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When the vegetable growing season 

is over, plant a cover crop in the gar-
den to keep the soil active.   

A cover crop is any plant grown for 
the primary purpose of improving the 
soil. Since the early 1900s, farmers 
have used cover crops to restore fer-
tility to worn-out land. In addition to 
helping bulk up soil with organic mat-
ter, cover crops prevent erosion, sup-
press weeds, and create and cycle 
soil-borne nutrients using the power 
of the sun.   

Rye grass is a good cover crop for 
the garden, said Jaanine Glascock, a 
Morgan County Master Gardener.  

 “Rye grass grows fast and will die 
before spring. It adds nutrients and the 
roots help break up the soil,” she said.     

Glascock also suggested planting 
Daikon radish seeds as a cover crop. 
Her son plants this mild radish on 
their farm “because it is so nourishing 
to the soil,” she said.   

The three main ways to improve 
soil are “grow cover crops, mulch the 
surface with biodegradable mulches, 
and/or dig in organic soil amendments 
(such as compost, grass clippings, rot-
ted manure or wood chips),” said 
Mother Earth News.     

All have their advantages and none 
should be discounted, but cover crop-
ping is the method least likely to be 
practiced in home gardens.  

There is a reason for this: Informa-
tion on using cover crops is tailored to 
the needs of farmers who use tractors 
to make short work of mowing down 
or turning under cover crops. But 
when your main tools for taking down 
plants have wooden handles and you 
measure your space in feet rather than 
acres, you need a special set of cover 
crop plants, and special methods for 
using them.  

According to Mother Earth News, 
rhizodeposition has a special advan-
tage with cover crops. Many plants 
actually release sugars and other sub-
stances through their roots. They are 
like little solar engines, pumping en-
ergy down into the soil. With vigorous 
cover crop plants, this process goes on 
much more deeply than you would 
ever dig — six feet for oats and rye.  

If you are leaving your garden beds 

bare in winter, you are missing the 
chance to use cold-hardy crops such 
as cereal rye or oats to solar-charge 
your soil. Thanks to this release of 
sugars, the root tips of many plants 
host colonies of helpful microorgan-
isms, and as the roots move deeper, 
the microbes follow.  

Another advantage to cover crop-
ping is bio-drilling, which is what 
happens when you use a cover crop’s 
natural talents to “drill” into com-
pacted subsoil. Bio-drilling action 
also takes place when deeply rooted 
cover crop plants penetrate subsoil 
and die. Then, the next crop grown 
may actually follow the rooting net-
work mapped out by the cover crop.  

Late fall is not a lost season for 
cover crops, but in most climates 
you’re limited to cereal rye, the cold-
hardiest of them all.  

Rye will sprout after the soil has 
turned chilly, but be sure to take it out 
early in spring, before the plants de-
velop tough seed stalks. Or let chick-
ens keep it trimmed – leave the birds 
on the patch longer in spring and they 
will kill the rye for you. If you’re 
looking for a cover crop you can plant 
in October for cold-season poultry 
greens, cereal rye is probably the best 
choice.  

Cover crops keep the weeds down, 
Glascock said, before tilling them 
under for the next growing season.

Choose a cover crop 
to protect, restore 
soil over winter


