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Laying the Groundwork 
for a Thriving Garden

There's a fascinating world beneath your feet – the living soil 
that is the foundation of every thriving garden. Building a 
garden free from constant battles with pests, diseases, 
or unpredictable results begins with understanding the 
foundation: the living soil that sustains your plants. 
Welcome to a simpler path to success! At Terroir Seeds, 
we know that healthy, living soil is the secret to strong 
plants and flavorful harvests.

This guide gives you five simple, actionable keys you can 
implement this season to start building healthier soil 
immediately – whether you garden in traditional beds, 
raised containers, or patio pots. These aren't 
complicated theories; they're practical steps, rooted in 
sound soil science, designed to make a noticeable 
difference in your garden's vitality and reduce your 
workload. Let's dig in!
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Think of mulch as your soil's essential protective layer – it's 
simply any material applied to the soil surface. Applying a  
2-3 inch layer of organic materials (like straw, shredded 
leaves, or aged wood chips) shields bare soil from the 
drying sun and pounding rain. Remember to keep mulch a 
couple of inches away from plant stems to prevent rot. 
This simple step dramatically reduces watering needs by 
slowing evaporation and smothers many weed seeds 
before they sprout. Less work, healthier soil – a clear 
benefit! Additionally, plants like cover crops or dense 
ground covers act as living mulch, protecting the soil with 
their foliage and feeding the soil life with their roots.

Terroir Seeds | Underwood Gardens

Key #1 - Keep Soil Covered 
(Protect Your Foundation!)

The Principles
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Deep digging and heavy tilling act like an alarm clock for 
dormant weed seeds buried in your soil, bringing them to 
the surface to sprout. But more importantly, excessive 
disturbance destroys the vital soil structure that 
organisms work so hard to build. It pulverizes soil 
aggregates, collapses air and water pores, decimates 
beneficial fungal networks, and can harm earthworms.

 The simple secret? Work gently within the top two inches 
whenever possible. Adopt techniques like surface 
composting, minimizing digging to only where you plant, 
and establishing permanent paths to avoid compacting 
beds. Protecting the soil structure allows the entire 
ecosystem beneath to function optimally.

2. Avoid Disturbing the Soil
(Respect the Soil Structure!)

The Principles
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

We've established that healthy soil is a bustling ecosystem, 
teeming with an "unseen workforce" of earthworms, 
beneficial bacteria, fungi, and other microbes. 

This principle shifts our focus: instead of primarily feeding 
plants directly (often with synthetic fertilizers), we 
prioritize feeding the vast community of life within the 
soil itself. Why? Because it's this living workforce that 
truly builds long-term fertility, plant health, and 
resiliency from the ground up.

(Continued on page 6)
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3. Feed Your Soil's Living 
Workforce (Not Just the Plant)

The Principles
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Think of it this way: while synthetic fertilizers offer plants a 
quick fix, like an energy drink, actively feeding your soil 
life provides nourishing meals for the entire underground 
community. These microbes and critters are nature's 
master recyclers. By regularly adding a "feast" of diverse 
organic materials – such as finished compost, shredded 
leaves, aged wood chips, or cover crop residues – you 
enable them to transform these inputs into stable humus 
and unlock essential plant nutrients in forms plant roots 
can easily absorb. Beneficial fungi, like mycorrhizae, also 
thrive in this enriched environment, extending plant root 
systems even further.

The primary ways to nourish this vital workforce are by top-
dressing garden beds with compost, utilizing organic 
mulches (which Key #2 highlights), and incorporating 
"green manures" from cover crops.

Consistently feeding the soil food web with these materials 
creates a self-sustaining system. This biological activity 
improves soil structure (creating those vital crumbs and 
pores), enhances water infiltration and retention, boosts 
nutrient availability, and can even help suppress plant 
diseases. By focusing on providing this "food" for the life 
in the soil, you empower your garden's natural fertility 
system, leading to healthier, more resilient plants and, 
ultimately, more flavorful harvests.
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Nature thrives on diversity, and our garden soil is no 
different. Planting a wide variety of different plant types 
throughout the season and year after year fosters a more 
diverse and resilient soil food web. Different plants have 
different root structures that explore various soil depths, 
and their unique root exudates feed different 
communities of beneficial microbes. 

Crop rotation (not planting the same plant family in the 
same spot year after year) helps balance nutrient use and 
break pest/disease cycles. Companion planting and 
intercropping flowers and herbs among vegetables 
increases above-ground biodiversity, supporting more 
beneficial insects. Embracing diversity creates a more 
stable, self-regulating garden ecosystem.
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4. Increase Plant Diversity 
(Strength in Variety!)

The Principles
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Train deep, resilient roots by watering thoroughly but less 
frequently, allowing the top inch or so of soil (check under 
the mulch!) to dry before watering again. This encourages 
roots to seek water further down, making plants less 
susceptible to heat and drought stress. Mulch (Key #1!) is 
crucial here. For ultimate consistency, especially in hot 
climates, consider a drip system with a timer. Affordable 
starter kits for these systems are often readily available. 
Remember, consistent moisture is key to prevent plant 
stress that can lead to bitterness (like in lettuce) or 
problems like blossom end rot in tomatoes.
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5. Water Wisely 
(Encourage Deep Roots!)

The Principles
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

Implementing even just one or two of these keys this season 
can make a surprising difference in your garden's health 
and reduce your workload. By working with your soil's 
natural processes – protecting it, feeding its life, 
disturbing it less, keeping it diverse, and watering wisely 
– you create the foundation for truly exceptional 
harvests.

At Terroir Seeds, we believe healthy soil is where flavor 
begins. Nurturing your soil's living ecosystem allows our 
premium heirloom seeds to reach their full potential.

We encourage you to continue learning and exploring the 
fascinating world beneath your feet, and we'll be here to 
support you on your journey with quality seeds, helpful 
guidance, and further resources on our website.

Thank you for taking this step towards a healthier, more 
productive garden.

Happy Gardening!
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Your Healthier Soil Journey
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Five Keys to Healthier Soils

We're Stephen and Cindy Scott, founders of Terroir Seeds. For 
almost 20 years, we’ve been connecting home gardeners 
with the exceptional flavor and heritage of heirloom seeds, 
grounded in the understanding that healthy, living soil is 
the start of every great garden.

Ready to Explore More? These “Five Keys" are just the 
beginning of what you can learn and achieve! We invite you 
to:

• Discover Unique Heirloom Seeds: Browse our curated 
collection at store.underwoodgardens.com

• Dig Deeper with Our Guides: Explore in-depth articles on 
soil health, seed starting, growing specific heirlooms, and 
more on our website – underwoodgardens.com

Have Questions? We're always happy to share what we've 
learned. Email us: seeds@underwoodgardens.com
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