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Gardening the Organic Way

By Marthanne Mitchell, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
Our goal as individual gardeners should be to protect and conserve the local diversity of our gardens and yards.   We should strive to create practical, environmentally useful gardens that create a harmonious combination of plants, birds, and insects.

The basic premise that organic gardeners live by is “feed the soil and let the soil feed the plants”.  Adding organic matter to your soil will improve soil structure, which in turn improves soil’s capacity to hold water and nutrients, and release them to plant roots as needed.  Adding aged manures and compost to your garden, no matter how old the garden, will produce sturdy plants in healthy soil.  This done consistently over time will build and strengthen the garden’s immune system.

The best soil amendment is finished COMPOST.  You can make it or buy it.  Finished compost is well on its way to becoming stable humus.  When mixed into soil, it resists compaction and drains quickly, yet retains an enormous amount of moisture.  Compost also serves as fodder for microorganisms.  

Two areas that organic gardeners are very specifically concerned with are fertilizing and controlling pests; and doing so without the use of synthetic chemical pesticides or synthetic fertilizers.  An important goal of organic gardeners is to avoid wide-area pest control, in fact, to avoid ALL CHEMICAL pest controls, gardening chemically free.

Chemical-free gardening means using naturally occurring fertilizers that are mined from the earth or extracted from plants or animals.  Natural sources include bone meal, blood meal, rock sulfates, fish emulsion, kelp meal, and greensand. 

It isn’t easy keeping hands off the pesticides when something is attacking your plants. The best pest control, however, involves the use of the plant’s natural defenses, encouraging populations of naturally occurring pest enemies.  Enriched, healthy soil with naturally grown plants that are well adapted to local conditions will encourage populations of pest predators and parasites.  Let nature have a chance to cure itself.

If you have a serious insect problem or if plant damage is really intolerable, then carefully spot treat with the least toxic solution.  As a last resort, if you really feel you must act, use a product derived from a plant source.  Always use the least invasive control first; you don’t want to disturb the natural balance of your garden.  A fairly innocuous substance would be a soap or garlic spray.  Any solution has the potential to kill organisms (above and below the soil) other than your specific target.  Do allow some pest insects, as their natural enemies will also be present.  Learn to live with some visible damage so there will be a build-up of the natural enemies.

Now on to your gardens:  first, have a plan, don’t just randomly jump in and later find that you’re not pleased.  Think about the mature size of the plant and account for that.  Don’t crowd your plants, but you do want to ultimately have a flourishing garden.  You will eventually want shade for your soil but your plants need the room to “grow up”.  To cover your soil while growth takes place, use annuals in between the plants.  It is helpful to have something blooming and/or fruiting throughout the growing season.

Bare soil invites weeds and soil compaction from rain and foot traffic. Consider ahead of time where you will need access to your garden and provide a path using garden stones, pavers or something to help you avoid compaction.  Avoid using inorganic materials, plastic or synthetic fabrics.

To maximize pest control along with other benefits, grow a variety of flowers and fruiting plants next to one another.  Consider plant diversity as a provider of physical habitats for the critters you want in your garden (toads, frogs, spiders, lizards, ground beetles, even “friendly snakes”).  They need hiding places!  Include rocks, statues, and even overturned flower pots, to protect and encourage the beneficial and so important predatory garden wildlife.  

Garden sanitation is another consideration.  Carefully inspect new plant additions for pests or disease to remove before they infect the rest of your garden.  Management, not eradication, is a key: use preventive tactics to outwit insects and other pests before they can do damage.  The idea is to sidestep the insect problem one way or another to let natural control kill off pests.  Tolerance is another key: ignore an acceptable level of damage.  Remember that healthy plants can fight back!

Finally, the all-important MULCH.  It is so very important to keep all your soil surfaces covered, which is the easiest way to rid your gardens of weeds.  It is wise to re-mulch in the spring to bring the gardens into good productive capabilities.  Treat the soil well with a thick layer of ORGANIC mulch (shredded leaves, wood chips, cotton hulls, hay or straw, whatever you have that is chemical free).  These items are available at low or no cost.  The mulch will prevent weeds from flourishing.  Mulch around your plants will smother weed seed that tries to germinate.  Organic mulches feed soil life and thus add nutrients and humus to your garden, fundamental to organic soil improvement.   Mulch will shade your soil, keep soil cool, and hold the moisture you need.  You cannot mulch too much or too often.

In summary, organic gardening offers a system of checks and balances that keeps insects and diseases under control and soil fertility naturally replenished and renewed  It is good for the environment and good for you.  What more could you ask?
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