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Chapter 10 
Early sowings and plantings 

 Waiting for best sowing times, seizing the moment0000

"How pleased I am that I can experience the simple joy of a person who serves a cabbage 
at his table which he has grown himself; not only do I enjoy the cabbage but in this instant 
all the good days as well – the beautiful morning when it was planted, the lovely evenings 

when it was watered and when I watched its progress with pleasure." Goethe.

0

How early can you start sowing? I think we all have itchy fingers in the late winter and 0

spring, keen to see those first seedlings pop up and say hello to spring. But when I look 
back on my earlier-than-usual sowings of the past 30 years, very few succeeded. And I 
lost a lot of seeds.

Here are two tips. First, know the best time for first sowings of each vegetable. Second, 
follow the advice in this chapter on ways to succeed with early sowing. 

Some vegetables give their best harvest from a spring sowing, but others do not, and need 
sowing in summer. Usually the summer solstice is the boundary point between these two 
groups of vegetable. This chapter deals with vegetables in the first group, as well as those 
few that can be sown both in spring and after midsummer. For extra clarity, I have grouped 
vegetables covered in this chapter into two types, according to how much they need extra 
warmth for germination and early growth (see Chapter 9 for more on this).

All the vegetables that are best sown in summer are covered in the next chapter. The best 
sowing times are generally after the solstice, to avoid the spring flowering season of these 
plants. I suggest you buy their seeds in winter or spring to have them ready for summer 
sowing, to keep the ground full all year, giving food most of the time.
0

Knowing the right time to sow00
A good starting point is to keep within the broad time ranges given in the table below. It 0

contains the main vegetables for sowing in spring, two months earlier indoors than outside, 
when you have an indoor space for sowing.

In spring, wait to sow; in summer, sow on time0

Be wary of advice on seed packets which encourages sowing early, even in milder areas. 
‘Sow carrots in January and you'll never have to eat carrots,’ as the saying goes. Some 
seeds, such as carrot, lettuce and beetroot can germinate in cool soil but rarely thrive 
when attempting to grow in still-cool conditions. Often they are eaten by slugs, buffeted by 
wind and struggle to grow.

Throughout spring, the days grow longer and the chance of warmth increases all the time. 
Using fleece can help early sowings of cool-start vegetables, but not heat-demanding 
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seeds such as French beans, runner beans and sweetcorn: for these, you just need to be 
patient. If you miss a chance to sow, there will be others.

In summer the opposite is true, because days shorten after the solstice and temperatures 
drop quickly as summer changes to autumn, so later sowings are at risk of running out of 
time. Sowing dates in summer are therefore more precise, and by late summer there may 
be just one week of good time to sow certain seeds, after which it is too late. See Chapter 
10 for key dates.

Tips for first sowings00
0

Gardening is an exercise in optimism, and to some extent a gamble too, in view of the 
unknowable weather to come. So, again: Don’t sow too early in spring, and you will reduce 
potential losses of seeds, plants and time. This is hardest in a mild winter and early spring, 
and occasionally it comes off to sow earlier than usual, but on the whole, patience pays 
off. 

You just need to ignore those allotment or garden neighbours who brag about having 
already sown this or that. In spring, later sowings often catch up with early ones, to grow 
larger and more healthily in the end. See what the neighbours think then!

Spring weather is hugely variable0

The effects of weather are often underrated or not explained enough in advice on 
gardening. For example, in my first year at Homeacres, the cold spring meant waiting a 
whole month later than usual before sowing outdoors. Sowing dates in spring are a guide 
only, and if the weather is too cold or wet, you need to wait. In cold weather, raising plants 
under cover for planting out is more feasible than sowing direct (see below [‘Using 
fleece’]). 

Therefore:
• Do not sow before the recommended dates.
• If weather is colder than usual, wait until it improves. 

Sowings made under cover cope more easily with low temperatures, since they are 
protected from wind and rain. In early spring they grow slowly but surely, until needing to 
go out when their roots have filled the modules or pots. Even if the weather is 
unfavourable, you can plant out and then cover over with fleece. 

Using fleece, cloches and minimal hardening off0
0

Fleece covers are easy to use and protect plants from cold wind. The first day of April 0

2013 in south-west England was a great example of this, with some plants ready to go out 
but the temperature only just above freezing, at 2°C (36°F), and the wind making it feel 
even colder.

I brought module trays of lettuce, spinach and onion straight from the unheated 
greenhouse and we put them into beds without hardening them off. This is possible in 
spring for four reasons:
• In an unheated structure, nights are cold and plants are used to low temperatures.
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• With protection from fleece, plants quickly recover from the brief shock of going into cold 
soil. 

• Fleece creates favourable conditions after planting, in terms of the temperature of both 
air and soil, and wind protection, which are significantly more useful than any pre-
warming of the soil. 

• Rapidly increasing levels of sunshine ensure enough growing time for plants to establish 
well.

I dibbed holes, Steph planted the seedlings, and then we rolled out fleece on top of them, 
flat over the beds with the cover resting on top of the plants. 
0

Tip: How to use fleece
Laying fleece on plants, rather than supporting it with hoops, keeps any warmth closer to 
the plants’ leaves and roots. It also resulting in less damage to the fleece, as it is held 
more securely in place, tight over the bed and firmly on plants’ leaves.0

The weather continued frosty for another week and with plenty of cold winds all month, but 
the only damage to these young plants was from leatherjackets eating some roots.0

Cool-tolerant vegetables: sowing and planting dates 0
0

The vegetables in the table below are listed in a suggested order of sowing. The date 0

ranges given here are suitable for most of the UK, equivalent in climate to US plant 0

hardiness zones 8-9 – adjust them accordingly if the climate where you live is different. 0
The ranges indicate the earliest possible sowing times, and options to sow later where this 
is possible. 

The ‘first harvest’ dates give an idea of the likely time for first harvest, based on the dates 0 0 0

of first sowing. More details for each vegetable are given in the following pages.

0000

Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0

Vegetable Sow indoors Sow direct 
outdoors Plant out

First harvest

Broad beans Dec-Apr Nov-May Mar-May Jun

Peas for shoots Feb-Apr Jan-May Mar-May Apr

Peas for pods Mar-May Mar-May Apr-Jun Jun

Calabrese / cabbage / 
cauliflower*

Feb-Mar Mar-Apr Apr-May Jun

Onion, shallot seeds for 
bulbs

Feb-Mar Mar-Apr Apr Jul

Onion seeds for salad* Feb-Aug Mar-Aug Apr-Sep May
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Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0Timing examples for cool-tolerant vegetables 0

Vegetable Sow indoors Sow direct 
outdoors Plant out

First harvest

Onion sets, shallot 
bulbs

Mar Apr Apr Aug

Spinach*
Feb-Apr Mar-Apr Mar-May May

Lettuce Feb-Jul Mar-Jul Apr-Aug May

Parsley* Feb-Jul Mar-Jul Apr-Aug Jun

Coriander* Feb-Aug Mar-Aug Apr-Sep May

Dill Feb-Apr Mar-Apr Apr-May May

Potato (first early) Mar-Apr Jun

Potato (second early / 
maincrop)

Apr Jul / Sep

Celery Mar-May May-July July

Celeriac Mar May Oct

Beetroot* Mar-Jun Apr-Jun Apr-Jul Jun

Leeks late March April May-June Sep

Leaf beet / chard* Apr-Jul May-Jul May-Aug Jun

Carrot* Mar-Jul Jun

Parsnip Mar-Jun Oct

Brussels sprouts / 
autumn cabbage

May May Jun Sep

*Vegetables of two seasons, for sowing early and again in summer (details in Chapter 11).0 0 00

0

Spacings 0
Many vegetables can be grown equidistantly in blocks, and the spacings given in the 
following pages refer to that method, when I give only one measurement. So 25cm (10”) 0

means all plants are that distance from their nearest plants. This is called ‘planting on the 
square’.

Some vegetables grow best in rows: for example climbing beans and peas, which need 00

support, and carrots, which are easiest to sow and grow in lines. I give their spacings as 
two measurements, hence 10x45cm (4x18”) means each plant is the first distance from its 0 0

nearest neighbour, while the rows are spaced by the second distance. 

Both sets of spacings work on beds, but a third possibility is when you grow on flat ground 
without differentiation into beds. All vegetables are then grown in lines or rows, many of 
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which need space to walk between, which is variable according to how much width you 0

like for access. So in that case you can use my figures as a guide and add some distance 
according to your preference.

My figures for planting distances are based on long experience and are recommended for  0
giving the most healthy plants, and for easy access to harvest and over the longest period. 0 0

They are a guide only, and you may wish to vary them.0 0

Broad beans 0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 10x45cm (4x18”)0
Broad beans are exceptionally hardy as small plants, so seeds can be sown outside in 
early winter, to grow into seedlings by early spring. Sow from early November, and 
throughout December in milder areas. Even if only half the seeds survive, they will tiller 
(branch) to make more stems and give a worthwhile crop.

This means early harvests when other vegetables are scarce. Also, it gives you more time 
to remove the plants after a final pick, then plant another vegetable such as leek, beetroot, 
salads or French beans.

Peas 0 0

Frost hardy 
Spacing for shoots: 25-30cm (10-12”)
Spacing for pods: 15x45cm (6x18”) 

Pea plants are as hardy as broad beans, but more susceptible to bird and slug damage 
when sown in autumn. They grow most healthily in spring and early summer, from early 
spring sowings indoors: two or three seeds in pots or modules for about three weeks. 
Outdoor sowing is possible, but mice and birds like pea seeds and shoots. It’s best to 
cover seedlings with fleece or a cloche to keep wind and pigeons off, for two or three 
weeks until the plants are growing strongly. If picking shoots, start when plants are 
20-30cm (8-12”) tall; if you want peas to eat you need to support plants with sticks once 
the fleece or cloche is removed. Leave one or two plants unpicked to dry in situ and give 
seeds for next year’s shoots and peas.

Calabrese, early cabbage, cauliflower 0
Frost hardy 
Spacing for calabrese / early cabbage: 30-40cm (12-15”)
Spacing for cauliflower: 60cm (2’) 

All these brassicas are hardy and grow well in the cool of early spring: sow from late winter 
under cover. Grow just a few plants of each, and also sow successively if you want a 
steady supply, because they tend to come ready at the same time from early summer. 
Good varieties are an early-hearting cabbage such as ‘Greyhound’ or ‘Derby Day’, and an 
early cauliflower such as ‘Snowball’, or an F1 hybrid cauliflower such as ‘Graffiti’ for 0 0

coloured heads. In calabrese there is a wide range of varieties to crop for shorter (F1 
hybrids) or longer from ope-pollinated seeds. Also there are new varieties  of purple 
sprouting, for summer and autumn cropping.

Onion and shallot from seed0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 30cm (12”) 
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Although onion and shallot seedlings look flimsy and grow slowly at first, they are hardy 0

and turn into sturdy plants by late spring, with fewer problems of disease and bolting than 
with onions grown from sets. Sow in late winter on a windowsill or under glass, with six 
onion seeds in every module so that you have clumps of four to six seedlings to plant out 
in early spring – don’t thin them! Covering with fleece for the fist month often helps.

Onions swell nicely in each clump, pushing one another apart as they do so: for example, I 
harvested 4.4kg (9lb 11oz) ‘Red Baron’ and 4.7kg (10lb 5oz) ‘Balaton’ yellow onions from 
just seven modules of each. Shallots grow better in smaller numbers of two or three plants 
per clump, with each shallot seed making a bulb of two or three segments.  

Onion and shallot from sets/bulbs0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 7x30cm (3x12”) 
Onion sets are baby onions sown the previous summer, and shallot bulbs to plant are one 0

of the several from a previous year’s clump. They need less time to mature than onions 
and shallots from seed: plant shallot bulbs outside in late winter and onion sets in early 
spring – not before the equinox, or they tend to flower. 

Red onions flower more than yellow ones, and at Homeacres I lost a quarter of my Red 
Baron onions from sets, even though I planted them in April. Shallot bulbs planted in 
March gave 2kg (4lb 6oz) from a 1.5m (5’) row, and I followed them with beetroot.

Spinach0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 15x30cm (6x12”) or 25cm (10”) 
Spinach makes its loveliest, largest, darkest leaves in spring, before flowering at the start 0

of summer, so an early sowing means plants are raring to go as soon as there is a mild 
spell in spring. Sow two or three seeds per module in late winter to have plants by early 
spring, plant out and then cover with fleece. You can have an abundance of thick leaves 
through late spring, up to a month earlier than from outdoor sowings, until they became 
thinner and paler by mid summer.
0

Lettuce for leaves and hearts0 0

Frost hardy 
Spacing: 20-25cm (8-10”) 
Lettuces can be harvested later for hearts, or earlier of their outer leaves, every week for 3 0

months until they finally rise to flower. From late winter, sow two seeds per module and 
thin to the strongest, or in a small tray for pricking seedlings into modules. Plantings at 
Homeacres on 1 April, from seeds sown indoors in mid-February, were covered with fleece 
for a month, and gave a first harvest on 30 April. The bed was then picked weekly until 
mid-July, by which time most were rising to flower. After clearing them I planted Florence 
fennel, chervil and oriental leaves.

Parsley, coriander, dill0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 20-25cm (8-10”) 

These are all related umbellifers and, with the exception of curled parsley, flower in 
summer, so early sowing works well to harvest more leaves before flowering begins. You 
can sow on a windowsill in midwinter or under cover in late winter, to plant out with a 
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fleece cover for the first month. For example, my six plants of coriander gave 120g (just 
over 4oz) weekly throughout late spring.
0

Potato0
Not frost hardy
Spacing: 30-45cm (12-18”)
Except for the ‘Jersey Royal’ (or ‘International Kidney’), first earlies are rarely of top 0

flavour, but are good for early-season meals, and avoid potato blight by maturing before it 
is warm enough for blight spores to multiply. You can pull some surface compost around 
their new shoots until all risk of frost is passed, or even lay cardboard over them before a 
frosty night. After June harvests there is time to plant cucumber, leeks, kale and cabbage. 

Second earlies mature 2 to 4 weeks later, in mid summer. I suggest ‘Charlotte’ for its high 
yield of large, waxy tubers, which store well. For floury potatoes, the Sarpo varieties are 
good. 0
Maincrop potatoes continue growing throughout summer and, as long as they escape 
blight and have enough rain, yields can be high. Try ‘King Edward’ for top flavour, ‘Pink Fir 
Apple’, ‘Belle de Fontenay’ or ‘Anya’ for waxy salad tubers, and ‘Sarpo Mira’ or ‘Sarpo 
Axona’ for blight-resistant plants, which will need harvesting by early autumn.

Celery, celeriac0
Not frost hardy
Spacing for celery: 30cm (12”) 
Spacing for celeriac: 40-45cm (15-18”)  
The tiny seeds of celery and celeriac want sowing in gentle warmth and with no compost 0

on top of their seeds, as they germinate best in light: cover the tray with glass to keep 
seeds moist and warm. Then prick seedlings into modules when still small – often you can 
just see the first true leaves. Plant out after the risk of frost has passed, often 2 months 
after sowing. Best results come from heavy soils with plenty of organic matter, and some 
watering in dry weather.

Beetroot0
Spacing: 30-40cm (12-15”) for clumps 
Use ‘Boltardy’ for early sowings, as other varieties are at risk of flowering when sown 0

before mid spring. Sow four seeds in each module from late winter, for planting in a clump 
of four seedlings on average, covered with fleece for a month or more. In late spring or 
early summer, make the first pickings of the largest root in each clump, at whatever size 
you like to eat them: carefully twist it out and leave the others undisturbed, to continue 
growing for later harvests.

Leek0
Spacings: 10x30cm (4x12”) for singles, 30cm (12”) for clumps 
For leeks to harvest in autumn, sow early varieties such as ‘Zermatt’ and ‘Autumn 0

Mammoth’. For leeks to harvest in winter and early spring, grow late varieties such as 
‘Bandit’ and ‘Apollo’. Sow in early spring, either three seeds per module or in drills outside.  0
Plant after 1 month for modules or 2 months for plants grown in soil, for harvests over a 
long period.

Leaf beet, chard0
Avoid frost on seedlings 
Spacing: 30- 37cm (12-15”) 
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Early sowings carry the risk of rising to flower, and best results come from waiting until mid 
spring for leaf beet and late spring for chard. Sow three seeds per module and either thin 
to the strongest if you want large leaves, or leave them in clumps of two or three for 
medium leaves.

Carrot0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 1x22cm (½x9”) 0
The small seeds and tender seedlings make it wise to wait for milder weather before 
sowing carrots. If it is mild, this can be in early spring, but it often pays to wait a little, until 
warmer weather and drier soil, because early sowings grow more weakly and risk 
succumbing to slugs. Make the first pullings in early summer, when baby carrots are an 
exciting new flavour, then you will have larger harvests after the solstice.

Parsnip0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 5x30cm (2x12”) 

You can sow these at the same time as early carrots, or until late spring. They grow 
steadily through spring and summer, then become sweeter as the weather cools in 
autumn. They can be sown into a surface mulch of compost on top of undug soil. Often the 
roots go deep, making some of them difficult to lever out: use a spade to loosen but not 
invert the soil.

Brussels sprouts0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 60cm (2’) 
Brussels’ reputation for bitter flavours hides much merit in terms of vitamins, antioxidants 0

and even blood-clotting properties. Sow two seeds per module and thin to the strongest, or 
prick seedlings from a tray into modules: sowing in mid spring gives the long season they 
need. The 60cm spacing looks wide at planting time, and you can plant lettuce in the gaps 
between, which give company and help the Brussels to grow, as well as providing some 
extra harvests. F1 Brussels varieties are currently better bred and make tighter buttons, 
but flavour and harvests are still good if your sprouts ‘blow’ open, and ‘flower sprouts’ ( a 
cross between Brussels and kale) are another option on these lines, with pretty rosettes of 
pink-red leaves.

Autumn cabbage0
Frost hardy 
Spacing: 45-50cm (18-20”) 
Sow and plant these at the same time as your Brussels, but a difference is that you must 0

keep caterpillars off with mesh or 5mm (1/8”) black netting. Outer leaves are often nibbled 
by slugs and insects, but hearts kept insect-free under fine netting or mesh make great 0 0

food from an autumn harvest. They can be stored through winter, kept cool and frost-free, 0

ideally at 2-5°C (36-41°F).There is a huge choice of pointed or round varieties, which 
mostly need at least 4 months from sowing to make a firm heart: check the instructions on 
each variety’s seed packet.

Warmth-demanding vegetables: sowing and planting 
dates0
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The plants in this group are all killed by frost, and their seeds need high temperatures to 
germinate – up to 30°C (86°F). Then the seedlings like steady warmth of 15-25°C 
(59-77°F), so seeds are best sown later rather than sooner in the season, so that the 
growing plants can be accommodated in suitable conditions. For example, it is easy to 
germinate tomatoes on a windowsill in winter, but you then need an ever-larger space in 
which to keep plants which grow quickly, but can’t go outside until spring is well under way. 

Greenhouses and polytunnels are good for early sowing as long as you have a heat 
source to protect plants in frosty weather.

While some of the vegetables in this group (courgette, squash, sweetcorn and beans) are 0

generally grown outdoors in temperate climates, once ready for planting out, others can be 
grown under cover for their whole season, and some (melon, sweet and chilli peppers, 
aubergine) need this protection for successful ripening – in the UK climate at least. See 0

Chapter 13 for more about growing under cover and about many of the vegetables listed 
here.  

Timing examples for warmth-demanding vegetablesTiming examples for warmth-demanding vegetablesTiming examples for warmth-demanding vegetablesTiming examples for warmth-demanding vegetablesTiming examples for warmth-demanding vegetables

Vegetable Sow indoors0 Sow direct 
outdoors

Plant out 
indoor 

sowings

First harvest

Tomato Mar-Apr Jun Aug

Pepper / chilli pepper / 
aubergine

Feb-Mar Jun Aug

Melon Mar-early Apr Jun Aug

Cucumber Mar-May Jun Jun Jul

Squash (summer) Apr May May-Jun Jul

 0
000

Tomato0
Spacing: 45-50cm (18-20”) 
Sow in early spring for tomatoes to grow under cover, and a month later for tomatoes to 0

grow outdoors. You can germinate seeds in a small seed tray and allow the seedlings to 
grow for a fortnight or more, until you see the first true leaf, then use a pencil to lift the 
roots out and plant them deeply into small pots of compost. Bury the stem up to the lowest 
green leaf, as when pricking out any vegetable seedlings, to make sturdier plants.0

0

I sow tomatoes in trays above a hot bed in the greenhouse where they grow slowly but 0 0 0

surely through cool spring weather. There is enough warmth from the decomposing 
manure to keep night frost away, although I cover plants with fleece if it is forecast to be 
below -4°C (25°F) outside.

Then, in a greenhouse or polytunnel, you can plant just before or as soon as the last frost 
date has passed. Wait until early summer for outdoor plantings: for example, I set three 
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‘Sungold’ tomatoes in bags of soil and compost in June, against a south-facing wall, and 
they cropped steadily through summer.0

Pepper, chilli, aubergine0 0

Spacing: 45-50cm (18-20”)

These are similar to tomatoes but slower-growing: sow 2 to 4 weeks earlier, and extra heat 
is needed, especially for good germination and early growth. It is worth buying young plug 
plants if you only want only a small number, then pot on until they’re ready for planting.

Melon, cucumber0
Spacing: 60cm (2’)

These also need steady warmth, and do best when you can keep them growing steadily all 
the time, so there is no need to sow any earlier than the spring equinox. I sow a fortnight 
after the equinox, for indoor cucumber and melon, and up to a month after that for outdoor 
cucumbers. 

Courgette, squash, pumpkin0
Spacing: 60cm (2’) 
These have large seeds and grow rapidly, so there’s no need to sow before mid spring 0

under cover, and 2 to 3 weeks later outdoors, depending on when your last frost generally 
occurs. The last frost here is around mid-May, so I sow under cover 3-4 weeks before that, 
then, after setting out the 4-week old plants, I sometimes cover them with fleece for 3 
weeks if there are cold winds. 

An excellent variety of winter squash is ‘Uchiki Kuri’ or ‘Red Kuri’, which has many useful 
attributes: 
• Plants grow an average four fruit per plant, of about 1kg (2lb 3oz) each. 
• Fruits ripen early, usually by early autumn. 
• They are pretty, with dark orange and red skin, and have a flavour as sweet and a 

texture as dense as other good varieties, such as ‘Buttercup’, ‘Crown Prince’ and ‘Sweet 
Dumpling’.

• They store well, often until March.

I would grow butternut squash only in warmer climates than in the UK, as it needs higher 
temperatures than other varieties and does not thrive in cool summers, then runs out of 
time to ripen and sweeten.

Climbing summer beans and Dwarf French beans0
Spacing: 30x60cm (1x2’) for climbing beans; 40cm (15”) for Dwarf French beans 
These beans are easily checked by cool weather, so avoid sowing too early. Sow under 0

cover in mid spring and outdoors in early summer.

For green beans, you can make two sowings of dwarf French varieties such as 
‘Castandel’: one seed in each module. The first sowing is made in late spring, for planting 
early summer and cropping through most of summer. Then a second sowing, around the 
solstice, will crop in late summer, by which time the first sowing will be giving sporadic 
harvests. 

Or you can have French beans all summer from just one sowing of the climbing French 
bean ‘Cobra’.
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A third option is to grow borlotti and runner beans, leaving them unpicked until autumn, 
when the pods are drying to yellow or brown and are full of beans. After picking and 
podding, spread the beans on trays in a warm place to finish drying indoors, then keep in 
jars until needed. This gives a store of nutritious winter food and they are delicious too: 
Czar runner beans, for example, are like butter beans, only creamier and full of flavour. 
Furthermore, you automatically have seed for the following spring and I find that 
germination is close to 100 per cent.

Sweetcorn0
Spacing: 30cm (12”) 

Sweetcorn is easy to grow and can reward you with superb flavours. Do not sow before 
mid spring indoors – plants set out by early summer have enough time to grow well. 
Expensive hybrid seed is worth every penny, especially of supersweet varieties, for the 
extra sweetness it has compared with open-pollinated varieties. Also they stay sweeter for 
longer after picking.
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