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 How is your vegetable garden doing so far this year?  
Hopefully the fresh produce is starting to roll in.  If you 
never got around to starting a garden this spring, or you 
have some space left, you can still start some vegetables 
now for a healthy fall harvest.  Many crops that like cooler 
weather or can take a frost, can be started now and will be 
ready to pick in the fall. 
 
The easiest are those vegetables whose seed can be directly 
sown in the soil.  Seeds sown now have an advantage over 
spring crops.  The soil is already warm so they should 
germinate faster.  Spring soils can be cold and wet, leading to seeds rotting.  On the other hand, you don’t want 
your seeds to fry.  Keep the soil moist and mulched.  Since cool weather crops like to mature in cool weather, 
that is probably more likely to happen in the fall.  It seems that the last several years we have gone from winter 
right to summer and we miss that pleasant, but cool springtime. 
 
If you are planting in a space you used this summer, add some compost before you start anything new.  You 
need to replenish the soil and replace any nutrients a previous crop used.  Don’t forget to rotate your crops.  If 
you had lettuce in a spot this spring, don’t use it for lettuce again this fall.  Diseases and insects build up over 
time where the same type of plants are continually planted. 
 
Do you know the average first frost date for your garden?  You need this date to count back from to determine 
what you can plant and when.  According to a map on the Northeast Regional Climate Center website, the first 
fall frost (32 degrees) is somewhere in mid-October for WNY.  Using data for Rochester and Buffalo it would be 
October 14 – 20.  But remember, that is the average!  No guarantees.  A frost in September is not unheard of 
but some years we luck out and are frost free into November. 
 
To figure out when to plant, check the seed packet for the days to maturation.  Add a few extra days to a week 
since cooler weather and shorter daylight hours can slow down maturation.  Count back from the last frost 
date.  At this point in August, you can figure that you have maybe 60 days for vegetables to grow and mature 
for those plants that can’t handle frost. 
 
Vegetables that mature quickly include radishes, beets, turnips, (early) carrots, arugula, lettuce, endive, 
kohlrabi, collards, mustard greens, spinach and Swiss chard.  Many of the salad mixes or baby greens mixes will 
be ready in a few weeks.  Hold off on planting spinach until the soil temperature cools down to around 60 
degrees F or the seed will not germinate consistently. 
 
There are some vegetables that can tolerate frost.  This includes most of the brassicas (Brussels sprouts, kale, 
broccoli, cabbage and kohlrabi).  Other cold tolerant vegetables include some root crops like parsnips, carrots, 
turnips and scallions.  Kale and Brussels sprouts actually taste better when grown in cool weather as they 
produce sugars which sweeten them.  We missed the boat already on replanting most of the brassicas as they 
should have been planted midsummer for a fall harvest. 
 
 



You could try to sneak in a planting of kale.  Even it if doesn’t have time to fully mature, the baby leaves can be 
harvested and eaten.  Kale is extremely cold tolerant and the plants will continue to grow even when 
temperatures cool.  They can survive down to about 20 degrees F.  If you cover them with a heavy row cover 
you could potentially harvest through much of the winter.  As the days get shorter, new growth will lessen. 
 
Plant spinach in full sun to part shade, 6 to 8 weeks before the first hard frost.  Spinach prefers to grow in the 
temperature range of 35 - 75 degrees F.  Plants are very cold-hardy.  When they are well established they can 
tolerate temperatures into the low 20s.  Spinach is ready to pick as soon as the leaves are big enough to eat.  
You can keep your spinach growing by harvesting just the outer leaves.  The center leaves will continue to grow.  
If you have a cold frame you can plant spinach and leave them for the winter for an early spring harvest.  
Harvest plants before they start to bolt. 
 
Grow kohlrabi in rich, well-drained soil in full sun.  Sow seeds directly into the ground 8 to 10 weeks before the 
frost date.  Kohlrabi will survive light frosts.  It is more resistant to hot weather than many of the other cole 
crops are.  You should be able to harvest in 65 days as it matures quickly.  Kohlrabi is best when the bulbs are 
about 2 to 3 inches in diameter.  You can also harvest the foliage when it is young and tender.  Try growing 
kohlrabi in a container.  You can always bring it into the house if an early frost threatens and then put it back 
outside. 
 
Get started now to extend the life of your vegetable garden.  Don’t delay! 
 
Resources for this article include:  Northeast Regional Climate Center, University of Minnesota, Johnny’s Selected 
Seeds, and Burpee Seeds 
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