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INTRODUCTION 
A food garden is a giant step into independence and taking control of at least some 
aspects of the food we consume. The natural growing season, however, can be short 
for many of us depending on location. To help Mother Nature along and continue our 
growing habits we can practice prudent fall gardening habits.  
  
Growing a fall garden is not a matter of planting seeds in the fall or of expensive 
greenhouses with supplemental heat and light. Rather it is a matter of planning, 
protection, and prudent choices. A fall garden is completely doable for most gardeners 
with the desire and armed with a little knowledge. 
  
The first step to planning a fall garden comes with a complete understanding of how 
Mother Nature plays out in any given geographic location.  What are the frost dates 
and what exactly do they mean? What seeds and plants are best and how should they 
be protected from frost or even snow?  
  
These questions and considerations can feel overwhelming, however; the chapters of 
this book are designed to make the answers easy and doable for every gardener. Gain 
an understanding of frost dates and how daylight hours play a role in what can be 
grown. Find recommendations for seed choices and frost protection. 
  
Once the decision to plant a fall garden is made crops must be chosen. This book 
gives you advice and guidance for brassicas, root vegetables, and leafy greens. While 
there are endless vegetable choices in seed catalogs, these three groups are likely to 
be successful for all fall gardeners and are a great starting point. A point from which to 
build upon. 
  
Whether the goal is to fill the root cellar or simply to eat fresh food longer, a fall garden 
can provide it to many. Use the following chapters to guide your path and fall garden 
into successful eating and food storage for months to come.  
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SECTION I 

Tips FOR GROWING A FALL AND WINTER 

GARDEN 
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UNDERSTANDING GARDENING METRICS 
Many gardeners learn to grow favorite fruits and vegetables in the comfort of their 
backyard. Fortunately, in many areas of the United States, we can head to a local 
garden center and choose the nicest plant. Once we bring it home, the plant only 
requires a bit water, fertilizer, and healthy soil to bring on a good harvest.  

The growers do all the work for us, making sure the plants that are available for 
purchase will meet the growing requirements of our area. We have been conditioned to 
give little thought to anything beyond our garden zone and perhaps, first and last frost 
date.  

Gardner’s who are striving for a self-reliant life will find that understanding the concepts 
of frost dates, chill hours, day length, heat zone, and garden hardiness zones are 
important to obtain a large harvest.   

Garden Zones 

You are probably familiar with the garden zone maps that are produced by the United 
States Department of Agriculture. If not, you can use this interactive map from 
USDA.gov. It lets you zoom in and really pinpoint the zone for your specific 
neighborhood. The map is based on the average annual minimum winter temperature 
and is divided into 10-degree F zones.  

  

http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/phzmweb/interactivemap.aspx
http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/phzmweb/interactivemap.aspx
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The garden zone map is handy, and you are encouraged to learn your zone, but it 
doesn’t give you the whole picture. Suppose you move from Portland Oregon to Austin 
Texas. The gardening climate should be the same since they are both in zone 8b, 
right?  

Wrong! There is a problem with only relying on your zone number. It doesn’t take into 
account the frost dates or the average temperature. When it’s March in Oregon, you 
are still nursing your cool weather seedlings indoors. March in Texas is for warm 
weather crops, and if you don’t have you tomato plants in by March 31st, it’s probably 
too late, the 100° days of July and August make growing tough.    

Frost Dates  

It’s important to get an idea of how vegetable gardens are planned in relation to the 
climate where you live. Growing conditions and schedules vary from one region to 
another.  

In the north, your gardening fortune can rise and fall with the first and last frost date. 
Have you ever wagered a bet with Mother Nature and planted your garden too soon? 
In the north, a late frost can sneak up on you and cause you to lose all the hard work of 
planting a garden.  

It works like this. Data has been accumulated by the National Weather Service for all 
areas of the country. This data is then analyzed to provide the average first frost date 
in the fall and the average last frost date in the spring. You can find your average dates 
by adding your zip code to the calculator at Dave’s Garden. You’ll find that this 
calculator gives you probabilities, which are handy if you like to bet.  

Live in zip code 97022? (That’s Eagle Creek, Oregon by the way) According to the 
calculator: 

• Each winter, on average, the risk of frost is from November 14 through March 23. 
• Almost certainly, however, you will receive frost from December 6 through 

February 27. 
• You are almost guaranteed that you will not get frost from April 15 through 

October 24. 
• Your frost-free growing season is around 236 days. 

Now, if you live in zip code 78634 (Central Texas), things are completely different.  

• Each winter, on average, the risk of frost is from November 19 through March 5. 
• Almost certainly, however, you will receive frost from December 10 through 

February 9. 
• You are almost guaranteed that you will not get frost from March 30 through 

October 31. 
• Your frost-free growing season is around 259 days. 

http://davesgarden.com/guides/freeze-frost-dates/index.php
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Remember, these dates are only an average. By keeping your mind on the dates, your 
eye on the weather, and your ear on the forecast, you can at least set up a gardening 
schedule that will work for your area. You’ll want to have frost protection alternatives 
handy, just in case.    

Heat Zone Maps 

Cold isn't the only factor determining whether our plants will survive and thrive. 
Particularly during seasons of drought, we are all aware of the impact that heat has on 
our plants.  

The effects of heat damage are more subtle than those of extreme cold, which will kill a 
plant instantly. Heat damage can first appear in many different parts of the plant: 
Flower buds may wither, leaves may droop or become more attractive to insects, 
chlorophyll may disappear so that leaves appear white or brown, or roots may cease 
growing.  

 

The 12 zones of the map indicate the average number of days each year that a given 
region experiences "heat days"-temperatures over 86 degrees (30 degrees Celsius). 
That is the point at which plants begin suffering physiological damage from heat. The 
zones range from Zone 1 (less than one heat day) to Zone 12 (more than 210 heat 
days).  
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The heat zone is perhaps more important than your hardiness zone. It is the factor that 
I did not understand when moving from the North to the South. You can get a copy of 
your own map at The American Horticultural Society.  

Chill Hours are Important for Fruit Production 

Another thing you will quickly learn if you move from the Northern to Southern USA is 
the chill hour effect. In order to bloom in spring and then produce fruit, deciduous fruit 
trees such as peaches, plums, and nectarines, plus some varieties of berry bushes, 
such as blueberries, require a dormancy period during winter with a certain number of 
chilling hours.  

They need to be at a temperature below 45 degrees Fahrenheit for a certain number of 
days. The winter hours a region experiences above 60 degrees are subtracted from 
the total hours that drop below 45 degrees, but the traditional definition of a chill hour is 
any hour under 45°F. 

The number of chilling hours a specific plant will require will depend on the variety of 
plant. For example, not all blueberry plants require the same number of chilling hours. 
There are hundreds of varieties of blueberry plants, and some will require more or less 
chilling hours than others. Some fruit bearing plants will require only a hundred chilling 
hours while others will require thousands.  

Your local nursery should provide only the fruit appropriate to your location, but it’s still 
best to understand how many chill hours you have for your area. Broadly speaking, the 
number of chill hours you have will tell you how long the cold temperatures last. 

Large plant producers like Bonnie Plants®, and Monrovia®, are now providing low chill 
hour blueberries and apple trees suitable for growing in home gardens the South.   

The chill hour map seen below is not exact, and Mother Nature can always change her 
mind from one year to the next, but it can be used to estimate the chill hours for your 

ea. You can get more specific information with this handy chill hour calculator.  

  

http://ahsgardening.org/gardening-resources/gardening-maps/heat-zone-map
http://www.getchill.net/
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What happens if your plant doesn’t have enough chill hours? If a tree or plant that 
needs 1,000 chill hours is planted in an area that gets 500 or fewer chill hours, then it 
may have trouble blooming or breaking dormancy. No blooms mean no fruit, which 
means no harvest. 

This mix match of chill hours may lead to a later or longer bloom time. When blooms 
stay on a tree too long, they are more susceptible to fungus and diseases, which leads 
to a reduced fruit set and poor fruit quality. 

If a plant with male and female flowers doesn’t get enough chill hours, then the male 
and female flowers run the risk of not blooming at the same time. This can make it 
difficult for the blooms to become pollinated. 

Ultimately chill hours aren’t an exact science, if you have a fruit tree that needs 600 
chill hours, it doesn’t need exactly 600 hours. 600 is just the average amount of hours 
that your tree needs, a few more or few less hours won’t hurt. However, it’s best for 
high chill plants to be planted in Northern areas and it’s best for low chill plants to be 
planted in warmer, Southern areas. 

Understanding chill hours is another bit if knowledge to have in your gardening arsenal.  

Day length plays a part in plant flowering 

Cold and heat are not the only factors what vary from one part of the country to 
another. With certain vegetables, you must take day length into account. In the north, 
days start to reduce dramatically after the summer solstice, and where you once had 
daylight for 15-16 hours, from 5am to 10pm, you will barely get 8 hours of daylight in 
the middle of the winter. This effect is not as pronounced in the South.   

"Photoperiodism," is the amount of light and darkness a plant is exposed to and is 
important to understand. The amount of uninterrupted darkness is what determines the 
formation of flowers on most types of plants. It also determines when some onions will 
start to bulb. There are long day and short day varieties; you’ll need to choose the right 
variety for your area. 

Short day plants 

A plant that requires a long period of darkness is termed a "short day" (long night) 
plant. Short-day plants form flowers only when day length is less than about 12 hours. 
Many spring and fall flowering plants are short day plants, including chrysanthemums, 
poinsettias, and Christmas cactus. If these are exposed to more than 12 hours of light 
per day, bloom formation does not occur. 

Long day plants 

Other plants require only a short night to flower. These are termed "long-day" plants. 
These will bloom only when they receive more than 12 hours of light. Many of our 
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summer blooming flowers and garden vegetables are long day plants, such as lettuce, 
spinach, peas, and potatoes. These all bloom when the days are long, during our 
temperate summers. 

Day neutral plants 

And some plants form flowers regardless of day length. Botanists call these "day 
neutral" plants. Tomatoes, corn, cucumbers and some strawberries are day-neutral. 

So what does all this mean to gardeners? Growers have to manipulate light to get 
some plants to bloom or not bloom at the appropriate time. It will also be important to 
plant according to the information on your seed packets or catalogs.  

If you are a beginning gardener, start with planting the crops that you find in the local 
nursery. Ask friends and experienced gardeners what grows for them and ask the local 
extension service, they are always willing to help.   

If in doubt, start with the group of vegetables that are notoriously easy to grow because 
they are not fussy: lettuce, radish, tomato, beets, kale, carrots and Swiss chard.  

A gardener that understands how light, heat, frost, and chill hours affect their harvest 
will have a successful garden year after year. 
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SELECTING SEEDS FOR A FALL GARDEN 

 
 
In many gardens, the growing season need not end with the autumn harvest. With 
careful planning and succession sowing, a bountiful fall garden can extend harvests 
into winter, and planting of overwintering varieties will give you a jump start on fresh 
produce in the spring.  
 
Selecting seeds for the fall garden is the first step to successful year-round growing. 
 
What to Plant in your Fall Garden 
 
As you plan your fall and winter garden, you’ll want to consider three types of crops: 
 
The first are crops that you will plant in the mid-to-late summer to harvest before the 
killing frosts of fall and early winter. Examples of this type of crop are beets, carrots, 
cabbage, and broccoli. 
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The second are crops that you will sow in the late summer or fall to enjoy all winter 
long. Great examples of this type of crop are spinach, cilantro, leeks, parsnips, and 
kale. 
 
The third category are crops that you will also plant in the late summer or fall, but 
which will remain in the ground, often under frost protection, for harvest in the early 
spring. Certain brassica varieties fall under this category, as can late-sowed lettuce 
and spinach, onions, and garlic. 
 
Selecting Cold-Hardy or Fast-Growing Vegetables 
 
You’ll want to think ahead to your entire growing season when you’re planning your 
garden and purchasing seed so you will have your fall seeds ready in mid-summer. 
Otherwise, summer fun and vacation plans can derail your planning and you’ll end up 
getting a late start on seed sowing. Just be sure to store your seeds in a cool, dry 
location. 
 
Because of shortening day lengths, if you intend to harvest before killing frosts arrive, it 
is important to select short-season cultivars. These may be labeled “early season” or 
“quick growing.” You can also look at the seed packet or seed catalog description to 
compare the number of days to harvest, and pick the smallest number of days to 
maturity. 
 
For instance, let’s say you’re interested in planting a crop of beets in the late summer 
for fall harvest. You head over to one of your favorite seed companies such as High 
Mowing Seeds’ website and compare three varieties, looking specifically at the Days to 
Maturity: 
 
Cylindra (56 days) 
Detroit Dark Red (55 days) 
Early Wonder (45 days) 
Because Early Wonder will mature a full 10 days before Cylindra or Detroit Dark Red, it 
is an excellent choice for my fall planting. 
 
Where to Purchase Seed 
 
If you like to shop for organic, non-GMO seeds as much as possible, and need a good 
selection of cold hardy and quick growing varieties for your fall and winter garden, here 
are some companies to check out. 
High Mowing Seeds 
Territorial Seed Company 
Johnny’s (Organic selection) 
 Fedco  

https://www.highmowingseeds.com/vegetables/beet.html
https://www.highmowingseeds.com/vegetables/beet.html
http://www.highmowingseeds.com/
www.territorialseed.com/
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-organic.aspx
http://www.fedcoseeds.com/
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Which Seed Varieties are Best for Fall Gardening? 

When searching for seeds for your fall and winter garden, look for certain key words 
that indicate cold-hardiness, frost tolerance, or a fast-growing nature. Varieties like 
“Giant Winter Spinach,” “Arctic Tundra Lettuce,” or “January King Cabbage” are sure 
bets. 

Here are a few other varieties to consider: 

· Asian greens such as “Tatsoi” “Mizuna” or “Tah Tsai Mustard” 

· Arugula “Sylvetta” 

· Broccoli “Fall Broccoli Blend” 

· Beet “Early Wonder” or “Autumn Harvest Blend” 

· Carrot “Napoli” “Merida” or “Scarlet Nantes” 

· Chard “Fordhook Giant” 
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· Kale “Winterbor” “Improved Dwarf Siberian” 

· Lettuce “Rouge d’Hiver” 

· Leek “Bandit” 

· Parsnip 

· Radish (Most radishes will produce a fast growing crop suitable for fall planting) 

· Spinach “Giant Winter” “Winter Bloomsdale” or “Tyee” 

· Turnip “Purple Top White Globe” or “Hakurei” 

Special Considerations for Fall Gardening 

Because plant growth will slow considerably when the number of daylight hours drops 
below ten, it is important to plant your fall and winter garden with plenty of time for 
crops to reach maturity before hitting this benchmark. 

As such, with the exception of the fastest growing crops, your fall and winter garden 
will need to be sowed in the middle of summer. In many climates, this mean planting in 
July and succession planting through September. 

Because of the heat, humidity, and pest pressure of summer, you’ll need to pay close 
attention to your fall garden if you want it to succeed. Here are a few considerations: 

1) Soil Temperature: Too-warm soil temperatures can inhibit germination success in 
some crops. For instance, lettuce, parsley, spinach, and Chinese cabbage appreciate 
cooler soil temperatures and may do better either being sown indoors and transplanted 
later, or being sown under a shade cloth that will lower soil temperatures. 

2) Moisture: Late summer droughts are common in many areas, so special care 
must be taken to ensure that seeds have ample moisture to germinate. Particularly if 
you are sowing carrots or parsnips, be prepared to keep the soil moist for at least a 
week. 

3) Pest Pressure: Cabbage moth larvae and flea beetles are among the many pests 
that adore fall garden seedlings! Covering beds with a floating row cover helps, as 
does diligent hand picking of caterpillars. 

Growing year-round food takes a bit of extra planning and attention, but the rewards 
are great. Whether you fill a root cellar with the bounty of a fall harvest, enjoy fresh 
salads in the middle of winter, or delight in a crop of spring onions long before your 
friends have even thought about gardening, growing a fall and winter garden is huge 
boost to your self-sufficiency  
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FROST AND WINTER PROTECTION 

 
Do you know a gardener that has mastered the elements? She may be able to grow 
anything and make it look easy. While others have closed their garden down at the end 
of the season, you can often find her eating leafy greens and scrumptious salads well 
into in December or January.  

No matter where you live, every gardener has their own set of challenges. For those 
living in the Southwest it is the intense, dry heat of the summer. Those in the South are 
dealing with wind and rain storms during their peak growing season. In the North, the 
biggest challenge is often cold winters. 

Your gardener friend has probably mastered these three ways to extend the harvest. 
She uses cloches on individual plants, strategically places row covers over growing 
beds when they are needed, and she may even have a solar greenhouse that can add 
heat to her home or food for her pantry.  

You can do it too! 
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The four main reasons to cover your crops in the fall 

1. Covers trap heat by using the greenhouse effect. When light strikes the covering 
you’ve placed over a garden bed, the soil and plants inside are warmed. This 
warmth speeds up the growth and development of the plants.    

2. Covers protect from damaging rain. Heavy rains can compact soil in newly 
planted seed beds. Rain is a major culprit of crop failure and it can wipe out all 
the hard work you’ve done in your garden. This is especially troublesome in the 
early spring and late fall as the seasons change.  

3. Covers offer protection from frost. Late spring and early fall frosts often when 
warm night air rises and is replaced by freezing air. A covering slows down the 
air exchange and helps prevent freezing. 

4. Covers provide wind protection. Intense wind can knock over plants and lower air 
temperature around them. We’ve all seen plants leaning with the wind after a 
storm. 

The First Line of Defense - a Cloche 
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A cloche (klōsh) is a lightweight covering that can easily be moved to different parts of 
the garden. The word cloche is French for bell. Originally made of glass, today they 
can be made of any sturdy material that transmits light, so the possibilities are endless. 

Most cloches are simple to use and less expensive than a cold frame or greenhouse. It 
makes early spring and late fall gardening easier by allowing you to extend set out 
dates and harvest dates.  

Plant protection can increase the variety of crops that you raise, so many vegetable 
plants that normally would not do well in the late fall can be grown successfully under 
cover. This protection also reduces insect damage and allows you to miss the normal 
cycle of garden pests.  

Making homemade cloches is a terrific way to recycle materials you already have 
around the homestead. Small cloches can be made of plastic milk jugs with the 
bottoms cut out, and two recycled windows can be leaned together to form a large 
cloche.    

Even a circle of sticks, covered with clear plastic and weighted down with rocks will act 
as frost protection in a pinch. Be creative with what you have.  

Larger Cloche Designs – High Tunnels and Low Tunnels 

 



19 | P a g e  
 

Low tunnel, high tunnel, what’s the difference? A low tunnel is constructed over a 
garden bed and is typically made with PVC pipe and a plastic covering. It is not tall 
enough for a person to walk inside. High tunnels (often called hoop houses) function 
more like small greenhouses and are often more permanent. Their hoops are made of 
galvanized pipe and are tall enough to walk through.  

The low tunnel is extremely cost effective for frost protection and it can be constructed 
for under $50. The elements of the tunnel are removed once the harvest is complete, 
or weather conditions like extended periods of snow will make them ineffective. 

Generally, a low tunnel is used when there is a larger area of the garden to be 
protected. So while a series of milk jug cloche’s might protect those three broccoli 
plants you just set out, the low tunnel can cover many feet of garden bed at once.   

You can get excellent instructions for building a low tunnel from this article by Mother 
of a Hubbard and be sure to download this article from Oregon State University - How 
to Build your Own Raised-bed Cloche. This is my favorite design for 4x8 foot beds, 
especially if you want to have only one side accessible.  

Jess from 104 Homestead constructed a high polytunnel on her property in Maine. She 
used it to overwinter her chickens and grow a few salad greens. Find out more in her 
article – Polytunnels: Extend the Growing Season, and see how she was able to give it 
enough support to weather a snowy winter in Maine.  

Cold Frames and Hot Beds 

After the simple cloche, a cold frame is next as the simplest and most effective low-
tech tool for modifying your garden climate. It’s simple because it’s basically a box with 
glass on top to trap sunlight and heat.  

These growing frames can be built from a variety of materials; wood and cement block 
are the most common. If you use wood, choose wood that will resist decay, such as a 
good grade of cypress or cedar. Wood frames are not difficult to build. Get detailed 
plans from the student project file area of Kerby Permaculture. They can also be made 
of things you might just have laying around, such as cement blocks and covered with 
an old screen door. The fiberglass panels on the door are perfect for letting in light and 
trapping heat.  

You can construct a hot bed by digging down 18 inches and placing fresh animal 
manure in the bottom of a prepared cold frame. Five to six inches of fresh garden soil 
is added to the box, and as the manure composts it warms to inside of the cold frame. 
 This is especially effective for people who live in cold climates and have access to 
fresh manure. Get ideas from this publication from the University of Vermont Extension 
office.   

  

http://www.motherofahubbard.com/how-to-build-a-low-tunnel/
http://www.motherofahubbard.com/how-to-build-a-low-tunnel/
https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu/ec1627
https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu/ec1627
http://104homestead.com/polytunnel-extend-growing-season/
file:///C:/Users/teams/Documents/Rootsy/Fall%20gardening%20ebook/.%20http:/610kirby-permaculture.org/610kirby-permaculture.org/Student_Projects_files/Cayce%20Lee%20F%2010.pdf
file:///C:/Users/teams/Documents/Rootsy/Fall%20gardening%20ebook/.%20http:/610kirby-permaculture.org/610kirby-permaculture.org/Student_Projects_files/Cayce%20Lee%20F%2010.pdf
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/426/426-381/426-381_pdf.pdf
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/426/426-381/426-381_pdf.pdf
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The Greenhouse 

A cloche or cold frame is plant-sized, but a greenhouse is large enough for people to 
relax and work in. If you love the smell of the earth, then a greenhouse is for you. 
There is a wonderful, relaxing quality to working with plants in a greenhouse.  

If you live in the North 30’X45’ greenhouse would be fantastic! You could add a table 
and chairs for relaxing and a section in the center with lights for seed starting and plant 
propagation. There could even be a few raised bed tubs for growing salad blends.  

However, if you live in the south a greenhouse is not as important. The 100° summers 
would render it useless for too many months of the year.  

If you can afford a greenhouse and have the climate and property for it, you should 
consider adding it to your growing arsenal. A greenhouse is the ultimate growing 
machine.  

Venting the Heat 

No matter which system you choose, cloche, cold frame, or greenhouse, someday the 
inside is really going to heat up and you will need to vent your growing area. Trapped 
heat can be just as detrimental to plants as frost.  

With a cloche, you’ll only need to remove the jug during the sunny day and then 
replace it at night. The cold frame top can be propped up during the day to release 
heat. Both of these ideas work well if you know that the day will be sunny ahead of 
time. 

This is another time that you will need to keep any eye on the weather. If at all possible 
arrange for automatic venting for your greenhouse and high tunnels. It will save you a 
lot of running around.  

You can become gardener that has mastered the elements, able to grow anything and 
make it look easy if you utilize a few of these tips. Begin protecting your plants with a 
cloche, row cover, cold frame, or greenhouse this fall.     
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SECTION II 

HERE’S WHAT TO PLANT IN YOUR FALL GARDEN 

In this section, we’re going to talk about the specific vegetables that grow well in a fall 

garden. For each vegetable, we’ve included information on when to sow seeds based 

on your soil temperature, how much space the plant needs, when to harvest, and what 

to do with the harvest.  

The plants are organized into brassicas, leafy greens and root crops. We did put the 

brassicas like arugula and kale that grow more like a leafy green in the leafy green 

section instead of the brassica section. It just seemed better to organize them this way. 

We also included garlic in the root crop section even though it’s not really considered a 

root crop. 
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BRASSICAS 

 
  

Brassicas are the golden child of the fall and winter garden. They love cold weather 
and will often get sweeter after a few frosts. Depending on where you live, you might 
not need any frost protection on your brassicas. 
 
Because brassicas are often started during summer when pest pressure is strong, 
many people will start them in pots inside or outside to keep a better eye on them. 
Then after the plants have several sets of real leaves the brassicas are transplanted 
into the garden. 
  

Brassicas will bolt (go to seed) when it starts to get warm so fall is a great time to plant 
them. The brassica family is diverse. Some plants are a one-time harvest and other are 
more similar to leafy greens in that you can cut the outer leaves and harvest from the 
plant many times. The plants that are more like leafy greens, we’ll discuss in the leafy 
greens chapter. 
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For the most part, brassicas don’t store well once harvested so it’s best to leave them 
in the garden as long as possible. 
 
 Broccoli  
  

Broccoli is a favorite fall crop and depending on the variety you plant, it can reward you 
with more than one harvest.  
  

Broccoli plants can get quite large so seeds should be sown about ½ inch deep and 
about 12 inches apart. Rows should be spaced about 24 inches apart. Ideally seeds 
should be sown when the soil temperature is about 75°F for best germination but will 
still germinate until the soil temperature is about 50°F. The seeds should germinate in 
about five to ten days. 
  

The broccoli florets (heads) should be ready for harvest in about 60-70 days however 
the leaves can be harvested before that time and cooked like spinach. Once the large 
head is harvested, the plant will begin to produce side shoots that can be harvested 
throughout the season. 
  

Most people will harvest broccoli before temperatures reach 28°F. Broccoli will keep for 
a few weeks in the refrigerator. It can also be blanched and frozen for longer storage. 
  

Brussel Sprouts 

  

Brussel sprouts are much more cold hardy than broccoli or cauliflower and can 
withstand temperatures well into the teens. They can be overwintered in the garden by 
covering with a mulch like straw or hay. However, they can take up to 110 days to 
mature and if you live in the south, you may not have enough cold hours to cause the 
plants to actually produce buds. 
  

Because it takes Brussel sprouts so long to mature, you will want to sow the seeds 12-
16 weeks before the first frost date. If you are going to start transplants indoors start 
them 6-8 weeks before you want to plant the outside which should be 12 weeks before 
your first frost date. 
  

Sow seeds one half inch deep and about three to four inches apart. Space rows about 
18 inches apart. Thin plants to about 12 inches apart once they reach about six inches 
tall. The seeds should germinate in about five to eight days. Ideally the soil 
temperature should be about 85°F for best germination however the seeds will 
continue to germinate until soil temperatures reach about 45°F. 
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Harvest Brussel sprouts when buds are about one inch across. They’ll store it the 
refrigerator for a few weeks but the flavor will diminish. They can also be blanched and 
frozen for storage. 
 

 
 
Cabbage 

  

Cabbage is one of the most widely grow fall crops. The varieties of cabbages are 
diverse in color, cold hardiness, shape and time to mature. 
  

Sow cabbage seeds directly into the garden by planting them one half inch deep and 
twelve inches apart. Space rows 24-36 inches apart. Seeds will germinate best in soil 
that is about 75°F and will continue to germinate until the soil temperature is about 
45°F. The seeds should germinate in about 3-5 days.  Cabbage, like other brassicas, 
can grow quite large so the spacing will need to accommodate for the growth. 
  

Cabbage is a great crop to succession plant so you don’t end up needing to harvest 30 
heads at one time. One way of doing this is by choosing varieties that mature at 
different rates. Cabbage will mature between 60-120 days. 
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Most people harvest cabbage when temperatures reach about 28°F. It can be stored in 
a root cellar or refrigerator for a couple of months. It can also be preserved by lacto-
fermenting and making traditional sauerkraut. Napa cabbage is used to make kimchi 
which is a traditional Asian fermented dish. 
  

Cauliflower 

  

Cauliflower is grown very much like broccoli; however, it takes longer to mature and 
does not produce more than one harvest per plant. 
  

Cauliflower comes in a variety of colors but the most common is white. In order for the 
florets to remain white the leaves are often tied in such a way to cover the head. The 
sun will actually cause the white florets to turn yellow. 
  

Cauliflower plants can get larger than broccoli so the spacing will need to be a little 
larger. Sow seeds about ½ inch deep and about 18 inches apart. Rows should be 
spaced about 30 inches apart. Ideally seeds should be sown when the soil temperature 
is about 75°F for best germination but will still germinate until the soil temperature is 
about 50°F. The seeds should germinate in about five to ten days. 
  

Like cabbage, cauliflower is a great crop to succession plant so you don’t end up 
needing to harvest 30 heads at one time. The cauliflower florets (heads) should be 
ready for harvest in about 60-80 days however the leaves can be harvested before that 
time and cooked like spinach.  
  

Most people will harvest cauliflower before temperatures reach 28°F. Cauliflower will 
keep for a few weeks in the refrigerator. It can also be blanched and frozen for longer 
storage. 
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LEAFY GREENS 

 
  
Because leafy greens love cool weather and will bolt (go to seed) when it gets warm, 
the fall is an ideal time to plant them. Some greens can withstand temperatures into 
the 20s but if you get a lot of snow you will need to protect them with row covers or 
hoop houses. 
  
If you live in a climate that has mild winters, you may not need to ever cover the greens 
but it’s good to have some blankets, regular or garden frost blankets, on hand just in 
case hard frosts come. 
  
Seeds for leafy greens can be direct sown or started inside and transplanted into the 
garden. Your climate will determine what you will want to do. 
  
Leafy greens can be harvested by just cutting off a few leaves from the plant instead of 
pulling the plant. This will give you a continual harvest throughout the season. 
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For the most part, leafy greens don’t store well and are best eaten fresh. However, 
they can be frozen, dehydrated and canned. Once preserved the texture will change so 
you might want to try preserving a small amount first and make sure you family will eat 
it before preserving a lot. Many families will dehydrate greens and make a green 
powder to use in smoothies, soups, rice, eggs and other dishes. 
  
Arugula 
  
Arugula* has a peppery, sharp flavor that adds a nice kick to salads. The young leaves 
are milder than the more mature leaves and are good eaten raw. The mature leaves 
can be cooked to remove the spicier flavor. 
  
Arugula seeds can be sown ¼  inch deep and spaced 4 four to 6 inches apart. The 
rows can be spaced 6 inches apart. Ideally the soil temperature should be about 67°F 
for arugula seeds to germinate, but the seeds will still germinate until the soil 
temperature reaches about 40°F. The seeds should germinate in 5-7 days. Arugula will 
be ready for harvest in about 35-50 days. 
  
Arugula is a good of vitamins A and C as well as iron and makes a good (although 
spicier) substitute for spinach in recipes. 
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Chard 
  
Did you know that chard and beets are in the same family of plants? Beets have been 
bred to maximize their roots, although the leaves are edible, and chard is grown for its 
leaves. Chard leaves are beautiful with a variety of colors to choose from. This is one 
plant that can easily be grown in an edible landscape or in pots on the front porch and 
none one would know they were really for eating. 
  
Plant the seeds about ¼ inch deep and 4 to 6 inches apart. Each seed is actually a 
cluster of seeds so if you have a good germination rate, you’ll end up with a small 
cluster of seedlings. Once they get a couple of true leaves, you can thin out all but the 
strongest one.  
  
For chard seeds to germinate the soil temperature should be about 85°F. However, 
they can still germinate until soil temperature reaches 55°F, the germination rate just 
won’t be as good. The seeds should germinate in 7-14 days. 
  
Chard will mature in 50-60 days but you can harvest before the leaves are mature. The 
young leaves are wonderful eaten raw. 
  
Like most greens, chard can be used in place of spinach and added to soups, 
casseroles, lasagna, rice and other dishes. Chard has a stem that is similar in texture 
to celery. Some people eat the stem and some don’t. If you decide to eat the stem, 
chop it up like celery and add it a few minutes before you add the leaves. They’ll add a 
nice crunch to the dish. 
  
Collards 
 
Collard* greens are a traditional favorite in southern states in the United States. They 
are often cooked with lard and onions or in with bacon. Collards are a great source of 
vitamins, minerals and antioxidants, especially needed in the winter when fresh 
vegetables are scarce. 
  
Collard seeds need the soil temperature to be at least 45 °F in order to germinate and 
will germinate best when the soil temperature is about 75°F. Sow the seeds about ½  
inch deep and about 6 inches apart. Space rows 18 to 24 inches apart. The seeds 
should germinate in 5-10 days.  
  
Collards will mature in about 40-80 days depending on how big you want the harvested 
leaves to be. Once the collards are big enough for the immature leaves to be picked, 
you can pull plants to give the remaining plants more growing room. 
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 Kale 
  
Kale* is one of the most winter hardy vegetables being cold hardy to about 18°F. It’s 
also one of the most nutrient dense vegetables. No wonder kale is all the rage right 
now! 
  
The soil temperature needs to be at least 45 °F in order for kale seeds to germinate. 
They will germinate best when the soil temperature is about 75°F. Sow the seeds 
about ½ inch deep and about 6 inches apart. Space rows 18 to 24 inches apart. The 
seeds should germinate in 5-10 days.  
  
Kale will mature in about 40-80 days depending on how big you want the harvested 
leaves to be. Once they are big enough for the immature leaves to be picked, you can 
pull plants to give the remaining plants more growing room. 
  
Kale can be used a spinach substitute, baked into chips, added to rice and pasta 
dishes, and added to soups. Kale is also very good sautéed with onions and carrots 
with just a bit of olive oil. 
  

 
  



30 | P a g e  
 

Lettuce 
  
Lettuce is the base for most salads and comes in many shapes and sizes. The two 
main kinds of lettuce are head lettuce and leaf lettuce. Head lettuce forms a head as it 
begins to mature and you harvest the entire head. Leaf lettuce grows more like kale 
and to harvest you simply cut the leaves and the plant grow new leaves.  
  
You can sow lettuce seeds in rows or just sprinkle around and cover with ¼ inch of 
soil. Once plants begin to get their true leaves you can pull some to make space for the 
remaining plants. The pulled plants make a great addition to salads. 
  
It’s a good idea to do several plantings of lettuce so that you have young and mature 
lettuce going all the time. The ideal soil temperature for germinating lettuce seeds is 
about 60°F but you can continue sowing seeds until the soil temperature reaches 
about 40°F.  
  
Lettuce is best eaten fresh and it doesn’t store well so don’t worry about planting extra 
for preserving or storing. 
  
Spinach  
  
Spinach is probably THE most popular leafy green and no wonder; it’s full of vitamins 
and minerals such as folate, iron and zinc. It can be eaten raw or cooked and is more 
cold hardy than lettuce. 
  
Like lettuce, spinach does well when new seeds are sown every couple of weeks so 
you have a variety of sizes available. Ideally, the soil temperature should be about 
75°F for spinach seeds to germinate. They will continue germinating until the soil 
temperature reaches about 40°F. The seeds should germinate in about 5-12 days and 
the plants will mature in about 40-50 days.  
  
The seeds can be sown directly into the garden either in rows or by scattering. If you 
sow them in rows, space the seeds 3 to 5 inches apart with about 18 inches between 
rows. If you scatter the seeds, cover with about 1/2 inch of soil. As the spinach grows 
you can pull plants to use and make more room for the remaining plants. 
  
Spinach leaves can be harvested when they are immature and eaten raw. The mature 
leaves can also be eaten raw but they are not as tender as the young leaves. Spinach 
is wonderful steamed, added to dishes such a quiche, pizza, pasta, soup, and rice. 
  
 *Arugula, collards and kale are actually classified as brassicas, however they are used 
in a similar fashion as leafy greens which is why we put them in this section and not 
the brassica section.  
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ROOT CROPS 

 
  
Most root crops prefer cooler temperatures so growing them in a fall or winter garden is 
ideal. Root crops to plant in the fall would include beets, carrots, parsnip, radishes, and 
turnips. Garlic is usually planted in the fall so even though they are not considered a 
“root” crop, they are bulb so we included them in this chapter. 
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Root crops like to grow in loose, well-draining soil. If you have a lot of clay in your soil, 
consider working in some sand or compost to help loosen it up. Not only will they grow 
better but they’ll also be easier to harvest. It’s no fun trying to pull a 10” carrot out of a 
clay bed! 
  
Root crops can stay in the ground all winter unless your ground freezes. If your ground 
doesn’t freeze you can mulch them with straw to give them extra insulation. If your 
ground does freeze in the winter, you’ll need to harvest the crops before the ground 
freezes. 
  
Beets 
  
Beet and Swiss chard are in the same family but beets have been bred to maximize 
their roots, although the leaves are also edible, and Swiss chard is grown for its leaves. 
  
Plant the seeds about ¼ inch deep and 4 to 6 inches apart. Each seed is actually a 
cluster of seeds so if you have a good germination rate, you’ll end up with a small 
cluster of seedlings. Once they get a couple of true leaves, you can thin out all but the 
strongest one.  
  
For beet seeds to germinate the soil temperature should be about 85°F. However, they 
can still germinate until soil temperature reaches 55°F, the germination just won’t be as 
good. 
  
You can sow beets seeds every two weeks for as long as the soil temperatures allow, 
which will help them to not mature all at the same time. 
  
Beets will mature in about 55 days. You can always harvest them before they are fully 
mature or even after they have matured. The flavor and texture may not be as good, 
but you don’t have to harvest them as soon as they mature. 
  
Although most people think of pickled beets when they think of eating beets, beets can 
actually be eaten raw and cooked. They are wonderful grated and added to salads and 
slaws. Beets are also wonderful roasted with other root vegetables. Beets can be 
preserved by canning, fermenting, dehydrating and freezing. Adding a small chunk or 
two of frozen beets to berry smoothies helps cut back on the berries and no one will 
know. 
 
Carrots 
  
The hardest part of growing carrots is getting them to germinate. The seeds are super 
small and the ground needs to be kept moist in order for them to germinate. But they 
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only need to be planted about ¼  inch deep so the ground will often dry out before they 
germinate.  
 

 
 
Carrots don’t like to be transplanted, so it’s best to direct sow them in the garden. You 
can try to sow the seeds one inch apart but most people just scatter them and then thin 
the seedlings to 1 inch apart. The thinned seedlings can be sautéed and eaten, both 
the root and greens are edible. 
  
To help with germination some people put a layer of burlap over carrot bed to help 
retain the moisture the seeds need to germinate. Some people chose to water daily or 
twice daily to keep the seeds moist. 
  
The seeds will germinate in 10-21 days. The cooler the soil the longer it will take for 
them to germinate. Ideally, the soil temperature should be about 75°F but they will still 
germinate until the soil temperature get down to about 50°F. 
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Most carrots will mature in 65-80 days, although you can harvest them earlier and eat 
them as “baby” carrots.  
  
If you can, try to plant your carrots in two week intervals instead of all at once, this will 
help you have a continuous harvest throughout the fall and winter and not have all of 
them mature at the same time. Once they mature, they can stay in the ground until the 
ground freezes but they will start to grow roots or “hairs” on them which isn’t a huge 
deal but succession planting will help with this. Carrots seem to sweeten in colder 
weather so don’t be in a hurry to harvest them. 
  
Carrots can be eaten raw or cooked. They make a nice addition to a salad when 
grated, or cut into sticks to dip into dressing or hummus. They can be added to soups, 
casseroles, omelets or stir fries. Carrots can be preserved by canning, dehydrating, or 
fermenting. But they do not freeze well. 
  
Parsnips 
  
Parsnips need several weeks of freezing or near freezing temperatures for the flavor to 
fully develop. Parsnips are truly a cold weather vegetable. 
  
Parsnips seeds don’t have a very long shelf life and it’s recommended that they be 
replaced each year. If you’re too frugal to just discard seeds you didn’t plant the year 
before, you can test the germination rate by putting 10 seeds in a damp paper towel 
and wait for them to germinate. You’ll need to keep the towel damp. After a week or so, 
count how many seeds germinated. If you have below a 50% germination rate, you 
should get new seeds unless you have a ton of seeds and can just sow them thickly 
and then thin them out. 
  
Sow parsnip seeds directly in the garden.  Sow the seeds ¼ inch deep and an inch or 
so apart. Once they germinate and have their true leaves, you can thin to 3 to 4 inches. 
Space rows about 18” apart. It will take the seeds 2-3 weeks to germinate. The soil 
temperature needs to be 55-85°F for the seeds to germinate. 
  
Parsnips take a long time to mature, about 100-120 days. So they are best sown in 
June or July. Remember, they love low temperatures so let them go through a few 
freezes before harvesting. If the ground freezes, just harvest them when the ground 
thaws. Be sure to harvest them before they start growing a second round of leaves so 
they don’t get woody. If you leave them in the ground all winter, mulch heavily with 
straw. 
  
After harvesting, parsnips can be stored in buckets of sand in a cool, humid area for a 
few months. They can also be stored in the refrigerator. Don’t store parsnips with 
apples or pears as they can cause the parsnips to rot. 
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If you cannot store your fresh parsnip harvest, you can freeze or pressure can them. 
Parsnips can also be fermented with carrots for a nice snack. 
  
Parsnips can be cooked by roasting them or boiling them. If you add them to soups do 
it towards the end so they don’t turn into mush. They can be mashed just like potatoes 
or turnips. They can also be eaten raw and are good grated in a salad or cut into sticks 
for snacking on. 
 

  
Radishes 
  
Radishes are super fast growing and make a great addition to the fall garden. They are 
often the first crops of the season to be harvested. 
  
Radish seeds can be planted directly into the garden and will germinate in 4-10 days. 
Sow seeds about one-half inch deep and about two inches apart. Space rows about 
twelve inches apart. Radishes will mature in about 21-30 days.  
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Both the leaves and the roots are edible; however, the mature leaves are pretty tough 
and will need to be cooked.  
  
Radishes do well as a succession plant, so continue to sow a few seeds each week 
until soil temperatures reach 45°F, at that point the seeds will no longer germinate. 
  
Harvest radishes as you need them. They are cold hardy to 20°F so can be left in the 
ground until temperatures reach the low twenties. Once harvested, wash and cut the 
greens off. The greens can be stored in the refrigerator for a few days. The roots can 
be stored in straw in a root cellar, or wrapped in a moist cloth or paper towels and store 
in plastic bag in the refrigerator for a month or so.  
  
Radishes can be eaten fresh and roasted. They can also be fermented to enjoy later. 
  
Turnips 
  
Turnips are a multi-purpose vegetable in that both the roots and the greens are 
commonly eaten. This alone should be a reason to consider growing them. If you’ve 
only had spring sown turnips that mature when it’s warm, you’ll be in for a treat with fall 
grown turnips. The spicy flavor that occurs in warm temperatures is absent from fall 
grown turnips. 
  
Sow turnip seeds directly in the garden about ¼  to ½  inch deep and a couple of 
inches apart. Space rows about 12 inches apart. The ideal soil temperature is about 
75°F but the seeds will germinate until the soil temperatures reach 40°F. The seeds 
will germinate in 5 to10 days.  
  
It takes turnips about 45-50 days to mature. It’s best to harvest when the turnips are 
small (about three inches) and tender for eating right away. If you’re going to store 
them you might want to let them get a little bigger so the skin is thicker and they’ll store 
longer.  
  
To store turnips, cut off tops and store them separately from the roots. The roots can 
be stored in buckets of moist sand, peat moss, or sawdust in a cool, humid place. The 
greens should be stored in the refrigerator. You can wrap them in a damp cloth or 
paper towel and put in a plastic bag. 
  
Turnips can be eaten roasted, added to soups, or mashed. Many people use them as a 
substitute for potatoes. Turnips don’t preserve well and it’s best to eat them fresh. 
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Garlic 
  
Garlic is best planted in the fall for a late spring harvest; plant 6 to 8 weeks before your 
first frost date. It’s best to plant garlic specifically purchased for planting - seed garlic. 
The garlic in the grocery store might grow but they are often sprayed with a retardant 
to keep them from sprouting. 
  
Gently break the garlic heads apart but don’t peel them. Plant them pointed end up 
about 2 inches deep and about 6 inches apart in loose, well-draining soil. After they are 
planted cover them with 3 to 5 inches of mulch - straw or shredded leaves are great. 
The mulch can be removed in the spring after the last frost date. 
  
Depending on your climate and sunlight hours, your garlic will either begin to sprout in 
the fall and overwinter at about 6-8 inches tall, or will sprout in the early spring. If you 
planted hard neck garlic it will send up a scape (flower stalk) that you’ll need to harvest 
so the bulb will continue growing. The scapes are edible so don’t throw them out - 
enjoy them cooked or fermented! 
  
Harvest garlic when about half the greens have died back. Stop watering a few weeks 
before harvesting. Once the garlic is harvested it will need to be completely dried out 
before storage. This may take several weeks. Hang the garlic out direct sunlight until 
dry. Then store in a cool, dry place (not a refrigerator or root cellar.)  
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CONCLUSION 
  
Armed with practical and doable knowledge presented in this book, now is the time to 
get planning and planting your own fall garden. Take it one simple step at a time: 
  
When is the first frost date? When should planting begin? Plot those dates out on the 
family calendar and make them priorities. 
  
What fall crops are most enjoyed in your family? There’s no point in planting collards if 
no one will eat them, for example. Order the seeds for your fall garden so they arrive in 
time for the starting dates you’ve put on your calendar. 
  
Will you need frost or winter protection? If so, what supplies need purchased? Order 
the row cover material either locally or online now. Start building hoops or cold frames 
as soon as possible so that they’re ready to be pulled into action as needed.  
  
Have a plan for the harvests, as well. Will the full mature vegetables be eaten as they 
come in? Or do they need to be preserved in some way? Knowing how to deal with 
what’s coming means having the necessary canning jars or baskets for the root cellar. 
Plan the weekly meals around what’s coming along each as well to take full advantage 
of fresh food for as long as possible.  
  
Like with any book or e-course the knowledge presented here is only as good as it is 
applied. Get out there and garden, experiment and see what works for your garden 
and family. Most importantly enjoy that homegrown food and the sense of 
accomplishment and self-sufficiency that comes from harvesting one’s own garden well 
into the fall months.  
 
Remember that the Rootsy team is here to help you, if you haven’t joined us in the 
member’s only Facebook page, we’d love to have you. 

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1806669776325674/

