Garlic: Fall vs Spring Planting - Frequently Asked Questions

Adapted from information provided by Rob Spencer, Commercial Horticultural Ag. Specialist with Alberta Agriculture, 310-FARM in Alberta

Ever wondered whether it is better to spring plant or fall plant garlic in Alberta and the prairie provinces?  It is a question I get asked a lot.  Hopefully this information will help you understand the advantages and disadvantages of each and allow you an easier time to make that decision.  Most of the information provided comes from Rob Spencer, Alberta Ag. With a few notes of my own.

Spring planting
Advantages 
Reduced risk of winter injury and plant survival 

No over-wintering required

Disadvantages 
Bulbs must be chilled to break dormancy prior to planting 

Poor spring conditions can delay planting, resulting in delayed plant development, poor bulbing and reduced yields 

Some storage losses can occur

Fall planting
Advantages 
Bulb dormancy is overcome by cold winter temperatures 

No spring-planting delays 

Plant growth commences early in spring 

Potential for higher yields and larger bulb sizes

Disadvantages 
Delayed fall planting can result in reduced clove survival due to winterkill 

Winter protection is required if snowfall is not sufficient

Tips for fall planting: 

Planting date is determined by the average date of the first fall frost 

Delayed planting will reduce winter survival 

Winter protection: 
Cover with straw if snow cover is thin, winter thaws occur or if wind protection is not adequate 

A minimum of 6 inches (15 cm) of snow is required for winter protection

Prepared by Robert Spencer, Ag-Info Centre, Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development
In my experience, fall planting can result in larger heads at harvest time, but regardless of which direction you go, garlic benefits from consistent, even moisture throughout the growing season until about 4 weeks prior to harvest, at which time, no moisture helps to cure the bulbs prior to harvest.  Garlic likes 1” of moisture a week, and a rich even soil.  Clay is fine, but make sure not to plant too deeply (2” max.), otherwise it will not clove in the head in time for harvest in the fall in short season areas, resulting in more large heads that are uncloved.  If this is what you are after, super.
When planting garlic, you can do single rows or multiple row planting to make better use of space.  I plant thousands of cloves, so I typically plant them in rows 5 wide, with enough space between only as big as the head of garlic will typically get.  So if it is a 3” head, I plant them 3” apart, and up to 2” deep.  If you are fall planting, just make sure you mark the bed clearly so you don’t till it in in spring, mulch deeply and leave it. Mice hardly ever wreak havoc on garlic, even if they are in the mulch for the winter.  If you are spring planting try to remember to prepare a bed in the fall so that it will be ready to go.  April first is the day of planting for spring planted garlic, so even if there is snow on the ground, chill your garlic ahead in the fridge, having broken the cloves apart from the heads, but do not peel the cloves.  Clear the snow from your bed if it is present, and place the cloves on the soil even if it is frozen, in the spacing you would plant them.  It will take a few days for the ground to thaw, so as it does, push the cloves into the melting dirt to the desired depth.  Monitor them as the growth of the roots will sometimes cause them to be ground level eventually and you will have to push them back in.  At this point you can mulch between them or wait until after the first weeding to mulch the garlic and save on further weeding during the growing season.   Water as required.
Garlic is usually not disease ridden, but if you see any struggling, pull them out.  It could indicate a problem that could spread.  Nematode damage, fusarium and a couple other problems like leek moth, are things to watch out for during the season and keep under control.  If you are planting garlic in multiple years, other growers with sow mustard in the garlic patch to deter nematodes, and so alternate years that is a good deterent.
Watch for scape formation, which occurs in mid June for Fall planted varieties and mid July for spring planted ones.  The scapes are the seed heads naturally formed for some garlic varieties, but not all.  Scapes extend from the top of the leaves and sometimes curl around once or twice, but always bend, with an either small or large seed head forming out of a flower type structure.  This is where new cross pollinated varieties of garlic can be created for the adventurous gardener.
Scapes should be slipped (by securing the stem beneath the scape with your hand so you don’t uproot the entire plant when pulling the scape) out of the stem or cut when the scapes are between 6 and 10” long.  I like to pull them sooner than later, as this triggers the plant to put the energy into the root and not the scape.  You can leave the scapes to develop but it will mean the heads will be much smaller at harvest time.  Producing seed is any plants main focus, so it takes a lot of energy from the plant.  
Harvested scapes can be frozen as is for later use, or used fresh in stir fries, any cooking where you would use garlic cloves, or for making my favorite garlic scape pesto with feta cheese and olive oil in the blender or food processor. Delicious and wonderful.  There are a few recipes online for the use of scapes in other ways and chefs will buy them in season.
If you leave the seed heads to develop, some varieties will produce tiny clusters of cloves on the top of the scape which can be planted and nurtured for a few years (up to 3) before a fully cloved head of garlic of a new cross-bred variety will emerge.  But then, you can name it after your favorite cousin…
Harvest begins for garlic when the cloves have formed inside the heads.  This starts about August 1 for Fall planted garlic and into September for Spring planted garlic. Watch for the beginning signs that your plants are getting close when the bottom 2 leaves on the plant have turned yellow.  Carefully expose the top part of the head by digging away the dirt and run your finger around the top of the head where it starts to get fat, to see if you can feel any bumps underneath.  If so, the garlic is ready to harvest.  Leaving it too long past this, can result in overmature garlic which might not store as well, particularly if the head becomes loose and the outer skin breaks open.
Pull or dig the heads out, and quickly wipe as much dirt off as you can, sometimes by peeling the outermost skin layer off the head, and leave them in the garden to mature on the soil or mulch surface for a day if there is no rain forecast or frost either.  Cleaning them in the garden takes a bit of time, but prevents a mess later.  Do not trim the roots or tops at this point.  Also if the daytime temperatures are too high (above 26) then they will need a little shade to keep them from baking in the skin.  Our fall temperatures hardly are ever a problem here, so I keep them in the rows they came from to cure for a day or two, turning often to dry all sides.  After a few days you can trim the roots back to ½ inch if you choose, but not the top as that plant material feeds the curing of the cloves.
When garlic is first harvested, it is very strong smelling, so if you have an outdoor shed that works better, do that, but do not bring them inside for a week or so.  From the garden they can be hung in loose bundles, braided or stored on drying racks or tables, such that the air can flow between them. They should dry in a warm, airy place as quickly as possible, as they contain a lot of moisture and can mold.  
Dry the entire plant until the tops are mostly dry.  At this point you can cut off the tops with a pruning shear or strong cutting scissors and leave spread out to dry further. All in all, garlic should dry another month or until the outer leaves are completely papery and the inside is not moist.  Too much is never an issue with garlic, but too little is the cause every time for poor winter storage.
Once dried, garlic stores in a warm, dry place best.  A basement bedroom where there is still good air flow is ideal, and you can store them in paper bags, but be sure to check regularly and if necessary rotate them around in the bag, to ensure they are keeping well.  Eat any that are not.
Does Garlic need Fertilizer?
Nitrogen 
If manure is applied or legume sod is plowed down, reduce the nitrogen (N) application. See Table 1-8, Adjustment of Nitrogen Requirement Where Sod Containing Legumes Is Plowed Down, and Table 1-7, Average Amounts of Available Nutrients for Different Types of Manure, on page 9.

On mineral soils, a total of 110 kg N/ha (99 lb/ac) is required. Apply half the nitrogen as soon as the garlic plants begin to grow in the spring. Apply the rest of the nitrogen in 2-3 side-dresses at 3-week intervals.

On muck soils, apply a total of 120 kg N/ha (107 lb/ac). Apply 90 kg/ha (80 lb/ac) prior to spring growth and the remainder as a side-dress applications when the plants are 8-10 cm (3-4 in.) tall.

Phosphorus
Phosphorus requirements for garlic are similar to onions. Where the soil test values are 61 mg P per L soil (ppm) or higher, onions and garlic are unlikely to respond to additional phosphate applications. For soils testing lower than 61 mg P per L soil (ppm), see Table 1-10, Phosphorus Requirements: Vegetables on Mineral Soils, on page 12, or Table 1-11, Phosphorus and Potassium Requirements: Vegetables on Muck Soils, on page 13.

Potassium
Potassium requirements for garlic are similar to onions. Where the soil test values are 181 mg K per L soil (ppm) or higher, onions and garlic are unlikely to respond to additional potash applications. For soils testing lower than 181 mg K per L soil (ppm), see Table 1-12, Potassium Requirements: Vegetables on Mineral Soils, on page 14, or Table 1-11, Phosphorus and Potassium Requirements: Vegetables on Muck Soils, on page 13. 
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Amend soil pH, phosphorus and potassium levels in the fall, prior to planting. 

That should be it for garlic growing.  Good luck and all the best.
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