
Growing Garlic 
For Market 

Dr. Kyle Cecil

Extension Educator

Small Farms and Local 
Foods

University of Illinois



Fast Facts

Gilroy, California, is known as the garlic capital of the United States.

U.S. garlic consumption in 2010 was estimated at 2.3 pounds per person (ERS 2011)

On any given day, 18 percent of Americans consume at least one food
containing garlic (USDA). This is relatively high compared with such popular foods as 
french fries (13 percent), catsup (16 percent), and fresh-market tomatoes (28 
percent).

The United States is the world’s largest import market for fresh garlic.



What growers say…..

• “Garlic is one of our mainstays on the farm.”

• “Everyone eats garlic.  So we grow it.”

• “Our customers ask us when will the garlic be 
ready?”

• “You can sell so much of it, the scapes, leaves, 
bulbs…”

• “Garlic is fun and easy to grow.”



Characteristics

• A long season, over-wintered crop

• Planting best done in the fall months for a 
bountiful harvest next summer

• When fall-planted, garlic cloves will root and 
make limited growth before the first hard 
freeze. 

• In the early spring, growth resumes, bulbs and 
seed stalks form, then the tops die down in 
early summer.



Garlic Culture

Garlic, in general, tends to be very responsive to 
the environment and cultivars that thrive in 
some locations can do very poorly at others. 

These different responses are dependent upon 
soil type, moisture, latitude, altitude, and 
cultural practices.



Terminology

• Hardneck…sometimes called “topset”

• Softneck …..grown in southern U.S. (found in 
most supermarkets)

• Clove

• Bulb



Univ. of Minnesota

Hardneck variety-
most commonly 
grown in Illinois

Cold tolerant



Terminology



Hardneck
variety planted 
from seed bulb 
clove….

Photo: late 
June



Planted from 
bulbil clove…

Much smaller 
plant and 
bulb…

When cooking, 
usually the 
entire bulb is 
used diced.

Photo: late June





Hardneck varieties of garlic produce a scape 
with a seed head on them about 1-2 months 
before the bulbs are ready to harvest. 

Each of the individual seeds or bulbils 
produced can be planted, as you would garlic 
cloves, to produce either a small bulb or a 
round (one solid piece of garlic) to be 
harvested the following season. 

Bulbils explained 



Planted from a 
bulbil

Planted from 
clove of seed 
bulb



Photo: late june



Photo: late 
June

Bulbil forming



Unique requirements

• Internal chill requirement must be met for the 
cloves to properly grow…if not, they will not 
separate-one big bulb at harvest (like an 
onion-unmarketable)

• Fall-planted garlic will obtain its chilling in the 
soil 



Planting

• Goal: fall root growth and earlier maturity.

If properly planted, cold temperatures will not 
hurt garlic.

Commercial plantings use cloves, not seed.



Timing for fall planting is important.

• Central Illinois- a late September timing is 
ideal through the end of October. 

• too early -too much tender top growth by 
winter; too late and not enough root 
development occurs





Soil requirements for garlic 

• High organic matter levels

• Good drainage. (A waterlogged soil will cause 
cloves to rot.)

• Prior to planting add about 1 to 2 pounds of a 
general analysis fertilizer (10-10-10) per 100 
sq. ft. Soil test for specific site 
recommendations.



Planting

Dibble planter
Water wheel marker

Hand planting
Single shank ripper

Plant cloves about 3-4 inches deep no matter what approach you 
use.



Planting

• Small plot-lay out planting rows 15 to 18 
inches apart.

• Separate individual cloves from the main bulb 
and plant them about 4 to 6 inches apart in 
the row.

• For ease of cultivation, many commercial 
growers use 30 inch rows with six inch spacing 
in-row



Planting

• As a general rule, the larger the clove, the 
larger the bulb will be at harvest.

• Cloves should be set with tip up, and 3 to 4 
inches below the soil surface. 

Cloves not placed correctly in seedbed result in 
unmarketable product.



Weed control is important

• Garlic is not a good competitor with weeds.

• Mulch the soil with straw or other organic 
materials soon after planting……or…..

Commercial production-consider interseeding
garlic into an oat cover crop. Plant oats August 
15 (Illinois).

Removing mulch??













December 3rd



30 inch rows into standing oat 
cover crop

Oats will winter-kill providing mulch cover.



Watering….don’t do it

• Only during drought-like conditions should 
garlic be watered. As bulbs approach maturity 
avoid any supplemental watering.  This can 
lead to rotting bulbs.



Pest considerations

• Garlic is susceptible to the same disease and 
insect problems as onions, such as thrips, 
onion maggots and bulb rots.

• Practice crop rotation (maggots) and scout 
accordingly.

Spinosad works (for thrips) by contact and by 
ingestion. While control via contact is highly 
effective, control via ingestion is 5 - 10 times 
more effective.



Management-scapes

• As flower shoots (scapes) form in late spring, 
be sure to cut them off. If allowed to mature 
to seed, they can reduce bulb size 20% or 
more.

• Young garlic scapes are considered a garden 
delicacy and can be sold.

• Remove just after initiation of 

curling.



Loosen soil with broad fork….



Harvest management

• Harvest garlic before the tops completely die 
down, preferably with 4 to 6 green leaves still 
attached. 

• Remove excess soil, but do not wash, and 
keep from direct sunlight if possible.



Curing

Lay the whole plants on screens or hang 
in small bunches to dry. 

Allow it to cure completely in a warm, 
well-ventilated room, but not in direct 
sunlight. 

Watch for rotting bulbs, remove these 
and increase air circulation if needed 
using a box fan. 





Harvest management

Curing will take about 4 to 6 weeks. After that, roots 
and tops can be trimmed, and outer dirty skins can be 
removed. 

Do not wash…bulbs will not store as well



Storage

Garlic cloves sprout most rapidly between 40 
to 50 F. and 65 to 70 % relative humidity. 

Relative humidity should be lower than for 
most vegetables because high humidity causes 
root and mold growth.

Keys for storage: cool, dry, and well ventilated. 



Variety selection

A few good varieties which have performed 
well in University of Illinois trials include 
"Spanish Roja" and "Carpathian“ which are 
both hardneck.

“Music” is very popular on small farms.



Voight, C.  
(2004) 
University of 
Illinois 





Market Opportunities

• Consumers are making the choice to use more 
garlic in their diets than ever before. 

• Increased consumer demand, has many 
market farmers and CSA’s now offering garlic 
as one of their standard, seasonal products. 

• Garlic fits perfectly into the small farm niche, 
benefiting both the grower and the local 
consumer.





Market considerations

• New crop Chinese garlic hits the U.S. mid-June

• Grocery stores sell softneck….yours will likely 
be hardneck

• Sell differentiation of product….varieties will 
be different locally than what is required for 
shipping overseas.

• Don’t try to compete with Asian growers….just 
make sure you can communicate how your 
garlic is unique.



Garlic Fests!!!!!

“A nickel will get you on the subway, but garlic 
will get you a seat.”


