
Cover Crop Cheat Sheet
Tuck your soil in for winter. Wake it up stronger in spring. This practical guide will help you transform your garden 
beds from tired, depleted soil into thriving, nutrient-rich growing spaces using nature's own regenerative powers.



Why Cover Crops Are Your Garden's Best 
Friend
Think of cover crops as a cozy blanket for your soil during the off-
season. While your main crops are resting, these hardworking 
plants are busy rebuilding your garden from the ground up. 
They're like having a team of tiny soil engineers working around 
the clock to improve your growing conditions.

Cover crops tackle multiple problems at once: they prevent 
precious topsoil from washing away during winter storms, 
suppress weeds that would otherwise take over bare beds, and 
actually improve soil fertility while they grow. It's like getting paid 
interest while your money sits in the bank 3 your soil gets better 
while you're not even using it.

The magic happens both above and below ground. Above, the 
green growth captures carbon from the atmosphere and protects 
the soil surface. Below, extensive root systems create channels for 
air and water while feeding beneficial microorganisms that make 
nutrients available to your future crops.

Key Benefits

Prevents soil erosion

Adds organic matter

Suppresses weeds naturally

Improves soil structure

Increases beneficial microbes



�  Legumes: Nature's Nitrogen Factories

Red Clover
A perennial powerhouse that can fix 
up to 150 pounds of nitrogen per 
acre. The deep taproot brings up 
nutrients from lower soil layers, 
while the flowers attract beneficial 
insects all season long.

Field Peas
Cool-season champions that thrive 
in spring and fall. They produce 
edible shoots you can harvest for 
salads while still getting the soil 
benefits. Plus, they're excellent 
companions for grasses.

Hairy Vetch
The overachiever of legumes, fixing 
the most nitrogen of any cover crop. 
Its vigorous growth smothers 
weeds, and the dense mat of 
vegetation breaks down into rich 
organic matter.

Legumes have a secret partnership with soil bacteria called rhizobia. These microscopic helpers live in nodules on 
the plant roots and literally pull nitrogen from the air, converting it into a form plants can use. When you cut down 
legume cover crops in spring, all that captured nitrogen becomes available to your vegetable plants 3 it's like 
getting free fertilizer that's perfectly organic and slow-releasing.

D  Pro Tip: Plant legumes after heavy feeders like tomatoes, peppers, or corn to restore the nitrogen these 
crops depleted during the growing season.



�  Grasses: The Soil Structure Specialists
Grass cover crops are the workhorses of soil improvement, and they're incredibly forgiving for beginning 
gardeners. Their extensive, fibrous root systems create a living web throughout your soil that dramatically 
improves its physical structure. Think of grass roots as nature's rototiller 3 they create countless tiny channels that 
allow air, water, and future plant roots to move freely through the soil.

Winter Rye
The most cold-hardy option, 
surviving temperatures down to 
-30°F. It grows quickly in fall and 
resumes growth in early spring. 
The dense root system is 
unmatched for preventing 
erosion on slopes.

Oats
Perfect for beginners because 
they winter-kill in most 
climates, meaning no spring 
management needed. They 
decompose quickly, releasing 
nutrients just as warm-season 
crops need them.

Annual Ryegrass
Establishes quickly and 
produces massive amounts of 
organic matter. Excellent for 
areas with heavy foot traffic 
since it handles compaction 
better than other covers.

The beauty of grass cover crops lies in their simplicity. Broadcast the seed over prepared soil, rake lightly to ensure 
good soil contact, and let nature take over. They're particularly valuable if you have clay soil that becomes brick-
hard when dry or sandy soil that doesn't hold nutrients well. The organic matter they add acts like tiny sponges, 
helping clay soils drain better while helping sandy soils retain moisture and nutrients.



�  Brassicas: The Deep Soil Renovators

Nature's Subsoilers

Brassica cover crops are like having a 
construction crew working on your soil's 
foundation. Their powerful taproots punch 
through compacted layers that conventional 
tillage can't reach, creating permanent channels 
for water infiltration and root growth.

Tillage radishes (also called daikon radishes) can 
penetrate 6-8 feet deep, while oil seed radishes 
work the top 2-3 feet intensively. These "bio-
drills" literally restructure your soil profile 
without any mechanical equipment.
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Penetration

Taproots drive deep through hardpan layers
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Extraction

Roots pull up nutrients from deep soil layers
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Decomposition

Roots rot in place, leaving permanent channels
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Improvement

Water and future roots follow these pathways

But brassicas offer more than just physical soil improvement. Plants in the mustard family produce natural 
compounds called glucosinolates that act as biological fumigants when they decompose. These compounds help 
suppress soil-borne diseases and pest nematodes 3 it's like getting a gentle, organic soil treatment that won't harm 
beneficial organisms.

Mustard varieties are particularly effective for this biofumigation effect, while turnips and radishes focus more on 
soil structure improvement. Many gardeners plant a mix to get both benefits. The key is timing 3 plant brassicas 6-
10 weeks before your first hard frost so they have time to establish good root systems before winter dormancy.



�  Buckwheat: The Speed Demon
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Week 1
Seeds germinate rapidly in warm soil
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Week 3
Plants begin flowering, attracting 

pollinators
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Week 6
Full bloom provides maximum 

pollinator benefit
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Week 8
Ready to terminate before seed 

production

When you need quick results, buckwheat is your go-to cover crop. This remarkable plant can go from seed to 
flower in just three weeks under ideal conditions, making it perfect for filling gaps between main crops or covering 
soil during short windows in your planting schedule. It's particularly valuable for summer cover cropping when 
you have a bed free for 6-10 weeks between spring and fall plantings.

Buckwheat's superpower lies in its ability to scavenge phosphorus from soil sources that other plants can't access. 
It has special root exudates that dissolve bound phosphorus compounds, making this essential nutrient available 
not just for itself but for future crops as well. When the plant decomposes, all that captured phosphorus becomes 
available in an easily absorbed form.

Why Gardeners Love Buckwheat

Establishes in just 3-4 days

Flowers attract beneficial insects

Suppresses weeds through rapid growth

Improves phosphorus availability

Easy to terminate by mowing

Adds quick organic matter

The delicate white flowers are magnets for beneficial 
insects including native bees, hover flies, and 
predatory beetles that help control garden pests 
naturally.



Which Cover Crop Is Perfect for Your 
Garden?

Need More Fertility?
Choose legumes like clover, field peas, or hairy 
vetch. These nitrogen-fixers will naturally fertilize 
your soil, reducing your need for external inputs 
while building long-term soil health.

Best for: Gardens following heavy feeders, new 
gardens with poor soil, organic growers wanting 
natural fertilization.

Want to Stop Erosion?
Go with grasses like winter rye, oats, or annual 
ryegrass. Their dense, fibrous root systems hold 
soil in place while adding substantial organic 
matter.

Best for: Sloped areas, sandy soils, gardens with 
erosion problems, areas with heavy rainfall.

Struggling with Hard Soil?
Brassicas like radishes, mustard, and turnips are 
your friends. Their powerful taproots break 
through compacted layers that machinery can't 
reach.

Best for: Clay soils, areas with foot traffic, gardens 
with hardpan layers, beds that need deep 
renovation.

Short on Time?
Buckwheat gives quick results, establishing rapidly 
and providing immediate soil cover while 
attracting beneficial insects to your garden 
ecosystem.

Best for: Summer gaps between crops, quick soil 
improvement projects, gardens needing pollinator 
support, beginners wanting fast success.

�  Mix and Match: Many experienced gardeners plant cover crop cocktails combining 2-3 different types 
to get multiple benefits. Try winter rye with crimson clover, or radishes with field peas for a powerhouse 
combination!



Planting and Managing Your Cover Crops

Timing is Everything
Plant cover crops immediately after harvest while 
soil moisture is still good. For winter covers, aim for 
6-8 weeks before first hard frost. Summer covers 
can go in anytime soil temperature is above 50°F.

Seeding Simplified
Most cover crop seeds can be broadcast by hand 
over lightly cultivated soil. Rake gently to ensure 
seed-to-soil contact, then water if rain isn't expected 
within 2-3 days. Don't overthink it 3 these plants 
want to grow!

Spring Termination
Cut down cover crops 2-3 weeks before planting 
your main crops. You can mow, use a string 
trimmer, or even hand-cut small areas. Leave the 
roots in place 3 they'll decompose and feed soil 
organisms.

No-Till Integration
After cutting, let the residue decompose on the 
surface for 2-3 weeks, then plant directly through 
the organic mulch. This no-till approach preserves 
soil structure and feeds beneficial microbes.

The beauty of cover crops lies in their simplicity. Unlike vegetable gardening with its precise spacing and constant 
attention, cover crops are remarkably forgiving. They'll grow in less-than-perfect conditions and still provide 
significant benefits. Even a partially successful cover crop stand will improve your soil more than leaving it bare.

Water management is usually minimal since you're planting during naturally moist seasons. However, if you're 
planting during dry periods, a light watering every few days until germination will ensure good establishment. 
Once established, most cover crops are quite drought-tolerant.



Common Cover Crop Combinations That 
Work

The Classic Mix
Winter Rye + Crimson Clover

Combines nitrogen fixation with excellent ground 
coverage. The rye provides structure while clover 

adds fertility. Plant 60 lbs rye + 20 lbs clover per acre.

The Soil Builder
Tillage Radish + Field Peas

Radishes break up compaction while peas add 
nitrogen. Perfect for clay soils that need both 
structure and fertility improvements.

The Summer Special
Buckwheat + Sunflower

Fast establishment with maximum pollinator 
attraction. The sunflowers add height diversity while 

buckwheat covers the soil surface completely.

The All-Purpose Blend
Oats + Red Clover + Mustard

Covers all the bases: nitrogen fixation, organic 
matter, and natural pest control. The oats winter-kill 
naturally for easy spring management.

Mixing cover crops creates more diverse soil biology and provides insurance against weather extremes or pest 
problems that might affect a single species. The key is balancing seeding rates so no single species dominates 
completely. Start with proven combinations and adjust based on your specific soil conditions and goals.

When creating your own mixes, consider maturity timing, growth habits, and termination methods. Avoid 
combinations where one species will completely outcompete others 3 you want diversity, not a monoculture that 
happened to start as a mix.
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Your Cover Crop Success Action Plan
1 Start Simple This Season

Choose one cover crop type that matches your 
biggest soil challenge. Don't try to solve 
everything at once 3 success with one cover crop 
will give you confidence to experiment with 
others next year.

2 Plan Your Timing
Mark your calendar now for cover crop planting 
dates. For most regions, this means late August 
through September for winter covers, or late 
spring for summer plantings. Good timing makes 
the difference between success and 
disappointment.

3 Source Quality Seed
Buy cover crop seed from reputable suppliers 
who can provide germination rates and purity 
information. Fresh seed germinates better and 
gives you the best return on your investment.

4 Keep Records
Note what you plant, when you plant it, how it 
performs, and what you observe. These records 
become invaluable for planning future seasons 
and fine-tuning your approach.

Remember, cover crops are one of the most cost-effective improvements you can make to your garden. A $20 
investment in seed can transform hundreds of square feet of soil, providing benefits that last for years. The key is 
getting started 3 even imperfect cover cropping beats bare soil every time.

D  Final Tip: Plant after harvest. Let grow through winter. Chop down in spring and leave the roots in 
place for maximum soil health. Your future plants (and your back) will thank you for building soil the 
natural way!

Design a Life You Love 3 and let that life include the deep satisfaction of nurturing soil that gets better every year. 
Cover crops aren't just about better vegetables; they're about becoming a true steward of the land beneath your 
feet.


