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welcome to
gardening
in florida
G

rowing plants in Florida can be a most rewarding
experience. No, let me rephrase that, it’s lots of fun.

As gardeners, we can till the soil year-round, and the
seemingly endless days of sunshine and pleasant weather
are the envy of our northern gardening friends. Plant roots
enjoy the warm soil throughout the year and their leaves
enjoy bountiful rain in
all but a few months
in late winter. For
those interested in
growing vegetables
and fruits, Florida
is paradise. Cool
mornings, balmy days,
rainy afternoons—
what more could one
ask for?

Despite the summer heat, Florida is a great place to learn
all about gardening.

8
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Welcome to Gardening in Florida
North Florida (the area from Pensacola to Jacksonville south to Ocala)
experiences a true change of seasons when fall approaches, unlike the
peninsula. Leaves turn brilliant shades of red, yellow, and orange, and
nighttime temperatures have been known to reach single digits on occasion.
Th e soil is often characterized as a sandy loam with clay in some places, and
long-leaf pines and magnificent centurion live oaks dot the landscape. For
those moving from more northern climes, areas of North Florida are the
most like their former locations. Cold winters, cool springs, balmy summers,
and pleasant autumns are the norm. Th e schedules of vegetable planting
and harvesting are most like northern states, and pests and diseases are
diminished as a result of winter’s cold temperatures. Because of the soil’s
ability to retain moisture and nutrients, gardeners in North Florida can
water less and apply fertilizer less often and in smaller amounts than their
neighbors in Central and South Florida.
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Daytona
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GardeningtoinGardening
Welcome
the Carolinas
in Florida

Florida leads the nation in commercial watermelon production. It’s a good bet for
home gardeners, too.

10
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Welcome to Gardening in Florida
Determining the correct time to plant vegetables and fruit trees in
North Florida is much less complicated than in other areas of the state.
Unlike Central and South Florida, where the three and sometimes four
seasons can be confusing, there are two seasons in North Florida: winter
and summer. Nearly all the summer vegetables can be planted in the spring
once the danger of frost has passed to be grown in the nearly ideal conditions
of warm days and cool nights. But one crop of winter vegetables planted in
the fall often must be protected from severe freezes.
Central Florida (the area from Ocala to Lake Wales) has the best features
of both North and South Florida. The soils, although low in nutrients, are
sandy and drain well. (There are pockets of muck soils, which are highly
organic but poorly drained, but they are the exception.) In the summer,
from May to October, daytime temperatures get very hot (95°F) every day
and nighttime temperatures rarely drop below 75°F. Autumn is of short
duration, from November through December; winter includes January and
February; and spring in Central Florida consists of March and April. If you
have moved here from a more northern climate, scheduling the planting
and harvesting of vegetables will be very confusing. As an example, tomatoes
can be planted in the fall and the spring, but they will succumb to winter
cold and cannot grow in summer given our extreme summer heat. If you
plant tomatoes too late in the fall, the occasional cold snap will kill them.
If you plant too late in the spring, the summer heat will make them wish
they were dead. That’s why the planting table on pages 35 through 37 is so
valuable. It takes all the guesswork out of the what, where, and when to plant.
The most difficult thing to get used to in Central Florida is the realization
that you can’t work outside all day like you can in North Florida. The older
one gets, the less time one wants spend in the summer heat. In the summer,
don’t be surprised if you can’t work past 11:00 a.m. I find that I often go
outside after dinner to do a little gardening after the day has cooled just a
bit. Wide-brim straw hats are essential and you must have copious amounts
of water close at hand whenever you are outside performing your gardening
chores in Central Florida.
Because the sandy soil in Central Florida drains so well there is nothing
to keep organic matter, water, and fertilizer from percolating right past
the root zones of plants. While in North Florida a regular fertilization
program may require two applications, in Central Florida four or five
fertilizer applications are not uncommon. A small amount of fertilizer
applied often to the plants is the norm. Applying water, however, is a
different story. If you water often in small amounts, the roots tend to
migrate close to the surface, and with the onset of hot weather the roots
will likely die or be injured because of the heat. It’s important to water
infrequently but deeply. By watering for longer periods, the sheer weight of
11

42311 - Florida Fruit & Vegetable Gardening_001-015.indd 11

12/11/14 10:54 AM

Job:12-42311 Title:CSP-Florida Fruit & Vegetable Gardening
Dtp:LY Page:11

GardeningtoinGardening
Welcome
the Carolinas
in Florida

You can plant a small garden by filling a pallet with soil and planting between the boards.

additional water will force it deep into the soil. Plant roots will follow the
water and, in turn, will grow deeper into the cooler soil. When hot weather
returns, the roots will be growing in deep, cool soil—just the way they like
it. I often see homeowners merely sprinkling their landscape plants and
lawn with a water hose and the tip of a finger; then they wonder why their
plants die when hot weather comes along. Water deep for the best plant
growth and leave the fingertip water sprinkling for washing the car.
The first time I added good, rich compost to my untouched vegetable
garden soil, I thought I was finished. Later that season, most of the compost
had either burned away in the hot sun or seeped deep into the soil, far away
from the roots of my vegetables and fruits. Given that I have added two to
three inches of compost to my garden every year for decades, the best I can
figure is that my gardening counterparts in China must have some really
good soil by now. The point is, you must add compost or organic matter to
the soil every year or, even better, several times a year. Adding compost to
the garden is not a onetime deal. The more you add the better the soil’s
ability to retain water and the less fertilizer you will have to add. Another
benefit of a good, organic, rich soil is that you will have fewer numbers of
12
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Welcome to Gardening in Florida
nematodes (see page 56 for “The Nematode Nemesis”). The sandy soils of
Central Florida can be enriched with landfill compost (available free in
most counties), homemade compost, oak leaves, peat moss—just about any
natural material that will further decompose. In February and March, when
the oak trees lose their leaves, I gather literally hundreds of bags from my
neighboring street curbs and spread the contents over my entire garden. In
the shrub borders I just let the leaves lie there as mulch; eventually they will
break down and add organic matter to the soil. In the vegetable garden I use
them as mulch to hold the weed barrier down. Later, I turn them into the
soil with a rototiller or shovel after the growing season is over.
I have one last thing to share about growing veggies and fruits in
Central Florida: everything you have heard about the bugs is true. They are
everywhere and they come in nearly every shape, size, and color you can
imagine. Some bite, most suck, and many chew, but they all enjoy the little
seedlings and seeds you thoughtfully place in the ground for them to eat.
Because Central Florida doesn’t get much cold weather compared to North
Florida, pests can be a real problem. But, as you will read in this book, bugs
rarely adversely affect healthy plants. Keep the plants healthy—well fed, well

Gather up oak leaves when they fall in February and March and spread them on your garden to help
inhibit weeds.
13
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GardeningtoinGardening
Welcome
the Carolinas
in Florida

If you’re just getting started with your vegetable garden, it’s best to start small.

watered, and grown in adequate sunlight—and most will fare very well.
There might be a need for an occasional “intervention” from time to time,
but as long as the plants are growing well, bugs should not be a problem.
Critters, such as slugs and nematodes, can be troublesome, but they can be
managed, also.
If there is a heaven on earth it’s South Florida (which includes the tip of
the peninsula and the coastal areas to Cocoa Beach on the east coast and to
Tampa on the west coast). The greatest thing about living in South Florida is
that, with minor exceptions, you can grow fruit and vegetables year-round.
Due to South Florida’s moderate temperatures (Key West has never had
frost), growing tropical fruit trees is a passion of many gardeners there.
Many of the tropical fruits that most of the civilized world only dreams
about, such as mango, lychee, and avocado, all grow in backyards like apples
grow in upstate New York. Do you need a banana for your corn flakes or
orange juice for breakfast? Go into your backyard and pick some fresh fruit!
Do you need a little snack after dinner? Well, go pick a cluster of longans,
and eat them as you watch a colorful sunset on the horizon. Mango and
papaya smoothies are minutes away. Your fresh star fruit salad will be a big
hit at the next plant society’s potluck.
14
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Welcome to Gardening in Florida
The soil is variable in these areas and commonly ranges from sand to
organically rich muck to limestone-rich “marl.” Sandy soil is great for
gardens provided you enrich it with compost. Marl, though, is another story
all together. Marl is made of clay and calcium carbonate and as such is
extremely difficult to work with. As you read the fruit tree sections in this
book, you will notice that in many cases, the planting instructions indicate
to place a tree on top of the marl and place a large bed of composted soil
around the rootball in a ten- to twelve-foot diameter, to a depth of two feet.
The tree’s roots will never penetrate the marl; they’ll simply grow in the
prepared soil above the native soil. I remember when I lived in the Florida
Keys, contractors building houses would have to use dynamite to create a
home’s foundation; the backhoes couldn’t budge the rock an inch. Of
course, if you live in the muck-rich Homestead area, growing fruits and
vegetables couldn’t be easier.
That’s the good news. If you thought bugs in North and Central Florida
were bad, then take pity on the gardeners in South Florida. It rarely gets
cold—we were looking for winter parkas when temperatures got down into
the mid-sixties in the Keys. Apparently bugs and diseases enjoy the mild
temperatures, too. Diseases of all kinds are common because of the daily
3:00 p.m. rainstorms. You can drench or spray with copper or sulfur only
to have it wash off the next day in the rain. The same goes for insecticides.
There are cultural practices that can be utilized to alleviate some of the
troubles, such as planting resistant selections, choosing appropriate planting
dates, and so forth. But my recommendation is to simply know what you
are getting into. If you haven’t grown vegetables or fruit trees before, start
small—one or two trees and a small garden plot is fine. As you become
more proficient and learn what performs well and what doesn’t, your garden
can become larger and more trees can be planted. Gardening in South
Florida is not a onetime activity—it’s a journey.

15

42311 - Florida Fruit & Vegetable Gardening_001-015.indd 15

12/11/14 10:54 AM

Job:12-42311 Title:CSP-Florida Fruit & Vegetable Gardening
Dtp:LY Page:15

CHAPTER 1

growing
your own:
the garden
P

lanning a garden, planting, and harvesting vegetables
are rewarding life experiences. The satisfaction of being

outside in the garden on a cool early morning while the dew
still clings to the tomato leaves, the
pleasure of digging for tiny red
potatoes, and the taste of a freshpicked strawberry planted just months
ago can make for many wonderful
memories. In the early morning hours
as you cultivate the soil you can listen
to the neighborhood wake up. In the
balmy, after-dinner hours you can
enjoy a cup of coffee as you stroll your
garden paths. When you grow your
own food you can proudly share the
overflowing bounty of green peppers
with neighbors and donate freshThere is no better place to enjoy
the sunrise than in a Florida
vegetable garden.

picked nectarines and mangoes to the
local food bank.

16
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Growing Your Own: The Garden

Make gardening a family affair by including your children and their friends in the work.

How to Get Started
Why Grow Your Own?

Library shelves are filled with books and magazines giving advice and
instruction on growing food. One would think by the sheer number of
available pages alone that it is a complicated and difficult task to master.
It’s not.
There are many reasons to grow your own food, but simply put vegetables
and fruit fresh out of the garden just taste better. If you have ever eaten a
plum right off the tree or munched on newly harvested snow peas you
know what I mean. If you haven’t, then you are about to set out on a great
adventure filled with discovery.
Let’s talk a bit about growing food. For those without much gardening
experience, first and most important: you can do this. Once you learn a
few basics, the rest is common sense. You will have some successes and you
will have some failures. When you ultimately realize and understand that
18
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Why Grow Your Own?
sometimes plants die due to no fault of your own you’ll begin to feel a little
better about gardening. Not everything grows perfectly all the time. Where
should I place the garden? Do I have enough sun? What about my dirt; is
it okay, and if it’s not, what do I do about it? What do I grow? When do I
grow it? How do I know when to pick it? Just remember it’s okay to make
mistakes, and, boy oh boy, will you make them over the next few years! I still
laugh at the slip-ups that I made decades ago.
(When you see me sometime, ask me about the
mayonnaise on corn silks fiasco.) That’s one thing
we all have in common though; we are always
willing to share successes and failures, more
often than not with a chuckle. All of this should
be fun and enjoyable. There are no plant police
watching your every move. The minute it gets
to be work, stop, and buy your food at the store.
I must say though, despite my many years
of growing fruits and vegetables, I still learn
something every year—a new staking
technique, a new harvesting indicator, a new
plant variety, or a new tool. Reading a new
seed catalog is like reading a good book for
the first time and not knowing the conclusion.
Certainly with vegetables and fruit you know
how it’s supposed to end, but with plants,
weather, and the revolving cast of pests, one
never really knows how it will turn out. In every
growing season there are more than a few
surprises, a twist in the plot (pardon the pun).
As I said earlier, gardening often creates
indelible memories. Someone in my office
Gardening is a good way for different
recently planted her very first vegetable garden. generations to create memories.
She invited her daughter and two-year-old
granddaughter to join her, and together they planted a few tomatoes and
beans. It may not seem like much now but all of them will remember sharing
that experience. Come to think of it, some of my best memories of my
father are in the backyard garden. We would plant (and later eat) carrots and
beans as we talked about guy stuff. My brother and I would occasionally
have a ripe tomato fight in the kitchen (we spent more than a few days
cleaning up those messes), and my mother and I would preserve extra
vegetables for people in town who couldn’t afford to buy their own. I learned
my ABCs by reading the plant descriptions in a Burpee Seed Company
catalog, and I learned to write by oh-so-carefully printing my seed wish list
19
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Growing Your Own: The Garden
on the order form. Life has become much more complicated since then, but
the cycle of life in the garden remains simple and undemanding.
Especially now, growing your own fruit and vegetables is the right
thing to do. Ever since I read Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring back in the
sixties, I have believed we should all be on a neverending quest to make
the planet we live on a better place, one small garden at a time. We all can
do something to help the cause, and growing food without using harmful
chemicals is my own way of effecting change. I’ll be very honest: I have
and still do, on occasion, use chemicals to slay a bug or disease, but I do
everything else possible first and use them only as a last resort. There are
many cultural growing techniques that will deter pests and diseases, and
one of the purposes of this book is to share a few of those methods so that
you will use them first and reach for the bug spray last. We can all play a
part. The famous anthropologist Margaret Mead said, “Never underestimate
the power of a few committed people to change the world. Indeed, it is the
only thing that ever has.”
When you grow vegetables and fruit you are sustaining yourself, if only
partly, and for that reason growing food is a very personal thing as well.
Certainly, as you increase your gardening knowledge, you’ll feel more
comfortable growing things, and the more you grow, the more you learn.

Children may be amazed at how large some vegetables will grow.

20
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Why Grow Your Own?
Getting Started
If you are new to gardening it can seem a bit intimidating at first. After all,
there are countless Internet pages dedicated to the subject, thousands of
books discuss the topic ad infinitum (or is that ad nauseum), and home
improvement stores dedicate entire departments to gardening. Where do
you start?
Whether you are a seasoned gardener or new to the whole idea of
digging in the dirt, remember that a small, well-maintained garden is better
than a large, messy one. Even those of us who have been gardening for
decades forget that from time to time, and we often plant more than we can
care for, use, or share. By season’s end, believe me; you’ll be cussin’ that
20-foot row of yellow banana peppers when you only needed one plant.
Small is sometimes better.
Remember, it’s okay to make mistakes; just make certain you learn from
them. That’s where a garden journal helps. It doesn’t have to be expensive or
fancy; it can be a spiral-bound notebook. It’s important to find ways to make
your garden better year after year. For instance, if you planted tomatoes in
November only to see them killed by an early frost, write that down in your
journal. Next year as you plan you’ll know to plant the tomatoes sooner.
Maybe one fertilizer works better than another. You will find that certain
varieties of vegetables work better than others in your garden. The journal
will help you remember the varieties that work best and the ones that didn’t
perform as well. I know many gardeners who actually staple an empty seed
pack or two into their journal to help jog their memories. Don’t forget to
review your notes from time to time, too. One of the trickiest parts of
growing plants in Florida is knowing when to plant. If you have moved here
from somewhere else or have never grown a food garden before, your
journal will become your best friend and will remind you not only what to
plant, but when.
Your neighbors and fellow gardeners are helpful sources of information.
Watch the newspapers and the Internet for notices about classes at garden
centers or local botanical gardens. Most often taught by seasoned gardeners
in the area, the speakers provide current information to experienced and
novice gardeners alike. Growing fruits and vegetables are always popular
topics so be sure to sign up early. Classes will often be separated into
beginner and expert levels, so there’s no reason to be intimidated thinking
Growing Tip
Place a birdbath in the garden to encourage birds to visit. Birds love to
eat bugs and can help as automatic bug-eating machines.

21
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Growing Your Own: The Garden
that the class will be over your head. One more thing—because growing
food is so popular, many botanical gardens have display gardens that
demonstrate how and when to grow vegetables and fruit trees. Track down
one of their gardeners and ask questions—after all, that’s what they get
paid for.

Planning the Garden

Site Placement
You have heard in real estate it’s all about location, location, location. This
is certainly true for growing fruits and vegetables. The biggest mistake
new gardeners make is squeezing a vegetable garden or planting a fruit
tree into a space where there isn’t enough sun or water. A good example
is the amount of sunlight a site receives; any amount over eight hours is
fine, but don’t think six hours or less will be enough—it won’t be. Plants
grown in too little sun will grow spindly and stressed, creating a perfect
environment for insects and diseases. Plants grown in poor light won’t
be able to produce fruit.
In just about every gardening book I have read there is a chart that
describes those vegetables and fruit trees that can be grown in less than
six hours of full sun. Don’t fall for it. Planting trees, bushes, seeds, or
transplants where there isn’t enough sun is asking for trouble. If you had
planted your garden in the right spot to begin with, bugs and diseases
wouldn’t be a problem.
The same advice works for drainage. Have you ever heard the phrase “You
can’t make a silk purse from a sow’s ear”? If the site you’re contemplating is
soggy and wet most of the year, you need to think about building raised
gardens. Unless the site has a slight slope to it or can be drained, you will be
fighting a lost cause. On the other hand, if you have clay, be thankful that
you will fertilize and water less than those of us growing in sand. Adding
compost and/or sand to the planting location will help.
Another thing to keep in mind: don’t plant fruits and vegetables where
there is competition for water and nutrients. Rototilling or using a shovel
to turn the soil over is very difficult if nearby tree roots have extended into
the place you have selected to plant your garden. If you think annuals and
perennials are hungry wait to see how much water a tree can suck up out of
the ground. Not long after you have watered your veggie garden soil, it will
be bone dry because the tree has thirstier (and more) roots than your squash.
Likewise, fertilizer is absorbed by neighboring tree roots, so although the
tree will be happy, the vegetables and fruit trees might not get enough
“groceries” despite your best efforts.
Remember that many of the fruit trees described in this book can grow
very large. Mangoes, for instance, can grow to 30 feet tall and 30 feet wide.
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Planning the Garden
Plant them where they have
a chance to grow without
heavy pruning. Many of the
small trees, such as plums,
nectarines, and peaches, can
be planted fewer than 15 feet
away from a house or other
structure, while others, such
as loquat and avocado, are
going to need some room.
The more you have to prune
the fewer fruits you will have,
so give them room to spread
their branches.
Size Does Matter!
If you are new to growing
vegetables, it may be difficult
to judge how large or small
your garden should be. Not to Grow tomatoes up a trellis to save garden space and keep
plants healthier.
worry: start small and adjust
as needed. I discovered that as
my family situation changed (departures, new arrivals, marriages), the
garden changed, too. One of my children absolutely loved snow peas. He
would come home after school and dash out into the garden to see if there
were any to eat. Now that he is married no one else in the house likes them
so we don’t grow them anymore. And that is how it should be. Simply jot
down in your garden journal the veggies that everyone enjoys and grow
those. Take my word for it; there is nothing more frustrating than growing
the “perfect 10” broccoli if no one eats it. That’s wasted space that could
have grown something someone would have enjoyed. This is not to say that
you shouldn’t experiment with a new vegetable or two every season. Just
like Picasso had his blue period, one year I had my “purple period” and the
new veggies were all purple—purple cauliflower, purple kale, and purple
mustard. Who knew if anyone would eat them, but they sure looked pretty
out there in the Florida sun!
A small, well-maintained garden is better than a large, unkempt one.
Even experienced gardeners need to be reminded of that. There is no shame
in growing one tomato plant or one cucumber plant. Try your luck, see how
they taste, see if they are easy or difficult to grow on your site, and see if
anyone eats them. Remember, the next season isn’t that far away in Florida;
you can adjust then. Unlike our northern gardening friends, if the one
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Growing Your Own: The Garden
tomato plant worked well this
fall, next spring when you
plant the spring tomato crop
you can grow more. That’s one
great thing about living in
Florida: something is always
growing in the garden.

What to Grow?

Grow what you and your
family will eat. If you’re not
sure about what to grow, talk to
you neighbors who grow food
and ask them what grows best
It’s best to start small; planting only one or two of the bigger
for them. Attend some classes
vegetables such as tomatoes.
at your local botanical garden
and learn what others are
growing. If you have a small garden or are just starting out, you may want to
postpone growing things such as watermelon and cantaloupe because they
require so much space. Some plants perform better than others depending on
where you live in Florida. Many fruit trees, for instance, have been
hybridized so heat tolerance is built into their genetic make-up. Others, such
as mangoes and lychees, simply can’t take cold weather and should only
be planted where it stays warm most of the time. The plant profiles in this
book describe different climate ranges and my recommended varieties.
Unfortunately, there are some things that just won’t grow in Florida.
Although many have tried, we can’t grow good, big, full, crunchy apples
here. Yes, there are a few varieties that will survive, but surviving and
thriving are two different things. We can’t grow cherries here either. There
is a long, long list of fruit trees and veggies that just won’t take the heat
and humidity. On the other hand, you just can’t grow a good banana in
Cleveland. Rather than obsess over the things you can’t grow, think of all
the amazing things you can grow here, and be thankful you don’t have to
shovel that white stuff anymore.

Growing Tip
The Top Ten vegetables grown by gardeners are, in order of preference:
Tomatoes, Cucumbers, Sweet Peppers, Beans, Carrots, Summer Squash,
Onions, Hot Peppers, Lettuce, and Peas.
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