Trellising & Pruning Tomatoes
Fresh tomatoes from the garden are a treat, but tomato plants need constant tending to keep
the foliage healthy and produce high-quality fruits. Keep up with pruning and trellising from
the time plants are small, and you’ll avoid a tangled tomato jungle later in the season!

Why trellis & prune tomatoes?


Keep the foliage & fruits healthy & clean: Tomato plants must be
supported to keep foliage and fruits off the ground. This will result in
healthier leaves, prevent rotting of fruit from soil-borne diseases, and
make the fruits easier to harvest.



Increase airflow and prevent disease: Foliage left on the ground or overly dense foliage
will always be moist -- ideal conditions for plant diseases. Supporting the plants and
removing some shoots will allow air to flow through the foliage, thus reducing disease and
resulting in healthier, more productive plants.



Larger & better-quality fruit: Pruning concentrates the plant’s energy in a few shoots, so
it can produce larger and better-quality fruit.

Trellising Tomatoes with a ‘Stake and Weave’ System:
A 'Stake-and-Weave' system is an excellent, low-cost option for keeping tomato plants
upright. All you need are sturdy wood or metal stakes (5-7' tall) and strong twine. See next
page for instructions.

Adding a second string in a 'Stake-and-Weave' system for tomatoes.
Figure credit: C. Sinclair, in Nitzsche et al. 2009 (Rutgers Cooperative Extension). Used with permission.

Trellising Tomatoes with a ‘Stake and Weave’ System, Continued:


Transplant tomatoes in straight rows with 18’’ between plants. Drive stakes 1' deep on
each end of a row of tomatoes and between every 2 - 3 plants. Use a mallet or postpounder to sink the stakes deep enough.



When the plants are 12-15'' tall, tie your first string about 8-10'' off the ground:
o

Secure the twine to a stake at the end of the row, then ‘weave’ it from one side of the plant
row to the other between each plant, keeping the string tight enough to support the
plants. As you go, place tomato leaves on top of the twine.

o

Loop the twine around the stake at the end of the row, then ‘weave’ back along the
opposite side of each plant to form ‘figure-eights.’ Each plant should now have twine on
either side of the stem, holding it upright. Secure the twine at the stake at the end of the
row, back where you started.



As the tomatoes grow, add strings to support the plants, each 6-8'' above the last.



Add strings only when plants are dry, to prevent the spread of bacterial diseases.

Pruning Tomatoes:


Remove the following foliage:
o

Remove ALL diseased leaves. This will slow the spread
of disease on the plant.

o

Remove ‘sucker’ plants selectively. These are shoots
growing between the main steam and a leaf. Leave the
first sucker below the first flower cluster, and remove all
below that (see diagram at right). This will leave 2
Pruning tomatoes.
main stems.
Figure credit: J. McQueen, in Cox 2015
(eOrganic). Used with permission.



Try to remove suckers when they are small (2-4
inches long). If they get large, use a garden knife or pruners to make a clean cut.

References:
Cox, B. 2015. Training Systems and Pruning in Organic Tomato Production eXtension Organic Agriculture
Community of Practice. Available at: http://go.ncsu.edu/TrainingTomatoes.
Nitzsche, P. et al. 2009. The Stake and Weave Training System for the Home Garden. Rutgers Cooperative
Extension Factsheet FS1102. Available at: http://go.ncsu.edu/StakeandWeaveTomatoes.
Prepared by M. Gregory, Community Gardening Coordinator, NC Cooperative Extension, Forsyth County Center. July 2017.
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Potato Aphids – attack Solanaceous crops

Cabbage Worms – cause large holes in Brassica leaves

Cabbage Aphids – attack Brassicas

Almost all crops are
attacked by some kind of
aphid.

Aphids

Solanaceous crops
(tomato, pepper,
eggplant, potato)

Brassicas (broccoli,
cabbage, collards, kale,
mustard greens, turnips,
etc.)

Brassicas (broccoli,
cabbage, collards, kale,
mustard greens, turnips,
etc.) are badly affected.

Crops Attacked

Insects

Insects Pests to Watch For

Use row cover to prevent
damage.
Hand-pick the worms.
If damage is severe advise a
garden leader to consider
spraying with Bt (organic
pesticide)
Hand-pick egg masses in
May – July (use tape to peel
off eggs)
Hand-pick larvae and adults.








Spray with insecticidal soap
(a few drops in a full spray
bottle of water) on the
undersides of leaves and
inside the heads of broccoli
and cabbage





What to Do
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Squash bug nymphs

Squash bug adult

Summer squash &
zucchini are most
susceptible.
Cucumbers and some
winter squashes can be
affected.
Butternut squash is
resistant.

Many crops







Cucurbit crops

Report signs of SVB to a
garden leader; we will likely
need to remove the crop and
plant something else as there
are no effective control
measures.



Hand-pick and drown in
soapy water. Do not squish
them in the open as this
releases chemicals which
attract more beetles.

Hand-pick nymphs & adults.





Hand-pick egg masses in
June – July (use tape to peel
off eggs). Scout the
UNDERSIDES of leaves!



What to Do

Photos (originals may have been cropped).  Cabbage aphids, Imported cabbageworm, CPB eggs, & Squash bug eggs: W Cranshaw, CSU, Bugwood.org.  Potato aphids: D.
Roos, growingsmallfarms.ces.ncsu.edu.  Diamondback moth, Cabbage looper, & SVB in squash stem: A. Sparks, UGA, Bugwood.org.  CPB larvae & Squash bug nymphs: B.
Watt, UME, Bugwood.org.  CPB adults: D. Cappaert, Bugwood.org.  Squash bug adult: G. Homes, CPSU, Bugwood.org  SVB close-up: Clemons – USDA CES, Bugwood.org.
 Japanese beetle & damage: M. Gregory, Forsyth CES.

Japanese Beetle

 SVB in a
summer
squash stem;
Note sawdustlike frass
around the
entrance hole

Squash Vine Borer -- plants wilt suddenly due to stoppage of water flow

Squash bug eggs



Summer squash &
zucchini are most
susceptible.
Cucumbers & winter
squash can also be
affected.

Cucurbit crops

Squash Bug


Crops Attacked

Insects
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Common Summer Annual Weeds in NC
Grasses:
Crabgrass

Foxtails (ex: Green Foxtail)

Goosegrass

Galinsoga

Jimsonweed
(POISONOUS)

Lambsquarters

Morning-glory

Pigweed

Smartweeds (ex: Lady’s Thumb)

Broadleaves

Photos (originals may have been cropped)  Crabgrass, Galinsoga, Goosegrass, Green Foxtail, Lambsquarters, Morningglory, & Lady’s Thumb: M. Gregory, Forsyth CES.  Jimsonweed: F. & K. Starr, Bugwood.org  Pigweed: S. Kanan,
Bugwood.org.
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Common Winter Annual Weeds in NC
Chickweed

Mat in fall

Hairy bittercress (Brassica)

Flowers in spring

Henbit deadnettle

Seedling in fall

Flowers in spring

Rosette & stalk in spring

Flowers in spring

Purple deadnettle

Shepherd’s Purse (Brassica)

Seedlings

Seedling in fall

Flowers in spring

Seedling in fall

Flowers in spring

Yellow Rocket (Brassica)

Seedling in fall

Flowers in spring

Photos (originals may have been cropped)  Chickweed, Hairy bittercress (seedling), Henbit deadnettle, Purple deadnettle,
Shepherd’s purse (rosette & stalk in spring): M. Gregory, Forsyth CES.  Hairy bittercress (flowers): L. Mehrhoff, UCT,
Bugwood.org  Shepherd’s purse (seedlings): S. Dewey, USU, Bugwood.org.  Shepherd’s purse (flowers): K. Rawlins,
UGA, Bugwood.org.  Yellow Rocket (seedling): J. DiTomaso, UC-Davis, Bugwood.org.  Yellow Rocket (flowers): J. Byrd,
MSU, Bugwood.org.
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Common Perennial Weeds in NC
Simple (reproduce by seed only)
Curly dock

Dandelion

Creeping (reproduce by seeds, stolons, rhizomes, roots, and/or tubers)
Bermudagrass

Field bindweed

Hedge bindweed

Pokeweed (POISONOUS)

Mugwort

Purple nutsedge

Yellow nutsedge

Photos (all Bugwood.org unless otherwise noted; originals may have been cropped)  Curly dock (foliage): A. White, USU.
 Curly dock (flowering): S. Dewey, USU.  Dandelion seedling, Field bindweed, & Purple Nutsedge: J DiTomaso, UCDavis.  Dandelion flower: R. Videcki, Doronicum Kft.  Bermudagrass: Pamela Trewatha, MO State University,
http://courses.missouristate.edu/pbtrewatha/ Midwest_Weeds.htm  Hedge Bindweed: T. Webster, USDA-ARS 
Mugwort, Pokeweed (seedling) & Yellow Nutsedge: M. Gregory, Forsyth CES. Pokeweed (plant): A. Bridgman, SC DNR.

http://www.clemson.edu/extension/hgic
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Harvesting Vegetables
A major reason for growing vegetables at home is
to produce crops of a higher eating quality than may
be otherwise available. For shipping and storage
reasons, many commercially-grown vegetables are
picked before they reach peak eating quality
(maximum flavor and nutrition). A home gardener
has a distinct advantage of harvesting a vegetable at
its peak quality. Knowing exactly when a vegetable
has reached its best eating quality can be difficult to
determine, especially for the first time growing a
particular vegetable.

Most seed catalogs and labels list days to maturity
for crops. While this may be a helpful tool,
especially when scheduling seed-starting dates,
succession crops, etc., it is not always reliable for
calculating precise harvest dates. There are many
factors that influence a harvest date, including soil
fertility, precipitation and temperature. As a result,
actual “days to maturity” may be different from
year to year. Therefore, a gardener needs to be
aware of the subtle clues that indicate a vegetable is
ripe for the picking. See the list below for tips on
harvesting some common vegetables.
Almost all vegetables are best when harvested early
in the morning. Overnight, vegetables regain
moisture that they lost during the day and starches
formed during the day may be converted to sugars
during the evening. These traits make morningharvested produce crisper, juicier and sweeter. If
you cannot harvest in the morning, produce should
be kept out of direct sunlight and cooled as soon as
possible to slow degradation. Vegetable quality is
highest at the moment of harvest and begins to
decrease rapidly afterwards.

Basket of vegetables picked at peak quality.
Cory Tanner, ©2010 Clemson Extension

Most vegetables attain their best eating quality
when allowed to ripen on the plant, but often this
peak quality is reached before the vegetable is fully
mature (i.e. cucumbers, squash, okra, sweet corn,
peas, and beans). As a result, many gardeners fall
into the “bigger is better” mindset and allow crops
to stay on the plant too long. For instance, novice
okra growers may leave pods on the plant too long,
opting for a larger product. However, okra pods
quickly become over-mature and woody, rendering
them inedible.

Be gentle with garden plants while harvesting
vegetables. If vegetables are not easily removed
when twisted or pulled, use a knife, scissors or hand
pruners. These tools help prevent tearing or
breaking of a plant which could lead to disease
infection. Also, be careful not to step on stems or
foliage of the plants while harvesting. Future
harvests depend on a healthy parent plant. Finally,
frequent picking is essential for prolonging the
harvest. A plant’s goal is to reproduce; therefore, if
its fruit are allowed to fully mature on the plant,
there is no reason for it to continue flowering,
which means fruit production will halt.

Storage times provided below are for freshly
harvested produce. Store-bought produce will likely
have shorter storage times due to the time between
harvest and being purchased in the store.

produce secondary florets in the stem axils after the
main head has been harvested. Broccoli can be
stored in perforated plastic bags for up to a week in
the refrigerator.

For more information on storing fresh vegetables,
see HGIC 3483, Selecting & Storing Fruits &
Vegetables.

Brussels Sprouts: Harvest sprouts when they are
firm and 1 to 1 ½ inches in diameter. Start from the
bottom of the plant and move up. Twist or cut
sprouts from the stem. Harvest all sprouts before the
first severe freeze. Sprouts can be stored in
perforated plastic bags for up to 3 weeks in the
refrigerator.

Harvesting Tips for Common Vegetables
Asparagus: Wait to harvest until the third year after
planting. Spears 6 to 8 inches tall are best and
should be cut or snapped off just below the soil
surface before the tips begin to separate. Cutting too
deeply can injure the crown buds that produce the
next spears. If the asparagus is allowed to get much
taller than 6 to 8 inches, the base of the spear may
be tough and will have to be cut. Asparagus can be
stored in plastic bags in the refrigerator for up to a
week.
Bean, Lima or Butter: Harvest when pods begin to
bulge and are filled (seeds just touching each other).
Open a few pods to check. Yellowing pods are over
mature. For tender limas, harvest when slightly
immature. Shelled beans can be stored in the
refrigerator for about a week.
Bean, Snap: Harvest while the pods are still tender,
before the enlarging seed can be seen through the
pod. Pods are ready when they break easily with a
"snap". To harvest beans, break off the stem above
the cap. Beans are best when used as soon as
possible after harvest, but they can be stored in the
refrigerator for a few days if cooled immediately.
Beet: Harvest beet roots when they are 1½ to 2
inches in diameter. Beets allowed to get larger than
2 inches in diameter may be woody. Tender greens
(6 to 8 inches long) may also be harvested and
eaten. Fall-planted beets should be harvested before
the first moderate freeze. Harvest spring beets
before hot weather (June). Beets can be stored in
perforated plastic bags in the refrigerator for up to 2
weeks.
Broccoli: Harvest when the main head is 3 to 6
inches in diameter and the flower buds are still
tightly closed. Cut the main stem about 6 inches
below the top of the head. Some varieties may

Cabbage: Harvest when the head is solid, firm and
has reached adequate size depending on the variety
and growing conditions. Once cut, move it out of
the sun as soon as possible. Cabbage will
"sunblister" and lose weight in direct sun. Cabbage
can be stored in the refrigerator for a month or
more.
Carrot: Harvest roots when they reach desired size
(typically ¾ to 1 inch diameter). Fall carrots, if
mulched, may be left in the ground and dug as
needed over winter. Otherwise, carrots with tops
removed can be stored for 4 to 6 months at 33 °F
and high humidity to prevent wilting. Carrots with
tops left on will not store as long.
Cantaloupe (Muskmelons): If, when gently pulled,
the fruit separates easily from the stem, it is fully
ripe and at its best eating quality. Also, surface
netting turns beige and the blossom end becomes
soft and smells sweet. If not consumed or cooled
soon thereafter, its quality will deteriorate. Some
honeydew varieties will not slip (separate easily
from the stem) but will become paler in color.
Cantaloupe can be stored in the refrigerator up to 10
days.
Cauliflower: For the cultivars that do not selfblanch (become white), tie up the larger leaves
when the head first begins to appear to exclude
sunlight from head. Harvest when head is firm, 6 to
7 inches in diameter and before curds begin to
separate, typically 10 to 15 days after tying leaves.
Leave a ruffle of leaves surrounding the head when
harvesting to prolong quality. Cauliflower can be
stored in perforated plastic bags for up to a week in
the refrigerator.

Chard, Swiss: Remove mature, outer (oldest)
leaves by cutting or breaking stems 1 inch above the
soil line, or harvest “baby” leaves for salads. May
be harvested continuously until flowering. Swiss
Chard can be stored in a plastic bag in the
refrigerator up to 2 weeks.
Collards: Flavor is improved after frost. Entire
plants can be cut when very young, half-grown or
full-grown. Tender leaves can also be harvested
from full-grown plants. Collards can be stored in a
plastic bag in the refrigerator up to 2 weeks.
Corn, Sweet: Harvest when the husk is still green
and the silks are dry and brown. Kernels should be
plump and tender. Sweet corn loses sugar from the
kernel rapidly at high temperatures. Pick in the cool
temperatures of early morning and cool the ears
immediately after harvest. Eat fresh as soon as
possible after harvest. Otherwise, store as close to
32 °F as possible in a moist environment. Sweet
corn can be stored under optimal conditions for
about five days, but will lose sweetness with each
day of storage.
Cucumber: Begin harvesting when cucumbers are
about 2 inches long up to any size, but before their
flesh becomes bitter, seeds harden or skins begin to
yellow. Pickling types should be harvested between
2 and 6 inches in length, while slicing and burpless
types are typically picked between 6 and 10 inches
long. Pick as frequently as necessary to avoid
oversized fruit and to encourage continued
production. Harvest the fruits by cutting stems with
a sharp knife or pruners. Store cucumbers in the
refrigerator for about a week.
Eggplant: The fruits of eggplant may be harvested
at any time after they have reached sufficient size,
but should be removed from the plants before the
flesh becomes tough and seeds begin to harden.
Fruit should be large, shiny and a uniform color.
The fruit is ripe when the side of the fruit is pressed
slightly with the thumbnail and an indentation
remains. Harvest the fruits by cutting stems with a
sharp knife or pruners. Eggplant will store in the
refrigerator for a week.
Garlic: Garlic is ready to harvest when the leaves
begin to yellow in early summer. Lift up the entire
plant by hand or with a spading fork, being careful
not to bruise the bulbs. Brush off the soil but do not

wash the bulbs. Cure in a warm, shady place with
good air movement. Hang in bundles or spread as a
single layer on screens or drying racks. Allow bulbs
to dry until the neck is dry and the outer skin is
papery, approximately 2 to 3 weeks. Remove tops
when dry. Store by braiding or tying several heads
together and hanging up or by cutting tops off and
placing bulbs in a mesh bag. Most varieties will
keep for 6 to 8 months in a well-ventilated, cool,
dry area.
Greens (Mustard, Turnip, Kale): Harvest entire
plants (or outer leaves for continuous harvest) when
leaves reach suitable size (6 to 10 inches long) and
before they start to yellow. Wash, dry and chill
immediately. Greens can be stored in a plastic bag
in the refrigerator up to 2 weeks.
Kohlrabi: Harvest when swollen stems are 2 to 3
inches in diameter. Larger stems may become tough
and woody. Cut off just above the soil line and trim
tops. Kohlrabi can be stored in a plastic bag in the
refrigerator for 2 to 4 weeks.
Lettuce, Head: Head lettuce is mature when leaves
overlap to form a head similar to those available in
stores. Harvest entire head by cutting stem near the
soil line before hot weather causes lettuce to turn
bitter and bolt. Store in the coolest area of the
refrigerator. Head lettuce can be stored for 2 weeks
under optimal conditions.
Lettuce, Leaf: Harvest entire head or individual
outer leaves before hot weather causes lettuce to
turn bitter and bolt. It can be used as soon as plants
are 4 to 6 inches tall. Bibb lettuce is mature when
leaves begin to cup inward to form a loose head.
Cos or Romaine is ready to use when the leaves
have elongated and overlap to form a fairly tight
head about 6 to 8 inches tall. Store in the coolest
area of the refrigerator. Leaf, Bibb and Romaine
will store as long as 4 weeks if the leaves are dry
when bagged.
Okra: Harvest when pods are 2 to 3 inches long. At
this stage the pods are still tender. Larger okra pods
tend to be tough and fibrous. Round-podded okra
varieties remain tender at larger pod sizes and are
good to use for slicing and freezing. Okra grows
very fast; therefore, it must be harvested every 2
days. Do not allow pods to mature on the plant
because this will inhibit flower production and thus

reduce total productivity of the plant. Handle okra
carefully because pods bruise easily. Okra can be
stored in the refrigerator for about 7 days.

immediately. Store unshelled peas in a plastic bag
in the refrigerator for about a week.
Pea, Southern (Crowder, Black-eye, Purple
Hull): Harvest Southern peas when the individual
seeds begin to swell in the pod, but before many
pods begin to lighten in color and dry out, as this is
the best age for shelling and eating. Southern peas
vary in maturity dates from around 65 to 125 days.
Experience is a good teacher for determining the
proper picking time. Immature pods may be picked
and broken into the pot as "snaps." Only the
youngest and most tender pods should be used in
this fashion. Fresh pea pods are very perishable and
should be quickly moved to a shady area and spread
out to avoid spoilage by heat. The harvested product
should be shelled and processed rapidly. Shelled or
unshelled peas can be stored in the refrigerator for
several days.
Pepper, Hot: Hot peppers may be picked green or
allowed to ripen and change colors on the plant.
Entire plants may be pulled and hung just before
fall frosts. Jalapeno peppers should be harvested
when the fruit turns black-green. Peppers can be
stored in the refrigerator for 2 to 3 weeks.

Okra pods are best when picked at 2 to 3 inches long.
Cory Tanner, ©2010 Clemson Extension

Onion, Dry Bulb: Harvest bulb onions when about
three-fourths of the tops have fallen over. Remove
tops by cutting 1 to 1½ inches above the top of the
bulb. Thoroughly air-dry bulbs in a shaded area
before storage. Store the dry bulbs in shallow boxes
or mesh bags in a cool, well-ventilated place. Ideal
conditions are between 45 °F and 55 °F and 50 to
60 percent humidity.
Onion, Green: Harvest green onions when tops are
6 to 8 inches tall and before flower stalks form.
Green onions can be stored in a plastic bag in the
refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

Using pruners, scissors, or a knife to harvest may be better for
some plants than breaking stems by hand.
Cory Tanner, ©2010 Clemson Extension

Pea, Garden: For shelling, pick when pods are firm
and feel full, but before pods begin to yellow. Taste
test for sweetness. Peas should be shelled and eaten
soon after harvest because quality declines rapidly.
For edible-podded types, harvest early and often
when pods are fully elongated (about 3 inches), but
before seeds are more than 50% of their full-size
(about a week after flowering). Wash and cool

Pepper, Sweet: Harvest sweet peppers when they
reach full size, the fruit walls are firm and the
peppers are still in the green or yellow state, or
allow them to ripen further for red or orange
peppers. The stems of pepper plants are brittle.
When harvesting the fruit, cut the stems instead of
pulling to avoid breaking branches. Varieties turn
from green to red, yellow or chocolate when
allowed to mature on the plant. Bell peppers can be

left on the plant to turn color; however, they should
be picked as soon as they change to the desired
color. Fully colored peppers are sweeter than green
peppers. Store peppers in plastic bags in the
refrigerator for 2 to 3 weeks.
Potato, Irish: Harvest potatoes after most of the
vines have died; a spade fork is useful for digging.
Handle as gently as possible during harvest. Avoid
damaging tubers when digging and avoid long
exposure to light. Leave the tubers exposed to the
sun just long enough for the soil to dry and fall off
(usually about 1 to 2 hours). Potatoes for use in
early summer ("new potatoes") may be dug from 2
weeks after flowering until the vines die. Dig early
potatoes when tubers are large enough to eat. Irish
potatoes can be stored in a dark, humid, wellventilated location at 45 to 60 °F for 2 to 4 months.

and remove the vines before digging. Be careful
while digging the sweet potatoes, as they are easily
damaged. Also avoid rough handling as they are
easily bruised. Sweet potatoes should be cured to
heal wounds and to convert some of the starch in
the roots to sugar. The optimal conditions for curing
are to expose the roots to 85 °F and 90 percent
humidity for one week. Few home gardeners can
supply these conditions, so they should place the
sweet potatoes in the warmest room in the house
(usually the kitchen) for 14 days. No curing will
occur at temperatures below 70 °F. After curing,
store the sweet potatoes in a cool location. Never
expose them to temperatures below 50 °F and never
refrigerate them. Temperatures below 50 °F will
result in off flavors and possibly rot the sweet
potatoes. Sweet potatoes can be stored under good
conditions for over 6 months.
Pumpkins: See Squash, Winter.
Radish: Plants develop very rapidly and roots will
be ready to harvest in about 3 to 4 weeks after
planting from seed. Check the plantings frequently
to prevent over maturity. Round red radishes should
be harvested before they are an inch in diameter.
Larger radishes will usually be pithy and have a
strong flavor. White radishes should be harvested
before they are about ¾ inch in diameter. Radishes
can be stored in the refrigerator for about 2 weeks.
Rutabaga: Rutabagas will get larger if they are
planted early enough. They can be eaten at smaller
sizes, but start harvesting them when they reach the
size of a softball (3 to 4 inches in diameter).
Pithiness and/or a very strong flavor can develop if
these crops are left in the ground during hot
weather. Also, do not leave them in the ground
during hard-freezing weather. Roots store well in
plastic bags in the refrigerator or in a cold root
cellar for several months.

Freshly dug sweet potatoes need to be cured before eating or
storing.
Cory Tanner, ©2010 Clemson Extension

Potato, Sweet: Harvest sweet potatoes when 30
percent are larger than 3½ inches in diameter.
Harvest before frost because cool soil temperatures
can reduce the quality and storage capacity of the
sweet potatoes. When harvesting, it is best to cut

Soybean, Edible (Edamame): Harvest when pods
are plump and fully filled, but are still bright green.
The harvest window is only a few days. Pick
individual pods or whole plants early in the morning
and chill immediately after harvest. Edamame can
be stored in plastic bags in the refrigerator for up to
2 weeks.
Spinach: Harvest dark green, tender leaves that are
3 to 6 inches long by picking individual leaves or

cutting leaves. Start by picking the outer leaves and
harvest the newer leaves as they reach the desired
size. Whole plants may be harvested by cutting just
above the crown (growing point). Remove the
petioles (leaf stems) if they are too large and
fibrous. Rinse then dry the spinach using paper
towels or a salad spinner. Store spinach in plastic
bags for up to 2 weeks in the refrigerator.
Squash, Summer: For optimum quality, harvest
while fruits are tender and still have a shiny or
glossy appearance. When growing conditions are
favorable, harvest the crop daily or every other day.
Harvest crookneck and straightneck varieties when
fruit is 1½ to 2 inches in diameter. Harvest zucchini
when fruit is 7 to 8 inches long and scallop types
when they are 3 to 4 inches in diameter. All of these
squash can be harvested at smaller sizes for extra
tenderness. Do not leave large fruit of summer
squash on the plant because this will inhibit the
development of additional fruit. Store summer
squash in a plastic bag in the refrigerator for up to 1
week.
Squash, Winter: Harvest mature winter squash
when they have very hard skins that cannot be
punctured with your thumb nail. In addition, the
fresh, bright, juvenile surface sheen changes to a
dull, dry-appearing surface. Harvest only solid,
mature pumpkins with deep orange color. Cut the
fruits from the vine (do not tear them), leaving a
generous stem. Be careful not to injure the rind or
break off the stem as decay fungi can attack through
wounds. Do not harvest or handle wet fruit or allow
harvested fruit to get wet. After harvest, wash with
soapy water to remove surface dirt. Then dip fruit in
a dilute chlorine solution of 4 teaspoons bleach per
gallon of water or wipe with a clean cloth dipped in
chlorine solution. Allow fruit to dry, but do not
rinse until use. Cure by maintaining storage
temperatures between 80 to 85 °F with 75 to 80
percent relative humidity for approximately 10
days. Store fruit at 50 to 55 °F and 50 to 75 percent
relative humidity with good ventilation. Under these
conditions, squash and pumpkins can last 8 weeks
or more.
Tomato: Pick fruit when it is fully vine-ripened but
still firm; most varieties are dark red, but many
other colors are possible depending on variety.
Harvested tomatoes should be placed in the shade.
Ripen immature (green) fruits at 70 °F. Light isn't

necessary for ripening green tomatoes. Green
tomatoes can be stored at 50 to 70 °F for one to
three weeks. Ripe tomatoes can be stored at room
temperature (70 °F) or in the refrigerator for 4 to 7
days. However, refrigeration can reduce flavor and
cause the tomatoes to develop a mealy texture.

Although they still have a little green, these tomatoes are
ready to be harvested. Finish ripening them at room
temperature.
Cory Tanner, ©2010 Clemson Extension

Turnip: Harvest turnip roots when they reach the
size of a tennis ball or larger (2½ to 2¾ inches in
diameter). Pithiness and/or a very strong flavor can
develop if these crops are left in the ground during
hot weather. Also, do not leave them in the ground
during hard-freezing weather. Roots store well in
plastic bags in the refrigerator or in a cold root
cellar for several months.
Watermelon: There are several indicators for
ripeness of watermelon. The vine tendril closest to
the fruit dies and turns brown when ready to
harvest. Also, the underside of the fruit will turn
from white to yellow. Finally, thumping a ripe
melon should give a dull thud as opposed to a
ringing, metallic sound when immature.
Watermelon can be stored at room temperature for
about a week or for 2 to 3 weeks in the refrigerator.
Sources:
1. Most information adapted from Clemson Extension HGIC
fact sheets.
2. De Long, Eric. 2001. Guidelines for Harvesting
Vegetables. Cornell Cooperative Extension of Chemung
County.
3. Evans, Erv, and Larry Bass. 1997. Harvesting Vegetables.
North Carolina Cooperative Extension Service, HIL-8108.
4. Gaus, Arthur E., Henry DiCarlo, and Rudy Zurowest.
Vegetable Harvest and Storage. U.S. Dept. of Ag. Fact
Sheet 8-13-1.
5. Westerfield, Robert R. 2008. When to Harvest Vegetables.
University of Georgia Extension. Circular 935
(Horticulture 3).

Prepared by Cory Tanner, Horticulture Extension Agent, Greenville County, Clemson University. (New 08/10.)
This information is supplied with the understanding that no discrimination is intended and no endorsement by the Clemson University
Cooperative Extension Service is implied. All recommendations are for South Carolina conditions and may not apply to other areas. Use
pesticides only according to the directions on the label. All recommendations for pesticide use are for South Carolina only and were legal at the
time of publication, but the status of registration and use patterns are subject to change by action of state and federal regulatory agencies. Follow
all directions, precautions and restrictions that are listed.

The Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service
offers its programs to people of all ages, regardless of race, color, sex, religion, national origin, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, marital or family status and is an equal opportunity employer.
Clemson University Cooperating with U.S. Department of Agriculture, South Carolina Counties, Extension Service, Clemson, South Carolina. Issued in Furtherance of Cooperative Extension Work in
Agriculture and Home Economics, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914
Public Service Activities

