Deep Southwest Gardening by Bill Cook, Arizona Master Gardener
The New Year in the Garden: Part One of a Three-part Series

The organic method of gardening, in a nutshell, is working with nature instead of against her. Nature, left alone, maintains balances to keep soils and vegetation healthy. Many people think of this as “the circle of nature.” For example, each creature thrives on certain other communities of living things, and each is subject to its particular predators. If the whole system is never disturbed, it keeps every type of life form in balance with others. If we pay attention, we can restore balances in our gardens and eliminate the need for chemical interventions.

Right now, in the winter chill, is the time to start planning for this year’s garden. First, take a picture or otherwise make notes of where everything was planted last summer so that you can rotate crops. 
Then start thinking about soil amendments, because it’s while the soil is cool that you should be doing your tilling. Tilling accomplishes two things: 1) it controls pests by exposing them to weather and to predators, and 2) by tilling in the right amendments, you “build” or enrich your soil to be more productive. My grandmother always told us to keep tilling until the soil was as well mixed up as a cake or a batch of biscuit dough. And I still follow that advice.
Another good piece of advice: Till early, till now, and again later, before you plant. The more you till, the more you’ll expose all those pests to predators and weather. Till in manure, leaves, compost. Manure is better if it’s aged, but till it in anyway if it’s fresh.

While you’re at it, gather some soil in a clean container and take it to a good nursery for a soil test. Most of the soil in our area is alkaline and we do have to adjust that to make it friendly to vegetable production. So, while you’re there at the nursery for your test, if it proves to be alkaline, pick up some dispersible sulfur. You get quick results and ease of application because it’s granular and can be put on with a rotary spreader. A reputable nursery will make recommendations as to how much dispersible sulfur to apply. It’s important to get this done while the soil is cool. So get your soil test and get your sulfur in.

After you till, if the soil is excessively dry, water it so that it can begin to work with the amendments.

Next week we’ll move on to how to lay out your garden, alternating your crops, interplanting, shade plants, support plants, ordering your seed and other good stuff.
You can read all of Bill Cook’s gardening articles at www.duncanarizona.net/farmersmarket. Or write to him at duncanfarmersmarket@yahoo.com.
