







Gardening in Sandy Soil
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The Benefits of Sandy Soil

My first experience with gardening was in central Wisconsin, where my family lived when I was a teenager. When we moved there, we were told that because of the sandy soil, the area was one of the last in the state to be settled and farmed. The earliest settlers chose to start farming in the southern part of the state, where the soil was a rich layer of loam. Later immigrants found that only the less desirable land was left; they had to find a way to farm in the sand that had been deposited centuries earlier by the glacier that had moved through.

Although it was first thought to be infertile, the sandy soil was perfect for growing potatoes, and what farmers initially considered to be the poorest farmland was nicknamed “The Golden Sands.”

Central Wisconsin farmers continue to grow potatoes, as well as other crops such as green beans, corn, alfalfa, and hay. The sandy soil that was once thought to be so undesirable is celebrated every year at the Festival of the Golden Sands.

Home gardeners who plant in sandy areas may not be moved to hold an annual festival, but there are many reasons for celebrating this type of soil. Potatoes and other root crops are not the only plants that grow well in sand, and many gardening tasks are easier when working in loose, gritty soils.

Most soils are made up of varying combinations of sand, silt, clay, and organic matter. The grains of sand are the largest particles of these four components, and the most irregularly shaped. Particles of clay are small and flat, allowing them to stack up with little air between them, while particles of silt are between sand and clay in size and shape. A good loam is a mixture of clay, silt, sand, and organic matter. Such soil is a gardener’s dream because it is porous enough to provide good drainage and root penetration but contains enough clay and organic matter to retain some moisture around the roots. While you may be lucky enough to garden where the soil is ideal, most soil tends toward one or the other extreme. Gardeners must do their best with the soil they find in their particular area of the country.

Drainage

Sandy soils feel gritty when you rub a pinch of dirt between two fingers. Because the grains are large and irregular in shape, you can distinguish them easily, and they do not pack tightly together. This irregular shape allows for a great deal of air between the grains. Water flows quickly through these spaces, so those who garden in sandy soils have excellent drainage. The roots of plants need air as well as water, so for most plants this good drainage is very beneficial.

Although there are some plants that like to have their “feet wet,” the majority of plants that we grow in flower and vegetable gardens do not like to grow in soil that is con-stantly wet. However, it is relatively easy for you to create small areas of your garden that will stay moist should you desire to grow plants that like constantly damp conditions (see page 19).

Root Penetration

The air spaces between sand particles make it easier for the roots of plants to penetrate the soil. Root crops such as carrots and potatoes will reach their full size more easily, with fewer distortions in shape. The roots of other vegetables and flowers burrow deeply into sandy soil as well, and a plant with a deep root system is a stronger, more resilient plant.

Air Circulation

Water is not the only element that flows more easily through sandy soil: The plentiful air spaces in sandy soils allow warm air to circulate freely as well. This is advantageous in the spring, because the germination of many seeds is dependent upon warm soil temperature. Warm soil temperature is the signal for many seeds to sprout and for established dormant plants to start their growth.

Air is also important for the activities carried on by the many organisms at work in healthy soils. Organic matter is constantly being broken down and converted into the nitrates that plants need for nutrition. Beneficial fungi and bacteria break down organic matter and destroy other organisms that are harmful to plants. (Gardeners often think of a fungus as being harmful to their plants, but in reality there are many more beneficial fungi than harmful ones.) All of this activity is accomplished more quickly in the presence of air, which sandy soils have in abundance.

Digging

Gardeners can always appreciate a soil that is more easily penetrated. Digging a hole in sand is less of a chore than is digging a hole in clay! Planting shrubs or trees in sandy soils requires little effort, and mixing organic matter into sand is a relatively simple matter — not the back-breaking work of trying to turn soil amendments into clay. Clearly there are many reasons to celebrate if you are gardening in an area where the soil is sandy.


The Disadvantages of Gardening in Sand

There is a flip side to every coin, as the saying goes. While we celebrate the advantages of gardening in sand, we must also understand and cope with the difficulties that sand presents.

Rapid Water Loss

Gardening in sand is almost a “good-news, bad-news”joke. The good news is that water runs through the soil quickly. The bad news is that water runs through the soil quickly. The irregular grains that give us good drainage also provide us with soil that dries out quickly, so it must be watered more often. Anyone who gardens in sand knows what it is like to water a plant deeply only to find it wilting from thirst three days later.The sand grains are hard and do not absorb moisture, and the air space between them lets water run right by.

Nutrient Loss

Plants that grow in sandy soils are often nutrient starved as well as thirsty. Sand grains have nothing for nutrients to adhere to. In addition, the more frequent waterings necessary will tend to wash away nutrients that may be present, especially nitrogen. Gardeners must add nutrients to sandy soils more often, just as they need to water more frequently. You’ll have to amend sandy soils with soil-enhancing materials that assist in the retention of both water and nutrients, so that the speedy loss of these necessary elements will be slowed.


Strategies for Success: Using Amendments

Gardeners can often be heard talking about their garden’s soil structure. This term describes the earth in a garden — the minerals and organic matter and how they are arranged. Soil is primarily composed of mineral particles — clay, sand, silt, or a combination of the three — humus (organic material) in various stages of decomposition, and plant and animal life down to a microscopic level. As noted on page 2, the size and shape of the mineral particles determine the quality of drainage and root penetration in a particular soil. The humus acts as a sponge to hold water and nutrients. A perfect soil structure for gardening contains a loose mix of sand, silt, and clay particles, combined with a good amount of humus. This mix naturally clumps together in some small areas, but also contains air spaces between clumps and particles. Such soil structure has both good drainage and the ability to hold some water so that overall the soil is neither too wet nor too dry.

Few of us start out with a garden full of perfect loam, but just because we are given a sandbox to garden in does not mean we are powerless to improve it. There are many simple and inexpensive methods you can employ for successful gardening in sandy soil.

Soil Amendments

Amending the soil simply means adding what is lacking. What is lacking in sandy soils is something for both water and nutrients to hold on to. The addition of clay or silt to a sandy garden is a soil amendment, and, indeed, rock powders are available to use in this way. Although rock powders improve the soil structure somewhat and provide slow-release nutrients, they are too expensive to be used extensively by most home gardeners. If you have a local source of clay — and are willing to do the back-breaking work of hauling it to your garden — the amendment of sandy soils with clay particles will help improve your soil structure. However, there are easier ways to improve sandy soils.


Which Organic Matter Is Best?

Sand requires lots of material to keep the soil structure intact. Keep in mind that the processes that turn organic materials into finished compost continue after the compost is spread in the garden; compost continues to decompose in the ground. It isn’t possible to apply organic matter to your sand and be done with it; amending the soil is an ongoing process.

Whether you amend the sand in your garden with composted manure, leaf mold, homemade compost, or seaweed does not make much difference; organic matter is organic matter. It is important, however, that it be inexpensive and easily obtained because then you’re likely to put large amounts of it in your garden.



You can purchase loam, or topsoil, from a garden center or nearby farm to add to your soil. However, when buying topsoil in sandy areas, “buyer beware.” Often what is sold as loam in sandy areas is quite sandy itself. Check the loam before you buy it. When it is delivered, be sure to feel the loam before it is dumped from the truck. If it feels sandy, why pay for what you already have? Send it back.

Incorporating organic matter is the most common way to amend sandy soils. Organic material is widely available in many forms, and you can purchase it or make it yourself.

No matter how it is produced or where it comes from, organic matter acts like a sponge to hold both water and nutrients in the soil. It is also the perfect medium for the many beneficial fungi and bacteria that make a healthy garden soil.

Peat Moss

Gardeners have been amending their soil with peat moss for many years, and it does, indeed, make a fine organic addition to the soil. It is available at any garden center, and is clean and odorless.

There are, however, some important concerns about using peat moss. First, it comes in a dry, compressed state that is difficult to saturate. But a far more serious concern is that the bogs from which peat is derived take centuries to form. By using peat moss in vast quantities we are fast depleting what is virtually a nonrenewable resource.

I feel that the ecological concerns raised by the use of peat moss far outweigh its value as a soil amendment. There are other ways to improve sandy soil — try some of the following suggestions.

Homemade Compost

Most gardeners find that a combination of organic matter works best. Homemade compost is the first choice: It’s free, it’s right in your own backyard, and it’s made from materials that would otherwise be thrown away, such as kitchen wastes, grass clippings, and leaves. Composting recycles the plant refuse from your own garden and improves your soil in the process.

Will the home compost bin have the capacity to supply enough organic matter to amend sandy soils in an average yard and garden? Only if you have a large composting operation that includes material brought in from the outside in addition to that generated by your own household and garden. Home composting is the first place to start when amending sandy soils, but it will not supply all the organic matter you will need.

It is helpful to have at least two compost bins or piles. Dump new organic matter into one pile on a daily basis, and leave the other one to “cook”by turning it occasionally and adding moisture if needed.

You can build an effective, inexpensive composting system using just plywood or wire fencing. Use these materials to build a long, shallow rectangle, and then divide it into thirds. (You can insert wood divisions or you can leave the rectangle open along its length and divide it only by use.) The bin should only be as deep as the distance you can reach with your pitchfork when you stand in front of the pile.

Always put new material from the yard and kitchen into the right-hand third. When a foot or so of material is accumulated on the right side, toss it by pitchfork into the middle third and leave it to sit. When you have enough new organic matter to move from the right side to the center, first move the center pile to the left-hand third. You’ll soon have an ample supply of finished compost from this left-hand pile.
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A simple composting system.

Moving the materials from one pile to another stirs the compost, adding the oxygen that it needs to break down the organic matter. Periodically sprinkle the piles with a garden hose to be sure that they stay damp.

Of course, this method will not produce finished compost as rapidly as will a closed container that is spun or mixed regularly, but it is inexpensive to build and simple to maintain. Once you’ve had this system operating for a year, there will be a supply of new compost to remove from the left side from spring into late fall. Even in winter you can deposit kitchen scraps in the right-hand pile, although in cold climates the composting action may slow or stop until spring.

Manure

You may be able to find someone who can deliver loads of cow manure to your garden. Manure is an excellent amendment for sandy soils, but it should be aged or composted before you apply it — fresh manure can burn the roots of tender plants. If you have the space, you can establish two piles of manure in your garden utility area: one pile left to age for at least six months, and one pile that has finished aging and is ready to be used.

Composted and dehydrated manure is also available by the bag at any garden center and most hardware stores.

Although it is more expensive than having a truckload dumped on your property, you’ll be able to purchase manure in manageable amounts. Dehydrated or composted manure in bags is easily transported to your garden, and lifting bags from the car to a wheelbarrow is less messy than shoveling manure from a pile!

Other Sources of Soil Amendments

Many towns are now composting the wood chips and leaves that residents drop off at a dump or transfer station. This compost is often available free or for a minimal charge; check with your local municipal waste department to see if compost is available in your area.

Many garden centers and landscaping firms sell compost along with the usual topsoil and wood chips. Ask to feel any compost before buying it to be sure it has not been mixed with sand in the composting process. Be sure to find out if the compost has been made from industry by-products or processed municipal sewage; the composted sewage products are fine for shrubs, trees, and ornamental gardens, but may not be suitable for vegetable beds.


Composting Grass Clippings

Those living in suburban areas where grass clippings or leaves are still gathered into plastic garbage bags may want to add such “yard waste”to their compost pile. Be sure not to add grass clippings from a lawn recently treated with weed killers, however. Herbicides applied to a lawn can linger in the compost long enough to affect the garden where that compost is applied.



Green Amendments

There are times when the composting process can take place right in the garden. You can dig green amendments directly into the soil, saving composting time.

Green manure

Late-growing crops such as alfalfa, buckwheat, and annual ryegrass make excellent green amendments in vegetable gardens or large annual flower beds that are tilled every spring. Sow seeds for cover crops after the garden is cleared in the fall, and plow the young plants under in the spring. It’s helpful to have a rototiller or a tractor with a plow. These crops cover the bare topsoil and protect it from erosion over the winter. Their deep roots soak up nutrients from the depths of your subsoil and transfer those nutrients to the plants. When the crop is turned under, it decomposes quickly, releasing its nutrients into the soil and improving soil structure. After a few cycles of harvesting and turning under green manure crops, your sandy soil will be much richer — it will retain water and nutrients much better and will hold a tremendous amount of fertile organic matter.

Leaves

Fallen leaves make wonderful organic soil amendments. If you’re going to use the leaves in the soil of a perennial bed or shrub border, compost them first. A compost of leaves that are partially or fully broken down is called leaf mold. Leaves are high in carbon, so leaf molds often need added nitrogen to aid in decomposition.

When dried leaves are added to the soil, nitrogen from the soil helps break down the leaves. Because sandy soils are not naturally high in nitrogen (the nitrogen leaches out quickly), don’t add these leaves to a garden where plants are growing; the decaying leaves take nitrogen away from the plants. Gardens that are empty throughout winter can be amended with dried leaves, however, because there are no plants to compete for nitrogen. Rake leaves that fall on your lawn directly onto the vegetable garden or annual flower beds in the fall. Turn them in before a hard frost or as soon as the ground is workable in spring.


Cooperating with Earthworms

Green manure crops act as an insulating blanket over the soil. They keep the ground warmer in winter and cooler in summer. A green manure blanket covering the soil in fall and winter is especially important because earthworms are busiest and most numerous at this time. If you can keep them working close to the surface, they’ll produce a rich store of nutrients for next year’s crops located right where young plants can reach it. But if you leave the soil bare it will freeze early near the surface. This will force the earthworms down deep where it’s still warm enough for them to work. The fertilizer produced down there will not be of much use to your early crops.

The best end-of-season blanket crop is annual ryegrass. It grows fast in the cool weather of fall, and won’t be killed back until a hard freeze hits. Then it will lay like a thick mat through the winter.

Excerpted from Garden Way’s Joy of Gardening by Dick Raymond (Garden Way Publishing, 1982).



Seaweed

Gardeners living near the ocean have an ample supply of green amendments at hand — seaweed. Seaweed is high in nitrogen, so it may be placed right onto the garden as a mulch or dug into the soil.

Amending New Beds

The easiest time to amend a sandy soil is before anything is planted in it. Lay out the perimeters of a new bed in the fall and have loads of manure and/or compost dumped on it. If your new garden will be in an area that is currently planted as lawn, don’t remove the turf — sod makes a great start at adding organic matter to your new bed, provided that you begin to prepare the bed the fall before you plant.

Cover the area that is to be your new garden bed with a layer of newspaper, using a stack of 6 to 12 sheets and overlapping these stacks so that no lawn peeks through. Place four or five of these stacks of papers over the lawn, dampen them with the garden hose, and cover them with leaves, wood chips, or manure. Leaves should be composted or mixed with other organic matter to make them heavier, or they will blow away in the first stiff wind.

The following spring you can till the new bed if you wish, mixing the top layer, decaying newspaper, and the old (now dead) turf into the sand that was under the lawn. Tilling is not necessary, however.You can instead dig a hole through the mulch, newspaper, and composted lawn with a trowel or shovel, and place a plant right into that hole.

Whenever possible, you should add soil amendments to new beds the fall before they are to be planted. But what about those of us who don’t plan so far ahead? Spring arrives and along with the winds of March or the rains of April comes the desire to plant a new vegetable plot or flower bed. These newest beds should have their soil amended with materials that are already composted.

Any garden that is replanted annually, such as a vegetable patch or an annual bed, should be amended annually as well. If you are the type of gardener who clears the beds in the fall, then that is the logical time to add organic matter to the soil. A slow-release, organic fertilizer can be worked into the soil at that time as well. If it is your habit to leave the old plants in your garden until spring, turn the compost into the soil after the garden is cleared but before planting.

Amending Established Beds

Soil amendments should not be dug deeply into gardens that already contain established perennials or shrubs. These plants have root systems that run deep and wide, so any disturbance of the soil will damage the roots.Yet perennials and shrubs are heavy feeders — they deplete soil of its nutrients. Even if the earth in these areas was amended when the plants were first placed in the garden, you should continue to replenish those amendments annually.

In established beds, place composted organic matter on the surface of the soil in the fall, before any new mulch is laid down. A good rule of thumb is to spread 2 inches of composted material on all beds every year. Spread the composted amendments over any old mulch that may still be there. If you prefer to use organic fertilizers, spread them over the soil before the composted amendments are laid down so that they can begin the breakdown process that makes nutrients available to the plants.


Fertilizing

Because sandy soils don’t hold nutrients, you’ll have to be more vigilant about supplementing minerals in a sandy garden. This does not mean that you should use fertilizers with reckless abandon; the overuse of fertilizers is more harmful than using none at all. It’s a good idea to have your soil tested by your local extension service to find out exactly what your soil needs.

Nitrogen tends to leach out of soils quickly, and with the frequent watering that your sandy soil requires, it is probably low in nitrogen. Composted cow manure used as a soil amendment will add a small amount of nitrogen, but in most sandy soils manure alone is not enough.

Fertilize shrubs and trees with any complete garden fertilizer. A complete fertilizer is one that contains nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K). The numbers on a package of fertilizer indicate the percentage of those three nutrients, in that order, that is contained in that fertilizer. If you are using a chemical fertilizer on your plants, a 10-10-10 mix is fine to use on all your beds, and is best applied in early spring. Always use fertilizer at the rate recommended on the package! Be sure to water well the plants that you are fertilizing, both before and after the fertilizer is applied.

A balanced fertilizer contains percentages of the three major nutrients that are in the right proportions for a particular type of soil. Nitrogen encourages new leaf growth, so fertilizers intended for lawns are high in nitrogen. Those formulated for annual and vegetable gardens are often evenly balanced, or contain slightly more phosphorus and perhaps potassium than nitrogen. (Since sandy soils do not retain nitrogen very well, a fertilizer with a nitrogen level that is the same as the other two elements is usually appropriate for annual and vegetable gardens with sandy soil.) Shrubs and perennials have their specific requirements, too. The package will tell you what it is formulated for.

In the past, organic gardeners had to purchase separate fertilizers for each nutrient. They bought blood meal or fish emulsion for nitrogen, bonemeal for phosphorus, and wood ashes for potassium. Many novice gardeners had to rely on guesswork to determine how much of each to feed their plants. Now there are many balanced, complete organic fertilizers available, in both granular and liquid forms.

Organic fertilizers are excellent for sandy soils because they release their nutrients into the soil more slowly than do chemical fertilizers. They also add organic matter, and those who garden in sand need all the organic matter they can get! Organic fertilizers can be spread in late fall and again in early spring. As always, read the label and follow directions.

Plants in sandy soil may need a boost from a liquid feed in the midseason of their growth — usually in June, but in hot climates that may be in late April or May. You can make a liquid feed from any of the instant-mix chemical fertilizers available, or from one of the many organic seaweed or fish emulsion products on the market. Again, follow directions, and fertilize after your plants have been well watered. Never fertilize a wilted plant.
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Mulch

Covering the surface of soil with a layer of mulch is always a good idea, but for those who garden in sand it is essential. Mulch is commonly applied to keep down the weeds, and it certainly does this well. But of more importance to gardeners in sandy soil is the capacity of mulch to hold moisture in the soil. And in retaining moisture, mulch also slows the leaching of nutrients.

There are several materials that can be used for mulch, both synthetic and organic. In general, sandy soils benefit most from the use of organic mulches — they add desperately needed organic matter to the soil as they decompose.

Mulching Materials

Bark and wood. Shredded or chopped wood and bark are probably the most common forms of mulch. Trees and branches are put through shredders and the chips are then sold for mulch. Wood makes a handsome mulch that decomposes slowly; it allows rainfall through but when chopped fine enough keeps light away from weed seeds and retains moisture in the soil. The larger wood nuggets, usually used as a decorative mulch around shrubs and trees, are not as effective for weed suppression or water retention.

Bark mulch needs nitrogen in order to decompose. Thus, as it breaks down, bark mulch depletes nitrogen from the soil. Use a balanced organic fertilizer, or an organic source of nitrogen, to replenish your soil with nutrients lost to this mulch. You’ll find wood chips in garden centers, or call a local sawmill.

A cautionary word: Some people feel bark or wood mulch from treetops should be kept away from house foundations because it may either contain or attract termites. If you want to be sure of what you are getting, you might consider purchasing your own chipper/shredder — something I consider a necessity. I find homemade wood chips to be an excellent mulch to use on sandy soil.

Buckwheat hulls. Buckwheat hulls are small and light in weight, and they weather to an attractive light gray color. They are easily spread into small places (between clumps of perennials or herbs, for example), and they make a nice mulch for containers or small beds. High winds can blow the small hulls away, however, and a hard rain can also spatter the hulls around. Usually purchased by the bag, they are more expensive than bark mulch.

Carpet. Yes, carpet! Old rugs can be an effective mulch, particularly if they are made of wool or cotton fiber. I carpeted the paths in my vegetable garden one year and it suppressed the weeds, kept in the moisture, and gave me a great place to kneel while picking the beans. Stained rugs add little to the aesthetics of your garden, though, and the task of taking up old carpet that has been in the mud and rain for two or three years isn’t pleasant.

Cocoa bean hulls. Sold by the bag at most garden centers, cocoa bean hulls are slightly larger than buckwheat hulls. They are a nice dark brown and make a very attractive mulch. The hulls are slow to break down, but they do add nitrogen to the soil as they decompose. This mulch is expensive, so use it in small areas or in a garden that is seen close up and often, such as a flower bed by the entry to the house. Cocoa bean hulls smell like chocolate when first applied — spreading this mulch on a crisp October day is a pleasure!
Compost. There are many different types of compost that you can use in your garden. Partially composted wood and leaves make a fine mulch, and their chunky black-brown appearance is attractive. The high carbon content means that they decompose a bit more slowly. General garden compost, or compost made with large amounts of manure, is probably best used as a soil amendment under another mulch material. Most general garden compost and manure contain seeds, and spreading this on top of your soil will often give you mystery squash or tomato seedlings that will appear where you have spread it. Should you have a source of seed-free compost that is not too expensive, it makes a fine soil-feeding mulch.
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Corncobs. Ground-up corncobs have an attractive appearance, especially as they weather, and they do suppress weeds. But you’ll have to use an organic source of nitrogen on the garden with them, or apply a balanced fertilizer before laying down a corncob mulch. Be sure to keep them away from the stems of plants (as you would any mulch) — corncobs encourage stem rot if placed up against a plant, and they generate a fair amount of heat as they decompose.

Cottonseed hulls. Inexpensive when purchased where cotton is grown, these hulls are reasonably high in nitrogen and therefore they break down fairly quickly. They are light in weight — like buckwheat and cocoa hulls, they can blow away in windy areas.

Grass clippings. Anyone with a lawn has grass clippings. Grass is high in nitrogen, which is a plus for sandy soils, and the clippings break down quickly, so they’re helpful in vegetable gardens.They are not neat in appearance, however, and if spread in a thick, fresh layer they will smell for a few days. To prevent an odor problem, spread thin layers of about an inch — the clippings will dry out before they start to decompose. Grass clippings may contain clover or weed seeds, so watch them.

Hay and straw. Hay is particularly well suited for vegetable gardens. Use it on paths between rows and underneath vegetables such as winter squash and cucumbers to keep the weeds down and the produce off the dirt. Be careful that the hay you place on the garden is not filled with seed heads, however. Any that has gone to seed before it is cut can bring more weeds into the garden than it keeps out! Hay can be used in thick layers (8 to 10 inches) that are permanently left on the garden, or in thinner amounts (3 inches) that are turned into the soil in the fall.

Leaves and leaf mold. In fall you probably have a good supply of leaves to be removed from lawns and driveways. However, most leaves are so heavily carbon-based that they take forever to break down, and the process does deplete nitrogen from the soil. Wet leaves also form a heavy mat over the soil surface, keeping moisture out of a bed if the rainfall is light. To circumvent these problems, chop the leaves with a lawn mower. Once they are shredded, they make an attractive mulch, although leaves that are very dry can be easily blown off the garden in the first big wind. If leaves have been partly composted, they are less likely to blow away, and they’ll also use less nitrogen from the garden soil because their decomposition has a head start. Add an organic source of nitrogen (cottonseed meal, blood meal, grass clippings, or kitchen waste) to the leaves to speed composting.

Manure. Manure can be used as mulch, but it is poor to fair in appearance and must be aged before you can place it on the garden. Manure is also often loaded with weed seeds — instead of smothering weeds it can bring new ones. Although manure is an excellent organic amendment for sandy soils, as well as a good source of nitrogen, it is not a first-choice mulch.

Newspaper. Newsprint makes a fine mulch, but it shouldn’t be used alone. Even if you could keep it from being blown off the garden, it is less than handsome in appearance. A stack of paper covered with wood chips or another attractive organic material makes an excellent weed-smothering layer where those pests have established a foothold. Tall weeds should be cut down before the newspaper and other mulch are placed over them. Spread newspapers in layers with their edges overlapping. Dampen them with a garden hose and cover them with another material — wood chips, for example — to hold the papers in place. Make sure you don’t use newsprint with colored inks or color inserts — the chemicals in them may leave residue in the soil.

Peanut hulls. Like cocoa and buckwheat hulls, peanut hulls are an attractive mulch. They add nitrogen to the soil when they break down, but are light in weight, so blowing or splashing in heavy rain might be a problem.

Pine needles. Pine needles make a handsome mulch. Contrary to popular rumor, pine needles will not make the soil too acidic (sandy soils are usually acidic anyway). They are slow to break down, so the mulch is a long-lasting one. About the only disadvantage is that earthworms don’t seem to be very interested in working under a pineneedle mulch. For this reason, it might be best to use them under trees or shrubs, and not on perennial or vegetable beds.

Sawdust. If you live near a sawmill, you’ve got an inexpensive source of sawdust, which can be used as a mulch in conjunction with other organic materials. However, it can form a fairly solid mat over the soil when used alone, and its high carbon content robs nitrogen from the soil as it breaks down, so it is best used when mixed with another nitrogen-releasing material.

Seaweed. Seaweed is an effective mulch, although some might object to its appearance. It is slow to decompose, but it adds nitrogen and trace minerals to the soil as it breaks down. Seaweed sometimes comes with shells attached, but these are not a problem. Crush them if possible, and leave them in place on the garden.

How Much Mulch?

Mulch should cover all the bare soil in your garden, with the exception of a few inches around the stems of plants. When mulch is placed against the trunks of trees and the stems of plants, it can encourage rot or provide a place for fungi to grow and infect the plant.

Mulch also makes a cozy home for small animals such as mice and voles. This is most likely to occur if a thick layer of mulch is applied around trees, especially in the fall. Critters nesting in mulch that is placed against the trunks of trees, particularly young trees, will feast on the bark over the winter, girdling the tree and killing it. Leave an open space of 4 to 6 inches between trees and shrubs and the surrounding mulch; spread mulch to within 2 or 3 inches of the stems of annuals and perennials.

Most mulch materials should be applied at least 3 inches deep. A depth of four inches is ideal on flower gardens and vegetable beds, and up to 6 inches can be used around shrubs and trees. Thicker layers of hay are acceptable on vegetable gardens, although the soil will be slower to warm in the spring because the mulch keeps it well insulated. Thicker layers of other mulching materials should be avoided because they can prevent air from reaching the roots of your plants.

Problems with Mulch

When mulch is applied properly, there are few problems associated with its use. Because sandy soils are often low in nitrogen, the main concern when using mulch is that the decomposition of materials high in carbon takes nitrogen from the soil, leaving sandy soil severely depleted. Solve this problem by applying an organic source of nitrogen to the surface of the soil before you spread the mulch. Cottonseed meal, blood meal, fish emulsion, and a thin layer of grass clippings are all good sources of nitrogen. If you follow a regular fertilizing program, you can let the mulch do its job of suppressing weeds and retaining moisture without worry.
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Leave an open area of 4 to 6 inches between mulch and tree or shrub trunks, and a 2- to 3-inch space between mulch and annuals or perennials.


Choosing Plants

It makes good gardening sense to landscape with plants that do well in your soil conditions and in your climate. Although it is possible to grow moisture-loving plants in sandy soils (some tips follow), choose primarily those that will thrive in your augmented sand.

Plan your garden so that you group plants according to their preferences. If you do decide to grow some things that prefer a moister soil, for example, plant them all in one bed to simplify your garden’s demands for both soil amendments and watering.

Sandy Soils and pH


Mulching in Cold Climates

In northern climates, year-round mulch may not work as well as in moderate and southern zones. Tomatoes, for instance, are unhappy in cold soil. Beans need warm soil for germination. Mulch keeps the soil from warming up in early spring. Pull it back in planting areas for heatloving crops so that the soil can bake for a week or two before planting time. Some northern gardeners till or cultivate until the ground warms up, then mulch for the rest of the summer.
Excerpted from Tips for the Lazy Gardener by Linda Tilgner (Storey Publishing, 1985).



Because sandy soils are usually acidic, plants that thrive in earth with a low pH are good choices. Ask your Cooperative Extension Service to test your soil. In general, lawns, vegetables, and perennials grow best in neutral soils — that is, those that measure 7 on the pH scale. Because low pH levels limit the availability of nitrogen from organic material, you may have to add nitrogen-yielding sources (such as lime) more often.Test the soil that is in your flower beds, vegetable gardens, and lawns before adding lime (or any other source of nitrogen) to find out if your soil needs it.

If the soil in your area is acidic, choose plants for your home landscape that grow well in this type of soil. Although it is possible to add lime to flower and vegetable beds to maintain a near-neutral pH, it’s another story to adjust all of the soil around your property. Because the roots of shrubs and trees reach out great distances, you’ll do better to use plants that thrive in what is naturally there.

Moisture-Loving Plants in Sandy Soil

You may love a particular plant that will grow only in moist soil full of organic matter. Even if you garden in sand, it is not difficult to create a small area with conditions that will keep that plant content.

Dig out a section of sand and replace the soil with a combination of bagged topsoil and peat or manure. Dig the hole at least 2 feet deep and 2 to 3 feet around.You’ll be surprised at the amount of topsoil and manure that it takes to fill such a hole, but don’t be tempted to cheat and add some sand back in!

Although bagged topsoil is expensive, it is usually sand-free. In contrast, topsoil sold by the yard (unbagged) is usually from a nearby location, and any place near an area of sandy soil has sandy loam — which you want to avoid. Use homemade compost and leaf mold to extend the store-bought topsoil, and add some bonemeal for phosphorus.

The amended hole method is fine for plants that like a rich soil and good drainage. Because the topsoil is open to the sandy area, water will drain out once the loam is saturated. But plants that like their roots in soil that is very moist will need their bed to hold more water than that just described.

To create an area that is wet, dig the same hole, 2 feet deep and about 3 feet in diameter, but line the bottom and sides of the hole with several thicknesses of newspaper before adding a topsoil and manure/compost combination. Use sheets that are opened up to their full size, and stack at least 10 of these sheets on top of each other. Use as many stacks as necessary to line the entire hole, overlapping the edges.

The newspaper creates a layer that will hold in water, allowing the excess to drip through very, very slowly. Newspaper degrades over time, but thick layers will last for years when buried.

Plants that need a spot that is even more boglike can be planted in almost the same way, but substitute a large plastic nursery pot for the newspaper. Most nurseries have pots that are at least 2 feet in diameter and 2 feet deep.

Dig the hole to fit the pot, placing the pot so that the rim is even with the surface of the soil (it will be hidden by the mulch later). Line the bottom of the pot with at least an inch of newspapers to cover the drainage holes. Fill the buried pot with bagged topsoil and organic matter, using a great deal of compost, composted manure, or peat if the plant is partial to it. Add 2 or 3 handfuls of bonemeal and mix them in well.

With any of these methods, water well both before and after planting.

Vegetables in Sandy Soil

Just as the farmers who grow potatoes in Wisconsin learned to appreciate the “Golden Sands,” home gardeners who grow vegetables usually make peace with their sandy soil. Because most vegetables are annuals, they make fairly heavy use of water and nutrients in order to mature in one season. Soil amendments, mulch, and organic fertilizers are therefore even more important when growing vegetables in sand.

[image: image]

Create an “oasis” in sandy soil by lining a 2- by 3-foot hole with several thicknesses of newspaper before filling in with topsoil and manure or compost.

Raised beds

Vegetable beds that are contained and raised above ground level are often used in areas where the drainage is poor — not a problem for those who garden in sandy soils. But raised beds are convenient to garden in for other reasons as well.

The basic principle of a raised bed is to create an area to grow in that does not get walked on or worked with heavy machinery. This allows the soil structure to remain loose, which means the roots of the plants will grow strong and deep.

In sandy soil, contain raised beds in a border made of boards, brick, or stone. The border will isolate the soil and make it easier to amend — you’ll find that weeding, hoeing, thinning, and picking are also easier in a raised bed.

By containing sandy soil in a raised bed, you can transform that soil into a healthy, nutrient-rich medium for growing vegetables or other plants. With proper care — amendments, mulch, and fertilizer — the soil in raised beds will retain its healthy structure. Add some earthworms and a great deal of organic matter and you have a bed that can be planted intensively.

[image: image]

Plants that need a real soggy spot can be planted in large plastic nursery pots sunk into the soil right up to the rim. Line the bottom of the pots with newspapers to cover the drainage holes and fill with amended topsoil.

Amending the soil in vegetable gardens

Autumn is the ideal time to amend the soil in a vegetable garden. Any crops that are left to overwinter should be grouped together so that organic materials can be added to the rest of the soil. (Be sure to rotate these winter crops each year, so that over time the entire garden gets supplemental organic amendments.) Because the garden is cleared, you can either place organic matter on the surface of the soil or turn it under with a garden fork.

Add organic fertilizers along with the soil amendments. Although some gardeners believe in leaving raised beds uncultivated, those who work in sand will want to turn mulch and soil amendments into the beds every year for the first few years, and then every two or three years after that. Remember that organic matter continues to break down; the sandier the soil, the greater the need to mix these amendments into your vegetable garden.


Plants for Sandy Soils
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The following plants are tolerant of — or even prefer — sandy soils. This list is by no means exhaustive; check with your Cooperative Extension Service or a local nursery for suggestions of other plants that thrive in your region.

Ground Covers and Grasses


	Latin Name


	Common Name



	Arctostaphylos Uva-ursi

	mealberry


	Calluna vulgaris

	heather


	Chasmanthium latifolium

	wild oats


	Cotoneaster horizontalis

	rock cotoneaster


	Deschampsia caespitosa

	tufted hair grass


	Epimedium versicolor

	barrenwort


	Erianthus ravennae

	Ravenna grass


	Hedera Helix

	English ivy


	Juniperus chinensis ‘Procumbens’

	Japanese juniper


	Juniperus horizontalis

	creeping juniper


	Miscanthus sinensis

	eulalia


	Molinia caerulea

	moor grass


	Parthenocissus quinquefolia

	Virginia creeper


	Rosa Wichuraiana

	memorial rose


	Spartina pectinata

	prairie cordgrass


	Thymus spp.

	thyme


	Viola labradorica

	Labrador violet




Annuals


	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Brachycome iberidifolia

	Swan River daisy


	Celosia cristata

	cockscomb


	Cleome Hasslerana

	spider flower


	Coreopsis tinctoria

	calliopsis


	Cosmos spp.

	cosmos


	Eschscholzia californica

	California poppy


	Gaillardia pulchella

	blanket flower


	Gazania rigens

	treasure flower


	Gomphrena globosa

	globe amaranth


	Helianthus annuus

	common sunflower


	Ipomoae spp.

	morning-glory


	Pelargonium spp.

	geranium


	Perilla frutescens ‘Crispa’

	beefsteak plant


	Phlox drummondii

	annual phlox


	Portulaca grandiflora

	portulaca


	Portulaca oleracea

	purslane


	Rudbeckia hirta

	black-eyed Susan


	Sanvitalia procumbens

	creeping zinnia


	Schizanthus spp.

	butterfly flower




Perennials


	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Achillea spp.

	yarrow


	Ajuga reptans

	carpet bugleweed


	Anthemis tinctoria

	golden marguerite


	Arabis spp.

	rock cress


	Armeria maritima

	thrift/sea pink


	Artemisia spp.

	wormwood


	Asclepias tuberosa

	butterfly weed


	Aster novae-angliae

	New England aster


	Aster tataricus

	Tartarian aster


	Aurinia saxatilis

	basket-of-gold


	Baptisia australis

	blue false indigo


	Belameanda chinensis

	blackberry lily


	Cassia marilandica

	wild senna


	Chrysanthemum nipponicum

	Nippon daisy


	Coreopsis grandiflora

	tickseed


	Coreopsis verticillata

	threadleaf coreopsis


	Echinacea purpurea

	purple coneflower


	Echinops spp.

	globe thistle


	Erica spp.

	heath
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Rudbecki hirta
(black-eyed Susan)
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Eschscholzia californica
(California poppy)


	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Eryngium spp.

	sea holly


	Euphorbia spp.

	spurge


	Gaillardia grandiflora

	blanket flower


	Geranium macrorrhizum

	bigroot geranium


	Gypsophila paniculata

	baby’s breath


	Helianthus spp.

	sunflower


	Hemerocallis spp.

	daylily


	Iberis spp.

	candytuft


	Kniphofia Uvaria

	red-hot-poker/torch lily


	Lavandula angustifolia

	English lavender


	Liatris spp.

	gayfeather/blazing star


	Lychnis chalcedonica

	Maltese cross


	Lychnis Coronaria

	rose campion


	Malva moschata

	musk mallow


	Nepeta cataria

	catnip


	Oenothera spp.

	evening primrose/sundrop


	Perovskia atriplicifolia

	Russian sage


	Phlomis spp.

	Jerusalem sage
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Anthemis tinctoria
(golden marguerite)
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Aster novae-angliae
(New England aster)


	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Phlox subulata

	moss phlox


	Potentilla spp.

	cinquefoil


	Rudbeckia spp.

	coneflower


	Salvia officinalis

	sage


	Santolina spp.

	santolina


	Saponaria ocymoides

	soapwort


	Sedum spp.

	stonecrop/sedum


	Sempervivum spp.

	house leek


	Solidago spp.

	goldenrod


	Stachys spp.

	betony/woundwort


	Tradescantia spp.

	spiderwort


	Verbascum spp.

	mullein


	Yucca spp.

	yucca




Shrubs and Trees


	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Acer Ginnala

	Amur maple


	Amelanchier stolonifera

	serviceberry, shadbush


	Aralia spinosa

	devil’s-walking stick
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Malva moschata
(musk mallow)


	Berberis thunbergii

	Japanese barberry


	Buddleia alternifolia

	butterfly bush


	Caragana arborescens

	Siberian pea shrub


	Chaenomeles speciosa

	flowering quince


	Cornus racemosa

	panicled dogwood


	Cotinus Coggygria

	smoke tree


	Cupressus glabra

	smooth-barked cypress


	Cytisus spp.

	broom


	Kolkwitzia amabilis

	beautybush


	Lavandula spp.

	lavender


	Ligustrum spp.

	privet


	Lonicera Morrowii

	gray honeysuckle


	Myrica pensylvanica

	bayberry


	Philadelphus coronarius

	mock orange


	Pinus Banksiana

	jack pine


	Pinus nigra

	Austrian pine


	Pinus parviflora

	Japanese white pine





	Latin Name

	Common Name


	Potentilla astrosanguinea

	cingquefoil


	Potentilla fruticosa

	shrubby cinquefoil


	Prunus maritima

	beach plum


	Quercus rubra

	red oak


	Rhodotypos scandens

	jetbead


	Rhus spp.

	sumac


	Rosa rugosa

	rugosa rose


	Vibernum Lentago

	nannyberry


	Vitex Agnus-castus

	chaste tree
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Potentilla astrosanguinea
(cinquefoil)
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