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If this is a typical October in Wisconsin, the skies are grey and the trees are bare.  By the end of 

the month, it’s likely that frost will have killed most of your plants.  It’s easy to feel that the 

living world in general is fading away.   

 

Fortunately, it’s time to plant garlic.  Garlic planted now will grow some leaves and a lot of roots 

before the intense cold of winter sets in, and it will stay alive even under heavy snow.  While you 

can plant garlic in April, the head start it gets from fall planting results in larger yields. 

 

The following are step-by-step directions for garlic planting, including the work you need to do 

next year: 

 

1) Figure out where to get garlic for planting.  Garlic is not grown from seed – instead, it is 

planted as cloves, which are taken from bulbs.  If you have not saved your own garlic from last 

year, get it from a local farmers’ market or a food store (like the Willy Street Co-op) selling 

locally grown garlic that will be adapted to our soils and weather.   

 

2) Choose a place to plant where you have not grown garlic for several years.  Any bed(s) you 

use for garlic should be enriched with compost and with a fertilizer like soybean meal or bone 

and blood meal.  

 

3) In Madison, plant garlic between October 15 and November 5.  A week or two before this 

time, separate the bulbs into cloves.  Throw out yellow, brown, soft, and damaged cloves.  Sort 

the rest by size.  You will plant the largest and eat the rest. 

 

4) Plant your garlic cloves 15 cm (6 in) apart in every direction.  If your bed is well prepared, 

you should be able to push each clove in with your finger, flat end down, so that the pointed end 

is about 3 cm (1 in) below the surface.   

 

5) Protect your garlic from winter cold with about 3-5 cm (1-2 in) of leaves or 6-8 cm (2-3 in) of 

straw.   

 

6) In mid-to-late April, make sure that your garlic is growing through the mulch.  If it is not, 

move the mulch a little to help the plants up.  

 

7) Before the garlic plants have four leaves, fertilize them by putting a small spoonful of an 

organic fertilizer around the base of each bulb.  Add more mulch by working leaves or straw 

carefully between the plants.   

  

7) Keep weeding your garlic regularly.  Garlic DOES NOT compete with weeds!  Water 

thoroughly once a week if it hasn’t rained. 

 

8) Some time in early summer the plants will start to grow flowering stalks, or scapes.  Snap 

these off with your fingers as soon as they appear.  You can eat the scapes just like the cloves.   



 

9) Dig the plants when they are about half brown and half green (around Madison, this happens 

some time in July).  If you plant multiple varieties of garlic, each variety may need to be 

harvested at a different time.  Overall, it’s better to dig a little early than too late.  Use a hose to 

wash the soil off the roots.   

 

11) Dry, or “cure” your garlic either by hanging the whole plants (in bunches of 6 or 8) or by 

cutting the bulbs off with about 3 cm (1 in) of stem and letting them sit on sheets of newspaper.  

Curing should always happen in a shady, dry place.  After about a month of drying, cut the stems 

off if you haven’t already.   

 

12) Store cured garlic in paper bags in the fridge or any cool place until it is time to plant.  Plant 

the largest cloves as described above, then store the rest as it is or pack it in oil (either whole or 

sliced) in jars in your freezer.  Garlic frozen in oil keeps for years.   

 

I’ve focused on garlic this month, but this is also a good time to plant crocuses, tulips, irises, and 

other plants that grow from bulbs.  When you’re done planting, cover your garden with leaves or 

straw to prevent erosion over the winter and weed growth in the spring.  
 

For more gardening advice, including previous “Garden Plot” columns, visit the Eagle Heights 

Gardens web site at http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/.  

 

Happy gardening! 


