such as sphagnum peat 
moss and/or well-rotted compost, and coarse or sharp sand or perlite at a ratio of 3 parts garden soil: 3 
parts organic matter: 1 part sand or perlite, makes an evenly drained soil with nutrient holding capacity.  If 
garden soil is not available, purchase screened or bagged top soil (3 cubic feet per bag) from your home 
or garden center.  A 4 foot wide, 8 foot long, 6-inch deep raised bed requires a little more than 16 cubic 
feet of garden mix to fill the bed.  Sphagnum peat moss comes in several different size bales, 4.5, 5, and 
6 cubic feet bales and granular perlite is available by the cubic foot.  Coarse or sharp sand is available by 
the cubic yard or in 50 to 100 pound bags. 
 
NON-RAISED BED GARDEN:   To reduce the potential of weeds in a non-raised bed Garden, strip out or 
remove existing grass (sod) or other plants BEFORE adding any amendments including organic matter, 
sand, and fertilizer or working the soil.  
RAISED BED GARDEN:  To reduce weed potential in a Garden built directly on existing sod, install the 
border of your raised bed garden and then cover the grass inside the bed with landscape fabric or 5 
layers of newspaper.  The landscape fabric or paper will inhibit the emergence of the existing grass 
through the growing media prepared from soil blended as recommended above. I recommend building a 
2 level raised garden if grass will not be removed. 

 


