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UNLOCK THE POTENTIAL OF
YOUR GARDEN WITH A SQUARE
FOOT GARDEN PLANTING GUIDE

Imagine stepping into a garden that is
perfect ly  organized,  incredibly
productive,  and  surprisingly  easy  to
maintain. This is not a fantasy reserved
for  master  gardeners  with  sprawling
estates.  It  is  the  everyday  reality  of
square foot gardening. Whether you are
a  seasoned  green  thumb  looking  to

optimize  your  yield  or  a  complete
beginner  terrified  of  weeds  and  soil
management, this method democratizes
gardening. This comprehensive square
foot garden planting guide will walk
you through every  step,  from building
your initial grid to harvesting a bounty of
fresh produce from a remarkably small
space.
The magic of square foot gardening lies
in its simplicity and efficiency. Instead of
planting  in  long,  sprawling  rows  that
waste  space  and  invite  weeds,  you
divide your growing area into a grid of
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one-foot squares. Each square becomes
a mini-ecosystem, carefully planned and
intensely  cultivated.  This  system,
popularized by Mel Bartholomew, is not
just  about  growing  food;  it  is  about
growing  it  smarter.  By  following  this
planting  guide,  you  will  learn  how  to
maximize  your  harvest ,  reduce
maintenance,  and  enjoy  a  beautiful,
productive  garden  all  season  long.

WHAT IS SQUARE FOOT
GARDENING? A FOUNDATIONAL
OVERVIEW

Before  you  dig  in,  it  is  important  to
understand the core philosophy. Square
foot  gardening  (SFG)  is  a  method  of
growing  food  in  a  raised  bed  that  is
divided into  a  grid  of  1-foot  by 1-foot
squares.  The  concept  is  radical  in  its

departure  f rom  tradi t ional  row
gardening. Instead of dedicating a long
row to carrots or lettuce, you dedicate a
single  square.  This  intensive  planting
method  relies  on  a  specific  soil
mix—often  referred  to  as  "Mel 's
Mix"—which is  light,  fluffy,  and nutrient-
dense,  allowing  for  dense  root  growth
without compaction.
The key principle is that you never walk
on the soil.  Because the bed is only 4
feet  wide  (allowing  you  to  reach  the
center  from either  side),  you maintain
perfect  soil  structure.  This  leads  to
healthier roots, better water absorption,
and  fewer  weeds.  This  square  foot
garden  planting  guide  emphasizes
that the grid is your most important tool.
It turns your garden into a visual map,
eliminating  the  guesswork  of  thinning
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and spacing.

The Critical Role
of the Grid
The  physical  grid  is  what  separates
square  foot  gardening  from  a  simple
raised bed. You can make your grid from
wood lath, string, PVC pipes, or even old
venetian blinds. This grid is your planner.
It tells you exactly where to place each
seed or transplant. Without the grid, you
are simply gardening in a box. With the
grid,  you  are  practicing  precision
agriculture  on  a  micro-scale.

THE UNMATCHED BENEFITS OF

USING THIS PLANTING GUIDE

Why should you switch your gardening
approach?  The  advantages  of  square
foot gardening are profound, especially
for urban gardeners or those with limited
time.

Space Efficiency: You can grow
significantly more food in less
space. A 4x4 foot bed (16 square
feet) can produce a vegetable
yield equivalent to a traditional
garden three to four times its size.
Low Maintenance: The dense
planting shades the soil, drastically
reducing weed germination.
Because you use a perfect soil
mix, there is less need for heavy
fertilization or tilling.
Water Conservation: You water
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only the specific squares that need
it, directly at the base of the
plants. This targeted irrigation
reduces water waste and
discourages fungal diseases.
Accessibility: The raised bed
nature of SFG makes it accessible
for older gardeners or those with
physical limitations. You can sit on
the edge of the bed to tend your
plants.
No Thinning: This is a major time
saver. By following a planting
guide, you plant the exact number
of seeds needed for that square.
For example, you plant 16 carrot
seeds in a single square, not a
long row of hundreds you will have
to thin later.

GETTING STARTED: PREPARING
FOR YOUR SQUARE FOOT
GARDEN

Success begins before you plant a single
seed. Preparation is everything in SFG.
Here  is  how  to  set  yourself  up  for  a
thriving garden.

Choosing Your
Location
Most vegetables require full sun, which
means at  least  6  to  8 hours  of  direct
sunlight  per  day.  Place  your  bed in  a
location  that  is  convenient  to  your
kitchen  door  and  a  water  source.
Convenience  is  key  to  consistent
maintenance.  Avoid  low-lying  areas
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where  frost  settles  or  water  pools.

Building the Bed
and Mixing the
Soil
The  classic  recommendation  is  a  bed
that  is  4  feet  by 4 feet,  and 6 to  12
inches deep. The width is crucial; 4 feet
allows you to reach the center from any
side without stepping into the bed. For
the soil, skip the heavy garden dirt. The
secret  to  this  square  foot  garden
planting guide is "Mel's Mix":

1/3 Blended Compost: Use at1.
least five different types of
compost for a diverse nutrient

profile.
1/3 Peat Moss or Coconut Coir:2.
This holds moisture and keeps the
soil light.
1/3 Coarse Vermiculite: This3.
ensures aeration and prevents
compaction.

Mix these three components thoroughly.
This mix is weed-free, retains moisture
perfectly, and provides all the nutrients
your plants need for a full season.

Installing the
Grid
Once  the  bed  is  filled  with  your  mix,
place your physical grid on top. This grid
should  be  divided  into  1-foot  squares.
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Nail it, tie it, or simply lay it on top. This
grid  is  your  roadmap  for  the  entire
season.  Every  time  you  look  at  the
garden, the grid tells you exactly what to
do.

A COMPREHENSIVE SQUARE
FOOT GARDEN PLANTING GUIDE
FOR VEGETABLES

Now we get to the heart of the matter.
How many  plants  go  in  each  square?
This  is  where  the  precision  of  SFG
shines. Spacing is everything. Here is a
breakdown by plant size and type.

Large Plants (1

per square)
These plants need the most room and
are planted one per square foot. Place
them in the center of the square.

Tomatoes (indeterminate varieties
supported by a cage or stake)
Peppers (bell or hot)
Broccoli
Cabbage
Eggplant
Kale (if allowed to grow full size)

Medium Plants (4
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per square)
These are smaller but still need space to
sprawl.  Plant  them  in  a  grid  pattern
within the square (2 rows of 2).

Lettuce (leaf or head)
Swiss Chard
Marigolds (for pest control)
Basil
Strawberries

Small Plants (9
per square)
These  fit  comfortably  with  9  plants  per
square. Plant them in a 3x3 grid pattern.

Spinach
Beets
Turnips
Bush Beans
Garlic
Onions (bulbing)

Tiny Plants (16
per square)
These are the space savers. Plant them
in a 4x4 grid for maximum density.

Carrots
Radishes
Scallions (Green Onions)
Parsnips
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Vertical Crops (A
Special Case)
Square foot gardening excels at vertical
gardening. You can train vining plants to
grow up a trellis  on the north side of
your bed. This casts minimal shade on
other  squares and massively  increases
your yield.

Cucumbers: 2 per square (with a
trellis)
Pole Beans: 8 per square
(climbing a teepee or trellis)
Squash/Zucchini: 1 per square
(use a strong trellis or cage)
Peas: 8 per square (climbing
variety)

Pro Tip from an experienced guide:
Always  plant  taller  crops  (tomatoes,
trellised cucumbers) on the north side of
your  bed  so  they  do  not  shade  the
shorter crops like lettuce and carrots.

SEASONAL PLANTING:
EXTENDING YOUR HARVEST

A great square foot garden planting
guide is not just about summer. One of
the best features of SFG is the ability to
have  a  continuous  harvest  from early
spring to late fall.

Spring (Cool
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Season Crops)
As soon as the soil can be worked (often
March  or  April),  start  planting  cool-
season  crops.  These  thrive  in  the
40-60°F  range.

Peas
Spinach
Lettuce
Kale
Radishes
Carrots
Broccoli

Summer (Warm

Season Crops)
After the last frost date, swap out your
spring squares for heat-lovers.

Tomatoes
Peppers
Basil
Cucumbers
Beans
Eggplant
Squash

Fall (Succession
Planting)
As summer crops fade (like early beans
or lettuce that has bolted), pull them and
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replant  with  fall  crops.  This  is  called
succession  planting  and  is  key  to
maximizing  a  small  space.

Carrots (taste sweeter after frost)
Turnips
Kale
Swiss Chard
Garlic (plant in late fall for harvest
next summer)

MAINTENANCE: KEEPING YOUR
GRID GARDEN THRIVING

S q u a r e  f o o t  g a r d e n s  a r e  l o w
maintenance,  but  they  are  not  "set  it
and  forget  it."  Here  are  the  essential
tasks.

Watering
The  perfect  soil  mix  drains  well  but
retains moisture. Check the soil daily by
sticking your finger in the first knuckle. If
it feels dry, water gently. A soaker hose
or  a  watering  wand  is  ideal.  Avoid
overhead  sprinklers  which  wet  the
leaves and promote disease. During hot
summer weeks, you may need to water
daily.

Feeding
Mel's Mix has enough nutrients for the
first month or so. After that, you need to
supplement.  The  best  practice  is  to
water  with  a  liquid  fertil izer  (like
compost tea or a balanced fish emulsion)
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every  two  weeks.  Avoid  high-nitrogen
fertilizers  on  fruiting  plants  (tomatoes,
peppers)  as  they  will  produce  lots  of
leaves and few fruits.

Weeding
Because you start with sterile soil  mix
and  plant  densely,  weeds  are  rare.
However,  a  few may blow in.  Remove
them when they are tiny. If you see a
weed,  you  are  over-watering  or  have
introduced contaminated compost.

Mulching
While the dense planting usually serves
as a living mulch,  you can add a thin
layer of straw or grass clippings around
your plants to retain moisture, especially

for  larger  plants  like  tomatoes  and
squash.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID IN
SQUARE FOOT GARDENING

Even  with  a  perfect  square  foot
garden  planting  guide,  beginners
often make a few classic errors.  Avoid
these pitfalls to ensure your first season
is a success.

Overcrowding: It is tempting to1.
plant more than the guide says. Do
not do it. If you plant 9 carrots
where 16 should go, the carrots
will be stunted and twisted. Trust
the numbers.
Ignoring the Sun: Placing tall2.
plants in the middle of the bed is a
disaster. They will shade your


