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INTRODUCTION TO
THE SQUARE FOOT
GARDENING
PLANTING GUIDE

Imagine  walking  into
your  backyard  and
h a r v e s t i n g  f r e s h
lettuce,  crisp  carrots,
fragrant basil, and juicy
tomatoes—all  from  a
space no larger than a
twin  mattress.  That  is
the  power  of  square
foot  garden ing ,  a
revolutionary  method
developed  by  retired
civ i l  engineer  Mel

Bartholomew  in  the
1 9 8 0 s .  U n l i k e
t r a d i t i o n a l  r o w
garden ing ,  wh ich
wastes  space,  water,
and  time,  square  foot
gardening  focuses  on
intensive planting in
a  small,  raised  bed
divided  into  a  grid  of
one-foot  squares.  This
s q u a r e  f o o t
gardening  planting
guide  will  walk  you
through everything you
need to know to start
growing your own food
efficiently,  even  if  you
have  limited  space  or
experience.
The  beauty  of  th is
sys tem  l i e s  i n  i t s
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simplicity.  Instead  of
worrying  about  long
r o w s  a n d  w i d e
p a t h w a y s ,  y o u
c o n c e n t r a t e  o n
managing  individual
squares. Each square is
dedicated  to  a  specific
crop,  p lanted  at  a
density determined by
the mature size of the
plant.  The  result  is  a
highly productive, low-
maintenance  garden
that  requires  less
weeding, watering, and
overall  effort.  Whether
you  are  a  seasoned
gardener  looking  to
maximize  yield  or  a
beginner  eager  to
avoid the overwhelm of
a  traditional  plot,  this
guide will  provide you
with  the  essent ia l
steps,  spacing  rules,
and planting strategies
to succeed.

THE CORE
PRINCIPLES OF

SQUARE FOOT
GARDENING

Be fo re  you  b reak
ground,  it  helps  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
philosophy  behind  the
method.  Square  foot
gardening  is  built  on
three  pillars:  efficient
use of space, perfect
s o i l  m i x ,  a n d  a
simple  grid  system.
By  fol lowing  these
p r i n c i p l e s ,  y o u
el iminate  common
gardening  frustrations
l i k e  p o o r  s o i l ,
overcrowding,  and
endless  weeding.

1. The
Grid
System
T h e  h e a r t  o f  a n y
square  foot  garden  is
the grid. A typical bed
is  4  feet  by  4  feet,
making it easy to reach
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all plants from any side
without  stepping  into
the  bed.  The  bed  is
then  divided  into  16
one-foot squares using
lattice strips, string, or
wooden dividers.  Each
square  becomes  its
own mini-garden where
you plant according to
crop  size.  The  grid
prevents  haphazard
sowing  and helps  you
plan exactly how many
plants you need.

2. The
Perfect
Soil Blend
Forget  about  using
n a t i v e  s o i l .
Bartholomew’s  secret
recipe is a lightweight,
nutrient-rich mix: one-
third  compost,  one-
third  vermiculite,
and  one-third  peat
moss  (or coconut coir

a s  a  s u s t a i n a b l e
alternative). This blend
reta ins  mois ture ,
provides  excellent
drainage,  and  is  fluffy
enough  for  roots  to
grow  freely.  You  fill
your  raised  bed  with
this mix once, and then
you  simply  replenish
compost  between
seasons.

3.
Intensive
Planting
&
Continuo
us
Harvest
I n  t r a d i t i o n a l
gardening,  rows  are
spaced  far  apart  for
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walking  and  weeding.
I n  s q u a r e  f o o t
gardening,  there  are
no  rows.  Plants  are
placed  so  that  their
leaves  just  touch  at
maturity,  shading  the
soil and reducing weed
germination.  Because
the  bed  is  small  and
accessible,  you  can
practice  succession
planting—replacing
harvested  crops  with
new ones immediately,
e x t e n d i n g  y o u r
g r o w i n g  s e a s o n
dramatically.

PLANNING YOUR
SQUARE FOOT
GARDEN: BEFORE
YOU PLANT

Success  starts  with  a
sol id  p lan.  A  wel l -
thought-out  square
f o o t  g a r d e n i n g
p l a n t i n g  g u i d e
accounts for your local
c l i m a t e ,  t h e  s u n
exposure of  your  site,
and what you actually

l ike  to  eat .  Fo l low
these  steps  to  design
your garden layout.

Choose
the Right
Location
Place  your  raised  bed
where  it  receives  at
least  6  to  8  hours  of
direct  sunlight  daily.
Most  vegetables  are
sun-lovers. If you have
partial shade, focus on
leafy greens and herbs
that  tolerate  lower
light. Ensure the bed is
on  level  ground  and
c l o s e  t o  a  w a t e r
source.

Build or
Purchase
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a Raised
Bed
Your  bed  should  be
deep  enough  for  root
growth—at  least  6
inches, but 12 inches is
recommended  for
deep-rooted crops like
carrots  and  potatoes.
Use  untreated  wood,
concrete  blocks,  or
r e c y c l e d  p l a s t i c
l u m b e r .  A v o i d
pressure-treated  wood
tha t  may  con ta in
chemicals.  Line  the
bottom with  hardware
cloth  i f  gophers  or
voles are a problem.

Prepare
Your Grid
and Soil
Once  the  bed  is  in
place,  fill  it  with  the

Mel’s  Mix  (compost,
vermicu l i te ,  peat
moss).  Level  the  top,
then  install  your  grid.
Many  gardeners  use
thin  wooden  slats  or
simply tie string across
nails on the bed frame.
The  grid  must  stay
permanent so you can
visually  separate  the
squares throughout the
season.

SQUARE FOOT
GARDENING
PLANTING GUIDE:
SPACING AND
CROP SELECTION

Th i s  i s  whe re  the
method  truly  shines.
Each square is planted
with  a  specific  number
of  plants  based  on
t h e i r  s p a c i n g
requirements.  The
general  rule  comes
from  traditional  seed
packets:  i f  a  plant
needs to be spaced 12
inches apart, one plant
per square; if 6 inches,
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four plants per square;
if 4 inches, nine plants;
if  3  inches,  sixteen
plants .  Be low  is  a
practical breakdown by
crop type.

Large
Plants (1
per
square)
These are sprawling or
tall  plants  that  need
plenty of room. Typical
examples  include:
tomatoes,  peppers,
eggplants,  broccoli,
cauliflower,
cabbage,  and  okra.
Place one in the center
of  the  square.  For
i n d e t e r m i n a t e
tomatoes, use a sturdy
cage or stake to keep
them vertical.

Medium
Plants (4
per
square)
Crops that mature at a
moderate  size  fit  four
per  square.  You  can
sow  four  seeds  or
transplants  evenly
spaced  wi th in  the
square.  Examples:
lettuce, Swiss chard,
basil ,  marigolds
(companion  plant),
and  small-headed
cabbage  varieties.
Some  gardeners  also
plant  bush  beans  at
this density.

Small
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Plants (9
per

square)
Nine plants per square
is  ideal  for  crops that
don’t  spread  much.
Plant in three rows of
three.  Good  choices:
sp inach,  beets ,
turn ips ,  on ions
(bunching),  and
large-leaf herbs like
parsley and cilantro.

Very
Small
Plants (16
per
square)
These include carrots,
radishes,  green

onions,  and  small-
l e a f  h e r b s  l i k e
thyme and oregano.
Plant four rows of four.
For  carrots,  choose
shorter  varieties  (e.g.,
Danvers  or  Nantes)  if
your soil  depth is less
t h a n  1 2  i n c h e s .
Rad ishes  g row  so
quickly  that  you  can
s q u e e z e  i n  a
succession planting.

A Note on
Vining
Crops
Squash,  cucumbers,
melons, and pumpkins
n e e d  s p e c i a l
treatment.  While  they
can be planted one per
squa re ,  t hey  w i l l
quickly  outgrow  the
bed.  Use  a  vertical
trellis  on  the  north
side of the bed to train
them  upward.  This
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s a v e s  s p a c e  a n d
i m p r o v e s  a i r
circulation.  Choose
b u s h  o r  c o m p a c t
v a r i e t i e s  w h e n
possible.

SEASONAL
PLANTING
STRATEGIES

Square foot  gardening
is incredibly adaptable
to all four seasons (or
a s  m a n y  a s  y o u r
climate  allows).  Use
this guide to time your
p l a n t i n g s  f o r
continuous harvest.

Cool-
Season
Crops
(Spring &

Fall)
In early spring, as soon
as  the  so i l  can  be
worked,  direct  sow
p e a s ,  s p i n a c h ,
lettuce,  radishes,
carrots,  and  beets.
These  thrive  in  cool
temperatures  and  can
tolerate light frost. Use
floating  row  covers  to
protect  them  from
sudden cold  snaps.  In
fall, replant these same
crops  after  summer
heat fades. Garlic and
onions are also planted
in  autumn  in  many
regions.

Warm-
Season
Crops
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(Late
Spring &

Summer)
After  the  last  frost
d a t e ,  t r a n s p l a n t
tomatoes,  peppers,
eggplants, and basil.
Direct  sow  beans,
corn (a few squares
can  grow  a  small
block),  cucumbers,
and summer squash.
Remember that corn is
wind-pollinated,  so
plant at least 4 squares
in  a  block  for  good
poll ination.

Year-
Round in
Mild

Climates
I f  you  l ive  in  USDA
zones  8–10,  you  can
garden  year-round.  In
winter,  grow  kale,
collards, mache, and
claytonia .  In  the
shoulder  seasons,  use
shade cloth to protect
cool crops from intense
sun.

MAINTAINING
YOUR SQUARE
FOOT GARDEN

One  of  the  greatest
advantages  of  the
square foot method is
reduced  maintenance.
However, you still need
to  pay  attention  to
water,  nutrition,  and
pests.

Watering
Because the soil mix is
l ight  and  contains
vermiculite, it dries out
faster  than  heavy
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garden  soi l .  Water
gently with a watering
wand or drip irrigation.
Aim  to  keep  the  soil
consistently  moist  but
not  soggy.  Stick  your
finger  an  inch  deep;  if
it feels dry, it’s time to
water. A layer of mulch
(straw or compost) on
top of the squares can
help retain moisture.

Fertilizing
The  initial  Mel’s  Mix
contains  compost,
which  provides  slow-
release nutrients. After
a b o u t  a  m o n t h ,
especially  for  heavy
feeders  like  tomatoes
and  corn,  supplement
w i t h  a  b a l a n c e d
organic  liquid fertilizer
or  a  light  sprinkle  of
worm  castings.  Every
t ime  you  replant  a
square, add a trowel of
f r e sh  compos t  t o
replenish  the  soil .

Weeding
and Pest
Control
Weeds  are  minimal
because  the  soi l  is
clean  and  because
p l a n t s  s h a d e  t h e
surface.  Remove  any
intruders promptly. For
pests  l ike  aphids ,
s lugs ,  or  cabbage
worms, use row covers
e a r l y ,  i n t r o d u c e
beneficial  insects,  or
spray  with  neem  oil.
Check  plants  daily  –
the  small  size  of  the
g a r d e n  m a k e s
inspection  easy.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

Even  w i th  a  so l i d
s q u a r e  f o o t
gardening  planting
guide ,  beg inners
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sometimes get tripped
up.  Here  are  the  top
pitfal ls  and  how  to
avoid  them.

Overcrowding:
It’s tempting to
plant more than
recommended,
but proper
spacing is crucial
for air circulation
and light. Trust
the numbers.
Wrong soil mix:
Skimping on
vermiculite or
using garden soil
leads to
compaction and
poor drainage.
Stick to the
formula.
Ignoring
vertical space:
Letting vining
plants sprawl
across the bed
wastes squares.
Train them up a
trellis.
Not rotating
crops: Even in a

small bed, avoid
planting the
same family
(e.g.,
nightshades) in
the same square
year after year to
reduce disease.
Underestimatin
g sun needs: If
your bed gets
only 4 hours of
sun, choose
shade-tolerant
crops like
lettuce, chard,
and herbs.

CONCLUSION:
GROW MORE IN
LESS SPACE

T h e  s q u a r e  f o o t
gardening  method
transforms the way we
think  about  growing
f o o d .  I t  m a k e s
gardening  accessible
to anyone with a small
yard,  a  balcony,  or
even  a  rooftop.  By
following  this  square
f o o t  g a r d e n i n g
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planting  guide,  you
c a n  e n j o y  f r e s h ,
organic produce from a
manageable,  beautiful
bed  that  fits  into  your
d a i l y  l i f e .  S t a r t
small—perhaps  with  a
4 × 4  b e d — a n d
experiment  with  your
favorite vegetables. As
you  learn  what  works
in  your  climate,  you
c a n  e x p a n d  w i t h

a d d i t i o n a l  b e d s .
Remember  that  the
grid is your friend, the
s o i l  m i x  i s  y o u r
f o u n d a t i o n ,  a n d
consistent  harvesting
leads  to  continuous
bounty.  Roll  up  your
sleeves, map out those
squares,  and  watch
your  l i t t le  garden
t h r i v e  b e y o n d
expectations.


