
 

Vegetable Love 
Don Boekelheide 

 
here’s not much happening in the vegetable garden in January .  I’m not complaining, either .  With 
Charlotte’s 280-day growing season, it’s a relief to take a break and mull over the months past and 
the months ahead.  Now is a good time to settle down in front of the fireplace with a nice hot cup 

of coffee, a big pile of garden catalogs, and a head full of horticultural dreams.    
 
For once in the gardening year, there’s no rush .  It brings to mind Andrew Marvell telling his coy mistress:   
 

My vegetable love should grow 
Vaster than empires, and more slow.  

 
Marvell wasn’t trying to woo his mistress with by tempting her with turnips and tomatoes .  Equating 
“vegetable” with “food plant” didn’t happen until more than 100 years la ter, in the 18th century.  The poet 
was alluding to a deep slow consciousness in the souls of all plants .   
 
Maybe it’s mostly by accident, the way poetry usually works on my imagination, but Marvell’s older but 
broader definition reminds me that vegetable s aren’t merely a utilitarian category, the sweaty proletariat of 
the garden doffing their modest caps beside the grand Roses and noble Camellias.  Vegetables, and the 
gardens where they grow, can be captivating, challenging and, yes, beautiful .  Add some herbs and fruit 
trees, and behold!  We have Eden!  
 
Al least, we gardeners possessed by vegetable love wish we had Eden, anyway .  Unfortunately, the Devil 
lurks in the details, small items such as Japanese beetles, aphids, Bermuda  Grass and on down the list.   
 
If bugs munch on our inedible Oaks and Crepe Myrtles, think how much more they delight in chowing 
down on stuff we find good to eat, like Strawberries, and Butter Lettuce and Sweet Peppers.  By the time 
the insects get finished, our Eden is less about holiness and more about holes.    
 
Then, there are the weeds.   
 
“Vegetables want to grow fast, so give them fertile soil, lots of water, and full sun ,” Chuck Atlee used to 
tell us at Cal Poly.   
 
Professor Atlee, a tall, slender Quaker with stern but gen tle gaze, was utterly different from most of his 
colleagues in Poly’s Crops Department .  While others went on and on about the latest chemicals to spray, 
Chuck reminded us that Mother Nature delighted in weaving complex webs, and she had a wicked sense of 
humor.   
 
For instance, he reminded us, weeds and veggies are closely related .  Consider Queen Anne’s Lace, Daucus 
carota.  Yep, it is the very same D. carota we grow in our gardens and call “Carrots.”  Then there’s 
Dandelion, Taraxacum officinale , which our European ancestors brought over as a vegetable for the soup pot 
and salad bowl.  Who can be surprised that weeds flourish in our gardens alongside (and above, and 
underneath) their vegetable sisters and cousins—weeds and veggies both want the same thing.   
 
Yet, in spite of the pests and weeds, we vegetable lovers persist .  Some of us grow simple veggie gardens, 
others elaborate potagers, and still others follow the lead of visionaries such as Rosalind Creasy .  Her 
classic book, Edible Landscaping  (Sierra Club Books, 1982), is being reprinted in a new edition this year  (put 
it on your wish list now).  Creasy advocates integrating vegetables , with all their interesting forms, colors 
and growth habits, into home and public landscapes.  Her own garden is a celebration of how beautifully, 
and how bountifully, this concept can work.    
 
Successful vegetable growing requires paying attention to gardening basics, beginning with the ecology of 
where we garden, our soils and our climate .    
 

T 



 

In Charlotte, we must unlock the potential fertility of our clay soils by adding lime, based on a soil test, 
and lots of high quality compost.  We need to check to be sure our soils are safe, if we’re gardening in an 
urban area.  In some instances, we may want to consider making a planter or framed raised bed.   
 
Charlotte may feel like tropical Ghana in the summer, but we have truly chilly conditions in the winter .  
For vegetable growers, it means we have three vegetable garden seasons: A first “cool season” in the 
spring beginning in mid-February, which hits its stride in mid-March; a warm season beginning April 15; 
and finally a second cool season, with planting in August and September .    
 
Our classic cool season crops for spring are roots such as Carrots, Onions, Turnips, Potatoes and Beets; 
cole crops such as Broccoli, Mustard, Cabbage and Kohlrabi; and a host of others, from Peas to Lettuce, 
Spinach and Swiss Chard.  The same list, with a few exceptions, also works in the fall.    
 
Traditionally, the first vegetable in the ground in the spring cool season garden is Sugar Snap Peas, in late 
January and early February.  Potatoes follow, with other plants on the list close behind .  That’s why it is 
already time to be starting Broccoli, Cabbage and other crops inside, to set out in 5-7 weeks.   
 
Our great-grandparents knew all this, and grew successful and often very large vegetable gardens .  Sadly, 
many people have evidently forgotten this gardening wisdom.  Here’s where Master Gardeners come in .  If 
Master Gardeners can get past Azalea lace bugs and turf recommendations, and expand their sense of 
vegetable love, they can do a lot of good and at the same time have a lot of fun growing vegetables 
successfully in their own gardens.   
 
Simply by reminding the groups and individuals they work with about simple things, such as remembering 
to do a soil test and not attempting to plant Tomatoes outdoors on the Ides of March, Master Gardeners 
can make a big difference.  They’ll also be helping to cultivate the new crop of vegetable lovers sl owly 
taking root in our community.  DB   
 
 

January Notes for the Edible Landscape 
Don Boekelheide 

 
Make compost.  Whenever you feel like it, make a compost pile from leaf drop .  You’ll want that compost 
for your garden in the months ahead.   
 
Work up beds.  On nice days when the soil is dry, start preparing your garden by adding compost, working 
the soil using spading or double digging, and forming beds .  That way, you’ll be miles ahead when spring 
cool season planting begins in earnest in March.  
 
Keep ahead of winter weeds.  Most, like Henbit and Chickweed, are relatively easy to pull or hoe while still 
small.  So, do it.  After weeding, a mulching of 2-4 inches of mower-chopped leaves can help keep them 
from coming back, but there’s no need to add more tha n that amount.   
 
Fruit Tree Tip.  If you have fruit trees such as Peaches, Pears, apples or plums, spray now with dormant 
oils to reduce insect problems later in the year .  However, wait to prune fruit trees and Grapes until later 
in the winter, after the worst cold has passed .   
 
Pea Planting.  Toward the end of the month, you can start thinking about planting peas—especially if you 
like to gamble.  Sugar Snaps are many people’s favorite .  Snow Peas are also good; I do best with old-
fashioned tall vine types such as Mammoth Melting Sugar .  I prefer to soak seed overnight before sowing 
directly in the garden, and I do use an inoculant (Renfrow ’s Hardware in Matthews has that, or by mail 
order).  Row cover fabric (such as “Reemay”) can help get them started, but once up and growing they 
laugh at the cold.  If you have row covers and the weather is  unusually nice, you might also a very early 
planting of Spinach and greens.   
 

http://www.organicgardening.com/feature/0,7518,s1-5-16-148,00.html
http://www.organicgardening.com/feature/0,7518,s1-5-16-1250,00.html
http://www.organicgardening.com/feature/0,7518,s1-5-16-276,00.html


 

Cole Crops.  Toward the end of the month, plant flats of cole crops such as Broccoli under lights indoors 
for spring transplanting in March.  But it's far too early to start warm season crops and flowers, so wait a 
few weeks before starting Tomatoes, Peppers, Eggplant, summer flowers and the like .   
 
Order Up! Don't just ogle those catalogs—get that order in!  Check online: there are some wonderful 
heirloom and organic seed sources out there (Renee’s Seed, for instance, in now only online, to cut 
environmental waste).  When you order carefully look for things that do well in our region (especially 
during long muggy summers).  Try at least three new varieties this coming year .   
 
Look around (and consider planting a few things).   Take time to look around your landscape or garden site 
for the best place to include your edibles.  Do you want a “stand alone” veggie garden or an integrated 
approach?  Or a mix?  Now, in the bleak midwinter, you can see the bones of your garden's structure, 
making visualizing easier.  It is a great time for planning and sketching.   Of course, a key element you still 
need to remember is where you have sun and shade when trees leaf out—never forget that factor!  Winter 
is deceptive, with the leaf canopy gone.  Once you are sure of placement, the winter months are a good 
time to install woody plants, including fruiting bushes and trees i f you have them in pots.  They can be 
hard to find right now.  However, shallow-rooted winners such as Blueberries and easy-to-plant Figs can 
go in a bit later, so take time now to plan carefully before digging and installing.    
 
Enjoy a break.  We don’t get that much time off in Charlotte, so relax, have a hot chocolate in front of the 
fireplace, and plan all the cool edible plantings you’ll be doing this year .  DB   
_______________ 
 

Don Boekelheide is well known in the Charlotte -Mecklenburg area 
and beyond.  Currently, he serves the community as Garden 
Program Director for the Urban Ministry Center.  A former 
Extension Master Gardener with Mecklenburg County, Don is a 
Master Composter for Mecklenburg County and instructor at 
Central Piedmont Community College, who grows beautiful, 
unusual and delicious foods in his front yard, a true edible 
landscape.   
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