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U
ntil this year, a month-by-month portion of Eugene 

Weekly’s annual vegetable planting guide began in 

May. In a way, that’s logical — May is about when 

our heavier valley soils become workable. These days, however, 

with many people building raised beds and all-season gardening 

becoming ever more popular, lots of gardeners know that the 

planting year can start a lot earlier. 

Here’s the classic test of a soil’s “workability” or readiness to 

cultivate: Gather a handful of soil from 5 or 6 inches down and 

squeeze it gently, or drop it on a board. Does it crumble and fall 

apart? Then it’s ready to dig. But what if you have a bed or two 

you worked over in fall and amended? They may be ready to plant 

as soon as the soil is warm enough for seeds to germinate. 

Digging around in some old computer files, I came across an 

article from the OSU Extension Service relating vegetables’ 

seeding times to soil temperature. “February is prime time to 

select and plan for planting this year’s ‘cool season’ vegetables,” 

it says. “And it’s a good time to find or purchase a soil 

thermometer. The soil temperature is the best indicator of when 

to plant each type of vegetable, no matter what climate zone you 

live in.” Some seed catalogs include optimal soil temperatures 

for planting various crops under cultural guidelines.

I suspect that experienced gardeners can tell by feel and 

instinct when it’s time to sow. But if you want to get a super 

early start on your garden and need some reassurance that it’s 

worth the bother, a thermometer may really help. Many crops 

germinate at soil temps as low as 40 degrees. The OSU article 

lists arugula, fava beans, kale, lettuce, pac choi, parsnips, peas, 

radicchio, radish and spinach seed in that category. One fine 

afternoon in mid-February, I was thinking of planting some peas 

and a second crop of fava beans. I grabbed my brand new 

thermometer and took the temperature 2 inches down in two 

sunny beds that had been only lightly mulched, and was 

surprised, given the amount of cool weather we’d had, to find 

that both were close to 50 F. 

Once it rises above 50 F, I could in theory be planting leeks, 

onions and chard. At 60 and above, beets, broccoli, carrots and 

even beans. (Once sprouted, beans won’t tolerate any frost, 

however, so they’ll need the protection of a cloche or row 

cover.) You should  expect soil temperature to vary with the site, 

the soil type and its moisture content, and, of course, the 

weather. Raised beds may achieve these temperatures long 

before flat land, especially in a wet season. Protecting raised 

beds from rain with boards or plastic will help the soil warm up 

faster, once it is uncovered. So will removing a heavy mulch, 

which acts as an insulator. 

So if you like direct seeding, don’t let decent weather in 

February, March and April go to waste. To get an accurate 

temperature reading in late winter or early spring, you’ll need to 

insert the thermometer 2 inches deep into the soil, the Extension 

Service advises. “For most reliable results, take the temperature 

at the same time each day for several days in a row and average 

them out,” preferably at midday. 

If you use transplants, make sure they are ‘hardened off’ before 

they go in the ground. (That means exposing them gradually to 

outside temperatures and sun over several days.) Wait until the soil 

warms above 70 degrees to plant out warm season vegetables such 

as tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, corn and squash. At that point, 

the Extension Service recommends pushing the thermometer about 

4 inches into the soil to get an accurate reading. Be prepared to 

protect things if a hard freeze is forecast. Small row covers or 

cloches are ideal for spot protection. ■

take your temperature grow your 
own food

Attention seed-savers and gardeners: 

Lane County’s 4th Annual Spring Propa-

gation Fair is coming up. It will take place 

in the Lane Community College Cafete-

ria (main campus) 11 am to 3 pm Satur-

day, March 23.

Attendees can create a custom fruit 

tree from hundreds of varieties of scions 

(fruit tree cuttings). Rootstocks and graft-

ing assistance are also available for a 

nominal fee. The fair includes a vegeta-

ble, herb, flower seed and plant swap. 

Seeds grown and saved from this biore-

gion will be shared, as well as divisions of 

other food crops including berries and 

other perennial edible plants.

The event encourages attendees to 

bring labeled cuttings of fruit trees to 

share freely with others at the fair, as 

well as fresh seed, plants and divisions 

of all types of food crops and native 

plants. You do not need to bring any-

thing to participate.

The Spring Propagation Fair is a free, 

all-volunteer effort to support home 

orchardists, vegetable gardeners and 

native plant enthusiasts in and around 

the southern Willamette Valley.

The Propagation Fair also includes 

free educational workshops including 

growing edible mushrooms, saving your 

own seeds and organic fruit tree care. 

For more info go to: 

www.springpropagationfair.com

Planting vegetables before May BY RACHEL FOSTER

thestonemason.com

541-688-0899 
ccb# 126558

Ash Stone
m a s o n r y

quality custom 
stonework

Keepin’ It Green Keepin’ It Green LLCLLC

Eco Friendly Landscape Maintenace

using Electric & Propane Equipment

Lawn • Home • Garden

541-521-7749 • keepinitgreeneugene.com

“Not just friendly, Eco-friendly”
541-485-FARM

eugenebackyardfarmer.com

Non-toxic, Award Winning
ISA Certified Arborists & Tree Workers
ASCA Registered Consulting Arborist #452

541-461-1737
sperrytreecare.com 

VISA/MasterCard                   CCB#109012


