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BENEFIT 1 

▾  

Soil improvement 
One way in which companion plants can be used to improve 
soil is through the use of cover crops. Typically, cover crops are 
annuals that are not harvested and are planted when the gar-
den is fallow and devoid of harvestable crops. They can then be 
turned into the soil a few weeks before the bed is ready to be 
planted, or they can be mowed down and planted through. Using 
cover crops before or after growing your harvestable crop pro-
vides multiple benefits. They can aerate the soil, provide organic 
matter to decomposers, and allow nutrients to become available 
to the next round of veggies. Cover crops are not only useful to 
farmers; the benefits can be achieved even by home gardeners. 

When to plant and cut down cover crops 
The time to sow seed depends on the type of cover crop you’re 
planting. There are two main types. 

• �COOL-SEASON COVER CROPS are typically planted in the late 
summer or early fall, after your veggies have been harvested. 
They should be planted early enough to germinate and grow 
before winter but not to set seed. Some will survive the winter 
and then regrow in spring, while others will be killed by freez-
ing temperatures. 

• �WARM-SEASON COVER CROPS are planted in spring or  
summer, either before a vegetable crop or in place of one  
in a fallow area. 

Regardless of which type of cover crop you grow, timing the 
cut-down process is critical. Mow or cut down cover crops just 
after they come into flower. Leave the trimmings in the garden, 
where they can help block weed growth as they decompose. If 
you mow too early, the cover crop will regrow and try to bloom 
again. If you wait too late, the plant will set seed prolifically and 
become a nuisance. As with the rest of gardening, good timing 
is everything. 

COVER  
CROP 

SEASON OF 
GROWTH

HARDINESS MORE INFO 

Oats (Avena  
sativa, annual)

Cool season; 
plant in fall

Hardy above 
10°F

Easy for beginners; 
should be cut down in 
spring; grows quickly

Buckwheat  
(Fagopyrum 
esculentum,  
annual)

Warm sea-
son; plant 
in spring or 
summer

Hardy to the 
first frost

Cut down within a 
week of budding, 
before planting warm-
season crops; can 
reseed prolifically if left 
to drop seed

Crimson clover  
(Trifolium incar-
natum, annual)

Cool or warm 
season; plant 
in spring or 
fall

Hardy above 
–10°F

Fixes nitrogen; if 
grown in fall, no need 
to cut down, just plant 
through dead plants; if 
grown in spring, mow 
or cut just as flowers 
are fully developed
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