
It’s Garlic Scape 
Season! 

Growing garlic has 
become much more 
common in recent years.   
It’s fairly easy to grow, 
but many gardeners are 
still unsure what to do 
with those gorgeous curly 
garlic scapes and just 
exactly when and how to 
harvest the garlic bulbs. 
Garlic scapes are the 
flower stalks that emerge 
from hard-necked 
varieties of garlic usually 
around mid-June. This is 
why most gardeners who 
grow garlic choose to 
plant hard-neck rather 
than soft-neck garlic – 
they get two harvests 
from the same plant – the 
scapes and then the garlic 
bulbs.  (They’re also much 
hardier and survive our 
winters much better!)   
The scapes grow straight 
up for a few centimeters 
and then curl once or 
twice before growing 
upward and blooming. 
You need to harvest 
before they bloom – many 
gardeners cut them when 
they’ve looped around 
and made just one 
complete circle. 

Different varieties 
produce scapes at 
different times, so if you 
love scapes, be sure to 
plant different varieties in 
the fall and you can 
stretch out the season for 
your scapes. It’s easy to 
recognize the scapes if 
you’re new to growing 
garlic.  They look a bit like 
green onions with a little 
bulb at the end that some 
people compare to a 
gnome’s hat. They are 
ready to harvest when 
they form a spiral. Simply 
cut the scape at the base 
where it comes out of the 
stalk– as low as you can 
cut it without damaging 
the leaves.  Small scissors 
or garden pruners work 

great – you can snap 
them off with your fingers 
but a good clean cut is 
better for the plant which 
is now going to send all its 
energy to the 
underground bulbs.    
Many gardeners wait too 
long and then they don’t 
like the scapes when they 
taste them, and stop 
growing garlic.   It’s really 
important to pick them 
when they are at their 
prime!   If the scapes have 
stopped curling and 
become straight, they’re 
past their prime. They’ll 
be tougher than a 
younger fresh scape and 
taste bitter. If you don’t 
cut your scapes and leave 
them on the plant, the 
bulbils turn into flowers 
and seeds. Even if you 
don’t intend to eat your 
garlic scapes, it’s still a 
good idea to snip them at 
the base of their stalk so 
that all the energy can go 
back into growing the bulb 
underground. And if you 
have nice plump scapes, 
it’s actually a good idea to 
hold them upside down in 
your hand as you cut 
them so that the garlic 
juice doesn’t drip out of 
the cut end until that end 
seals off a bit. If you 
harvest on a nice dry 
afternoon the cut stems 
heal up quickly. 

You can use the scape in 
so many different ways – 
type ‘garlic scapes’  into 
Google and you’ll find 
recipes for stir fries, 
omelettes, garlic oils, 
garlic mashed potatoes, 
or serving them grilled as 
a side dish (a bit like garlic 
green beans) with fish or 
chicken. 

After you cut the garlic 
scapes, you have about 
month or so until the 
garlic itself is ready.  
Knowing when to harvest 
can be tricky until you get 
to know your own little 

mini-climate in your 
garden and have some 
experience with the 
specific variety you’re 
growing.   Each garlic 
farmer has their own little 
tricks to know when to 
harvest, but in general 
they say to  look for two 
dead, dry leaves at the 
base of the plant, with a 
third leaf that is starting 
to die. Yes!  It’s that 
precise!   One grower 
offers this advice:   “The 
first leaf may be hard to 
see as it could be eaten up 
already by the soil 
bacteria. When it is time 
to harvest, there will still 
be plenty of green leaves, 
but don’t let this stop you. 
The reason for harvesting 
at the right time is 
because the bulb is 
wrapped with leaves. 
When a leaf dies, the soil 
bacteria eat it. This leaf 
will disappear not only 
above ground but also 
below.” 

The experts also caution 
that the method you use 
to harvest your garlic 
depends on the variety 
you planted. For Turban, 
Artichoke, and Silverskin 
varieties, you might want 
to use a pitch fork —being 
careful not to touch the 
bulb. Hardneck varieties, 
which most gardeners 
choose as their first type 
to try to grow can usually 
be gently pulled from the 
ground because the stalks 
are usually thicker and 
quite sturdy.  The key 
here is to be sure you 
mulch your beds really 
well in the fall as this 
helps to keep your soil 
more loose and makes 
pulling them easier. (It 
also keeps squirrels from 
digging up your newly 
planted bulbs.  They don’t 
like garlic, but they can’t 
seem to resist digging up 
anything that is in 
disturbed soil – hoping to 
find a yummy treat, so 

covering the soil with 
mulch usually keeps them 
away).  If you don’t mulch 
well, you might find that 
when you tug on the 
stalks that they snap off 
and the bulb remains in 
the ground.  If you start 
digging down there with a 
spade trying to get the 
bulbs out and you bump 
or bruise them, you’re 
going to significantly 
affect how long they can 
be stored. You want to 
pull them out with that 
nice outer skin attached.  
Try to keep your trowel 
away from where you 
think the bulb is and push 
it into the ground deeply 
so that you can get under 
the bulbs and give them a 
little push upwards to help 
get them out safely.  
Gently remove any excess 
soil, trying not to injure 
the bulbs.  Then lay them 
in the shade until you are 
ready to cure it in a cool, 
dry space. 

For the first few years that 
you’re growing garlic, you 
may wonder if you’ve 
started to pull them too 
soon if you are seeing that 
your garlic heads are 
quite small.  Even for the 
experts, this can be 
tricky!  They grow very 
rapidly just around 
harvest time, so it’s 
POSSIBLE that if you had 
left a small one, it might 
have been significantly 
larger just a few days 
later.  It’s likely worth 
pulling one or two more to 
see if they’re all small.  If 
they are, wait 2-3 days 
and pull one again to see 
if they’re more along the 
lines of what you were 
expecting.  But it’s also a 
sad fact that there are 
going to be a  few that are 
just going to remain small 
– maybe the bulbs you 
planted were a bit small or 
maybe they didn’t get 
quite as many soil 
nutrients. 



Once you’ve dug them, 
the bulbs need to be cured 
– much like onions.   They 
need to be dried out. You 
need good air circulation 
and a cool area to cure it.  
Don’t attempt to dry them 
in the sun!   You can make 
a simple drying rack by 
stapling some window 
screen over a wooden 
frame and placing that in 
a shaded garage or you 
can do the traditional 
hanging and braiding and 
store them that way once 
they’re dry.  If you make 
the drying rack, it will 
come in handy later in the 
season when you have 
herbs to dry! 

Once the garlic is dry, 
clean it very gently by 
removing any remaining 
dirt and one thin outer 
layer of dry skin and trim 
off the stalk and it should 
look just like what you see 
at the grocery store – 
except that yours are 
probably much bigger! 

 

 

 


