
utumn’s shorter days and cooler nights
don’t have to mean the end of your vegetable garden —

at least not quite yet. There are a variety of tips, tools,
and techniques for stretching the growing season.

First frost of fall
Although shorter days will slow down plant growth, frost is

what actually kills the tender plants. Most gardeners know the
“first frost” date for their area; see the chart below if you’re not
sure about yours. The first frost is usually a “light” frost, when
the air temperature dips down to 32°F. Frost will form on the
surface of the plant’s leaves, but the plant itself doesn’t freeze.
Although there may be some superficial damage to the tips of
the leaves, many plants can easily survive a light frost,
especially with protection. A “hard” frost, also called a hard
freeze, is one in which the water within the plant — in its
stem, leaves, and fruit — freezes. This will prove to be the kiss
of death for all but the hardiest plants.

Providing protection
You can extend the season for many veggies by protecting

the plants from cold air. The shelters you used last spring, like
Hot Kaps® domes
and Walls O’ Water,
are sized for seedlings,
so they probably aren’t
big enough for the
mature plants you’re
trying to nurture now.
The idea is the same,
though: to create a
barrier against cold air
but make sure that
plants continue to
receive the light they
need. There are three
basic kinds of barriers:
permanent structures
that stay in the garden
year-round; temporary
structures that you put
up in late summer or
early fall; and “Oops!

The weatherman says it will
freeze tonight!” solutions.

Permanent structures:
Most of us don’t have the
space (or budget) for a
greenhouse, so the most
common type of permanent
structure in a home garden
is a cold frame. A cold
frame is a low box (usually
no more than a foot high) made of wood or brick and topped
with a transparent pane of glass or Plexiglas®. The hinged
top, which is usually installed at a slant and oriented toward
the south or southwest, provides light and (when propped
open during the day) ventilation. Remember, despite the
name “cold frame,” it can get pretty darned hot in one on a
bright fall day. Invest in a thermometer; you may need to
adjust the opening over the course of the day to keep the
temperature at an appropriate level.

Because cold frames are both permanent and relatively
small, they’re most useful in the fall for starting late crops of
compact veggies, especially spinach, lettuce, and other salad

greens, as well as radishes. To
extend the growing season of
plants already mature and
producing, you’re better off
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Zone First Frost

1 July 1-31 

2 Aug. 1-31

3 Sept. 1-30 

4 Sept. 1-30

5 Sept. 30-Oct. 31

6 Sept. 30-Oct. 31 

7 Sept. 30-Oct. 31 

8 Oct. 31-Nov. 30 

9 Nov. 30-Dec. 30

10 Nov. 30-Dec. 30
Information based on data from the

National Climate Data Center
(NCDC), a department of the

National Oceanic & Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA).

United States 
Zone Average 

Frost Dates

Did you know? Frost forms when moist
air comes in contact with a cold surface and
the water vapor in the air freezes.

Some root veggies, like the leeks shown here

with leafy kale, can be left in the ground

almost indefinitely. Do your last harvest

before the ground freezes solid!

These season extenders
have got you covered
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GrowingLong: BY JUDY WEIGHTMAN

Row covers (facing page) might be a bit

unwieldy, but they can cover long rows

of plants and don’t need to be twiddled

with once they’re in place.

How low 
can you go?
Won’t survive frost
unless protected

Members of the 
nightshade family:

•Eggplant •Okra
•Peppers •Tomatoes

Will survive a light frost
•Cauliflower •Chard
•Lettuce •Potatoes

Will survive a hard frost
Cole crops:

•Broccoli •Brussels sprouts
•Cabbage •Kale

Greens:

•Escarole •Spinach
Root vegetables:

•Leeks •Parsnips
•Rutabagas •Turnips
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putting single-
season protection
around them.

Temporary
structures: You
can create a
temporary cold
frame around a
particular plant or
group of plants
that are already
growing.
Lightweight cold
frames with plastic
sheeting over
metal frameworks
are one option, or
you can build your
own if you want a
particular size. Use
bricks or cinder
blocks for the

walls, or make a more substantial
structure with bales of straw (which
you can break up and spread for
mulch next spring). Top with an old
window or clear, heavy plastic.

Temperatures need to be regulated, just as with permanent cold
frames, so you’ll want to be able to vent the top.

Another kind of temporary protection is offered by row
covers. Floating row covers (see picture on page 46) are
lengths of polypropylene fiber that are lightweight enough to
“float” over the growing plants they protect. The fabric lets
through light, water, and air while offering protection down
to about 28°F. To use, place the covers loosely and anchor
them to the soil. Tunnel covers, like the Tunlcover™ being

offered by Henry
Field’s® this
month (see page
50), offer the
same translucent
protection but are
self-supporting:
they’re kept off
the plants by
metal hoops.

You can also
protect an
individual plant,
rather than a row
of plants. One
crop that benefits
from this strategy
is Brussels sprouts.
These mini-
cabbages are not

only impervious to the cold, fans
swear they taste better if you let them
freeze a couple of times before you
harvest them. In order to protect
them from critters, though, you can

place a chicken-wire cage around the plant.
Last-minute saves: The solutions we’ve discussed so far all

require advance planning. Sometimes, though, the first frost
comes early — or at least before you’re entirely ready for it.
When this happens, there are a couple of tricks you can try.

First, you can cover the crops with sheets, light blankets, or,
in a pinch, newspapers. These are generally heavier than row
covers, and they won’t let light through the next day, so they’re
only a temporary fix. Put the covers down before dusk, because
heat loss is rapid
once the sun goes
down, and remove
them promptly the
next morning.

A second idea is
to turn on the
sprinklers. If you
water the garden

late in the afternoon before the frost, the moisture may make
the air immediately around each plant just warm enough to
prevent frost from forming — this is why citrus growers

sometimes water
their trees before
a hard frost. If
the frost comes
totally without
warning, you can
also try turning on the sprinklers the next

morning. Frost damage is caused when leaves warm up too
quickly in the next day’s sun, so thawing the leaves slowly,
with cold water, may prevent that damage. There are no
guarantees with either afternoon or morning watering, but if
you’re totally unprepared, you may want to try to save part of
the garden rather than just giving up on the whole thing.

The frost on the pumpkin doesn’t have to bring a
complete end to your gardening year — try these techniques
and keep on growing! w

Resources
See page 62 for a variety

of helpful products offered
by our Member Companies.

Mulch ado 
about nothing

Whether you use it alone or in
conjunction with other barriers, mulch is
the simplest and fastest way to insulate your
plants. A thick layer of mulch keeping the
roots warm may be enough protection to
keep salad greens going well into the winter
in zones 7 and above.

By a delightful coincidence, Mother Nature
provides an excellent raw material for
mulch at this time of year — brown leaves.
You need to chop the leaves to prevent
them from matting down. The easiest way
to do this is by using a mulching mower;
you can keep any excess for “brown”
ingredients in your compost pile next year.

This plastic cold frame

offers a season’s worth of

protection for plants, but

isn’t a permanent presence

in your garden.

A Southern Strategy BY KAT SCHNEIDER

For years, Garden Solutions® Member
Jean Walston of Fayetteville, North
Carolina, dreamed of growing her own
fresh salad greens. Her climate, however,
wouldn’t cooperate. “In the summer, it is
very difficult for plants like spinach to
survive when it gets into the 80s and 90s,”
Jean explains. Not one to be deterred, Jean
instead created a “winter garden.”

She created her first rectangular bed at 3'
x 8' — it now measures 5' x 15' — by
placing 8" x 16" cinder blocks end to end.
The blocks are surrounded with 12-18" tall
wire fencing, secured into the ground with
pins and covered with fine netting. The
fence keeps out critters and also supports
the row covers that will offer protection
later. A row of 3' tomato cages runs down
the center of the bed. The cages’ job is
twofold: they hold the row cover off the lower plants, and also
support the dill plants she grows within them.

Jean’s design has been a resounding success. The plastic
cover and cinder blocks trap the heat from the wintertime sun.
“That’s why everything survives so well,” she explains.

Jean also credits her success to proper soil preparation and
pest control. Each fall, Jean readies the bed by adding compost
and fertilizer. She also treats the bed with Escar-Go!® Slug & Snail
Control from Gardens Alive!® to avoid slug infestation. “Slugs love
salad greens,” Jean says. She starts most of her greens — joi choi
(a bok choi hybrid), parsley, chives, garlic chives, mustard greens,
and a few select herbs — about five weeks before transplanting,
using bottom-watering seed trays in a shady outdoor location. In
late September or early October, Jean transplants the seedlings,
and also direct-sows other seeds, such as spinach. 

In the months that follow, Jean keeps an eye on the weather

reports and the bed’s thermometer. When temperatures are
high, she removes the covers, and when they dip below 40-50°F,
she covers the bed with heavy-duty row covers and a plastic
sheet. After the last frost (usually in late March or early April),
Jean removes the covers, but leaves the netting intact to protect
the garden from birds. Most of her crops are finished producing
by the end of April. Then she readies the bed for summer crops.

Jean loves having a plethora of greens while others are buying
blander, less fresh produce at the supermarket. She recommends
anyone with similar climate challenges to try winter gardening —
but start small. “If you’ve never done it, you may feel overwhelmed
if you start out too big. Plus, it’s a huge investment all at once,” Jean
says. She also suggests using your yard’s layout to your advantage.
“Have a place that is protected from extreme winter winds,” she
says. Her most important advice, however, is to have fun. “Winter
is my favorite growing season!” she says triumphantly.

Jean Walston’s well-planted winter bed yields

Most gardeners know

that areas near walls

(especially brick and

stone walls) will be

warmer than those

further away. In addition,

though, if a plant is

under a building's eaves,

the effects of radiational

heat loss on a cool fall

evening will be lessened.

Brussels sprouts

survive freezing

temperatures, so

you can harvest

them quite late in

the season.

Oversized hot caps can

protect individual plants.

This resourceful gardener

used an old umbrella to

extend her growing season.

Tip: Sow late crops in a cold
frame three or four weeks
before the first frost.
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