
your winter garden  

with Jenn Dowell, Co-Founder of The Little Red Hen Project 

West Seattle Nursery Fall Class series 

 

 
Location, Location, Location.  

 

 It is important that your garden is in the sunniest spot in your yard, it needs all the help it can get during the cold 
months. Also, note when the first frost date occurs on average. 

 If you have a spot that is close to a wall, all the better, it will hold the temperature and give off some residual 
heat and create a microclimate conducive to healthy growth.  

 Wind protection is something to think about too if you live in a location where the winds whip through in the 
winter…which means you. You live in West Seattle.  

 Furrows, raised beds and portable hoop houses or cold frames are a great way to keep the soil from getting too 
soggy and will keep the wind out of the sails.  

 

The Straight Dirt. 

 

 Your winter soil becomes a little more tedious over the cold wet months, so good drainage is 
going mean life or soggy death to your winter crop.  

 Adding nutrients back to the soil will give your plants a good boost. NPK. (what is that cryptic 
code, anyway?)      Nitrogen/Phosphorus/Potassium 

 Turn your soil for aeration and break up any clods that have formed over the past season. Com-
pacted soil can cause a myriad of problems  

 Add paths to your garden too, to keep your boots out of the mud during the rainy season. 

 

Hydrate. 

 

 The winter months can be plenty wet around here, but don’t forget to go out and check on things. Use your nog-
gin when it comes to watering and don’t over do it, remember that we often see drought conditions in the cold 
months too.  

 If the ground is frozen, don’t water, you can cause frostbite and cell damage to your plants. 

 Water during the warmest part of the day and avoid watering the foliage.  

 Use an olla system (google images…you will be inspired!) 

 

Keep Your Assets Covered. 

 

 Mulching is a good way to not only keep your soil warm, but it will also keep the moisture in as the wind and cold 
temps can cause evaporation. 

 A hoop house over a raised bed with a layer of active compost tucked outside the frame and inside the hoop 
house is a great way to create a hotbed. 

 Cloche with jars or plastic jugs 

 Most cole crops, spinach and turnips don’t necessarily need to be protected from frost, in fact will develop car-
bohydrates and become sweeter. But the more tender crops like lettuce, chard, beets and radishes will have a 
tough time when the temperature drops. 

 

http://www.thelittleredhenproject.org/


Cole crops:  

Brussels sprouts 

Cabbage 

Cauliflower 

Collards 

Kale 

Kohlrabi 

Mustards* 

Broccoli 

Turnips* 

Watercress 

 
Alliums: 

Garlic 

Onions 

Shallots 

  *cover in frost 

Roots:  

Carrots 

Beets* 

Parsnips 

Radishes* 
 

Leaves: 

Arugula 

Spinach 

Chard* 

Lettuce* 

Celery* 

 

Peas: 

Snow 

Fava 

 

Tubers: 

Potatoes 

 

Garden Olla 

Now, What 

do I plant? 

Cold Frame 

Books: 
Winter Gardening in the Maritime Northwest Binda Colebrook 

Maritime Northwest Gardening Guide Seattle Tilth 

 

Over wintering celery 





Plant your Irish potatoes 
this fall or winter 

By Robert L. Williams, Backwoods Home Magazine 

My family has made a practice of planting Irish potatoes in the fall rather than in the early spring. We tried it both 
ways for many years and our conclusions are that, season after season, fall planting seems to work better for 
us. 

Here’s an illustration: last spring we dutifully planted our potatoes in March, which is about as early as we can 
work the land successfully. We planted the spuds six inches deep, and then we waited.And waited. And wait-
ed.In April the first signs of growth appeared, and in the cool spring the plants grew, barely noticeably. When the 
really warm days of May arrived the potato plants put on a growth spurt that was truly gratifying. 

And in June, believe it or not, we had a series of freezes and the plants were killed back by frost. They never 
made a come-back. The entire potato patch was a total loss of time, energy, and a small amount of money. 

Winter or fall planting 

Now take a look at winter or fall planting. As soon as all the summer garden crops have been harvested, we till 
our potato patch and make our winter planting. When the soil is loose and well pulverized, we dig deep rows—
eight to ten inches. If you wish, you can use shallow rows and later pile dirt onto the top of the planted taters. 

With the deep row open and ready, we fill the bottom of the row with dead leaves (You’ve been raking leaves 
from the yard anyhow, and this is a fine way to dispose of them), or we use pine needles. It’s good to have at 
least four or five inches of this dead matter in the bottom of the row. 

Then set the potato eyes or cuttings in the row on top of the dead vegetable matter. It works better if you use 
whole spuds, particularly if you have some small ones that are really too little for good table use. Set the small 
potatoes a foot apart in the rows. 

Now cover the potatoes with another layer of dead leaves, well-rotted sawdust, or other organic mulch material. 
You can use grass clippings or any other mulch available. Then add the necessary dirt to fill the row and even 
hill up the row slightly. 

Admittedly, this type of gardening is a little harder, takes a little longer, and seems to be a total flop. But wait till 
spring and see the difference. 

During the depths of winter the snows and rains will cause the mulch materials to decay and, as the mulch de-
cays, warmth is generated, just as green hay or green sawdust will generate heat as it decays. The heat is gen-
erated for several weeks or even months, depending upon the amount of mulch used, and causes the potato 
sets to begin their growth cycle so that the roots begin to grow. The second layer of mulch and the dirt on top of 
it prevents the heat from escaping rapidly, while the soil on top is too cold for the plants to emerge from the soil. 
Small potatoes start to form very early, and they will grow all winter. 

Obviously, the classic manure can be used as well, but this type of material tends to burn the roots of the tender 
plants. If you use manure, mix it with a generous amount of rotted sawdust or dead leaves. 

When the weather is warm enough, the leaves of the plants will shoot forth, and because there is already a 
great root system the plants will be hardier and will grow faster. We asked a neighbor, a farmer, why the plants 
grow faster, and he gave us his theory: 

The plant when young has a struggle, he says, to provide enough nutrition and growth power for both roots and 
shoots to grow, and the result is that both are often weak and fragile, more vulnerable to insects and cold snaps. 

If the roots are already established, the growth energy can be used by the above-ground plant without robbing 
the tubers below the soil. 

You can add a small amount of commercial fertilizer, if you wish, by sprinkling it along the rows. But the de-
cayed mulch is providing its own fertilizer power by this time. The results are that by very early spring (unless 
you live in a frigid part of the country) you will have large, sound, beautiful potatoes long before your neighbors 
have any to harvest. 

And this is only part of the beauty of winter potatoes. Because the early growth is done underground in cool 
weather, the above-ground plants will mature earlier than they would in the usual form of gardening, and you will 
be ready to harvest before the insects above and below the soil surface appear to devour plants and tubers.A 
bonus of this type of planting is that the crop is harvested early enough that you have time to have a second or 
even a third crop on the same plot of land, especially if you live in an area where the growing seasons are long-
er. I confess that I don’t know how this system will work where the winters are brutal. What succeeds in the 
Piedmont of North Carolina may not be successful in Minnesota or Montana or Maine.Give it a try this winter, 
but you may wish to try only a small patch of potatoes until you see how the system works. If you are pleased by 
the results, then next season try it on your larger potato patches. 





Storing Vegetables for the Winter 
The days when everyone had an underground cellar full of produce may be gone, but here's a simple technique 
that will give you sweeter, crisper winter vegetables than any you can buy at the grocery store. This method takes 
advantage of the fact that some vegetables can survive freezing temperatures and remain fresh, even when buried 
under a blanket of snow. 

You can store carrots, beets, parsnips, turnips, celery, rutabagas, 
cabbages, leeks, kale, and spinach in the garden through winter by using this mulching technique. 

1. Before hard frosts begin, hoe soil over beets, carrots, and other root crops to protect any exposed shoulders, 
but keep the green leaves uncovered to let the plants continue to grow and sweeten. 

2. For the best flavor, allow cold tolerant crops to grow for as long as possible. If early hard frosts are predicted, 
cover plants with blankets,row covers, loose straw, or leaves; then uncover them when temperatures rise above 
freezing, so they can continue to grow. During cooler fall nights, these crops will accumulate higher levels of sug-
ars, making them better tasting to us and more able to survive freezing 
temperatures. 

3. A winter deepens in milder regions, cover the crops with a light mulch to keep them in good shape through 
much of the season. In colder northern regions, bury the plants with leaves or straw just before the ground begins 
to freeze. A 1-foot-deep mulch should protect the crops and keep the ground from freezing in USDA Plant Hardi-
ness Zone 5. Use more in colder areas and less in warmer regions. 

If you put the leaves into trash bags, the wind won't carry them away, and they'll be easier to move aside when 
you want to harvest the crops. If you've had trouble with mice or voles, set a few traps to catch any critters before 
they set up winter housekeeping in the mulched vegetable beds. In most years, your snugly mulched crops will re-
main alive and ready to use all winter long. (If you allow any unharvested carrots, beets, or cabbages to grow again 
in spring, they will flower and produce seed for you.) 

http://www.organicgardening.com/learn-and-grow/row-covers
http://www.organicgardening.com/learn-and-grow/mulch

