Planting by the festivals

Most folks are familiar with the concept of ‘planting n\by the signs’, the art of knowing during which astrological aspects to proceed with the various gardening chores. 

During my early years in West Virginia I learned many of the fine points adhered to by the old-timers, such as to plant root crops during the dark of the moon, above ground crops during the waxing, harvesting while the moon is ‘in’ air or fire signs to avoid premature rotting, or pruning trees or vines while the ‘sap is falling’- during the waning of the moon. One can become quite precise about these guidelines, as indeed was paramount in the days when one’s harvest was counted upon for the winter’s board. And they have proven quite handy for assuring general success in modern times, as many organic and biodynamic gardeners have found.

I have not been without some sort of vegetable or herb garden for over two decades, whether I had a little patch of dirt and a hand trowel or a half-acre and a tiller. Whenever feasible I followed at least the most general of the guidelines for planting by the signs, and at best timing each procedure for the optimum result. Usually the intentions remained sincere until mid-July, when the weeds would get the better of me, or later, when the tomatoes needed to be picked daily or rot on the vine!

But over the past decade, since moving back to the mountains, and settling in the Blue Ridge, just a stone’s throw or a lazy drive to any weekend fiddler’s convention, the best of intentions have given way to optimizing the weekdays between festivals (thank goodness for Wednesdays!)! Precise timing for the vigor of the plant and shelf-life of the harvest has given way to timing which foods would be coming in during the week before which festivals, so as not to miss their best days, nor their best condition to prepare them for storage. 

Mother Nature still has the last word, no matter how hard we try. And there are not all that many things we humans can actually control. But this is the general scheme we have come up with:

Choosing the plants

Step 1: Buy seeds for sweet corn- choose an early variety (to mature in 60 days, +/-), and a regular variety (more like 85-90 days)

Step 2: Whether starting the seeds in flats, or buying young plants, be sure *peppers and brocolli are as far along as possible at transplant time

*to have enough tomato varieties that they mature at different times

*we rarely get peas in early enough anyway, so anything is a plus there!

Deciding when to plant:

Step 1: For varieties that have approximate maturity dates, use the following formula:

Look at festival calendar, decide which food you want to take to a certain festival, count backwards the number of days to maturity for that food, plant during a four-day margin of that date. 

IE: Sweet corn, we have the 65-day and the 85-day, so if we plant them at the same time they will come in 2-3 weeks apart, right? Sweet corn iis especially touchy, as once it’s ready to eat there are precious few days to harvest and freeze it. 

The worst timing is to have a few ears just coming on on the day before we leave for Clifftop, then get home a week later and it is all too old and starchy. 

So the ideal is to have the early variety come in a week before Clifftop, be able to eat several scrumptious meals boiled within minutes of picking it, and also have an evening to blanche and freeze the bulk of it, with a sackful or two to take to camp. 

Then with any luck, we come home to find the later variety starting to mature, and can take another sackful or two to Galax, and save the bulk of the harvest till we recover from that week! We are fortunate to live within 20 miles of Felts Park, so we take advantage of it by setting up camp at the park, but commuting as need be, for showers, pet care, and to restock the coolers with ice & produce. 

Step 2:

Be sure that those planting dates don’t interfere with an earlier festival, and are not too early to get the plant into the dirt!

We have a very short growing season here in the Blue Ridge. At our elevation we are actually more in line with southern Pennsylvania or Ohio, in terms of our frost dates. The official dates are May 15th for the last frost, and Sept 15th for the first. However, at least here in Carroll County, VA, we have had frost in every month of the year, except July. So, even though we may enjoy a particualary mild winter season one year, we cannot let our guard down and plant fragile veggies any earlier than mid-May. Brocolli, greens, and peas can go out anytime after March, potatoes are usually in the ground during March or April (the local wisdom is to plant spuds on the Ides of March, or St. Patrick’s Day). But anything tender needs to wait. 

Our festival system puts the Mount Airy Fiddler’s Convention as our star-guide—transplant before if the weather has been warm, wait till after if frost or tornadoes are forecast (as MA regulars know all too well- weather happens!)

So, here is how it usually shakes out, with our intent to be to accomplish these before each trip begins:

Fairview Fiddler’s Convention (late March)- plant seed potatoes and peas

Melvin Wine’s Birthday Party (mid April)- set out brocolli and other hardy greens, cut daffodils and hyacinths for the motel room

Mini-Clifftop (mid-May)- have soil tilled and manured for tender plants, and have seedlings ready to harden-off when warmer nights prevail, and plant zinnias and other bountiful annuals, beans, and set out cukes

Fiddler’s Grove (Mem Day weekend)- set out tomatoes, but watch the night temps, plant early sweet corn, cut irises, bleeding hearts & peonies for camp

Mount Airy (early June)- set out peppers, melons, basil, marigolds, more tomatoes, and anything else that’s left, cut more irises & peonies for camp

Glenville Folk Festival (mid-June)- harvest peas & first cukes and take a bagful, cut last of irises for motel room

Elk Creek Fiddler’s Convention (late June)- bouquet of early glads, zinnias and cosmos for camp, cukes & last of salad greens for Jerry’s picnic

Sparta (mid July)- harvest & freeze broccoli

Clifftop (late July/early August)- harvest & freeze broccoli and early corn, take much of each and earliest tomatoes & green beans to camp, cut glads, zinnias, cosmos, roses and Queen Anne’s lace for camp. Plant late broccoli crop

Galax (immediately following Clifftop)- harvest more corn, beans, toms and first of canteloupe, more glads, zinnias, cosmos, roses and Queen Anne’s Lace for camp

Fries (mid-August)- take cantaloupes  & tomatoes to camp, but don’t bother to cook anything

Hammons Family Gathering (late August)- more ‘lopes, toms & corn, more flowers

Fraley Family Festival (2nd week of Sept)- peppers are finally coming in, and corn should be all but done, tomatoes are starting to overwhelm every nook & cranny.

From this point on, the canner sits on the stovetop, bowls of toms are in various stages of readiness, salsa is thrown together and canned, sauce is cooked down and canned, peppers are roasted, peeled and frozen, watermelon is finally ripe

And any peppers and basil left growing is covered with sheets every night against impending frost. 

SO, I may end up a disappointment to those wizened West Va crones who shared their hard-won horticultural knowledge with me those many years ago, but theirs was not a mobile existence. And I’m sure they’d forgive and perhaps even envy us the tradeoff we make for weekends full of fiddlin’, and even fuller bellies!

