

[image: Cover: The Regenerative Gardener’s Handbook: Essential Techniques for Growing a Garden That Leaves the Land Healthier Than You Found It]



Welcome to Storey Publishing

We’re a community of doers who love to grow, build, create, and explore the world around us. We invite you to join us in the quest to enrich life through hands-on activities and experiences.

Storey's Fresh Picks Monthly Ebook Specials




[image: Decorative image]



[image: The regenerative gardener’s handbook, essential techniques for growing a garden that leaves the land healthier than you found it, by Briana Selstad Bosch]



The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encouragespersonal independence in harmony with the environment.

Edited by Kristen Hewitt and Carleen Madigan

Art direction and book design by Michaela Jebb

Back cover design by Bredna Lago

Text production by Jennifer Jepson Smith

Cover photography by © Bonnie Sen Photography, except BC (b. & 2nd fr. b.) by © Briana Selstad Bosch

Interior photography by © Bonnie Sen Photography, here–here, here, here t.l. & t.r., here, here, here–here, here, here, here b. & t.r., here r., here r., here l., here, here–here, here r. (all), here t., here, here l., here, here, here–here, here–here, here, here, here l., here–here, here, here, here, here l., here l., here all but t.r., here, here r., here, here r., here b., here r., here b.r., here, here–here, here, here r., here b. & t.r., here t., here, here, here t., here–here, here, here–here, here–here, here t.l. & t.r., here l., here, here t., here t.l., here, here, here–here, here–here, here–here, 220; © Briana Selstad Bosch, here b.l. & b.r., here, here, here–here, here t.l., here l., here, here l., here r., here–here, here, here, here b.l., here, here b., here r., here, here, here l., here, here b., here, here, here–here, here, here–here, here, here, here–here, here–here, here–here, here r., here, here, here r., here r., here, here t.r., here l., here c. & l., here t., here, here l., here b.l., here, here–here, here–here, here–here, here l., here–here, here t.l., here b., here, here–here, here–here, here b., here, here, here l., here, here, here b., here, here r., here, here b., here, here t.r. & b., here, here, here

Additional photography by Dorothea Lange/Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information Photograph Collection/Library of Congress, here; © Pictorial Press Ltd/Alamy Stock Photo, here; © robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo, here r.; Robin Cain, here t.; © Vinokurov Alexandr/Shutterstock.com, here r.; © Zoonar GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo, here t.

Text © 2026 by Briana Selstad Bosch

All rights reserved. Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Storey books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. Special editions or book excerpts can also be created to specification. For details, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Storey Publishing

210 MASS MoCA Way

North Adams, MA 01247

storey.com

Storey Publishing is an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc., 1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104. The Storey Publishing name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBNs: 978-1-63586-854-8 (paperback); 978-1-63586-855-5 (ebook)

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file




For my steadfast husband, Dave, and my sweet girls, Caisa and Cora—thank you for believing in me and my wild dream to change the gardening world.

To my parents, who handed me my first patch of earth and every tool I needed to grow—both in soil and in spirit.

And to my angels above, Emily and Korinna—your loss rooted me in the healing arms of nature and planted the seed of this work.
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Introduction


Tending a garden is one of the most rewarding, soul-nourishing, and therapeutic endeavors. The smell of the moist, dark, loamy soil, warmed by the sun and dampened by spring rains, is invigorating. There is a simple joy in plucking a perfectly ripened, sun-kissed, juicy cherry tomato off a vine and feeling its warmth in your hand, then kneeling down to pull an eager weed (or 20). The gentle symphony of birdsong accompanies morning strolls through the garden along with the mesmerizing dance of bees flitting from flower to flower.

As recently as three generations ago, gardening was not only a way of life, it was a means of survival. Our great-grandparents canned and preserved, stored and saved seed not as a hobby but as a necessity to feed their families. Homegrown produce was fresh, healthy, and inexpensive; and gardening was then what today we would call environmentally conscious. People ate what was in season because that’s what was available: Berries, tomatoes, peppers, beans, and fresh produce from the garden were consumed and preserved in summer. Apples, potatoes, squash, and root vegetables were stored in cold cellars in fall and eaten over winter, along with preserved foods.

Today, grocery stores brim with offseason produce even in the darkest days of winter. Chilean grapes, tropical fruits from Vietnam, berries from Mexico: Our perishable produce is now flown fresh on jumbo jets and carried on refrigerated trucks for thousands of miles, to the detriment of not only its nutritional quality but also the planet.



The Environmental Costs of Industrial Agriculture


In 1975, less than 5% of the fresh vegetables consumed in the United States were imported. By 2021, that number increased to 50% to 60% for fresh fruit and 20% to 38% for fresh vegetables, according to the USDA Economic Research Service. Similarly, nearly 80% of the fresh flowers sold in the States are imported from South American countries such as Ecuador and Colombia (an after-effect of trade agreements and tariff cuts implemented by the US government at the expense of American flower growers). This reliance on foreign imports comes at a steep environmental cost.

A large carbon footprint. Due to the high perishability of fresh produce and flowers, they must be shipped quickly—which means a larger carbon footprint. By United Nations estimates, growing and processing food accounts for one third of all greenhouse gas emissions, and moving produce generates twice the amount of CO2 as growing it.

Destruction of ecosystems and soil. It’s not just CO2 emissions in transport we should be concerned with: In many parts of the world where our produce is imported from, large swaths of grassland and forest have been cleared for grazing and farming, leading to soil erosion and contamination. Our domestic agriculture isn’t doing much better: Tillage and overwork of the soil leads to an average topsoil loss of approximately 5.8 tons per acre per year, while it takes an estimated 1,000 years to build 1 inch of topsoil.

Pesticide residues. Of more concern: A 2015 Food and Drug Administration report indicated that almost 10% of imported fruit violated regulations for pesticide residue, compared to 2.2% of that domestically grown. And pesticide use is increasing globally each year—including in our home gardens. This comes at a time when insects are struggling more than ever in recorded history. A 2019 study published in Biological Conservation found that 40% of all insect species globally are in decline, and one third are endangered. This decline sends shock waves through global ecosystems and will inevitably impact human health as well.

Increasingly, pesticides, fertilizers, and herbicides are also sold to home growers, as companies that make agricultural products recognize the potential revenue in the home gardening market. Expensive bottled and bagged “solutions” have become the usual recommendation for every problem in the garden. At every turn, we are offered conflicting advice and information, resulting in expensive gardens at best and damaged soil at worst.
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These fresh, pesticide-free cherry tomatoes were harvested straight from the garden.

[image: Decorative image]
[image: Decorative image]



Are Home Gardens Any Better for the Environment?


Although it may seem that farms are to blame for environmental degradation, we home gardeners have a part to play. Urban farms and home gardens can provide many social and environmental benefits, but their carbon footprint is often higher than that of large-scale conventional farms. A recent study published in Nature Cities found that home gardens and agriculture can produce 57 percent to 75 percent more carbon emissions per serving of food than industrial farms due to the use of new materials for infrastructure, such as raised beds and greenhouses.

The carbon footprint of gardening products. The construction of garden beds using newly manufactured materials, such as steel, plastics, and commercially produced bagged soil mixes, contributes significantly to a higher carbon footprint. The production, transportation, and disposal of these materials often involve energy-intensive processes that release greenhouse gases.

In contrast, growing in-ground, or using upcycled or renewable materials like repurposed wood, locally sourced compost, or natural stone, reduces reliance on new resources and minimizes emissions. Shifting to sustainable garden practices mitigates the environmental impact of gardening, lowering its carbon footprint.

Turning back to traditional methods. We’ve forgotten traditional ways of gardening—the methods practiced before gardening became a profit-driven endeavor and plastic became commonplace. We’ve lost sight of seasonality and sustainable growing practices, at a steep cost to our planet and soils.

This all may seem depressing, but we make a real impact with our choices. It is clear that the planet would benefit from a change in trajectory, and that change starts in our own backyards and balconies: with regenerative gardening.




A Better Future Through Regenerative Gardening


Regenerative gardening is a way to garden that is more affordable than conventional methods, requires few (if any) purchased “solutions,” embraces the ecosystem, and considers the repercussions of our actions on the environment around us, no matter how small our garden. It provides a way to garden in harmony with nature, and it not only supports but builds healthy ecosystems. After all, gardens have existed for thousands of years, but the synthetic amendments and ecosystem-decimating pesticides now commonly found in garden sheds are relatively new.

Before we launch into the full definition of regenerative gardening, I’d like to recognize that our current understanding of regenerative gardening originates from ancient Indigenous techniques, and we are indebted to those people who preceded us for their knowledge. Regenerative gardening combines those practices with modern knowledge of soil microbiology. This style of gardening emphasizes quiet patience, understanding for all living beings, and scientific understandings of how soil functions to create thriving gardens. It focuses on the regeneration and renewal of the ecosystem and the creation of sustainable practices. Simply put, it is the uncomplicated way of gardening that nature intended, a far cry from expensive bottled-and-bagged gardening methods. The practice considers nature to be a key partner rather than a disposable resource.

Regenerative gardening supports food security and cleaner air, water, and soil—giving us hope for a better climate future and a healthier planet.

[image: Captioned image]
My Grandpa Pat works in a cornfield on our family farm in Blooming Prairie, Minnesota, in 1972.




How I Came to Regenerative Gardening


The fifth generation of a farming family, my sister and I were the first who didn’t grow up on the farm. Our family farm in Minnesota now grows just corn and soybeans but used to cultivate a much more diverse range of crops and livestock—wheat, oats, peas, hemp, dairy cows, pigs, chickens. This is the tale of many farms, overloaded with debt and struggling to turn profits, leaning on government subsidies of conventional crops to help buoy them through difficult times and high operating costs. As a young man, my dad saw the financial struggle his father went through. He decided to leave the farm and join the Army so he could attend college and pursue a different path. We grew up in the suburbs of Denver, far removed from the farm life.

From family farm to small-scale market farm. While I’ve always felt the drive and desire to farm, I long believed that not growing up on a working farm put me at a disadvantage. In 2018, I started my own small-scale market farm in Colorado to gain hands-on experience managing land holistically and sustainably. I applied my own theories plus research centered around regenerative agriculture with a twist: using the fewest inputs and as little money as possible. My lack of experience with large-scale conventional farming actually gave me a serious advantage. I didn’t know much about the synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides that are often used on farms, and I had never relied on turning the soil through tillage each year at planting time. Since I hadn’t been raised using conventional farming practices, I came in with an open mind, ready to experiment.

Take care of the soil, and it will take care of you. I remember a visit to the family farm when I was around 10 years old. My dad took me out into the verdant fields, scooped up a handful of rich, loamy soil, and said, “See that? There’s no other soil like this in the world. Whatever you do, take care of this soil, and it will always take care of you.”

Now, nearly 30 years later, with the land rented to a farm tenant, I look at the same soil, but no longer with reverence for the effortlessness with which life had once seemed to spring from it—when I see it, my heart aches with the worry of carrying a generational farm into the next century. The soil is noticeably lighter in color. Sandier. Tests indicate it is becoming more acidic, and the farmland is noticeably sunken compared to the unplowed hedgerows surrounding it, due to erosion. The same two crops have been grown repeatedly in the soil for the last 50 years. When I drive across the Midwest on trips to the farm, the route is punctuated with winds blowing that rich topsoil across the roads and into culverts and ditches.

Every family reunion involves discussions around farming: “How’re the crops looking this year?” And in a way, there is comfort in the redundancy of these conversations. But I have always wondered if the soil itself—if it were as important as my dad led me to believe—should be more central to the conversation.

It wasn’t until I was much older and started my own farm that I recognized the importance of the soil beyond what I ever could have foreseen. Healthy soil can mean the success or failure of every plant. Problems with disease or insects decimating your garden plants? It’s likely related to the soil. Your soil can be the secret to your success—or it can be the cause of an expensive and demoralizing failure.

Cutting the cost of gardening. For many, gardening has become a bit of a financial joke—“I grew this tomato and it only cost me $200!” is often chortled about in gardening circles. In a way, the act of gardening has become a wealthy person’s hobby. It should come as no surprise that somehow corporations have capitalized on people’s desire to grow their own nutritious produce. In American society, if we can monetize it, we do. But through much of the twentieth century, families were growing their own productive home gardens without the use of most of the store-bought products we have today. During the 1940s, for example, Victory Gardens were grown across the US.

On our farm, we have managed to slash our expenses and support a dynamic ecosystem by completely eliminating the use of pesticides, fungicides, and costly fertilizers. These have not been applied since the first year of our farm (before I knew better). And it turns out that producing homegrown, juicy, incredibly flavorful tomatoes by our methods is significantly cheaper than people have been led to believe.




Changing Our Beliefs Around Gardening


Many garden amendments were initially developed for agricultural use, and their spread to home gardens has had devastating effects. Home garden and lawn soils have been found to contain incredibly high levels of phosphorus and nitrogen due to over-fertilization, to the detriment of soil life as well as aquatic life, thanks to eutrophication (depletion of oxygen in the water) and algae growth from lawn fertilizer runoff.

Many people have become convinced that our own native soils are unsuitable for gardening, unfixable, and that the only way to be successful is to install costly manufactured raised beds and fill them with purchased bagged soil. This is a fallacy, and an ecologically damaging one. The complex network of soil life is responsible for mineralizing existing nutrients in the soil and converting organic matter into usable nutrients for plants to use—if we only allow it to.

Even the poorest of soils can be brought back to health. Productivity and soil health can be restored relatively quickly, on any scale—and it’s much easier (and more affordable) than you might think.

As a market farmer practicing regenerative agriculture, I’ve spent years implementing these practices. Through my study of soil health, both through practice and through nearly religious nighttime sessions with a microscope, I’ve assembled this book: a true guide to regenerative, ecologically influenced gardening. The most incredible part of this method is how amazingly fulfilling it is to garden following these principles. Better yields and more successful plants are, of course, very satisfying—but even more so is the knowledge that regenerative gardening is better for the planet, more cost effective, and more emotionally fulfilling. The garden becomes a study rather than a struggle, and even failures are viewed with an investigative perspective—an excuse to delve further into the fascinating intricacies of soil health, butterfly effects, and paradigm shifts.

[image: The author planting a shovel into the soil in her garden]
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Before: Our new farm in Colorado had many invasive weeds, including thistles and Siberian elms, but the clay soil had potential to support great biodiversity.
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This aerial view of the farm shows carefully planned native plantings around the perimeter of the main production area with pockets of habitat throughout the landscape. These plantings provide food, shelter, and breeding spaces for pollinators and beneficial insects, helping to balance pest pressure naturally.




Organic Versus Regenerative


Regenerative and organic growing practices are not the same thing. Organic growing is done using only USDA-approved organic products—but it is important to know that included in these approved products are broad-spectrum pesticides (pyrethrin, insecticidal soap, garlic oil, and other “natural” broad-spectrum pesticides that are still considered organic despite their wide-reaching impact on the ecosystem and bees in particular). Additionally, organic sources of fertilizer can still be overapplied, to the detriment of the soil life and pollinators. In many ways, organic gardening can still fall into the trap of treating symptoms rather than addressing root causes. It’s a step in the right direction, but it’s not the final destination.



Prioritizing the Health of the Ecosystem


Regenerative gardening, on the other hand, focuses on growing and regenerating soil and the garden as a piece of a living system—the health of which is always central, with the successful garden as a by-product. Regenerative gardening practices mean no pesticide sprays or granules and zero synthetic fertilizers: These chemical products interfere with the natural processes of the soil and delicate ecosystems. Most importantly, the health of the soil and ecosystem is always the main focus—this is the key we will return to throughout this guide. This method invites a shift in thinking from control to collaboration, from intervention to observation.

For this method to be successful, it becomes necessary to reprogram your modern gardening mind. Leave behind your preconceptions of what gardening is before you read on. This book will not answer questions like, “What product can I use to fix this problem?” Instead you’ll learn to think analytically about your garden, its surrounding ecosystem, and your practices. Gardening this way will give you a more environmentally resilient, pest-resistant, and self-sustaining garden.

For regenerative gardening to be successful, you must reprogram your modern gardening mind.

[image: Captioned image]
Trellised tomatoes grow alongside a backdrop of sunflowers; the lavender and native Rocky Mountain ninebark in the foreground attract pollinators and beneficial insects.

Blossom and Branch Farm, where we live and garden, was born from the desire to grow alongside nature, to see if our garden could thrive without amendments, fertilizers, fungicides, and pesticides—for the health of our garden and our planet, but also out of concern for cost. Starting up a large garden of more than an acre can get expensive quickly, and my husband and I had been saddled with hundreds of thousands of dollars in student loan debt from graduate school. While I used to resent the need for thriftiness, I’m now so grateful that I was forced to learn to grow this way: Not only is it more affordable, but it is also better for the garden ecosystem and the environment as a whole. Today we grow over an acre of cut flowers and produce for our community, and 40 percent of our farm is dedicated wildlife habitat that we have planted with native chokecherries, plums, apples, willows, and meadow plants.

Implementing this gardening method has been a complete flip from the way we were always told to garden. In the regenerative garden, we look to nature’s processes and systems to let it dictate the best way to approach issues we may encounter along the way. The eight chapters of this book outline the key principles of the regenerative gardening mindset through which you can reframe your perspective on how to garden alongside nature.

I hope that after reading this book, you feel a renewed excitement for gardening through regenerative practices and have a revived sense of possibility for your garden—as well as a healthy skepticism of the garden industry. Welcome to regenerative gardening.



Organic Versus Regenerative

While both organic and regenerative gardens prioritize ecological principles and seek to minimize potential damage to pollinators and soil health, regenerative gardening goes a step further by aiming to actively restore and enhance natural systems and ecosystems.





	Organic Garden

	Regenerative Garden






	Avoids synthetic pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers. Can include broad-spectrum “organic” certified pesticides.

	Goes beyond organic practices to actively regenerate soil health and ecosystem function.




	Relies on natural methods like composting, crop rotation, and beneficial insects for pest control.

	Adds a focus on restoring degraded landscapes and improving ecosystem resilience.




	Emphasizes soil health through practices such as adding organic matter, avoiding chemical additives, and promoting microbial biodiversity.

	Seeks to additionally sequester atmospheric carbon and mitigate climate change through regenerative practices such as cover cropping, no-till farming, agroforestry, and livestock integration.




	Can utilize plastic mulches to the detriment of soil health.

	Attempts to eliminate plastic mulches that contaminate soil or lead to reduced soil function and instead focuses on natural mulches to suppress weeds, retain moisture, and build soil organic matter.




	Organic production places no limits or descriptions on whether tillage is utilized or how frequently.

	Considers the environmental impact of each input added to the garden through a holistic approach.
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