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Garlic (Allium sativum) has been used as a spice and for 
medicinal purposes for thousands of years.  
Affectionately called “the stinking rose” by some 
because of its health benefits, it is thought to have 
originated in central Asia.  It is related to onions, 
shallots, leeks and chives. 

 

According to the University of Maryland Medical Center, 
garlic is used to help prevent heart disease, high 
cholesterol, high blood pressure and to boost the immune system.  Eating garlic regularly may also help protect 
against some cancers.  Garlic is rich in antioxidants and there is some evidence that suggests garlic may help 
prevent colds.  Be aware that garlic may interact with a number of medications and it acts like a blood thinner.  
Consult with your health care provider before taking garlic for medicinal reasons. 

 

Garlic varieties are broadly placed into two categories: hardneck and softneck types.  Elephant garlic is not a 
true garlic but a member of the leek family.  Hardneck or stiffneck varieties produce a scape (flowering stalk) 
while softneck varieties do not.  Softneck varieties generally produce more cloves, are easy to braid and keep 
longer in storage.  Try different varieties as they can have a range of flavors from mild to strong and spicy. 

 

Garlic is relatively easy to grow.  A pound of cloves can produce 7 to 10 pounds of harvested garlic.  Garlic 
requires well-drained fertile soil, full sun and excellent weed control.  It prefers slightly acid soil (pH 6.2 to 6.8) 
but tolerates a wide pH range.  Garlic is a perennial but it is grown as an annual.  It is usually planted in the 
autumn and then harvested the following summer.  Fall plantings take about 8 months to mature.  Garlic cloves 
require a cold treatment of 40 degrees F for about two months to form bulbs once planted.  Garlic prefers cool 
weather during foliage development and warm weather when bulbs enlarge. 

 

In our area plant garlic from about the first fall frost to early November.  If your soil is loose and well-prepared, 
you can plant in very early spring, but fall plantings yield more.  Buy bulbs from mail order suppliers, garden 
centers, or a local grower.  When choosing garlic for your garden, use varieties adapted to cold climates.  Do not 
use cloves from the supermarket as they may have been treated to discourage sprouting.  Since much of the 
garlic grown in the US is from California, you may end up with garlic not suited to New York's climate. 

 

When choosing your planting site pick a well-drained, weed free location.  Raised beds are ideal.  Well-rotted 
manure or compost is a good soil amendment as cloves may rot in heavy, wet soils.  The planting area should be 
tilled to provide a loose growing bed for bulb growth.  Do not plant garlic where other members of the onion 
family have been grown in the past 3 years.  Separate individual cloves no more than a day or two before 
planting.  Try to keep the protective paper skin around each clove.  Plant the biggest cloves and eat the small 
ones, as small cloves produce small bulbs. 

 

How you space your garlic seems to depend on how you plan to cultivate it.  Garlic rows should be spaced a 
minimum of 6 to 8 inches apart.  Cloves should be planted pointed side up, 2 to 4 inches deep and 4 to 6 inches 
apart.  If bulbs are planted too closely they can crowd each other out and you will end up with smaller, 



sometimes deformed bulbs.  Don’t forget to label your rows if you are planting different varieties.  If autumn 
rains are not plentiful, water cloves for about 3 weeks after planting to help promote good root growth. 

 

After planting, cover the garlic bed with a 3 to 6 inch layer of organic mulch (i.e., chopped leaves, weed free 
straw or hay).  You may see cloves sprout through the mulch in 4 to 8 weeks, depending upon the variety and 
the weather.  Remove mulch in the spring, but leave some to help suppress weeds and retain soil moisture.  
Good weed control is crucial as garlic does not do well with all that competition.  You will still get garlic, but 
bulbs will be small.  If cultivating be careful not to damage roots.  Garlic needs even moisture while growing, but 
do not over water as that can shorten the life of harvested bulbs.  You should stop watering a few weeks before 
harvest. 

 

Depending on the variety, garlic is normally harvested sometime in July.  One way to tell if your garlic is ready - 
the lower leaves turn brown and about half of the upper leaves are still green.  Harvest before the cloves start 
to separate.  It is always a good idea to dig a few to test.  Be careful not to bruise the bulbs.  Air dry bulbs out of 
the sun for several weeks.  Once cured, brush off the soil, cut off the roots and braid or remove the tops. 

 

Storage life for garlic is 3 to 5 months under cool (50 - 60 degrees F), dry (45 to 55 percent humidity), and dark 
conditions.  It can be kept in mesh or paper bags.  Small holes can be punched in the paper bags for added 
ventilation.  Do not refrigerate garlic as it will begin sprouting when set out at room temperature. 

 

Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, University of Vermont, University of Minnesota and 
University of Maryland Medical Center. 

 

 


