
Did the increased food prices and E. coli scares of  last 
summer have you dreaming of your own vegetable 
garden? Well, springtime is a perfect time to plan a 

garden and thereby take control of nourishing your body, lower-
ing your grocery bill, eating as locally as possible, and helping         
the environment. 

In our never-ending quest for locally-grown, healthy foods, my 
husband and I started a garden two years ago on a new piece of 
property. It wasn’t our first cultivated plot, but it is our biggest 
to date. Here are some helpful hints that I collected from fellow 
gardeners and learned through my own adventures playing and 
sometimes, admittedly, wallowing in the dirt.  

The first item to consider when planning a garden is its size and 
location. On a sunny day, look around your yard for a level area 
that receives full sun but does not interfere with the natural flow 
of activities. A garden should receive at least six hours of uninter-
rupted sunshine a day; eight to ten is ideal. Keep in mind the 
angle of the sun in early spring will be lower than in summer, so 
shadows will interfere less. Also imagine your trees with foliage,  
so do not forget to look up for overhanging branches and down at 
bare branch shadows when choosing your site. Pruning is always 
an option if a branch or two is shading part of your perfect plot. 
If you have little or no land, options include making a container 
garden or looking into a local community garden where you can 
rent a small plot for the season.

Other considerations for plot size are the number of people in 
your household and the amount of time you have to devote to 
tending the garden. Starting out small makes the task less daunt-
ing. If you have the land, you can always increase the size of the 
garden after getting a feel for yield, time commitment, and needs. 
It is also important to test the quality of your soil. A soil testing 
kit can be bought at a local garden center, or samples can be sent 
to UMASS Extension for analysis (www.umass.edu/soiltest). An-
other helpful local resource with support specifically for the South 
Shore is www.greenscapes.org, a division of NSRWA (North and 
South Rivers Watershed Association). 

After testing the soil, you may need enhancers such as compost, 
lime, greensand, calcium, nitrogen or others. Different plants 
have different needs; Rodale’s Illustrated Encyclopedia of Organic 
Gardening is an excellent source to help you with this conundrum. 
Plants with similar nutrient needs are sometimes best planted in 
the same area. A natural symbiotic relationship is another item to 
mull over. For example, if one plant is shallow rooted and another 
deep rooted, planting them close together can maximize garden 
space.

After deciding on the shape and size, draw a plot plan of your fu-
ture garden on paper. Think about which direction you want your 
plant rows to run, to maximize sun exposure. After you have done 
some plant research and have developed a list of desired plants, 
place the vegetables that have similar needs in the same area on 
your plot plan. Additionally, consider shading: place the taller 
crops, like corn or pole beans, on the north side of the garden so 

continued >>

taking action 
through Gardening
By Ellen Petry Whalen

Alderbrook Farm in Dartmouth, MA 

In
se

t P
ho

to
: C

ar
ol

e 
To

pa
lia

n

www.ediblesouthshore.com  |  7  



their height doesn’t shade your lower growing 
plants. Don’t forget to place pathways about 
a foot wide between vegetable beds to 
allow for weeding, protecting plant roots 
from trampling feet, and picking the fruits              
of your labor. 

Spring is such a good time to think about what you want to grow 
in your little plot of earth. Buying seeds from catalogs gives you an 
abundance of choices. Vegetables like peas, spinach, lettuce, radishes 
and carrots can be planted in early spring. These plants thrive with 
the cooler temperatures. In fact, there is an old farming tradition of 
planting peas on St. Patrick’s Day to yield plump pea pods for the 
4th of July barbeque. Don’t despair if you aren’t out planting with 
the leprechauns—I have planted peas as late as early June. The peas 
will grow; they will just have less time to thrive before the heat gets 
to them. Additionally, peas can be planted in August for a fall crop.

Being aware of where your food comes from, even at the most basic 
level, like the seeds you plant in your garden, is important. Buying 
Certified Organic seeds helps to safeguard you against controversial 
GMOs (genetically modified organisms). To help limit the possibil-
ity of receiving GMO seeds, look into these smaller and indepen-
dently-owned companies, which also pride themselves   on having 
a large variety: Seed Savers Exchange, a non-profit company out 
of Iowa (www.seedsavers.org), Johnny’s Selected Seeds from Maine 
(www.johnnyseeds.com), High Mowing Organic Seeds from Ver-
mont (www.highmowingseeds.com) and Fedco from Maine (www.
fedcoseeds.com). The latter three companies specialize in cold hardy 
varieties suitable for New England, and all four do not knowingly 
sell GMO seeds.

From your gardening actions, bountiful rewards are reaped!
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“Great Gifts For Any Occasion”

www.theartisankitchen.com

HOLIDAY MENUS AVAILABLE!

265 Walnut Plain Road
Rochester, MA 02770

508.763.4905
See Our New Farmers Market Schedule:

Sandy’s 
sandysply@aol.com

Plymouth Beach508.747.5911

Local Specials
If it’s Sunny
We’re Open: 11am-8pm

Daily Catch
Lobster Pie

Tini-Bikini Martini

at the beach

Where the locals go! 

�
Marguerite’s

�

OPEN

Monday -�ursday
7am - 8pm

Friday & Saturday
7am -8:30pm
SUNDAY CLOSED

508.636.3040
margueritesrestaurant.com

fresh ingredients fresh air fresh food

778 Main Road Westport,Massachusetts



When choosing seeds, have some fun; try different and unusual 
varieties. Talk to fellow gardeners to find out what grows best 
in your area. Put an order together with friends, splitting ship-
ping and some of the seeds, like radishes, which have hundreds           
of the tiny specks in a packet.

I recommend reading Barbara Kingsolver’s book Animal,         
Vegetable, Miracle, which is about a year of local eating and 
gardening. Not only will Kingsolver provide inspiration, but she 
also gives a good timeline, along with helpful gardening tips and 
mouth-watering recipes. She suggests using a gardening journal 
to track when and what you plant, temperatures, rainfall and the 
final yield. This can be used for annual comparisons and also serve     
as a reminder of what did and did not work.

Other gardening books you might find helpful are:                   
The Vegetable Gardener’s Bible by Edward C. Smith, Tips for the 
Lazy Gardener by Linda Tilgner and Let It Rot!: The Gardener’s 
Guide to Composting by Stu Campbell. Additionally, check out 
the Rodale Institute’s website and online bookstore for up-to-date 
information from one of the leaders in the organic movement at 
www.rodaleinstitute.org.  

Buying seedlings is a good fallback plan if yours do not fare too 
well, as is sometimes the case, or you want to supplement them 
with other varieties. The farmers’ market is a good place to buy 
them in the spring, especially the cherished heirloom varieties. 
Many of these unique and unusual seeds have been kept alive for 
generations by dedicated gardeners. 

Starting a garden can be overwhelming and even intimidating, 
but it is worth the hard work when you start reaping the healthy 
and tasty benefits. Fruits and vegetables straight off the plant 
are some of the most nourishing foods you can eat. If you have 
children or grandchildren, it is wonderful for them to see the 
full cycle of their food, minus the grocery store plastic wrap. You 
will save money over the years by growing some of your food. In 
addition, you will help lower dependence on fossil fuels by not 
supporting the use of petroleum-based fertilizers and the trans-
portation of  “fresh” produce over thousands of miles to your local 
grocery store.  

These benefits are all great quantifiable reasons to start a garden, 
but here is one more to chew on that might not be so obvious. 
Gardeners not only tend to be healthier because of their vitamin-
rich food sources, but also because being outside tending nature 
nurtures their souls, enriching their lives.

So begin to take control and lower your dependence on our inter-
national, petroleum-based food supply by flipping through seed 
catalogs, reading gardening books and readying your soil. You 
cannot start soon enough; as any gardener will tell you, summer 
will be here before you know it. eSS
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A unique meat shop specializing in premium 
quality beef, poultry, pork, lamb and veal.

644 Washington St. (Rte 53 - Across from Starland) • Hanover, MA
Mon - Fri - 10am - 7pm   •   Sat - 10am - 5pm   •    Sun - 11am - 4pm

781-826-3100
All Major Credit Cards Accepted

www.bradfordsmeatshop.com

“I have brought the traditional  ‘Butcher Shop’ 
back and added a touch of gourmet.”


