
	 foodgrowingpeople.com                                                   1	
 

Basic Food Growing 101  
 
On Being a Beginner  
 
“In the beginner’s mind there are many 
possibilities, but in the expert’s there are 
few.”  Suzuki Roshi – Zen Mind Beginners 
Mind 
 
When reading (or listening to) information 
about food growing, keep breathing. It may 
have words and concepts you don’t 
understand. That’s okay, you will understand 
soon enough.   
 
Sometimes you have to hear things several 
times to understand them. And as you gain 
food-growing confidence, you will be able to 
listen with new ears. Trust yourself and have some fun! 
 
We’re all still learning no matter how long we’ve been at it. 
 
Why Grow Food?  
 
For The Environment 
 When you grow some of your own food, you help protect the environment 

because your plants and soil will clean the air by reducing carbon dioxide in 
our atmosphere.  

 The food you grow at home doesn’t have to shipped in from across the 
country or world. 

  
For Health and Safety 
 You know the food you grow is fresh, healthy and safe. 
 Working outside in the fresh air and sunshine is so good for you.  
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For Connection 
 Growing food is a great activity for kids, it builds community, and connects us 

to the land and cycles of the earth. 
 Meeting your neighbors who are also growing food 
 
For Learning 
 About nature and growing  
 The feeling of satisfaction that comes from growing and eating your own food  

 
For Beauty 
 The flavor and taste values and all the aesthetic values – beauty, texture, 

color, etc. from gardens 
 
 
Getting Started 
 
To grow food, all you need is 
 Good soil in a garden bed, plot or container 
 Vegetable seeds or starter plants 
 6-8 hours of sun a day 
 Water 
 
Take it easy and remember that humans have been growing food for ten 
thousand years.  It’s in our DNA, we just more recently have forgotten how to do 
it as part of every day life. Take small steps and learn one thing or two.  Then as 
your growing confidence grows, you can try more things. 
 
Start small.  Get some success under your belt and then you can grow your 
garden. Grow food you like to eat. Everyone makes mistakes, that’s how you 
learn. Even professional farmers have a failure here and there.  
 
Many things in food growing are out of your control anyway – sun and wind and 
rain and animals eating your veggies. So take it light and have some fun! 
 
But with some luck and help from Mother Nature, everything will happen like it 
does. Let’s get started! 
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Location 
Try to locate your garden near the kitchen door, or where you can see it from a 
window. Ideally, the spot should get at least 6-10 (some plants ndo much better 
with 8-10) hours of sun a day, be free of large roots, and have good drainage 
(no puddles standing a few hours after a good rain). Even if your yard isn’t ideal, 
you can still grow some plants. Work with what you’ve got. 
 
Kale and lettuces can grow well in the shade. 
 
Consider the size and shape of your garden. Our example will show a four-foot 
by four-foot square bed made out of wood. 
  
Types of Beds 
We present a few types of garden beds: the raised bed, and the no-dig bed. 
Each type has pros and cons, choose the type that is right for you. 
 
The Raised Bed   
A raised bed is a good choice for beginners and for those whose soil is poor or 
have limited space. It may be more expensive than other types, because you 
have to make or buy a frame, as well as add the soil and compost. But this is a 
onetime cost that will last you for many years. The main advantages to the 
raised bed are simplicity and ability to plant right away. 
 
Simply put, a raised bed is a box frame (with 
no bottom) filled with soil. The frame can 
either be home made or store-bought. They 
can be obtained at a local hardware store or 
gardening center, from local builders or you 
can build one with a friend. 
 
They commonly come in 4-by-4 ft square shapes. And 8-10” high. If you prefer a 
rectangular bed, just make sure that you don’t make it too wide – you should be 
able to reach the middle of the bed from both sides. Four feet wide is about right 
for most of us. 
 
Once you have bought or built your wooden frame, use a spade to scrape off 
any grass where the box will sit. This will help control weeds popping through 
your soil. Before you put the soil in the box, cover the bottom of the box with ten 
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layers or so of newspaper as a barrier for weeds. Finally, cover the newspaper 
with a good soil mix (Soil mix is roughly 2/3 topsoil, 1/3 compost). 
 
You can often get good soil/compost mixes at local compost operations. Or ask 
your local garden store or nursery for a good recommendation for a planting soil 
mix. It’s best to get the best soil and compost you can because this is what your 
vegetables will grow in. And the bulk of the cost will be for soil that will last you 
a number of years. 
 
Then purchase enough good compost or worm compost to put a two-inch layer 
on your bed – do this in the spring and then in the fall to replenish nutrients. 
 
See www.gardeners.com/Soil-Calculator/7558,default,pg.html to calculate how 
much soil you’ll need.  
 
No-Dig Beds – we don’t recommend 
digging into the soil too much as it 
upsets the topsoil and the billions of 
microorganisms that live there happily 
and will make sure your vegetable plants 
flourish. 
  
Lasagna Bed 
Although not necessary, you can first use a 
spade to scrape off the grass where the no dig 
bed will be. Then cover the 4 ft-by-4ft (or 
whatever dimension you want) site with 8-10 
layers of wet newspaper, followed by a thin layer of compost, several inches of 
grass clippings, shredded leaves, and/or straw.  
 
When you are ready to plant, pull back the mulch, cut through the newspaper 
(scrape away the sod if not already done ahead of time), dig a planting hole, 
drop in the plant, add a little compost, cover the roots with soil and pull the 
mulch back around the base of the plant. 
 
Over the spring, summer, fall and winter, the ground under the bed will get 
richer and more worms will come to live there. Don’t forget to put a two-inch 
layer of worm compost over the bed in the fall. You’ll find the next spring that 
this bed will be easier to plant with even richer soil. 
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Soil Bag Bed   
Another way to make a no-dig bed is to purchase a 40- pound bag of good 
topsoil and some worm compost. Lay the bag on your site and poke some 
drainage holes in the bottom (drainage holes side down) and cut away the top of 
the bag.  
 
Mix in two inches of worm compost. Plant seeds or transplants directly in the soil 
in the bag. 
 
These options are a great place to start. These instant beds will, over the 
season, kill the grass and mellow the soil below them. This will make the digging 
process much easier the following season. 
 
Container Garden 
Any container that can be filled with a 
soil/compost mix and allows for drainage at 
the bottom can be used as a container for 
food growing. Clay pots, half barrels, boxes 
and tubs can all be used. Make sure they have 
drainage holes in the bottom. 
 
Five-gallon food grade buckets with some 
holes drilled in the bottom for drainage work 
really well. Container gardening is especially good if you have limited space 
where you live – a corner of a deck or a balcony. 
 
Just fill the containers with good soil and 2” of worm compost mixed in the top 
and plant right in the container. 
 
Seeds and Transplants 
 
Seeds are less expensive, they offer more variety, 
and some plants are only available as seeds. 
Seeds are good to use to raise plants that grow 
quickly and easily, like lettuce, radishes, beets, 
peas, beans and greens, like kale or collards. 
 
Transplants that you purchase from local 
gardening stores (or grow yourself indoors as you gain growing experience and 
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confidence) increase your chances for success, especially for plants that require 
a long growing season, like tomatoes, peppers and eggplants. 
 
A simple way to get started easily with seeds is to buy some baby lettuce seed 
mix.  Then just spread those over as much of your garden as you want lettuce 
coming up.  Cover seeds lightly with soil.  Water well and keep moist. They grow 
fast and when they’re 3-4” high, you can cut off the leaves close to bottom and 
they will grow back to cut again. 
 
Radishes grow like crazy and so does kale.  So if you like these veggies, you 
might want to try them and insure your chances of success. 
 
Whenever possible, shop at your local nurseries or garden stores for 
seeds, plants, soil and tools. 
 
seedsnow.com – ships 100%, organic, non-GMO seeds 
   
When shopping for plants to grow, ask the folks at your local nursery or garden 
center for recommendations for plants you could try for someone at whatever 
skill level you’re at. These local places are great sources of information all season 
long. Or ask a neighbor, or friend or family member who has been growing food 
for awhile. People love to talk about food growing, what works and what doesn’t. 
 
There are differing answers to every question.  It’s like asking a chef how to 
make an omelet – there’re 15 different ways! So weigh what you learn and give 
something a try. Then you’ll know what works for you. 
 
 
Some Plant Varieties – there are many kinds or varieties of each vegetable.  
You pick which one sounds good to you or that worked well for someone you 
know.  Or ask the folks at your local garden store what they suggest. 
 
 Bush or Dwarf varieties  (the seed package will say this if you use seeds and if 

it’s a plant, it will have a sign on it that tells what it is) of peas, beans, and 
cucumbers are good for the beginning garden. There is no need to use a 
trellis (something to support climbing plants) for these plants.  

 Tomatoes and Peppers will require the support of stakes or cages. Put these 
in the ground at the same time as the plant. Stakes or cages can be bought at 
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garden stores or you can be creative and make them out of something you 
have around.  

 For your first tomato crop, choose easy to grow cherry tomatoes (great for 
salads or to pop in your mouth picked right off the plant), Roma tomatoes 
(spaghetti sauce) , or a sandwich tomato like “Early Girl” (again, the plants 
will be labeled with their type.) 

 Most importantly, establish a relationship with a local garden center. These 
places have knowledgeable, helpful staff and carry plant varieties that are 
known to do well in your area. They have a ton of food growing experience 
and are happy to share it with you. 

 Don’t forget to plant some flowers in 
your vegetable garden. These not only 
add beauty and color, they also attract 
beneficial insects like bees and ladybugs. 
Nasturtiums (edible, too), zinnias and 
marigolds are all good choices. And you 
can eat the nasturtium flowers! 

 Consider planting some herbs. These 
help discourage harmful insects, they 
grow well and are great for cooking - 
parsley, basil, oregano, rosemary, thyme 
and chives. These can be planted as 
seeds or transplants in the summer. 

 
 
The Garden Plan 
 
This is a square-foot gardening 
diagram that helps you plan 
what, where, when, and how 
your plants will go into your 
garden. We will show you a 
plan for a very simple 3-season 
garden. We’re basing this on a 
4 ft-by-4 ft raised bed or 
lasagna bed. 
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The All New Square-Foot Gardening Book by Mel Bartholomew is a great 
resource for the beginning or any food grower. It’s filled with great information 
and helpful tips. 
 
Basically, in our 4-ft by 4-ft square-foot garden, we divide its 16 square feet into 
16 one-foot squares. This simplifies planting. You can do this with string or small 
rocks or any way you want to. For eg., place a nail every foot of each side, then 
tie a string across the bed between two nails. 
 
Succession Planting is a big word that you might read in garden catalogs or 
books (this just means planting one crop after another one is finished growing 
OR planting the same veggie several times over a period of weeks so that you 
can continuously harvest the vegetables). 
 
We’ll use the strategy of succession planting in our plan. This strategy is used to 
get the most yield and variety out of your garden. You can space your planting 
out over several weeks and then this will space your harvesting out over a period 
of weeks. When you harvest or pull out a plant that has stopped producing, you 
plant a new crop in the same space. 
 
Resources for planning your garden 
 
http://www.growveg.com/freetrial.aspx - The best garden planner I’ve 
seen.  Free 30-day trial so you can plan your garden. If you subscribe 
for $25/yr, you get information sent weekly tailored to your particular 
location about what will grow, when it’s time to grow what, in-depth 
information on various vegetables and lots more. 
 
 
Sample 3-Season Garden Plan 
Based on the Square Foot gardening method 
 
 
Each of these diagrams below represents a 4-ft by 4-ft growing bed divided into 
16 one-square foot sections. The number in parentheses is the number of seeds 
or plants you plant in each one-square foot section. 
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As you can see with the top upper left corner square, when the 16 radishes 
planted in Spring are harvested, you will plant one pepper plant in there for the 
summer. 
 
 
Spring 
Radish 
(16) 

Lettuce 
(4) 

Lettuce 
(4) 

Radish 
(16) 

Green 
Onions 
(16) 

Radish 
(16) 

Lettuce 
(4) 

Radish 
(16) 

Beets 
(16) 

Radish 
(16) 

Lettuce 
(4) 

Kale 
(4) 

Lettuce 
(4) 

Beets 
(16) 

Kale 
(4) 

Swiss 
Chard 
(4) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spring 
In the 1st week of April, plant these seeds: 
 Beets 
 Green Onion 
 Radish 
 Leaf Lettuce 
2 weeks after the 1st crop, plant a 2nd crop of lettuce 
 
In mid-April, transplant these plants: 
 Kale 
 Swiss Chard 
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Summer 
Pepper 
(1) 

Tomato 
(1) 

Tomato 
(1) 

Tomato 
(1) 

Green 
onions 
still 
growing 

Bush 
beans 
(9) 

Bush 
beans 
(9) 

Bush 
beans 
(9) 

Beets 
still 
growing 
 

Pepper 
(1) 

Pepper 
(1) 

Eggplant 
(1) 

 Beets 
still 
growing 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summer 
In mid-May, plant these seeds: 
 Bush Beans 
 
2 weeks after the 1st crop, plant a 2nd crop of beans 
2 weeks after the 2nd crop, plant a 3rd crop of beans 
 
In mid-May, transplant these plants: 
 Tomato 
 Pepper 
 Eggplant 
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Fall 
Pepper 
still 
growing 

Tomato 
still 
growing 

Tomato 
still 
growing 

Tomato 
still 
growing 

Radish 
(4) 

   

Kale 
(4) 

Pepper 
still 
growing 

Eggplant 
still 
growing 

Kale 
(4) 

(1) Radish 
(4) 

Kale 
(4) 

Cabbage 
(1) 

*The little numbers indicate how many seeds or plants to put into each 1-foot 
square 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How to plant 
Make sure to create a diagram of what you 
plant, where and when.  That way you’ll 
remember what is growing when it’s small and 
not recognizable and if something doesn’t 
come up in a couple weeks, you’ll know it’s 
time to plant something else. And you can 
keep track of your food growing progress 
much more easily. 
 
Seeds that are very fine, like lettuce and green 
onion should be placed on top of the soil and 
very lightly covered with fine soil. For seeds 

Fall 
In the 1st week of August, plant these seeds: 
 Kale 
 Radish 
 
In the 1st week of August, transplant these plants: 
 
 Cabbage 
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that are large enough to handle, poke a hole in 
the soil up to your index finger first knuckle, drop 
the seed in, and cover with soil. 

 
Transplants should be planted into a hole deep 
enough to bury the root ball, except tomatoes, 
which should be buried up to the bottom leaf.  
 
 
 
Water 
 Don’t wait until your plants wilt to water! Vegetables need 1 to 1.5 inches of 

water a week, more if it’s hot. Some of this water will be provided by rain, the 
rest must be provided by the farmer. It’s hard to measure 1.5 inches per 
week, so how can you tell if the soil is too dry? 

 Stick your finger 2-3 inches into your bed’s soil.  If it feels dry, then water. 
You can check your soil every couple days but when it gets really hot or hasn’t 
rained recently, you ought to check the soil daily.  

 Water your plants in the morning or in the evening. Apply the water to the 
soil, not onto the leaves of the plant.  

 Seedlings (baby plants) need light watering daily. A fine spray from a hose 
nozzle works well.  

 Containers will dry out quickly, so check them regularly and water them when 
the soil feels dry. Apply water until it runs out of the drainage holes. 

 In dry places, like California, irrigation systems are relatively easy to install 
and timers help with consistency and regularity. 

 
Resources for watering your vegetables 
www.gardeningchannel.com/watering-the-vegetable-garden/ 
 
http://web.extension.illinois.edu/cook/downloads/9234.pdf 
 
Bugs and Varmints  
 Rabbits especially love lettuce and beans. You probably will want to put up a 

rabbit proof fence around your bed. Metal poles and chicken wire to a height 
of two or three feet will do the trick. Erect the fence before your plants 
emerge from the soil.  

 If moles are a problem in your yard, you may want to use containers, or a 
raised bed box with hardware cloth (thick screen) stapled to the bottom of the 
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box before filling with soil. Deer are hard to discourage with a fence. Organic 
spray repellents and CD discs strung along a line as a kind of “scarecrow” 
have worked for some farmers. 

 If you see a bug or disease on your plant, pick off an affected leaf, seal it up 
in a Ziploc bag, and take it to your local garden center or Cooperative 
Extension Office for advice. Problems can be prevented by planting at the 
right time, having a variety of plants, and planting flowers to attract beneficial 
bugs and birds. 
 

Resource for information on bugs and diseases of plants: 
 

http://www.gardeners.com/on/demandware.store/Sites-Gardeners-
Site/default/Search-PestsDiseases 

 
Compost and Mulch 
Mulch 
Just about any organic matter, like straw, grass clippings, pine needles, shredded 
leaves, wood chips, etc. can be used as mulch. 
Or mulch can be store bought. Mulch is applied 
to the top of the soil, around the plants. It 
deters weeds, helps retain moisture in the soil, 
and worms love it. 
 
Compost 
Compost is decomposed organic matter. It can 
be made from yard and kitchen waste, or store 
bought. Compost is worked into the soil to 
provide nutrition, improve soil structure, help 
retain moisture in the soil, and worms love it. It 
will turn your food growing soil into rich, 
nutritious home for your vegetables. 
 
Don’t be intimidated by composting.  Mother Nature does it every day in the yard 
and in the woods – it’s a natural process. If you read about composting, it often 
sounds complicated with lots of science, but it’s really not difficult.
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Here’s an easy way to compost:  
 
 Take a 5-gallon plastic bucket (buy one or get 

a used one from a local bakery or food 
establishment.) Drill ¼ inch holes in the sides, 
tops and bottom – say, 10 holes in the bottom 
and top and 25 around the sides.  This will let 
air in and help regulate moisture. 

 You compost with “greens” and “browns”.  
Greens are wet and juicy things, like fruit and 
vegetable kitchen waste, plant trimmings or 
fresh grass clippings.  Browns are dry, papery 
things like shredded newspaper or office 
paper, torn up cardboard, straw or dried leaves (best to run over the leaves 
with a lawnmower to chop them up before use.)  You just mix these two 
types of materials together to create compost. 

 Fill your bucket to the top with alternating 3-4 inch layers of browns and 2 
inch layers of greens. Start by lining the bottom with a couple inches of 
shredded newspaper or office paper, then add successive layers of kitchen 
vegetable or fruit scraps, paper, then lawn clippings, then repeat until full.  If 
you put in grass clippings, don’t put in too deep of a layer – too much, and 
you will end up with a solid mat of grass clippings.  

 Once your bucket is full, wet it thoroughly with a hose. Then close the top 
tightly and sit it on some bricks to raise it off of the ground.  Every couple of 
days, roll the bucket around in the yeards for a minute or two to mix the 
contents and aerate it. In just a few weeks (6-8), you’ll have compost ready 
to mix into your garden soil. 

 Odd smells and bugs can be a natural byproduct of composting – bugs help 
break down these materials.  If your compost bucket stinks too much, add 
some browns in and roll around and that will take care of it in a day or so. 

 Don’t compost meat or dairy products. 
 If you have two buckets, you can continue collecting your compostable 

materials in a second bucket while the first bucket is breaking down. 
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Conclusions 
 
If you ask 10 growers the same question, you will probably get 10 different 
answers. There are lots of good ways to grow food, so don’t get discouraged by 
the wealth of gardening information that you will see. 
 
We have shown you some simple ways to get started - so go outside, get dirty, 
have fun, and eat what you grow! 
 
 
 
The All New Square Foot Gardening Book 
by Mel Bartholomew 
- a great food-growing resource. Explains square foot gardening very well and 
has lots of other great growing information. Awesome for beginners. Highly 
recommended 
 
 
The Vegetable Gardener’s Container Bible: How to Grow A Bounty of 
Food in Pots, Tubs, and Other Containers 
by Edward C. Smith 
- How to grow food in every type of container 
 
 


