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Marjory: Hello, and welcome back up to the summit. This is Marjory Wildcraft, your host 
and guide for the Homegrown Food Summit. I like to think of us being up on a 
mountaintop, getting to look down into the backyards and small farms and 
getting to see a lot of different ways to grow food up here, you get a great 
perspective. Today we’re going to be with Jill Winger and I don’t know if you’ve 
noticed that a couple of other topics we have going on today is Seven Ways We 
Changed the World with Gary and Valerie, a really inspirational talk on why you’d 
want to grow food and what effect it can have on a global level. Joel Salatin, a 
pretty famous guy, Working With Kids, So They Want to Work With You.  

Then also today we’ve got Leslie Parsons. We’re going to visit her down in her 
garden and she’s going to talk to you about ways that you can detox your garden 
soil if you’re concerned about agricultural runoff or heavy metals or some of the 
other things that get into our soils and a reason we want to grow organically is to 
have clean food, so Leslie has some really keen insights.  

Let’s get going right now with Jill Winger. Jill and her family pursue a lifestyle of 
moderate homesteading on the wide open prairies of Wyoming. They work a 
variety of small scale agricultural endeavors including organic gardening, grass 
fed beef cattle, home dairy, poultry, and a lot more. Jill has a pretty big blog at 
The Prairie Homestead, a blog dedicated to encouraging others to return to their 
roots and increase their self-sufficiency. She’s also the author of two books.  One 
is called Your Custom Homestead and the other is The Natural Homestead, which 
offers additional advice for the modern day homesteader. Let me let you go and 
watch Jill on her homestead. 

Jill: Hey, everyone. Welcome to my mulching presentation. I am so excited to be 
here with you today. I am honored to be a part of this summit. What a fantastic 
cause, I can’t think of anything better than to be sharing information and 
educating people on how to grow more of their own food. This is a topic that’s 
very near and dear to my heart and so I am so excited with the information I’m 
going to be sharing with you today. I’m Jill Winger, I am the blogger behind 
theprairiehomestead.com. I write about all things, moderate homesteading, how 
to cook food from scratch, how to raise farm animals, gardening, all of that stuff 
and more.  

Before we dive in today I want to give you a little sneak peek of something at the 
end of this presentation, so there’s a lot of information I’m going to cover over 
the next 40 minutes. I don’t want you to feel you have to be writing furiously and 
giving yourself hand cramps trying to keep up with it all. What I’ve done is 
compiled all the information from today’s presentation and put it into a very 
compact, concise e-book for you. It includes the pictures, all of the details, 
information, statistics. You’re going to get that all and a little bit more in this e-
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book and it’s entirely free and so hang tight with me until the end of the 
presentation. Enjoy the pictures, enjoy the information and then I’ll show you 
how you can grab that e-book for free, no strings attached, instant access and I’ll 
tell you exactly how to do that at the end of the presentation. 

I’m excited for this, let’s just dive right in. This is a topic that I love to talk about. 
It’s very near and dear to my heart because it’s brought me a lot of success in an 
area that I really struggled with in the past. First off just a little bit more about 
me. This is my family. I have two children, a girl and a boy. My husband and I live 
near Chugwater, Wyoming, Southeast Wyoming and it’s very rural, very isolated. 
We bought our property in 2008 and I have been honestly completely obsessed 
with the idea of self-sufficiency and food production ever sent. We have 67 
acres, it is on the prairie, it’s pretty flat, there aren’t a lot of trees, the wind 
blows a lot, but we love it, we love where we live.  

We have all sorts of different aspects to our homestead. We have a milk cow, we 
do some grass-fed beef cattle, chickens of course, every once in a while we have 
pigs that we butcher, goats, turkeys, horse, dogs, and cats, and so we have a very 
full homesteading experience. For the most part things are pretty picturesque, 
right. You’ve got the milk cow and the fresh milk and chickens roam around the 
yard. We’ve had a lot of successes in that area. I love sharing about what we’re 
doing on the blog and so for all intensive purposes it looks like we have this 
perfect little homestead experience, but I have a dirty little secret that really 
bugs me for a long time.  

I’ll show you what that was, weeds in my garden. I know everybody has weeds, 
it’s a fact of life. Okay, that’s not big news, but I had a supernatural amount of 
weeds, it was unreal. Here I was a homesteading blogger with a milk cow and all 
these homemade food and I was not able to grow stuff in my garden and it was 
pretty embarrassing I’ll admit. When we bought our homestead we had created 
this garden plot out of nothing and it went on pretty good, we tilled it and we 
composted into the soil and things were okay, my first year or two I had a decent 
yield.  

Then I made a huge, huge mistake. We had a year of drought and my manure 
pile apparently did not get enough moisture and so it didn’t compost 
adequately, but I was still putting manure in it, I was still using manure. There 
was some hay in there and it never got hot enough to kill any weed seeds or 
things like that and I put that on the finished compost on my garden and tilled it 
in, happy as a clam, didn’t think anything of it and this is what happened that 
spring. It was a literal carpet of weeds. Like I said I know everybody has weeds, 
but this was unbelievable, I couldn’t keep up with it. I would plant my seedlings, 
we’d till it and it would look all pretty and clean and I would plant my seedlings 
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and before they even had a chance to get out of the ground the weeds were 
smothering them. 

I have two small children and a lot of animals and a home-based business and so 
I was out there two hours a day trying to keep up, but I just couldn’t devote 
basically all day long to weeding the garden. I’d weed one section, give it a few 
days and I’d go back and it’d already be filled in. It was a mistake, I knew I had 
made the mistake, but I was at the point where I didn’t know how to fix it. That 
year where I took this picture you can see these are all weeds. I had a carpet of 
grass seed and weed seeds. It was a thick, lush carpet of weeds.  

This year I actually ended up giving up on my garden in July. For anyone that 
knows me, I do not give up easily, I am almost obnoxious in how I stick with 
things and so for me to give up on the garden, it was bad and it was really 
depressing. While my friends were talking about their yields and how much they 
were producing and giving away as a [inaudible 00:07:35] and here I was with my 
weed carpet and really stuck. I had people suggest that I spray Roundup on my 
garden. I really didn’t want to do that because I try to keep things organic. I had 
people make suggestions with chemicals and things and I just wasn’t ready to do 
that, but I knew that what I was doing was not going to work. The next year we 
had a repeat of the same scenario, the carpet came back and I ended up quitting 
around July and I was really frustrated and thinking maybe I should just stick with 
milk cows for my homesteading adventures and leave the gardening to someone 
else.  

Then something happened that really changed my perspective, it was a light bulb 
moment. My grandfather had passed away a few years prior and part of the 
things he left me were a stack of musty, old books. He had explored some of the 
back to the land stuff back in the ‘70s and so he had amassed these books. A lot 
of them looked old and outdated and they may have smelled funky and so I was 
thankful to get them because they reminded me of him, but honestly I just stuck 
them in my basement in the corner and forgot they existed until my complete 
desperation drove me to the Internet. I began to research different gardening 
methods that were more on the alternative side because let’s face it the whole 
tradition route just was not working for me anymore.   

This name Ruth Stout began to pop up on the Internet over and over again. I 
decided I had to have her book. It looked like her method was something that 
would work for me or at least it was worth a try and I began to look all over the 
Internet for a copy and it was difficult to find them because a lot of the editions 
were out of print. Then I realized that that exact same book I was looking for was 
in the stack of books from my grandfather’s estate in my basement. I pulled it 
out and started reading it and I felt an instant sense of relief because I knew I 
had at least a plan moving forward. The No-Work Garden Book was originally 
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written in 1971, so it’s an older book, but Ruth’s methods are still really widely 
respected to this day.  

Ruth was really revolutionary in her time and a lot of the conventional gardening 
gurus really hammered on her for her unorthodox method. She writes in her 
book about people from universities or gardening experts coming over just to 
see what she was doing or take little jabs at her and she always proved them 
wrong, she always proved that her method would work even though it was 
totally unorthodox and against the grain of what anyone was doing at that point 
in time. Ruth is really sassy in her writing style and so I was instantly drawn to 
that and I decided I was going to try this method for my upcoming gardening 
season. 

I had been curious about the whole concept of mulch for a while and I had done 
it in smaller applications like maybe putting down a few pieces of newspaper 
around a plant or putting a little bit of shavings or leaves around something, but I 
had never considered doing it on such a mass scale. It was a little bit scary to 
dive in and honestly when we started telling people what we were doing, our 
local friends and neighbors, they were asking about our garden and I told them 
my plan. They told us we were absolutely insane and so that, of course, really 
helped my confidence, but I decided to do it anyway and really started dreaming 
about big mountains of hay mulch and endless baskets of vegetables. 

I’m going to start off by saying there’s lots of different schools of thought on how 
to mulch and there’s tons and tons of different techniques. I really don’t think 
there’s any one right way and I think it does depend on a variety of factors such 
as soil and climate and your ability to adjust accordingly. Here is how we 
converted our traditional garden to a deep mulch garden that first year. First 
things first, we tilled our plot. You can see I don’t have a huge plot, it’s a decent 
size, but it’s not monstrous. We tilled our plot hopefully one last time. We had to 
do this because the weeds were waist-high from the previous year and it was a 
carpet, it was a thick mat of weeds basically sawed in my garden. We tilled that 
one last time. I put a little more compost on it and then I did the scary part.  

My husband brought our tractor over with a huge, round bale of hay. These were 
the bales we put in the fields for our horses and cows and this was a bale in 
particular that was a little musty and old and we didn’t really want to feed it to 
our animals, but it’s perfect for mulching. He held the bale over the garden and I 
forked it out and spread it all over in a deep layer. I’m talking 8 to 10 inches thick 
over the entire garden and so you can see in this picture what it looked like 
when I was all done. There’s my daughter there. She thought it was great 
because it was so deep.  
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The first day I got done and my husband looked at me and I think he officially 
thought I was off my rocker and I kind of thought I was too because it felt really 
bizarre to have this beautiful freshly tilled soil and to end up putting this crazy 
big layer of hay on top, but I decided to proceed forward and we went from 
there. After it settled a day or two and I was really surprised at how much it did 
settle down. I wouldn’t call it packing down, but it just settled and so it was such 
a big fluffy layer at first and it condensed down considerably to just a couple of 
inches. After I let it settle I decided where I wanted to put my rows and I parted 
the hay in those areas, a parting of the Red Sea, a parting of the hay type of deal, 
okay. I left an exposed strip of dirt in those areas. 

Then when it was time to plant I planted my seeds directly in the dirt just like I 
normally would. I wasn’t planting them in the hay, I was digging back down to 
the dirt, planting the seeds in the dirt just like normal and leaving it. Then as my 
seedlings began to pop up and get stronger and heartier I would pull the mulch, 
the hay mulch around the seedlings and that would block out any weeds that 
were trying to grow up around the seedlings. I also would check periodically and 
make sure that there wasn’t any bare spots popping through. There was a few 
spots I might not have added enough hay, so I’d check on those and pull more 
hay over or grab more hay from the bale and make sure that everything was 
covered sufficiently. It was very exciting and as I will explain in a minute our 
results were unbelievable, especially considering the disasters I had had in a 
previous year. 

Let’s take a pause for a moment and talk a little bit about the benefits of 
mulching. You might be scratching your head right now, you might be thinking 
she is crazy, I don’t know why I’m watching this video. Let’s talk a little bit about 
why you want to mulch in the first place. Now some of you might be familiar 
with this already on a smaller scale and this applies to small scale mulching or 
crazy deep mulching like I did. Okay, so first off mulch requires … When you 
mulch your garden properly it requires less watering, it reduces the amount of 
water your garden needs. You’re shielding the soil from the sun, decreasing 
evaporation and holding it in there and so mulch gardens may need up to 50% 
less irrigation.  

I definitely found that to be true in my garden this year. Like I said we live in 
Wyoming. It’s very dry and very hot in the summer and the wind blows like 
crazy. In the years prior sometimes I would water twice a day and then my 
weeds … My plants would still wither midday because the wind would suck the 
moisture out of the ground and just batter them and it was a huge struggle to 
water. I spent so much time moving sprinklers and it was a huge hassle with … 
My plants were still struggling.  
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This year with my mulch in place I watered around twice a week which was 
pretty crazy considering what I was doing in years prior. The plants did not wilt 
like they did previously. The soil was almost always moist. When I’d lift up the 
hay or poke my finger down into the hay I could feel the moist soil and so it 
saved me a ton of water and a ton of work in having to move sprinklers and 
things like that. That was one of the first reasons I fell in love with it and the 
second reason I fell in love with it was because it’s a weed barrier. Thank you, we 
have a weed barrier finally and it got rid of my carpets, it got rid of the crazy 
weeds I couldn’t control previously and it just smothered those weeds right out. 

Now did I still have to deal with weeds on occasion? Sure. If part of the mulch 
was becoming thin or if it got pushed aside and bare dirt was exposed then a few 
weeds would pop up, but the good news is they were small, they were weak, 
they were easy to catch when they were young and I could just pull the hay back 
over them and smother them out and it was that easy. It also can help reduce 
soil compaction because you have that layer on top.  

This is the cool thing, it increases organic matter in the soil and so Ruth’s method 
is to add layer after layer on each year, so you’re really creating a no-till 
environment and as those first layers of hay decompose into the soil you end up 
increasing organic matter and have your own compost action or layers 
happening right there in your garden without having to add more in. That to me 
is a huge benefit. Some people think about using plastic or fabric for their mulch 
or for their cover and the reason I would not use those is just because I like to 
have that built in organic matter system happening right there.  

Okay, and then my favorite, of course, on the list, just less work and time. I think 
I spent just a few minutes a day, maybe 10 to 15 minutes a day out in my garden 
checking mulch, mostly just admiring my vegetables which I’ve never got to do 
before because usually I go out there and start sweating and worrying because 
I’m so behind on the weeds and things. I’d go out there and make sure the mulch 
was in place and maybe pick a weed or two or set the sprinkler up and that was 
it. It was very, very little work for me which is very beneficial because I have such 
a busy schedule and I still was able to reap all the benefits of a large, successful 
garden. Anyhow if you love spending time in your garden, I do too, I just don’t 
have a lot of time to do that. You can just spend your time out there enjoying it 
rather than on your hands and knees the entire time trying to pick those little 
tiny weeds out of the rows. 

Okay, types of mulch. This is a topic that a lot of people … This is where people 
get hung up, on what type of mulch do you use? Now there’s a lot of different 
options and there’s lots of room to experiment, so it’s going to be different for 
each person in each climate, in each situation. Just keep in mind that you’re 
going to need a lot of whatever mulch you decide to use, a lot, okay. We’re going 
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to talk a little bit more about that in a minute, but you’re going to need it in 
large, large quantities.  

My favorite option is hay and this is the option that Ruth really used in her book.  
I like it because it’s very easy to find old, moldy hay in our area and moldy hay is 
fine, you don’t have to have fresh green hay. Old, stale, moldy hay is perfect for  

your mulch. It’s very easy to find, it’s fairly inexpensive. Sometimes people even 
give it to you if they don’t want to feed it to their animals and so it was very 
accessible to me in large quantities. You can also use straw. I didn’t use straw 
just because it’s a little more difficult to source in my area, but it’s a possibility 
for sure. You can use old leaves or grass could be used.  

Now my two caveats with these are it’s hard to get grass clippings in large 
enough quantities. You’re going to need a truckload of grass clippings and 
usually you just get them in little bits at a time from your lawnmower. The other 
thing you want to be careful with grass clippings is make sure they are not 
coming from lawns that have been sprayed with herbicides or pesticides because 
that can affect your growing plants. If you do decide to use the grass clippings 
and also make sure you’re letting them dry in thin layers before you put them on 
your garden as mulch because they do carry a lot of moisture and can cause 
issues in that way. 

Another type of mulch that’s very popular is sawdust or woodchips. There’s all 
different types of woodchips you can get. Some people work with local tree 
trimming companies and make deals where they take the chipped trees or have 
them delivered to their house. That’s a possibility. I chose to steer away from the 
woodchips, number one, because there aren’t a lot of trees in Southeast 
Wyoming and it’s hard to find woodchips. Number two, sometimes depending 
on your soil, depending on your situation, you can run into some issues as the 
wood decomposes and it can offset the balance of nutrients in the soil and cause 
some issues. I had experimented a little in the past with some different wood 
methods and I didn’t have good results and so I decided that it’d probably be 
good for my first couple of tries to steer away from the woodchips. 

Now one thing with woodchips, never till them into your soil even if you do 
decide to use them. Only put them on top. Never, ever till them in because the 
decomposing wood can prevent your seeds from germinating and that would be 
a disaster and you’d have to bring in new topsoil, so just don’t do that. Make 
sure you only ever put woodchips on top and go from there. Then lastly like I 
mentioned a few minutes ago, you can use plastic or fabric weed barriers, but 
the main reason I don’t use those is because they don’t decompose. I want 
something that’s going to add organic matter and nutrients to my soil and really 
feed it as it breaks down and plastic or fabric don’t do that, they just break down 
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over a period of time. You got to rip them all up, dig them all out, and do it all 
over again, so I just prefer to stick with the organic matter. 

Here is the question of the ages. How much mulch do I need for my garden? 
Again I’m going to say it totally depends. You’re looking for around an 8 to 10-
inch layer when you first start. According to Ruth in her book, now this is her 
recommendation, a minimum of 25 bales of hay or straw that average 50 pounds 
each is sufficient for a 50 x 50 foot plot or that’s roughly a half ton of loose hay. 
For our garden which I showed you in that picture, it’s not huge, but it’s 
considerable. We use a little over half of that big, round bale and that covered 
our garden plenty and then I had some left over as I needed to add on a little bit 
more during the summer.  

Remember you’re just going to need a lot. If you’re going to leaf leaves or glass 
clippings, you’re going to need a big truckload of those in order to cover it 
sufficiently if you have a large garden. Obviously, if you have small boxes or beds 
you can go with … Smaller amounts will be just fine, but remember the magic of 
this method comes with the amount of mulch. A thin layer over the top isn’t 
going to do you any good.  

There’s my garden. There it was around early to midsummer, you can see I have 
potatoes up here at the front, plenty of onions, I have some kohlrabi and beets 
and it was a blast. Before the seedlings really got mature it looked a little funny 
to have these big rows of hay in between the vegetables, but I thought it was 
beautiful. Once the plants started to pop up and you would just see the hay layer 
and the green seedlings and it was gorgeous I thought. Really my daily tasks 
were really three things. I just checked the mulch to make sure it hadn’t scooted 
over the top of any seedlings. This isn’t really as much of an issue as the 
seedlings get bigger, but when they’re just little tiny baby seedlings and they’re 
pretty fragile just make sure that the wind doesn’t accidentally blow the hay 
over the top of them.  

One note on wind, this was a concern of mine. Southeast Wyoming is one of the 
windiest places in the country specifically right where we live. We live in a 
corridor where the winds can get to 60 to 70 miles an hour or more sometimes. 
It’s brutal, so I was really concerned. I was going to put all my hay on my garden 
one day and cut it out and it was all going to be blown over to Nebraska. It didn’t 
happen and my husband was actually surprised because he was for sure I was 
going to be hayless after our first windstorm. What I really attribute that to was 
that big tall layer of 8 to 10 inches. Like I said it matted down and compressed 
after a while and it held itself down. If we had a pretty severe windstorm and I’d 
go out, I might have a few spots where the hay had been shoved up against 
some of the seedlings, but I was amazed at how little I had to adjust the layers.  
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Okay, so that was my first task was checking the mulch, make sure it’s in place. 
Number two, watering is needed. I would just shove my fingers under the hay 
and touch the dirt to see how moist it was. Again I only watered around two 
times per week which is pretty impressive for Wyoming. Then the third thing I 
did was if there are weeds popping up, there won’t be many of them if you do 
your mulch right, but if there are a few popping up you can either pluck them or 
just cover them with more mulch and smother them out and it’s easy as that  

seriously. Pretty exciting, huh?  

The results, this is what everybody wants to know. I’m kicking myself, I didn’t 
write down my exact yields, but I had fantastic amounts of vegetables from my 
very not huge garden plot. I planted a couple of rows of [inaudible 00:26:29] 
ended up feeding us through much of the fall and into the winter. Everything I 
planted basically thrived, the beets, the kohlrabi, the squash. The tomatoes went 
nuts, I’ve never had a tomato year like that, they loved the mulch. The carrots 
did wonderfully, the beans, the pumpkins. It was fantastic, we had more 
vegetables than we can eat. The plants produced for a longer period than they 
normally do, as long as the frost would allow them, we had an early frost that 
year.  

My time which I feel like is my most valuable resource was so much better spent 
this year. It was spent on enjoying my garden, hanging out with my kids in the 
garden and not furiously weeding on my hands and knees. For me I felt it was a 
win/win in both aspects, both in amount of vegetables produced and saving me 
time which is so valuable to me. I loved it. I am officially a mulch convert. 

Let’s talk about a few of the questions that come up because when I talk about 
this online or on my blog or to friends these are some of the first things that I 
hear come up and these are legitimate concerns, these are some of the things I 
wondered, so let’s work through these  so we have a plan. First off, this is a big 
one. This is the number one question I hear. What about the weed seeds in the 
hay or straw? Am I just going to be basically seeding my garden? I don’t want to 
do that.  

That was my concern as well since I had so foolishly seeded my garden 
accidentally that year with my unfinished compost, but according to Ruth and 
according to my own experience this does not happen as long as your mulch 
layer is thick enough. If you’re doing a scant mulch layer you will have problems 
with the weed seeds, but I had literally no weed seeds from the ground or from 
my hay. I had no issues with that because the layer is thick enough to smother 
them out. If you are finding yourself having trouble with weeds in your mulch 
garden it’s likely because your mulch layer is not thick enough, so you need to 
add more and you’ll usually find that will fix that problem.  
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Okay, do I plant in the mulch? No, you’re going to plant just like you always do. 
Spread the mulch apart and plant right directly in the dirt. Just part and plant 
and you’ll be good to go. Okay, this is one I hear a lot as well. Eight to 10 inches 
is a lot of hay or mulching material. Do I really need that much? Can I use less? 
Like I said when I first spread my hay I was a little bit alarmed at how bulky it 
looked. I’m thinking this is going to be a mountain between my vegetables and I 
don’t know how this is going to work, but within that 24-hour, 48-hour 
timeframe it settled considerably and continued to settle over time. You’re really 
going to want to stick to that hefty layer because otherwise you’re going to be 
battling the weeds and that negates the whole point behind mulching, so I would 
really encourage you and Ruth encourages you, too, in her book to stick with 
that 8 to 10-inch layer. 

Okay, do I till in the hay at the end of the year? I’m going to say a big no to that 
one. I suggest never tilling in the hay because that is where you are going to end 
up with that weed problem.  I guess, if you’re mulching consistently the mulch 
will help that, but you shouldn’t need to till in the hay. Just let it decompose 
naturally on top of the soil and create those layers. Now people ask if they need 
to till their garden ahead of time and I’m going to say that depends on your 
situation. For us we absolutely needed to because the weeds were waste-high 
and they were thick, it was a carpet. It wouldn’t have worked … It literally 
wouldn’t have worked to pile in the hay over the top of that. I suppose if we had 
a long period of time it might have worked to soften and break down that layer, 
but we really did need to till it that first year. 

If your garden soil was in better shape you can add the hay on top, Ruth suggests 
that in her book. Just go ahead and add it on top. You can do it as soon as you 
like, you don’t have to wait until gardening season or in spring, you can do it 
now. If it’s fall or if it’s summer or you’re just wrapping up your garden or 
wintertime, start layering it now and let the organic matter start doing its thing 
and creating all those good layers in your garden. 

Okay, what about woodchips? There is a method floating around called the Back 
to Eden method and it’s likely that many of you heard of that. I watched the 
video several times, I get lots of people sharing that link with me. Whenever I 
talk about mulching on my blog I love the concept, I’m enthralled by the concept 
and I actually was going to use that method originally, but I decided to use the 
hay mulch instead. The main reason is because I heard a few people in different 
climates have a little bit of an issue with the woodchips causing issues with their 
seedlings’ germination because of the imbalance of nitrogen and carbon that can 
happen when you add wood to your garden.  

Basically, the biggest thing that scared me is I had this vision of hauling a dump 
truckload of woodchips from my garden and then if it didn’t work I was going to 
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have to figure out a way to get all the woodchips off and that did not sound like 
fun. I decided against using woodchips this year and I really am so happy with 
the results with the hay that I probably am going to just stick with that. Just 
remember if you do want to use woodchips, do not ever till them into the soil, 
just let them sit on top and the Back to Eden Method if you watch that video, it’s 
available online for free, you can Google it.  

The author of that method also says never till any of your woodchips. You’re just 
letting them decompose slowly in layers much like we’re doing with our hay. A 
very, very similar concept, just a different material. We’ll try it later on maybe in 
a different area of my yard. Yeah, I’d like to. I love the concept, I think it’s 
brilliant. The video is beautiful, it really inspires you and I’d love to give it a try, 
but I’m probably going to do it in a smaller area of my yard, maybe in a test 
garden or a test plot and go from there to see how it works with our climate and 
our soil. 

Okay, so I was really successful with my mulch, but there were a few lessons I 
learned the hard way and I’m going to share those with you, so you don’t repeat 
my mistakes. First off, you can see these are the potato plants in my picture. 
These were happy potato plants when I took this picture finally, but they didn’t 
start out very happy. My potatoes had a bit of a rocky start and it was totally my 
fault. In Ruth’s book, she teaches you how to plant your potatoes with mulch 
and so you just basically … Instead of digging the deep trench and laying them in 
there and mounding more and more dirt as the potatoes sprout, you can lay 
them on the dirt just as is and then simply cover them with the hay mulch. 

I decided to go that route because hey, I’m going to always be lazy if I can be in 
my garden, okay. I covered my seed potatoes with hay and waited and nothing 
happened. Everything else was sprouting, normally potatoes poke through 
pretty quickly and I wasn’t seeing anything and I thought maybe I got bad seed 
potatoes, maybe something ate them. I started to realize after I pulled some of 
my mulch back to check on what was happening, I realized I had covered them 
with too much mulch, so I got a little too enthusiastic with the depth of my 
mulch and the shoots, I was smothering the potatoes. They were starting to 
sprout, but they were all pale and weak because they weren’t getting enough 
sun. 

Once I realized that I had a little bit of a heart attack and then I pulled a lot of the 
hay off until I left a thin layer of hay and then as the sprouts were coming 
through the hay and getting healthier looking I would pull more hay around 
them. As a result I had great potato crop as soon as I stopped trying to kill them 
and smother them. They prove they’re very forgiving even when you do try to 
smother them, so they did come back and the cool part is harvesting was really 
easy. Instead of digging the potatoes out which I’m usually on my hands and 
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knees like a dog with my fingers rummaging through the soil because I always 
seem to stab them if I use a potato fork and I don’t like stabbing them.  

I didn’t have to dig, I just would pull the hay back and harvest my potatoes and it 
was so easy and saved a lot of effort and I didn’t have to mound them 
throughout the summer. I just would add more hay, I didn’t have to do all the 
raking of the dirt and mound things, so it was a great method and I would 
recommend trying it at least. Just remember not to smother your potatoes. As 
they’re sprouted and getting started make sure your mulch layer isn’t too thick.  

Then the other lesson that I learned the hard way was to be generous with the 
width of your rows. Like I said I spread my hay over the garden, then I split the 
hay into rows and planted in the dirt. I was trying to cram as much as I could into 
my garden plot, so I ended up getting stingy with the width and putting my rows 
really close together. That just caused the mulch to flop over onto the plants 
probably a little more than they would have if I’d have left more room, so next 
year … That’s a problem that’s easy to fix and next year I just plan to leave plenty 
of room between my rows, maybe not be as stingy with my space and I imagine 
I’ll have less issue with mulch falling over. Again like I said even with our crazy 
winds and everything I really didn’t have that much of a problem with mulch 
moving around where it shouldn’t. It did stay in place pretty well. 

Guys, that is my experience with the mulch method and I hope that was inspiring 
to you and I want to tell you right now how to get your free e-book. It’s going to 
have everything that I talked about today, all of the pictures, all of the 
information, all of the details, the types of mulch, the benefits of mulch, how 
much mulch to use. It’s all in this e-book, it’s totally free. There’s no strings 
attached. All you need to do is just go to 
www.theprairiehomstead.com/subscribe. Go there, you can enter your email 
address and then as soon as you confirm your subscription you’re going to get 
the e-book delivered to you right in your inbox and you can download it and save 
it to your computer. I’m fine if you want to print it off. It’s only about 15 pages 
and I think you’ll find that helpful and it’ll save you time from having to go back 
and take notes on this presentation. 

You’ll also get a complimentary subscription to my homestead toolbox 
newsletter when you subscribe. That’s only going to come once a week. I do not 
harass your inbox, I do not share your information, there’s no spam. The 
homestead toolbox newsletter is just a weekly collection of tips that are useable 
and actionable to help you in your homesteading ventures whether you’re doing 
gardening or animals or you’re just trying to learn to cook from scratch, grow 
your own food, I think you’re going to find those tips really helpful. That’ll be 
coming to you once a week every Wednesday after you grab your e-book.  

http://www.theprairiehomstead.com/subscribe


  
 

 

 

2015 Home Grown Food Summit – Jill Winger 

 
Page 14 of 15 

 

I hope you take advantage of that. I had a blast putting that together and it’s my 
gift to you. I have really fallen in love with gardening all over again thanks to 
mulch. I consider deep mulching the best thing to ever happen to my garden. I’m 
never going to go back to the bare dirt method. I don’t ever see that happening. 
I’m really sold on this and I am already scheming out my hay supply for future 
years, so I know that I have plenty to keep me going. Deep mulch has allowed 
me to have that satisfaction that comes from growing your own food. I know you 
guys have felt that or you want to feel that because you’re listening to this 
amazing summit, but it allows me the satisfaction and I didn’t have to have my 
garden completely take over my life in the process. 

If you’ve been struggling with your garden or you’re just curious about the 
concept of mulch, I encourage you to jump in, just try it. Maybe you don’t have 
to try it on your big garden right away, do an experimental test plot. The most 
important thing you can do when you start your mulch gardening is just to 
remember to relax, okay. I don’t want you to over think it, I don’t want you to 
sweat it, just relax and enjoy it. I watched an old video on YouTube of Ruth Stout 
in her garden. It’s an old video, it’s fuzzy and shaky. It was a documentary done 
on her back in the day. I love it, she’s so relaxed in her garden. She’s tossing 
seeds and she’s tossing hay and she’s not over thinking it and she’s not getting 
overly scientific and she had a fantastic yield and she enjoyed every minute of it. 

I aim to follow her example. Don’t sweat the details and remember there are 
very, very few black and white rules when it comes to gardening. Research, 
experiment like crazy and be adventurous and I think the results just might 
surprise you, so go forth and mulch. Thank you, guys, so much for hanging out 
with me today, I had a blast sharing my garden with you and I wish you all the 
best of success as you grow your own food and work towards self-sufficiency. 
Thanks, guys. 

Marjory:  Now that’s a pretty neat way to do gardening and as Jill pointed out there are 
wide open spaces, they get a lot of wind and you absolutely have to have the 
ground covered or you’re going to lose moisture. It’s really hard to keep things 
moist and tidy, so I can see why mulch gardening would be an especially 
effective technique in her area. Right over there the button to the right, you can 
pick up Jill’s books and get over to visit her blog, I highly recommend you go do 
that. If you like Jill’s talk, you might also be interested, we’re going to have Rick 
Austin talking about the Secret Garden of Survival. That’ll be coming up in a few 
days.   

Stephen Scott is going to be talking about saving quality seeds. There is a 
difference when you buy seeds in terms of their germination rate and 
effectiveness and variety. Stephen is going to talk about the quality ones. Then 
Tom Elpel, a very famous botanist and a very good presenter is going to be 
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having a class called, Botany in a Day. Yes, we’re going to get to spend some 
time with Tom Elpel. This is Marjory Wildcraft, come join me for another 
expedition down the mountain on another presentation at the Homegrown Food 
Summit. 

 

 

 


