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For my growing family
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PREFACE

Growing fruits and vegetables is a crazy-good thing to do. From chilly spring days when I bundle up and venture outside to briskly poke pea seeds into the wet soil to hot summer afternoons spent staking tomatoes, their sticky foliage enveloping me in a slightly bitter herbal aroma and staining my fingers olive—I find the entire process endlessly appealing. But all that pales next to the sheer pleasure of going into the backyard and harvesting crops in their prime. It’s all about the food, people!

Oregon is a land of plenty, ripe with potential. Ample rainfall (ahem), good soil, and moderate temperatures grant a long and hospitable growing season. But we grow things a little differently here. All gardening is local, and especially so if you happen to reside in a region embraced by mountains, bordered by salt water, or divided by rivers. Cool-season crops (like kale, carrots, and cabbages) yield generously, demanding little from us aside from the care of the soil and attention. But if you want your harvest to also include tomatoes, eggplants, cucumbers, and peppers, it pays to approach the growing season with a definite plan and a few simple tricks to maximize summer heat.

This book will take you through every month and the many eccentricities of the gardening year. You’ll find tips and techniques as well as suggestions of plants and specific varieties proven to excel in our region. No matter what you’re looking to harvest—a windowsill crop of midwinter microgreens, fresh salads spring through fall, a bumper crop of tomatoes, or a few savory herbs to enliven your dinner—this is your guide to navigating the delicious possibilities available to the Oregon grower. Read this book cover to cover on a rainy winter night for a complete crash course in edible gardening. Or pick it up midsummer to discover how to turn the seedlings you purchased on a whim at the farmers market into a tasty, healthy harvest. Growing good food means something different to each of us.

Tending a garden teaches us to know our plot and our place more intimately. We become familiar with shifting sun and shade as we move through the seasons. We recover the classroom-like wonder of watching seedlings emerge or discover a favorite (and reliably productive) tomato. Whether you’re new to growing or a seasoned green thumb, cultivating a year-round garden is a continuing education as well as a nearly constant feast.

Some years are more challenging or fruitful than others and sometimes the harshest seasons are the best teachers. Some years we celebrate a bountiful harvest, some years the birds get the berries. Alongside tender lettuce and tasty herbs, we learn to cultivate a respect for natural systems and understand the importance of caring for the land that we have access to. In other words, by tending a garden we grow ourselves.

Welcome to another year in the garden. Dig in!
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Get Started
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Harvesting backyard broccoli.
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With a little know-how, the sky’s the limit when it comes to growing your own great vegetables.









WELCOME TO GARDENING IN Oregon

Oregon’s varied geography, ranging from sea level to soaring elevations, produces conditions that run wet and dry, as well as cold and hot. But as a gardener, all you really need to learn to be a success—think ripe tomatoes, fresh salad, and hearty greens—is how to read and work with the growing conditions in your own backyard. All good gardening is local.

Understanding Our Climate

Gardeners love to talk about the weather. But there’s weather—what’s happening right now—and then there’s climate—weather conditions over a period of time. Where we live determines what we can grow and when. Fortunately, most of the state has a mild, hospitable climate and some of the longest growing seasons in the country.

In 1960 the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) devised a map dividing the country into ten hardiness zones determined by average minimum winter temperatures. USDA zones quickly became industry standard for most garden texts and plant labeling systems. The updated 2012 USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map has improved computing models that take into account elevation, slope, and the moderating influence of neighboring bodies of water. The result is a highly detailed, interactive online map that allows you to more accurately pinpoint where your garden falls within the system simply by entering your zip code. In the fall of 2023, according to the USDA, about half of the country, including Oregon, got bumped up a half zone, about the equivalent of 5°F.

Knowing your area’s first and last frost dates, the seasonal bookends that determine the growing season, is a good starting point to get to know your growing conditions. However, frost dates are calculated by compiling and averaging several years of data collected at regional weather stations that often bear little resemblance to a garden—think airport tarmac, not open soil. These days, “average” is an elusive concept as we all adjust to a new normal affected by climate change factors. Consider official frost date data as flexible guidelines to work from when planning the growing season.

A map, rather than a chart, offers a better perspective on growing conditions in Oregon. The Cascade Range, characterized by tall volcanic peaks and deep valleys, is responsible for the dramatically different climates dividing Oregon into western and eastern growing regions. Like first and last frost dates, temperatures listed for each growing region are averages based on several years of data. Actual conditions and severe weather events are to be expected. Global warming and climate change—and the resulting extreme temperatures, stronger winds, and heavy rain—require gardeners to monitor conditions and be prepared to adapt, something that comes naturally to this weather-watching corner of the country.

As gardeners, it’s important to develop an understanding of climate and get a “feel” for the weather of your growing region. This takes time, experience, observation, and, yes, more than a few disappointing losses as we try to predict, gamble, complain, and cajole circumstances to get every drop of goodness out of the growing season. But once you learn to work with conditions in your garden, you’re on your way to a bountiful harvest.


HARDINESS ZONES
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Influenced by mountain ranges and moderated, or not, by neighboring bodies of water, Oregon growing regions are remarkably different on either side of the Cascade Range.
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MICROCLIMATES

If climate is regional, microclimate is where you live. A microclimate is a localized pocket of unique weather modified by adjacent buildings, bodies of water, terrain, and wind. Cold air flows like water down a slope and pools at the bottom, forming a frost pocket where winter may linger hours, days, or weeks longer than in a garden plot upslope. Buildings, fences, and hills provide shelter from chilling winds, while paved and masonry surfaces serve as heat banks, absorbing the warmth of the sun during the day and releasing it at night to keep adjacent garden beds a few degrees warmer.

Not only do microclimatic conditions vary from yard to yard, they can even vary within a garden. Careful observation will reveal existing microclimates at play in your garden. Note where early weeds germinate to find which part of your garden warms up first. You can manipulate microclimatic conditions by installing a stone wall, hedge, fence, or other windbreak, and by choosing building materials like concrete, stone, and brick to trap and retain heat.

Growing in Western Oregon
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Stable temperatures in the Pacific Ocean throughout the year modify the climate along the Oregon coast with cooling breezes in summer and warmer conditions in winter. Wind, fog, and cool air temper the luxuriously long growing season, and heat accumulation is slow. Inland, buffered between the Coastal and Cascade Ranges, western Oregon enjoys warmer summer growing conditions. Frigid continental air spilling down through the Columbia Gorge is responsible for cold winter conditions.

Growing in Eastern Oregon


[image: ] Zones: 5 to 7

[image: ] Growing season: 96 to 200 days

[image: ] Average precipitation: less than 10 to 30 inches




[image: ]

KIDS WILL BE KIDS

Weather in western Oregon is affected by the climatic conditions known as El Niño (little boy) and La Niña (little girl). These patterns, which represent a shift from the norm, are influenced by surface water temperatures in the Pacific. El Niño conditions bring on warmer and drier winters, while La Niña produces cooler and wetter weather. In years past, El Niño has diminished seasonal snowpack, resulting in water shortages during the following summer dry period. In contrast, the cold wet winters of a La Niña system, while heaven for skiers and boarders, foster headlines that read “Snowpocalypse,” as white-knuckled lowlanders try to navigate icy roads and bridges, bemoaning the loss of their otherwise hardy plants. Given the proximity of the Pacific, “the kids” are a fact of life, gardening and otherwise. I find it helps to think of them as a continuum—and embrace change.


Eastern Oregon is dry. The eastern slopes of the Cascade Range transition to plains and high desert. Summers are hot with long sunny days, while frigid continental air spilling into the Willamette Valley is responsible for considerably colder winters. Warm summers and chilly winters are ideal for cultivating fruit trees, berries, and grapes, and warm-season crops produce abundantly.
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