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With temperatures in the 80’s last week and 70’s predicted for this 
week, it’s really hard to be thinking about the weather changes to 
come.  But come they will and with some preparation now you can 
be ready for it.  That first frost need not be an end to your vegetable 
garden. 

 

Tender crops will be injured or killed by frost or freezing 
temperatures.  These include peppers, eggplant, tomatoes, snap 
beans, cucumbers, squash and pumpkins.  Vegetables such as 
lettuce, spinach, chives, peas, carrots, parsnips and the cabbage family can tolerate some frost.  Brussels 
sprouts are actually better after a light frost.  Many root crops such as beets, parsnips and turnips can 
actually overwinter in the garden, but you may need to heavily mulch the area with straw. 

 

When a frost is predicted, protecting tender vegetables may let you continue harvesting into October.  
Cover low-growing crops with old bed sheets, towels, newspapers or straw.  Taller plants like tomatoes, 
peppers and eggplants can also be covered with large paper bags or plastic trash bags.  Covering plants 
helps keep heat from the soil in the air around your plants, usually just enough to keep them from 
freezing.  It is very important to uncover plants the next morning, especially if you used plastic.  Plastic and 
the next day’s sunshine can cook your plants. 

 

When frost threatens, instead of covering everything you can always just harvest whatever is left in the 
garden.  If you are strapped for time concentrate on the warm season crops that will be injured most.  
Cornell has a map of New York that shows the average first frost dates.  For our area it can be any time 
after September 20, depending on where you live.  (To view the map go to 
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/weather/images/fallfrostlg.jpg.)  You should also be aware of your own 
gardens microclimates.  If your vegetable garden is in a low-lying area it may be hit by an early frost, while 
everything uphill is fine. 

 

If tomatoes get frosted they will not ripen and will deteriorate quickly.  You can pick green tomatoes and 
ripen them indoors.  Mature ones will ripen indoors if they are stored at room temperature.  To reduce rot, 
disinfect fruit by washing in water with one and a half teaspoons of bleach per gallon of water.  With a soft 
cloth dry fruit thoroughly, then pack one or two layers deep in shallow boxes.  Check often and remove 
any that are ripe. 

 

Peppers should be picked if you cannot cover plants.  Pepper plants cannot take a frost and will turn black.  
The fruits quickly turn to mush.  Another plant that will also wilt after a frost is summer squash.  Their 
fruits also deteriorate quickly after freezing, so pick the last of your summer squash before a frost hits. 

 



If you plan to store your winter squash and pumpkins they should be harvested before a frost.  Frost will 
damage their rinds and significantly shorten their storage life.  When harvesting winter squash leave some 
of the stem attached to the fruit, so use a knife or pruning shears to cut the stem from the vine.  After 
harvesting, let your squash cure in a warm place (75 to 80 degrees F) for at least 10 days.  The outer skin 
should be firm when it is ready for storage.  The one exception is acorn squash.  Curing acorn squash will 
lead to stringiness, so store it at 45 degrees F after harvest. 

 

Cole crops (cabbage, cauliflower, broccoli, kale and Brussels sprouts) can tolerate quite a bit of frost.  No 
need to harvest them when the first frost threatens, but a really hard freeze will reduce their storage 
quality. 

 

Late crop potatoes are best for long‐term storage.  Red potatoes usually do not keep as long as the white 
or yellow varieties.  Sort out any injured or diseased tubers first.  Cure potatoes in humid air for 1 to 2 
weeks at 60 to 75 degrees F.  Lower the storage temperature to 40 to 45 degrees F after curing.  Potatoes 
need to breathe in storage so good ventilation is a must.  If storage temperatures are above 45 degrees F 
potatoes should keep for a couple of months, but they may shrivel or start to sprout.  Store potatoes with 
a fine layer of soil on the skin, but do not leave clumps of soil as this will encourage spoiling.  Potatoes 
should be stored in the dark to prevent skins from turning green. 

 

When harvesting your vegetables for storage pick only those of high quality.  Sort out and use first any that 
are nicked or bruised.  Handle vegetables as little as possible so they will last longer in storage.  Each 
harvested vegetable has an optimum storage temperature so do your research.  Garden produce that is 
properly stored can potentially be used for several months after the first frost, extending summers reach 
at your dinner table. 

 

Resources for this article include:  University of Nebraska, University of Minnesota, University of Wisconsin 
and Cornell University. 
 

 


