
Succession Planting 
 
Vegetable gardeners in the northern-tier of our country could learn a few things from those who 
garden in the south. When you live in a warm climate (zones 7 to 10), the "planting season" 
doesn't begin in April and end in May. In central Florida, for instance, beans get planted in 
March and again in September. Beets can be planted from October through March. Tomatoes 
and peppers can be planted in February for summer harvest, and in September for winter harvest. 
It's easy to envy these southern gardeners because they can harvest vegetables almost year-round. 
But the truth is, gardening in the south requires a lot more thinking and careful planning. It also 
requires a better understanding about the particular growing requirements for each crop. 
 
To be successful, gardeners in zones 7 to 10 need to be continually pulling out spent crops and 
replanting new ones. This rotation of crops and recycling of space is known as "succession 
planting." 
 
It can dramatically increase total yields, while also improving quality. When crops are growing 
and being harvested in optimum conditions, they can achieve peak taste and nutritional value. 
Maximizing yields and improving crop quality is the theme of gardening guru Eliot Coleman's 
book, The Winter Harvest Handbook. It is an incredibly generous gift of knowledge: 40 years of 
hands-on wisdom about how to produce beautiful, delicious organic vegetables for market — 10 
months of the year — in zone 5 Maine. 
 
As Eliot says in the book: "If farmed intensively, a small area of land can be very productive. 
The key to increased productivity is to make better year-round use of every square foot… 
Through our focus on double- and triple-cropping, we have achieved gross yields per acre that 
are almost double what might be expected off our small acreage."  
 
Midsummer is the time for zone 4 to 6 gardeners to begin a second planting season. Crops 
including broccoli, lettuce, peas, spinach, kale, cilantro and arugula can be planted in July and 
early August for harvest from September through November. 
 
Here are four techniques that can help you grow twice the food in the same amount of space, no 
matter where you garden.  
 
1. Pull Some, Plant Some. As soon as plants — such as lettuce, spinach and peas — have 
passed their prime, pull them out and replant. Use every square foot — even little spaces where a 
cucumber plant expired or the cilantro went to seed. Put the old plants into your compost pile, 
then aerate the soil and replenish nutrients by forking in some compost. 
 
2. Screen the Sun. When planting in the heat of summer, it's important to keep the soil surface 
consistently moist. If it dries out, newly sprouted seeds may die and you will need to start over. 
As a general rule, seeds planted outdoors in late summer should be sown twice as deep as in the 
spring. Also, most cool-weather plants will not germinate well if soil temperatures rise over 80 
degrees F. Shade netting or the natural shade from a trellis or tall plant can be used to create a 
relatively cool location for seeding a second crop. Some gardeners find it's easiest to start fall 
crops indoors under lights or in a greenhouse. 



 
3. Sow the Right Crops. Plants that thrive in cool weather include: lettuce, spinach and arugula, 
carrots, beets, broccoli, Swiss chard, kale and all kinds of Asian greens. Choose disease-resistant 
varieties that mature quickly. If planting a late-season crop of peas, choose bush peas rather than 
traditional climbers, as they mature more quickly.  
 
4. Don't Delay. Summer-planted crops typically require longer to mature than spring-planted 
crops (shorter days and cooler air temperatures slow plant growth). Using the days-to-maturity 
figure on the seed packet, add an extra 14-days as a "low-light factor". This will give you your 
summer planting date. When cold weather arrives, protect plants from frost and cold by covering 
them with garden fabric or using a cold frame.  
 
If you live in the north and would like to be eating home-grown food for 10, rather than four 
months of the year, I encourage you to pick up a copy of The Winter Harvest Handbook. Though 
geared to market gardeners who are growing on a larger scale than most home gardeners, the 
information is fascinating and immensely useful. You'll learn the ideal time to plant beets for a 
fall harvest, the best time to plant spinach if you want to overwinter it for harvest in late March, 
how to maintain high soil fertility in an intensively managed garden, how day length determines 
planting times, and much more.  
 
Gardeners in every part of the country, north and south, are eager to use their garden space more 
efficiently and be able to produce more food. Plant, plant and plant again is the easiest and most 
rewarding strategy I've found.  
 


