
Beginning a garden can be overwhelming for anyone, but when you add living in the 
desert to the mix, things feel extra out of reach.  If you try to research it and look for 
all the answers upfront, you’ll never get started.  Part of the problem is there are SO 
many theories out there and everyone swears that their way is the only way but then 
they are all contradicting each other which leaves you with no clue where to begin.  
My goal is to try to simplify things as much as possible and just give you a 
manageable amount at a time…something I wish I had when I had started a few 
years ago!  

After years of trial and error we now have a successful garden with a variety of fruits 
and veggies as well as our own composting area, but we didn’t get to this point 
overnight. I definitely am not claiming to have all the answers; I’m still learning and 
researching and making tweaks to our garden with each season of growing, and I 
think most gardeners will tell you the same thing, because there are always new 
things to learn.  So don’t think too far into the future; instead, lets just take this one 
step at a time and help you become a gardener in the desert!  Lets get started! 

Phase 1: At a Glance Checklist 

 Get a garden journal  
 Choose a location for your future garden & take note of the        
amount of sunlight it gets 
 Begin prepping the soil (if you plan on planting directly in 
the ground) 
 Make your garden bed(s) 
 Start planning for the watering system you will use 

Keep reading for a detailed list that will explain each step.  
Contact me for any questions or clarifications needed.  You’ve 
got this! 



Phase 1: Detailed Checklist 

Get a journal, or start a note on your phone  
Things to keep in mind: 

• If you’re like me, you won’t always stay on top of this, but it is 
useful at the beginning and I still pull it out at the beginning of 
each new growing season for reference or to map out that 
season’s garden 

• I use a grid notebook which helps me with planning out the 
layout of the garden which we’ll get to later, but any notebook 
would work fine. I will say that if you love clean lines & drawing 
to scale, a grid notebook is probably the right choice for you  

Choose a location for your garden 
Things to keep in mind: 

• You can always create shade for your beds, but it is much harder 
to 	create sun for it, so choose a place where it will get at least a 
few hours of sun each day.  This is when gardening in the desert 
works to your advantage, because you can plant on the east 
side of your house and still get enough sun for most, if not all 
plants. 

• It’s a good idea to take a couple days to keep an eye on the 
area you are 	considering to put your garden…how many hours 
of sun does it get?  Which time of day does it get sun? 

• If you don’t have one larger area to put a bed, or couple of 
beds depending on what you want, consider putting it 
throughout your landscape and places where you could add 
some smaller containers.  If you plan on going this route, take 
note of how much sun each part of your yard gets. 

• Take measurements of the area you plan on using so you can 
start thinking about what size beds you want 

https://www.amazon.com/Quad-Ruled-Spiral-Notebook-2-Pack/dp/B07X6MYTZF/ref=sr_1_4_pp?crid=AWMILFB2BSII&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.Wn0QpmiQGSLMEGQa-W6O_XVmyLGmQ3YRdmGqngjVdlSvExSeTqRyqe1ddSG1wqU1HAS0LBe-ecTmjKWiwP9gMLZIsMydpLFru-OUwJw_nyZZFKajfIHAbAFGREDDKzObIFDKOcLt5mHVGB56_dECy7KS63Xoj0jMC2XR1ixfoqia3jHIM7nQt7iYF6VQT2uZRpXhBD8aPFsABex1X80f7NEETGqhU8fAuRdVb5OAoUdVwVGfNJaDxtUHFmCvSfmgiDJJbOI9QmfYU-88TiLsVFLck1Qog23MUsWJQTNC_AI.uE90rWVJRgZBF930IaYORM0_Qat6XmNMv1uM8nAHpN0&dib_tag=se&keywords=grid+notebook+spiral&qid=1718214046&sprefix=grid+notebook,aps,155&sr=8-4&th=1


• There are very few areas, if any, where you can’t plant in AZ.  
As long as it doesn’t get too much shade, we have solutions for 
you if your garden is getting too much sun. 

Begin prepping the soil  
Things to keep in mind: 

• THIS STEP IS ONLY FOR THOSE PLANTING DIRECTLY IN 
GROUND. If you are wanting to make garden beds move to the 
next item on the list and save prepping soil for Phase 2 (which 
will be the end of the summer) 

• Buy some amend, perlite, and soil from the store.  (See pics at 
the bottom for guidance) 

• Break up the ground as much as possible 
• We removed about 6” (we have a pile on our side yard we’re 

slowing chipping away at until we look into someone coming 
and picking it up) & then we loosened another 6” & that is what 
we mixed with amend, perlite, and new soil.  Right before 
planting you will top off your area with a mixture of soil, amend, 
perlite, and fertilizer which will make up for that 6" that you 
removed. 

• Once you have your soil loosened, add some amend and mix 
together, then add pearlite and mix well, and lastly add some 
soil and mix well.  Wet it down a bit and mix again.  

• Every couple of days (I’d say minimum of a couple times a week, 
but the more you do it, the lighter it will be) you’ll wet it down 
and mix it again to make sure it doesn’t get compacted again. 
When I say wet it down I mean get the surface wet and then mix 
it up.  You don’t want to soak it and make create a mud pile.  
Just enough to get the top wet and then toss it like a salad.  Add 
more amend and pearlite as needed.  After each monsoon you’ll 
ideally want to get out there and loosen soil before it becomes 
too hard and compacted.  We usually assign kids to this and 
then tell them they can jump in the pool after.  Win/win! :) 



• adding fertilizer is a great option if you are prepping the ground 
in Fall or Spring, but not as effective to use during the most 
extreme weather months.  With that being said, we have had 
times where it has been needed during those months and it 
definitely doesn’t kill your garden, it just takes different amounts 
to make it as effective.  If you are prepping in the summer, I 
would wait and add fertilizer when you plant the garden. 

• DON’T add cow manure fertilizer if you plan on planting your 
garden in the next 6 months.  Chicken poop also needs to break 
down for months before it can be added to the garden. Bunny 
and guinea pig poop can be added directly into your garden/
soil. 

• The earlier you start, the more time for the soil beneath where 
you’re working to start breaking down & soften.  With that being 
said, we have had times we have done this & immediately 
planted & we’ve never had any major issues, so that is definitely 
an option. Don’t let not starting early enough stop you!  In fact, 
you might prefer it, just make sure you loosen the dirt a minimum 
of a foot 

Make your garden bed(s) 
Things to keep in mind: 

• Plan on building one or two beds to start with and make sure the 
placement is in a location where you can easily add to the space 
as you get a hang of gardening. 

• We have an array of sizes in our garden: 4x8, 4x4, and 2x8 
and find there are pros to each size.  Choose a size you feel 
comfortable with for now and know you can add more beds 
later and play with different sizes. You really can’t go wrong 
here! 

• You can make your bed by using screws and an electric drill to 
screw together some pine boards (we use 2”thick boards that 
are 8’L and 12”H) or you can buy garden cinder blocks which 



you use as the corners and each plank of wood just slides right 
into the grooves. (See pic below) This is a great option to start 
while you’re still figuring out sizes that work for you. 

• See pics below of our beds and the “tops” we created to help us 
need less lattice for climbing plants, as well as allows us to put a 
shade cloth over the top during the summer months and cloths 
over during the winter to prevent freezing.  This is not necessary, 
especially at the beginning of your gardening journey, but 
something you might want to keep in mind.  This is something 
you can still add later so if you choose to not do it right away, 
just know you can always add it down the road. 

• If you are making your own wood beds you’ll want to seal them.  
I used Pure Tung Oil, but there are various options of food grade 
wood sealants you can choose from 

• Here is a great option for a precut garden bed you just need to 
assemble if you are overwhelmed with purchasing your own 
wood and making your own cuts. 

• If you’re back and forth between sizes, maybe look into the 
watering system below, and if you want to go that route, it might 
help you make your decision.  

Start planning your watering system 
Things to keep in mind: 

• You will NOT need to install anything during this phase but I 
included it here in case it is something you need to start 
budgeting for.  You will want to have everything on hand ready 
for set up as soon as you plant this fall 

• I HIGHLY recommend you use THIS grid system or something 
similar 

• Not properly watering is probably the number one reason 
people in the desert struggle to grow a garden.  Having a way 
to set a timer and know everything will get watered during the 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BLCFC41S/ref=vp_d_vp_dp_d_dex_hr_v3_t1_pd?_encoding=UTF8&pf_rd_p=78bd751c-afcc-4a5e-987d-d425671f7a10&pf_rd_r=JQX4ZWGN4QRGQQBJ5WYH&pd_rd_wg=0BG9H&pd_rd_i=B0BLCFC41S&pd_rd_w=6YL7G&content-id=amzn1.sym.78bd751c-afcc-4a5e-987d-d425671f7a10&pd_rd_r=e914d187-3731-41e4-b8fb-23e75da479e0&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Yaheetech-Elevated-Planting-Vegetable-10-6inches/dp/B07T3L3Z79/ref=sr_1_26?dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.QHkjT0VbT4SmLUNaDLTK7oeJnKYFnzeIC6rDHzLNwdGIFjbacGMw7BGwBRbuQ2AgngqfoKLOmrpGvUlyzavJd0wzmprhUmNv_9cnMEnU0HnMRcDgwwK7ZuPexACVPsR-z-DO69Qbgo0eLewk74GVzSOqZkZDwh5nrOu_g3ok-uVNXOlpnYB9onnZCFQNEB7l4GwML7dNxWcL8K4Y-_a43qzKoV4qomN7fjF-6MFbNLZHD2azUB7YAyse6F5aryTzpG4ldthE5KO-4vzKjk5PtX2IxTA_ml57imwUreNS3f4.-1CGxelH6jN84ZzE1zverDj1L7aDPsscAcxHQpbR9kY&dib_tag=se&keywords=garden+beds&qid=1718213208&sr=8-26&th=1
https://gardeninminutes.com/category/garden-grid-watering-systems/


right time of day (more on when that is to come) is a HUGE 
advantage and will help ensure your success. 

• Watering with a can is very rarely effective to keep a plant 
thriving.  That works great when you are first starting to get 
things to sprout, but keeping the plants well watered down 
where the roots grow as the plant get bigger is a job for a 
dripper of sorts…slower longer watering.  These grids are great 
for that. 

• Make sure whatever watering/sprinkler system you decide to 
use, it is not something that will wet your plants.  You want it to 
water near the base of the plant without actually hitting the plant 
itself whenever possible. 

Contrary to what you may read other places, I think it’s important to be 
open to different brands and find what works for you.  We have tried 
brands people swore by and we didn’t think it was worth the cost, and on 
the flip side, we have had times people have said they hate a brand but we 
had a lot of success with it.  Listen to everyone’s opinion and take it into 
consideration, but be open to trying different things and figure out what 
works for you and your garden.  Below is a collage of products that have 
worked for us!



One of the brands we were told to stay way 
from by some, but we have had great 
success with their amend

Just some of the brands we have 
used over the years.  It may be that 
the more expensive the soil the 
easier it is to work with, but we 
have had successful gardens with 
the cheaper stuff and never had 
problems adjusting the soil as 
needed.  From what I gather, no 
matter what you use you will 
eventually be adding different 
elements to balance your soil.  
 More on this to come!

You really just need to make sure your soil is compatible with gardens.  Perlite and Amend are probably good from any brand so get what works with your financial situation.

These unique cinder 
blocks can be found in 
the gardening section 
of Home Depot or 
Lowes.  We used these 
at the beginning of our 
grading journey while 
we figured out what 
size beds we liked.  
Highly recommend for 
beginners!  

An idea from Lowes 
website of what you 
can create with them!



Our grid watering system.  

Our garden really took off 

when we started using this!

Our shade structure.  We use the top 

slats to tie up plants until they are tall 

enough to wrap around the top 

themselves. Cover with a black shade 

cloth in the winter to prevent freezing 

and white shade cloths in the summer to 

prevent burning.  More on this to come!


	Phase 1: Detailed Checklist

