
How To: Harvesting Produce
This chart offers harvesting instructions for common produce. Additionally, find the days to maturity, in a seed catalog or 
online, for each of your crop varieties. Days to maturity indicates the average amount of time after planting until the crop 
is ready to harvest. 
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Crop Harvest Instructions Harvest Tool

Asparagus
Full harvest begins in the asparagus bed’s third year. Once spears are about 8" 
tall, bend until the spear snaps. Harvest for a six week period, then let spears/
ferns grow for the rest of the season.

Hand

Bean,  
Dry

When pods turn brown and leathery, pull pods or plants and bring inside. When 
shells are brittle, break open.

Hand

Bean,  
Green

Pull beans from the plant just as pods begin to swell with seeds. Harvest thoroughly 
and regularly to encourage extended production.

Hand

Beet Grasp leaves by roots and pull from the ground when beets are 1.5-3" in diameter. Hand

Blackberry Pull gently on plump, darkly colored berries. They should separate from the  
plant easily.

Hand

Blueberry Pull gently when berries are dark blue and separate easily from the plant. Hand

Broccoli
Cut stem 6" below the central flower head to remove. Green flower buds should be 
swelling but the head still firm. Most plants will continue to produce smaller side 
shoots which should be harvested regularly.

Knife

Brussels Sprout
When the lower sprouts are ½" in diameter, pinch out the rosette of several small 
leaves at the top of the plant. After about 4 weeks, all of the sprouts will be fully 
formed and can be pulled from the plant.

Hand

Cabbage When the head is firm to the grasp, cut it from the plant. Knife

Carrot When the carrot tops are about a foot high and the roots develop deep coloring,  
loosen the soil and pull from the ground. 

Spading Fork  
or Trowel

Cauliflower
When head begins to develop, gather outer leaves over the head and tie with string 
to preserve white curd color. Cut 6" below the base of the head when it is desired 
size and curds are still firm.

Knife

Corn, Sweet When the silks extending out the tip of the ear turn brown and begin to dry, pull 
ears downward from the stalk. They will snap off. 

Hand

Cucumber
Mature cucumbers should look full but not puffy. Snip from the plant, leaving an 
inch of stem on the cucumber. Harvest thoroughly and regularly to encourage 
extended production.

Garden Scissors

Eggplant
As the fruits reach mature size, look for a glossy sheen on the skin. (If it is dull, it 
is overripe.) Clip the woody stem about an inch from the fruit. Note that eggplant 
plants may have spines.

Garden Scissors

Garlic

In late June or early July, harvest when the plant’s 3-4 lowest leaves are yellow 
or brown and wilted. The top 5-6 leaves will still be green. Use a spading fork to 
undermine the garlic and loosen the soil. Pull, brush off clumps of soil, and dry in a 
dark, well ventilated location.

Spading Fork

Grape When fully ripe, grapes develop a whitish coating. Taste one for sweetness, and look 
for the seeds to have changed from green to brown.

Hand

Kale, Chard,  
Collards

When plants are about a foot tall, begin harvesting the outer leaves, leaving the 
smaller central leaves to grow. To harvest, grasp the bottom of a leaf and pull 
downward on it, twisting away from the main stem.

Hand

Leeks When stems have reached at least 1" diameter, undermine with a spading fork and 
pull leeks from the loosened ground. 

Spading Fork

Lettuce,  
Head

Harvest lettuce in the morning/evening or during cool weather. When the head  
is full and firm, cut the stem at ground level. Lettuce that develops a seed stalk 
tastes bitter.

Knife
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Crop Harvest Instructions Harvest Tool

Melon,  
Rough Skinned

Tug lightly on the melon – it will slip from the vine when it is ripe. Also, look 
for the rind color to change, and sniff for a sweet aroma.

Hand

Melon,  
Smooth Skinned

Find the tendril nearest the point on the vine where the fruit stem attaches. When it 
is browning/dead, the melon is ripe. Cut the stem about an inch from the fruit.

Garden Scissors

Okra Clip pods from the plant when they are 3-4" long. Harvest thoroughly and regularly 
to encourage extended production. Wear gloves to protect hands from spines.

Garden Scissors

Onion
For storage: when the onion tops have fallen over, pull the onions from the ground 
and allow to dry in the sun for at least a week before removing tops. For fresh  
eating: pull anytime. 

Hand

Pea When the peas fill out the pod, but before it becomes white and tough, pull from the 
vine. Harvest thoroughly and regularly to encourage production. 

Hand

Pepper,  
Bell

Most peppers begin green, then ripen to a mature color. (Peppers can be eaten in the 
green stage.) When desired size and color, cut the fruit from the stem, leaving about 
1" of stem attached.

Garden Scissors

Popcorn When husks have dried and kernels are hard and glossy, pull ears from stalk. Husk 
and hang to dry for up to six weeks before storing.

Hand

Potato After foliage has died back but before the first frost, carefully dig potatoes from the 
ground. Place in a cool, dark place to dry before storing.

Spading Fork

Radish & Turnip When roots reach 1" (radish) – 2" (turnip) diameter, grasp leaves directly above root 
and pull from ground. Turnips can reach larger diameters before harvest.

Hand

Raspberry Mature raspberries are firm, deeply colored, and easily removed from the canes. The 
white center portion should remain on the cane.

Hand

Rhubarb
When the stalks have reached about 1" in length, pull and slightly twist them to 
remove. Harvest only a third of the plant at a time and discontinue harvest by July 4, 
allowing it to grow undisturbed.

Hand

Salad Mix When the salad mix is 4-6" tall, cut the top 2-4" and leave the bottom 2" to regrow. 
Harvest every 1-2 weeks until bitter.

Knife or  
Garden Scissors

Scallions/ 
Green Onions

When scallions have reached ¼"-1/2" in diameter, loosen soil and pull. Spading Fork or 
Trowel

Squash,  
Summer

Summer squash is best when young, small-medium size, and skins are tender. Cut stems 
about 1" from fruit. Be careful not to damage/scratch.

Knife

Squash,  
Winter

When stem is drying and skin is hardening but before a heavy frost, cut stems about 
1" from fruit. For storage: cure harvested squash in the sun for 5-7 days.

Garden Scissors

Spinach When leaves reach desired size, cut or snap them off near the base of the plant. Hand, Knife, or 
Garden Scissors

Strawberry Pinch the stems of fully red berries (no green or white on their tips). Hand

Sweet Potato Before the first frost, identify the center of the plant and undermine, loosening the 
soil. Pull the sweet potatoes from the ground.

Spading Fork

Swiss Chard When they reach the desired size, cut the outer leaves near the base of the plant. Knife

Tomato When the tomato has softened and the color is deep and consistent, gently pull the 
fruit from the plant.

Hand

Zucchini Zucchini is best when young, small-medium size, and skins are tender. Cut stems 
about 1” from fruit. Be careful not to damage/scratch.

Knife


