
 

Chapter 3: Build a Simple, Productive Garden 

The sun is barely over the horizon when Eli steps into the garden, boots still damp from 
the morning dew. The soil is dark and loose under his feet, already warm from 
yesterday’s sun. Rows of tomatoes stretch waist-high, heavy with fruit. Beans climb 
steadily up their wooden stakes. Squash leaves spread wide, shading the ground to 
keep moisture locked in. 

Behind him, his wife Miriam kneels beside a row of carrots, pulling one from the soil with 
a steady hand. She brushes off the dirt, inspects it, and drops it into a wooden basket 
half-filled with vegetables picked just minutes earlier. No rush or stress; just routine. 

By mid-morning, they’ll have enough harvested for the day’s meals and more set aside 
for preservation. Nothing is wasted. The garden doesn’t rely on luck. It runs on a system 
they’ve followed for years. This isn’t a large farm. It’s a controlled, intentional space that 
produces exactly what they need, season after season. 

Why This Chapter Matters 
If there’s one skill that changes everything, it’s this: Producing your own food. Without 
food, every other form of independence collapses. You can store it for a while, but real 
security comes from knowing you can grow it again and again. 

Most people believe gardening is complicated, unpredictable, or requires a large space. 
That’s why they never start. The truth is the opposite. A small, well-managed garden 
can produce a surprising amount of food with simple, repeatable methods. Even 
small-scale gardens can significantly improve access to fresh food and reduce 
dependence on outside systems. 

You don’t need land, experience, or perfect conditions. You need a controlled setup and 
a clear method. Whether it’s a backyard bed, a few containers, or a small indoor space, 
the same principles apply. This chapter will give you that system. Not theory or just plain 
inspiration. A step-by-step method you can easily follow and adapt. 

Step 1: Assess Your Space 
Your results depend on this decision. Get it wrong, and nothing else works. 

 



 

Start with sunlight. You need at least six hours of direct sunlight per day. Eight hours is 
better. No exceptions for most vegetables. Do this before you choose a spot: 

●​ Check the area at 9 a.m., 12 p.m., and 3 p.m. 

●​ If the space is shaded during any of those times, it’s not full sun. 

Weak sunlight = weak plants = low yield. 

Now decide on your setup. You have four options: 

1.​ Backyard (100–300 sq ft): Your best option with the most control and the 
highest yield. 

2.​ Small space (balcony or patio, 10–20 sq ft): You can use containers. You can 
still grow beans, herbs, and tomatoes. 

3.​ Larger plot (300+ sq ft): More space, but harder to manage. Don’t start here 
as a beginner. 

4.​ No outdoor space (apartment): Use: 

a.​Window boxes (south-facing preferred). 

b.​Containers near windows. 

c.​Basic grow lights if sunlight is limited. 

No space is not an excuse. It just changes your setup. 

Next, check your ground or base. If you’re planting in soil: 

●​ Choose a flat ground. 

●​ Avoid any slopes where water can run off. 

Quick soil test: 

1.​ Grab a handful of the soil. 

2.​ Squeeze it tight. 

If your soil: 

●​ Falls apart easily = good. 

 



 

●​ Hard and clumpy = needs improvement. 

●​ Water sits on top = poor drainage. 

If drainage is bad, plan for raised beds or containers. If you’re using containers: 

●​ Use pots that are at least 12 inches deep. 

●​ Ensure there are drainage holes at the bottom. 

Now check water access. Your setup must be within 20–30 feet of water. If it’s farther: 

1.​ You will tend to skip watering. 

2.​ Making your plants dry out. 

3.​ Resulting in your garden failing. 

So, make watering easy, or it won’t happen. 

Avoid these locations: 

●​ Under trees: Roots steal nutrients and water. 

●​ Low spots: Water collects and rots roots. 

●​ Wind-heavy areas: Soil dries fast, plants get damaged. 

●​ Hidden corners: If you don’t see it daily, you won’t maintain it. 

If your setup meets these four conditions, you’re ready to move forward. 

Common Mistakes 

●​ Mistake 1: Choosing a shaded area because it’s convenient. 

○​ Fix: Prioritize sunlight over convenience. If a spot gets less than 6 hours 
of direct sun, don’t use it. Move the garden, not your expectations. 

●​ Mistake 2: Placing the garden too far from the house. 

○​ Fix: Keep it within visible range. If you don’t see it daily, you won’t 
maintain it. A neglected garden fails fast. 

 



 

●​ Mistake 3: Ignoring drainage issues. 

○​ Fix: After rainfall, check how long water sits on the surface. If it remains 
longer than 1–2 hours, choose another spot or plan for raised beds. 

How a Beginner Made It Work 
Dan Adler, a beginner gardener, documented his first full growing season. Starting with 
no prior experience, he built a simple raised bed garden alongside his wife and treated 
the entire process as a practical experiment (Grows, 2020). 

From the beginning, he focused on key fundamentals: Where to place the beds, how to 
improve the soil, and how often to water. Instead of trying to get everything right up 
front, he made decisions, observed the results, and adjusted as the season progressed. 

The results were mixed, but that was the point. Some crops grew well, others struggled 
due to heat, pests, and inconsistent maintenance. At one stage, reduced watering and 
neglect led to weaker plants, yet some still continued producing food. 

By the end of the season, Dan had harvested vegetables, gained hands-on experience, 
and identified exactly what to improve next year. The garden wasn’t perfect, but it 
worked. 

This is what a real beginner outcome looks like: Not flawless results, but a system that 
improves through consistent action and small corrections over time. 

Quick Summary 
●​ Most vegetables need 6–8 hours of direct sunlight daily to grow and produce 

well. 

●​ Choose flat, level ground so water and nutrients stay where plants need them. 

●​ Test your soil by squeezing it—it should crumble, not stay hard or hold water. 

●​ Keep your garden within 20–30 feet of a water source so watering stays 
consistent. 

●​ Avoid shaded areas, poor drainage, strong wind zones, and spots far from your 
house. 
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