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Kale is a cool season vegetable, which can extend your 
vegetable garden season.  It can also add color and 
texture to your flower beds in its ornamental form.  Kale 
is a member of the cabbage family (Brassica oleracea), 
which also includes broccoli, cauliflower, Brussels 
sprouts, kohlrabi and collard greens.  The wild cabbage 
parent of all these vegetables is native to coastal 
southern and western Europe.  The cabbage family has 
been cultivated for thousands of years and human 
selection of certain plant traits has given us our familiar 
vegetables. 

 
Kale is a biennial plant which is grown as an annual in our gardens.  It can be grown in spring or fall.  It 
prefers well-drained, fertile soil, high in organic matter with a pH range of 6.0 to 7.5 (slightly alkaline).  Kale 
is a heavy feeder so before planting add plenty of organic matter and a complete fertilizer.  Plants will 
benefit from a layer of mulch once established.  Plant in full sun.  Kale prefers consistent moisture, but can 
tolerate drought.  For maximum production plants need one to one and a half inches of water per week.  
Fluctuations in moisture will cause leaf quality and flavor to suffer and they may become tough or develop 
off flavors.  These hardy plants will tolerate a hard frost.  The flavor is best when plants mature before the 
onset of summer heat or after fall frosts occur.  Frost changes the flavor of kale by increasing the sugar 
content of the leaves, making their flavor sweeter and richer. 
 
Kale can be grown from seed or transplants.  Seed can be saved for up to four years.  Plant seeds one 
quarter to a half inch deep, one inch apart in rows 18 to 30 inches apart.  Seed will germinate at soil 
temperatures as low as 40 degrees F.  Seeds take 6 to 10 days to germinate.  Thin plants when they have 
three to four true leaves so they are 12 to 18 inches apart.  Thinned plants can be eaten or transplanted.   
In spring, four to six weeks before the average last frost, you can also set out transplants 12 inches apart, 
in rows 18 to 24 inches apart.  Transplants should have four to six mature leaves and a well-developed root 
system.  Depending on the variety kale can take 40 to 150 days to mature. 
 
Kale grows best in cool weather (below 75 degrees F) as hot weather turns leaves tough and bitter.  For an 
early spring crop, sow once the soil is workable.  Kale started in the summer will benefit from some 
afternoon shade.  For fall kale, select an early maturing cultivar and plant 50 to 75 days before the 
maturity date.  The maturity date should be 2 to 3 weeks after the first fall frost.  Kale is hardy enough to 
survive a hard freeze and can be harvested into winter.  During mild winters plants may survive, providing 
tender spring leaves before they flower. 
 
Kale should be harvested when the leaves reach full size and are firm, crisp and bright green.  New leaves 
are the tenderest.  Harvest by picking individual leaves.  Older leaves are generally picked first allowing the 
younger leaves to grow.  You can also cut and harvest the entire plant.  Plant five to ten feet of kale per 



person for fresh use and an additional 15 to 20 feet for processing.  Expect to harvest 30 pounds of kale 
per 100 feet of row. 
 
You can also grow kale to harvest baby leaves for salads or juicing.  If you want a supply of young leaves 
you will need to sow a new batch of seed every two to four weeks.  Harvest when the plants reach four to 
six inches tall.  Baby kale can even be grown in containers. 
 
Usually kale is not as susceptible to pest damage as other cole crops.  You can use floating row covers to 
help protect plants from early insect infestations. Major insect pests include: cutworm, cabbage worms 
and loopers, flea beetles, cabbage root maggots, cabbage aphids, plus slugs and snails.  Diseases to watch 
out for include: clubroot, black rot, black leg, downy mildew and a variety of leaf spots.  To help reduce 
disease incidences, do not plant kale or other related cole crops in the same location more than once every 
three or four years. 
 

You can browse descriptions of 52 varieties of kale on the 
Cornell University “Vegetable Varieties for Gardeners” 
website (http://vegvariety.cce.cornell.edu).  Some 
recommended varieties for New York include: ‘Dwarf Green 
Curled,’ ‘Vates Blue Curled,’ ‘Winterbor’ and ‘Red Russian.’ 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Kale can be stored for two to three weeks at 32 degrees F and 95 percent relative humidity.  Kale is 
considered one of the most nutritious vegetables as it contains no fat, is high in vitamins A, K, and C and 
alpha-linolenic acid, an omega-3 fatty acid.  It is also a good source of fiber plus calcium, iron phosphorus, 
potassium and zinc.  One cup of kale has about 3 grams of protein. 
 

Ornam ental kale varieties have been bred for their form and color rather than flavor.  They produce 
colorful rosettes of green, white, pink, or red surrounded by wavy to frilly leaves.  Leaf colors may be 
white, cream, pink, rose, red or purple.  Leaf colors tends to darken and intensify as with cooler night 
temperatures dur ing the fall.  Ornamental kales are edible, but they tend to be bitter.  Use them to add 
color to the fall landscape or in containers.  Consider mixing them with chrysanthemums, grasses and 
asters.  Plants will grow to 12 to 18 inches tall.  Ornamental kale may survive until Thanksgiving or into 
December depending on temperatures.  In mild winter, plants often survive and remain attractive until 
they bolt in spring. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, Utah State University, Michigan State University, 
North Carolina Cooperative Extension, Colorado State University, Johnny’s Select Seeds and Missouri 
Botanical Garden. 
 

 

Left: Vates Blue Curled 
Right: Red Russian 
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