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Winter Vegetable Gardens are EASY to Grow
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
A well-tended garden planted with your favorite vegetables can be very gratifying, and now is just the
right time to start your winter vegetable garden. Many gardeners grow only summer crops, but in the
San Joaquin Valley we can plant a spring, summer, and fall/winter crop and harvest 3 crops from one
garden.
For optimum harvest and produce quality, carefully consider your garden's location and choose the best
available spot: one that receives at least 8 hours of full sun each day, is relatively level, drains water
well, and is close to a water source. Try to plant your garden near your house, garage, or tool shed.
Garden tasks are less likely forgotten if the plot is in plain view.
Good soil is also a prime requirement. Improve soils by spading in compost or manure, then rototill or
mix the ingredients thoroughly to a 6" to 8" depth. This is also a good time to add a little fertilizer, like
16-16-16. Other options for problem areas are making raised beds with amended garden soil or planting
in containers.
Vegetable gardens don't have to be big or square. Historically vegetables have been lined up in rows to
facilitate weeding, watering, and harvesting. But there's no reason why vegetable plants can't be
interspersed with your ornamental plants. It's just a question of how much room you have in your yard.
Plant only as large a garden as you can easily maintain. Beginning gardeners often over plant and become
discouraged with weeding and watering requirements. A simple 15' X 20' garden could have 8 beds of
vegetables that are 15 feet long. Orient the beds north to south so both sides of the plant receive
direct sunlight and place taller crops on the north side of the garden so that they will not shade
low-growing crops. If planting in clumps then just be sure that shorter vegetables will get plenty of
sunshine even as taller vegetables grow.
Asparagus, beets, broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, carrots, celery, cilantro, garlic, lettuce, onions,
parsnips, radishes, spinach, turnips, and white potatoes grow well in the winter garden. One package of
seed generally is enough for a 15' row of vegetables and a family of 3.
Most vegetables can be seeded in the soil. The depth of planting depends on the size of the seed. A
good rule of thumb is to plant to a depth of 2 to 4 times the seed diameter. Oftentimes transplants are
used and most local nurseries stock the most popular winter vegetables. Remember to set transplants
slightly deeper than they were growing in the container.

It may seem obvious, but plant only what you and your family like. Cabbage seedlings grow into large
heads, and while a small family may consume the first head with pleasure, the prospect of eating the
rest of the row of cabbage may be boring. Broccoli is a close relative of cabbage and more popular with
most families. This versatile vegetable can be planted by seed or transplants. It may be a good idea to
do both so that harvest is staggered over a longer time.
Easy to grow vegetables are radishes, carrots, and onions. Radishes can be planted from September
through March and are ready to eat 3 to 6 weeks after seeding. To assure a continuous supply, plant
several successive crops during the season. Harvest radishes when they are the size of a large marble
for the best texture and flavor. Signs that radishes are over mature are splits, cracks, hollowness and
pithy roots.
If you like digging for gold, you will love growing your own carrots. Be sure that the soil has been deeply
prepared to prevent misshapen carrots. Carrot seed is very small and slow to germinate. It needs to be
shallowly planted and evenly spaced so that the carrot has enough room to grow. If the weather is
warm, several light sprinklings every day will help insure good germination. After the plants are up,
lengthen the interval between watering. Begin harvesting when carrots are about as large as a finger.
Maturity occurs about 90 days from seeding. Wait until you taste the difference in flavor from the
ones on the grocery shelf!
Green onions (scallions) are another super easy to grow crop. Seed is larger in size and easier to plant
than carrots and harvest comes quicker. Onions start out thin and flimsy, but reach pencil size, which is
perfect for picking, before you know it.
Don't forget the greens. Be sure to plant a variety of lettuces, swiss chard, spinach and mustard greens
and you'll have side dishes for Thanksgiving Dinner. You'll just have to guard against whiteflies, worms,
and aphids for a short time. Even if you only plant a few of each, you'll have a big choice on healthy
delicious vegetables to eat. Plus you won't always struggle with answering the favorite question in every
household, "Hey, what's for dinner?"
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