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PLANTING IN ISOLATION,

TOGETHER

By Kristine Jepsen

My 2020 garden is seeded with
quiet, green gratitude.
I’m a plant person, in ways that
are probably familiar to most Seed
Savers Exchange members.

In spring, dampish egg cartons of
seedlings line my windowsills, and
each evening, when the soil’s been
warm enough, I trek to my modest
asparagus patch to see if maybe, just
maybe, the first crowns are pushing
their way toward their annual earthy tart
debut at dinner. Raise your hand if you’re with
me.
When we pass last frost, I move my jungle of houseplants
onto my porch to stretch and plump in the Northeast Iowa
sunshine and begin gardening outdoors, nestling straw mulch around the young plants, pulling
dandelions, and rooting out grass. I water things without splashing the soil (to prevent blight).
I worry a little about tiny leaves bent low to the ground by every breeze. My garden is neither
big nor show-stopping, and though I’ve been at it for more than two decades now, I don’t garden
perfectly. There’s always something I could grow better.
Then COVID-19 raised the stakes for my efforts. In spring 2020, for the first time in my adult life, I
couldn’t buy certain grocery items—or even more than one of each item—when I wanted them. And I’m
embarrassed by that assumption and entitlement. In many city centers, online and phone-in orders
for groceries had to be submitted a week or more in advance. Almost everywhere, we switched to
curbside pick up of pre-ordered groceries, changing how we planned meals, budgeted, and cooked.

Photo courtesy Kristine Jepsen

Seed Savers Exchange

9

Specifically, the threatened food-supply chains jolted me
to consider how food arrives in my kitchen—and how this
summer’s garden holds much more than feel-good value.

“We may be pressing very small seeds
into soil miles and ideologies apart,
but we are in the garden together.”

Sprouts pop up from a soil-packed egg carton in Kristine's
Northeast Iowa, home.

Photo courtesy Kristine Jepsen

All over the country, local foods systems are sending out
tendrils, reaching customers who never before considered
sourcing farm-fresh eggs or half a cow from their most-local
supply. At the same time, millions of schoolchildren are at home,
unable to congregate in classes, instead completing “distance
learning” assignments in Google Classroom, rummaging in
pantries for still more snacks, and itching for the freedom to
swing from cordoned-off public playground equipment.
So it seems that when convenience is removed from the
equation of fast + food, home gardening blooms in its full glory
for generations of growers. Some remember when backyard
produce was part of a national war effort. Some are learning
how to freeze, can, or pickle abundant produce for the first
time. And some just want to squeeze a cherry tomato with their
small fingers or pop it messily between their teeth. We may be
pressing very small seeds into soil miles and ideologies apart, but
we are in the garden together.

KALE, BEETS, THINGS WE ACTUALLY
EAT

In my corner of Northeast Iowa, even farther north than Seed
Savers Exchange’s Heritage Farm headquarters, two rules of
thumb hold true: first, it’s foolish to put much out before midMay, and second, plant only what you’ll actually eat. This sounds
simple enough, but it’s taken me years to resist giving over
garden real estate to plants no one in my house loves—or that
local farmer friends can grow much better than I can (potatoes,
say, or onions).

Kristine's daughter, Eliza, and a furry friend help out with
planting in the family's garden plot.
Photo courtesy Kristine Jepsen
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The Heritage Farm Companion

The first thing I always plant is ‘Lacinato’ kale, better known
as “dinosaur” kale for the lumpy, almost reptilian texture of
its leaves, and for its extreme cold-hardiness once established.
My young daughter tolerates butter-braised kale about once
a week on our family menu, but I eat kale every day well into
November, blended raw in smoothies. Planted in early May, the
leaves of this kale are ready for picking by mid-June—assuming
the starts are not crushed by one of my cats, which, I’ve
learned, love to lounge and roll in the sun-warmed dirt I’ve just
smoothed around the little plants as soon as my back is turned.

Round, red beets are another mainstay in my garden—itself a
semi-circular terrace of dry-stone masonry on the west-facing
side of my house. I had a friend build up the bed so that I could
feel some control over my gardening space—just one small area
I could keep weed- and grass-free and watch growing from my
kitchen window. Beets are my mother’s favorite vegetable—she
will eat them too-hot straight from the sink, where she’s peeling
the just-boiled skins, and cold from the refrigerator every day
for lunch. My daughter prefers them, too—a holdover from her
toddlerhood, when beets were among four easy-to-purée veggies
I cooked in bulk and froze in kid-portion containers.
My other early-season fixation is an herb garden that will
eventually be taken over by the perennial spearmint I knew
better than to plant but did anyway. Two clumps of chives make
an early appearance, too, along with the fern peonies—nonedible heirloom flowers propagated by tubers. I got my divisions
from my Norwegian-Minnesotan grandmother, who got hers
from her mother, and hers from her mother, before Minnesota
was a state. By the time the dame’s rocket is blooming in our
Iowa ditches, I’ve filled in the mint-free spots in my herb bed
with culinary sage, oregano, lemon thyme, parsley, lavender,
rosemary, marjoram, and stevia (adding the fresh leaves to
smoothies, too).

Greens emerge from Kristine’s straw-mulched garden plot.
Photo courtesy Kristine Jepsen

SAVING THE FLAVOR

By late August and into September, my small plot looks like any
other: sprawling with full-grown tomatoes, peppers, basil, dill,
fennel, cilantro, and salad greens (themselves several successions
deep). My 2020 vision is to save some of each crop, other than
the perishable greens. Having a single ingredient fresh-frozen
will push me back through my many cookbooks, searching for
a sumptuous way to use it. And while my daughter may wrinkle
her nose at potato fennel soup, for example, she will promptly
share its origins with anyone who will listen—and in that, my
mission is accomplished. One day, many years from now, our
garden will be entwined with her memories of virtual meet-ups
with her classmates and of high anticipation of leaving our farm
to run an errand—any errand—by car.
She may also remember having the time just to notice the ritual
of growth, of picking the ripest fruits from the vine, and of
drying back. She may tell her own stories of saving seeds (well,
the easy ones, anyway) and, as cold nights close in, of bringing in
the geraniums to overwinter indoors. She will know that their
flowers will unfurl silky red as the light returns in midwinter, to
begin again. v
Kristine Jepsen’s nonfiction appears in print and online and has been
nominated for a 2020 Pushcart Prize. She also serves as a counselor for
America’s Small Business Development Centers, specializing in farmbased business and women’s entrepreneurship.

“The first thing I always plant is ‘Lacinato’ kale, better known
as ‘dinosaur’ kale for the lumpy, almost reptilian texture of its
leaves,” says Kristine.
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BloomS

EverlastinG
Yes, you can plant
a flower garden that
flourishes throughout
the seasons.

By Kristine Jepsen

You know it when you see it: a show-stopping bed of flowers
with color spilling from every corner. All the plants
have beautifully matured to their full height,
with taller varieties dangling buds high
above and mid-height—and edge plants
thriving below. But how do you
design and start your own?
The key to year-round flowers is
to first dig into the details of your
plant hardiness zone (as noted on
the USDA’s oft-consulted map)
and then prepare an optimal garden
space—one with the soil, light, and
moisture your favorite blooms prefer.
The following flowers thrive best in zones
4-7—including at Seed Savers Exchange’s
Heritage Farm in Decorah, Iowa (zone 4b)—but
most every hardiness zone has many flower varieties that
prosper in its particular growing conditions.

FlowerS to Plant in SprinG

I

t’s natural to feel anticipation for the colors of summer as
soon as the snow begins to melt. To introduce early interest
in your garden, stock up on annual flowers—those that must
be planted each year—that love the still-cool weather. At Seed
Savers Exchange, these include Historic Pansies Mix (Viola
x wittrockiana), full of golds, burgundies, and violets; Vining
Petunias (Petunia multiflora); and semi-dwarf Tetra Mix
Snapdragons (Antirrhinum majus), all of which can be started
indoors from seed, following seeding directions on the packet.

Sea Shells Cosmos

V

ining Petunia is among the spring flowers that have
appeared in Iowa gardens for more than a century,
with fragrant blooms of white, pink, lavender, and purple on
sturdy stems reaching up to three feet. Another cool-weather
lover is the showstopping Bells of Ireland (Moluccella laevis),
with its namesake bell-shaped, fragrant chartreuse calyces
surrounding tiny white flowers.
Many gardeners group spring-loving flowers in planters
or tuck them along edges of beds filled with heat-tolerant
summer blooms that create shade for spring beauties until
cool temperatures arrive again in the fall.
Seed Savers Exchange
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SummeR FlowerS

n the Midwest, flowers that bloom all summer are the
hallmark of the growing season, and none say “balmy
weather” better than Benary’s Giant Zinnia (Zinnia elegans).
With three- to four-foot stems and fist-sized doubleblossomed flowers, this variety can be sown directly after
last frost and will bloom until heavily frosted, usually in
late September, if spent flowers are pinched back to make
room for new ones.

Mongolian Gia
nt
Sunflower

If you’re looking for an extra splash of color, direct seed the
easy-to-grow Diablo Cosmos (Cosmos sulphureus), beloved
for its red-gold blooms amid feathery two- to three-foot
foliage. Cosmos also come in mixes of white, pink, magenta,
and purple. For an eye-catching variation, try the delicate Sea
Shells Cosmos (Cosmos bipinnatus), bearing flowers of pink,
red, and white, with each petal fluted like a shell and the buds
suspended on four- to five-foot stems.
Beneath the mid-height zinnia and cosmos, try a Calendula
Mix (Calendula officinalis) of sunny cream, gold, and amber
daisy-like flowers. Growing 20-24 inches in height, calendula
will readily self-seed, meaning they drop ample seed during the
growing season and thereby give next year’s flowers a chance to
open earlier as seeds will establish as soon as sun and heat coax
them from the soil.
To add tall, elegant height to a summer garden, you can’t
go wrong with sunflowers. The Seed Savers Sunflower Mix
(Helianthus annuus) offers a blend of varieties with blooms
of yellow, orange, and burgundy. Direct-seeded after frost,
sunflowers will grow up to six feet in height and begin blooming
60 days from planting. For eye-popping panache, throw in
some Mongolian Giant Sunflowers (Helianthus annuus) for stalks
towering 12-14 feet overhead and plate-sized, 16- to 18-inch
flowers brimming with edible seeds. (Note: Those tall plants may
need staking if they’re exposed to wind!)
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FalL FlowerS

n the Upper Midwest, perennial prairie wildflowers are
the hallmark of autumn. Fall blooming flowers include
coreopsis, coneflower, and rudbeckia (or black-eyed Susan).
Mixed perennial beds started from seed are best sown in late
fall after first frost (but before the ground has frozen solid)
into well-cultivated, grass-free soil. This gives the seeds up to
a two-week head start on the same varieties sown in the spring.
While some flowers may bloom in their first year, many others
will likely take two or more seasons to establish.
Among the longest-lasting wildflower blooms are the asters,
with their delicate daisy-like flowers ranging in color from white
to lavender to deep indigo. Some of this family, including upland
white aster and the stately deep-violet New England aster, are
perennial in zones 4-7. Others, such as Crego Mix China Aster
(Callistephus chinensis) are among fall flowers planted annually
from seed, with blooms lasting right up until heavy frost.
Finally, fall is best for planting spring bulbs, such as tulip and
garlic, which will produce scapes that can be left to flower
the following season. These bulbs need to establish roots and
weather a winter dormancy to be triggered to sprout in the
spring.

Purple C
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WinteR FlowerS

inter-flowering plants in the Midwest take a few,
er, different forms than in warmer climates. Look to
established shrubs and hardy flowers such as sumac and wild
rose (Iowa’s state flower) for long-lasting, blush-colored rose
hips and fruit clusters that festoon branches well into the snow
of winter. Likewise, red-osier dogwood, a shrub native to
Iowa, turns rose-gold in autumn, providing brilliant contrast to
surrounding dormant plants.
Finally, if letting frost level your flower bed feels too
disheartening, consider taking in tender perennials, including
dianthus, geranium, impatiens, and coleus, which can be coaxed
to thrive in a sunny windowsill. Rest assured that a new catalog
from Seed Saver Exchange will arrive in mid-winter, just in time
to inspire a new season of endless blooms. v

Kristine Jepsen’s nonfiction appears in print and online and
has been nominated for a 2020 Pushcart Prize. She also serves
as a counselor for America’s Small Business Development
Centers, specializing in farm-based business and women’s
entrepreneurship.
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