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“Tomorrow, our seeds will grow 

All we need is dedication” 

-Lauryn Hill 
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“Things are changing…we 

need to take on a more 

proactive role with what 

we’re eating.” 

–Michelle Gale 

A B O U T  T H E  M A N U A L  

Thank you for picking up the Northern Saskatchewan Gardening Manual. If you are thinking of starting 

a garden, congratulations! Gardening is a great way to connect with nature, relax, and reward yourself 

and your family with tasty wholesome produce. 

In the past, gardening existed as an important traditional activity. Individuals, families and communities 

worked together to grow, harvest and store foods to feed themselves throughout the winter. Knowledge 

about food and useful tips were passed down through gardening, but over time many of us have lost 

this connection with gardening. The goal of this manual is to encourage people to grow gardens, 

specifically in Northern Saskatchewan where many people continue to think that the climate is too 

harsh for growing a prosperous garden. The truth is, with a bit of guidance and dedication, “pretty much 

anything can be grown here (Northern Saskatchewan)”, as stated in an interview with one of our expert 

gardeners.  

For many people, growing a garden can be the solution to food insecurity by providing access to 

healthy, wholesome and affordable food. For others, gardening might be the creative outlet in their life 

that makes them feel like they’re accomplishing something amazing for themselves, their community 

and their environment.  

Whatever your reason for starting a garden, we once again want to congratulate you and wish you all 

the best in your growing. 

This manual can help you to: 

 Start and maintain a healthy and prosperous garden in Northern Saskatchewan 

 Start gardening in containers 

 Start gardening in raised garden beds 

 Learn more about gardening and plant basics 

 Work as part of a group to create a community/shared garden  
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S E C T I O N  1 :  H O W  T O  M A I N T A I N  A  H E A L T H Y  
G A R D E N  

1.1 Tips for maintaining a healthy gardener  

It’s an exciting decision to have a garden, congratulations! First things 

first: it’s very important that you first take the time to prepare your 

body for the work that is to come. Here are 5 easy tips to help warm 

your body up and keep it in tip-top shape for gardening. 

 

1) While gardening, be aware of your movements and make the 

conscious effort to switch them up as much as possible by working 

with both sides of the body, alternating tasks, and taking frequent 

breaks. 

 

 

2) Be sure to keep your back in a neutral position while holding your 

stomach muscles engaged and your shoulders down and away from your ears.  

 

3) It is a good idea to use cushions for your knees to 

take the pressure off of your knee caps. 

 

 

4) Once you are finished your gardening for the day, it 

is a good plan to do some cool-down stretches to 

prevent sore muscles. 

 
References: (Charmian Christie, nd). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Find a way to enjoy the work because it will be work, but it’s rewarding work.” 

- Caron Dubnick 
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1.2 Planning a Garden 

a. Here is a Planning Chart to help guide you in deciding what type of garden may best suit you: 
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Lloyd and Brenda May’s garden 

b. Planting Plan 

Once you have decided what type of garden 

you want to plant, it’s important to decide how 

you want to layout your garden.  

For example, if you choose to have a raised 

bed garden it’s important to position your 

garden so it gets the right amount of sunlight – 

you can do this by planting your rows of seed 

from north to south. Also, if there’s a slope in 

the ground, it’s best to plant your rows of seeds 

across the slope (instead of down) to prevent 

erosion. 

Next step in planning your garden is to decide 

what type of plants you want to grow and 

determine how long they take to grow to maturity 

(the best time to harvest). Each seed package 

should have information on:  

a) how long before the seed will reach maturity 

b) how many seeds come in each package 

c) the required planting space and depth for each 

seed 

d) how many days until the seed germinates and  

e) how many days until you should harvest.  

 

 

To the right is a chart of common vegetables grown 

in Northern gardens, along with their different 

varieties and days to maturity: 

 

 

 

 Reference: Basic Gardening 

Manual for Northern Manitoba 
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c. Starting from Seed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting Plants from Seed 

It’s important to follow instructions on the seed packet. However, here are some general tips to 
increase the chances the seeds will sprout: 

 

1) Purchase a start-up kit with a lid and soil pods.    
Follow the directions on the package or make your 
own seed-starting containers. You can use a clean  
Styrofoam egg carton or individual yogurt containers 
(the small ones) – make sure to make drainage holes.  
 
Mix up some potting soil in a container (like a coffee 
can) and add some water until it is as moist as a 
damp sponge. 
 
Fill the seed-starting containers with your damp soil 
(about 2/3 of the way). Gently tap down on the soil—
don’t pack it down. 

2) For tiny seeds: sprinkle a few into each container.  
For larger seeds, add at least three seeds to each  
container. 
 
Cover the seeds with a bit of damp soil and sprinkle  
a bit of water on top. 
 
Cover the seed containers with the lid (if using a kit) 
or a plastic bag or plastic wrap and put in a warm 
place indoors. 
 

3) Once the seeds sprout, remove the plastic. 
 

4) Once the first leaves sprout, put the plants near a window with lots of light. 
 

5) Once your plants grow another set of leaves, add compost and transfer to a 
larger pot/container. 
 
 

Reference: http://gardening.about.com/od/gardenprimer/ss/SeedStarting.html 

Shellbrook Community Garden 
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1.3 Tips for gardening with Northern Saskatchewan soil 

When most people think of soil, they think of a dead, dark material with nonliving minerals and rock. 

While soil has nonliving parts (sand, silt, clay, minerals and water), a good portion of it is bursting with 

life! Soil is home for thousands of different types of microbes, small insects, and fungi that feed on the 

bits of decaying matter and nutrients in the soil and in turn, feed the plants. Earthworms are nature’s 

soil builders, turning millions of tonnes of organic matter into nutrient-rich soil across the planet every 

year. Without the living components of soil, plants cannot survive.  

a. Soil Texture  

The quality of the soil you plant your seeds in is probably the most important factor in determining the 

success of your garden! Soil provides the plant with all its needs as it grows - think of it as the womb to 

the developing plant, providing it with life-giving nutrients, water, and air. Garden plants grow best when 

soil conditions are good. There are two main characteristics of soil that are important to look at before 

planting a seed: texture, and pH.  

 

Texture 

Soil texture determines how much air and water the soil can hold. Plant roots require both air and water 

to grow, but too much or too little of either is bad for the plant and will result in a garden with poor 

growth. This characteristic of soil is often called “drainage”. Proper drainage is needed for a garden to 

produce well! 

 

 

 

“A garden always has a point.” 

– Elizabeth Hoyt 
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Sand  The three components of soil are: sand, silt, and clay.  

 

Sand has the largest granules. There are large spaces between each granule for 

air to be held, and water passes through quickly.  

  

    

    Silt  Silt particle size is smaller than sand, so pieces are closer together. Water runs 

less quickly through silt than sand, since the spaces between silt particles are 

smaller. 

 

  

 Clay Clay particles are the smallest. It leaves very little room for air and holds water 

very tightly.  

 

Most types of soil have more of one of the above soil components than the other two components. This 

determines the soil texture type, as described below. 

 

1) Loam: is the ideal soil type. It has an equal amount of sand, silt, and clay, and holds just the 

right amount of air and water. Loam gardens have the best results.  

2) Sandy Loam: has more sand than loam which will make it lighter. 

3) Sand: is mostly sand with a bit of silt and clay which makes it loose. It is the lightest and driest 

of all soils. Sandy gardens will need to be watered much more often. 

4) Silt: is heavier than loam and there is less air between each soil particle. Water doesn’t drain 

very well.  

5) Clay: is the heaviest soil, with little air and a lot of water. Clay soil is more “compact”, and 

often cracks on the surface. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For beginner gardeners, it may be best to avoid 

plants that require more room and use more soil 

(e.g. corn), as soil can be limited in Northern 

Saskatchewan. 

 

Shellbrook Community Garden 
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b. Determining your Soil Texture 

To get an idea of what type of soil you are dealing with, take a large spoonful worth of 

soil in your hand, add a few drops of water, and squeeze/roll the soil until it is moist. The 

way the soil forms in your hand will help you determine the type of soil you have. 

 

A) Sand – if the soil is loose, and single-grained  

B) Sandy loam – if the soil can be shaped into a ball which easily falls apart 

C) Silt – if the soil can be rolled into a short thick cylinder 

D) Loam – if the soil can be rolled into a thick thread about 15 cm long that breaks 

when it is bent 

E) Clay loam – if the soil can also be rolled into a thick 15 cm long thread, but can be 

bent into a U-shape 

F) Light clay – if the soil feels smooth and can be bent into a circle with few cracks 

G) Clay – if the soil handles like plasticine and can be bent into a circle without any 

cracks 

 

 

c. Soil pH 

You may have heard people in your area refer to the soil as either “acidic” or “alkaline”. They are 

describing the pH of the soil, which basically means how much calcium is in it.  

 

 

Soil in Northern Saskatchewan tends to be acidic, because pine and spruce trees use up the calcium in 

the soil, making it more acidic. The closer your garden is to pine or spruce trees, the more acidic the 

soil will be. This is important, because soil that is too acidic will have lower levels of important nutrients 

plants need, like potassium.  
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  Lloyd and Brenda May’s greenhouse plants      Lloyd May in his greenhouse 

Testing Soil pH: 

Most garden centres sell inexpensive kits to test soil pH. You put a small sample in a tube, shake 

it up and let it sit for an hour. Ideal soil pH is 6.0-6.8.  

 

What if Your Soil is Too Acidic? 

If your pH test shows a pH lower than 6.0, you may want to consider raising the pH. “Agricultural 

lime”, found at most garden centres, can be added to the soil. Wood ash from wood stoves or 

campfires can also decrease the acidity of the soil. If you do nothing to the soil, some plants will 

likely still grow, they may just be smaller and fewer than if the soil was “balanced” by adding lime 

or ash.  

 

 

d. Adding to Your Soil  

Northern Saskatchewan soils tend to be either sand or clay soils. If your soil is one or the other, you 

have two choices: 1) bring in loam (or “top soil”) from elsewhere, or 2) add ingredients to increase the 

quality of your soil. 

Both sand and clay soils need more organic matter because organic matter helps to hold more water 

and nutrients that would otherwise runoff.  It also adds needed air spaces and improves the drainage. 

 

Add at least a 2 inch layer of organic matter on top of your soil (more is better), and work in with a hand 

cultivator, hoe, or rototiller. The action of working the matter in will also help to add air to the soil. 
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Organic Matter 

Peat moss 

Sphagnum moss 

Muskeg 

Leaf litter 

Grass clippings 

Compost 

Manure 

Add organic matter 2-3 times over the course of a growing 

season to see an improvement in soil texture. The best time to do 

this is before the garden is planted in the spring and in the fall after 

everything is harvested. 

 

*Note: do not cultivate when the soil is wet—this will only compact and 

harden the soil. 

 

If you have time to spare, another option is to just layer the organic matter 

on top of the soil, and let it break down for a couple of months, or over the 

winter. This is a good option if you don’t get around to planning a garden 

until later in the summer, or can wait for next year. 

 

Don’t forget that soil can be improved over the course of multiple years, so be patient.  

 

 

e. Bringing in Soil 

You can purchase soil from landscaping and construction companies, which will deliver it. You can also 

buy soil in small bags from garden centres, but this is very expensive unless you are planting a small 

raised-bed or container garden.  

In order to order large quantities of soil, you may be asked how many “yards” you want.  Here is a 

simple calculation broken down in steps to help determine how many yards of soil you will need  to 

order: 

 

Step 1: 

Depth in inches of raised bed structure / 12 inches = depth in feet 

 

Step 2:  

Width of raised bed structure (feet) x length of raised bed structure (feet) x 

depth in feet  = cubic feet  

 

Step 3:  

Cubic feet / 27 = number of yards of soil you will need 

 

 

 

“Someone's sitting in the shade today because 

someone planted a tree a long time ago.” 

- Les Brown 
 

Shellbrook Community Garden 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/lesbrown120055.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/l/lesbrown120055.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/l/les_brown.html
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f. Healthy Soil is Living Soil 

Soil loses its living components in several ways: 

 Planting a garden year after year without adding organic 

matter back into the soil will eventually not support soil 

life.  

 Adding chemical fertilizers or pesticides to the soil kills the 

living components of soil over time by unbalancing it.  

 Soil that has too much sand will also have less soil life.  

 

The best way to build healthy, living soil is to add natural 

fertilizer in the form of compost, as well as mulch.   

 

1.4 Compost 

Compost is made when we leave vegetable scraps, dry 

leaves, and plant materials to decay with a bit of water. After it has had time to 

break down, you are left with the best possible nutrient-rich fertilizer for your 

garden. There are also many commercial fertilizers available, but all you really 

need is compost to keep your garden healthy.  

 

Composting is easy:  

 Pick a sunny spot in your garden or yard. 

 

 You can build an easy frame to keep the compost in one area using old wood or pallets. You will 

want to build a bin large enough to hold a few years’ worth of compost, but not so large that you 

would have difficulty reaching in to turn or harvest the compost. It should have three sides, an 

access point at the front, and ideally a lid to help it compost faster. 

 

 You can also purchase a compost bin with a lid (better if you are worried about rodents). Or you can 

just make a pile in the yard without a frame or container—a good option for a big yard or farm. 

 

 Put slats of wood or woody plant stalks or branches in a crisscross layer at the bottom to allow air to 

flow up through the compost. 

 

 Then add your compost ingredients!  Experts will tell you to add two different components to your 

compost: “greens” and browns”.  You want a lot more “browns” than “greens” - about 30 times 

more.  But don’t get too hung up on this—you will know you have too many “greens” because your 

compost will smell rotten rather than earthy, like soil. 

 



NORTHERN SASKATCHEWAN GARDENING MANUAL 

 

15 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 Add a bit of water to your compost and turn it every once in a while (unless it’s exposed to rain—

then there’s no need to water).  

 

 Your compost should let off a bit of heat if things are working (sometimes even melting the snow in 

the winter).  

 

 

1.5 Mulch 

“Mulch” is anything you put on top of your soil 

(around the plants) that keeps the weeds down, 

holds water in the soil, and adds nutrients to the 

soil. Mulch is the secret to extra good 

gardening! 

Mulch can be placed around growing plants, 

and will slowly break down into the soil over the 

year(s), feeding the soil life. Materials that can 

be used as mulch include newspaper (not 

coloured flyers), plain cardboard, old straw, dry 

grass clippings and dry leaves. You can use a 

combination of two or more of these things. 

An added benefit of using mulch is that if 

applied thickly enough (at least a few inches), it 

will help to keep water from evaporating from the top of the soil. If you are also adding compost to your 

garden, add the compost first, then the mulch. 

*Note: Slugs are sometimes attracted to mulched soils. If you find slugs, make an simple slug trap by 

cutting a hole 1.5 inches up a sour cream or yogurt container and putt a bit of sugar water in the 

bottom. The slugs will climb in and not be able to get out.  

 

Greens 

 Kitchen scraps (e.g. 

banana peels, apple 

cores, vegetable 

seeds, etc.) 

 Coffee grinds (filters 

too) 

 

Browns 

 Dry grass & leaves 

 Sawdust 

 Chopped twigs 

 Straw 

 Dryer lint 
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“You can pretty well 

grow anything here, 

especially if you 

have a greenhouse 

or a cold frame.”  

- Caron Dubnick 

1.6 Maintaining Your Garden  

a. Frost 

The decision to have a garden is a great one, but living in Northern Saskatchewan and maintaining a 

healthy garden can sometimes be challenging due to the short growing season (about 90 days) and the 

on-average colder temperatures of hardiness zones 1b, 1a, 0b and 0a. A hardiness zone is a defined 

area that has on-average temperatures suited for certain plants. In Canada, there are 9 hardiness 

zones, ranging from 0 (the harshest) to 8 (the mildest). Each zone is then divided into 2 parts, ‘a’ and ‘b’ 

- ‘a’ being harsher than ‘b’. Northern Saskatchewan falls within hardiness zones 1b, 1a, 0b and 0a.  

All gardeners should be sure to watch their local forecast reports for frost warnings during the spring 

and fall months. 

 

http://atlas.agr.gc.ca 

 

To prepare for a frosty night, cover your plants with blankets, cloches, or 

whatever fits over the exposed plants.  When covering your plants, it is 

best to take advantage of the sun’s heat by getting everything covered 

before sun down so you are able to trap the day’s heat around your plants. 

Be careful not to leave your covers on for too long the next morning 

though, as plants can overheat!  

Reference: http://www.canadiangardening.com/what-to-do-now/jobs-in-the-garden-by-season/how-to-
protect-your-garden-from-frost/a/41812 

 

http://atlas.agr.gc.ca/
http://www.canadiangardening.com/what-to-do-now/jobs-in-the-garden-by-season/how-to-protect-your-garden-from-frost/a/41812
http://www.canadiangardening.com/what-to-do-now/jobs-in-the-garden-by-season/how-to-protect-your-garden-from-frost/a/41812
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b. Weeding 

Weeds will compete with your garden plants for precious nutrients, sunlight, water and space if they are 

left to grow freely. Spending a bit of time each day in the garden to prevent weed growth will help to 

prevent your garden from getting over-run by weeds. This will make sure that the weeds are picked 

before their roots are able to grow far into the soil. Also make sure to keep your walking rows clear of 

weeds, so they aren’t able to attach themselves to a carrier (the gardener) and spread in different spots 

of the garden. 

 

 

Another great tip for reducing the need to weed your garden is to cover your garden soil with mulch. 

This will create a barrier that will block the sun’s rays from reaching the weeds and promoting their 

growth.  Aerating the soil around the base of your garden plants with a hoe to a depth of about 3-5 

inches can also help to keep weed growth down.  Hoeing once a week is enough though, as more than 

that may actually encourage weed growth above ground. 

References Networx.com, 2013, MNN 

 

 

 

Shellbrook Community Garden 
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c. Watering  

When keeping your garden lush, healthy, and hydrated, the time 

of day that you water is very important. Plants absorb water best 

in the early morning. Watering your garden midday is wasteful 

because a lot of the water is evaporated by the sun, and watering 

in the evening is not recommended since leaves may end up 

staying wet all night, which can cause mold and diseases to form. 

When watering your garden, it is best to water generously rather 

than frequently. Frequent watering usually comes in light sprinkles 

that can evaporate, whereas deep watering allows the water to 

reach the roots of the plants. Deep watering also encourages the 

plant to send its roots down deeper into the soil and this helps the 

plant to avoid future drought by having better access to moist soils 

deep below the surface. 

The critical life stages of all plants should also be considered 

when watering your plants, as some life stage periods require 

more watering than normal. Plants need a steady supply of 

moisture just after transplantation, when their buds are setting 

and when their fruits or seeds are developing. Some tips to help 

make watering your garden as efficient and easy as possible 

are: 

 Use mulch to cover bare soil to slow the evaporation of water and control weed growth which may 

compete with your garden plants for moisture. 

 Add compost and other organic matter to the soil to improve its texture and water holding capacity. 

 Have a rain barrel installed to catch rain fall from eaves troughs. 

References: (Stephen Westcott-Gratton, nd). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shellbrook Community Garden 
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Lloyd and Brenda May’s tomato and onion harvest 

1.7 Harvesting Your Garden 

       a.     Timing 

Once the growing season nears its end, it is important to 

harvest your vegetables and fruits promptly to ensure their 

highest quality. You want to harvest when your products are 

fully-grown, but not yet woody and tough. All seed packages 

will tell you approximately how long they take to mature - so try 

to keep their timelines in mind and if it helps, mark the dates 

in your calendar.  

The following common vegetables/fruits should be harvested 

when: 

Beans: pods are still smooth 

Beets: roots are two inches in size 

Cabbage: heads are heavy and firm 

Carrots: roots are firm and bright orange 

Lettuce: leaves are tender and mild-flavoured 

Onion: bulb is up to one inch in diameter for use as green onions 

Potatoes: after a frost, pull the plants and harvest the tubers underneath / can also take potatoes from 

under the hill as soon as they are big enough, but do not disturb the plant 

Radishes: while roots are firm and bright red in colour  

Tomatoes: when fruit is pink or red (pick green tomatoes if a frost is on its way)  

 

 

 

 

Lloyd and Brenda May’s pumpkin crop 
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       b.     Food Storage 

 

Food is plentiful at harvest time.  You will want to eat these 

foods fresh, store them or preserve them for later use.   

 

Food storage capacity often determines the size of garden 

one is willing to plant.   

 

Hardy root crops, like potatoes, may prefer root cellars, cold 

storage or dirt basement floors; while other foods may prefer 

drier or warmer conditions such as hallways, closets or heated 

garages.  

 

 

 

TIPS 

 

Store fresh herbs in silicone ice cube trays for later use.  For hard herbs like rosemary, sage, thyme 

and oregano, place them in the ice cube trays (chopped or in sprigs) then add olive oil and freeze.  The 

oil will help prevent browning and freezer burn.  The flavour-infused cubes can then be used as the 

base for soups and stews.  Soft herbs like mint, basil, lemon and dill are better off frozen in baggies to 

dry them out and add dry to dishes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Reference: http://www.thekitchn.com/freeze-herbs-in-olive-oil-173648  

 

Lisa Friesen’s crabapple jelly 

http://www.thekitchn.com/freeze-herbs-in-olive-oil-173648
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Lisa Friesen’s canned products 

 

Here are a few tips to ensure proper harvest and storage techniques: 

 

 

 Harvest your products before frost damage occurs. 

 

 Make sure your products are ripe before storing, 

with the exception of green tomatoes. 

 

 

 Make sure your products have not been damaged 

by insects or disease, and have no cuts or bruises 

which can cause mold and bacterial decay. 

 

 Allow an inch of stem to remain on any product 

with a stem. 

 

 Remove excess soil and cure (heal) the skins of 

onions and garlic before storing. 

 

 Maintain a temperature range between 0˚C and 

5˚C, making sure not to let it fall below freezing. 

 

 Maintain the right amount of humidity and moisture 

so products don’t dry out. 

 

 Maintain ventilation to carry away gases, and keep 

strong smelling products wrapped in newspapers 

or stored separately. 

 

 Store all products in dark places, except for 

cabbage. 

 

 Don’t reuse old storage materials that might harbour 

molds.  

 

 For a no or lower sugar alternative to traditional jam and jelly recipes, use a no-sugar needed 

pectin. 
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       c.     Harvest Record 

 

 

Harvest Record 

 

                                                               Year:   

 

Vegetable Variety Date Planted Details 

Example: 

 

Carrots 

 

 

 

Little Finger 

 

 

June 10 

 

 

Grew well, tasted sweet 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

 

Reference: Basic Gardening Manual for Northern Manitoba 
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S E C T I O N  2 :  C O N T A I N E R  G A R D E N I N G  

2.1 How to Get Started 

Container gardening can be an easy way to get started with gardening.  You don’t need to have a large 

space and you don’t have to worry about fixing rocky Northern soil.  The basic rules are the same as 

regular gardening - the possibilities are endless as many different plants grow well in pots!  The only 

potential downside to container gardening compared to gardening in your yard is that plants in 

containers can dry out more quickly, and need more careful watering. 

You will need:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a. A Plan 

Ask yourself: what do I want to grow? Where would I be able to put my plants?  

*Note that some plants do not grow well in containers e.g. corn or carrots. 

For the beginner, herbs are a great type of plant to grow as many are easy to grow in containers; some 

favorites include basil, thyme and parsley. 

Container Gardening To Do 

List 

A Plan 

Large Container(s) 

Seeds/plants 

Potting Soil 

 Compost 

Tools: gloves, small trowel 
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Shellbrook Community Garden 

b. Large Containers 

Plants can grow in pretty much anything: a terracotta pot, an old wooden crate, empty coffee 

cans…even an old boot!  Since plant roots grow quickly, it is usually better to choose a larger size 

container. You don’t want the plant to get cramped in its container.  Make sure that whatever 

container(s) you choose, there are holes on the bottom.  Good drainage is very important to keep 

plants healthy. If plants sit in a lot of water, it can hurt them and cause rot.  You can also put a layer of 

coarse gravel in the bottom of the container before you add 

potting soil to help improve drainage. 

 

c. Seeds/Plants 

You can start your plants from seed, or if you want to make it even 

easier, you can purchase plants from a greenhouse.  Seedlings 

from a greenhouse are hardier, but more expensive. It’s up to you! 

 

d. When to Start a Container Garden 

It is a good idea to start your container garden indoors in the 

early spring, as this will give your plants a chance to stay warm 

and get sun from the window.  When it gets warm (and won’t freeze at night), then you can put your 

container garden pots outside. 

 

e. Where to Put Garden Pots 

Consider the amount of light, wind, and heat your plants will receive in different places in your yard. 

Light 

Some plants like a lot of light (e.g. tomatoes); others may get ‘sunburned.’  You might need to move the 

containers in your yard as the year goes on to make sure they get the right amount of light, but 

generally a south facing location providing at least 6-8 hours of sunlight daily which is best for most 

vegetables. 

Wind 

Too much wind can damage your plants or knock over your pots.  Plants that are budding or have large 

leaves might not like a lot of wind, so you may need to move the pots to a place that is more sheltered 

from the wind.  If you plan to move indoor plants, you may want to harden them off by exposing them to 

small amounts of wind and normal outdoor temperatures for small periods of time daily prior to 

transplanting them.  This way the tender plants will not be so shocked by their new environment and 

can focus their energy on establishing their root systems. 
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Lloyd and Brenda May’s Flowers 

Heat 

Dark coloured containers absorb more heat, so when it’s really 

sunny out, you need to be careful not to let the plant roots dry out.  

If you have plants in a dark container and are concerned about 

the heat, you should consider moving them to a spot that has a 

bit more shade.  

Many plants can benefit from companion planting which is when 

plants enhance each other’s growth by being placed near each 

other.  A good example of companion planting is having lettuce at 

the base of a tomato plant; the tomato plant loves the sun and 

heat and will grow tall providing shade and reduced heat and 

direct light for the lettuce nearby.   

Many gardeners use practices like this to enhance the growth 

of their plants without having to move plants around. 

 

f. Watering  

When it comes to watering, you can learn a lot by following the directions on your seed packet or 

checking the stake that came with your plant.  Not all plants need the same amount of water as some 

plants will tolerate drought and some will tolerate a lot of water.  Most, however, require a good balance 

of moist, well-drained soil.  

During really warm and sunny days you should check your plants every day to see if they need water. 

Since container gardens have less soil, they may need to be watered more frequently than if you were 

to put them in the ground. If you’re going to be away for a while, you might want to get someone to 

check and water your container garden plants.  Automatic watering systems can also be useful while 

you are away – some watering systems can even be home-made.  For instance, you can use an old 

pop bottle inverted in the soil with holes in the lid to slow release water into the soil.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“My green thumb came only as a result  

of the mistakes I made while learning  

to see things from the plant's point of 

view.” 

-H. Fred Ale 
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Checking to see if you need to water 

Stick your index finger in the pot until your second knuckle is covered in soil.  If your fingertip is dry, 

then add more water.  Add water until a bit starts to drip out of the drainage holes. 

If your soil is too wet, your plants might turn limp or the leaves might turn yellow - this is not good for 

the plants.  There perhaps aren’t enough drainage holes in the pot, or you are watering too much or too 

often.  Also consider moving your pot(s) to a south facing location to take better advantage of the sun 

and the heat that’s required for growth.  

If your soil is too dry, the plants will look wilted and can turn brown and wither away.  It’s possible that 

you can still save your plant: 

 Submerge the whole pot in a bucket of water and hold it in there until the bubbles stop, or give a 

really thorough soak to plants that are not small enough to submerge. 

 Consider cutting off any dead plant material to encourage re-growth of healthy plant material.  A 

drought at the time of flowering may delay production of vegetables, so be careful to avoid this. 

 

Soil 

Access to potting soil is not always available, 

nor is it always affordable.  If you need to 

use topsoil or garden soil, be sure to follow 

the soil enhancing principles discussed 

earlier in the chapters and be sure to add 

some compost, leaf litter or muskeg to your 

soil. 

Just like people need to eat, plants need 

nutrients too.  Over time, much of the 

nutritional value of the soil is used up by 

growing plants, so it’s important to try to 

balance what is taken out by the growing 

plants by adding back to the soil.  As 

mentioned in previous sections, the best way 

to add back nutrients to the soil is to add in 

compost.  There are also commercial 

fertilizers available for purchase at garden 

centers that can be used in place of more 

natural methods. 

References: 

http://urbanext.illinois.edu/containergardening/herbveggie.cfm  

and http://www.canadiangardening.com/gardens/container-

gardening/expert-tips-on-container-gardening/a/1387/2  

http://urbanext.illinois.edu/containergardening/herbveggie.cfm
http://www.canadiangardening.com/gardens/container-gardening/expert-tips-on-container-gardening/a/1387/2
http://www.canadiangardening.com/gardens/container-gardening/expert-tips-on-container-gardening/a/1387/2
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2.2 Common Container Garden Plants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type Pot Size Where to Plant Growing/Harvesting tips 

 

Basil 

A yummy herb 

that can be used 

in sauces, salads 

and sandwiches. 

Good for 

beginners! 

 

 

The container 

should be least 14 

inches across and 

at least 12 inches 

deep.  

Only do one plant 

per pot because 

basil grows to be 

quite large. 

 

 

Plant it where it 

can get sun in the 

morning and shade 

in the afternoon 

(needs at least 6-8 

hours of sun / 

day). Also grows 

well on a sunny 

windowsill.  

 

Try to shelter it 

from wind. 

 

 Basil likes well-drained soil. 

 

 Water basil once a week if indoors, more 

if outdoors. 

 

 

 Basil grows well when you add some 

compost to the soil before you add the 

basil to the pot. 

 

 Basil will grow year-round. 

 

 

 Once the plant has leaves, you can pinch 

off leaves as you need. The plant will also 

want to form flowers, which can be 

pinched off in order to encourage more 

leaf growth and nicer flavor. 
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Type Pot Size Where to Plant Growing/Harvesting tips 

 

Mint 

Mint is usually 

used raw, and 

the leaves are 

usually chopped 

or pounded to 

release the oil 

which produces 

the minty flavor! 

 

 

 

Mint grows really 

well in containers. In 

fact, it’s best to 

grow mint in 

containers, because 

it can spread and 

take over gardens. 

Mint should not be 

in the same 

container as other 

plants.  

You should use a 

large pot for mint 

(12-14 inches 

across / 12 inches 

deep). 

 

Plant mint where it 

will get a moderate 

amount of sun. It 

can tolerate a bit 

of shade. 

 

 

 

 Mint does not like to dry out. Check it 

frequently to see if it needs watering. 

 

 Mint grows lots of roots quickly. Because 

mint grows so quickly, you might have to 

keep trimming the tips of the plant. You 

can pick the mint leaves anytime. 

 

 Each spring you should lift the mint plant 

out of the pot, divide it into 3 plants and 

then re-pot each in the center of a new 

pot. 

 

 

Parsley 

Not only is 

parsley a 

garnish, it is 

great in salads, 

soups and 

sauces. It also is 

a good breath 

freshener.  

 

  

 

It takes a while to 

grow, so start 

parsley indoors a 

month or two 

before the last frost 

in the spring. 

Use a large pot 

that is at least 12 

inches tall / deep 

so the plant has 

room to grow. 

 

The pot with 

parsley can be 

placed in an area 

with full/part sun. 

 

 Use moist potting soil, water it often and 

do not let this plant dry out. 

 

 Once your plant has several leaves, you 

can start picking its outer leaves as you 

need. 
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Type Pot Size Where to Plant Growing/Harvesting tips 

 

Tomatoes 

Fresh 

tomatoes from 

the garden 

are amazingly 

tasty, and go 

well with 

almost 

everything! 

 

 

 

 

 

Tomatoes grow tall, 

so they need a 

large pot (at least 

14 inches across / 

14 inches deep).  

Make sure there are 

holes and don’t put 

a saucer under it.  

Tomatoes will need 

a cage, or stakes 

and string. 

 

 

Start by getting 

your tomato plants 

used to living 

outside of a 

greenhouse by 

putting them 

outside in a 

partially sunny 

spot during the 

day and bringing 

them inside at 

night. Do this for a 

week.  

Then, put your 

tomatoes in pots in 

a hot, sunny place. 

 

 It’s easiest to buy tomato plants instead of 

starting from seed.  

 

 Cherry tomatoes especially grow well in 

pots.  

 

 You can start planting tomatoes in mid-May 

as long as there’s no frost. 

 

 Water the potting soil of your tomatoes 

every day (twice a day if it’s really hot and 

sunny).  

 

 Add compost to your tomatoes often, 

especially when they are at the beginning 

stages of growth. 

References: http://www.gardeningpatch.com/herbs/growing-basil.aspx and http://eae.alberta.ca/englishexpress/thebest/pdf/tomatoes-
bestofee.pdf / and, http://gardening.about.com/od/vegetablepatch/ht/window_herbs.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Tomatoes are some of 

the best vegetables to 

grow…they are very 

easy, very nutritional, 

very productive, very 

versatile, and come in 

many different varieties!” 

-Lois Dalby 

 

 

or 

http://www.gardeningpatch.com/herbs/growing-basil.aspx
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S E C T I O N  3 :  S T A R T I N G  A  R A I S E D  B E D  G A R D E N  

3.1 What is a Raised Garden Bed? 

A raised garden bed is a large container that sits about 12-24 inches above the ground that contains 

the soil and compost needed to grow a garden. The containers can be built using wood, stone, cement 

or bricks. They can vary in shapes and sizes, just keeping in mind that the bed should not be more than 

4 feet wide to allow for easy access to the garden. Deciding what height you would like your garden 

bed to be is also important, depending on the type of plants you want to grow. If you are growing deep 

rooted plants like zucchini or tomatoes, you will need at least 18 inches of depth, but all other plants will 

be fine with just 12 inches. 

 

a. Advantages of Raised Garden Beds: 

 They have better water drainage. 

 They warm faster which helps them produce better. 

 They are easier to use for kids, elders, and people with disabilities because they can be reached 

from a sitting position, and don’t require bending or kneeling down. 

 They don’t get compacted from foot traffic - keeping the soil loose, and making it easier for the roots 

to grow deep and for the gardener to weed. 

 

b. Disadvantages of Raised Garden Beds: 

 They dry out quicker so it is very important to water regularly. 

 Raised beds require assembly and proper planning, as well as maintenance. 
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3.2 Building Tips for Raised Garden Beds: 

 When planning to build a raised bed garden, make sure that you don’t use treated wood or 

railroad ties as they can leach chemicals into the surrounding soil, and into your garden 

produce. 

 Cedar wood is good for resisting rot, but can sometimes be quite expensive. It’s best to shop 

around for the lowest price. 

 Bricks, patio stones, rocks or cement pads can also be used in building your raised bed, and will 

not rot when wet. 

 A wire mesh can be added to the frame to help to keep pests out, as well as keep heat in by 

acting as a frame to lay plastic wrap over. This would be helpful when there is a risk of frost! 

Reference: Meadow Lake Tribal Council Garden Guide to Raised Bed Gardening 

 

S E C T I O N  4 :  S T A R T I N G  A  C O M M U N I T Y  G A R D E N  

4.1 What is a Community Garden? 
 

 It is a shared plot of land where a 

group of people come together to 

garden. 

 

 Community gardens can include 

fruit, vegetables and/or flowers. 

 

 

 The land used can be large or small; 

it can be one big plot or can be 

divided up so members of the 

garden group each get their own 

piece of the garden. 

 

 Often there is a group of individuals 

who coordinate activities for the 

garden so work is shared among the 

group. This core group can be involved in planning how 

the community garden will be established and what 

group principals or “rules” they would like to have. 

There are many ways to do community gardening!  

Riverside Market Garden Group, 

Flying Dust First Nation 
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a. Why do a community garden?  

It can be challenging to start a community garden, but there are many benefits! 

 

 It can be a way for people in your community to have more affordable (and tasty) fruits and veggies. 

 

 It can be fun and can bring people together. 

 

 It provides an opportunity for experienced gardeners and non-experienced gardeners to learn from 

each other and encourages information sharing. 

 

 It can be a way for people to learn about healthy eating and disease prevention. 

 

 It makes the neighborhood beautiful and is very good for the environment.  

 

 

   

 

 

La Ronge Food Bank Garden 
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4.2 Steps in creating a community garden: 

1. See if other people in your community are interested in starting a community garden. Is there 

enough interest and enough helpers to get the garden going in your community? 

 

2. Form a Garden Group - people who are interested in helping with the planning, gardening, weeding 

and harvesting. 

 

3. Do some brainstorming: what are your group’s goals for 

the garden? (e.g. to grow fresh veggies for everyone in 

the Garden Group / to make the community look nice / to 

grow produce to sell for profit, etc.). What resources 

does your group have access to (e.g. land, equipment, 

people with gardening skills, etc.)? 

 

4. Decide on a location. Try to find a place that isn’t too 

rocky, with a good amount of sun and access to water 

(e.g. body of water or hose). Find out who owns the land 

you’d like to use, if you will have to sign a lease and if 

you will need to get public liability insurance. 

 

5. Figure out how large you want the garden to be and what 

plants you want to grow. Decide on a timeline for land 

preparation, planting and harvesting.  

 

6. Talk about the group’s finances. Make a budget for the 

cost of the items you’ll need like plants/seeds, tools, 

wood, etc. Figure out how your group will pay for it: does 

your group already have program funding it can access, 

is there a sponsor (e.g. local business, church, parks, 

local band office, health organization, recreation 

department, charity, etc.), or grants you can apply for? 

Will you charge membership dues?  

 

7. Equipment Storage: take some time to think about where 

and how you can store equipment so that it will be available when you need it and remain 

accessible to all gardeners. 

 

8. Get the soil ready. Usually, this takes a while (e.g. soil testing and roto-tilling). You’ll need 

volunteers to clean up the plot of land, gather materials and decide on the design and plot 

arrangement. 

 

Shellbrook Community Garden 
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9. Get everything organized: decide which plants will go where (and mark the rows of plants), where 

the pathways will go and decide where your garden group will have its compost pile so there is easy 

access for regular additions of compost material. 

 

10. Determine rules for the garden and put them in writing. Some examples of issues that are best dealt 

with by agreed upon rules are: dues and how will the money be used?  How are plots assigned? 

How will gardeners share tools, meet regularly, handle basic maintenance?  Will fertilizers or 

insecticides or weed suppressing chemicals be permitted? 

 

11. Keep in touch with each other. For example, form a telephone tree, do a monthly newsletter with 

pictures from your garden, create an email list or install a rainproof bulletin board in the garden.  

  

12. Celebrate! Make sure to celebrate your group’s successes often, especially at harvest time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3 Problem Solving in Community Garden Projects                 

a. “We’re in Northern Saskatchewan, nothing can grow here.” 

Gardening in Northern SK has its own unique challenges when it comes to soil and weather, but there 

are people who can help you and answer your questions: 

 Contact your local public health nutritionist, tribal council dietitian or community dietitian. 

  Are there any people in your community who have gardened there before? E.g. elders who 

could help guide your gardening group. If so, what and where did they plant? 

 Talk to enthusiastic gardeners in your community to find out what they did to 

prepare their soil and ask any other questions you may have.  

 Perform a soil test in the area you want to have your community garden. 

 

“Gardening is learning, learning, learning. That's the fun of 

them. You're always learning.” 

- Helen Mirren 

 

 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/helenmirre534590.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/helenmirre534590.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/h/helen_mirren.html
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b. “We can’t get many people to help with weeding.” 

This is a common problem with community gardens. Pulling weeds is not as much fun as planting and 

harvesting. But there are some ways that you can encourage more people to help with the weeding of 

the community garden: 

 Increase people’s interest in and ownership of the garden - e.g. keeping regular communication 

and sending pictures so people feel more invested in the garden. 

 If you can, offer rewards or prizes - e.g. prize draws for people who help with the weeding. 

 Think of a creative way to let everyone know about the benefits of being involved with the 

garden group - e.g. getting lots of fresh fruits and veggies at harvest time, or planning a group 

meal celebration using the produce that’s been grown. 

 

c. “Our community garden is getting vandalized.”  

The best way to prevent this is to make sure that when your group is planning the garden, that the 

garden is put in a place that is away from busy walking paths - but not in the middle of nowhere. If the 

garden is in a place that is hidden from view, it might be more likely to be vandalized. 

If you can, building a fence around the garden might also help keep people out, however, one of the 

best ways to avoid vandalism is to openly invite people to join the community garden group and 

showing them that they have much to contribute and are an important part of the community.  

Reference: http://communitygarden.org/docs/10stepsstart.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://communitygarden.org/docs/10stepsstart.pdf
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4.4 Happy Gardening! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is no denying that at times gardening in Northern Saskatchewan may seem like a lot of hard 

work. It’s important that you take pride and joy in all of your work and determination, and make time to 

appreciate your accomplishments. It’s also important to remember that gardening doesn’t only include 

the benefits of growing tasty, fresh, and wholesome foods (although that’s a wonderful bonus!), but it’s 

also about the fun of getting outside, enjoying nature, getting your hands dirty with the people you love, 

and growing food in a sustainable way.  

 

Once again, we want to thank you for using the Northern Saskatchewan Gardening Manual as a 

resource in your exciting decision to start gardening. There are so many possibilities and exciting 

opportunities when planning out a garden, so don’t be afraid to explore and get creative with your 

garden! 

 

Happy gardening!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Gardening is about enjoying the smell of things growing in the soil, getting 

dirty without feeling guilty and generally taking the time to soak up a little 

peace and serenity.” 

                                             - Lindley Karstens 
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S E C T I O N  5 :  K E Y  N O T E S  F R O M  N O R T H E R N  S A S K A T C H E W A N  G A R D E N E R S  

Michelle Gale of La Ronge 

“Gardening can be a fix for creativity. A fix for feeling like you’ve done something valuable.”                    

– Michelle Gale 

Michelle enjoys growing many types of vegetables such as; lettuce, beans, tomatoes, cucumbers, 

zucchini, swiss chard, onions, yellow squash and buttercup squash. She focuses her energy on what 

will give the greatest yields with the space that she has. 

Initially, she and her husband brought in a truck load of dirt from the south, but have since relied on 

composting to produce their garden soil. She quotes, “compost is absolutely crucial and there is nothing 

magic about it, it’s just about producing your own. It’s cheap and it’s easy. It’s just like (garden) gold.” 

Michelle recommends if possible, building a frame over your garden so you can easily cover your 

garden if there is a frost warning. Be careful though, as leaving it on in the day’s sun can overheat your 

produce.  

She also recommends investing in /or creating your own trellises. In Northern Saskatchewan we don’t 

have a lot of usable soil and space, so take advantage of your plant’s climbing capabilities and grow 

UP! 

Michelle’s advice for beginner gardeners:  “Nothing falls out of the sky, so start out small and build up 

your confidence.”  

 

Lois Dalby & Caron Dubnick of La Ronge & Uranium City 

Both Lois and Caron enjoy growing potatoes, brussels, Jerusalem artichokes, cabbages, beets, 
radishes and herbs. They aren’t fans of growing corn however, as corn takes quite a bit of space which 
is limited in Northern Saskatchewan. 
 
Caron quotes: “You can pretty well grow anything here, especially if you have a greenhouse or a cold 
frame.” 
 
Both Caron and Lois agreed that one of the greater challenges of gardening in Northern Saskatchewan 
is the acidic soil. However, adding woodstove ashes, and lime to your compost will help deal with the 
acidity, and act as a natural fertilizer. 

With regards to weeding, they both agreed that it’s inevitable, it’s endless, and the best way to deal with 
the weeds is to stay on-top of them. Especially chickweed, as it grows very quickly! 

Caron’s advice for beginner gardeners: “Find a way to enjoy the work because it will be work, but it’s 

rewarding work.” 
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