
Salad Boxes: Fast and Slow 

Lots of people think that you need a big outdoor garden to grow food.  But you can grow a small amount of 

food in almost anything that will hold soil.  So how much can you grow in a small space?  What will grow 

fast?  What takes longer?  Let’s find out with a few salad ingredients. 

Farmers and gardeners have to plan their gardens, because different plants need different amounts of space, 

and they grow at different speeds.  Let’s plan ours.  

You will need: 

 2 cardboard boxes, similar in size, at least 12” long and 4” deep 

 Ruler 

 Graph paper 

 Pencil 

 Cooking oil spray 

 Potting soil 

 Flour (optional) 

 Fast Salad Seeds (your choice of):  arugula, rad-

ishes, mustard greens, microgreens, mesclun or 

cutting lettuce mix, peas 

 Slow Salad Seeds (your choice of): lettuce, kale, 

beets, pac choi, baby carrots (carrots must be 

short) 

 Old towel or two 

 Large garbage bag 

 



How big are your boxes?  Measure the length and width 

of both.   

Multiply the length times the width, and you have your 

area (This will give an answer in square inches: if you 

want to find out how many square feet you have, divide 

the answer by 144). 

Example:  

 Box #1 is 8 inches wide x 12 inches long.  The area is 

96 square inches, or about 2/3 square foot (0.6667).  

 Box #2 is 9 inches wide x 13 inches long.  The area is 

117 square inches, or 4/5 square foot (0.81).   

 The boxes are not exactly the same, but they have 

similar areas. 

Draw the outline of your boxes on graph paper.   

Now look at your seed packets.  These will tell you how 

much space each type of plant needs.   

 Seed  spacing is how far apart to plant the seeds.  Gar-

deners usually plant more seeds than can fit in a space, in 

case some don’t come up.  

Thinning is the process of removing extra seedlings so 

that your plants have room to grow to full size.  This is 

the measurement that tells you how big your plant is 

going to get.   

In the seed packet shown at right, the seeds are planted 

in groups of 2, but thinned to 1 plant every 12 inches.  

This tells you that one full-grown plant will need 12 inch-

es of space. 

Other crops are planted in rows of seeds a few inches 

apart, but thinned to wider spacing.  If it helps you, write 

down your plants with the seed spacing and also the 

thinning space, as in the example here. 



If for some reason your seed packet does not have in-

structions, look up the information on the internet.  In 

the search box, try putting “(your plant’s name) seed 

spacing”.  Check at least 3 results: sometimes answers 

from different places are not the same.  Use the ones 

that agree most with each other. 

 

On the graph paper, draw where you will put your cho-

sen crops for your fast garden, and your slow garden.  

Keep in mind that if you plant something near the edge, 

it can stick out of the box (as in the example below).  

For spacing, the distance apart is the distance from the 

center of one plant to the center of another, not the 

edges of its leaves. 

 Hint: it will be much easier for you to harvest if you 

keep different kinds of plants separate from one an-

other in the fast salad box.  For example, if your pea 

shoots are ready to eat before the baby lettuce, it 

will be hard to cut them if they are mixed together. 

For your fast garden, spacing does not matter as much.  

Most of the seeds you plant can be eaten at a very 

small size; if you want some of the radishes or greens to 

grow to full size, you can thin them as they grow, and 

eat the thinnings while you wait for a few of them to 

get big. 

For your slow garden, if you want your salad to grow 

big, each plant needs the right amount of room.  

 



Now that you’ve planned, you can plant! 

 

If the boxes have flaps, fold them down or cut them off: if the lids are attached, cut them off.   

Coat the inside of the boxes with cooking spray (this will help waterproof them so they do not fall apart 

too fast).  Let them dry. 

Fill the boxes most of the way to the top with potting soil.  (Make sure the soil is neither very dry nor soak-

ing wet; it should be somewhat damp.)   

Optional: if you want, or if it helps you, mark where you will plant by sprinkling the flour on the soil. 

 

Plant your seeds.  Remember you are planting more seeds than 

you will keep: for everything except the microgreens or baby lettuce 

mixes, you will thin them after they are growing (that means pull out 

extras to make more space). 

Find a spot in the light (next to a sunny window or under a plant 

light).  Put down the garbage bag, folded to fit under both boxes. On 

top of the garbage bag, put an old towel or towels; and put the salad 

boxes on top of the towels.  (This is to make sure that when water 

and soil leak out, they will not ruin the surface on which the boxes 

are sitting.)   

Water the boxes well. 



Caring for your salad boxes: 

Keep the soil moist, but do not let it get soaking wet.  Once seeds have sprouted, you can let the boxes dry 

out on the surface before watering again.  (Don’t let it dry out more than an inch down: stick your finger in to 

check.)  

If your plant is under an electric light and not a window, make sure the light is turned on in the morning, and 

turned off at night.   

When the seeds come up, thin them to the recommended distance so they have enough space.  (You can eat 

the tiny ones you pick if you want.) 

 

Harvesting your salad: 

Microgreens can be cut with scissors when they are 1-2 inches high.   

Pea shoots are best cut at 2-3 inches high. 

Arugula, kale, mustard greens, and lettuce can be cut as “baby” leaves at 2-3 inches high, or allowed to get to 

larger (6-8 inches).  You can either cut the whole bunch at the base with scissors, or cut off a few leaves at a 

time and let the rest keep growing.   

Radishes, beets, and carrots can be pulled up once they look like they are the right size: to check this, just 

pull the soil back from the top of the root and look at it.  If it seems to small, put the soil back and check 

again later. 

 

Optional: on your graph paper, you can write down the day you planted.  Then, you can write down the 

date the different seeds came up, and the dates you harvested and ate them.   When everything is finished, 

take a look at the dates: what was really the fastest?  What was the slowest?  Was it worth the wait? 


