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Stacey Murphy 

Garden Geeks Grow More! 
 

Great Big Ideas & Takeaways:  
 

• How Stacey produces 50lbs of food per week—in only 500 sq. ft. 
• Maintaining a 500 sq ft. garden in 2 hours per week.  
• Fun science experiments to get the most out of your garden.  
• The one tool that can double, triple, maybe even quadruple your yield. 
• Know when pests are going to attack your crops so you can prevent them. 
• Compare plant spacing with yields to maximize your yield per square foot. 
• Calculate which crops are worth growing and which are cheaper at the market. 
• Save more than 50% on seed costs. 
• An exciting forest-floor compost bin design.  

About The Speaker: 
 
Stacey Murphy founded BK Farmyards, a cooperative of urban farmers in Brooklyn 
dedicated to social justice through urban agriculture, and she has helped create over an 
acre of new farmyards in Brooklyn. She has taught 1,000s of teens and adults how to 
grow, harvest and prepare fresh foods.  
 
She’s been featured on Martha Stewart Radio, PBS online, and even appeared on the 
David Letterman show with a giant radish.  And to get kids excited about vegetables, 
herbal medicine and gardening, Stacey writes and publishes children's books at Planet 
Bambino.  Her first book My Dinosaur Ate My Broccoli was an Amazon #1 Bestseller 
when it was first released.  
 
Stacey envisions a world where everyone is nourished by the magic of fresh, affordable, 
and culturally exciting food… extra points if it’s homegrown.  She is a recovering 
engineer and architect, turned proud garden geek. 
 
You’re Invited To Learn More Here: 
www.FarmyardBootcamp.com/Geek     
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Marjory: Hello. This is Marjory Wildcraft, and you are at the Mother Earth News Online 
Homesteading Summit. I’m absolutely delighted with this next presentation by 
Stacey Murphy where she’s talking about how garden geeks grow more. The 
geeky you are, the more you can grow. Actually, Stacey has got quite a 
remarkable past. She has taught thousands of teens and adults how to grow, 
harvest, and prepare fresh foods. 
 

 She’s a recovering engineer and architect turned proud garden geek. Stacey 
founded BK Farmyards, a cooperative of urban farmers in Brooklyn, and that 
was dedicated to social justice through urban agriculture, and she’s helped to 
create an acre of new farmyards in Brooklyn. She’s been featured on Martha 
Stewart Radio, PBS Online, and she one time appeared on the David Letterman 
Show with a giant radish. 
 

 To get kids excited about vegetables, herbal medicine, and gardening, Stacey 
writes and publishes children’s books at Planet Bambino. Her first book which is 
titled “My Dinosaur Ate My Broccoli” was an Amazon number 1 bestseller when 
it was first released, and Stacey envisions a world where everyone is nourished 
by the magic of fresh, affordable, and culturally exciting food. Extra points. Fits 
homegrown. Stacey is definitely a woman after my heart. Let me get you started 
with “Garden Geeks Grow More.” 
 

Stacey: Hi. Stacey Murphy here, known to many as “Brooklyn’s backyard farmer” and 
also very proud garden geek. I have trained thousands of growers just like you in 
how to get the most out of your garden no matter what size, space you have, 
and that means enjoying more homegrown food while investing less of your 
precious time, energy, and resources. 
 

 Maybe you can relate. I’m also interested in building soil since that’s what our 
future generations are going to need to continue gardening. If this sounds like 
you, then you’ve probably done a lot of research online and what you’ve seen is 
that there is a lot of garden advice out there, so it makes sense. Mother Nature 
has infinite variables, and so there’s going to be a lot of data out there. 
 

 What is great advice for your garden may be a dead-end street for my garden, 
so how do you know what garden advice is relevant for you? If it’s your first 
year growing, I think the hardest thing is that you don’t know what to expect. 
You don’t know what’s normal. Even growers who have a couple years’ 
experience still come to me and ask me if something is normal or not, so you’re 
not alone. 
 

 What I want to share with you in this video is not my growing system, but the 
tools that I use to create that growing system, and these tools that I’m going to 
share with you, I have used them to double my yield in many cases and also 
triple and quadruple my yields in some cases. I’ve also used these tools to 
reduce my seed cost by half, and in some cases, even more. 
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 I’ve used these tools to produce nearly 50 pounds of produce each week over 

the course of 20 weeks of the growing season on just 500 square feet of 
growing space and only 2 hours of my time, and most of that time is harvesting. 
If you don’t know the numbers, that’s enough food to feed between 6 and 10 
people their vegetables weekly. Does that sound good? Everybody loves new 
tools, right? 
 

 What is my secret weapon? It’s data collection. Sounds pretty exciting, right? It 
really is exciting, and I wouldn’t be able to tell you that I doubled, tripled, and 
quadrupled my yields without taking data and using that data to improve my 
system, so data collection is very important. Another word for this is 
recordkeeping. Bleh, but recordkeeping, it sounds as much fun as an invasion of 
squash vine borers, so that’s why I like to call this “the power of patterns.” 
 

 If you’re familiar with permaculture principles, then this will sound familiar. One 
of the key principles in permaculture is observing patterns, so what is the power 
of observing patters in your garden? Why do it? For starters, you’re going to 
confidently do the things that you know lead to increased yield, and 
consequently, you’re going to stop doing things that are a waste of time, so 
you’re going to make informed decisions about what’s best for you and your 
growing space because it’s unique. 
 

 Essentially, you can grow a never-ending system of vegetables with very little 
effort, and it takes just a couple minutes each week. That is if you have a 
template, and that’s what I’m going to share with you on this video so you can 
easily download it today. 
 

 My intention today is to make data fun, to unearth the story and the lessons 
behind the data. Your patterns tell a unique story about your garden. I’ll be 
speaking from the perspective today of growing vegetables, flowers, and herbs 
because that’s my specialty, but you can easily take my templates and apply 
them to other growing systems and get very similar results. My second intention 
today is to demonstrate to you that yes, garden geeks do grow more, and your 
success as a gardener will be directly related to your ability to observe, track, 
and read the patterns of your growing space. 
 

 All right. Now that we know why we’re here, let’s quickly go through the agenda 
of what we’re going to cover today. First, we’re going to talk about how to 
recognize patterns as they emerge. Then, we’ll talk about how we can improve 
our yields by watching those patterns emerge, and because Mother Nature has 
patterns, we’re going to look at what kind of patterns we need to adapt in our 
behavior in order to optimize her patterns, and then we’ll look at streamlining 
patterns so automation, replication, and even letting go of things that don’t 
matter so much, and then finally, how to save money by observing patterns. 
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 First off, how do we recognize patterns as they emerge? We’ve already 
established that patterns are data, and here’s what I mean by that. Here is a 
tree, and you can see in the rings of the tree how old this tree is if you were able 
to count the rings. The other data that’s stored in this cross-section is the 
amount of water that was available to this tree each year. This cross-section of 
the tree holds a lot of data about the local climate which is pretty incredible. 
This is what I mean when I say patterns are data. How can we visualize data in a 
way that’s going to help us? 
 

 Beginning growers, a lot of times, one of the big concerns that they have are 
pests and diseases because they just don’t know what to expect, and so how do 
you know when pests are coming for your food? This is a great question. If you 
don’t have any data, then you’ll never know, so what you want to do is your first 
year, when you’re growing food, you want to start to observe those pest cycles 
in your area and those disease cycles, and you want to observe weekly. 
 

 It’s not enough to observe. You have to actually record some data, but when 
your plants look like this on the screen, these 3 images, how do you record any 
meaningful data? How do you take these images and this number? You don’t sit 
here and count the number of aphids and say, “Okay. There’s 5 aphids today. 
Okay. Today, there are 20,000 aphids.” There’s no way you could do that, so 
how do you quantify that data? 
 

 The way to quickly quantify pest and disease data is to rank the degree of the 
issue from 1 to 10, and so 1 is that the pest or the disease is present. Here on 
the far left, you see that a couple aphids are present. In the middle, you see a 5. 
A 5 means that your harvest is starting to get affected and you got to start to 
take notice when your harvest is affected, right? In here, you can see that the 
cabbage aphids that are all over this kale are pretty dense and probably very 
challenging to wash off in order to enjoy that kale and probably some holes in 
that kale, so that is an affected harvest. 
 

 Finally, on the far right is another kale plant, and the center has been 
completely eaten by leafcutters, and so the center is where the new growth is, 
so this plant is not going to produce any more food. A 10 means that your plant 
is basically dying, so you don’t want to get there, right? You want to interrupt 
that cycle. You want to interrupt that pattern, so the way that … What you’ll 
notice is that pattern start to emerge, and next year, you’ll have data. If you’re 
weekly going through observing and ranking your different pests, and if there’s 
no incidents of that pest or disease, you just don’t mark any data down. You 
don’t have to mark a zero. Just don’t mark anything at all. 
 

 Basically, here, you can see in Brooklyn, this is data of some of the pests that I 
deal with on a yearly occasion, and you’ll notice that some of the aphids come 
out in the spring, and then the cabbage aphids come out in the fall. You notice 
that flea beetles’ rear, their ugly head throughout the season. Slugs are really a 
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springtime-only thing for me, and then you can go down the list, and you can 
see all the other data. What do we learn from these patterns? 
 

 I did want to mention too that I’m going to show a couple of different templates 
that are available for your use, and they are available for download at Farmyard 
Bootcamp … I’m sorry, farmyardbootcamp.com/geek. Throughout the course of 
this presentation, I have a couple different templates for things that you can 
record and find patterns, and all of those templates are located here, 
farmyardbootcamp.com/geek. 
 

 What do you do with this data? In this case, the … What you will remember next 
year is that if you look down to the squash vine borer line, I will remember next 
year without this data that I had a massive squash vine borer issue, and I 
actually might not want to grow it again because it was such a pain in my butt, 
and I didn’t … I actually lost the crop, so I might decide not to grow that 
particular crop again because of the squash vine borer issue. 
 

 I don’t need the data to remember that because it was emotionally disturbing, 
right? I will remember that without the data, but what I won’t remember is 
what was that day that the flea beetles came out in full force and ate all of my 
bok choy before or put all these little holes in it the day before I was going to 
harvest it and give it away to all my friends and neighbors? 
 

 Flea beetle damage for those of you who grow your own food, it’s not that big 
of a deal if you want to eat it yourself, but if you want to sell it or share it, it’s 
full of holes. It doesn’t look very pretty. I prefer to try to keep those flea beetles 
to a minimum, so I want to remember when was that cycle when those flea 
beetles came out and maybe I want to do something to prevent it. 
 

 Flea beetle protection is a pretty easy fix. There is what’s called “row cover,” 
and you can actually cover your crops that are susceptible to flea beetles, and 
you don’t get this kind of damage. I might choose to put that row cover out the 
first week of June and try to prevent those flea beetles. 
 

 That’s what I can learn from observing these patterns. Very helpful, right? Your 
first year is going to be challenging with pests and diseases because you don’t 
know what to expect, but if you gather this data, the second year, you’ll be 
much more equipped to make better decisions about what crops to grow and 
what preventative measures you need to take for each kind of pest or disease. 
 

 All right, so the question that most people want to know about I know, how to 
record patterns that will help you increase your harvest yield as well as your 
garden joy? These are the same thing, right? Whenever you have more yield, 
you always have more garden joy. Every week, what I recommend doing is 
weighing all of your harvest and weighing it by crop, so how many pounds of 
cucumbers? How many pounds of beets? How many pounds of lettuce? Et 
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cetera, and recording that. 
 

 I record it in a simple harvest log, and that harvest log is literally a document 
down the left-hand side, all the crops across the top of the document, the 
weeks of the year, and I put in each week how many pounds of each crop I have 
harvested. At the bottom, there are totals, so I can find out weekly how much 
produce that I’m growing, and then on the far right, I can see how many pounds 
per crop. 
 

 Both of those numbers are exciting because one, if you can measure the 
number of pounds per week that you’re growing and you can have like an 
average number of pounds per week, you can get a sense of how much … how 
many pounds of produce you’re going to grow throughout the year, and you can 
also total that as well. 
 

 Then, by crop, it’s exciting because if I know that I planted let’s say 6 tomato 
plants and let’s say I harvest 36 pounds of those tomatoes, then I know that I 
harvested 6 pounds per plant approximately, so I start to get a sense of how 
many plants I need to put in the ground for how many pounds of produce that I 
need. That’s one reason why collecting the data is so important, but let’s look at 
other reasons, other ways you can improve your yield. This is just tracking yield 
and understanding it. Now, let’s look at lessons that you can learn in order to 
improve your yield. 
 

 A lot of people don’t necessarily have all sunny sites and they have some shade. 
It’s okay. You can grow in the shade, but your expectations have to be different. 
You aren’t going to yield quite as much. What I learned from my shade and from 
my harvest log is that if I grow cabbage in the shade, you can see some of the 
cabbage heads there. There was also some cabbage heads in the sunlight to the 
right of where that arrow is, but those cabbage heads came out of the ground at 
the right time, so cabbage, usually about 60 days to maturity. 
 

 In this case, the cabbage in the sun came out at 60 days to maturity according to 
my harvest log. I tracked all that, and I got about a pound of cabbage per head, 
but these cabbage heads came out of the ground 8 weeks later, double the 
time, so it took me 2 times the regular days to maturity in order for the 
cabbage, the shaded cabbage to come in, and I only got half the yield, so they 
were only half a pound each, and then sometimes, a little bit less than that 
even, so that seems like a pretty bad deal. 
 

 Then, the other thing that I grew in the shade was lettuce and arugula, and it’s a 
little bit off-screen so you can’t see it so well, but the dap of light through the 
tree did pretty well with the lettuce, and it was direct seeded. It was broadcast. 
Basically, it came in instead of 4 weeks, which is my typical for my baby lettuce, 
it came in at 5 weeks, so it added 1 week to my timing, and I got about half the 
yield in terms of the number of pounds. 
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 That feels like a much better deal to me than cabbage, so what I know in the 

future is that if I’m going to grow in the shade, I’m going to grow spinach, 
arugula, lettuce, things that are small and leafy that are cut and come again, and 
not long maturing crops like cabbage because they just don’t come in. it really, 
really slows them down. That’s what I learned from growing in my shade. 
 

 Another lesson that you can learn from your harvest log is which varieties yield 
you more produce. If you are just trying to get the most amount of food out of 
your garden for your family, you might choose a variety that you’re able to 
harvest more poundage. 
 

 In this case, let’s talk about greens. Let’s talk about kale and collards. I have an 
area dedicated to my leafy, big leafy greens that I like cooking and sometimes 
like to make salad out of. What I’ve noticed in my space, in the exact same 
space, I put in 10 pounds or 10 plants of collards, 10 plants of lacinato kale, and 
the difference is that I get about double the productivity in the collards. I get 
about 2 pounds per week, whereas in the lacinato kale, I get about 1 pound per 
week. I spaced mine pretty tightly together. Mine are spaced about 12 inches 
apart. 
 

 Then, for red Russian kale, I also get that same thing as collards. I get 2 pounds 
per week when I grow that. Depending on what your tastes are, what your 
palette is, what vegetables do you enjoy, or what you’re doing with the 
produce, you can decide which variety to grow based on how much it yields. 
Again, you should do this experiment for yourself because who knows, in your 
space, maybe lacinato kale outgrows collards. I don’t know, so you’ll have to 
test this for yourself. 
 

 In my case, I enjoy the flavor of collars, and I enjoy the flavor of lacinato kale, so 
I tend to split my site in half and grow half and half, so I have a little bit of each, 
but if I was growing for … I used to grow for a CSA in Brooklyn, and they all loved 
red Russian kale, but they hated collards, so I actually grew mostly red Russian 
kale and a little bit of lacinato kale for me. 
 

 There you go. You just decide … You try different varieties that have similar 
flavors, and you decide which one is going to yield more. This goes for cabbage. 
I like to grow small head cabbage and grow them really tightly together, but 
there are larger versions of cabbage. I typically get 1 pound per cabbage head, 
but sometimes, there are larger varieties where you get several pounds per 
cabbage head, so it just depends what you’re looking for. 
 

 The next question when you’re looking at your harvest log is, is it worth it for 
you to grow your own? You might decide that certain foods, you’re going to buy 
at the Farmers’ Market or at the grocery store because it’s just not worth it for 
you to grow your own. How can you tell? Your harvest log actually tells you 
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exactly how much food you’ve grown and what it’s worth. 
 

 Basically, this picture here is about 50 pounds of produce. This is a kind of 
average weekly harvest in midsummer for me out of my 500 square foot space, 
and so now, I can start to calculate how much this produce is worth. Basically, I 
can go through and I can say, “Well, over the course of this season, I grew let’s 
say 80 pounds of tomatoes,” and that’s let’s say $3 per pound, and that price is 
specific to my local condition. 
 

 At the Farmers’ Market, it might be more like $5 a pound. At the grocery store, 
it might be more like $3 a pound for nonorganic, so how do you decide what 
number to go with. It’s up to you, but let’s say $3 a pound. That’s $240 for those 
tomatoes, 6 pounds of arugula. If I go to the Farmers’ Market, it’s about $10 a 
pound, so that’s another $60, and then et cetera, et cetera. You can add up over 
the course of the year how much money you have produced in your garden, 
how much produce worth you have grown. 
 

 Then, you can start to understand, is it worth it for you to grow each crop? If 
you dedicated a large number … a large area to a particular crop and it didn’t 
actually supply you with a whole bunch of food, then you might decide that that 
might be better worth it to buy at the Farmers’ Market or at the grocery story. If 
you’re trying to remember your yield from the past year, here’s a couple of 
ideas for you to try to think in your head because by the time next year comes 
around, you’re going to have forgotten everything that happened this year if 
you don’t write it down. 
 

 If you’re trying to remember your yield but you didn’t write it down this year, 
some things to think about. “Well, how many tomatoes did I harvest each 
week?” Think about that for a little while. Basically, you can go to the grocery 
store and weigh a tomato to see how many pounds a particular tomato is to 
start to make an estimation, but you can also know that an early girl tomato 
which is about the size of your palm. It’s a medium-sized tomato. It’s about half 
a pound. 
 

 A cucumber that’s medium-sized is about half a pound to 3 quarters of a pound, 
12 to 15 leaves of kale or collards are about half a pound, and then beets, 
carrots, and radish is here all shown as 1 pound increments. This gives you a 
sense if you’re couldn’t remember how much you grew this year. If you have to 
think back and you haven’t yet recorded, you can make some estimations from 
these numbers. 
 

 All right. Now, let’s talk about Mother Nature and how we start to fit into her 
patterns and what kind of patterns do we need to adopt in order to be better 
land partners with Mother Nature. I love this photograph. This is an owl who is 
inside of a tree and you see the way that the two are just intertwined 
essentially. In this case, kind of camouflaged, right? How do we do this? How do 
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we camouflage into Mother Nature? 
 

 One of the things that I think about when I think about camouflage is insect 
camouflage, so again, people concerned about pests and diseases. One of the 
best things that you can do for yourself is you can basically create habitat for 
lots of beneficial insects as well as your insects that love your crops. There are a 
host of insects and other pests who love vegetable crops, and there is a whole 
habitat of beneficial insects who dine, who eat those pests if you provide the 
right habitat, so this is the way that you’re going to camouflage your vegetable 
crops into what looks like another kind of habitat. 
 

 What I would recommend doing is planting about 30% herbs and flowers within 
your vegetable planting beds, and what that’s going to do is that’s going to 
camouflage your food a bit, and you’re going to invite all those beneficial insects 
in. Don’t worry. If you don’t see them, they are there. They are sometimes hard 
to see. They’re totally there, and so the more habitat that you can grow for 
beneficial, the more you’re going to camouflage your food from those pests. 
 

 The other way that I interpret this idea of, “How do we work with Mother 
Nature’s patterns?” There’s this idea of camouflage, but there’s also this idea of 
amplification, so how do we take the patterns that Mother Nature has going on 
and make them even better? In this case, I think the owl is just beautiful. While 
the tree is beautiful, wow, that owl is replicating that tree and making it even 
more beautiful, so that I would call “additive pattern resonance.” Basically, what 
you’re doing is you’re turning up the volume. 
 

 The interesting lesson here is the forest floor, it shows us how to compost. A lot 
of times, people ask me the question, “Do you mulch?” I actually don’t mulch, 
and I’ll talk about that in just a minute, but the lesson that we all come to 
whether we’re mulching or composting is the forest floor. The lesson here is 
that there are these layers of materials, and they decompose, and they create 
soil. 
 

 What we’re doing when we create compost bins … This is just a really simple 
compost bin made out of a wire fencing that’s attached into a circle. Basically, 
what we’re doing here is we’re amplifying the effects of the forest floor, so 
we’re basically adding 4 forest floors together. Within a compost bin, generally, 
you’re layering in materials, and I’m not going to go into detail here about how 
to compost, but you’re layering in wet materials with dry materials, green 
materials with brown materials, and you’re layering it in such a way that you’re 
basically taking that forest floor, and you’re stacking it on itself several times, so 
you’re creating even more area within which that decomposition can happen. 
 

 What happens, it’s so interesting, with compost bins is that you magnify the 
speed with which these materials decompose when you put them in compost 
bins. When you’re thinking about a forest floor, decomposition happens over 
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the course of a year, and then the next set of leaves falls, and then the process 
starts over again. In a compost bin, you’re speeding up that process, so you’re 
basically doing a kind of turn up the volume additive resonance. 
 

 Here’s a study from California, and what they did is they took data, data, right, 
as patterns. They looked at recipe, the size of the compost bin, and turning rate 
as the 3 factors that will increase the speed of your compost because what do 
we all want? We want to improve the soil fertility within our garden beds, and 
the way that we do that is we add compost each year. In order to get enough 
compost, I recommend everybody put in 2 inches of compost on top of all their 
planting beds. To get that amount of compost, you’ve got to be creating quite a 
bit of compost pretty quickly. These 3 factors are the things that speed up the 
time of decomposition. 
 

 In all of these charts, along the bottom, you can see days of decomposition, and 
then along the top line is temperature because what’s going on in a compost bin 
is the hotter it is, the more decomposition is happening. Basically, the 
microorganisms in there are digesting which is producing heat, so the hotter the 
bin, the faster it’s decomposing. You noticed that the bigger the pile, so the 
more stacking of those ground floors, it amplifies. It speeds up that process as 
does turning the pile. 
 

 This final chart on the far right. If you turn your pile every couple of days, you 
get a much higher temperature compost pile, and those much higher 
temperature compost piles kill off a lot more things in your compost bin. Things 
like weed seeds. Things like pests and diseases. They get killed off at those 
higher temperatures. This is why composting is such a big deal to so many 
organic growers. 
 

 What you can do if you want to speed up the process in mulching, your mulch 
typically isn’t going to decompose in the first month, but you can get compost 
within 30 to 40 days if you are able to do this correctly. This is why a lot of 
people choose composting over mulch or they do both. 
 

 Here is a little template for you to fill in. Basically, what you can do is you can 
put in the number of compost piles you have. We just usually do pile name as 
like a number, and then basically, you can measure the different temperatures 
in the pile at different depths, and then basically, you can note the pile height. 
That tends to tell you how much it’s decomposed. A lot of times, decomposition 
will bring the pile down 50%, and then you can write notes in there about how 
often you’ve turned the piles. 
 

 If you turn it every 3 days, and you have a log, and you’re measuring 
temperatures, you can see … I’m going to go back to that previous slide. As the 
temperature starts to decrease and you start to reach back down to outdoor 
temperatures, ambient temperatures, you know that decomposition is done 
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and that your compost pile is ready to be integrated into your planting beds. 
 

 All right, so that’s a little bit about amplifying Mother Nature’s patterns. What 
other patterns can we optimize? Within a spider web, that spider basically does 
the minimal amount of silk in order to create this giant net, this beautiful 
structure with very few links in the chain, right? How do we optimize? 
 

 One of the things that I like to optimize is, again, going back to that yield is 
things like how do I … How are things plant spacing and yield related? How 
closely can I pack in plants and get the most amount of food, and is there a 
point at which I get less food if I keep packing them in tighter and tighter? 
Again, that harvest log is my tool, and I’m going to measure weekly my harvest, 
and I’m going to run some experiments. 
 

 Let’s say I have 2 areas, and I’m going to plant sun golds in both. In one case, I’m 
going to plant 12 inches apart, and in another case, I’m going to plant 18 inches 
apart. What I recognized in that time when I did this experiment was that I got 
about 6 pounds per plant when they’re planted 12 inches apart, and I got about 
9 pounds per plant when I spaced them at 18 inches apart, and this is over the 
course of the season. Your numbers might vary because you might have a 
longer or shorter growing season. Your experience might be different, your 
pruning method might be different, so you want to run this experiment for 
yourself. 
 

 What I noticed about those sun golds when they were 12 inches apart, I had to 
do a lot of heavy pruning like it was … It took up a lot of time, and I wasn’t 
enjoying it. In the 18 inches, I was trellising it and tying them up, but I wasn’t 
doing as much heavy pruning, so I was noticing more time-intensiveness on that 
12-inch side. 
 

 So then, when I looked at the yield, if there is 6 plants at 12 inches, that’s 72 
inches. I’m getting 36 pounds when they’re 12 inches apart, and then in the 18 
inches apart, I’m basically getting the same yield because I only fit in 4 plants for 
that same 72 inches because they’re 18 inches apart, but my yield is still 36 
pounds. 
 

 Now, I look at this and I say, “Well, okay. It was about the same, and 1 
consideration is that maybe if I plant more plants, I could potentially get more 
harvest in the long run, so who knows if this … What if this were 6.5 pounds? It 
might be worth it to grow 12 inches apart,” but I go back to that previous slide 
where I remember that it required some heavy pruning, and it wasn’t very 
enjoyable, so I would rather plant my sun golds 18 inches apart and plant less 
plants. I also saved a little bit of money because I end up buying a few less 
plants as well, so that’s 1 experiment to run. 
 

 I ran the same experiment on my early girl tomatoes, and I planted them 12 
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inches apart. I planted them 18 inches apart. I got 8 pounds per plant at 12 
inches apart. I got 10 pounds per plant at 18 inches apart. I recognized again 
that the 12 inches apart, it required some more pruning, but not that much. I 
wasn’t that worried about it. I just noticed I was spending a little bit more time 
trying to trellis those tomatoes that were 12 inches apart. 
 

 If I run the numbers and I do the same thing, 6 plants at 12 inches and 4 plants 
at 18 inches, so for the same length of space. On the one hand, I can get 
potentially 48 pounds if they’re planted 12 inches apart and only 40 pounds if 
they’re planted 18 inches apart. In this case, it makes more sense to plant them 
12 inches apart. 
 

 I would recommend running experiments like this on different crops in your first 
couple years to get a sense of what works best for your area and your 
experience level, and you can do this with … In this case, I did different varieties 
of tomatoes, but you can also do this for every crop just to understand your 
ideal spacing. 
 

 For me, I’ve noticed that my ideal … planting is 4 inches apart versus the 6 to 8 
that’s recommended. I’ve noticed that my kale ideal spacing is 12 inches apart 
versus the 18 inches that’s recommended, and I have some other ones where I 
plant them tighter together as well. You’ll want to do that work for yourself in 
order to understand how many plants are in the ground, how much yield per 
plant you’re getting, and then make a decision of what makes the most sense 
for your area. 
 

 Other ideas for optimization are secession timing. If you want lettuce or arugula 
for the whole season, how tightly can you compact those spacings of those 
timings and get more seeds in the ground each time maybe in the same spot to 
ensure that you have crops throughout the year? How deep to harvest? How 
many leaves are you going to pull of your kale, collards, Swiss chard, your green 
type plants in order to allow that plant to photosynthesize and pop back for the 
next week for another great harvest? 
 

 That’s an art of science as knowing exactly how deep to harvest in order to get 
more next week, and then fall and spring frost dates. How can you work with 
those timings and maybe extend your growing season? Then, seeding amount, 
so especially for things like root crops. How many seeds are you going to put in 
the ground, and what are you going to do with some of the sprouts that come 
up in order to make room for the other plants? These are other ideas for 
optimization that you can play with. 
 

 All right, so which patterns can we automate and replicate? Here, I’m showing 
pictures of paper snowflakes. You know the drill. You fold up a piece of paper. 
You make just a couple cuts into that folded up piece of paper, and you unfold 
it, and voila, you have this beautiful, unique snowflake. What kind of patterns 
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can we look at and save time and energy by automating and replicating? 
 

 Of course, the obvious one that comes to mind is water. When you’re growing 
vegetables, yes, they require some water, and you want to figure out ways to 
take advantage as much as possible of Mother Nature and her resources. If you 
live in the US, this website is a really fabulous one. If you type in “climate data” 
and then any city into Google, this will come up, and it shows you the average 
temperatures, and the average precipitations and inches per month. 
 

 I love the flow diagram that shows how many inches are the blue bars of rain 
each month and then the temperatures, and this is Sacramento, California. 
What you notice is that they have close to 3 inches of rain each month in the 
wintertime, and then in the summertime, it’s very hot, and there is very little 
precipitation, and so in this case, you obviously would be thinking about 
rainwater harvest. 
 

 Then, at some point, even in your rainwater harvest system, what you want to 
be thinking about are timers, how to get that water out to your crops. If you’re 
not getting any rainfall at all and you do need to get some water into the beds, 
you might want to think about some automatic timers. I know people who do as 
few as 5 minutes a day in the dessert just to get their plants some water. I know 
people who do as much as 2 hours a day of a drip system, so it just depends on 
how much water you’re getting out into your planting beds and what kind of 
crops are there looking for water. 
 

 You can go online. You can find these timers. They’re very easy to set up and 
use, and you just want to make sure that you have some time to test them and 
make sure that your plants are getting enough water. What you don’t want to 
do is install one and immediately go on vacation. You want to give yourself like a 
week’s worth of time to test it out and make sure it’s working. 
 

 As much as possible, you want to take advantage of the rainwater in your area 
and get to know the patterns or your area, so how could you take the rainwater 
that’s there and essentially use that as your seasonal water? You can start to 
use a precipitation log. What you’ll notice about websites that show you data is 
they’ll show you data for a particular city, but that was taken at one particular 
location. Especially in places where there’s mountain, precipitation is going to 
vary quite a bit from location to location, so you want to take your own log. 
 

 What you want to be looking for in this precipitation log is that a lot of 
vegetable crops like about an inch of water per week. If you’re not getting an 
inch of water per week in your area, you want to figure out ways to store that 
water and automate that process of the plants receiving that water, so either by 
creating some sort of planting bed that stores water like a sub-irrigated kind of 
planting bed or a hugelkultur bed, or you’re going to look at rainwater barrels as 
a way to store that water to get it to your crops. 
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 What you’ll want to do is take your precipitation log and eventually make that 

little chart, this little bar graph that shows how many inches per week over the 
course of the season so that you can make some decisions about how much 
water you need to store and how much water you’re going to automate. 
 

 The other way to replicate basically the idea of replication, so how do you 
identify systems that you’re going to have to replicate again and again while 
Mother Nature is our guide again? Each year is another opportunity for 
replication and improvement because you’re going through the same seasons 
over and over, so you have another chance to improve your systems. 
 

 My recommendation for new growers is, especially in their first year, write 
down everything that you’re doing so that next year, you can look at it and say, 
“Okay. These are the things I did well. These are the things I want to change.” 
One of the best documents you can use to do that is what’s called a “crop plan.” 
A crop plan is a spreadsheet that basically shows you all the different crops that 
you’re growing, when you’re going to seed them, when you’re going to 
transplant them, when you’re going to harvest them, all of those dates, and 
then where you’re going to plant them, and what you’re expecting as a yield. 
 

 You might not know that as a first-time grower, but if you’ve already grown and 
you know that you grow 8 pounds of tomatoes per plant, you can put that into 
the chart, and so you can predict how much yield you’re going to get for the 
season. This is a tool that a lot of farmers use, but I think that this is one of the 
best tools that any growers should use in order to replicate their system. Year 
after year, it becomes easy-breezy. You spend very little time stressing out over 
what to do next because it’s all recorded, and you just do it again the next year. 
 

 This is a great place to geek out because it’s basically a roadmap for the whole 
season. This is your path of ease for next year. If you can document what you do 
really well, each year, you spend less and less time doing the things that grow 
food, and you spend more time enjoying the harvests, so I highly recommend 
some crop planning. We don’t have time to go into it in full detail here. I have 
several classes on it if you’re interested. 
 

 All right, so we’ve talked about what kind of patterns we can amplify, what kind 
of patterns we want to fit into, and how we can use them to improve our yield, 
but the other thing about patterns is that the same way with human nature, 
sometimes we just need to let things go. We have these patterns of … We have 
these habits. They’re bad habits. We want to let them go. What are the bad 
habits that we can let go in order to save time and energy? 
 

 One of the things that I have noticed over time in my growing space with the 
way that I grow food is that the cabbage moths that lay their eggs on the 
underside of cabbage leaves and then those eventually turn into caterpillars 

http://www.thegrownetwork.com/
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


 

TheGrowNetwork.com 

which basically start to eat the leaves of the cabbage, with the timing that I have 
my plants in the ground and the scale of my cabbage, I generally don’t have that 
many trouble with these cabbage moths on my plants. Because I harvest 
weekly, my kale and my collards, I generally don’t see any damage from 
cabbage moth larva. 
 

 One of the things that I recognized is that the only time that I’m a little 
susceptible is when the cabbages are at their smaller scale and they’re not quite 
big enough yet, and so I decided that I was going to stop hunting for cabbage 
moth eggs, and I was like, “Well, is there anything that I can do just as an extra 
precaution to hit any of those eggs off of the lower leaves?” 
 

 Cabbage moths, they like to lay their eggs on the underside of the cabbage 
leaves, and so a lot of people hunt for them and rub them off. What I found was 
that each time I was watering which was every couple of days essentially, 
instead of watering the kind of normal way where I would like sprinkle water 
gently down like rain on top of my soil, I would actually flip the sprayer upside-
down, and I would spray the underside of the cabbage leaves with the nozzle at 
a pretty high rate. 
 

 Cabbage leaves are pretty resilient and they don’t break down very easily, and 
so the water didn’t damage them, and then basically, the water just drips off 
and ends up watering all the cabbage. In the process, all the eggs would 
disappear. Within a couple minutes, I would have this process done versus if I 
wanted to sit and hunt for those eggs, it would take me a good 30 minutes or a 
little bit less depending on how many cabbage that I had in the ground at the 
time. 
 

 This was a way to get rid of this pattern of sitting, and staring, and looking for 
the eggs. I was like, “Nope, I’m just going to spray the undersides,” and most of 
the eggs are going to go away. If I happened to miss a couple, that’s okay 
because a couple is not that big of a deal for me, so I eliminated that whole step 
for me of worrying about cabbage moth. 
 

 The other thing that I let go off, and this is something that a lot of people asked 
me about. I used to have sides to my planting beds, wooden sides where I would 
hold the soil in the planting bed. This is in Brooklyn. This is where the soil was 
contaminated. We had to bring in extra soil. Basically, over time, what I found 
was that if I looked at my logs of how much time I was spending growing food, 
those areas where I had wooden frames, I was spending way more time growing 
food in those areas. It was taking me twice as long to harvest, and I was trying to 
figure out why. 
 

 What I realized is that without those sides of the bed there, basically, what I can 
do is I can kneel down with my knees on the edge of the soil which compacts 
just the edge of the soil which is good because it prevents erosion from 
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happening, and I found that I could move more freely. I could move more 
quickly. My knees didn’t always hurt, and so I eliminated all of my wooden 
barriers between me and my planting beds, and I saved a whole bunch of time. 
 

 Just notice in your garden space where you’re spending time in your motion. 
You don’t have to do a full-blown motion study test and see how long you’re 
taking to do every particular motion, but just notice where you’re spending time 
and where your body hurts, and try to eliminate those things, and let go of 
those patterns. 
 

 Finally, the big one that people are probably waiting for. Pattern observation 
can save you money. Let’s look quickly at seeds, so this is a big one for me of 
where to save money. If you can save seeds, that’s a huge way to eliminate the 
cost of seeds, right? At the same time, there are certain crops that were always 
going to go … or at least I’m always going to get seeds for like these are things 
like arugula where I’m planting large beds, and the number of seeds that I want 
to purchase each year far exceeds what I want to try to propagate for myself. 
 

 Let’s look at this for just a minute. How many seeds do you need? Let’s talk 
about arugula in particular. I lay down about 250 seeds per square foot. That’s a 
lot of seeds for my … It makes it grow in really lushly so that I can harvest a lot 
of arugula at once, and what the looks like is about 1 seed per 3 quarters of an 
inch which is about the size maybe of your thumbnail. 
 

 Then, basically, what I’m looking for in my garden space is I have about 30 
square feet dedicated to green space like this, lettuce, arugula, whatever the 
case may be, and I want to do 4 sessions, and so if I calculate that out, that’s 
30,000 seeds. If you go to a website, in this case, going to Johnny’s site, they 
have seeds that are listed out in different quantities, so you want to buy in bulk 
wherever possible because that’s where you’re going to save money on seeds. 
 

 Those little tiny packets of arugula that have like 20 seeds in them, that’s 
nothing. You don’t want to ever do that. In this case, you have a packet which 
doesn’t have very many seeds in it at all. It says it has 500 seeds, and then you 
have 1 ounce which is just a little bit more money, and it has 18,000 seeds in it, 
so 18,000 seeds per ounce. They list this all on their website. 
 

 Now, you can start to do the math. If I need 30,000 seeds per season, I could get 
2 ounces which would cost me about $11.80, and I would have my 36,000 
seeds, so that’s 1 option. The second option is I could get a quarter of a pound 
which would be 72,000 seeds for just $11.50, so I would have my 30,000 seeds 
and then some. I would basically have double what I needed. Arugula seeds, 
they definitely last for a while, so I could pay now for my seeds for 2 years, and 
what I’m doing essentially is I am saving $12.10 by doing that. Basically, I’m 
saving the 30 cents from the $11.80 to the $11.50, and then I’m also saving the 
$11.80 that I would have spent next year had I not ordered seeds for both years 
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at once, so I’m saving $12.10. 
 

 Option 3. I go up again in size. Every time you increase your bulk order of seed, 
you save money. Here, I can get for $34 or $35, I can get 288,000 seeds, so I 
could say, “Well, I can store those seeds for a couple years and have seeds for 
like 10 years or 9 years,” and that’s possible if you store your seeds in the right 
conditions, or the other option is to divide it into four. I was going to get a 
quarter of a pound anyway. Divide it into four, each person pays $8.60 for 
72,000 seeds. I save basically an additional $3 because I would have spent 
$11.50, but instead I’m spending $8.60, and then I have my seeds for my 2 
years. 
 

 When you’re buying your seeds, this is the place where you can really start to 
save money, and depending on how much food you’re purchasing, it really adds 
up over time. That’s one way to save money is to look at exactly how many 
seeds that you need each year, so crop plan comes in handy to calculate how 
much of an area you have and how many seeds you need to fill it. 
 

 Then, the second way to save money is to really watch carefully those seeds. 
I’ve had this happen to me just a couple of times, but it’s worth nothing. I have 
what’s called a “seeding and propagation log.” What I do is I log in each type of 
seed that I use and the company that it came from, and then I basically put 
down the lot number which is on the seed packet and the manufacturer’s date 
of those seeds. 
 

 I put in the day that I planted that seed and the number of seeds that I put in 
the ground or in a seeding tray, and then basically, I record the percent 
germination, and I do kind of an estimate. In this case, my arugula came up 
really strong, 95%. My beets came in 90% which is decent. Carrots always come 
in lower at 70%, and then my leeks, 0%. 
 

 Here’s a couple things to note. There are standards for seed manufacturers. 
They have a minimum percentage germination, and you can find this online, and 
so if your germination rate is below that for that particular crop and you think 
it’s the seed, then you need to write a letter to that seed company saying, “Hey, 
I purchased this seed from this lot number on this manufacturer’s date, and I 
got 0 germination rate. I have done well with all my other crops. I don’t think 
this is something that I did wrong. I believe that the seeds might be faulty.” You 
can even say, “I would appreciate you replacing those seeds,” or you could say, 
“I would appreciate my money back,” whatever you think is fair for your 
condition, and you can get more seeds. 
 

 When I’ve done this in the past, manufacturers are actually happy to get the 
data back and to know that they might have something wrong, and they’re 
grateful that you’ve sent in this nice note. Of course, you’re not going to send in 
a mean note. You’re going to send in a nice note just presenting the facts and 
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requesting what you want back in return. 
 

 A lot of times, the seed manufacturers are so happy that you do this that they 
will send you something else for your troubles, so it’s worth it to do. This is a 
way to get a little bit of your money back if you feel like the seeds are truly not 
what they’re supposed to be. Don’t abuse this obviously. This is only if you know 
that you did everything right and you’re getting 0 germination rate. For 
beginners, this is always tricky because beginners make a lot of mistakes. If 
you’re a beginner, you want to talk to somebody first and make sure you did 
everything correctly before you write in to that seed manufacturer. 
 

 All right. There you go. Lots of fun templates to track your data, find your 
patterns, improve your yield, grow more, do less, and save money. You can do 
this. I promise. If you do, you’re going to create a more efficient garden system 
for yourself, and get the whole family involved. This is a really fun experiment 
for the kids. I’ve used these templates with high school students, and they like 
to compete to see who can grow more. 
 

 Finally, one word of caution. If you are new to growing, don’t worry. You don’t 
have to go crazy like me and track everything all at once. I would hate for this to 
be an overwhelming exercise and for you to just stop doing it because it’s really 
valuable. A little data gets you a long way. What I would recommend doing is 
starting with the harvest log and a pest and disease log. Those are things that 
you can track wherever you are in the season or try to think back in your season, 
and then I would start creating a crop plan for next year. Then, as you feel 
comfortable, you can start to track some of the other pieces, so that’s a way to 
ramp up this data-taking. 
 

 I’ve recently received a letter from somebody who said that they had been 
growing for 10 years and creating their first crop plan took their growing to a 
whole new level and they basically doubled their yield, so this is not just for 
beginners. This is also for experienced growers. Remember, your garden is a 
miraculous food laboratory so geek out with me. I know you want to. Download 
my templates and let me know what you find. That link again is 
farmyardbootcamp.com/geek. Thanks for being part of the new homegrown 
revolution who are growing local, sustainable, delicious food for a healthy 
planet. 
 

Marjory: Okay, so that was not Garden Greeks, but there you go with Stacey Murphy. If 
you click that button on to the right there, you’ll be able to download those 
templates that Stacey was talking about. Yeah, recordkeeping. Oh my gosh, it’s 
just so basic and so fundamental, but that is the rocket fuel that will propel you 
to having a huge yield a lot more quickly, and I know my memory isn’t what it 
used to be, and I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve planted trees and 
forgotten what they were like months later. 
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 Yeah. Click on the button there and pick up those templates. I think you’ll really 
enjoy that. Stacey also teaches a really great online class, and you get under her 
newsletter. Get under her list to find out when the next one is available. This is 
Marjory Wildcraft, and you’re at the Mother Earth News Online Homesteading 
Summit. We’ve got lots of other great presentations for you. Pick another one, 
and I’ll catch up with you on that one. 
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