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Dedication 
 

“Gardens are not made by singing, ‘Oh, how 
beautiful,’ and sitting in the shade.” – Rudyard Kipling 

 

“Entering the garden can be a stirring experience, as 
all of my senses are ignited by what I see, hear, and 
touch,” wrote Ken Druse in Planthropology: The 
Myths, Mysteries and Miracles of My Garden 
Favorites. 

 

Dedicated to: 

 

You. 

Parents in truth or in spirt: who know nothing about 
gardening but is willing to push your way through to 
give a child a chance at growing a plant. Who, in your 
midst, asks you, “Can I do that?” And you do not turn 
away, but, instead, is brave and says, “Yes.” 
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Foreword 
  

I came from a place where plants hanging around the 
house were not given a second thought. I was born 
into a world of gardening.  

In a conversation with fellow garden writer, Angela 
England, we compared our pasts and she reminded 
me of how lucky I had been. Plants had filled my 
parents’ hearts as much as they filled our home 
before they ever knew me. 

I wondered, “Where do people find the love to garden, 
when they are not born into it?” Beyond the how-to 
facts and practical advice, where do people find, or 
first realize, the nuances? Because I think, it is the 
subtle distinctions that make gardening special for 
one person’s hobby over another’s. 

Big people, as well as little people, get trapped in the 
perfection of growing a garden: All the rows neat, all 
the plants straight and tall, and no holes in their 
leaves. But perfection is never achieved in gardening 
because the gardens and the plants are always 
evolving and, well, there is always the wildlife. 

I figure you are reading this because you have met a 
child in your life who has asked your help to grow 
plants. Or, you know a child that you think is in dire 
need of a new hobby.  

Whatever the reason, you have realized: You need 
help. How do I turn this child into a kid-gardener, you 
ask? 
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The Kid-Gardener’s Planting Book for Parents is a 
collection of articles written to adults who are 
searching for how to help a child become a gardener. 
It is a book as much for practical advice as it is of 
inspiration. Though, the book will not be the end to 
filling up your brain with sage advice. 

You and your garden, and your kid-gardener, will 
continue growing. We change and evolve like our 
gardens and their people who grow them do. 
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Chapter One - Painting Gardens 
with Crayon Colors 
Section One: Kids and Plants 

  

Your child wants to grow a garden. You have the 
location picked out and have brought home 
prepackaged potting soil for a container, or dug 
organic soil into a planting bed outside. 

The time has come to pick plants easy enough for 
your child to grow. 

First-time gardeners may show no rhyme or reason in 
picking their plants, and there is no reason to expect 
more from kids. The array of plants on the market is 
overwhelming even for the most seasoned gardener. 

However, the easiest plants to grow make the best 
first-plant ideas for kids. 

All gardeners will have plants die, but in the 
beginning, for new gardeners, it helps build 
confidence to experience success in the first year. 

Characteristics of Plants That Are Easy to Grow 

Labeling a plant ‘easy-to-grow’ requires answering 
some basic questions to narrow its characteristics. 

What is the type of weather conditions and soil the 
plant requires for thriving? 

Does the plant have a basic structural form, or is it 
complicated, requiring pruning? 

How big will the plant grow? 
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What needs does the plant have for a long life? 

 

Coleus have colorful foliage like this rustic orange. 
Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

The easier plants to grow are not always the prettiest. 
We’re often driven by vast benches of color stretching 
out at the local garden center when choosing plants, 
and kids are apt to face similar dilemmas; consider 
the number of colors in a 64-pack box of crayons. 

Gardening can also be motivated by other interests. 
People who watch birds may grow a garden to attract 
them to the backyard: 

People who love to cook may grow a kitchen garden 
for fresh food; or people who love making crafts may 
grow their own plant material. 

Children also come to gardening in many ways and 
this may influence a child’s level of determination in 
wanting to grow a particular plant. 
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Colorful Annual Plants Kids Like 

 

Kids will have many colors to choose from in violas 
and pansies. Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 
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Annual plants survive one growing season and while 
some of the choices here can be overwintered, 
children who want to first try gardening to see if they 
like it will have good success with annual plants. 
Annuals are inexpensive and only require well-
draining average gardening or potting soil. 

The easiest, most colorful group of plants for kids is 
coleus (Solenostemon scutellariodes.) The coleus is 
grown for its leaves and not the flowers. Coleus is 
considered versatile for its ability to grow outside in a 
planting bed or in containers, outside or indoors. 

The species has been hybridized into many cultivars, 
especially for sunnier gardens, but a part-shade 
location outside or a brightly lit room away from direct 
sun indoors is sufficient. Coleus requires weekly 
watering, and a basic fertilizer treatment to thrive. 

Another group of colorful faces, quite literally, is violas 
(Viola tricolor) and pansies (Viola cornuta.) The small 
colorful flowers are grown in cool weather outside 
during spring and fall. Kids who want to dabble in 
growing plants but do not want to spend their entire 
summer in a garden will enjoy these small plants. 
Annual violas have easy cultural requirements and 
you can clear the dead flowers away with your 
fingers. 
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Zonal geraniums have a dark center on the leaf 
surface. Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Annual geraniums (Pelargonium) are produced in 
zonal, ivy, scented or Martha Washington varieties. 
Zonal geraniums grow the largest flowers without 
being costly to purchase. 

The leaves are soft to the touch and the colors are 
many. Geraniums do attract butterflies to a garden 
and are favored for being the basis of an easy mixed 
combination planted in one container. 

Annual geraniums require deadheading like violas: 
Teaching a new gardener to nip off a dying flower 
(called deadheading) is a good first-time plant-care 
skill to master. 
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Sunflower plants are never out of style for gardens. 
Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

Kids’ Plants That Grow Well From Seeds 

The sunflower (Helianthus annuus) is a best first-seed 
for kids, although transplants can be purchased, too. 

The seed pods are large enough for little fingers to 
handle, and they can simply push seeds into holes 
with a finger. The plants withstand dry summers and 
the flowers result in a bounty, which produce seeds 
for cooking in the kitchen or to share with the birds. 

Shorter hybrid versions of sunflower plants make it 
easier for younger kids to manage and offer children 
many more colors beyond the common yellow. 

A collection of small vegetable plants and herbs are 
referred to as ‘cut-and-come-again plants,’ because 
the plants can be harvested by snipping the plant with 
sharp scissors but then will grow back to be harvested 
again later. Leaf lettuces, microgreens and herbs, 
such as chives, are examples of cut-and-come-again 
plants. Leaf lettuces, microgreens and some herbs 
can be grown indoors, as well. 
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Cut-and-come-again salad mix grown from seeds in a 
window box indoors. Image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved. 

The nasturtium (Nasturtium sp.) is another traditional 
children’s plant, many times grown in a kitchen 
garden. When grown in a garden where pesticides 
are not used, the flowers of a nasturtium are edible, 
and your kids can harvest the blooms to put in a salad 
or to decorate a cake. 

Create an Indoor Garden with Houseplants 

Gardening is one hobby that kids can pursue with 
equal enthusiasm outdoors or inside. The type of 
plants and style of gardens plant-lovers like to grow 
are as wide and varied as are the kinds of people in 
the world. 

Kids can grow a garden indoors with the help of many 
easy houseplants such as common tropical green 
plants like the Swedish ivy (Plectranthus). 
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An African violet plant is a good kid-sized plant. 
Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

The African violet (Saintpaulia ionantha) is a flowering 
plant that gives off that difficult-to-grow air for its 
pretty flowers, fuzzy leaves and from competing in 
fashionable state fair shows for ribbons. But, do not 
be dissuaded by its reputation. 

The African violet requires a richer potting soil, 
labeled and sold in prepackaged bags, and it must be 
watered without dripping onto its leaves and placed in 
an east-facing window. One plant in an interesting pot 
can make a reasonable first garden for a child who 
wants to try growing things. 

Gardening for Kids 

There are a host of plants that children can grow 
easily, so don’t be intimidated by the rows of varieties 
at your local garden center. Kids who want to grow 
their first garden will have similar challenges finding 
the best plants that will fit the location, growing 
conditions and desires of the new gardener. Now let 
them pick their plants, and dig in! 
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Journal 
 

What is your favorite kind of flower?  
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Section Two: Blue Flowers for Girls 
and Pink Flowers for Boys: 
Gardening and Learning 

  

We think of gardening as a gender-neutral hobby for 
its welcoming nature to boys and girls of all ages. 
Gardeners are free to pick their favorite flower colors 
without fear of ridicule from fellow plant lovers, 
opinionated artistic types notwithstanding. 

Flower colors available to plant enthusiasts are limited 
by the rules of science – rather than social mores. It’s 
easy to find plants in many genus in a wide range of 
reds through to the light pink hues. 

  

Bearded iris are easily found in blue colors. Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 
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Pink Promise is a hybrid tea rose with a soft sea shell 
color. Image Courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

Blue seems to be the color gardeners most want, 
which is a very human reaction to a color not readily 
or widely available in native plants, or for sale on the 
shelves of garden centers. When gardeners first saw 
the Himalayan blue poppy (Meconopsis betonicifolia) 
on magazine covers, everyone wanted one. 

 

Hydrangea plants produce blue, pink and cream 
colored flowers. Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 
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Plants like the popular blue hydrangea (Hydrangea 
macrophylla ‘Nikko Blue’) change color with the 
switch of a soil’s pH, making the blue elusive in many 
parts of the United States. Today, plant breeders work 
towards developing more blue flowers. Still, blue is a 
cool color and sometimes a kid simply wants a 
warmer feel from his or her garden plants. 

Blooming Pink Colors 

The rose is the quintessential romantic flower, and we 
find it in many gardens grown by men. Two famous 
rosarian men are excellent role models for any child 
gardener: David Austin and William Radler have 
spent their lives successfully breeding roses. 

One hybrid tea rose bush makes a good singular 
challenge or the basis of a small garden for children 
willing to wear garden gloves and manage a hand 
pruner: It may matter little whether the rose is pink, 
lilac or yellow. Growing a rose bush is an excellent 
chance to learn about the plant’s cultural needs, how 
to prune its canes and experience bringing beautiful 
blooms to life. 
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Celosia ‘Pink Flamingo’ grows tall and narrow. Image 
by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Celosia is a large genus of plants gardeners grow as 
annuals. Its flower forms range from upright and 
feathery to what is commonly called a cockscomb.  

The colors are just as far ranging, from reds to pinks, 
but with cultivars like the Celosia ‘Fresh Look’ series 
found in gold, yellow and apricot colors, too. 

Dianthus is another plant genus we commonly 
remember in reds and pinks; consider the light pink 
‘Chabaud La France,’ a carnation (Dianthus 
caryophyllus) or the mix of tall sweet Williams 
(Dianthus barbatus.) 

The Dianthus ‘Diana’s Blueberry’ grabbed the 
attention of plant lovers when it came out. This hybrid 
is called a “true blue,” but to some gardeners the color 
may look like a shade of lilac. Whether blue or lilac, 



21	  

Dianthus ‘Diana’s Blueberry’ is an easy flower for any 
child to grow. 

Searching for Blue Flowers 

Blue flowers are elusive because they are hard to 
breed – or the plants need a particular pH balance. 
You can, however, find blue flowers in a variety of 
hybrids. 

 

Pansies are available in many blue colors. (Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

You’ll find blue flowers in the annuals of pansies, 
petunias and morning glories, to name a few. Salvias 
produce flowers in a variety of colors, but the Salvia 
guaranitica ‘Black and Blue’ is an annual that stands 
out in a garden with its blooms cast in blue. 

For years, gardeners who wanted to design a mix of 
red, white and blue colors in petunias had to pretend 
that the dark purple was really blue, but more and 
more plant breeders are producing true blue colors in 
the favorite little annual. 
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Perennial plants offers some standard barriers in the 
spectrum of blue: Delphinium grandiflorum ‘Diamonds 
Blue’ or Delphinium ‘Fantasia Mix,’ Phlox paniculata 
‘Blue Paradise,’ or spiked speedwell, (Veronica 
spicata ‘Royal Candles’ or Veronica spicata ‘Darwin’s 
Blue.’) 

Plant Blue and Pink Flower Colors Together 

 

The name Verbena Superbena ‘Royal Chambray’ 
sounds blue but appears a pretty purple flower to 
some. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

The sweet pea is another annual plant, easy to grow 
from seeds and found in a range of soft colors. If you 
are looking for a compromise, the sweet pea, 
Lathyrus odoratus x belinensis ‘Erewhon’ has pale-
pink petals and mid-blue wings on each inflorescence. 

Gardening For Kids 

Gardening provides a solid playground where children 
are free to explore their favorite plants, and colors, 
and find new discoveries without fear. Boys will find a 
never-ending mix of pink flowers to grow. While girls, 
like most of the gardening community, may be on that 
proverbial search for true blue flowers. 
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Journal 
 

Do you like blue or pink flowers better?  
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Section Three: Eerie and Unusual 
Plants Kids Will Love to Grow: Even 
After Halloween 

  

Kids will gradually navigate to the odd, unusual and 
eerie-shaped plants, as they become more 
comfortable with their gardening abilities. Child-
gardeners are no different than their adult 
counterparts; they want to grow beyond the everyday 
plants. 

How many times have we noticed kids gathered 
around the collection of Venus flytrap plants encased 
in clear plastic pots with domed lids on a bench at a 
greenhouse? 

 

Pansy faces come in many colors, including black and 
orange. (Image courtesy of National Garden Bureau, 
all rights reserved.) 

Unfortunately, the Venus flytrap (Dionaea muscipula) 
is a difficult plant to successfully grow long-term and 
requires a specialized consistent environment. 
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You want to find that balance; between the eerily 
creepy looking plants and difficult-to-grow plants, 
which will give your child satisfaction growing the odd 
and unusual flora. 
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Eerie Plants’ Perfect Halloween Holiday 

Autumn, and the accompanying holidays, signal the 
last chance for decorating an outdoor garden with 
living plants before winter arrives for many gardeners. 
Halloween evokes a special affection for the spooky 
plants we may ignore the rest of the year. An unusual 
Halloween-style plant could be a short-term annual 
find or a specimen plant that your child will baby year 
after year. 

 

Venus flytrap plants sitting on a garden nursery bench 
attract children but are hard to grow. (Image by Chris 
Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

A plant eating a bug makes perfect imagery around a 
ghost and goblin holiday, and gardeners add many 
colors that scream, “Trick or treat,” to dress up a 
haunted house. 
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Black and Orange on Cat-faced Pansies 

Pansies (Viola x wittrockiana) are plants we put in 
autumn gardens because – despite the late fall frosts 
– its faces will still be there to greet you on 
Halloween. Pansies fit into small pots or among 
bigger landscapes in fall, because pansies thrive in 
cooler temperatures. 

Pansies have round smiling faces. The blooms are 
approximately 1” – 3” across with petals overlapping 
and come in a variety of colors and patterns. 

 

Black petunias will grow where Halloween season is 
warm in autumn. (Image courtesy of Ball Horticulture 
Company, all rights reserved.) 

There are pure black and pure orange or cat-faced 
pansies with fine whisker-lines painted out from the 
center. Autumn Frills has a frilly yellow background 
highlighted with dark purple picotee edging, for 
example. 
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Hybrid Orchids with Pouches 

Orchids use to be exotic plants only collectors could 
grow. Now in the 21st century, orchids are so easily 
available – you can buy them in the grocery store – so 
this lovely flower has become commonplace.  Moth 
orchids (Phalaenopsis sp. or x) may not be as scary-
feeling as they once were, but a spray of white moth 
orchids highlighted in a dark room still produces a 
ghostly aura on a Halloween night. 

A hybrid lady slipper orchid (Paphiopedilum,) a sub 
family of lady slippers (Cypripedioideae,) makes a 
compact one-time plant or as part of a collection of 
orchids for kids who have proven their garden 
prowess. 
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Paphiopedilum Peter Pernar x Kay Day is a hybrid 
lady slipper orchid. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved.) 

Lady slipper orchids can grow outdoors. Given their 
high cost, gardeners usually place them in a 
protective location, but many cultivate hybrids as 
houseplants. All lady slipper orchids have the 
characteristic pouch-like feature. In the wild, the 
pouch traps insects who are seeking nectar.  

Indoors, modern hybrid orchids are easier than others 
to grow, but more expensive than simple annuals and 
herb plants: Orchids are a better buy for gardeners 
who demonstrate the long-view interest in growing 
plants. 
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Imagine seeing a spray of Phalaenopsis white moth 
orchids in the dark – eerie indeed! (Image courtesy of 
Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Frankenstein-like Plants 

Gardeners manipulate plants to appear unusual by 
grafting or using bonsai techniques. A common 
example of grafting is the brightly unnatural globe-like 
cactus (Gymnocalycium) grafted onto a standard 
green-base plant (Hylocereus.) Sold cheaply at drug 
and dime stores, these plants have very little growth 
potential: This is a short-lived example that 
discourages many new gardeners from ever growing 
a plant again. 
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Euphorbia plant grafted onto a green stem makes a 
great houseplant. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

A euphorbia or another kind of succulent grafted onto 
a green base, however, can make an interesting 
houseplant. Grafted succulents have an eerie 
Frankenstein-like appearance that is fun for the 
season but will last longer if you meet its cultural 
needs. 

Gardeners who grow bonsai dedicate many hours 
over the years bending plant stems and the trunks of 
small trees into works of living art. Bonsai is a 
specialized type of gardening that requires patience 
and specific tools.  

Children who like a singular plant-project may want to 
give it a try, and create their own piece of 
Frankenstein-art. 



32	  

 

The gnarled trunk and branches of a buttonwood 
bonsai. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

Collecting Odd Plants All Year Long 

You may think some garden plants are odd for their 
name or the way they look, or sometimes both. The 
cockscomb (Celosia cristata) for example, has a 
crested flower that is valued for its unusual form and 
soft-to-the-touch feel. Cockscomb is very dramatic in 
a bouquet, so for kids who want to grow a cutting 
garden this is a must have. 
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The celosia cockscomb is a beautiful cut flower for 
bouquets and an eerie plant. (Image courtesy of 
Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Child-gardeners are like grown-up plant lovers where 
odd and unusual plants are concerned. Once you 
become hooked on gardening, all gardeners are 
susceptible to the disease of collecting odd and 
unusual plants – no matter what fills the rest of their 
gardens. 
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Journal 
 

What is the strangest plant you’ve ever seen? Do you 
know how to grow it? 
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Chapter Two – Small World 
Landscapes 
Building A Terrarium: An Indoor 
Mobile Garden Fit for Kids 

  

 

Garden terrariums are tiny whimsical landscapes 
mobile enough for kids to grow plants indoors and call 
their own, and a great way to connect with nature. 
(Image by Chris Eirschele) 
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This glass bowl is filled with miniature cyclamen, 
variegated peperomia, mosaic plant and Scotch 
moss. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Garden terrariums are clear enclosed containers, with 
an opening at the top and plants that grow inside. A 
terrarium makes the perfect indoor mobile garden for 
a child-gardener because small hands can manage 
the pot, and all but the smallest kids can move it. 

Viewers can look from all sides or down into and 
rearrange as desired in this kind of personal glass 
conservatory. The miniature planting bed begins as a 
blank canvas, which allows a child creativity inside his 
or her own space. 

Defining an Indoor Terrarium 

No matter the size, terrariums are compact planting 
beds, easy to carry around. The containers consist of 
clear glass, plastic or acrylic materials. Planting a 
terrarium breaks the cardinal rule of always putting 
holes into the base of any container used for growing 
a plant. A terrarium is open instead at the top or on its 
side. 
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The art of building a terrarium begins with using your 
imagination to choose a container. A few classic ideas 
are an old aquarium with or without a lid, a clear 
plastic two-liter bottle with the top cut off, an old or 
new glass cloche originally made to protect plants 
from light frosts, a miniature greenhouse made from a 
craft kit, a canning or mason jar with a hinged top set 
ajar or without a lid and a small cold frame with a top 
that raises and lowers. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, terrariums made of vintage 
clear green glass, sometimes with the thatched 
covering still attached, were popular; old wine bottles 
with stout bases left room for many plants. Because 
some bottles had such small holes to get plants and 
soil through, gardeners needed extremely narrow 
tools with very long handles, good eye-hand 
coordination and a lot of patience to funnel everything 
into the bottle and situate the plants. 

 

Children may want to personalize their gardens with 
stones, characters or even a tiny teacup. (Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 
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Pick the Best Garden Tools for Inside Terrariums 

Planting a terrarium takes some unconventional 
garden supplies. Your child should have an all-
purpose potting soil without moisture retentive wetting 
agents, pebbles or gravel and a bag of activated 
charcoal. 

Terrarium gardens use activated charcoal where 
there is no drainage, but gardeners need to control 
the filtering water and sweetening soil to prevent 
stagnation. Small bags of activated charcoal are 
available in stores that sell garden supplies; the 
charcoal briquettes from the family’s outdoor grill are 
not a suitable substitute. 

Gardeners should gather these garden tools before 
starting the terrarium project: 

A long-handled tool to act as a trowel such as an iced 
tea-spoon that works well for containers with narrow 
openings. 

A sharp pair of scissors with a long narrow nose is 
useful for snipping off hard-to-reach stems. A pair of 
long-handled barber-type scissors is one example. 

A long-handled wooden spoon, barbecue skewer or a 
set of chop-sticks will work for pushing soil around. 

A funnel with a large hole or an 8×10 sheet of 
paper for shaping into a funnel to direct soil into the 
container. 

A small watering can, not more than a 1-quart size, 
with a small nozzle end and a small mister/spray 
bottle used for adding moisture to the terrarium. 
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Mosaic plants and baby tears love misting, but African 
violets do not like water on the leaves, so be careful 
watering. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

Miniature and Small Plants for Terrariums 

Terrariums use small plants, whether you’ll be 
planting directly in the container or it is a display case 
that will hold several pots. Plants described as 
‘miniature,’ or are small forms of the “adult-sized” 
varieties, are the best choices for a terrarium. 

Look for plants labeled shade-loving or described as 
tolerant of high humidity. Good choices for terrariums 
include plants with a short root system, species 
of plants original to rain forests and those marked for 
woodland gardens, if planted outdoors. 

The collection of plants should include a mix of foliage 
forms with light and dark variegations and flowering 
plants that hold blooms for a long time. Gardeners 
limit their choices to plants in pots approximately 1” – 
3” in diameter, unless the specimen plant will be the 
sole item in a decorative display-styled terrarium. 
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Flowering plants include dwarf orchids, micro to mini 
African violets (Saintpaulia sp.) or tiny cyclamen 
(Cyclamen persicum). Foliage plants such as Irish or 
Scotch mosses (e.g., Sagina subulata ‘Aurea’), rex 
begonias, miniature hostas, prayer plants (Maranta 
leuconeura), maidenhair ferns (Adiantum hispidulum 
‘Rosy’) or the mosaic plant (Fittonia verschaffeltii) are 
all good examples with which to start. 

How To Plant a Basic Terrarium 

 

A craft kit became a greenhouse-shaped terrarium 
display for individual pots. (Image by Chris Eirschele, 
all rights reserved.) 
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When planting directly into a container, begin with a 
thin layer of charcoal in the bottom of the terrarium 
and then a thin layer of gravel before filling the bed 
with potting soil.  

Arrange the approximate placement of the plants 
outside of the pot on a flat surface, the way he will 
want them sited once inside the container. Then, one 
by one and starting with the smallest plant, add each 
to the inside as planned. 

As your child situates each plant, have him add soil 
around that plant, gently tapping down around its 
base before going on to the next plant. This is a 
slightly messy creative process that has no right or 
wrong way. A kid may then add whatever stones, 
structures or characters he or she chooses after the 
plants are in place. 

Watering terrarium gardens is a slow, easy process. 
Drizzle water down the sides of the glass, 
remembering that water will not drain out of the 
bottom (don’t add too much.) If soil has dirtied up the 
plants, he may let water drip from his fingers on those 
leaves; this should push the flakes of soil off the 
leaves. A mister with a jet of water accomplishes the 
same task. 

Place terrariums away from direct sun, and mist 
plants as the garden dries out, then routinely check 
up on plants and clean away dead leaves and 
flowers. 
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A tiny Tillandsia bromeliad planted in a terrarium with 
extra holes. Tillandsias are epiphytes which in nature 
grow without soil. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

Enter The Small World of Indoor Mobile Gardens 

Looking in on a terrarium garden is like sneaking a 
peek into a small world into which we cannot walk. 
Terrarium gardens are unimaginably self-contained 
indoor mobile pieces of art; that is what draws many 
gardeners to growing them. 

Kids who enjoy creative gardening indoors will enjoy 
building these mobile garden landscapes. 



44	  

Journal 
 

What supplies do you need for the terrarium of your 
dreams? 
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Section Two: Imagine Planting 
Fairy Gardens 

  

Kids can use their artistic side to plant a magical 
space. The design of fairy gardens blossom 
from imagining whimsical thoughts for inspiration. 

Children may want to take a break and explore a new 
way of growing plants when they become weary of 
sowing seeds in the “back forty” or growing a kitchen 
garden. A fairy garden is an artistic alternative and, 
for many gardeners, becomes a life-long hobby. 

 

Fairy gardens are miniature planting beds designed 
with an active imagination. How can your child make 
a miniature resting spot for fairies? (photo credit 
Chuck Eirschele 

Your kids can make miniature gardens with make-
believe; combining their favorite plants and trinkets 
saved from a vacation or other memorable 
experience. The gardens may be large or small, 
established in the ground or potted in containers, and 
outside or indoors. 
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Fairy Gardens Planted in a Container or Bed 

Can you picture a fairy sitting on a beach chair or a 
gnome kicking back in a hammock? A gardener 
borrows from these kinds of visions to grow a fairy 
garden. You can find magic in a tropical setting with 
tree canopies made from tiny fronds or a Japanese 
garden with stone steps made of colored glass. 

Magical gardens make use of miniature replicas. The 
evergreens near a tiny building look natural as they 
are to scale and surrounded with groundcovers 
whose foundation is an old bird bath or cracked pot 
with its sides broken out. 

 

Stones collected from a trip make the cabin walls, a 
snow bush plant is a tree and the Irish moss a green 
shrub for a fairy garden.(Copyright image courtesy of 
Carol Reynolds, used with permission. All rights 
reserved.) 
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Gardeners often use the phrase “planting bed.” In the 
real world, it is simply the in-ground space a gardener 
has readied to grow seeds and plants. Kids’ 
planting beds are life-size: the frame of a twin bed 
built up with a wooden floor, potting soil poured in and 
broad swaths of flowers installed. You can set the 
bed-frame in a wooded location and magical 
creatures will soon make it a home with a little help 
from its young gardener. 

A dollhouse-sized wrought iron or wooden bed sets 
the scene for a fairy garden in a container. Sedum or 
other creeping plants with tiny leaves, a small limbed 
up “tree,” a piece of cloth standing in for a petite rug 
placed on one side of the bed, a bench at the foot and 
a tree stump for a nightstand all mean that a fairy will 
get a good night’s sleep, perhaps with a vine of 
moonflowers (Ipomoea alba) hanging from above to 
bring on a lunar dream. 

 

A leafy palm small tree and the peperomia are 
planted with a beach chair in a sandy landscape 
where magical creatures sit. (Copyright image 
courtesy of Carol Reynolds, used with permission. All 
rights reserved.) 
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Gardeners often take magical inspiration from real-life 
experiences. A gardener walking in the backyard 
watches as her dachshund and cat walk under a 
massive hosta. Each animal’s head halts just beneath 
one leaf.  

The foliage acts as an umbrella or bouffant hat and 
shields them from the drizzle while drops drip off the 
edges. Kids can find his or her own story using 
miniature plantain lily hybrids (Hosta sp.) and little 
ceramic pets for the beginning of a fairy garden. 

Plants Live Among Magical Creatures 

Imagined magical creatures come alive among 
foliage. Toads and frogs living around an old tree 
stump where a moss floor has developed in the 
backyard is the basis of a fairy garden. 

Young gardeners will want woodland plants to add 
variety. But, annual plants such as impatiens 
(Impatiens walleniana) are perfect for shady gardens, 
too. Impatiens come in many colors, are inexpensive 
to purchase, and will light up a wooded yard.  

Plant in pots if the tree trunk is living; rather than 
digging around in its roots. 
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A saucer pot helps to create a fairy garden. 
(Copyright image courtesy of Carol Reynolds, used 
with permission. All rights reserved.) 

Plants for a fairy garden should contain a variety of 
species. Spruces like Picea abies ‘Little Gem’ and 
Picea glauca ‘Jean’s Dilly’ are still large plants, but for 
a fairy garden planted in the ground or a large pot, 
these evergreens are to scale for gnomes and elves. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, plants with very 
tiny leaves are useful in fairy gardens to make “floors 
or carpets.” Gardeners may look to herb plants for 
inspiration: try wooly thyme or a white moss (Thymus 
praecox ‘Albus’). 

A large barrel planter makes a generous canvas on 
which a gardener builds a magical garden. Plants 
seen in fairy gardens include: English ivy (Hedera 
helix), Irish moss (Sagina subulata), hens n’ chicks 
(Sempervivum sp.), sweet potato vine (Ipomoea 
batatas), a small scaevola (Scaevola ‘Petite Wonder’), 
fern leaf lavender (Lavandula minutolli), Joseph’s coat 
(Alternanthera ficoidea) and scented geranium 
(Pelargonium crispum). 



50	  

Mementos to Create a Fairy Garden 

 

Miniature buildings used in railroad gardens or 
dollhouses are suitable for fairy gardens. (Copyright 
image by Chris Eirschele, used with permission. All 
rights reserved.) 
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We pick up shells off a beach, small pieces of 
driftwood from the lake, or handfuls of stones or a 
rock. We call these trinkets mementos because we 
want to remember the places they come from and so 
we attach our memories to them. 

Fairy gardens provide a home for the trinkets that 
your kids find. Small stones can become siding on a 
house made for a gnome and put in a garden that 
rests in a terra cotta pot. The plantswill grow and 
evolve or be switched out, but the stones will always 
be the “bones” of the garden, just as a teacup is the 
foundation in another kind of small garden, the 
terrarium planter. 

Your little gardeners can add small furniture pieces 
and buildings made for many hobbies. Stores that 
cater to dollhouse or toy train enthusiasts have an 
abundance of structural pieces that are easy 
to rework into miniature garden settings. 

Gardeners may want to create their own furniture by 
converting twigs into tiny ladder-back chairs or a 
wattle fence to decorate around the stone house to 
add interest in telling the tale of a garden where 
fairies, gnomes and elves came to life. 

Fairy Garden Magic 

Fairy gardens offer joy to children of all ages, allowing 
gardeners to delight in the well-placed elements that 
bring the magical world to life. 
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53	  

Journal 
 

What kind of fairies live in your garden? 
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Chapter Three – Pollinating & 
Beneficial Insects 

Section One: Planting a Butterfly 
Garden With Kids: Gardening and 

Learning 

  

 

Butterflies find gardens easier when you repeat the 
same three or four varieties of plants. The gray dusty 
miller is a source of nectar and a host plant. Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Butterflies are pretty, but are also very good at 
messing up even the most manicured garden. 

Kids, and their parents, who want to plant a butterfly 
garden to attract these pollinators will first want to 
learn about the insect and see the landscape from its 
perspective. 



55	  

 Butterflies view their favorite flowers as landing pads 
and view other plants as safe havens to lay their 
eggs. 

Caterpillars will treat the garden as their own 
playground, using plants like monkey-bars climbing all 
around and leaving foliage chewed up. 

In the end, butterflies are so colorful; a garden to 
attract these pollinators may look dull in comparison 
to the decorative wings flying about. 

Gardeners must be willing to give these butterflies 
what they need to grow and thrive and to allow these 
pollinators a place to simply be. 

Understanding Butterflies 

The life cycle of a butterfly starts in an egg, moves on 
to the creeping crawling larva most of us call a 
caterpillar. Then it is on to the pupa, also called a 
chrysalis, and affectionately thought of as a cocoon. 
The adult emerges as a colorful winged insect. 

 

Buddleia shrubs are butterfly magnets. Image 
courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved. 
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Butterflies are nearsighted, so perhaps that is why 
they do not care whether a garden is cluttered with 
debris. But they do like bright bold colors; butterflies 
are especially attracted to red, orange, yellow and 
purple. 

Butterflies will find gardens meant for them more 
easily when the same flowers are repeated. The 
“planting in mass” can be as narrow as a replicated 
long line in a small garden, or a wide swath across a 
large landscape. 

Within a butterfly garden, these cold-blooded insects 
will need a protected place to warm-up when the 
weather is cool, and a place to cool off when the 
summer sun heats up. 
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A smooth flat rock set in an open space is perfect for 
basking in the sun, and an open area in a partly-
shady location will work for cooling off on hot days. 

Male butterflies in particular like puddle clubs. The 
males will gather around small puddles where rain 
has formed temporary pools of water. A shallow dish 
of sand then filled with fresh water will provide all 
butterflies with drinking water. 

 

A red rim butterfly seen indoors at Franklin Park 
Conservatory. Botanical gardens offer events to see 
butterflies up close. Image courtesy of Chuck 
Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Any garden planted to specifically attract beneficial 
insects will not thrive where you use pesticides or 
insecticides. Chemicals used to kill unwanted insects 
are as effective against beneficial insects. 

This includes chemicals from nearby, where wind-drift 
will bring toxic chemicals into a garden from a 
neighboring property. 
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Gardeners can minimize the danger of pesticides and 
insecticides by choosing a location for a butterfly 
garden shielded from strong winds and neighboring 
farmland. 

Try creating a butterfly garden in the corner of an L-
shaped building, or behind tall berms. 

Building barriers against wind and storms with solid 
fences or thick plant material may help. 

 

Monarch butterflies love milkweed and butterfly bush, 
which are from the same genus. Image courtesy of 
Chuck Schwass, all rights reserved. 
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Host Plants For Caterpillar Food 

Butterflies require two types of plants to provide for 
themselves and their offspring. In a true butterfly 
garden, both types of plants should be present. 

The plants can be native species or hybrid plants, 
though complicated flower forms like double blooms 
are unnecessary. 

An adult female butterfly will lay her eggs on the type 
of plant that she knows her babies, the emerging 
caterpillars, will eat. 

Host plants range from annuals like snapdragons, 
alyssum, sunflowers and violets to perennials like 
milkweed, joe-pye weed, daisies, and hollyhocks. 

 

Zinnia “landing pad” for butterfly seen at Powell 
Gardens. Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all 
rights reserved. 

Pussy willows are a host plant and work in moist 
environments. 

The big trees like elm, birch, lilac and tulip tree may 
also act as host plants. 
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Herb plants are popular host plants; they are easily 
tucked in and around the garden. 

The low profile of shorter herb plants also make them 
easy to hide as they become messy with laid eggs or 
chewed leaves taken for food. 

Parsley, chives, dill, and fennel herbs are a few herbs 
that work well in butterfly gardens. 

However, before deciding on which host plants should 
be in the garden, you’ll need to do a little research 
into the type of butterflies that travel in and about the 
local region. 
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Purple Echinacea is an iconic butterfly plant. Orange 
daylilies and allium belong in a pollinator’s garden, 
too. Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

Specific butterflies search for their favorite host 
plants. For example: anise swallowtail butterflies 
favor sweet fennel. 

Gorgone checkers pot and painted lady butterflies 
both like sunflowers, but painted lady also likes thistle 
and hollyhocks. Monarch butterflies love milkweed 
and the black swallow tail appreciates dill and parsley. 

Butterflies Drink from Nectar Plants 

We often think of prairie and wildflowers when 
choosing plants for a butterfly garden. 

The iconic purple coneflower is only one of a long list 
of perennial prairie flowers to add to a butterfly 
garden.  

But, with the wide selection of nectar plants, 
gardeners can create a personalized space for 
butterflies, even if your family doesn’t live in the 
Midwest. 
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Butterflies look for a landing pad, as depicted by a 
daisy, black-eyed Susan, sunflower or zinnia. 

The list of acceptable flower forms is varied: Consider 
the iris, gladiolus, morning glory, or petunia for 
instance. 

There are ornamental grasses of feather reed grass 
or switch grass and shrubs of lilac, dogwood, or 
butterfly bush from which to choose, too. 

Building a Butterfly Garden 

Building a butterfly garden is an ongoing process and 
over the years will ebb and flow as do all gardens. A 
butterfly garden, and its plants, may be as elaborate 
or simple as you and your kids desire, but will provide 
many moments of enjoyment. Your family will enjoy 
watching the butterflies as your garden provides 
valuable food to these beneficial insects that travel 
the world, and pollinate our planet. 
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Journal 
 

Count how many butterflies you saw in your garden 
today! 
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Section Two: Counting Spots to 
Identify Ladybugs in a Backyard 
Garden 

  

 

This Asian lady beetle wears the iconic red but is also 
found in yellow or a faded orange. Copyright image 
courtesy of Thom Mitchell, all rights reserved. Used 
with permission. 



65	  

People think ladybugs are cute. 

So much so, in fact, that we decorate towels, gift 
cards and garden pots with their likeness. 

When a red ladybug lands on a child’s hand he or she 
is likely in awe, will feel lucky or may stare into its itsy-
bitsy bug eyes. 

Without warning, the insect opens up its wing-covers, 
as though it were opening a hanger roof, and then 
flies away. 

A ladybug, correctly called a lady beetle, is a good 
first-insect useful for introducing the insect world to 
kids. 

Learning to identify insects, as well as plants, is a life-
long skill that will become second nature for serious 
kid-gardeners. 

Young children who are just beginning to garden may 
take the first step to identifying a lady beetle by 
counting its spots. It is a gentle but keen way to 
generally inspire inquisitive investigation of insects. 
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Identifying Native from Exotic Lady Beetles 

 

The convergent lady beetle is a native species with 
decreasing populations. Copyright image courtesy of 
Thom Mitchell, all rights reserved. Used with 
permission. 

Entomologists classify the family of lady beetles as 
Coccinellidae, which has more than 5,000 species 
around the world. In the United States with over 450 
species, we categorize lady beetles between native 
and exotic species. 

Children who want to identify one kind of lady beetle 
from another will first count its spots and then observe 
the configuration of the spots and other markings. 

Lady beetles have three distinct body sections: the 
head, pronotum and abdomen. 
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The head is at the very edge of its front 
end.To identify different species of lady beetles, first 
count markings on the pronotum and the wing covers, 
which are over the abdomen. 

The pronotum is in the middle but is easily mistaken 
for its head. The pronotum is often white or black and 
marked with spots or lines or left plain. 

The iconic image of a lady beetle shows her with red 
wing covers. In reality, potential colors for her 
covers include red, orange, yellow or black; and within 
the same species, the color can vary. 

 

The exotic fourteen-spotted lady beetle, like all 
ladybugs, is a predator insect that will eat pea aphids. 
Copyright image courtesy of the United States 
Department of Agriculture, all rights reserved. Used 
with permission. 

The Asian lady beetle’s coloring, for instance, can be 
red or a faded yellow. 

Counting the spots becomes very important to 
identifying lady beetles. Among native species, some 
examples are more common than others: the pink and 
convergent are more often seen, but the orange-
spotted, with its five orange dots, is rare. 
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The twice-stabbed lady beetle is unusual and rare; it’s 
all black except for a red spot on each side of its wing 
cover. 

The variegated, seven-spotted and fourteen-spotted 
ladybugs also exist, with the latter sporting spots that 
look more like a maze of back-to-back spots. 

The common Asian lady beetle is less identified by 
spots as individuals may have none, but rather the 
angled lines forming a W or M on its pronotum is a 
more reliable indicator. 

 

A cholla cactus shelters a lady beetle in the 
Southwest. Copyright image courtesy of Darla Sue 
Dollman, all rights reserved. Used with permission. 

Lady Beetles Good for Gardens 

Lady beetles have many labels: parasitic insects and 
beneficial predators. The monikers sound ominous 
but in gardens you want beneficial parasitic predator 
insects. 

The challenge is in accepting their role and 
appearance, and remembering that they are just as 
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susceptible to caustic pesticides as the “bad” bugs we 
humans annually try to exterminate. 
Gardeners love lady beetles for their munching down 
on aphids and other soft-bodied insects that do 
damage to the plants we love to grow. They also eat 
mites, thrips, whitefly and the eggs of moths. 

Lady beetle bug counts are a fun family activity 
that children can enjoy in your own backyard or as 
part of an organized research project. Some 
university agricultural programs work at assessing the 
decline of native lady beetle populations by asking 
citizen science volunteers to help with counts. These 
programs welcome kid-gardeners as participants and 
they will learn valuable skills in observing insects. 

Citizen Science Lady Beetle Bug Counts 

Scientists point to the loss of native lady beetle 
species that were once so common, at a time when 
gardeners may have considered them pests. 

But gradually, lady beetle populations are growing 
around the world beyond North America’s borders. 
The cause for this is unknown and the fear of the loss 
of native lady beetle species in the United States is 
real. 

Ohio’s Buckeye Lady Beetle Blitz is a yearly event 
sponsored by the Department of Entomology at The 
Ohio State University in Wooster, Ohio. 

It is a citizen science program, which asks volunteers 
to count lady beetles in their backyards. The 
volunteers register, attend a training program 
and receive counting kits mailed to their homes. 

The Lost Ladybug Project is another example of 
citizen scientists helping to count lady beetles. 
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Cornell University researchers worked with the 4-H 
and the university-extension Master Gardeners in 
New York State to set up that system. 

 

Ladybug images make pots look pretty, in the garden 
lady beetles keep plants healthy. Copyright image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Lady Beetles Introduces Kids to Insects 

Counting spots to identify lady beetles is a fun project 
to do at home alone or as part of an organized group 
of citizen scientists. 

Kids will learn to feel comfortable around insects and 
practice their observation skills; an asset in many 
aspects of gardening. 

Insects are a natural part of all gardens and learning 
how they interact with our plants is part of being a 
knowledgeable gardener. We quickly learn that 
ladybugs are not just pretty faces but that they do 
serious work for us in our gardens. 
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72	  

Journal 
 

How many spots are on the ladybugs in your garden? 
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Chapter Four – Garden Tools 
Lend a Hand 
Garden Tools Help Kids Grow: 
Practical Implements for Little 
Gardeners 

  

 

Garden tools by DeWit designed for serious child-
gardeners have shorter handles but with tool-heads 
as sharp as those made for adults. (Image by Chris 
Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Garden tools are an integral part of growing plants, 
even for us who love to immerse our bare fingers in 
rich worm-infested soil. As a child’s interest in 
gardening grows, he or she will benefit from having 
reliable garden tools at hand. 



74	  

 

Good gardening tools should last during a lifetime of 
growing plants – make sure to get your tools from 
durable, reliable sources. (photo credit for below, 
Chris Eirschele) 

 

Garden tools are practical implements meant to work 
efficiently in the home garden. They can range from a 
heavy-duty long-handled lopper that can cut a tree 
branch to an unconventional old purple plastic pot re-
purposed to scoop soil out of a bag. 

A useful garden tool for child-gardeners has just as 
serious a purpose. But, any tool for kids will be more 
efficient if it fits their height and age and fits with their 
abilities and the type of gardening. 
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A trowel is a good first-time garden tool for new 
gardeners, no matter how old they are. (Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Multi-purpose Garden Trowels 

The multi-purpose garden trowel makes a wise first 
choice for a new kid-gardener. It often is the one 
cherished tool handed down from generation to 
generation in a family of gardeners. 

Gardeners use trowels for digging small holes, 
weeding, scooping small amounts of soil and for 
loosening plants in the ground or from pots. The 
blades of trowels have sharp-pointed ends or rounded 
edges and they are usually forged from steel. Noticing 
the joint that secures the blade to the handle of a tool 
gives a reliable indication of solid craftsmanship 
because it is at that point that the tool will endure the 
most pressure. 

Trowels can come with a variety of extra features. A 
serrated edge on one side helps when digging 
through roots in the garden. Trowels made with an 
ergonomically designed handle and covered with a 
shock absorbing material benefit those who spend 
long hours, or a lifetime, gardening. 
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Trowels imprinted with numbered lines on the interior 
of the blade are specifically made for bulb and seed 
planting. A gardener may hold the handle of this type 
of trowel in his fist with the concave side facing 
toward him and downward. This is a faster technique 
for planting many bulbs in one sitting and the 
numbers help to gauge the widely varying planting 
depths required for differing bulb sizes. 

 

Garden shears range from tiny scissors to large 
loppers depending on the type of plant care needed. 
(Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Plant Loppers, Pruners, and Scissors 

Garden shears include large loppers, hand pruners 
and tiny scissors, but no matter the size or purpose, a 
shears must always be very sharp. A clean cut of a 
stem or branch often impacts the success in growing 
a healthy plant. 

Kids who grow houseplants may use small scissors or 
clippers designed for indoor gardening. They will 
discover that small indoor-plant shears work for 
annuals outside too. 
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Hand pruners are more sophisticated and used for 
increasingly more complicated pruning. There are 
pruners made for left and right-handed people and 
with several types of blade designs.  

Hand pruners have a spring mechanism and a locking 
clip to secure the blades when not in use. 

The design of long loppers make those ideal 
for pruning shrubs and small trees; the size of the 
blade determines the branch thickness each kind of 
lopper will efficiently handle. 

Garden Cultivators, Weeders, and Rakes 

 

Hand forks, cultivators and weeders help gardeners 
grow healthier plants. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved.) 

The design of cultivators, weeders and rakes were 
each designed for specific garden chores; though in a 
pinch gardeners may use them interchangeably. For 
instance, gardeners may use a rake for gathering 
leaves or to dislodge small weeds if the fan is small.  
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A single-tine cultivator performs the same purpose but 
its design with its very sharp point allows for breaking 
up clumps of soil and will make a well-defined trench 
in a planting bed for dropping seeds into. 

Cultivators, rakes and forks come in hand-sized and 
long-handled versions. Children or inexperienced 
gardeners may find adult-sized implements unwieldy. 
A down-sized long-handled garden tool is lighter and 
easier to maneuver. Although not specifically made 
for enabling gardening, these sizes are appropriate 
for gardeners who have limited mobility. 

 

Garden gloves protect hands for a variety of garden 
chores. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

Gloves for Planting a Garden 

Gardeners benefit from experiencing the feel of soil 
and plants with their bare hands. A first-time gardener 
should learn these textures, at least a few times, 
because simply reading descriptions will always lack 
real context. 
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But after that, a pair of garden gloves is a smart 
addition to any gardener’s tool box. Gardeners wear 
gloves to keep hands and fingers clean from soil, 
protect them from sharp objects while gardening and 
to keep protected in cold weather. 

Traditional garden gloves use light canvas materials, 
breathable stretchy materials, have a rubberized 
coating or feature a suede covering and longer cuffs 
to cover the lower arms from the long wayward 
branches. 

In cold climates, where outdoor gardeners begin their 
growing season when temperatures are still hovering 
around freezing, garden gloves may need a thicker 
fleece lining. Gloves with padding also come in handy 
for carrying rough garden materials like lumber, brick 
or rocks. 

 

You may discover unconventional garden tools 
accidentally but they can last a lifetime. (Image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 
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Unconventional Garden Tools 

A kitchen is a handy place to find unconventional 
garden tools. Wooden, soup, or iced-tea spoons 
requisitioned from the kitchen can easily find a 
second life in the hands of a gardener; with the cook’s 
permission, of course. 

Gardeners may find that a large animal-feed scooper 
or a big plastic pot unearthed from a purchased 
plant work as soil and mulch scoopers. Each make 
excellent repurposed tools for ladling potting soil or 
mulch out of a bag. 
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A long narrow wooden dowel, or a set of chop sticks 
are part of garden tools for building an indoor 
terrarium. You may also use a long narrow tool for 
stirring in fertilizer to help it dissolve in a watering can. 

Garden Tools for the Life of a Hobby 

A child who grows plants in a terrarium will need a 
different set of tools than a child who grows a kitchen 
garden in the backyard. He or she will try some tools 
and eventually discard them because they did not 
“feel” right and discover other tools by 
happenstance, perhaps not originally intended for 
garden work. 

One thing is for certain, a good garden tool will stand 
the test of time, just like the lessons taught a child on 
how to grow plants. 
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Journal 
 

What kind of tools do you want for your garden? 
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Section Two: Bellagio Welcomes 
Kid-Gardeners With Flowers in Las 
Vegas 

  

 

Purple plum trees and towering bamboo cast 
shadows over the water fountain with sprinkling cans 
dancing above. Copyright image courtesy of Chuck 
Eirschele, used with permission. All rights reserved. 

At the Bellagio Conservatory and Botanical Gardens, 
kids can get close to plants without feeling 
intimidated. 

Botanical gardens and plant conservatories are 
excellent places to expose children to the world of 
gardening. 

 

For parents who have never grown plants, but see the 
value in introducing the garden hobby to their child, a 
public garden provides a safe place to explore a 
plant-rich environment the first time, or anytime. 
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Public gardens, like those at the Bellagio, have 
emerged out of the Victorian era of formal 
glasshouses or cottage gardens and found new 
meaning in devising landscapes and activities geared 
towards the interests of children to bring them into the 
modern world of gardens. 

 

A “field” of Teddy Bear sunflowers grace the flower 
gardens in the Bellagio’s conservatory. Copyright 
image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, used with 
permission. All rights reserved. 

Imagined Summer Gardens Begin in a Treehouse in 
Las Vegas 

The Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Gardens in 
Las Vegas, Nevada, is a public garden made for 
children to explore 365 days a year. The flowers are 
always close at hand, designed into enormous story 
scenes befitting the season, and mixed with the 
sounds of water and bright bold colors. Swaths of 
simple plants with tall tree specimens cover the 
planting beds; the landscapes are always shown off in 
dramatic fashion. 
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Framed by the ceiling’s glass panes and iron beams, 
this season’s summer garden party must have found 
its start up in the Bellagio’s tree house. The 
sky flutters with kites of bubble gum colors and huge 
songbirds winging about. 

The United States’ stars and stripes flag waves and 
the soft vertical foliage of bamboo plants 
(Phylliostachys vivax) reaches up to the blue sky, 
creating a dramatic backdrop for the scene below; the 
watering cans are suspended in space. The tilted 
spouts pour water, giving a drink to the comical 
sunflowers growing out of control in the pool. 

The hefty snail, which has partied at the Bellagio 
summer gardens in past years, now is decked out in a 
swirling summer dress of purple carnations, yellow 
roses kissed with a hint of red, and threads of green 
dianthus (Dianthus barbatus ‘Green Ball’.) 

 

What fun! The Bellagio’s frog sporting 
Chrysanthemum flowers called Kermit. Copyright 
image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 
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If you enter on the opposite side of the conservatory, 
a tall Canary Island pine (Pinus canariensis) stands 
guard near another garden, greeting you as you come 
in. 

You may imagine with your child that a giant dropped 
the 28-foot tall garden trowel tip down in the planting 
bed; the giant’s colossal hand once wore the lone 
mossy garden glove laying palm up decorated with a 
bracelet of succulents. 

Walking by, you may come eyeball to eyeball with the 
Bellagio’s garden frog. He wears Kermit 
chrysanthemums (Chrysanthemum x morifolium 
‘Kermit’.) This chartreuse-colored mum is a true, 
undyed, variety of a chrysanthemum.  

The frog is suitably accessorized in reindeer moss 
(Cladonia rangiferina,) green coffee beans, lotus 
pods, and sheet moss. 

 

Gouldian Finches looking through the greenhouse 
aviary windows. Copyright image courtesy of Chuck 
Eirschele, used with permission. All rights reserved. 
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Between the two story scenes is nature in stark relief. 
The finches, enjoying their own summer party in the 
aviary greenhouse, are looking out at you through 
glass windows. The Gouldian Finche, Pintail 
Whydahs and long-tailed red headed Parrot Finche 
among golden finches are all colorfully dressed. 

The 130 brightly sheathed Koi fish are swimming in 
two ponds, with bridges for you to stroll from shore to 
shore. A feeding station in the water entices schools 
of Koi to congregate and gives kids an up-close 
personal view of the action. 

Bellagio’s Own Conservatory and Botanical Gardens 

Horticulturalists change the flower displays of the 
Bellagio Conservatory and Botanical Gardens in 
spring, summer, and fall. 

 

Colorful Koi scramble for food in the pond edged with 
English ivy. Copyright image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved. 

New scenes are also added for holidays, like 
Christmas, and the Chinese New Year. 

The botanical gardens are open to the general public 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
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Admission to the gardens and parking are free to 
everyone. 

Sunflower message boards are staked throughout the 
gardens with information and tips about the gardens.  

The Bellagio’s Green Thumb walks the gardens to 
answer questions about the displays each day 
between 10:30 and 11:30 a.m. 

There are approximately 140 horticulturists who 
design, plant and maintain the gardens and plant 
material on a daily basis at the Bellagio. An internal 
irrigation system keeps the plants healthy. 

 

Hydrangeas are popular in the flower gardens at the 
Bellagio in Las Vegas. Copyright image by Chris 
Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Pack Your Garden Etiquette 

For all of us, practicing garden etiquette is the “price 
of admission.” People of all ages sometimes need 
reminders to not step into the planting beds, refrain 
from snipping off flowers or removing plants. 
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It is a good routine to get into respecting plants and 
gardens. It takes practice to be mindful of these 
guidelines and for kids, who are new to the 
environment of a botanical space or public garden. 

The central role of a public garden is to encourage 
gardeners, including children, to learn about plants or 
gardening all while having have a good time, whether 
at an outdoor botanical garden or in a glass 
conservatory. On the whole, public gardens, and 
botanical gardens in particular, have educational 
directives and bear the charge of protecting plants. 

In every season, the horticulturists design the Bellagio 
Conservatory & Botanical Garden display with 
children and their families in mind. The colors, sights 
and sounds are fun to discover no matter your age 
and provides lighthearted moments during any kind of 
vacation. 
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Visiting the Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical 
Gardens 

 

The Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Garden offers 
scenes of flower gardens children of all ages will 
enjoy. Copyright image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

At first glance Las Vegas, Nevada, and its hot desert 
environment seems to avoid favoring anyone who 
loves botanical gardens. So it is doubly surprising, 
when you discover that the Bellagio Hotel and Casino 
has one in their conservatory. 

But there it is, just inside its front door and beyond the 
hotel’s reception area, steps from the Las Vegas 
Boulevard. 

The Bellagio Conservatory & Botanical Gardens has 
practical advantages for the parents of kid-gardeners:  
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Free to the general public, access from the front door 
or underground parking lot to the garden without 
walking through the casino, indoors in a cool 
environment away from hot desert weather, providing 
excellent backdrops for taking family photos, and 
restaurants and shops surrounding the conservatory 
with something of interest for all ages in a family. 
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Journal 
 

What botanical gardens would you like to visit?  
  



93	  

Section Three: Square Foot 
Gardening With Kids by Mel 
Bartholomew: A Book Review 

  

 

Mel Bartholomew wrote Square Foot Gardening With 
Kids. Image courtesy of Cool Springs Press, used 
with permission, all rights reserved. 

Square Foot Gardening With Kids: Learn Together is 
an excellent resource for parents and teachers who 
want to help children learn how to grow plants. 

Square foot gardening is an intensive technique for 
growing plants in a condensed raised-bed type of 
garden – this is a primer for the topic. 

Mel Bartholomew developed this form of raised-bed 
gardening, and he turned his idea and instructions 
into a book in the 1980s. 
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Cool Springs Press offers a reissue with updated 
versions for a new generation of kid-gardeners. 

Square Foot Gardening for Beginning Adults and Kids 

This grid-style container garden starts with an above-
ground planting bed system set on a platform. 
Gardeners use wooden slats to make a framework of 
small, equally-measured squares within the bed. 

The design intends for each square to contain one 
plant. The gardener lays the platform on any level 
outdoor surface for adults or children to grow flowers 
or vegetables. 

The kid-size version of gardening by the foot 
measures 3 x 3 feet with 9 one-foot squares. The 
gardeners section off the raised bed with long wooden 
slats, which are set parallel in two directions and 
interwoven into a grid pattern. The size of the planting 
bed enables most children to reach into the center 
without stepping in the soil. 

Square Foot Gardening With Kids is one version of 
Bartholomew’s instructions put into garden book form. 
He writes about the basic how-to built information, 
mixing potting and compost soils, and setting up a 
vertical frame that allows climbing plants to grow 
upright. 

Parents and teachers, especially those who are new 
to gardening, will quickly realize that Bartholomew 
wrote his garden resource for adults or older teens, 
not for children to use alone. Some of the projects 
need the supervision of an adult or experienced 
gardener. 
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The Vegetable & Herb chapter contains 26 food 
plants to consider. The author takes a full page for 
each plant and describes the plant and enough 
information for a new gardener to successfully grow 
their first plants. 

 

Kids set up the grid for a raised garden. Image 
courtesy of Shantlee Hope Sutch, used with 
permission, all rights reserved. 

Finding Science and Art Projects in Growing Plants 

Square Foot Gardening With Kids is an excellent tool 
for any adult who wishes to show a child how to grow 
a garden. The resource book encourages kids to use 
the math, writing, reading and art they learn in school 
to help build their garden plot. 

In the resource book, Bartholomew packs every few 
pages with project ideas and activities highlighted with 
a yellow light bulb.  
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The blue pages, called “Say What” reveal garden 
words that intended to inspire kids, piquing their 
interest further into garden world. The back of the 
book includes conversion charts, garden group 
names and contact information, and an index to help 
you navigate the pages. 
The science and math projects run the range of 
measuring to build the frames to learning about 
starting seeds. Adults will find kid-sized ideas for 
drawing up garden plans whether a child prefers 
using his or her art skills or prefers to write it down in 
words and create plant and garden tags. 
Bartholomew geared the projects for all ages of 
children; no beginning gardener will be left out. 

Drawbacks to Shallow Gardening Areas 

This structured  gardening system helps to minimize 
weeding and digging, but by its very nature of limited 
depth, the system restricts the type of plants which 
may be grown in it. This limits the experiences a new 
gardener will encounter and, therefore, learn from, 
during their gardening. 

Perennial plants and other big specimens with deep 
root systems and wide spacing are not the right plants 
for this kind of space, nor would they thrive in a soil 
depth of only six inches. While we call weeding and 
digging chores, they are tasks that serve as valuable 
learning experiences for gardeners. 
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Mel Bartholomew dedicates himself to sharing the 
technique of square-foot gardening with people 
around the world. Image courtesy of Cool Springs 
Press, used with permission, all rights reserved. 

Mel Bartholomew’s Path to Vegetable Gardening 

Early in his life, Mel Bartholomew was a civil 
engineer. In the process of growing a vegetable 
garden, he created his version of an efficient 
condensed planting bed and developed techniques 
others could follow using the same instructions. 

Rodale Press published Bartholomew’s original 
printed version of Square Foot Gardening in 1981. 

From 1981 – 1986, Bartholomew hosted the Public 
Broadcasting Service’s gardening show, “Square Foot 
Gardening.” 

Later he established the Square Foot Gardening 
Foundation, through which he has sought to share his 
garden ideas around the world. 

An imprint of Quayside Publishing Group, Cool Spring 
Press published Square Foot Gardening With Kids in 
2014. 
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Bartholomew has written a cookbook and answer 
book and worked on developing compost soil mixes 
and other resource tools to enhance the enjoyment of 
using his method ever since. He lives in Eden, Utah. 

 

Vertical framing added to the grid-style garden gives 
the planting bed added versatility. Image courtesy of 
Cool Springs Press, used with permission, all rights 
reserved. 

Square Foot Gardening With Kids: Learn Together: 
Gardening Basics, Science and Math, Water 
Conservation, Self-Sufficiency, Healthy Eating is a 
worthwhile garden book for anyone who wants to help 
children experience gardening for the first time. 

This contained form of gardening using a raised-bed 
technique has the potential for producing many 
flowers and food harvests, even for the novice 
gardener. 
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Gardeners, adults or children, will benefit from adding 
more plant books and similar resources to expand 
their knowledge on the cultural needs of growing 
flower and vegetable plants. 
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Journal 
 

Have you ever built a container garden? 
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Chapter Five – Enabling a 
Gardening Hobby 

Section One: Enabling Gardening 
Strategies for Kids with Disabilities 

  

 

Enabling gardens break down barriers and make 
gardening accessible for all ages and abilities. All 
children should have the chance to grow something. 
(photo credit Chris Eirschele) 

Enabling gardening strategies center on ideas for 
people with limited mobility who want to grow plants. 

 Gardening requires bending and stretching and lifting 
heavy objects; all this can take a toll on the human 
body. 

  



104	  

Those who have limited mobility may feel ill-equipped 
to garden. But over the years, gardeners have 
developed tactics and tools to get around the barriers 
– these tools make growing plants possible for 
everyone. 

Large 
window box planters are inspirational for kids who like 
to grow things. Angel wing begonias and sweet potato 
vines filled out this waist-high planter at Dill’s 
Greenhouse in Ohio. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved.) 

Your child may feel intimidated when trying to grow 
plants. However, all kids, including kids with 
disabilities, can use gardening to gain a sense of 
independence by learning from gardeners who have 
adapted to their limitations. 
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Accessible Container and Vertical Gardens 

 

Simple vertical garden takes up little floor space and 
is easy to reach. (Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

Container and vertical gardens are design styles for 
garden spaces. They are also practical strategies for 
gardeners who find it difficult to bend. Gardeners may 
place their plants at waist level in containers set on a 
surface as simple as a picnic table.  

Garden designers may develop an in-ground planting 
bed into a vertical garden, set on a platform or raised 
up to minimize reaching. 

Trough-sized rectangular containers can hang at a 
height amenable to planting and tending while sitting 
or standing. Containers made with an approximate 
size of 18” – 24” depth and a 24” – 36” length provide 
a generous planting surface for any gardener.  
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Strong supports to withstand downward pressure from 
digging is always required in hanging large wall 
containers; these trough planters are no different. 

Vertical gardens make use of the space above a 
planting bed. These gardens can simply use threaded 
string from bottom to top for sweet pea vines to climb 
up or as detailed as featuring wooden lattice frames 
and chicken wire made to hold potting soil and 
transplants which will grow on a vertical plane. 

 



107	  

Raised Garden Beds and Potting Tables 

 

Franklin Park Conservatory in Ohio built a series of 
raised garden beds with  nearby access to water 
spigots. (Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights 
reserved.) 

We usually add raised garden beds to a garden 
where the ground is not tillable. You can also set 
raised garden beds constructed on a platform on 
man-made surfaces such as on a patio, driveway or 
sidewalk. 

Child-gardeners with limited mobility will benefit from 
having a raised bed built with wide ledges and legs 
which raise up the garden to a useful height.  

The width of a raised bed backed against a building 
should measure less than the child’s arm length so he 
or she is able to reach all corners of the bed. 
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All gardeners appreciate a table made solely for 
potting containers and caring for plants. A potting 
table that has cutouts for chair-arms or for setting in 
window boxes, allows the arms of a wheelchair to set 
under the table and gives a child with disabilities 
access to a work-surface without having to stand. 

Enabling Tools for Kid-gardeners 

 

You can find enabling gardening strategies at 
demonstrations like this one at Franklin Park 
Conservatory in Columbus, Ohio. (Image courtesy of 
Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Watering plants in hanging baskets and using tools in 
a planting bed may challenge gardeners with a limited 
reach. Pulley systems and ergonomically-correct 
lightweight garden tools are good choices for kid-
gardeners with disabilities. 

Gardeners like hanging baskets for good out-of-the-
way gardens indoors or outside. But when the 
basket hangs too far out of reach, it becomes a 
barrier to good plant care. 
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A hanging basket becomes easier for a child to reach 
by suspending it from a short Shepherd’s hook in an 
accessible location. A pulley system connected to the 
chain of a hanging basket, hung from a hook on an 
indoor ceiling or a patio beam outside, will help a 
gardener adjust the pot for watering and plant care. 

Ergonomically-made garden tools are good 
investments for children who want to grow plants. 
Gardeners benefit from using garden tools that are 
precisely constructed to fit the human hand and that 
require minimal pressure to use. 

Kids can more accurately weed or clean a planting 
bed with long tools designed with shorter handles and 
with smaller tool heads. These lighter-weight tools will 
reach across planting beds with less strain for a child. 
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Small Planting Spaces Enable Gardeners 

 

Vertical garden planted with ivy geraniums at the 
Chicago Botanic Garden. (Image courtesy of Chuck 
Eirschele, all rights reserved.) 

Under the banner of Horticultural Therapy Services at 
the Chicago Botanic Garden, the Buehler Enabling 
Garden has 11,000 square feet of space for 
demonstrating equipment and techniques meant to 
encourage people of all ages with diverging abilities to 
enjoy gardening. It is just one of many public gardens 
with enabling presentations with ideas kids and 
parents can use at home. 

Gardening benefits everyone by reducing stress and 
providing a natural environment where we can learn 
and enjoy a peaceful hobby. Kids with disabilities 
will feel empowered by a lifelong set of enabling 
gardening skills, whether they’re planting a butterfly 
garden, or tending pink or blue plants just for fun. 
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Journal 
 
How can you make gardening easier and more 
accessible for everyone in your family? 
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Section Two: Use Senses to 
Paint a Garden Picture 

  

 

Absorbing smells, sounds, and the touch of plants is 
what paints a picture for many gardeners. Copyright 
Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Everyone can garden – and everyone appreciates 
plants differently. What about very young children, or 
kids with challenges? 

Understand that kids experience gardens differently, 
and you can help them create a garden that speaks to 
them. Making a garden your very own is a wonderful 
thing – for children of all ages and abilities. 
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Experiencing Your Garden 

You bend down, stretching out your fingers, and you 
find yourself touching a shaggy carpet of flowering 
grape hyacinths (Muscari sp.). 

Your foot kicks a half-buried boulder and before you 
land, your hands catch you. 

You discover the variegated leaves of flag iris poking 
out of water, as you wade knee-deep in the pond. The 
black herons don’t mind if you pet them; they are 
made of iron. 

You walk the dirt road, pass shade cast by 
evergreens and overshadowed by redoubtable 
deciduous bones. 

The smells, sounds, and tactile impressions have 
painted an image in your mind of a perfect garden 
because you have focused on what is important to 
you. 

You have made the garden yours. 

Gardens for Kid-Gardeners for All Abilities 

While many adults and kids find a sense of 
communion in the garden, this ability isn’t limited to 
physical ability. 

Young gardeners who have limited vision or other 
challenges will eventually, if not immediately, absorb 
the features of plants that are important to them.  
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Ultimately, the garden they build around their lives 
may “look” different from the kind you see, but with no 
less of an impact. 

An enabling garden that first values the fragrance of 
flowers, the rustling of grasses, the touch of plants, or, 
even the smell of soil cupped in a child’s hands, 
opens possibilities to grow plants for every kind of kid-
gardener. 

 

Garden visitors expect fragrance from roses, but this 
trait doesn’t appear in some varieties. Image courtesy 
of Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved and used with 
permission. 

Grabbing Fragrance for Scented Gardens 

Among non-gardeners, roses are the quintessential 
fragrant flower. 

Gardeners know that rose growers bred the fragrance 
out of many newer rose varieties in favor of other 
characteristics – which means the rose you choose 
may not have the ‘rose’ scent you expect. 
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If you want to build a scented garden around a rose 
bush, consider an older variety. Stems of roses with 
their thorny character are uninviting, but the petals of 
fragrant roses are always welcome in a scented 
garden. 

Gardeners think of unexpected ideas to 
bring fragrance to their gardens: Consider smallish 
Daphne ‘Carol Mackie’ for a petite garden. 

 

Children will absorb scent and experience different 
textures touching Hydrangea plants. Image courtesy 
of Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved and used with 
permission. 

Gardeners designing a space usually start with the 
biggest specimens of a garden, the bones as it were, 
of trees and shrubs. 

Mockorange, honeysuckles or magnolia are worthy 
investments for a scented garden.  
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Not in reach for smaller children, but growing up in the 
shadow of trees and shrubs will benefit a child. 
Small trees or large tropicals make good bones for an 
indoor kid-gardener, too. 

Adults can move the Meyer lemon (Citrus x meyeri 
‘Meyer’) or a similarly small tree in a large pot from 
outside to indoors with the changing weather where a 
child can always enjoy the fragrance. 

Plants with big blooms can contribute to making a 
garden smell good; gardeners can find ideas among 
hydrangeas, peonies, and lilacs. 

It is easy for a child to encase one of the large 
inflorescence in his hands and put face to petals for 
the fragrant smell. 

Narrow paths in a garden are a good place to line the 
passage with scented annuals; like pentas, nicotianas 
and scented geraniums. 

The flowers of these plants will attract bees, 
butterflies or hummingbirds, too, so look before 
sticking your nose inside. Penta lancelolata 
‘Starcluster Rose’ and Nicotiana alata ‘Fragrant Cloud 
are two useful examples, but there are, oh so many 
more. 
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Dogwood’s scent announces the tree’s presence in a 
garden, sometimes before seeing the flowers. 
Copyright image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

Over the Rustling of Trees and Grasses: Garden 
Sounds 

Rustling sounds in the landscape comes from leaves 
moving against each other in the wind. The sounds 
are a sure sign there are deciduous trees or prairie 
grasses around. 
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Specimens with similar features; for a landscape, the 
staghorn sumac, Rhus typhina ‘Dissecta,’ or, in a 
smaller garden, annual ornamental grass like fountain 
grass (Pennisetum setaceum) are good for little ones 
to amble around. 

Man-made garden ornaments and accessories for 
attracting wildlife into the garden also bring sounds to 
the space. Seed feeders attract chirping birds, as do 
bird baths and the intended consequences, splashing 
water. 

The tall gladiator alliums that produce round balls of 
flowers are favorite rides for little birds, sitting astride 
swaying in the breeze, and the bulbs are easy to plant 
in fall; a young gardener will experience a variety of 
sound and touch experiences from alliums. 

 

Hakonechloa macra and boxwood offer contrasting 
textures. Copyright image by Chris Eirschele, all 
rights reserved. 

Wind chimes use air currents to move wood or metal 
and is an easy way to add music to a garden. 

The recent popularity of rain chains, hung from the 
end of a gutter, makes good use of spring showers. 
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Shallow ponds not only attract birds, but benefit 
insect-like pollinators and give other wildlife a place to 
refresh on a hot summer day. 

Tactile Garden: Feeling Soft Velvet Leaves and More 

Even the name ‘lamb’s ear’ has the power to produce 
a soft feeling in your mind’s eye, though the plant’s 
leaves are truly velvety. 

On a smaller scale, dusty miller is known for a similar 
tactile feel. 

The petals of a daylily produce the same sensation, 
but your fingers are likely to come away dusted with 
pollen. In some plants, grown for their soft terry feel, 
beneficial insects also like the accommodations. Kid-
gardeners should watch for bees and biting insects 
when “tip-toeing through tulips” with little fingers. 

 

Shallow water, rough kale, fragrant sage, and smooth 
stones paint a garden picture. Copyright image by 
Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

Connecting with the sense of touch, take a tip from 
cooks in the kitchen and pollinators, alike, salvias and 
sages are great touchstones that will add texture and 
fragrance in any kind of small garden. 
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On a larger scale or in a container garden, mix texture 
and sound with broad leaved plants like hostas and 
fine textured plants, such as Japanese maples (Acer 
palmatum.) 

Tall foliage plants like banana trees and cannas or 
small sedges offer varying sounds of rustling foliage, 
as well as texture. 

 

Absorbing Smells Sounds and Touch Living in a 
Garden 

Adrian Bloom says in his book, Bloom’s Best 
Perennials and Grasses, “Since I began the garden at 
Foggy Bottom, the key purpose has been to develop 
year-round interest . . .” 

Most gardeners, professional growers too, design a 
garden for visual interest and those “interests” 
translate to colors for the four seasons of the year. 

But, what if instead you are a kid who paints pictures 
of your surroundings with your nose, or your ears, or 
the senses from your fingers? If you want to 
become a gardener, how do you grow your own kind 
of garden, then? 

Kids who have limited physical abilities are not shut 
out of gardening. They can capitalize on the many 
characteristics plants have to create a garden that 
suits their own sensibilities. These qualities will 
underscore the enjoyment of growing plants beyond 
seeing colors. 

Personalizing your garden space is, after all, what 
makes each of our gardens fun to grow and live in. It 
lets kids call a garden all their own. 
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Journal 
 

Which sense do you enjoy gardens with the most? 
Touch? Sight? Smell?  
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Chapter Five Resources 

Horticultural Therapy Services, Chicago Botanic 
Garden. The Buehler Enabling Garden. Accessed 
November 27, 2013. 

Flahive-DiNardo, Madeline; DeParado, Laura; Flagler, 
Joel; Polanin, Nicholas. Enabling Gardens: The 
Practical Side of Horticultural Therapy. 
(2013). Cooperative Extension Fact Sheet 
FS1208; Rutgers New Jersey Agricultural Experiment 
Station. Accessed November 27, 2013. 

Bloom, Adrian. Bloom’s Best Perennials and 
Grasses. (2010). Timber Press.  

Urban Autism Solutions. Growing Solutions 
Farm. (2014). Accessed on August 26, 2014 

Fix. Gardening: The Wonderdrug. Accessed on 
August 26, 2014 

Wood, Tim. The Plant Hunter: Discovering new 
plants, the people and places behind the plants. Plant 
Quest Blog. Accessed on August 26, 2014 
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Chapter Six – Fun Growing 
Food 

Section One: Kitchen Garden Plant 
Ideas from a White House Visit 

  

 

First Lady Michelle Obama, local school children and 
gardeners from the National Park Service keep the 
garden growing. Image by Chris Eirschele, all rights 
reserved. 

I found a bounty of plant ideas during my recent visit 
to the White House Kitchen Garden in Washington, 
D.C. 

The landscape is about 1500 square feet set into 18.5 
acres of backyard.  

This twenty-first century version of a food garden 
offers ideas that gardeners can replicate in backyards 
across the world. 

Gardeners support sharing plant ideas. For kids, the 
tradition of sharing will easily work into their garden 



124	  

hobby, whether coming from a next-door neighbor’s 
backyard or from a public space like the White House 
Kitchen Garden. 

Observing, while visiting another’s garden or from the 
plants grown at home, is a worthwhile skill. Your child 
may want to record the exchanges of plant divisions 
and seeds, harvests of flowers and food, and how to 
share the produce. 

Food Plant Ideas Descended from American History 
in the Kitchen Garden 

 

A new pawpaw sapling was added to the 2014 White 
House Kitchen Garden area. Image by Chris 
Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

The “first family’s home,” built in Washington, D. C., 
around 1792, has always been surrounded by a 
massive landscape. Today, we consider the many 
long-lived plants as historic as the monuments they 
look out onto Lafayette Park. 

The twenty-first century Kitchen Garden on the South 
Lawn at the White House began in 2009. Mulched 
pathways crisscross the raised beds and are inlaid 
with square concrete steppers.  
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The mulch is also “banked” up against the two-by-
fours of the raised wooden edges on all sides of each 
bed. 

A Marseilles fig tree, a descendent of a variety 
Thomas Jefferson grew, was one of the earliest plants 
offered for the new garden. While visiting Monticello, 
First Lady Michelle Obama received a small specimen 
of the Marseilles fig tree, and, in 2012, it began 
producing its yellow fruit. 

Another fruit tree that has come full circle is the 
pawpaw tree (Asimina triloba) with far-reaching 
results. A specimen of the tree was grown at 
President Thomas Jefferson’s Virginia farm and now 
at the White House Kitchen Garden and is one of the 
plants complementing the Pollinator’s Garden. 

The native pawpaw grows 20’ tall and produces fruit 
harvested in August through October. 

The pawpaw is the state fruit of Ohio, which 
celebrates it with an annual festival in Athens County. 

The pawpaw tree offers the garden many seasons of 
interest, with its varied attractions: purple blooms, 
leaves the larvae of zebra swallowtail butterflies eat, 
and the fresh fruit that is ready for harvest at the end 
of the growing season. The pawpaw’s multi-stemmed 
shrub form will thrive in D.C.’s zone 7 climate; 
however, the tree’s cold hardiness zone 
range remains limited to zones 6 – 8 in North 
America. 

Taking a tip from President George Washington who 
loved his orangery, a mature papaya tree is grown in 
a large pot and transported outdoors each summer.  
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Living histories of vegetable plants found on the cool-
season plant list include: 
• The onion, ‘Walla Walla,’ which is an open pollinated 
variety developed by a French solider living in 
Washington State around 1900. 
• The 1840 heirloom peas plant ‘Champion of 
England.’ 
• The lettuce plant, the ‘Brown Dutch’ is an heirloom 
dating back to 1731, and said to be one of Thomas 
Jefferson’s favorites. 
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Vegetable and Fruit Plants in Raised Beds at the 
Kitchen Garden 

As winter recedes and snows melt, gardeners start 
planting cool season vegetables; it is no different at 
the White House Kitchen Garden. Cool season crops 
thrive in cooler temperatures and then, to avoid hot 
summer weather, gardeners will replant similar seeds 
in fall. 

 

Trays of plugs and larger transplants ready for 
gardeners at the spring planting event in April. Image 
by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

The basis of the Kitchen Garden is a series of raised 
beds. The old swampy in-ground soil, un-worked for 
decades, proved unsatisfactory for growing food, no 
matter the amount of organic compost added.  
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This spring, White House gardeners spaced out 
transplants and tiny plugs from greenhouses out on 
the beds according to each of the plant’s needs. 

The White House Kitchen Garden is an organically 
grown garden, using integrated pest management 
practices. The plants grown are primarily open-
pollinated varieties, many of which retain 
classification as heirlooms. 

A few varieties like the broccoli Marathon and 
cabbage Red Ruby Perfection are F1 hybrids. For 
gardeners who want to harvest seed to save for next 
year’s growing season, F1 plants will not produce 
reliable seed that will grow true. You will find more 
success purchasing new seeds or transplants of F1 
vegetables the following year. 

The lettuce varieties picked for the Kitchen Garden is 
a good example of how gardeners match plant 
varieties to the needs of the family. At the White 
House, the food harvests are used in family dinners, 
as well as when “company” comes to visit; the leaders 
from other countries who visit our President, for 
instance. 
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This sketch of the vegetable garden shows the basic 
lay-out of the beds and walk paths. Image courtesy of 
White House First Lady’s Office, all rights reserved. 
Used with permission. 

The collection of lettuces include: the lettuce 
‘Annapolis’ with a Romaine leaf, the ‘Optima’ with a 
butterhead, ‘Gentilina’ of an Italian variety used in 
mesclun mixes, and, the French heirloom lettuce 
‘Continuity.’ 

Four types of garlic plants offer cooks in the kitchen 
options such as two softneck varieties, which are 
easier to grow and store longer, and two hardneck 
varieties, which have thinner skins and produce larger 
cloves. Nootka Rose is an heirloom and, therefore, an 
open pollinated type of garlic plant. 
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Plants with fruit ready for picking from summer to fall 
include apple trees, raspberry bushes, and the 
rhubarb heirloom ‘Victoria.’ Rhubarb plants live so 
long in gardens that the herbaceous perennial is often 
passed down from generation to generation of 
gardeners. It is an economical fruit to grow and, when 
planted with strawberries, as it is at the White House; 
the combination will yield years of pie and jam 
possibilities. 

Fig plants grow at the northern edges of hardiness in 
Washington, D.C. But like the one from Monticello, 
the fruit tree remains small. It is a good fit for urban 
gardens and may be grown as an espalier to 
conserve even more room. 

Attracting Pollinators to Benefit Gardens 

During the White House visit, First Lady Michelle 
Obama announced a new Pollinator’s Garden. It will 
complement the beehive and plants in the landscaped 
beds surrounding the Kitchen Garden. The perennial 
plants and shrubs chosen for the new garden will 
encourage pollinating insects to visit, giving them 
nourishment and foliage to live among, as larvae of 
butterflies eats the leaves. 

When announcing the new garden, the First Lady said 
that she wanted to help the bees and Monarch 
butterflies.  
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The United States is part of the group of North 
American countries concerned with the endangered 
migration route of the Monarch butterfly. Yes, this one 
garden is primarily symbolic, but for gardeners who 
wish to protect the habitats of the Monarch butterfly, 
planting a Pollinator’s Garden is a sound first step. 

The Pollinator’s Garden is a rectangular bed behind 
the lettuces of the Kitchen Garden. The 34 perennials 
and shrubs listed include the highbush blueberry 
bushes and the pawpaw tree, which is in a bordering 
plant bed. 

The swamp milkweed and the butterfly weed 
especially favor the Monarch butterfly. Smaller 
versions of well-known wildflowers, like the cultivar 
Eupatorium dubium ‘Little Joe,’ are grown to conserve 
space in the raised bed. Though, the plants are 
primarily straight species, which may be more 
beneficial to pollinators than hybrid plants. 

 

Asclepias tuberosa is butterfly weed loved by 
pollinating insects. Courtesy of Walters Gardens, all 
rights reserved. Used with permission. 
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Coreopsis verticillata 'Moonbeam' attracts butterflies 
and bees to a garden. Courtesy of Walters Gardens, 
all rights reserved. Used with permission.  

 

The red color of Lobellia cardinalis attracts pollinators. 
Courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all rights reserved. Used 
with permission. 
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The Kitchen Garden beehive remained closed during 
the spring planting event at the White House. Image 
by Chris Eirschele, all rights reserved. 

White House Beehive Healthy Home for Visiting 
Pollinators 

Charlie Brandts built the beehive at the White House 
Kitchen Garden. He was the White House carpenter 
in 2009, and donated the structure and helped 
establish the hive. Brandts retired from the White 
House in 2012, but his beekeeping hobby continues 
and he still keeps a watch on the hive. 

In a 2012 article in Washington Examiner, Brandts 
mused that he thought it was because of the wide-
open landscape of the White House, planted with 
many trees, annual flowering plants and fresh water 
ponds that helped make the hive so successful. 

  



134	  

He explained that in the first three years, the beehive 
produced 340 pounds of honey, more than what is 
reasonable for an average backyard hive to make. 
Like all the harvested produce, the White House uses 
the honey for meals, from family suppers to formal 
dinners. 

 

Cool season plants at the White House Gardens. 
Image by Decoded Parenting, all rights reserved. 
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Planting Ideas from the White House Kitchen Garden 

The spring planting event at the Kitchen Garden on 
the South Lawn demonstrated that the White House 
will harvest a bounty of food. Your kids can grow 
these kinds of plants in backyards, on front lawns, or 
on balconies; wherever communities across America 
call home. 

Beyond traditional vegetables and fruit grown in the 
food garden; herbs like oregano, chives, sage, 
rosemary, thyme, marjoram, bay leaf, and cilantro 
complement the space. 

You can harvest your own herbs to spice up the 
dishes you make at home, whether your residence is 
the White House or Main Street, Anytown, USA. 
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Journal 
 

If you visited the White House Gardens, what would 
you plant there? 
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Section Two: Three Sisters Planting 
Complemented by Companion 
Vegetables Piques Interest for Kids 

  

 

This drawing of a three sisters planting depicts 
placement of each plant. Image courtesy of Park 
Seed, all rights reserved. Used with permission. 

 

 

The three sisters planting is a technique for arranging 
vegetable plants in the garden to mutually benefit 
each other during the growing season. 

You will find this example of companion planting easy 
for kids to manage, and it will easily fit into a backyard 
– especially where there is limited space. 
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Teachers also like the three sisters planting, as they 
may want to use gardens to reinforce subjects in a 
school; gardens are a good hobby for strengthening 
reading and arithmetic skills and learning about 
history, in this case Native American lore. 

Original Three Sisters Companion Planting 

The original three sisters planting comprises corn, 
pole beans, and squash. 

 

Large seeds are good for little hands and kids just 
learning to garden. Image courtesy of National 
Garden Bureau, all rights reserved. Used with 
permission. 

Native Americans, like the Iroquois, believed that 
each of the three-sisters plants sustained the others. 

In the modern day, we call the positioning of selected 
plants near one another companion planting. 
Although many gardeners espouse this technique and 
may use other combinations of plants for similar 
reasons, companion planting is not solely supported 
by scientific proof. 

Still, the three-sisters combination is fun to grow and 
there are lessons for kids worth learning when 
growing these plants together. 
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Corn, bean, and squash vegetable seeds (called 
warm season vegetables) have several 
characteristics in common; the soil in the planting bed 
must be warm and the seeds are better sown directly 
into the soil for a successful outcome. These plant 
seeds are large; making them a good simple choice 
for small children because they are easy to handle to 
push into the soil. 

 

Pole beans grow vertically. Image courtesy of 
National Garden Bureau, all rights reserved. Used 
with permission. 

In a three sisters planting, the corn stalk becomes the 
structure for bean plants to climb. The plants of pole 
beans return nitrogen to the soil, which in turn, is used 
by the corn and squash.  
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The rough textured vines of squash spread along the 
ground discouraging small animals and the large 
fanned leaves act as mulch by blocking the sun from 
drying out the soil too quickly and preventing light 
from reaching sprouting weed-seeds. 

Winter Squash and Pumpkin Plants for Three Sisters 

While still using the companion planting principles, 
gardeners have used many options over the years to 
personalize their three sisters planting. 

There are many kinds of squash and gourd plants 
which will scrabble along the ground, for instance. 

Planting pumpkin seeds is an option for the ground 
cover. With the plethora of pumpkin varieties available 
to the home gardener, the choice is only determined 
by the size of your planting bed and your personal 
taste preference or purpose for the harvested fruit. 

 

Squash Sunshine is a variety of winter squash that 
works for a three sisters planting. Image courtesy of 
National Garden Bureau, all rights reserved. Used 
with permission. 



141	  

In Vertical Gardening by Derek Fell, the author talks 
about the Amish version of three sisters. The Amish 
have grown winter squash, while the corn is 
harvested; the pole beans use the stalk and the winter 
squash matures at the end of the growing season. 

Fourth Sister in the Vegetable Garden Attracts Bees 
and Butterflies 

In some regions, gardeners add a fourth sister to the 
three sisters planting. Although corn is a wind-
pollinated plant, beans and squash plants depend on 
insects and birds to carry pollen from one to another. 
For this reason, gardeners may add a plant to the 
combination that draws in pollinating insects. 

 

Tough sunflower plants are a fun option for kid-
gardeners. Image courtesy of Chuck Eirschele, all 
rights reserved. Used with permission. 

In the Southwest, the fourth sister is called Rocky 
Mountain bee plant (Cleome serrulata.) The annual 
plant attracts bees that will pollinate the beans and 
squash plants. 
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Sometimes, also called the fourth sister, the sunflower 
is used for its thick stalk that make an alternative to 
corn plants or, added, as an additional support for the 
vines of pole beans. Sunflower plants play a dual role, 
as they attract pollinating insects and do a good job of 
distracting birds away from picking at food meant for 
harvesting. 

Kids who love to eat sunflower seeds and hope for a 
harvest for themselves, should be encouraged to 
plant a separate bed with just sunflower plants that 
they can cut the seed-heads from at the end of the 
season. 

 

Three sisters plantings can be grown in container 
gardens with a little out-of-the-box planning. Image 
courtesy of National Garden Bureau, all rights 
reserved. Used with permission. 
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Three Sisters Companion Planting Encourages Kids 
to Like Veggies 

The hobby of gardening is often used to pique a 
child’s interest in other pursuits. When kids grow their 
own food and are allowed to choose which plants they 
may grow, they often enjoy or, at least, willingly 
sample, their harvests. 

There is no guarantee kids who grow their own food 
will like all the vegetables in a garden, but it may instill 
a curiosity to try a variety of different foods. 

As many adults have done, a child may go on to love 
cooking their produce in the kitchen. 
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Journal 
 

What varieties will you put in your Three-sisters 
planting? 
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Conclusion  

Kid-gardeners may want to color a garden with 
flowers or grow food for fun. For, a boy wanting to 
grow his own roses or a girl wanting just one blue 
agave: the landscaping options are wide open and not 
ruled by gender identities. 

Articles outside of the chapter titled, “Garden Tools,” 
will give you more than the colloquial “tools.” In the 
broad sense, you will find resources and ideas 
towards a gardening life in all the writings. 

You and your kid-gardener can harvest experiences 
to build a garden hobby around a child’s abilities and 
will evolve as her knowledge and experiences grows. 
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People, like gardens and plants, do not live 
stagnating existences: what we have in 
common is how we all grow our bodies, build 
on what we know, and expand our 
experiences to be stronger.  

The Kid-Gardener’s Planting Book for Parents 
is meant to build one facet along that journey. 

Enjoy! 
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Garden and Plant Resources: 
Locating Local Master Garden Program. 
https://www.extension.org/pages/9925/state-and-
provincial-master-gardener-programs:-extension-and-
affiliated-program-listings#.U_KECWMjWuY 

All-America Selections. www.all-
americaselections.org 

Trees Are Good. International Society of 
Arboriculture.  www.treesaregood.com 

Plants Poisonous to Pets. 
http://www.humanesociety.org/assets/pdfs/pets/poiso
nous_plants.pdf 

Plants Poisonous to Children. http://aggie-
horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/landscape/poisonous-
plants-resources/common-poisonous-plants-and-
plant-parts/ 

Garden Directory. “Find a Garden” American 
Horticultural Society  http://ahs.org/gardening-
programs/rap/find 
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