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It is getting time to harvest all those healthy, scrumptious vegetables in your 
garden that you planted earlier this spring. It is important to harvest at the 
right time, for freshness and flavor. The seed package or the information that 
came with the plant will tell you the approximate day they will be ready for 
picking. When harvest time comes the challenge is picking the vegetables at 
the proper ripeness. Every day take a basket to the garden and enjoy picking 
what is ripe. In many cases, picking the ripe fruit will encourage more 
vegetables to grow. 
 
Here are some guidelines you can use for the vegetables listed. 
 
Snap Beans: harvest when they are a little smaller than their natural size, slender and before seeds are 
showing, they snap easily when bent in half. Harvest them at least every other day. 
 
Broccoli: while they are dark green clusters, the buds should still be tight. New heads will develop off side 
shoots that will be a little smaller. 
 
Brussels sprouts: the lower leaves of the stalk should be removed to improve the sprout size. They should 
be harvested when they are firm and 1 to 1 ½ inches. The flavor improves after a frost, but harvest before 
a hard frost. 
 
Cabbage: harvest when the heads are solid and feel firm. Over ripe cabbage may split. To help avoid 
splitting and delay harvest, pull upwards on the head till the roots snap. 
 
Carrots: harvest when the roots are ¾ to 1 inch thick. Harvest the spring crop before the hot weather in 
July. The late planting crop should be harvested before it freezes or mulch heavily for winter harvest. 
 
Cauliflower: when the heads are about 1 to 2 inches, tie the lower leaves with string or rubber bands to 
protect it from the sun. Harvest when they are 4 to 6 inches yet still compact. They should be ripe 10 to 15 
days after you tie the leaves. Overripe cauliflower heads become yellow or blemished. 
 
Collards: these greens can be harvested from late summer to early freeze. Cut the lower leaves when they 
are 10 to 12 inches and dark green.  They will continue producing until frost. 
 
Cucumbers: mature cucumbers should be harvested four to five times a week. They should be cut from the 
plant to avoid damaging the plant and to encourage new fruit to grow. Sweet pickles should be 2 to 3 
inches, dill pickles 5 to 6 inches and 6 to 8 inches for slicing cukes. Smaller fruit tend to have tender skin 
and seeds. If left to grow too large they will become dry and woody. 
 



Eggplant: harvest when the fruit are a glossy purple black and about 4 to 5 inches in diameter. Avoid 
waiting till the fruit turns dull or bronzed. 
 
Kale: when the color of the outer leaves is a medium green and 8 to 10 inches long, tear off the leaves. The 
new leaves will grow and you will have a continuous harvest. 
 
Head Lettuce: harvest when the head is moderately firm but before the seed stalks form.  For Leaf Lettuce 
start to harvest the outer leaves when they are big enough for a salad bowl (4 to 6 inches). Continuous 
harvesting of leaf lettuce encourages more to grow. 
 
Peas: pick a test pea pod when the seeds have started to swell inside. For edible pods, the peas should be 
about half their full size.  Otherwise pick when peas are fully developed, tender and bright green. 
 
Peppers: green peppers are ready to eat when they are full size and firm. If allowed, the remaining fruit on 
the plant will change color (red, orange, or brown) depending on the variety. The peppers will still be good 
to eat as long as they remain firm. Hot peppers should remain on the vine until they are there bright red 
color. You then know they have reached their full flavor. Harvest peppers by cutting the fruit from the 
plant with a knife. 
 
Summer Squash: harvest when 6 to 8 inches long. The skin color usually changes to a glossy green or 
yellow depending on the variety. Your thumbnail should break in the skin easily. Check the plants every 
day. Picking the squash will encourage more to grow. 
 
Tomatoes: There are so many varieties and different kinds of tomatoes, from large slicers to small grape. 
Large tomatoes usually take longer to ripen than the smaller ones.  It is important to know what to expect 
from yours. Monitor plants closely as the ripeness date approaches. Harvest when fruit is at its peak 
ripeness, usually when it releases from the stem easily. If they do not release easily, cut them to avoid 
damaging the plant. As you pick a few you will get to know what your tomato will look and feel like when it 
is ripe. The best tasting tomato is when they ripen on the vine and held at room temperature. 
 
Winter Squash: harvest when the leaves begin to dry, but before the first hard frost. Mature fruit is hard 
and resistant to scratching. It will be roughly firm with thumbnail pressure. Use sheers to cut from the vine 
about an inch from the fruit, if there is no stem it will not store well. Cure in the sun for about 10 days at 
75 to 85 degrees F before storing. 
 
Learning to recognize the signs of when your vegetables are ripe can take some practice. 
 
Sources for this article include:  North Carolina State University Cooperative Extension, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension Chemung County and Burpee Seeds Company. 
 


