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Introduction 

The most trouble I have in caring for my garden has been what to do and when. 

I have planted hardy annual flowers that thrive in cool temperatures just as the 

weather began to warm up in late May. I have planted cool-weather crops in late 

spring which bolted and went to seed a month later. I have pruned rose shrubs in fall 

which encouraged tender new shoots just as the weather turned cold to damaged the 

new growth. In trying to clear up my confusion I have read and flipped through gar-

den books that were as big as phone books. I was desperate to figure timing out. 

I had to shut out the mountain of information that often was too much to be use-

ful. The pages that follow are my years of trial and error combined with my knowl-

edge of ecology. As a certified environmental science educator, I approach gardening 

from an ecological point of view. It is my personal, “what to do and when” guide to 

gardening. It is a guide to knowing when to  plant, prune, and tend using natural 

events of the Earth. Ecology is the science of the relationships between organisms and 

their environment. You’ll see that connection throughout this guide.

The calendar is a human-made concept. The seasons come from the Earth. Follow-

ing the human-made calendar for garden management always presents problems for 

me.  The monthly layout of some garden books just doesn’t work. I find that if I rely 

on seasonal signs I am more successful. I use calendar dates only as guideposts. I en-

courage you to learn to plant by the seasons and signs the Earth provides us. This 

guide is organized by seasons instead of by calendar months. 

I garden in the Northwest section of the City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I 

won’t pretend that I know how to garden in Florida or Michigan or Arizona, because 
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I don’t. I have only gardened here in Philadelphia my entire life. But, I do think this 

guide can be helpful to gardeners in other parts of Canada and the United States. 

We start with an introduction on the importance of understanding your eco-re-

gion. The guide begins with basic background information on the land that I live in, 

the Delaware River Valley in Southeastern Pennsylvania. I include this as an example 

of what information is important to me as a gardener. It is a blueprint for what facts 

you can learn about the land you live in. 

I didn’t learn all this information all at once. I accumulated it as time went on. As 

you read the information below, think about how this information would affect a 

garden.  To find similar information about the land you live in visit your local envi-

ronmental centers and libraries for books and websites about your local area. I think 

every environmental center on the planet should put this basic information on the 

website as a public service. 

The EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) has useful information and maps on 

the eco-regions of North America. The three countries of North America: Canada, the 

United States, and Mexico worked together to map the shared environment of the 

continent. The maps start with a large Level I overview and move to a more detailed 

Level III map to your local area. The Piedmont and Atlantic Coastal Plain of Phil-

adelphia are found on the Level III maps. You can find the maps on EPA.gov in the 

eco-research/ecoregions-north-america section of the EPA.gov website.

After getting to know the land, we move onto understanding how some basic in-

formation helps in understanding your area’s soil, calculating planting dates, and 

when to plant types of plants. The introduction finishes up with guidelines on keep-

ing a gardener’s calendar specific to you garden and home region.

The layout of the rest of this guide is in the form of a seasonal round. A seasonal 

round is a natural calendar that relies on natural Earth happenings to mark time. A 

seasonal round is a diagram of harvesting times of plants and animals which feed, 

heal, and are useful to humans living in a specific place. Seasonal rounds can help us 

http://EPA.gov
http://EPA.gov
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to live in harmony with the land. I have a free handout on creating a seasonal round 

on my website, donnallong.com. Look under the “books” section. 

After the introduction, we move onto spring and the beginning of the growing 

season. In each seasonal section, I include natural happenings and events which put 

our gardens in the context of the Earth’s cycles. I think learning to “go with the flow” 

of the Earth is a much better way to garden than relying on generalizations put out 

by entities far away from your little plot of land. Knowing how to garden, plan, and 

plant in harmony with the rhythms of the Earth is a skill that is always yours and 

can’t be taken away from you. 

http://donnallong.com

