Deep Southwest Gardening by Bill Cook, Arizona Master Gardener

The New Year in the Garden : Part Three of a Three-part Series

Last time we talked about different kinds of irrigation, and the week before tilling and soil amendments. If you missed those, see the link at the bottom.
Now it’s time to plan your garden. The first thing you should do is sit down and review your notes or charts on what was planted where last year, so that you won’t replant the same crop in the same location. 
One of the best techniques I know of to encourage a natural balance in the garden is to run alternating rows of crops, as opposed to planting all your cucumbers in one place, all your tomatoes in one place, and so on. Instead, plant a row of tomatoes, a row of beans, and row of squash, a row of melon (in any order you like) and then repeat the pattern. 
Here’s why this works: squash, melons and cucumbers share the same pests, so if you put rows of beans or peppers or tomatoes in between, it fouls up the pests’ navigation from one row to the next. This won’t eliminate your pests but it will slow their progress so that it’s easier for predators to keep up with them. If you interplant bush beans or white radishes between every two or three plants in each row, you will further confuse the pests and help keep them corralled. 
You may have heard that many plants have “companions” that they like to grow with. There are a lot of advantages to companion planting. For instance, you can plant beans to grow right up your corn stalks. This way you get two plants in one place, AND the legumes fix nitrogen in the soil, which feeds the corn plants. If you plant radishes between your squash plants, the radishes come up quicker and show you where your rows are. Interplanting sunflowers and corn provides shade for the young corn plants, and they seem to like that.
You can also plant some “lure crops” and “trap crops.” A couple of rows of corn at a distance from your garden will lure away cucumber beetles. Some Big Max pumpkins, the squash bugs’ favorite, planted at some remove, will protect your squash crop. Another type of lure crop is one you plant inside your garden to lure IN the beneficial insects. Sunflowers are champion lure crops. When you weed, leave a little bit of Devil’s Claw in place to trap pests. 
This year and every year, be sure to make notes about what does the best in your garden. Talk with your neighbors about their gardens, and select the varieties that thrive in our climate.

You can read all of Bill Cook’s gardening articles at www.duncanarizona.net/farmersmarket. Or write to him at duncanfarmersmarket@yahoo.com.

