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The Ideal Garden Bed 
 Raised (not necessarily with walls) for good drainage 
 In a sunny spot 
 Access to water 
 Always has the soil covered 
 Organic! Which means lots of organic matter and no chemicals! 
 Not tilled 

 

How to size your garden bed 
You can start a garden over a spot that is established grass in one day, but it’s going to take a 
bit of effort and resources. If you are limited on either, it’s best to start small. 

Once you have a garden bed established, that part of the work is done, and you will have that 
bed to plant in from now on. Each season you can create more garden beds using the 
cardboard method and add to your overall investment. 

Some plants take up more space than others. If you are starting off small, it’s best to plan on 
growing plants that take up less room. 

Summer crops that take up less square footage include cucumbers, tomatoes, eggplant, basil 
and peppers. Summer crops that take up a lot of square footage include zucchini, watermelon, 
and butternut squash 

Winter crops that take up a very small space include carrots, radishes, green onions, beets, and 
lettuce. Winter crops that take up a little bit more space include broccoli, cabbage, and kale. 

Some plants don’t take up much room by themselves, but you need a lot of them together. For 
example, one corn plant is very narrow and tall, but to get proper pollination you must plant it 
in a block with at least four rows. 
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Cardboard Method 
For preparing a garden bed 

 
Materials 
Cardboard or newspaper 

You need enough cardboard to cover the whole area of your garden without any ground 
showing through. Alternatively, you can use several layers of newspaper. 

Fine material 
This is the material that your seedlings will be planted into. You can use topsoil by itself or a 
mixture of topsoil and some finished compost. You could also mix in some peat moss. 

Coarse material (not woody) 
Hay, straw, leaves, grass clippings, peat moss. Make sure hay or straw was not sprayed by 
anything. Grain crops are often sprayed with Roundup right before harvest, so if using 
straw, make sure it’s organic. 

Woody material (optional) 
Wood chips made from small branches and leaves. Do NOT use sawdust, chipped lumber, 
etc. Free compost from the city is just broken-down wood chips. Another option is pine 
needles. 

Soaker hose or drip tape (optional) 
Irrigation supplies available at hardware stores. For more advanced specialty irrigation 
supplies try Drip Depot online. 

Dry Fertilizer 
Buy a dry organic fertilizer such as composted chicken manure, Garden Tone (Espoma 
brand), or MicroLife. 
 

Set-up Instructions 
 
1. Choose a location and size for your garden. 
2. Make sure the grass is not too long. Mow the area first. 
3. Lay out your cardboard over the whole area. Overlap the edges so that no ground is 

showing. 
4. Water the cardboard well. 
5. Put down your loose material in a layer at least 4-6 inches thick. 
6. Put down your dry fertilizer. 
7. Water everything in. 
8. Install soaker hoses or drip tape (if using). 
9. Put down coarse material in a layer 4-6 inches thick. (This will settle to about 2 inches 

thick) 
10. Water everything in. 
11. Put down woody material (if using) in a layer 2 inches thick. 
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Tips on Finding Materials 
Dirt – Don’t use anything other than just plain old dirt. To build a raised bed you can either 
scoop dirt out of your path and throw it onto your bed or you can have dirt hauled in. If you are 
going to haul dirt in you will have to get it from a dirt company like Lafayette Materials and you 
will have to ask for topsoil. You don’t want fill dirt and you don’t want what they call “bed 
builder” which is just sand and wood chips. 

Finished Compost – There is not to my knowledge a company in our area making high quality 
finished compost. Good compost can be made at home, but unless you go with the labor-
intensive method it’s going to take a while to be ready. Composting at home would be a 
workshop all on its own. 

Composted Manure – Composted cow manure is the best option, and if you’re in the Lafayette 
area you can get a load of it dumped into the back of your truck or trailer. Contact Carencro 
Feed and talk to David Latour. He sells composted cow manure for $20/yard. 

Hay – Hay comes in round bales and square bales. Square bales can be moved by hand, while 
round bales are too large. Feed stores carry square bales. Look for signs out in the country that 
say “Hay for sale” if you want a round bale. If you get a fresh bale loaded into the back of your 
pickup truck, you should be able to roll it out when you get to your house. Last year’s hay will 
be too floppy to roll out of your truck. 

Straw – Feed stores and farm supply stores usually have straw for use as animal bedding. 

Composted wood chips – The Dean Dominguez compost facility on Dugas Rd gives out free 
compost. This compost is not very well broken down and could more accurately be called 
mulch. It makes a great top layer on your garden bed. 

Fertilizer – Hardware stores and garden centers usually carry organic fertilizers such as 
composted chicken manure and Garden Tone (Espoma brand). For a high quality organic 
fertilizers with micro-organisms built in, use MicroLife, available at Chastant Bros. 

Fallen leaves – Beginning in fall and going all the way through spring, countless residents of 
Lafayette rake leaves out of their yard, neatly pack them into bags, and conveniently place 
them on the side of the road for you to effortlessly pick up. It’s free and easy! 
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Starting Seeds vs. Buying Plants 
For first-time gardeners, I recommend buying quality organic transplants. St. Joseph Homestead 
is now growing transplants for home gardeners during the planting season, available for 
purchase at the farm. 

Starting your own transplants can be challenging for beginners, especially if you don’t have a 
small nursery set up yet. 

Buying your transplants frees up your time and your mind to focus on getting the basics right 
the first time around. 

Some crops, however, cannot be transplanted and must be sowed directly into the garden bed. 
Some are easy for first-time gardeners to grow and others I will recommend you don’t try right 
away. 

Water 
Water Sources 

 Municipal water 
 Well water 
 Rainwater 

Most people are probably on municipal water. Since municipal water is treated with chlorine 
(or chloramine in some cases) it is best to use a filter. Chlorine kills the microbes in pipes 
throughout the water supply system, but it will also kill some of those beneficial microbes that 
live in your soil (and in your body!) 

Rainwater collection is an alternative to municipal water and is actually the best water source 
for your plants. However, it may not be easy to set up enough rainwater collection for a large 
garden. 

Well water is free and doesn’t have chlorine. 

Plant Water Requirements 
Seeds put directly into the ground need to stay wet until they germinate. If you are direct 
seeding anything it wouldn’t be a bad idea to go out at least twice a day to make sure the soil is 
still wet. In hot weather you can cover the seeds with something flat like a board or a tarp. This 
will keep them moist until germination, but you have to check daily and remove the cover as 
soon as they germinate, otherwise they will die. 

Transplants need to be watered in as soon as they are put into the ground. Do a light watering 
in even if the soil is very wet. The reason is because there will be air pockets after you dig a hole 
and stick a plant in the ground, and roots will not grow through air. Watering makes soil fall 
into those little air pockets and gives the plant good soil-to-root contact. 
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Newly transplanted plants will be vulnerable to drying out in hot weather for the first few days 
because all of their roots are contained in an area the size of the pot they were in. Make sure 
you check on transplants frequently to see if they are starting to wilt 

How often should you water? It depends on the size of your plants, how close or far apart they 
are, what the quality of your soil is, how much mulch you have, etc. The best thing to do is to 
check the moisture level in the soil every day. If it’s saturated, don’t water. If you can tell the 
upper layers are starting to lose moisture, give it a watering but avoid saturation. Never let the 
soil dry out. As your soil structure improves you will notice that it holds water better but also 
drains better. This means you won’t have to water as frequently but also that a heavy rain will 
not make your garden waterlogged. 

 

Fertilizer 
Plant Fertility Needs 
Plants have lots of requirements. They need sunlight, water, carbon dioxide, nutrients from the 
soil, and the right temperatures. 

When we talk about nutrients from the soil, there are three main nutrients that plants use in 
large amounts. These are known as macro nutrients and they are Nitrogen (N), Phosphorus (P), 
and Potassium (K). Fertilizer is usually sold with three numbers on the label. The first number is 
the percentage of the fertilizer that is Nitrogen. The second number is Phosphorus. And the 
third number is Potassium. This goes for chemical fertilizers like Osmocote as well as organic 
fertilizers. So a 3-4-3 fertilizer has 3% Nitrogen, 4% Phosphorus, and 3% Potassium. 

But that’s not all that plants need. They also have 72 micro nutrients that they need in smaller 
amounts. These include calcium, zinc, manganese, boron, iron, etc. Sometimes the plants only 
need these minerals in such small amounts that you only need to apply one teaspoon per 4’x8’ 
raised bed. That’s not very much but without that mineral, the plant will not thrive. 

This is why a good organic fertilizer is important to use, especially for beginning gardeners. For 
a beginning home gardener growing in a small raised bed, you don’t need to take a soil test and 
apply minerals at first, as long as you use lots of good compost and organic fertilizer. 

Fertilizer Recommendations 
The fertilizer that I recommend is called MicroLife Multipurpose. It’s a 6-2-4 fertilizer that you 
can apply at a rate of about 1 lb per 25 square feet. Every three months or so you can re-apply. 
MicroLife is available at Chastant Brothers in Lafayette. 

Another organic fertilizer that is more widely available is Garden Tone (made by Espoma). I 
have found this at Lowe’s, Home Depot, Walmart, Guidry’s Hardware, and many other places. 
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Crop Guide 
I recommend starting with transplanted crops. However, if you do want to try some direct 
seeded crops I have provided a list of some that are easy enough for beginners. Days to 
Maturity depends on weather, soil health, seed variety, size of transplant, and many other 
factors. 

Transplanted Crops 
Crop XP Date Spacing Days to 

Maturity Notes 

Broccoli 9/1-10/1 18” 60  
Broccolini 9/1-10/1 18” 60  
Cabbage 9/1-10/1 18”-24” 70  

Cauliflower 9/1-10/1 18”-24” 70  
Celery 9/1-10/1 12” 60  
Chives 9/1-10/1 6” 35 10-15 plants per plug 

Cilantro 9/1-10/1 6” 35 Multiple plants per plug 
Collard Greens 9/1-10/1 18” 60  

Dill 9/1-10/1 8” 35  
Green Onions Any Time 6” 35 5-10 plants per plug 

Kale 9/1-10/1 18” 60  
Lettuce 9/1-12/1 12” 35 Succession plant for continuous harvest 
Onions 11/15 6” 120 Variety must be short day 
Parsley 9/1-10/1 12” 60 Multiple plants per plug 
Spinach 9/1-4/1 6” 30 Multiple plants per plug 

Swiss Chard 9/1-10/1 12” 60  
 
 

Transplanted Crop Notes 
 Broccoli – Allow the main head to mature. Harvest when buds are still close together. If 

buds separate and flowers start to bloom you waited too long. After the main head is 
harvested, side shoots will begin to grow and can be harvested. Leaves are also edible. 

 Broccolini – Also known as sprouting broccoli or asparabroc. Plant will produce many 
tender shoots with broccoli floret on top. Harvest continuously throughout the winter. 
You may have to prune some of the branches mid-way through the season if the plant 
gets too thick. 

 Cabbage – Round varieties take longer than the pointed varieties. Once a head has 
formed in the middle it will grow bigger the longer you keep it in the ground. If you 
plant on letting them grow very large then space your plants at 2 or 3 feet. 
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 Cauliflower – White cauliflower requires blanching, which means the head is protected 
from sunlight while it’s growing. To do this, tie the leaves together over the head as 
soon as the head starts to peek out.  

 Celery – This is a very slow-growing crop! But once it is mature you can harvest the 
outer stalks continuously all winter. 

 Chives – No matter how many times you cut these they will always come back! They are 
a nice topping on lots of dishes and have a milder, sweeter flavor than green onions. 

 Cilantro – For a continuous harvest all winter, pick the larger outside stems as you need 
them. It won’t take long for the middle leaves to grow out to maturity and give you 
more for the kitchen! 

 Collard Greens – Pick the lower leaves once they reach the size that you like. The upper 
leaves will continue to grow and the plant will get taller all winter. 

 Dill – There’s so much flavor in baby dill sprigs about 6” tall. But you can harvest them at 
any size. Just pick the lower stems and leave the middle in tact to have a continuous 
harvest. 

 Green Onions – Onions are very cold and heat tolerant. They can be planted at just 
about any time of the year. You can get a few cuttings off of one planting. Or you can re-
plant every few weeks and harvest the whole thing. 

 Kale – Pick the lower leaves once they reach the size that you like. The upper leaves will 
continue to grow and the plant will get taller all winter. 

 Lettuce – This quintessential leafy vegetable loves the cooler weather of Louisiana 
winter. Plant once and pick the bottom leaves for a continuous harvest. Or succession 
plant every few weeks and harvest the whole head each time. 

 Onions – In Louisiana we plant onions in the fall and harvest them in the spring. Onions 
are day-length sensitive, and since our longest days down south aren’t nearly as long as 
in the north, we can only grow short-day varieties. These varieties start to bulb up when 
the days reach 10-12 hours. (Our very longest day here is about 14 hours.) Short day 
onions are seeded in October and transplanted in November. I will have these for sale in 
November. 

 Parsley – Once established, these plants will surprise you with their size! Keep it tamed 
by picking the biggest stems every week. If it gets too thick you might have disease 
issues. It will produce for you all winter. 

 Spinach – One of the hardest vegetables to grow in the summer, but loves the cold 
winter! Keep picking the leaves as they get to be 4-6” long and these plants will provide 
you with plenty of spinach for months. 

 Swiss Chard – Pick the lower leaves once they reach the size that you like. The upper 
leaves will continue to grow and the plant will get taller all winter. 
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Direct Seeded Crops 
Crop DS Date Spacing Days to 

Maturity Notes 

Carrots 9/1-10/1 2” 75 Varieties: Bolero 
Garlic 10/15 12” 180 Varieties: Italian Softneck, Elephant Garlic 

Radishes 10/1-4/1 2” 21 Varieties: Rover, French Breakfast 
Salad Turnips 10/1-4/1 2” 35 Varieties: Hakurei 

 
 

Direct Seeded Crop Notes 
 Carrots – Seeds take 7-10 days to germinate (longer in very cold weather). The soil 

cannot dry out during this process. For best results, sow your seeds about ¼” deep in 
rows 8” apart, water them in very well, then cover the rows. You can cover with a 
wooden board, some opaque plastic sheeting, woven landscape fabric, or anything you 
have on hand that will keep the moisture in. After 4 days, lift the cover and check for 
germination. As soon as you see one carrot plant emerging from the soil, pull the cover 
off. 

 Garlic – Instead of seeds for this crop we plant cloves called “seed garlic.” Purchase seed 
garlic from a seed company or local gardening supply store. Elephant garlic does very 
well here in South Louisiana, although it’s technically not a true garlic but more closely 
related to leeks. Plan a spot in your garden for garlic that you won’t need for a while, 
because it will be there until May or June. 

 Radishes – One of the fastest-growing crops out there, radishes can be a nice gap-filler. 
Plant them almost anywhere that you have a few free inches of garden space. In fall and 
spring they are 21 days to harvest. In the winter they will take closer to 30. 

 Salad Turnips – If you don’t like turnips then you’ve never had one of these salad 
turnips. Crisp, sweet, and fruity, even kids like to eat them straight out of the ground. 
Plant them similarly to radishes, but expect them to take at least two extra weeks to 
mature. The best size to harvest them is about 2” in diameter. The tops are edible too! 
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Where to buy seeds and supplies 
Here are some of my favorites. There are many, many more out there, especially when it comes to 
seeds. You’ll eventually settle into your own favorites. 

Chastant Bros. 
Farm store in Lafayette 

 

Johnny’s Selected Seeds 
Seeds, tools, and supplies 
 

Seven Springs Farms 
Organic farming and gardening supplies, pest control, amendments, fertilizers 

 

Arbico Organics 
Organic pest control, gardening supplies 
 

Drip Depot 
DIY irrigation superstore 

 

Deerfield Supplies 
Mennonite company in Kentucky. No website. Call to request a catalog. 270-265-2425 

 

Nolt’s Midwest Produce Supplies 
Mennonite company in Iowa. (Do not order from their other location in Pennsylvania.) Website 
does not have online ordering. Shipping is usually cheaper than Deerfield because they use 
UPS’s online service. Call or email to place an order or request a catalog. noltsmidwest.net (641) 
228-4496 

 


