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M ost gardeners are used to growing or 
buying spring seedlings to establish their 
vegetable gardens. But what happens 

when spring is over and early crops have been har-
vested? After the rush of the spring planting season 
has passed, most nurseries don’t sell fresh vegetable 
seedlings for succession planting. This is where a 
grow light comes in handy. I use ordinary shop lights 
to produce seedlings that can be “plugged in” to 
open garden spaces, maximizing yield and reducing 
the amount of time required between crops. 

Not all succession crops need to be started indoors. 
Some, like quick-growing radishes, bush beans, and 
salad turnips, can be direct-seeded into garden beds. 
Growing your own plants gives you access to the 
extensive range of varieties found in seed catalogs. 
When placing late-winter seed orders, remember to 
order enough for a full season of planting. 

Time seed-starting so that plants are ready to set 
out when space becomes available. To figure out 
your start date, check the seed packet or catalog for 
days to maturity, the amount of time a crop needs 
to grow before harvest. Read carefully because the 
number of days listed may either be from seed or 
from transplant.

On the following pages are some of my favorite 
crops for succession planting. The illustrations will 
help you to visualize how long it takes to grow each 
crop, with each plant in the “timeline” representing 
one week of growth, either indoors or out in the gar-
den. Before you know it, you will be plugging new 
plants into your garden all season long.

Keep your 

Make the most of the growing season 
with succession planting

by Niki Jabbour

When early crops of 
spinach and greens 
are harvested, these 
pepper seedlings will be 
ready to take their place 
in the garden. Learning 
how to properly time 
seed-starting is one of 
the keys to effective 
succession planting.

veggie 
garden 
going  
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Give tomatoes, peppers, and 
eggplant an early start

These heat lovers need a long season to mature. Tomato, 
pepper, and eggplant seedlings should be started indoors 
several weeks before the last frost and then can replace early 
crops of radishes, turnips, and greens in the garden. Once 
harvest begins, most varieties will continue to yield until the 
first fall frost. I like to mix and match heirloom and hybrid vari-
eties from the boundless selection available in seed catalogs. 

 TIMING: Start seeds indoors under grow lights six to eight 
weeks before the last spring frost. In southern regions, a sec-
ond crop can be plugged in to the garden in midsummer to 
provide a fall harvest. 

 SPACING: Plant tomato and eggplant seedlings 2 feet apart, 
peppers 18 inches apart. 

 GROWING TIPS: Indeterminate (vining) tomatoes should be 
staked or grown on trellises to support their vigorous growth. 
Peppers, eggplant, and bush varieties of tomatoes can be 
caged. Mulch to reduce the spread of soil-borne diseases. 
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Transplant about 2 weeks after the last frost. Harvest begins about 9 weeks after transplanting for early varieties and 12 weeks 
for later ones. Most varieties will continue to set and ripen fruit until the first frost.

Grow indoors for 6 to 8 weeks.

9 weeks8 weeks from transplant to earliest fruit 12 weeks

Give tomatoes, peppers, and 
eggplant an early start
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Lettuce matures quickly and can be harvested young
Lettuce is my go-to plug-in plant. unlike many greens, it’s easy to start indoors under grow lights, and it’s ready to move 
to the garden just a few weeks after sowing. Once planted out, lettuce grows quickly, with the harvest beginning around a 
month after transplanting.

Timing: Lettuce can be transplanted into garden beds from midspring until six weeks before the first fall frost. start the 
seeds indoors three to four weeks before transplanting, continuing to sow fresh seed every few weeks. 

SPacing: space leaf lettuce 6 to 8 inches apart, heading types 10 to 12 inches apart. 

growing TiPS: the fastest harvest comes from baby crops of leaf lettuce. For early-maturing head lettuce, try oakleaf, 
butterhead, Bibb, or romaine. to grow lettuce in summer, plant in shade or under a low tunnel covered in shade cloth.

Direct-sow root crops in empty beds
unlike many plug-in plants, root crops need to be direct-
seeded. radishes and salad turnips like ‘Hakurei’ are 
quick to crop and are ready to pick just weeks from seed-
ing. Beets and carrots require a bit more time from seed 
to harvest, but also take well to succession planting and 
can even be harvested into winter, with proper protection. 

Timing: start sowing seed for cool-season root crops 
two to three weeks before the last spring frost. 

•  Beets: Continue to plant more seed every three weeks 
until eight weeks before the first fall frost.

•  Salad turnips: sow seed every two weeks until six 
weeks before the first fall frost.

•  Radishes (spring types): Plant seed every two weeks 
until four weeks before the first fall frost.

•  Carrots: sow seed every four weeks until eight to 
10 weeks before the first fall frost.

SPacing: Plant seeds ¾ inch to 1 inch apart, thinning  
as necessary.

growing TiPS: Keep the seed beds well watered  
until germination. Cover beds with a row cover to hold 
moisture for summer seedings.

Carrots

Beets, radishes, and salad turnips

Beets: 6 to 9 weeks from seed to harvest

10 to 12 weeks from seed to harvest
Keep seeds well watered to 

promote germination.

Grow 3 to 4 weeks 
indoors.

Two weeks after transplant, 
harvest begins for leaf varieties.

Four weeks after transplant, harvest 
begins for head varieties.
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Radishes and salad 
turnips: 4 to 6 weeks 
from seed to harvest
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For the freshest fl avor, start herbs throughout the season
Basil, dill, and cilantro are popular culinary herbs that benefit from succession planting. 
The best flavor and leaf quality come from young, tender leaves. Several plantings over 
the course of the season will result in a nonstop supply of aromatic herbs. 

TIMING
•  Cilantro: Cilantro doesn’t transplant 

well and should be direct-seeded 
beginning in midspring. Continue to 
sow fresh seed every three to four 
weeks, until about three weeks before 
the first fall frost. 

•  Basil: Start basil seed indoors six to 
eight weeks before transplanting. Move 
seedlings to the garden once the spring 
weather has stabilized, about a week af-
ter the last expected frost. Once the first 
crop has been transplanted, sow more 
seed indoors. Repeat monthly for a con-
tinuous supply of high-quality basil. 

•  Dill: Direct-sow dill in the garden two 
to three weeks before the last spring 
frost. For succession cropping, start 
additional seeds indoors, moving them 
to the garden after four to five weeks; 
repeat as needed.

SPACING
•  Cilantro: Sow seeds 1 inch apart. 

There is no need to thin as cilantro 
grows well even when crowded.

•  Basil: Space plug-in plants 6 to 
8 inches apart in the garden. 

•  Dill: Sow seeds 1 inch apart, and 
thin to 4 inches. Transplant seedlings 
4 inches apart.

GROWING TIPS 
•  Cilantro: Cilantro grows best in the cool 

weather of spring and autumn. For a 
summer harvest, sow seed in the shade 
of taller crops.

•  Basil: Don’t be shy about shearing 
plants back. This will force regrowth 
and boost yield.

•  Dill: Dill appreciates a sunny location 
and grows well in most garden soils.

Basil

Dill

Direct-sow after last frost. Harvest begins at 4 weeks.
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Harvest begins 
about 4 weeks 
from transplant.

Harvest when plants reach usable size.

Cilantro

Grow 6 to 8 weeks indoors.

4 to 5 weeks indoors
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Stretch the cucumber and summer squash  
harvest with additional plantings  

Summer squash and cucumbers are not typical succession crops. they’re usually planted just 
once, in late spring, after the risk of frost is over. However, I’ve learned that an additional planting 
(or two) in early to midsummer can stretch the harvest by four to six weeks and keep fruit quality 
high. Have fun with your plug-in plants, and grow several different varieties of squash and cukes. 

Timing: For both cucumbers and summer squash, start seeds indoors three to four weeks before 
last frost, or three to four weeks before transplanting. Continue to plant monthly, until 10 weeks 
before the first expected frost.

 Spacing: Space summer squash seedlings 18 to 24 inches apart in rows 6 feet apart. Space  
cucumber plants 12 inches apart in rows 5 feet apart. 

 growing TipS: to save garden space, try planting midsummer plugs of bush cucumbers like 
‘Parisian Gherkin’ and ‘Pick a Bushel’. Summer squash and cucumbers yield the highest-quality 
fruits when given a steady supply of water. Mulch to conserve soil moisture.

Niki Jabbour is the author of Niki Jabbour’s Veggie Garden Remix, which features hundreds of the global, 

unusual, and heirloom veggies and herbs she grows..
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Four weeks after transplant, harvest 
begins for early varieties.3 to 4 weeks indoors
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