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Marjory: Hello, and welcome back to the Home Grown Food Summit. This is Marjory 
Wildcraft, your host. With me for this segment of our journey, I have an amazing 
permaculturist, Toby Hemenway. Toby is the author of Gaia's Garden, which is a 
guide to home-scale permaculture. It was a book that was awarded the Nautilus 
Gold Medal in 2011. The Washington Post named Toby's as book one of the ten 
best gardening books of 2010, and for the last eight years it has been the best 
selling permaculture book in the world. Seriously, it's a good book. Toby has 
been an adjunct professor at Portland State University, a scholar and resident at 
Pacific University, and he's taught over sixty permaculture design courses. These 
are full length courses; it's not just a one or two hour thing; I think it's a seventy-
two hour course. He has presented lectures and workshops at major 
sustainability conferences such as Bioneers, SolFest, and EcoFarm. He's also 
presented at Duke University, Tuft University, the University of Minnesota, the 
University of Delaware, and many other educational venues. His writing has 
appeared in magazines such as Natural Home, Whole Earth Review, American 
Gardener, and he's also contributed book chapters to the WorldWatch Institute. 
Let me welcome you onto the call with me, Toby. 

Toby : Thanks very much, Marjory. It's great to be here.  

Marjory: I really appreciate you coming. Toby. Permaculture guilds are one of these topics 
that's almost mysterious to people. What is a permaculture guild? 

Toby : Sure. A permaculture guild is a group of organisms; usually we're talking about 
plants, but there can be animals and insects involved. It's a group of species that 
all come together to help one another for a common purpose. They're really 
based on natural plant communities, because groups of plants in particular, also 
come together in nature in particular assemblies, particular groupings, usually 
because of environmental conditions and soil conditions that they like. There's a 
lot of research being shown that plants really help each other in these 
partnerships, so what we're doing in guilds is trying to mimic what nature is 
doing out in the wild by creating plant communities. Then, we tweak these 
communities, so that they have benefits for humans, as well as all the rest of 
nature.  

 That's a global definition of what a guild is; it's a group of plants that all work 
together to yield food and habitat and soil building and all the other benefits 
that [inaudible 00:02:55] do for us. 

Marjory: We're looking to basically create a team of plants, versus just having one plant. 
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Toby : Exactly; that's a really good way to describe it. There is a team of plants that all 
play together.  

Marjory: What practical benefits or purposes ... Why would I want to create a guild? What 
are some of the uses?  

Toby : There are a lot of different benefits in guilds. One is that, particularly when you 
have fruit trees, or large plants like that ... shrubs, trees, nut trees ... there's a lot 
of work involved. You have to come in, make sure that their pollinator is being 
tracked. You need to make sure the weeds are suppressed from underneath it. 
You need to fertilize it; you need to water it; you need to prune it. There's a lot 
of work involved when trees are sitting by themselves. 

 What guilds do, they shift some of that work onto Nature's broad back. She is 
really happy to do a lot of that work for you. She will build fertility; she'll attract 
pollinators; she'll help protect it from pests, insects, animals. We're working up a 
partnership with nature in guilds. We're bringing in other plants to help do many 
of the roles that we would have to do ourselves. That saves us work, and also 
can increase productivity. It also can help protect these plants against the heat. 
Most fruit trees and nut trees are really susceptible to a lot of different kinds of 
diseases. Guilds can really help bring in organisms that will help protect those 
trees against diseases. There's a whole host of benefits in terms of fertility, water 
conservation, soil building, beneficial insect attraction, pollination, those sorts of 
things. It looks like yields of guilds actually can increase managing these all by 
themselves.  

Marjory: How much more efficient at producing food are guilds going to be? Me, as an 
individual, I'm getting the , from the way we're talking, that it's going to be some 
work up front to plant them and get them established, get them going, but it's 
going to ultimately be easier, because the numbers of the guild will be providing 
fertility or pollination or protection in some way. Do you have any indication ... 
What is it going to look like once I've planted a guild for food around a central 
tree, say, an apple tree? What would that look like throughout the year? What 
am I going to be doing?  

Toby : What happens with a guild, if you compare it to just an orchard where there's a 
group of trees planted, and there's grass or clover or something like that 
underneath. With a guild, you'll probably keep the same sort of spacing as the 
orchard where they're planting the trees any more densely, but there's other 
food production going on in there. Instead of having trees all alone with grass 
underneath, we would plant berry bushes around the trees. We might plant 
perennial vegetables under and around the trees; there might be some root 
crops, you might even be putting some edible mushrooms, and things like that. 
Even some vines to go up the trees, grapes or that sort of thing. So they're 
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stacking in a whole bunch of additional food plants to greatly increase the 
amount of food that comes out of the area.  

 There have been studies done with some guilds that show that a monoculture of 
any one of the members of a guild, if it's planted alone, doesn't yield as much 
total calories as all the food plants in the guild planted together. There's some 
fairly good research showing that, so we're getting more food out of a given 
area.  

Marjory: We're basically going to get more food out of the same space and do less work. It 
sounds like a great reason to grow a guild for me. 

Toby : What's not to love about that? 

Marjory: How is a guild different from companion planting? A lot of us are gardeners, and 
are familiar with the carrots love tomatoes story. How different is a guild from 
just basic companion planting?  

Toby : Companion planting is usually carrots love tomatoes, or tomatoes and basil, or 
things like that. They're these subtle interactions between the plants, where 
they each help each other a little bit in terms of productivity, or maybe pest 
protection. I think you can think of a guild as companion planting on steroids, so 
that it has way more going for it so that we're getting many mutual benefits. If 
you have five, or six, or seven members of the guild, they're all helping one 
another so that you've got beneficial insect protection, you've got [inaudible 
00:07:46] You've got suppression of weeds, so it's the same kind of benefits, to 
some extent, as companion planting, but way more benefits in total because we 
have a lot more interconnection in the bloodwork of the plant community that 
we're working with.  

 Instead of one or two connections between one or two plants, you've got five, 
ten, twenty connections between all these guild members. There's a really nice 
synergy of combined effects that gives you higher yield and there could be 
protection and all of the other things. It's like companion planting, but just 
moreso.  

Marjory: Are guilds applicable ... We've got a variety of people from all over the United 
States, in fact, all over the world, joining in on the summit here. Are they 
applicable in every bioregion, or are there examples of them in deserts and far 
north and tropical? 

Toby : The idea of guilds really came out of the tropics because plants can grow so 
densely there, and grow in so many layers. Tropical guilds are probably the 
easiest ones to establish. Subtropical places like southern California, Texas, the 
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southern parts of the U. S., and subtropical areas like that. Guilds do happen 
everywhere and of course they vary depending on the climate and the 
environment. Out in the desert, there definitely are guilds, but they are spread 
out more, and even if you observe walking around in desert, you'll see these 
clusters of plants. You'll see a [siguaro 00:09:23] and a [inaudible 00:09:24] and a 
few plants grow together in a clump. There's a javalino or something in there 
that's doing a little rooting around and turning soil in the guild. 

 There can be animal members in there as well, so they're a little more spread 
depending on rainfall. If you have rainfall, then you're guild members are going 
to be more spread out. Really, anywhere that you have anything other than 
prairie you're going to see guilds, or any place that you're doing irrigation, 
there's enough water to create guilds. Even in prairies there are guilds of 
perennial and annual grasses, and prairie plants like that. We just don't have 
fruit and nut trees growing in the prairie as much; but, there are guilds of the 
smaller grasses in there as well. Guilds are pretty much a universal phenomenon 
almost anywhere where you can grow plants, except for in a tundra, or some 
place like that.  

Marjory: What is the best guild that's ever been created? 

Toby : The benchmark guild that we all wish we had invented, and that I wish other 
guilds can be as good at, the ancient native american triad of corn, beans, and 
squash. The reason that it's such a great guild is because, in the type of guild 
design that we're doing now, you usually pick a central tree, like a fruit tree, or a 
nut tree, and then we try and figure out what other species can be plugged in to 
help that central tree. If you look at corn, beans, and squash, it's hard to say 
what the central species is. All three members play a really equally important 
role. The corn provides the trellis for the beans; the beans provide nitrogen 
fixing for the soil; the squash provides a mulch along the ground, but they're all 
yielding fruit. And it even turns out that the corn is secreting a really specific 
sugar out of its roots that the nitrogen fixing bacteria eat, and beans really love, 
so there's even a low ground relationship going on. So, it turns out the corn, 
beans, and squash is this incredible guild. Really productive, really robust, and 
it's adaptable from the far north down into the tropics, depending on what 
varieties you grow. That's really kind of a benchmark, and that's the guild that 
we all wish we had invented but [crosstalk 00:11:44] 

Marjory: The three sisters.  

Toby : Right, the three sisters guild is really corn, beans, and squash. 
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Marjory: Let's lay out a challenge to everybody there to create and design and guild that's 
better than the three sisters. You're right, that's a really good one, though. The 
synergy there is so great.  

 When people are designing, or even yourself, you've got a lot of experience 
seeing these go in and developing 'em; what are some of the biggest mistakes 
you see that people make when they're designing these?  

Toby : The two mistakes that I see the most often are planting things too closely 
together, and planting too many things in the guild. As far as planting too 
densely, a lot of people have this idea that all the guild members need to go 
underneath the branches of the tree. For one thing, that does put them in the 
shade, especially when you get the mature size of the tree after its grown for a 
while. Plants in shade will be less productive. It also means that you don't get 
good access to the fruit tree, and it's really hard to get access to the plants. 

 What we forget, when we're designing guilds, is that the beneficial insects are 
happy to travel quite a distance. You don't need to put a pollinator plant right 
underneath the fruit tree for it to attract beneficial insects. You can put it 
anywhere within fifty feet, or probably even further, but at that point, if you get 
too far away, it doesn't seem like it's all one guild. You can plant a lot of things 
out from underneath the fruit tree or the nut tree; it doesn't have to go under 
the drip line. Remember to make your guilds more spacious. Remember, you're 
going to want to get in there and get access to harvest the things that are 
coming off of the tree and the other guild members.  

 The biggest mistake I made when I was a beginning guild builder was I had seen 
some currants growing as part of a guild under a fruit tree and I didn't have any 
currants, but I did have gooseberries, which is a close relative. So, I planted a 
bunch of gooseberries underneath the pear tree, and immediately I had this 
thorny thicket of gooseberries under the tree that I wanted to harvest. It was 
crazy; I couldn't get in there to harvest, particularly not in shorts on a hot 
summer day. You're not going to climb inside a bush of gooseberries to harvest 
pears. So that was a [inaudible 00:14:05] oh right, leave paths, leave access.  

 The other people planting too many different species. We're all plant lovers, and 
we love to get lots of variety, so we go nuts with lots and lots of things under a 
guild, and really, one or two of each important function of a guild ... There are 
four or five really important functions that need to be done in most guilds, and 
one or two of each of those. A guild really shouldn't have much more than 
between five and ten plants in it. If you've got more, it's probably too 
complicated, and if problems do arise, it's going to be really hard to track them 
down. You've got fifteen or twenty plants, and there's something not going well, 
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it's really hard to tell what the problem is when you have that many plants in one 
place. Those are the two big issues with guilds. 

Marjory: You got me excited, then. What are some of the essential components that we're 
going to want to put in when we're designing a guild. Is there something that 
you're always going to want, and then some that are optional? What should we 
be going for? How do we select those plants? What functions are we looking for 
there? 

Toby : The way that you really thing about it, permaculture really is all about function. 
You really think about what roles are important to fill here, so that's the 
questions to ask about a guild. If you have a central fruit tree, like an apple tree 
or whatever, you think, what does that apple tree need? Well, it needs 
pollinators, and it needs pest protection, and it needs fertility, and it's often 
good to have some sort of mulch or organic matter building under the soil. You 
just list what are the basic functions it really needs?  

 Then, try and figure out what kind of other plants might perform those 
functions. I think that pretty for sure, we need pollinators to come in, and that's 
basically just we plant flowers, plant flowers that bloom particularly a little 
earlier than the fruit tree blooms, and attract in pollinators to come help 
pollinate the fruit tree.  

 Then, we want fertility building plants, so we'll bring in some sort of nitrogen 
fixers. They can be annuals like peas or beans, or they can be more of a 
perennial, like in some parts of the country, a [gianosis 00:16:24] is a really 
beautiful nitrogen fixer. Or, a plant called [inaudible 00:16:31] or another one 
called Siberian Peashrub. There are a whole bunch of perennial woody nitrogen 
fixing shrubs that you can put in. Those will help build a nitrogen content 
[inaudible 00:16:42]. That's a second important function.  

 Then, there's a whole other group of plants that we loosely call dynamic 
accumulators. These are plants that really have deep root systems that go down 
and harvest minerals from down in the soil, bring them up in their roots, and 
concentrate them in their leaves. Then, when the leaves die, there are all these 
great mineral nutrients on top of the soil, in the topsoil, that are incorporated 
into it. So, dynamic accumulator plants are a really good one to have. An 
excellent variety of those is Comfrey, you just ... they can be a little invasive, but 
you just have to be careful not to till around Comfrey. That's a really great 
nutrient accumulator.  

 You bring in those kinds of plants for fertility, nitrogen fixers and nutrient 
accumulators. I like to have plants that produce mulch. They have big, fleshy 
leaves, that fall on the soil and help mulch the soil, so that I don't have to go out 
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and bring in mulch, because nature is making it right there and again, Comfrey is 
a really nice one for that. But anything with big fleshy leaves, like nasturtiums ... 
there's an artichoke relative called cardoon that's a lot more cool hardy, an 
artichoke that has really big fleshy leaves. Anything that's going to make a bunch 
of biomass, a bunch of organic matter. That's another really important function 
helping to build the organic matter in the soil.  

 Those are really the basic big ones. The fertility builders, the organic matter 
builders, and the pollinator attractors. The other one is beneficial insect 
attractors in general. If you've got an apple that might get [inaudible 00:18:21] 
you can bring in predator insects, again, by planting flowers essentially you could 
just tell 'em plant flowers around your trees which is a wonderful thing to do; 
then, you've prettied up your garden. Those are the major functions. 

 After that, it's up to you and your particular circumstances. If you have heavy 
clay soil, there are plants that have big roots, like, the Chinese White Radish 
Daikon can be helpful for messed up soil. The cover crop mustard helps break up 
heavy soil. If you've got heavy soils, they can break up heavy soils, and on from 
there. What is it that your particular situation needs, there's probably a plant 
that is going to be able to help you do that job. That's really the base of that 
assumption. 

 Then, there are all these other particular things that you can do if you want. 
Medicinal plants in there, or if you want plants that are to craft with, or there are 
lots of different functions that you can add into the guild once you've got all the 
basics taken care of; that's really the ... what you wanted your garden to do and 
the kind of plants that will do that for you. You can take a functional approach 
with guilds like that. 

Marjory: Are there any kind of plants that I should avoid using?  

Toby : The rampant plants in particular, there are a mot of plants in the mint family that 
are wonderful culinary herbs there really great at attracting beneficial insects. 
But the mint, if you plant various types of mint; peppermint, spearmint, 
chocolate mint and [inaudible 00:19:59], if you have any sort of adequate rainfall 
or irrigation, they're going to crowd out a lot of other things near the guild. Your 
rampant spreading plants. I've also seen some medicinal herbs, mugwort, 
underneath the trees. Mugwort is a wonderful herb, but it really can get 
rampant when it gets enough irrigation water or enough rainfall. So some 
common sense is, just don't plant the stuff that tends to really spread and take 
over. You'll probably have to do a little management, anyway; some plants are 
going to grow faster than others. In the guild, you're going to have to do a little 
bit of pruning; just watch out for particular rampant species. That is the thing 
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that I found. [inaudible 00:20:48] Here's a lovely mint, I'll put that in, and then 
find two weeks later, you have nothing but mint growing underneath the tree.  

Marjory: A no guild mint patch. Toby, shifting gears a little bit, can you explain what a 
grafted tree is? I think for fruit and nut trees, people like to use grafted varieties. 
What's your opinion is on using those? 

Toby : The reason people started grafting trees is because, if you just plant the seeds of 
a fruit, if you were to harvest an apple, whether its a Jonagold or a Golden 
Delicious or whatever, if you were to take the seeds from that and try to grow a 
fruit tree out of that, you could get all sorts of different things. You almost 
certainly would not get a Jonagold or whatever you started with, because who 
knows what that apple tree is actually pollinated with. It was probably pollinated 
with some other variety from some other orchard, or some other tree, so it will 
be crossed with a lot of genetic variability; and the odds are that those fruits are 
not going to be very palatable. They might be, if your lucky, but the odds are that 
they're not, and they're certainly not going to look at all like the current. So, 
what people found was that they needed to do vegetative propagation; in other 
words, it's like taking a cutting from a cutting from a plant that you try and root. 
Many people will try and root a houseplant; it's more the idea of that. 

 You take a cutting from the top part of the fruit tree, and you take a little 
[inaudible 00:22:25] off of the tree, and you slice it in a particular way to expose 
the growing part of the wood. Then you take what's called the rootstock, you 
take the part of the tree that grows in ground, and you grow special rootstock in 
particular to be grafted onto, and you link the two together. You cut them 
[inaudible 00:22:47] and you bond the two pieces of wood together, the 
rootstock with the upper piece that we call scionwood, and then you wrap some 
special tape around it, and and you see what happens, and nature wonderfully 
will weld these two pieces together and give you a grafted living tree. That tree 
will have the exactly the same characteristics as far as fruit is concerned, as the 
parent that you took the scionwood from.  

 It's a process that been done in ancient China, ancient India, ancient Rome and 
Greece. They've been doing this several thousand years old, and it's their 
guaranteed way to get from tree to plate. There's been some discussion lately in 
that it really is another way the human beings have domesticated the earth. 
Again, we've taken something wild, and we've made it very tame. There are 
people who believe that grafted fruit trees don't have as much nutrition, and 
they certainly do seem to be much more prone to disease than wild trees, so 
there are some folks out there that would rather just take their chances when 
planting seedling trees, and seeing which ones breed the varieties they really 
want to have.  
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 I'm actually, myself personally, I'm fine with grafted fruit trees. We've 
domesticated all [inaudible 00:24:13] plants and those are the plants that we 
use, we domesticated the wheat and ... All the plants in our garden have been 
domesticated, so I'm personally okay with grafting fruit trees. I've done a lot of it 
myself, and I haven't really come across a lot of good research that says that 
there's any problem with grafted trees; but I know that there are people out 
there that don't like to do it, and really feel that wild grown trees are more 
nutritious and that it's just a nicer thing to do.  

 It's a subject I'm really interested in personally. It's a fairly new topic these days 
of not using grafted trees, so I'm very curious about it myself.  

Marjory: You're right, you do get that known quantity of fruit when you use a grafted tree, 
or the known quantity of nuts, but part of a discussion that I had heard was the 
fruit that comes off of it, those seeds, when they escape out into the bioregion, 
which they will, because there's squirrels and raccoons and there are going to be 
other creatures that enjoy your fruit besides you, then they're going to plant 
these other species. But that's another conversation. Let me not get too 
distracted. 

 Let's go to actually design a guild together. Let's take that apple tree, or maybe, I 
know we have a lot of folks interested in creating school gardens, and maybe 
there's a lonely apple tree out in the school yard that just has grass underneath. 
What can we do, from simple to complex? Take us through the steps of how you 
would think about building a guild around that tree.  

Toby : Sure. I'll back up even one step further just for a moment and say, if you have 
the chance to choose the tree, if it's not already there, and you're really starting 
from scratch, I really like to find disease resistant trees. There are so many 
varieties now that are resistant to whatever the popular disease might be in your 
area. I lived for years in the Pacific Northwest. Apple scab and peach leaf curl 
were the two big problems there because it's a cool, moist climate. In other 
places, fire blight is a problem in apple trees and different fruit trees. If you have 
a particular common disease in your area, really try and find a fruit tree variety 
that is resistant to that disease. If you don't, you're probably going to have to 
spray, or you're going to have disease problems even if you use organic spray. 
It's just more work, so first start with a tree that is resistant to the common 
diseases in your area. There usually are delicious varieties of those trees, so get 
started with a good tree selection. 

 If you are going out and taking an area that either is a fruit tree with grass 
growing underneath it, the first thing that I like to do is, instead of digging up the 
grass or spreading the grass with some herbicide or something, that which of 
course I know none of your listeners ever do, but it's what people do. I like to 
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sheet mulch first, which is a technique of putting down usually what is a layer of 
cardboard, or heavy layers of newspaper, and that will suppress the grass. It will 
kill the grass and weeds under the trees. Then, put down a layer of mulch, either 
wood chips, or straw, or something like that on top of it. There's a lot more to 
doing sheet mulch, and I recommend people read up on it. My book, The Gaia 
Garden, has stuff on sheet mulch, and a lot of other places do, but a way of non-
toxically killing off the grass and the weeds that are under the tree, sheet mulch 
with the cardboard in it also builds fertility and attracts worms. You're again 
stacking functions here. You're killing the grass competing with the tree roots, 
and you're also building fertility. That would be my first step, to put down a 
sheet mulch to create a really beautiful bed of good soil. The mulch will break 
down in a few months and give you some soil.  

 Then, I would find a couple of individuals of each of the important functions. I 
would do a little bit of research on what are the easy to grow nitrogen fixing 
plants in your area. Things like clovers or [inaudible 00:28:28] or beans grow 
easily. Sometimes I'll come in and just sow some seeds of those as just a quick 
starter.  

 In permaculture, we tend to like perennial plants whenever we can. Of course 
we use annuals like everybody does; everybody likes to grow lettuce and 
tomatoes, but if we can find a perennial plant that will serve the same function 
as an annual, then we'll come in and plant a perennial. I will look for perennial 
nitrogen fixers that do really well in the area. That will really vary depending on 
what your climate is. There are desert nitrogen fixers, [inaudible 00:29:06] 
nitrogen fixers. That would be one of the first things. One or two nitrogen fixing 
shrubs or underseeding nitrogen fixing [inaudible 00:29:17]or something like 
that.  

 Then I would find a few good flowers and perennial flowers as well, so it will 
attract beneficial insects; I like a lot of anything in the daisy family, the aster 
family. Also in the carrot family, the umbel family, those attract a lot of good 
beneficial insects. I might plant some fennel if that's something that's not known 
to be invasive in my area, or coriander, cilantro, and there are so many good 
beneficial insect attracting flowers and plants. That's how I would start it. 
Getting a couple of varieties is important. Plants that perform the functions in 
[inaudible 00:29:59] 

 I would think about how big the fruit tree or the nut tree is going to get at it's 
final size, and plant accordingly. On things that will still be out in the sun in ten or 
fifteen years, if they need sun, plant them near the fruit tree but figure the stuff 
right underneath the growing branches may need to come out or won't do too 
well over the years. Really think about the future. Think about the fact that this is 
going to be there for twenty, thirty, forty years. It's fine to move plants around. 
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There's always good, but it's nice if you don't have to if you get them at the right 
place at the beginning. 

 There are clear instructions in my book, and also in other books, on how to plant, 
how to space the plants out in guilds. That's how I would get started. It's 
something that the kids like to do in a school garden. It's a great project for the 
kids to have lots of fun at, and its something that just a lone adult can do as well. 

Marjory: Toby, if we're starting from scratch, and we just have bare ground, I assume 
you're going to want to plant the center tree first, or the main function that your 
going for, that would be the apple or the nut or whatever it is. Would you plant 
those other bushes immediately, or would you wait a year or two until the main 
tree has gotten a bit more established? What is some of the timing of that? 

Toby : I tell you to plant everything all at once as long as I've had enough experience to 
really understand what the final size of the tree is going to be, and I'm pretty 
confident that my plants will be happy. I tend to plant more than I need to start 
with, particularly annuals that I mentioned, like peas and beans, and maybe even 
some kind of annual flowers. Just fill the space up, because the real thing nature 
[inaudible 00:31:49] a vacuum, and if you leave a bunch of empty mulch, other 
stuff is going to blow in and start growing there, so you'll get whatever your local 
rampant fast growing, sometimes unwanted species if you leave an area of bare 
soil, things are going to blow in and fill it up. I like to plant up the area pretty 
thoroughly. I may do something like a cover crop if I don't have enough plants to 
really fill the area. I'll put in a cover crop of clover, something like that, to fill up 
the areas in between.  

 The main thing is to plant everything all at once, and then I need to just watch it 
over the next couple of years, and make sure that nothing really gets too out of 
balance or gets too rampant or crazy in there.  

Marjory: Let me give you another challenge one. Walnut trees. They grow pretty much 
everywhere in the United States, and especially here in the drought prone 
southwest. It's called allelopathic, where they actually excrete something in their 
roots that either stunts or just completely prevents other things from growing 
around it. There are a lot of times when you see walnut trees, and everything 
around it doesn't look so good. How would you do a guild around a walnut tree? 

Toby : Walnuts are a tricky one. They are wonderful trees, they're good, productive, 
English walnut or something like that, or even black walnuts are fine. Walnuts 
are wonderful trees and beautiful, but you're right, they do have this quality 
called allelopathy, where they secrete a compound called juglone. The 
mechanical name for walnut is juglan. It's called juglone, and it actually 
suppresses the growth of other plants underneath it. It can be really tricky to 



  

 

 

 

Home Grown Food Summit 2015 –Toby Hemenway Page 13 of 15 

 

find things that will grow under a walnut. I've had a lot of people tell me that 
they tried to grow potatoes under a walnut, and potatoes really don't do well. It 
seems like root crops in particular, carrots and potatoes and that sort of things, 
really don't like growing underneath walnut trees. The roots do secrete some of 
the juglone, the other place where they have a lot of the juglone are the nuts 
themselves. The nuts, when those rot on the ground, they'll release a lot of the 
suppressing compound into the soil, so one important thing with walnuts is to 
clean up the nuts pretty quickly so that the juglone doesn't leech out of the 
[inaudible 00:34:20] That's one way to help things grow.  

 The other thing is to go out into the woods around you to where walnuts are 
growing, and see what is growing underneath them. What folks in the southwest 
have done, a fellow named Jim Murphy who lives in Arizona had done some 
research many years ago. Looking up the native walnut in that area, he found 
that there's a wild pepper called Chiltepin that really seems to like to grow under 
walnut trees, along with a shrub called [inaudible 00:34:51] So Jim went and 
found a domesticated variety of the chile that actually did seem to work pretty 
well underneath walnut trees, because for some reason something about the 
chile [inaudible 00:35:05] that they don't seem susceptible to the juglone. Also, 
there are a few berry bushes, halfberries, wolfberries which are very popular 
these days especially for medicinal reasons are inducing [inaudible 00:35:22] 
underneath walnut trees.  

 The idea is to use observations. Go out in your area and see what seems to be 
doing really well underneath the walnut tree. Where I used to live in Portland, a 
friend of mine had an enormous black walnut tree in the backyard. It was 
gigantic; had like a five foot diameter trunk, and there was a huge cherry tree 
growing perfectly well underneath that walnut, and I was surprised at that. I 
wouldn't have thought that a cherry would do well, but apparently, in those 
conditions, cherries will do just fine.  

 What some people will do is, around a walnut, they will plant other trees that 
don't seem to mind walnut trees as a buffer, to fence off a walnut tree, and one 
of the trees that seem to do well in that capacity are mulberry trees. Mulberries 
are not affected by juglone, it seems. So what people will do is they'll have a 
walnut tree, they'll plant a couple of walnut trees around it, and then they'll 
plant other stuff outside of that, and the mulberry gives you some good fruit 
production, they're a great tree. They do seem to absorb, or buffer, the effect of 
that toxin.  

 There are a few different strategies that you can do, but walnuts are definitely a 
challenging one, and I've read a lot of good discussion on the internet in various 
places of people giving their experience of a walnut trees talking about it.  
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Marjory: Well, I suppose, that's pretty neat, I just need to go back to that. It's just basically 
observation, and looking, and seeing, and trying, and experimenting, which is 
really the heart of everything related to food production, if I may.  

Toby : That's right.  

Marjory: I guess the idea is, you create a guild around one tree, and then you've made a 
guild around another tree, and another tree, and then eventually, you've got a 
whole food forest.  

Toby : Exactly. You start small; it's always a good idea if you haven't done it before, you 
could just do some experiments and see how it works. I know you want to get 
out and plant everything everywhere, it's just a human tendency, but to do some 
experiments first, and go out and observe if there are food forests, or guilds, or 
people who are using permaculture in your area. Go out and talk to them, and 
find out what's working and what doesn't. There's no point in reinventing the 
wheel, and guilds can be a little tricky; they're not that tricky, but there are a few 
tricks with them, so go out and talk to the people in your area who've done 
some work with it. Learn from their mistakes, and you'll make your own 
mistakes. Let other people make theirs and learn from theirs. It really, really 
helps to see what other people have done. They'll come up with tricks that you 
didn't think of, and they'll have local recommendations. They'll be able to tell 
you what in your area is a great variety that works well in guilds, or really good 
[inaudible 00:38:16] to go as part of the guild.  

 I can't emphasize enough, the value of community, the value of talking to the 
other people around you who have already done this work, especially years of 
trial and error, and just have much more productivity right from the beginning; 
you'll be happier, and you'll talk about how wonderful guilds are, rather than 
scratching your head wondering why things aren't working. So talk to other 
people about it first.  

Marjory: You'll have made a few more new friends, maybe. That's a good thing.  

 Toby, thank you so much for spending time with us today. Your book, Gaia's 
Garden, we've got a banner ad on the side there; people can pick up a copy 
there, and in the book there are some lists of plants. You've also got some 
wonderful diagrams of how to lay things out, and a whole bunch more 
information, much more than just guilds. Thank you so much. I believe you're 
also teaching and you're available for teaching permaculture workshops and 
courses and where they pick the book up will be your website, where they can 
learn more about you there. Thank you again and we'll have you on the next 
summit next year. How's that?  
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Toby : Great, that sounds wonderful. It' really been a pleasure Marjory. Thanks very 
much for having me here.  

Marjory: We'll talk to you later Toby. 

Toby : All right, bye.  

 


