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Compost is made up of organic material that has been aerobically decomposed. (There are also some 
anaerobic systems, such as the Bokashi method.) The process of decomposition, aided by living organisms 
called microbes, generates an end product that contains nutrients for plants, as well as helps to improve soil 
structure and, accordingly, reduces soil compaction and increases its water holding capacity. If you plan to use 
compost primarily as fertilizer, you’ll find that, unlike many synthetic fertilizers, it is slow-acting and possesses 
a relatively low concentration of nutrients, which prevents excess salts from leaching out into the soil. (Bear in 
mind that vermicompost, which uses worms to aid in the decomposition process, contains a higher 
concentration of nutrients than regular compost).
 
 Composting is a useful way to divert some of those kitchen wastes and plant material out of the landfill and 
with minimal effort and expense (the microbes do all the work!), create an amendment that can, in its dual role 
of conditioner and fertilizer, boost soil health. 

How to Grow Garlic in 

the Edible Garden



Garlic should be planted in-ground, or in a deep raised bed. While the root system is shallow, 

garlic needs the insulation provided by the soil to overwinter successfully and to prevent rot if 

the weather suddenly warms up, such as during chinooks. If you want to grow garlic in 

containers, you can sow it in the spring and harvest the greens (tops) throughout the summer. 

You may get a very small bulb at the end of the season, which you can enjoy in cooking as well. 

Site garlic in full sun (at least 6 hours per day). Windy, hot, exposed locations will increase the 

need for supplemental watering and may lead to plant stress. 

Soil requirements

 

Garlic is adaptable to most soil types, except for heavy, compacted clay. Good drainage is 

necessary to success. Before planting garlic, amend the soil with a 2.5 centimetre layer of 

compost. It is not necessary to dig in the compost – in fact, it’s better if you don’t till the soil to 

reduce the risk of compaction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



When to plant garlic
 

Garlic is traditionally planted in the autumn in Canada. In most regions, planting begins in late 

September, so that the roots have a chance to establish a bit before heavy frosts. If you can’t 

manage to plant until later, however, you may still have success if you plant before the ground 

freezes solid. You don’t want to plant so early that the plants start to sprout before winter 

arrives. While you can certainly plant garlic in the spring, it won’t have time to form decent-sized 

bulbs for an autumn harvest. You can eat the greens instead, or enjoy the smaller bulbs when 

they are ready. 

 

Selecting garlic bulbs for planting
 

For the prevention of disease, choose certified seed garlic for planting. You can purchase 

hundreds of different varieties from garlic suppliers all over the country. They will usually ship 

their products out at the end of the summer or early autumn, just in time for planting. 

 

How to plant garlic
 

Each garlic bulb consists of several cloves. Break the bulb apart and carefully separate the 

cloves. There is no need to remove the paper from them before planting. Large cloves will 

produce large bulbs, so you may wish to sow those and save the tiny cloves for growing as 

greens. 

 

 

 



Watering
If your growing season is hot and dry, supplemental irrigation will be required for your garlic crops. While 
garlic doesn’t tolerate boggy soils, it needs consistent moisture to form sizeable bulbs. The general rule of 2.5 
centimetres of water per week is applicable during periods where rainfall hasn’t been sufficient.

 
Mulching
After planting garlic, add a 5-centimetre layer of mulch on top of the soil surface. Use clean, weed-free straw. 
The mulch will help insulate the garlic against freeze and thaw cycles in the winter, and during the growing 
season, it assists in regulating soil temperature and conserving moisture.
 

Fertilizing
Throughout the growing season, garlic may be fertilized with applications of diluted (half-strength) fish 
emulsion or liquid kelp every two to three weeks.
 

Weeding
Garlic will not produce plump, delicious bulbs if you forget to weed around them. Garlic does not like being 
encroached upon by weed plants, which steal space, sunlight, water, and nutrients. It is best to pull weeds up 
by hand, as digging them with a trowel may nick the bulbs of garlic planted adjacent.
 

Rotating Crops
Always rotate members of the Allium genus and do not plant the crops in the same location in the garden 
year after year. This will help prevent soilborne pest and diseases from affecting the plants.
 

Pests and Diseases
Garlic is largely pest and disease free, but if proper conditions are not met or the seed garlic is not disease-
free, there is the potential for fungal-based rotting to occur, including botrytis neck rot, white rot, or fusarium 
bulb or basal rot. When planting or cultivating garlic, be careful not to damage the cloves, as bruising or 
piercing may open up the cloves to infection. Ensure that garlic crops are rotated annually. Always buy 
certified seed garlic from reputable growers. Watch your watering practices – too much moisture can prove 
very inviting for rot. If you choose to mulch your garlic crops, pull the mulch back a bit from the plants so that 
it is not sitting right up against the stems. Do not layer the mulch on too thickly. When rot takes hold, it is 
usually fatal and the plants must be destroyed, so it is important to take preventative measures to ensure it 
doesn’t become a problem.
 
 
 



Garlic Scapes
You may notice partway through the summer, that your garlic produces a long, curly stem. This is called a 
scape, and it will eventually be topped by a flower (and if you let it, tiny bulbs called bulbils). Unless you are 
growing garlic to collect the bulbils for sowing, you should cut the scape off at the base when it had made at 
least one curly loop and before it has flowered. This will allow the plants to put more energy into producing a 
large bulb. Don’t compost the scapes – they are fully edible, with a mild garlic flavour that is perfect in stir 
fries, egg dishes, salads, and mincing finely into ground meat for burgers. 
 

Harvesting Garlic
Garlic should be harvested in the late summer or early autumn. You’ll know it is time to lift the bulbs out of 
the ground when the tops start yellowing, then dying back. Gently dig around the bulbs, being careful not to 
puncture or bruise them with the trowel, as this can greatly diminish the potential for long-term storage. 
 

Curing and Storage
Freshly-dug garlic may be enjoyed right away, but you’ll likely want to store much of it for later use. It will 
need to be cured before it is stored. Spread the bulbs out on a layer of newspapers in a warm location, 
preferably outdoors, for a week. Shelter them so that they don’t get rained on. After this time, they should 
have a dry exterior ready for storing. An alternative is to hang the garlic up in a dry location with good air 
circulation. Store garlic in mesh bags, or hang them in a dry, cool, area (at a temperature of about 7°C). If you 
choose to store them in bags, trim off the greens before packing them. The roots may be trimmed with a pair 
of scissors if they are long, but do not remove them entirely. Brush most of the soil away from the roots. The 
outermost wrappings may be removed, especially if they have soil on them (this will help prevent decay in 
storage). They will last several months in storage, but it is always a good idea to check them periodically to 
ensure they are not rotting. Garlic may be enjoyed pickled, roasted, fried, or just minced into various dishes. 
Some true garlic lovers will even eat it raw! There is also black garlic, a special method of fermentation which 
gives the cloves a unique smoky-sweet flavour. Cultivars vary in their spiciness and aroma, and once you’ve 
started growing one or two, you’ll likely want to experiment with more! 
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