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DIG THIS…
Welcome to February in Texas, where the weather is as fickle as a tumbling leaf on an open path, never sure which way it will blow. Such instability in climate can make winter gardening especially challenging.

Though a slight chill still lingers, the whisper of spring makes us anxious to grab the nearest shovel and put down seedlings. Despite such temptations, beware of frosty winds that can still threaten young warm-weather plants. 
So what’s a plant-lover to do? Plenty. No need to hurry the season as the cool breezes won’t stay long. Now is the time to enjoy the outdoors and prepare your beds for a bevy of warm-weather favorites.  

Start by pulling out spent annuals and weeds, then loosen the soil. To avoid the back-breaking task of digging and turning, try using a handy new tool available at garden centers or on the Internet. It’s sold under the brand name “Garden Claw” or “Garden Hound,” and looks like a twisted claw at the bottom of a long upright handle. Simply drop the tool into the ground and use a twisting motion to break up hard, packed soil. You can then work in compost, fresh soil or fertilizer. There are many techniques and products from which to choose. 
Rosina Newton of the Natural Gardener recommends adding a bag or two of compost and mixing it down to four inches – the deeper the better. If your plants are still going, she recommends top dressing the garden with one or two inches of compost. Top dressing is a slower process, but an effective form of soil maintenance when done regularly.   
If you don’t like the idea of adding chemicals to the yard or contaminating your vegetables and possibly our water supply, then opt for products labeled “organic.” Local resources include the Great Outdoors, the Natural Gardener, Barton Springs Nursery, GeoGrowers, Big Red Sun and Garden-Ville, among others. 
Big-box retailers are just starting to carry organic products, but locally owned stores are more likely to carry plants, soil and compost developed and optimized for the area. In Austin, we love to support our local businesses. Those who make a living selling garden supplies are passionate about what they do and are always willing to share information. 
While there are dozens of books on soil preparation, never hesitate to ask for advice or recommendations. Avoid over-buying and stick with the basics. Now is the time to lay the groundwork for a healthy garden. And remember, dirt is cheap. 
SIDEBAR (optional)
What is compost?  
Compost is partially decomposed organic matter used to enrich the soil. Making compost requires turning, mixing and exposing the materials to air. You can make it yourself or buy it in bags at most local garden centers. Compost can be used as a soil amendment or mulch, and can often replace commercial fertilizers. When added to your soil, the organic matter provides fortification, serves as a primary food source for beneficial organisms, suppresses plant disease and pests, helps retain moisture and moderates soil temperature. Amending you soil with compost is an easy and affordable way to keep your soil and your plants healthy.  



