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Beginner advice
for first time gardeners

By Lee Reich

The Associated Press

How about going to a place where you can
relax, enjoy some sun, and get a little exercise
and gourmet food? A place even your kids
could find interesting? This “spa” need not
cost much; in fact, it will save you money.

It’s a home vegetable garden, and don’t be
intimidated if you’ve never planted one be-
fore. Vegetables are easy to grow, especially if
you follow these 10 steps for first-timers:

1. Choose a location in full sun, which
means six or more hours of direct sun in sum-
mer. Producing succulent, savory vegetables
takes energy — the sun’s energy — especially
for fruiting vegetables such as cucumbers and
tomatoes. If you don’t have this much sun-
light, either get out your pruning saw or grow
only leafy vegetables such as lettuce.

2. Your site needs soil that is well-drained.
Roots have to breathe, which they cannot do
if water sits in or on the soil for too long af-
ter rains. If grass or most weeds grow well,
the soil is probably well drained. To be more
quantitative, dig a hole, fill it with water
and measure with a ruler how fast the level
drops. Slower than 1 inch per hour is too slow.
Choose another site or build raised beds.

3. Grow your garden as close as possible
to your door, no farther than your wife can
throw the kitchen sink, goes the old adage,
said when kitchen sinks were cast iron. The
closer to your door, preferably your kitchen
door, the more frequently you’ll enjoy and
work in the garden.

4. Start small. Too much garden may begin
to feel like work. You can raise plenty of veg-
etables in even a 10-by-10-foot plot of land.
Increase the size of your garden commensu-
rate with your enthusiasm and experience.

5. Fence your garden. A fence, besides
keeping out rabbits and other hungry animals,
helps define your garden visually. Poultry net-
ting is inexpensive and effective. To keep ani-
mals from burrowing under your fence, bend
the bottom foot of fencing to the outside of the
garden to lay right on top of the ground. Un-
less deer are a threat, in which case you need

afence 5 or more feet high, a 2- or 3-foot-high
fence should be adequate.

6. Make your garden pretty. Yes, it’s a veg-
etable garden, but even vegetable gardens can
be pretty. Wooden pickets can obscure and
dress up a poultry netting fence. An arbor,
with climbing beans or grapes, can dress up
your garden gate. Soften the fence line with
an outside border planting of shrubs, perhaps
something decorative and edible such as red
currants or blueberries. Beauty will also draw
you into your garden.

7. Planning your garden in four dimensions
is a way to harvest more from limited space.
Rather than single, widely spaced rows, plant
in wide (3-4 feet) beds (a second dimension).
Rather than keeping everything at ground lev-
el, let your vegetables, those that can, grow up
(a third dimension). Pole beans and tomatoes
can be trained up bamboo or metal poles, and
peas and cucumbers can be trained up fences,
even that fence that encloses your garden.

8. Pay attention to fertilizing and watering.
Spread a balanced organic fertilizer over the
ground in late winter at the rate suggested
on the container. Or, if existing vegetation is
growing well, use soybean meal at 2 pounds
per 100 square feet. Or apply an inch depth
of compost. Set out a straight-sided can to
measure water, and turn on the sprinkler once
a week so the combination of rain and sprin-
kling equal an inch depth of water in that
can.

9. Weed regularly and frequently. Weeds
are much easier to kill — and haven’t had time
to spread many seeds — when they are small.

10. Grow vegetables that you like to eat,
and choose the best-tasting varieties.

So get a tiller or shovel, and dig up your
new garden area, or use the newer method of
smothering existing vegetation beneath a few
layers of newspaper topped with compost or
other mulch, then plant immediately.

For future successes, thoroughly clean up
old plants when they’re finished or at the end
of the season, and move plants around the
garden so they don’t grow in the same spot
for a couple of years.
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Improvised hydroponics
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Gardening tools don’t always have to be new and fancy. This hydroponic planter
is a 2-liter soda bottle cut in half. The bottom half contains water, with a thick
string going up to a small patch of soil. The plant will draw as much water as it
needs from the bottom half through the string.
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Decorative paint a good option

By Carole Feldman
Associated Press Writer

Elaine Griffin is crazy about stripes — in
small rooms and kids’ rooms, powder rooms
and halls.

She also likes glazes and metallics. Sten-
cils, too.

Decorative and faux painting is back, al-
though in a subtler style than the “Dallas” and
“Dynasty” days of the 1970s. “We overdid it
then,” said Griffin, a New York decorator, de-
signer and contributor to Better Homes and
Gardens magazine.

Bonnie Roberts-Burke, a real estate agent,
had 80 feet of stripes painted in her 100-year-
old Washington town house. They start in the
living room, go up the stairs and all the way
down the hallway on the second floor. “It pulls
it all together,” she said.

The stripes — each 5 inches wide — are of
the same creamy blush beige color, but alter-
nate between satin and flat finishes.

“It just makes the most interesting pat-
terns,” she said. “It changes as the light in the
house changes.”

Roberts-Burke said it gives the house an el-
egant feel. Her husband, David Burke, finds it
warm and calming.

The couple hired a professional to paint
their stripes. Griffin said many homeowners
try decorative and faux painting themselves;
“civilian painters,” she calls them.

Paint and glazes can be used to create a
marbled look, textured effect or a wood fin-
ish. With them, you can produce patterns that
rival — or even surpass — what is available
in wallpaper.

“Making a plain door look like cherry or a
plain plaster column look like marble,” says
Tracy McGranaghan, a decorative painter
with studios in Annapolis, Md.

“Decorative painting,” she said, “is creat-
ing patterns and color dimensionally on walls
and surfaces.”

It’s not just walls that are being painted cre-
atively. Furniture and cabinetry, even floors
and ceilings, also are fair game. Meghan
Carter, who runs the Web site AsktheDecora-
tor.com, said painting the ceiling a color other
than white can produce a more intimate feel-
ing, especially in rooms with “abnormally tall
ceilings.”

“Paint is a wonderful thing because it’s in-
stant gratification,” McGranaghan said. “In a
very short time, you can completely transform
a space.”



