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^ W h y write a n u p d a t e d version o f the best selling gardening b o o k 

of all time? T h e old saying goes, " I f i t ain't broke, don't f ix it ." 

W e l l , Square F o o t G a r d e n isn't broken, b u t the all new m o d e l is 

so superior, so m u c h simpler, and so i m p r o v e d that y o u can n o w 

forget all a b o u t the original b o o k and the original Square Foot 

G a r d e n i n g m e t h o d ! 

What 's so n e w about the All New Square Foot Gardeningbook? 

T h e original can be considered the M o d e l T of Square Foot 

Gardening. T h i s n e w one . . . like the latest Cadillac! T h e y are both 

cars and they b o t h move d o w n the road . . . b u t — o h b o y — w h a t a 

difference! 

In this expanded and revised b o o k on Square Foot Gardening, 

y o u too can learn, as millions of others already have, h o w to become 

a successful gardener the simple and painless way. T h i s easy-to-

understand m e t h o d wi l l revolutionize the w a y y o u t h i n k a b o u t 

gardening; and the n e w ideas found in this revised edition will awe 

and inspire y o u as I share insights on h o w the Square Foot Gardening 

method can, and is, changing the world. 

For Experts Only 

A reporter once asked me if I t h o u g h t I h a d invented "gardening 

for d u m m i e s , " referring, of course, to the popular Square F o o t 

Gardening m e t h o d I developed in 1 9 7 6 . " N o , " I answered. 

Actually, w h e n I invented the Square Foot G a r d e n i n g ( S F G ) 

method, I thought i t w o u l d be for expert gardeners. My m e t h o d was 

very precise and detailed, yet very simple and easy to understand, 

and it provided all the condit ions necessary for successfully growing 

a broad variety of plants in a very different way. It also el iminated 

all of the wasteful , inefficient practices of traditional s ingle-row 

gardening. I t h o u g h t the experts w o u l d shout "Eureka!" and 

immediately bless all of the n e w ideas and advantages of this n e w 

home gardening m e t h o d . 

Beginners Understood 

As it turned out, the experts never understood this u ni qu e m e t h o d . 

Apparently it was too simple and easy. But the b e g i n n i n g gardener, 
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and those discouraged by previous failed attempts, understood it 

completely. T h e y immediately saw the simplicity o f S F G . T h e begin­

ner's instant response was "I can do this!" while the experts continued 

to question every aspect of this revolutionary gardening m e t h o d . 

T h e y just couldn't admit that h o m e gardening could be that easy. 

Two Hours or Two Weeks 

In my lectures, I like to reassure audiences that if they are n e w at 

gardening, or perhaps afraid or overwhelmed by the idea of starting 

a garden, they wil l be able to learn this s imple m e t h o d of gardening 

in just an h o u r or two. However , i f they are already "expert" 

gardeners, i t wil l probably take t h e m about t w o weeks! After the 

laughter dies d o w n , I remind my audience that beginners readily 

accept the m i n i m a l a m o u n t of technical information needed to 

b e c o m e successful gardeners because they w a n t to k n o w h o w to 

successfully garden. 

T h e "experts," on the other hand, are so entrenched w i t h the idea 

of s ingle-row gardening as used in farming, w i t h all of its wasteful 

m e t h o d s , that they just can't see it any other way. Y o u m i g h t say, 

" T h e y are stuck in a rut." As a result, I've learned to leave the experts 

alone and concentrate on the beginner, or the tried-but-failed, 

gardener, and even the afraid-to-start person. 

S F G appeals to other large groups of would-be gardeners. Years 

ago, I read some very interesting statistics (and I'm sure the percent­

ages are similar today) about these gardeners. 

75 Million vs. 10 Million 

Every year there are about 15 mill ion people w h o : 

• w o u l d like to begin gardening. 

• tried the traditional single-row gardening method, but failed. 

• don't want to begin gardening because they have heard of all 

the hard work, time, and cost associated with gardening. 

• are doing single-row gardening but are tired of the hard work, 

time, and cost associated w i t h this impractical method. 

• are unable to continue caring for their big single-row gardens. 

C o m b i n e d , that's an estimated 75 million people ready for a 

gardening revolution compared t o about 1 0 million single-row 

gardeners w h o are content w i t h their m e t h o d and don't w a n t 

to change. 

Twenty-Five Years and One Million Books Later 

T h e first b o o k I wrote on S F G in 1981 lasted twenty-five years and 

sold over one mill ion copies, becoming the best selling gardening 
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b o o k in America. Here is the story behind h o w I came to invent a 

better w a y to garden, and the ultimate success of S F G . 

It Started in 1975 

It all started in 1 9 7 5 after my retirement from my consulting engi­

neering business in N e w Jersey. In celebration, I moved my family to 

a waterfront h o m e on the N o r t h Shore of L o n g Island. After a year of 

rebuilding the house and another year of landscaping and improving 

the grounds, I decided to take up gardening as a hobby. My first step 

was to attend a lecture on compost ing given by a local environmental 

group. It was a w a r m spring day in A p r i l — a great t ime to be out in 

the garden. A small group milled around at the advertised meeting 

point, but no instructor ever showed up. So, rather than disband, I 

suggested to the group that we each share our knowledge w i t h each 

other and tell w h a t little we k n e w a b o u t c o m p o s t i n g . We h a d a 

wonderful t ime and actually learned a little bit from each other. As 

we prepared to leave, someone asked me, " C a n we do this again next 

week?" A n d I said, "Sure, w h y not?" T h u s began my n e w career of 

teaching gardening while I was still a novice myself. 

Community Garden 

T h e next step was organiz ing a c o m m u n i t y garden for this same 

environmental group. I f o u n d some land and convinced the t o w n 

to cut d o w n all the weeds and fence it in. A local farmer delivered 

t w o truckloads of well-rotted manure, and, after the g r o u n d was all 

fertilized and p l o w e d up, we laid out plots and aisles and o p e n e d 

for business. A l l of the spaces were quickly taken by people in the 

c o m m u n i t y , and everyone started w i t h great enthusiasm. Since 

most of the participants didn't have a garden at h o m e and were 

novices, they were enthusiastic a b o u t obta in ing instruct ion and 

insights on gardening. 

So I init iated a Saturday m o r n i n g gardening w o r k s h o p and 

presented i n f o r m a t i o n on a different subject each w e e k whi le 

everyone sat around on bales of hay listening. I was teaching basic 

single-row gardening because that's all anyone k n e w back then. I was 

busy s t u d y i n g and learning gardening myself, trying to keep ahead 

of everyone's questions! T h e local c o u n t y agricultural agent he lped 

out and everything w e n t well until about midsummer. It was about 

then that our once-enthusiastic gardeners stopped c o m i n g out to the 

garden. However, the weeds kept c o m i n g — a n d growing! Pretty soon 

the place was overgrown and looked a mess. 

First Red Flag 

I was discouraged and thought I had better do some research to 

figure out w h y we had failed, so I visited m a n y backyard gardens. 
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W h a t I found was a big space w a y out in the farthest corner of the 

yard, about as close to the neighbor's property line as possible. In 

most cases, these individual gardens were also filled w i t h overgrown 

weeds. T h e f irst red f lag went up in my mind, indicating that there 

was something w r o n g wi th traditional single-row gardening. I began 

to think about all the conventional gardening practices we'd been 

taught and began to question the efficiency of each. 

Three-Foot Aisles 

I questioned w h y fertilizer is spread over the entire garden area, but 

the plants are only placed in long, skinny rows w i t h 3-foot wide aisles 

on both sides. I wondered w h y y o u were supposed to till up all the 

soil in an entire garden area w h e n those 3-foot w i d e aisles consume 

over 80 percent of a garden area, a l though plants in rows require less 

than 20 percent o f the garden space. T h e n I w o n d e r e d w h y y o u 

w o u l d walk all over the rest of the garden area again, packing d o w n 

all that newly tilled soil? A n d , w h y is an entire garden area watered 

w h e n plants are only located in a 6-inch wide row in the center of a 

6-foot wide strip? 

Too Many, Too Much 

As I analyzed these traditional gardening methods, I realized that 

there is only one outcome y o u can expect w h e n y o u fertilize and 

water a 3-foot w i d e aisle w i t h nothing planted in it—weeds! 

T h e fol lowing is a conversation I had w i t h a friend of mine w h o 

was an agricultural agent. 

" W h y a 3-foot w i d e aisle on b o t h sides of the planted row?" 

I asked. 
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" S o y o u have r o o m to get into the garden to h o e the weeds , " 

he replied. 

" B u t I don't w a n t to h o e the w e e d s , " I protested. "That 's too 

m u c h work ." 

"Wel l , " he said, "let's face it. Gardening is a lot of hard work ." 

T h i s triggered another red flag in my mind. Gardening shouldn't 

be a lot of hard work. Gardening should be fun! There's something 

w r o n g here. 

T h i s led to further questions. W h y do the plant ing instructions 

on packages of seeds direct the gardener to p o u r o u t an entire 

packet a long a row only to have y o u later go back and tear o u t 95 

percent of the seeds y o u planted once they sprout? W h y use up an 

entire $ 1 . 8 9 packet of seeds for every r o w y o u plant? Isn't that 

rather wasteful? W h y w o u l d they instruct us to plant that way? 

W h o ' s in charge here, anyway? 

Thirty-Foot Rows 

T h e next question I asked was w h y plant an entire row of everything? 

Just because my garden is 30 feet long, for example, do I really want 

or need a w h o l e r o w of cabbages? T h a t w o u l d be thirty cabbages 

spaced 12 inches apart. T h i s brings me to another c o m m o n s e n s e 

revelation that no one seems to have thought about. W h y w o u l d I 

want thirty cabbages to ripen all at the same time? If everything is 

planted at one time, won't it also be ready to harvest all at once? It 

sounds like farming to me, but that's too m u c h to enjoy at the same 

t ime for a h o m e o w n e r . H o w m a n y people go to the grocery store 

and b u y thirty heads of cabbage once a year? Do you? So w h y grow it 

that way? There must be a better w a y to stagger the harvest, and the 

obvious solution is to stagger the time of planting whenever possible 

and to plant less. 

Because That's the Way 

I soon realized that I had a lot of questions w i t h very few answers, so 

I traveled all over the country seeking out the best experts: agricul­

tural college professors, county agricultural agents, garden writers, 

radio and T V gardening personalities, gardening publishers, b o o k 

writers, garden c l u b s — a l l those w h o were supposedly knowledgeable 

people in the field of gardening. I sought answers to all the gardening 

questions I h a d and, no matter where I traveled t h r o u g h o u t the 

country from M a i n e to California, I kept receiving the same answer. 

C a n y o u i m a g i n e w h a t that answer was? I t soon b e c a m e apparent 

that the o n l y reason traditional s ingle-row gardening m e t h o d s 

continued to exist was, "Because that's the way we've always done 

it!" Right then and there I said, "I 'm going to invent a better w a y 

to garden." 
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Farming 

Part of the p r o b l e m , I realized, was that s ingle-row gardening was 

n o t h i n g b u t a h a n d - m e - d o w n technique f rom large-field crop 

farming. Single rows m a k e sense w h e n y o u d e p e n d u p o n a m u l e or 

a tractor to p l o w up the soil and tend the crops because those b i g 

hooves or wheels take up a lot of r o o m . B u t w h y h a d no one ever 

realized that in a h o m e garden, there is no longer a need for all 

that wasted space. T h e r e o n l y needs to be r o o m for t w o f e e t — 

yours! Yet, every single direction for h o m e gardening still instructs, 

"Space rows 3 feet apart." Perhaps that's really the gardening 

m e t h o d for d u m m i e s ! 

Efficiency 

T h e next step I took was to list all of the ineffective, inefficient, and 

unnecessary steps that have been consistently taught for traditional 

single-row gardening and then find a better and more efficient w a y 

to accomplish the same task. I should mention here that besides 

being a civil engineer, I was also an efficiency expert. Before I sold 

my engineering company, my job was to travel to construction sites 

or manufacturing facilities to analyze current processes in order to 

identify and correct inefficiencies in facility operations. In other 

words, to find a better way. T h u s , the challenge of inventing a n e w 

w a y to garden was right up my alley. T h e sequence of questions I 

asked and simple solutions I developed was actually very easy and 

straightforward, but it involved a little out-of-the-box thinking. 

Fol low me along now. 

One Thousand Seeds 

I have fun w h e n teaching a class or seminar by asking, " H o w m a n y 

seeds do y o u think are in a packet of leaf lettuce?" S o m e guess fifty, 

one hundred, two hundred, and some even venture a guess as high 

as five h u n d r e d seeds. I then astound t h e m by saying that I once 

o p e n e d a packet and c o u n t e d t h e m , and there were wel l over one 

thousand seeds! W h y plant hundreds o f seeds in one l o n g row, 

and then turn around w h e n they sprout and thin t h e m out to one 

plant for every 6 inches? It doesn't make sense, does it? It's a terrible 

waste of seeds and t ime and w o r k — a l l useless, unnecessary w o r k . 

My first solut ion was to lay d o w n a yardstick and plant one seed 

every 6 inches. T h e n , I h a d n o t h i n g further to do and no wasted 

seeds. T h e next thought was, i f you're growing, for example, lettuce, 

and the seed packet says to thin plants to 6 inches apart in the row, 

h o w far away does the next row really need to be? T h e answer, of 

course, is 6 i n c h e s — n o t 3 feet! 
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Single Row, Double Row, Triple Row 

Eager to test my reasoning, I planted t w o rows, 6 inches apart, to 

see h o w well the plants w o u l d do . It w o r k e d ! T h e plants grew just 

as well in t w o rows as they did in a single row, as l o n g as each plant 

had 6 inches all around. N e x t I tried a triple r o w — t h r e e rows where I 

placed all the plants 6 inches apart in all directions. Again, it worked! 

H o w wide could I make this, I asked? T h e answer is, as wide as y o u 

can reach in to maintain your garden; in other words, as long as your 

arms. But I still had a harvest too large to utilize. 

Shorten the Rows 

So w h a t was the obvious solution? Shorten the rows! A n d they kept 

getting shorter and shorter, until they were only 12 inches long and 

12 inches w i d e — a square foot planting area. H o w many plants could 

y o u g r o w in that square foot if each plant was 6 inches apart? T h e 

simple answer: four plants per square foot. 

Depending on the mature size 

of each plant, space a couple of 

seeds or transplants one, four, 

nine, or sixteen per square foot. 
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Plant Spacing 

S o , in summary, i f plants should be t h i n n e d to 12 inches apart, 

p lant one per square foot. If plants should be t h i n n e d to 6 inches 

apart, plant four per square foot. I f plants should be th inned to 

4 inches apart then y o u can g r o w nine w i t h i n the space of that one 

square foot. If plants are thinned to 3 inches apart, y o u can g r o w 

sixteen in that same square foot. Doesn't it all m a k e sense and seem 

easy enough? 

Never Walk on Soil 

1 then wondered just h o w far someone could reach in to maintain 

a garden wi thout compact ing the soil by walk ing all over it. So, I 

got a little old lady and a big husky m a n and measured h o w far they 

could easily reach. I f o u n d that b o t h c o u l d c o m f o r t a b l y reach in 

2 feet w i t h o u t losing balance. In order to reach in 2 feet and w a l k 

all the w a y around your garden, y o u end up having a 4 x4-foot area. 

N o w , the o n l y soil that needs to be d u g up, improved, watered, 

and fertilized is a 4 x 4 - f o o t garden area and n o t all the aisles. T h a t 

reduced the actual g r o w i n g area in the garden by 80 percent. A n d , 

an added benefit is the g r o w i n g soil in the 4 x4- foot area is never 

packed d o w n , so y o u don't have to hoe or dig up the ground to keep 

loosening the planting soil. 

Soil Improvement 

T h e next step was h o w to improve the soil. After l istening to 

agricultural agents and reading b o o k s on soil i m p r o v e m e n t and 

conditioning, the only option seemed to require a great deal of work , 

time, and money. My research indicated that average soil conditions 

around the c o u n t r y were n o t wel l-suited for g r o w i n g healthy vege­

tables and beautiful f lowers. T h u s , in m o s t areas soils had to be 

greatly improved to obtain the best gardening results. 

Horse Manure 

M o s t soils on ly contain about 3 or 4 percent organic material. 

T h u s , the traditional f irst step for i m p r o v i n g soil in preparation 

for gardening was to d ig or till up the soil in the entire garden as 

deep as y o u c o u l d and then add soil enhancers such as c o m p o s t or 

wel l-rotted manure fo l lowed later by commerc ia l fertilizers. T h i s 

initial step rang a bell w i t h me because, as a teenager, I was the 

one w h o h a d to turn over my mother's garden, d i g g i n g the w h o l e 

t h i n g up every year. My father h a d to br ing h o m e bushel baskets 

full o f horse manure in his brand n e w Chrysler. After we d u m p e d 

it into the garden area, I had to do all of the spreading, mix ing , and 

turning. As laborers in M o m ' s garden every spring, my dad and I 

were not happy campers, a l though she was thrilled w i t h the results. 
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The Seven-Year Itch 

I once c o n d u c t e d a survey, asking gardeners h o w l o n g it t o o k t h e m 

to improve their soil until they got it just the w a y they w a n t e d it. 

T h e average answer was a b o u t seven y e a r s — s e v e n years o f hard 

w o r k to properly c o n d i t i o n the soil for gardening! A n d do y o u 

k n o w w h a t statistics say the average h o m e o w n e r does after seven 

years? T h e y move! A n d guess w h o buys that home? S o m e o n e w h o 

doesn't even garden! 

Y o u can p r o b a b l y imagine the conversat ion between the n e w 

homeowners . "Henry, let's pave over that garden area; it w o u l d make 

a great place to park the trailer." Seven years w o r t h of effort lost. 

There's something definitely w r o n g w i t h this scenario. 

Start Right in a Single Day 

I started thinking, " W h y not have great soil during the first year of 

y o u r garden, and every year thereafter, no matter where y o u live?" 

Of course, w i t h tradit ional b i g garden areas, h a v i n g the best soil 

conditions right away m a y be too costly and entail too m u c h time 

and effort. R e m e m b e r that after I d i d the m a t h , I f o u n d that by 

switching from a traditional single-row garden to a 4 x4-foot layout 

— w h i c h will produce the same h a r v e s t — 8 0 percent of the garden 

area could be completely eliminated. T h i s means that y o u can grow 

100 percent o f the harvest in o n l y 20 percent o f the space. T h a t 

80 percent of a single-row garden is wasted space—space that doesn't 

need to be fertilized, watered, or improved, b u t i t does have to be 

weeded. T h i n k o f it. W i t h the S F G m e t h o d , seven years w o r t h o f 

w o r k can suddenly be condensed into as little as a single day w i t h o u t 

all the effort! 

The 4x4-Foot Garden 

My f irst b o o k showed h o w y o u could reduce the w o r k by laying out a 

4 x4-foot area, then digging out 6 inches of existing soil and mixing 

in 2 inches of peat moss , 2 inches of vermicul i te , and 2 inches of 

compost . T h e s e ingredients are available at any nursery. M a n y 

gardeners even make their o w n compost at h o m e from kitchen scraps 

and other plant material. M i x i n g the ingredients together w i t h the 

soil that y o u removed, y o u n o w have 1 2 inches o f 5 0 percent 

improved soil. My thinking was that 12 inches of improved existing 

soil w o u l d be all that n e w plants w o u l d need to thrive w i t h the plant 

roots staying within these 12 inches of improved soil. But the experts 

I consulted said that most vegetable plant roots need to keep growing 

downward, searching for water and nutrients many, m a n y feet below 

the surface of the soil. " B u t , " I t h o u g h t , " i f plants are provided a 

g o o d growing soil c o m p o s e d of more than 15 percent organic matter, 

and if vermiculite and peat moss are mixed in, helping to retain water 
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in the soil, plant roots w o u l d no longer need to continue growing 

d o w n w a r d in search of additional moisture and nutrients." Besides 

that, I wondered if they were right about the roots needing to grow 

deeper than 12 inches, h o w c o m e most ro to tillers dig d o w n less than 

6 inches? Well , it turned out they were wrong. O u r gardens thrived 

w i t h less than 12 inches of i m p r o v e d soil and that was just the 

beginning! Wai t until y o u read Chapter 2, w h i c h describes the latest 

advances in this "out of the box" type of thinking. 

Stagger the Harvest 
I also realized that if each square foot c o u l d be p lanted w i t h a 

different crop containing either one, four, nine, or sixteen plants, all 

properly spaced, it wouldn't be necessary to plant a whole row of just 

one crop. So, w h y not stagger your vegetable plantings, so that your 

harvest is also staggered? M a k e s sense, doesn't it? Yet we've been 

taught all our lives to plant everything all at once in l o n g r o w s — 

another h a n d - m e - d o w n technique from large-field crop farming. If 

you're farming for commercial purposes, y o u w a n t everything to ripen 

at once so it can be harvested together and taken to market. But w i t h 

h o m e gardening, y o u want to stagger your produce so y o u can use it 

throughout the season for daily consumption. 

O f course, I'm n o t talking about c a n n i n g , freezing, and other 

home-storage measures, a l though S F G is a practical gardening 

m e t h o d for these purposes also. However, I've found that people are 

not storing h o m e g r o w n produce to the extent they did in the past. 

Remember, I grew up in the days of the "victory garden," a result of 

W o r l d W a r II w h e n Americans were encouraged by the government 

and by society to have a b i g garden that used the o ld single-row 

p lant ing m e t h o d s . M o s t people w h o grew up d u r i n g those years 

hated gardening because of all the weeding and hard w o r k it entailed. 

T h a t carried over into a whole generation of people w h o stayed away 

from gardening just because of the negative memories associated w i t h 

maintaining a large traditional garden. A n d , I might add, also from 

all the w o r k of canning and freezing. So w h y does the government 

still teach the same old system more than 60 years later? 

Stop Planting So Much 

I meet m a n y mature couples where the husband proudly states, "I 

have a big single-row garden, and I grow a lot of produce." A n d the 

w o m a n responds, " O h , b u t I wish he'd stop. He grows all this 

produce that we really don't need anymore. T h e n I have to can and 

freeze it. I'm tired and don't w a n t to do it anymore. We don't need it 

but he just keeps growing it!" W i t h S F G , y o u don't have to grow so 

m u c h at a t ime that it becomes overwhelming. 
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Location 

I began to realize another great advantage of S F G — b y reducing the 

garden size by 80 percent, it increases the n u m b e r of places where a 

garden wi l l fit. A garden no longer has to be w a y o u t back, snugly 

put up against y o u r neighbor's property line. A n d since y o u don't 

have to fertilize, water, and w e e d the aisles, i t can n o w be located 

near the house . 

Up Close and Personal 

"Closer is better" is one S F G motto . W h e n a garden is closer to the 

front or back door of your h o m e , y o u pass by the garden more often. 

T h i s means i t is easier to take care of a n d can be m o r e readily 

enjoyed, all of w h i c h results in a better garden a n d a happier 

gardener. T h e whole package fits together nicely. T h e r e are so m a n y 

advantages to Square Foot Gardening, and the benefits and efficien­

cies of the concept only continue to increase. 
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The Square Foot Gardening Story 

cc 
You have forever 

changed gardening 

for me. 

—Kanas from California 

Community Garden 

Well , we tried all these n e w ideas in the c o m m u n i t y garden the next 

year, and, guess what? T h e y w o r k e d ! Everyone u n d e r s t o o d and 

grasped the Square Foot Gardening concepts quickly and easily, and 

since m o s t o f the participants were b e g i n n i n g gardeners w h o were 

wel l acquainted w i t h the disastrous experience f r o m the previous 

y e a r — i n c l u d i n g the overgrown weeds and m o u n d s of zucchini and 

rows of cabbage that r ipened all at o n c e — t h e y were very wi l l ing to 

try another o p t i o n . T h a t next year, 1 9 7 6 , we were able to enjoy a 

very attractive and wel l -run c o m m u n i t y garden using the n e w l y 

developed Square Foot method. T h e Bicentennial year of 1 9 7 6 was 

a h u g e celebration across the c o u n t r y and we also celebrated my 

youngest son's July Fourth birthday. I decided to do three things: one 

for my country, one for my family, a n d o n e for myself. T h e official 

presentation of Square Foot G a r d e n i n g was m a d e at a h o m e t o w n 

event that inc luded a school project that I h a d organized. A l l the 

schools grew sunflowers, w h i c h were planted along M a i n Street as a 

beautif ication project. We h a d an all-day celebration of displays, 

talks, booths , and demonstrat ions on the n e w Square Foot G a r ­

dening m e t h o d I had developed. I announced this was my gift to the 

c o u n t r y — a better w a y to garden. 

Sharing Ideas, 1978 to 1980 

Because of the overwhelming success of the project and the unique 

S F G method, m a n y people encouraged me to write a b o o k sharing 

my ideas. First, the local newspaper asked me to write a garden 

c o l u m n . T h e n I began w r i t i n g and p r o d u c i n g pamphlets . S o o n , 

magazine representatives started c o m i n g out to photograph my h o m e 

garden and to write stories about my n e w ideas and the S F G method. 

T h e media attention grew and grew, so I thought, " W h y not write a 

book?" I drafted an outline and sent it to t w o publishers, w h i c h both 

accepted the " h o w to" b o o k on successful gardening using the n e w 

S F G method. 

Garden Consulting, 1981 to 1984 

At the same time, I also began doing gardening consulting w o r k for 

several companies. Y o u can imagine h o w "retired" I was now. O n e 

was a fence company, and, using their products, I began to develop 

vertical gardening methods, originally for tomatoes b u t later for all 

v ine crops. A n o t h e r c o m p a n y w a n t e d to start a gardening tool 

catalog. So my job was to search the wor ld for unique and unusual 

tools, test and evaluate them, make recommendations, and then 
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arrange the w r i t i n g of sample descriptions for the catalog. D u r i n g 

this t ime, I w o n d e r e d w h y we needed so m u c h stuff just to garden. 

A n d , as you'll learn, I discovered that y o u don't. 

PBS One Minute, 1981 to 1986 

My publishers predictions for my b o o k were very modest, so they 

didn't promote my b o o k the w a y I had hoped or even send me out 

for talks and appearances. Fortunately, some of the companies I was 

consul t ing for d i d send me on tours and a l lowed me to s h o w the 

b o o k and talk about Square Foot Gardening if I also explained and 

demonstrated their products. T h i s proved to be a very valuable and 

rewarding per iod, and it wasn't l o n g before a local P B S television 

station asked if they could send their camera crew out to my garden 

to shoot "A M i n u t e in Mel's Garden" segment for the evening news. I 

was delighted to have the opportunity to share the S F G method. T h e 

response to that short segment was explosive. T h e television station 

received so m u c h mail and so m a n y telephone calls that they wanted 

to tape a s h o w for broadcast every week night. So, once a w e e k they 

came to my garden and taped f ive different segments. T h a t again 

proved so popular that later they asked if I w o u l d be interested in a 

thirty-minute national show. Y o u bet I was! 

Thirty-Minute PBS TV Series, 1982 to 1986 

To make a l o n g story short, my show aired the fol lowing year on P B S 

and was picked up by e n o u g h stations along the East Coast to pay for 

itself. T h e fol lowing year I started my o w n production c o m p a n y and 

distributed the thirty-minute Square Foot Gardening s h o w through­

out the entire P B S system. W i t h i n three years i t was p i c k e d up by 

every P B S station in the c o u n t r y and received the highest rating of 

any garden show. T h i s involved a lot of travel, b u t it was all very 

exciting. My oldest son, Steve, b e c a m e the s h o w director, and we 

traveled a r o u n d the c o u n t r y to different viewers' gardens that were 

particularly w o r t h y o f sharing w i t h our audience. W e were also 

invited to Disney W o r l d to shoot during the winter, an opportunity 

we couldn't pass up. Al l of this excitement and activity made it a very 

rewarding and exciting period of my life. 

More Television Opportunities 

In addit ion to all the above activity and travel, m a n y other 

opportunities occurred w i t h T V networks like C N N out o f Atlanta, 

Georgia, C B N in Virginia Beach, Virginia, and several appearances 

o n A B C , G o o d M o r n i n g Boston, G o o d M o r n i n g Philly, and m a n y 

other TV spots all around the country. A l l of that brought in a ton 

of mail (whoever had heard of e-mail back then?) and activities w i t h 

companies interested in developing S F G products including some 
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big companies such as Rubbermaid. T h i s was exciting and eventful, 

yet at t imes stressful and exhausting. T h r o u g h all of it, my wife 

G i n n y courageously t o o k care of everything at h o m e and even put 

up w i t h — y e t never quite got used t o — t h e f i lm crews c o m i n g once 

a w e e k to f i lm the P B S TV show. I t was b a d e n o u g h to have the 

constant activity outside in the garden, b u t they even invaded her 

k i tchen to do the c o o k i n g segment . Since such a b i g part of 

gardening is in the harvest and food preparation, I convinced P B S to 

let us have the f irst c o o k i n g segment on a garden show. N o w , of 

course, they all do that. 

TV Book Tag 

I originally offered the program to P B S free of charge if they w o u l d 

give me a o n e - m i n u t e b o o k tag at the end of each show. At that 

t ime, P B S was commercial-free and h a d no corporate sponsors. B u t 

they were f inal ly convinced that i t w o u l d be worthwhi le , a l lowing 

me to be the f irst person to have a b o o k tag on a P B S show. As a 

result, a t remendous n u m b e r of orders for the S F G b o o k were 

received. We h a d to set up a toll-free n u m b e r and a fulfi l lment 

c o m p a n y to process these orders. After six years, the operat ion 

became fairly routine and the challenge of creating something n e w 

was over. At the same t ime, some P B S stations started talking like 

they should share in the profits of the b o o k sales, yet they still 

w a n t e d the s h o w free. Rather than c o m p r o m i s e the initial agree­

m e n t , I dec ided to take the s h o w of f the air a n d retire for the 

second t ime. T h i s t ime, my retirement was "for sure." 

Discovery Network 1989 to 1991 

A few years later, an agent came to me and said that he could get 

the TV show back on the air. I didn't want anything to do wi th it; 

I was happily retired. B u t w h e n he offered to do all the w o r k and 

take care of all the details, I thought, "Wel l , what harm could there 

be?" (We never learn, do we?) I finally agreed, and he sold the show 

to the Discovery N e t w o r k where it ran for t w o years and then on 

T h e Learning C h a n n e l for another year. I again t o o k the show off 

the air. I decided that that was i t — I really was retiring for good! 

(Yeah, sure!) 

California Schools, 1996 

Five years later, w h e n I was traveling in northern California, someone 

invited me to c o m e see a school garden. "It's a Square Foot Garden," 

they explained. I w e n t and thought it was so impressive. T h e children 

were really enjoying the gardening experience, and the teachers loved 

it so m u c h that I began to t h i n k that perhaps I really shouldn't be 

ret i red—I should be out teaching S F G to school children. So, again, 
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One of the truly great features of 

SFG is how easy it is for children 

(of all ages!) to participate. 

I came out of retirement (you k n o w the saying "fools rush in") and 

established a nonprofit foundation to design a program for teachers 

expla ining h o w t o teach Square Foot G a r d e n i n g t o students. T h e 

foundation also built and distributed numerous gardens throughout 

the country. We called the p r o g r a m "A Square Yard in the S c h o o l 

Yard" since the children's gardens are sized at 3 x3 feet. 

Utah Schools, 1998 

This phase of my life also involved a lot of travel. As I developed n e w 

staff members, we w e n t from school to school donat ing gardens all 

the w a y from M a i n e to Florida and on to the California coast. W h e n 

offering Square Foot G a r d e n i n g to schools in U t a h , we tried 

s o m e t h i n g new. Rather than g o i n g f rom teacher to teacher and 

school to school , we w e n t straight to the state board of educat ion. 

T h e y liked our idea so m u c h that they said, "We'l l take a garden for 

every single grammar school in the state of U t a h . " We gulped and 

said, "Wel l , let's see what we can d o . " 

Thanksgiving Point, 1999 to 2001 

Over the next t w o years, we were able to do just that. Next , the 

school board asked if I w o u l d write a lesson plan for U t a h teachers 

and students. I d id, and it has n o w been modi f ied for h o m e 

schooling as well. We were then invited to put up a public display 

Square Foot G a r d e n at Thanksg iv ing Point near Salt Lake City. 

Thousands visited the garden and, since Salt Lake C i t y is h o m e to 

the C h u r c h of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the L D S church or 

M o r m o n s ) , S F G gained the attention o f m a n y L D S church leaders. 

T h e y invited the foundation to teach S F G at the L D S Missionary 
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Training Center in Provo, Utah. We showed missionaries h o w to 

instruct people living in T h i r d W o r l d countries to become more 

self-sufficient by growing their o w n food using the Square Meter 

Gardening method, w h i c h we had converted from the Square Foot 

Gardening method. 

Square Meter Gardening: SFG Humanitarian Efforts Go Global, 

2001 to 2002 

Opportunit ies for the S F G foundation just kept on growing as we 

became involved with additional humanitarian organizations that 

sent aid overseas, m a n y of w h i c h began including the Square Meter 

Gardening system in their programs. S M G was designed to appeal to 

families in T h i r d W o r l d countries and improve nutrition by adding 

fresh vegetables to their diets. It is s o m e t h i n g that can be readily 

done, as the soil that is used in this program is pure compost since 

peat moss and vermiculite is either unavailable or too expensive to 

obtain overseas. An added advantage is that m a k i n g compost cleans 

up the environment and gets all the family members involved. 

SFG International Training Center in Homestead, Florida 

Since gardening in U t a h is at a standstill all winter, the logical 

direct ion to go that t ime of year i s south. T h r o u g h our w o r k w i t h 

several international organizations headquartered in W a s h i n g t o n , 

D . C . , the opportunity came to spend the winter in southern Florida 

where w e set u p a n S F G International Tra in ing C e n t e r i n H o m e ­

stead. T h i s proved very educat ional for us because the weather, 

plants, and techniques were m u c h m o r e like C e n t r a l and S o u t h 

A m e r i c a . We provided a three-day training seminar for the people 

heading to those countries as representatives of various humanitarian 

organizations. T h i s enabled Square Meter Gardening to be taken to 

quite a variety of people and places. 

Overseas 

W h e n w o r k i n g wi th people overseas, the first step is to teach t h e m 

c o m p o s t i n g . Since m o s t T h i r d - W o r l d countries are located in 

tropical regions of the world, it's very easy to find materials that can 

be used to generate compost . O n e of the biggest successes in Square 

Meter Gardening is a project developed in India. It illustrates h o w 

easy it is to offer meaningfu l foreign aid to countries w i t h o u t 

spending millions of dollars. It is also a successful w a y of encouraging 

i n d e p e n d e n c e rather than d e p e n d e n c e on governmenta l bureau­

cracies. T h i s success story began after a priest n a m e d Father 

A b r a h a m received the Square Foot G a r d e n i n g book. He read i t 

and said, " W e can do this!" As a result, he n o w operates a sizeable, 

wel l-organized 6-acre training center where h u n d r e d s — p e r h a p s 
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t h o u s a n d s — of people have c o m e to learn the Square M e t e r 

G a r d e n i n g m e t h o d . T h e people are learning to successfully g r o w 

crops they can n o t only use at h o m e b u t can take to market where 

they earn t w e n t y t imes m o r e than they did previously g r o w i n g 

crops the traditional single-row way. 

Single Rows Throughout the World 

Believe it or not, m a n y people around the w o r l d still garden and 

grow crops in single rows. W h e n I was in the mountains of Nepal , I 

observed the farmers growing corn one spindly stalk spaced 1 meter 

(approximately 3 feet) apart from the next spindly stalk, wi th the next 

row 1 meter away. T h r o u g h the interpreter I asked w h y they space 

and plant their crops this way. T h e answer, as y o u can probably guess, 

was "That's the w a y we've always done it. My father taught me, and 

that's the w a y his father taught h i m . " 

Just think of all the g o o d that will be accomplished w h e n Square 

Foot/Meter G a r d e n i n g is a d o p t e d all over the wor ld . It wi l l a l low 

families to g r o w f ive t imes as m u c h for their o w n use, thereby 

i m p r o v i n g their health t h r o u g h better nutri t ion; family life wi l l 

improve w i t h the n e w a b u n d a n c e . I t wi l l draw families closer 

together as they b e c o m e involved in a viable and productive project, 

and they can sell the excess at market. T h e w o m a n of the family is 

our primary target for this project, as she is most concerned w i t h the 

children's nutrition. 

Certified SFG Teachers 

We hold workshops to train teachers and people w h o w a n t to help 

others learn this s imple, easy, inexpensive m e t h o d that a n y o n e , 

anywhere in the w o r l d can do. Just t h i n k — w h a t i f every w o m a n in 

the wor ld started just one Square Foot/Meter Garden? T h o s e nine 

crops could improve the nutrition of her children; m a n y could even 

expand by planting more gardens for larger harvests and even to grow 

cash crops. O n e of our trainees w h o t o o k our course for certification 

then w e n t on a mission to teach schoolchildren music at orphanages 

in an African country. At the same time, she started m a n y S F G 

projects; her stories of success were heartwarming and inspiring. 

Garden of Eden 

After enjoying three very product ive years w i t h our S F G D i s p l a y 

Gardens at T h a n k s g i v i n g Point , U t a h , we h a d to m a k e a decision 

because developers were g o i n g to bui ld a n e w b u i l d i n g where our 

gardens were located. Rather than m o v e the gardens to another 

location, I decided it was t ime to get away for a sabbatical to do some 

planning and writ ing and discovered the beautiful, small mounta in 

c o m m u n i t y of Eden, Utah. I intended to only stay and write for a 

Your method 

has given me the 

confidence to try 

veggies again 

after a few feeble 

attempts." 

—Anne from Florida 



26 ALL NEW SQUARE FOOT GARDENING 

few months. K n o w i n g I w o u l d need some clerical help, I placed an 

ad in the local newspaper and received an o v e r w h e l m i n g response 

f rom people w a n t i n g t o help w i t h S F G . T h o s e initial few m o n t h s 

stretched into years, and E de n became an appropriately n a m e d h o m e 

base for spreading S F G throughout the world. T h r o u g h the develop­

m e n t of the Square Foot Gardening website and e-mail contacts, the 

wor ld has literally become my next-door neighbor. 

The Story Goes On And On 

Recently, a representative from Guadalajara, M e x i c o , e-mailed asking 

for one of our representatives to visit and advise h i m in the develop­

m e n t of a large urban S F G project that w o u l d teach and enable 

w o m e n to help their families. A really big and impressive project has 

been started in Sri Lanka. O t h e r s have recently wri t ten f rom 

U k r a i n e , M o n g o l i a , E g y p t , Iraq, Jordan, a n d Afr ica requesting 

training in the S F G m e t h o d because they see and k n o w what a great 

difference it can make in their respective countries. 

I receive reports f rom successful S F G projects t h r o u g h o u t the 

w o r l d . S u c h a report came f rom one of our certified teachers, a 

professor f rom Tennessee, a long w i t h photos of her international 

project in Ecuador. Letters c o m e from people in Switzerland, France, 

Germany, Spain, Argentina, and C h i n a volunteering to help translate 

our website and b o o k into different languages. 

T h e viewer c o m m e n t s sent to our website at www.squarefoot  

gardening.com are p h e n o m e n a l and the stories are n o t o n l y heart­

w a r m i n g , b u t some are very funny. O n e lady said the only g o o d 

thing she got in her divorce was my S F G book! Another told of the 

family b o n d that was forged as he sat wi th his father (now deceased) 

watching my P B S TV show in the early '80s. He still has his father's 

original book. An entire S F G generation has passed by since I started. 

Boy, am I getting that old? A n d n o w in the electronic age, we have 

the website and e-mail to replace the TV s h o w and snail mail. Back 

then, we offered a free garden tips flyer and a packet of seeds ( m y 

favorite, marigolds) i f viewers sent in a S A S E . Do y o u y o u n g e r 

gardeners k n o w what that stands for? A s k your parents. We received 

ten thousand letters and sold one thousand books every week. W h a t 

a hectic, exciting experience! But n o w that's all history, and it's t ime 

for an all new SFG book for a n e w generation of gardeners. 

Why an All New Square Foot Gardening Book Now? 
T h e answer is s i m p l e — I have made so m a n y new improvements to the 

original basic S F G method. M o s t of these improvements are so major 

they make the first S F G b o o k obsolete. Just look at the next page and 

see w h y All New Square Foot Gardening can help y o u wi th your garden! 

http://www.squarefoot
http://gardening.com


1. New Location—Close to the House 

2. New Direction—Up, Not Down 

3. New Soil—Mel's Mix 

4. New Depth—Only 6 Inches Deep 

5. No Fertilizer—You Don't Need It 

6. New Boxes—Above the Ground 

7. New Aisles—Comfortable Width 

8. New Grids—Prominent and Permanent 

9. New Idea—Don't Waste Seeds 

1 0 . New Opportunities—Tabletop Gardens 

All New Square Foot Gardening offers ten n e w major improve­

ments to the original S F G method. N o w , w i t h these improvements, 

anyone can be a successful gardener. Yes, it's true; this i m p r o v e d 

gardening m e t h o d makes gardening even easier than before. You're 

going to love every one of these improvements. 

You will n o w be able to reduce the size of your S F G so m u c h that 

y o u can locate it close to your house for better care and more enjoy­

ment . You'l l never have to dig up y o u r existing soil a n y m o r e as 

y o u n o w build your n e w garden on top of it. No more hard w o r k or 

heavy-duty tools needed. Al l you'll need is 6 inches of a perfect soil 

mix from three c o m m o n ingredients available everywhere. T h i s m i x 

never needs c h a n g i n g a n d no fertilizer is ever needed using this 

natural, organic method. 

You'l l use bottomless boxes m a d e f rom c o m m o n lumber, have 

aisles that are w i d e e n o u g h to comfortably m o v e about in, and each 

box wil l have a p e r m a n e n t grid for that u ni qu e S F G l o o k and use. 

You'll use a m i n i m u m of seeds, so y o u won't have to b u y n e w packets 

every year. Best of all, some of your boxes can have bottoms so y o u 

can move t h e m or place t h e m at tabletop or railing heights for easier 

care and unique locations. 

Ten M a j o r N e w Improvements to the 
Original S q u a r e Foot Garden M e t h o d 
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1 N e w L o c a t i o n - C l o s e to the House 

Single-Row Gardens Are Too Big 

O n e of the biggest problems of single-row and bed gardens is their 

size. They're big! T h e y take up so m u c h room that they are usually 

located w a y o u t back. T h a t usually meant i t was o u t of sight, 

resulting in out of mind. It became less and less tended as the year 

went on. But, guess what still grew? Weeds! A n d these pesky plants 

can quick ly inundate and c h o k e out y o u r crops. W i t h o u t y o u r 

attention they'll take over the garden. 

No More 

All that has been changed for the better. S F G takes only 20 percent 

of the space of a s ingle-row garden. T h a t means it can be located 

m u c h closer to the house where it will get m o r e attention and care, 

resulting in a bet ter- looking garden and a m o r e usable harvest. 

Split It Up for Best Location 

In addit ion, your garden doesn't have to be all in one place. Y o u no 

longer have to rototill or water one big garden area all at once. Y o u 

can split up y o u r S F G so that a box or t w o are located next to the 

kitchen door, while more boxes can be located elsewhere in the yard. 

Small , individual garden boxes al low y o u m u c h more f lexibi l i ty in 

determining locat ion. N o w y o u r garden can be located near where 

y o u w a l k and sit, or where y o u can v i e w it f rom the house. It can 

even be located in a patio or pool setting, where y o u relax. Your S F G 

becomes a companion rather than a burden. 

The key to success of the All New 

Square Foot Gardening method is 

to avoid the poor qualities of local 

soil by building up rather than 

' down. 
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2 N e w Direct ion—Up, Not D o w n ! 

Build Up, Don't Dig Down 

T h e second i m p r o v e m e n t involves locat ing y o u r garden on top o f 

your existing soil rather than d i g g i n g down. M o s t of our readers 

compla in a b o u t the terrible soil in their areas. In fact, as I lecture 

around the c o u n t r y a n d the w o r l d , the quest ion I hear m o s t is, 

" W h a t can we do a b o u t our local soil? It is so hard to w o r k and 

garden in." T h e original Square Foot Gardening b o o k explained h o w 

to dig d o w n 6 inches and improve your existing soil by adding equal 

amounts of really g o o d ingredients. Even t h o u g h y o u had to do that 

only the first year a n d it p r o d u c e d a fairly g o o d soil, people 

complained that it was still a lot of w o r k involving heavy tools and 

a great deal of effort. Everyone wants a simple, easy w a y to garden. 

So, back to the drawing board. 

T h i s got me to th inking . C o u l d I find a better way? So, I asked 

myself, w h y do we really need to improve our existing soil i f it's so 

bad? Couldn ' t we just start w i t h a perfect soil m i x aboveground and 

eliminate the need to ever d ig up or improve our existing backyard 

soil? Y o u probably c o u l d if y o u r garden wasn't so b i g . . . b u t hey, 

S F G isn't big. In fact, it's one-fifth the size of conventional gardens. 

So, i f we c o u l d f ind a perfect soil mix , there w o u l d be no m o r e 

digging and no m o r e til l ing. Doesn't that m a k e a lot of sense? It 

became possible w i t h Al l N e w Square Foot Gardening to have a very 

condensed n o - w o r k gardening m e t h o d and never have to be con­

cerned again about w h a t k ind of soil y o u have in your yard. W o w ! 

No Sweat 

Just th ink of the impl icat ions i f y o u forget a b o u t t ry ing to improve 

your existing soil. I t no longer matters w h a t k i n d of soil y o u have! 

Use the t ime y o u save to start a c o m p o s t pile instead. If y o u start 

w i t h a perfect soil mix , it wi l l save a lot of t ime and money. Y o u 

don't have to have y o u r soil analyzed a n y m o r e , and y o u don't have 

to have a pH test m a d e . . . y o u don't even have to k n o w w h a t 

pH is! Y o u don't have to b u y any heavy tools or go to the expense 

of having s o m e o n e rototil l y o u r garden every single year. Y o u don't 

have to b u y special ingredients to loosen y o u r clay soil or solidify 

your sandy soil. A n d m o s t importantly, y o u n o longer have t o 

do any hard w o r k . You' l l have to find another w a y to get s o m e 

exerc ise—so g o m o w the l a w n . T h i s major advance i n h o m e 

gardening changes all of the rules of gardening and eliminates 

all of the hard w o r k a n d undesirable parts of s ingle-row gardens. 

Hey, gardening can be fun now! 
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So, if y o u are not going to use your existing soil but instead use a 

perfect soil mix, what is it and h o w and where do y o u get it? 

3 N e w S o i l - M e l ' s M i x 
What's In It? 

T h e r e are three characteristics of a perfect growing mix. First of all, 

it's l ightweight, so it is easy to w o r k wi th and easy for plants to grow 

in. N e x t , it is nutrient-rich and has all the minerals and trace 

elements that plants need w i t h o u t adding fertilizers. Finally, it holds 

moisture, yet drains well. 

After m a n y experiments, I found that three of my favorite 

ingredients made the perfect m i x w h e n combined in equal portions: 

• lh Peat Moss—Available at any garden center or supermarket. 

• V3 Vermiculite—Buy the coarse grade in large 4-cubic-foot 

bags at any garden center or h o m e improvement store. Phone 

ahead to be sure it's available in that size. 

• lh Blended Compost—If y o u don't have your o w n compost 

operation, then b u y bags of compost at the garden center to get 

started. T h e n , start your o w n compost pile as soon as possible. 

I'll explain some simple steps for foolproof compost ing later in 

the book. However, one w o r d of caution here: Y o u must have 

a blended compost , so don't b u y all the same kind. Pick out 

one bag of this and one bag of that. But, more about that in 

Chapter 5. 
What Do These Ingredients Do? 

Al l three of these ingredients are n a t u r a l — n o t manufactured. T h e y 

all drain well, so there are no puddles to waterlog the plant roots; but 

they also hold large amounts of moisture so the plants will grow well . 

T h i s mix is a pleasure to w o r k with, has a l ight fluffy texture, and 

smells good. 

T h e first t w o ingredients have no nutrients, b u t the l a s t — 

compost-—is loaded w i t h all the nutrients a n d minerals that y o u 

c o u l d imagine. C o m p o s t is the m o s t i m p or t a nt ingredient of the 

three, and m a k i n g y o u r o w n is g o o d for b o t h the e n v i r o n m e n t and 

the garden. T h i s is about as organic as y o u can get. 

If y o u don't think this perfect soil m i x will w o r k in the garden, ask 

yourself, " W h a t do professional greenhouse growers use for growing 

crops on their benches? Do they go o u t and d ig up the fields for 

soil?" Of course not . Professional growers m i x up a perfect p o t t i n g 

soil f r o m several other ingredients and never use local outside soil. 

So, if y o u are not going to use your existing soil but instead use a 

perfect soil mix, what is it and h o w and where do y o u get it? 
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W h e n y o u b u y a w i n d o w b o x at the store, w h a t do y o u f i l l i t 

w i t h — y o u r yard soil? Of course not. Y o u b u y a bag of perfect pott ing 

soil. So w h y can't we do the same for our vegetable garden? W e l l , 

there are t w o reasons: 

One, no one ever thought of i t — a n d two, i t w o u l d be prohibi­

tively expensive for the typical single-row garden that everyone has 

been using all of these years. 

So, h o w can we do i t now? Because S F G reduces the garden 

size d o w n to o n l y 20 percent (that's one-fifth as large), so it is n o w 

possible to consider us ing a perfect soil f rom the very start. An 

additional reason is found in the next major improvement to Square 

Foot Gardening. 

"Go deep," they said. "Don't bother," I said. 

For years, experts said your garden soil had to be improved at least 

12 inches deep; some even said 18 inches. But my experiments were 

proving otherwise, especially w h e n I used g o o d h o m e m a d e compost 

as one-third of the mix. I asked myself, " I f six inches of perfect soil is 

good enough for windowboxes and commercial greenhouse benches, 

w h y not in backyard gardens?" A n d w h y dilute i t by adding the m i x 

to poor existing soil? W h y not use this perfect soil mix in your garden 

and forget all about the soil underneath? Wel l , the experts still p o o h -

p o o h e d the idea. B u t guess what? It works! Of course, everyone 

realizes that y o u couldn't do that in a huge, old-fashioned, single-row 

garden or even in raised bed gardening, b u t it can easily be done in a 

small-space Square Foot Garden! 

C a n y o u really grow vegetables and flowers in only 6 inches of 

soil regardless of h o w g o o d it is? I've been doing it for the last ten 

years in my display and h o m e garden, and it really works. Of course 

in my lectures w h e n I ment ion the 6 inches, I can see the audience 

squirming in their seats, heads shaking and hands rising w i t h the 

usual question, " H o w can y o u grow long carrots or potatoes in just 

6 inches of soil?" It's a g o o d quest ion, so we developed a special 

feature of S F G where y o u build a 1-foot x 1-foot box one foot tall 

for long root crops. 

W h y only 6 inches deep? W h y n o t be safer and go 12 inches 

deep? T h e main reason is there is no need to do so. In addition, it is 

m u c h cheaper, easier, and less work. Just t h i n k — i t is one-half of the 

cost and one-half of the work , so w h y double the depth? But i f you're 

still skeptical go ahead and use your t ime and m o n e y to go 12 inches 

deep, but it's really not necessary. 

a 

We owe much 

of our love of 

gardening to the 

simplicity of 

SFG." 

—Manjajrom Oregon 



32 ALL NEW SQUARE FOOT GARDENING 

T h e next question is, " H o w c o m e all of the experts have been so 

w r o n g for so long?" It is not that they were wrong , it is just everyone 

in the garden industry had trouble thinking outside the box or even 

questioning all the traditional methods. Stuck in a rut they were and 

in a single-row rut at that! 

Here's another startling revelation I am g o i n g to make . It is 

g o i n g to shock and dismay the gardening wor ld , b u t y o u are g o i n g 

to love it. 

5 No Fertilizer—You Don't Need It 
Square Foot G a r d e n i n g needs no fertilizer ever! H o w can that be? 

After all, the gardening industry is bui l t on using fertilizer. T h e 

original S F G b o o k explained all a b o u t fer t i l i zer—organic and 

chemical t y p e s — h o w to measure a n d rate it; all a b o u t N P K and 

w h a t that means; and the list goes on and o n . T h a t was necessary 

because at that t ime we were just i m p r o v i n g our existing soils, 

a n d they still needed fertilizer. A l l the experts agreed. B u t my o w n 

experiments and thoughts a b o u t an all new out-of-the-box idea 

of n o t i m p r o v i n g y o u r existing soil b u t rather of starting w i t h a 

perfect soil m i x was w o r k i n g so wel l that I began to consider 

another n e w i d e a — t h a t y o u don't need t o add fertilizer. T h e 

c o m p o s t was prov id ing all of the nutrients and trace elements the 

plants needed. Besides, c o m p o s t was all-natural a n d couldn't b u r n 

or h a r m the plants. T h e p r o o f o f the p u d d i n g was to just l o o k at 

my garden. It was one of the best gardens I have ever h a d and has 

remained so ever since. 

T h i s was w h e n I was able to simplify my original book's formula 

for the perfect soil m i x to only three ingredients: ] / 3 each of peat 

moss, vermiculite, and blended compost , and completely eliminate 

the use and expense of fertilizer. So m u c h simpler than the original 

one-page formula and what a savings! 

W e l l , again, all the experts p o o h - p o o h e d the idea and still d o , 

b u t guess what? It works! I haven't used any k i n d of fertilizer in 

my h o m e , display, or demonstrat ion gardens for more than ten 

years. If y o u go to o u r website at www.squarefootgardening.com, 

you' l l see h o w bount i fu l and beautiful the gardens look. A n d this 

is n o t just gardening the first year b u t year after year after year. 

Just t h i n k — n o more tilling, no more digging, and no more 

fertilizer! T h e o n l y t h i n g we ever add to our soil is a little m o r e 

c o m p o s t . Is this great or what? 

N o w all we need is some w a y to hold or contain our aboveground 

6 inches of perfect soil mix. So, h o w about a box? 

http://www.squarefootgardening.com
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6 N e w B o x e s - A b o v e the Ground 
I think having y o u r garden conta ined in a box adds uni formity 

and structure, n o t only to y o u r garden but to y o u r life. O n c e 

limits are placed on almost anything , y o u wil l f ind it m u c h easier 

to take care of and therefore y o u wil l be m o r e comfortable w i t h i t 

and enjoy it more . 

T h e basic 4 x4-foot bottomless boxes are easy to build out of 

c o m m o n lumber, bricks, blocks, or even stone. These small boxes, 

filled with the perfect soil mix, will grow five times as m u c h as the 

same space in a single-row garden. So, y o u don't need m a n y of the 

boxes. There are no weeds to hoe. No existing soil to till. W h y , once 

your boxes are built and your perfect soil is added, there is virtually 

no work at all. 

I f y o u place the box on top of the existing ground, y o u eliminate 

all of the usual gardening concerns and w o r k of improving your 

existing soil. It also el iminates the great deal of gardening k n o w ­

ledge that y o u w o u l d need i f y o u were g o i n g to be concerned w i t h 

using your existing soil. You'll see as we go along that there are so 

many advantages of not using your existing soil. You'll w o n d e r w h y 

no one ever t h o u g h t of it before. T h e 4 x4-foot boxes have been 

chosen because it's a size y o u can w a l k around and easily reach into 

to tend your plants; this eliminates the need for stepping on the 

growing soil and packing it d o w n , w h i c h then eliminates the need 

Once you build the basic 4v.4 SFG 

box with rotated corners, add six 

inches of Mel's Mix, and add the 

square foot grid. Now, you're ready 

to plant. 
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to d ig or loosen it. See h o w everything in S F G is interrelated and 

works so wel l together? 

For bigger gardens, y o u can always put some of the boxes end to 

end to create a 4 x 8-foot or a 4 x 12-foot garden box that y o u will still 

be able to walk around, yet reach in. If your box is located next to a 

wall, fence, or building, keep the boxes only t w o feet w i d e so y o u can 

reach all the w a y to the back. T h e y can be any length. Boxes can be 

made from any type of w o o d . T h e best is free w o o d that is found at a 

construction site. Just ask the foreman of the project if y o u can have 

the scrap 2 x 6 - i n c h boards. I f y o u are g o i n g to b u y y o u r lumber, 

boxes can be m a d e f r o m pine or f ir for the least cost, or cedar or 

r e d w o o d for longer lasting use. I f y o u decide to treat or paint the 

w o o d , be careful not to paint inside the boxes where the Mel's M i x 

comes into contact wi th the w o o d ; y o u don't w a n t anything harmful 

to leach into the soil. I do not r e c o m m e n d using pretreated w o o d for 

the same reason. 

7 New Aisles-Comfortable Width 
T h e w i d t h of y o u r aisles is another i m p r o v e m e n t I have m a d e for 

the Al l N e w Square Foot Gardening method. T h i s is more important 

for comfort , safety, and looks, than for efficiency. If y o u notice the 

garden on the cover of the original Square Foot Gardeningbook, there 

were no boxes and the aisles were 1 x 12- inch boards separating the 

4 x4-foot areas. I designed it that w a y to be the most space-efficient 

b u t , as s o m e o n e o n c e said, " T h i s is one t ime w h e n M e l was too 

efficient!" But the w o o d was free, so hey, can y o u blame me? 

Straight and Narrow 

T h e 12- inch wide board was difficult to maneuver on, and y o u had 

to keep a pretty g o o d balance to stay upright . I f o u n d that the 

average gardener needs to have m o r e r o o m to m o v e a b o u t on than 

those 12 inches. In addition, y o u couldn't get close to each 4 x 4 - f o o t 

p lant ing area if y o u w a n t e d to use a wheelbarrow, garden cart, or 

harvest basket. C a n y o u just picture t w o people w o r k i n g in that 

garden w i t h 12- inch wide paths, and one says to the other, "Excuse 

m e , I need to get through." C a n y o u imagine the answer to that? 

The Ideal Width 

So w h a t is the ideal aisle width? T w o feet is still a little t ight, so I 

r e c o m m e n d a m i n i m u m of three feet between your boxes. It turned 

out that for accessibility, kneeling, working, and harvesting, the ideal 

distance was 3 or even 4 feet between boxes. In fact, if y o u r garden 

has several boxes, y o u can vary the aisles. Play a r o u n d w i t h s o m e 

ideas on p a p e r — t h e n , once your boxes are built (and before y o u fi l l 
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them with soil, I should add), y o u can move t h e m about until y o u 

get them just right. T h i n k of it as arranging furniture in your yard. 

Dress It Up 

T h e aisle space between your boxes can be left in grass or covered 

with any type of ground cover. In our TV show, we tried all sorts of 

things to create some very interesting looking aisles. At other times, 

we just removed any weeds or grass, then laid d o w n weed cloth and 

covered it w i t h materials that were comfortable for walking on such 

as crushed stone, compost , or ground bark. 

8 N e w Grids Prominent and P e r m a n e n t 
W h e n I wrote the first b o o k on Square Foot Gardening more than 

twenty-five years ago, I advocated laying out a 12 x 12-inch grid for 

the garden. T h e n , in my travels around the country, I heard a lot of 

people say, " O h , I do Square Foot Gardening," or "I have a Square 

Foot Garden." But w h e n I w e n t to see them, the size was right but 

they had no grid! 

In our introductory film, we show the people in our class h o w a 

4 x4-foot garden looks w i t h o u t a grid and ask them, " H o w m a n y 

plants could y o u plant there? H o w m a n y different crops?" T h e y draw 

a blank because it looks like a small area that isn't go ing to contain 

very m u c h . As soon as we lay d o w n the grid, they suddenly light up 

and say, "Aha! I see! Sixteen spaces, so it'll take sixteen different crops! 

Later, as soon as one square is harvested, I can add a trowel full of 

compost and replant that square foot with a different crop wi thout 

disturbing anything else around it." Bingo!They see the light. 

Forget what the experts have 
been telling us for years, fill youi 
boxes with just 6 inches of Mel's 
Mix, add a grid, and start plant­
ing! You won't be sorry; in fact, 
you'll be amazed at the results. 



36 ALL NEW SQUARE FOOT GARDENING 

There are many, m a n y interrelated reasons for the "different crop 

in every Square Foot" rule, and y o u will see and understand these as 

we go along. T h e y deal with nutrients used, l imiting over-ambitious 

plant ing, staggered harvests, w e e d and pest control , beauty of the 

garden, companion planting, simplification of crop rotation, cutting 

p lant ing t ime in half, and m a n y more factors that result in a very 

unusual and innovative gardening system. W h e n y o u have no grid, 

your garden has no character. If you're having visitors over, they may 

not even notice your garden if it's laid out in plain beds. But if it's a 

Square Foot Garden with very prominent and visible grids, they will 

say, "Hey, what's that in your yard? It looks great!" 

Grid Materials 

In the past, whenever I used string or twine as a grid, it eventually got 

dirty, rotted, and finally broke. In addition, y o u had to drive in nails 

to tie the string to, and it just never looked good. I talked with many 

others w h o had the same bad experience so I experimented with all 

kinds of different materials for m a k i n g grids. If I could condense 

thirty years of experience into my current advice, i t w o u l d b e — d o n ' t 

use string or any other floppy material. A firm, rigid, prominent, and 

visual grid permanently laid on every one of your boxes will make all 

the difference in the world as others see it but mostly in h o w y o u use 

and enjoy your garden. 

W i t h a very visible grid, your garden takes on a unique character. 

It will not only look spectacular, but you'll be able to immediately 

visualize your planting squares. Without a grid, your garden is not 

a Square Foot Garden. 


