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The now-unfamiliar unit of measurement called a cubit was defined by ancient cultures as the length of the arm 

from a person’s elbow to the tip of his or her outstretched middle finger.  You might think that a cubit wasn’t a 

very useful measurement because people vary in size so much, but among adults a cubit is surprisingly uniform, 

often about 45 cm (18 in).  It’s not consistent enough for architects to use it, but it is good enough for 

gardening.  With your help, we can bring the cubit back into popular use.   

 

Now, you may go out to the garden specifically to avoid rulers, clocks, and other measuring devices, but if 

you’re interested in growing as many vegetables in your garden as possible, measuring with at least the 

accuracy of a cubit is essential.  Many gardeners who would never let weeds get big enough to compete with 

their crops for light, water, or nutrients plant their crops too close together, unknowingly letting the plants they 

want compete with each other in exactly the same way.  This competition may not be obvious, but it will reduce 

your harvest.  Crowded tomato plants, for example, produce relatively few, small fruits.  If you’re not 

experienced, you might still be more than happy to have whatever tomatoes you get, but you won’t get nearly as 

many as you would harvest from fewer plants spaced farther apart.   

 

For some crops, particularly root crops like radishes, carrots, and beets, planting too close together will keep 

you from getting any harvest at all.  When stressed by competition, these crops simply don’t grow the large 

roots we like to eat.   

 

You can make up for crowding to a limited extent by fertilizing plants heavily (you do fertilizer your garden, 

don’t you?), but you’re better off using less fertilizer and spacing your plants correctly.  Unfortunately, 

“correct” spacing means different things for different crops.  Unless you read about it or talk to an experienced 

gardener, there’s no way you would just know how large something could get.  For crops like tomatoes and 

cabbages that are usually “transplanted,” or put into the garden as small plants, 60 cm (24 in, or 1 1/3 cubits) is 

the minimum adequate distance for a mature, fertilized plant, with more space being helpful.  So-called “vine 

crops” like cucumbers and melons are usually grown from seed in the garden, but they should be planted even 

farther apart, at least 120 cm (48 in) in every direction.  Properly spaced tomatoes, melons, and other plants 

often look ridiculously far apart when they are young, and this, I think, is one of the reasons so many people 

plant them too close together.  But, as I’ve been saying, they will get big if you leave them the space to do so! 

 

Crops like lettuce and carrots are also grown from seed, but are planted much closer together.  In fact, seeds of 

these plants should be planted even closer together than you want the plants to be!  After the plants emerge from 

the soil, let them grow for a little while (a week or two, for most crops), then pull up some of the plants so that 

the remaining plants (the biggest, healthiest looking ones) are approximately the right distance apart (see 

http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/tips/gardenmanual.shtml for a crop-by-crop guide).  This process is called 

thinning.   

 

Why thin?  While you may think you don’t want to waste seeds, seeds are generally inexpensive.  It’s much 

better to plant seeds thickly and thin the resulting plants than to plant seeds far apart and find that too few of 

them have come up to give you the crop you want.  Small plants (“seedlings”) also must literally push their way 

out of the soil.  If you plant them close together, they help each other with this very difficult task. 

 

In some cases, the plants that you pull out while you’re thinning can be transplanted elsewhere if desired.  If 

you are growing broccoli, cabbage, or kale from seed, they and their relatives fit in this category, as do a variety 

of other plants.  In other cases, the plants you pull out should just be added to the weed pile.  Beets, carrots, 

parsnips, cucumbers, melons, and squash are among the plants that cannot be pulled out and planted elsewhere 

– they won’t survive.  If you plant seeds densely, it is very important to make sure that you do thin the plants 

out later.  It can be painful to pull healthy, growing plants out of the ground and throw them away, but it always 

works out best in the end.  



 

The message here is: the cubit is your friend.  You always have your arm with you, and if you measure your 

own cubit, you can then use it as a ruler.  Another little-known body-based measurement, the span (the distance 

from the tip of the thumb to the tip of the little finger when the hand is fully extended; usually about 20 cm or 8 

in) can also be helpful.   

 

If you’ve planted your crops too close together so far this year, no problem.  Keep them watered and fertilized, 

enjoy what harvest you get, and just put them farther apart next year!  As always, e-mail me if you have 

questions (mittenth@gmail.com).  Right now, I have to go out for my 24 furlong walk. 


