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It’s Time to Garden with Kids
By Beth Botts, Garden Writer
For GreenMarkMedia.com

WILMETTE, Ill. (July 8, 2009) - Many families are finding ways to enjoy summer close to home this year. One of the most enjoyable is gardening together.
Vegetable gardening is suddenly big, with about 19 percent more households growing food this year, according to the National Gardening Association. It’s not too late to get in on the fun, says Scott Thalmann, a vegetable specialist at Chalet, 3132 Lake Ave. in Wilmette, Ill. 

A child could sow seeds of bush beans in mid-summer and still get a harvest before frost, Thalmann says. Unlike pole beans, bush varieties of green beans don’t require a trellis or other support. Beans are a good choice for children, he says, because the seeds are large enough for little fingers to handle and because they can be sowed right in the ground. For children, the magic is in placing a seed in the soil and watching it become something they can eat. Thalmann could never interest his now-grown daughter in gardening, he says, but a five-year-old friend is now an enthusiastic garden helper.  
“I was planting eggplant recently and he dug all the holes for me,” he says.   “Unfortunately, by the time I went to plant he had filled them all in.”

Thalmann chuckles over that. An easy-going attitude is an essential when gardening with children. One of the crucial lessons of gardening, after all, is that “you can only control what you can control,” he says, which doesn’t include the weather or the enthusiasm of a 5-year-old with a shovel. 
Small children need supervision when digging and when weeding, or they may pull out the carrots as well as the weeds. But the main goal of kids’ gardening isn’t a big crop. It’s what they learn.
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Gardening with kids//Add One

 “They find out where their food comes from,” Thalmann says. They discover the magic of the growing process, as they carefully check the progress of seeds they have planted. They learn that soil is not just dead dirt, but a world alive with tiny creatures. Yes, they’ll get dirty. That’s part of the fun.

Starting a small vegetable garden with children “isn’t rocket science,” Thalmann says. The essentials are simple: Find a spot in full sun. Make sure you improve the soil with plenty of organic matter. Start small; a too-big plot may become a burden. Remember to water and choose crops carefully. 
Growing Halloween pumpkins may sound like fun, but the vines spread over a huge space and you may not get enough pumpkins to be worth the effort, he says. Better bets: radishes, which mature to edible size in just a few weeks; beans; tomatoes (cherry varieties are fun for children); and lettuce.  
You can even plant lettuce or radishes in a large pot for a mini-vegetable garden on the deck or balcony. 

Vegetable gardening might even lead to vegetable eating. Children are much more willing to sample a food that they have coaxed into being from a seed. Not right away, maybe. Thalmann’s gardening buddy “is not too fond of the eating, but he sure does like putting the seeds in the ground.” Sooner or later, he won’t be able to resist sampling one of those peppers. 
Chalet’s garden and retail center is located at 3132 Lake St. in Wilmette, Ill. Its landscape division is housed on a 28,000-square-foot complex on 16 acres in North Chicago, Ill. Chalet also operates a 183-acre growing farm in Salem, Wis., and launched a line of branded landscaping products this spring. For information, call 847-256-0561. Or, visit the company online at www.ChaletNursery.com. 
Summer Berry Sandwiches
A delicious dessert that is easy to create with kids using homegrown or store bought berries. 
Serves 4.
14 oz. puff pastry sheets

6 tbsp. confectioner’s sugar, plus more for sprinkling

1 ¾ lb. mixed berries: strawberries, blueberries, red currants, blackberries 

1 ¼ c. whipping cream

1 t. vanilla

1 c. mascarpone cheese

¼ c. plain yogurt

4 tsp. strawberry jam
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Gardening with kids//Add Two
Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F.

1. Cut the pastry into portion-sized triangles and place on a tray lined with parchment paper.

2. Using a fine sieve, sprinkle some powdered sugar over the top (this will give a nice gloss and a crunchy finish). Bake the pastry triangles in the oven for 10-15 minutes until they have risen and are golden brown.

3. Let the pastry triangles cool slightly. Cut them horizontally, being careful not to break them. This gives you a top and a bottom; the filling will go in between. 

4. Carefully wash and dry the fruit. Cut the strawberries in half, lengthwise; the other fruit can be left whole.

5. Whip the cream in a bowl until it makes soft peaks. In another bowl, add the vanilla, confectioner’s sugar and mascarpone, and mix until smooth. Fold in the whipped cream.

6. For each puff pastry triangle, place the bottom on a plate, and spread with the strawberry jam. Then add a layer of fruit. Put the strawberries on the edges and the smaller fruit in the center.

7. Top with a spoonful of the cream mixture and cover with the top of the triangle. Sprinkle some powdered sugar over the top and add a few pieces of fruit. Accent with a sprig of fresh mint from your garden.

###

Chalet is the recipient of numerous awards and honors. In 2009, these include the Judges’ Award from the Illinois Landscape Contractors Association and four gold medals for landscape design/construction and maintenance; the Revolutionary 100 National Award from Today’s Garden Center magazine, placing the company No. 1 in the country for community stewardship, customer service practices, employee training and incentive programs, industry contributions, marketing activities and profitability; two gold medals as part of the 2008 Retail Awards competition from the Illinois Green Industry Association; and  the 2008 Ecology Award from Opportunity Secure Data. Chalet is the No. 1 single outlet independent garden center in Illinois and No. 3 in the country for 2008 by Nursery Retailer Magazine. The 92-year-old company was named the most innovative garden center in America in 2007. The garden center is located at 3132 Lake St. in Wilmette, Ill., just off the Edens Expressway. Chalet’s landscape division is housed on a 28,000-square-foot complex on 16 acres in North Chicago, Ill. Chalet operates a 183-acre growing farm in Salem, Wis. For information, call 847-256-0561 or visit www.ChaletNursery.com
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