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Growing Cauliflower in the Garden

Cauliflower is a garden vegetable belonging to the Brassicaceae family, commonly

referred to as the mustard family. Cauliflower is also a “cole crop,” meaning it is a

cultivated variety of the species Brassica oleracea. Other commonly grown cole

crops include broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, collards, kale and kohlrabi.

The name “cauliflower” comes from

the Latin caulis and floris, which

translates to “cabbage flower.”

Nutritious and colorful (purple,

orange, yellow-green and white

varieties exist), cauliflower can found

in vegetable and ornamental gardens.

Cauliflower Site
Requirements

Cauliflower is a cool weather

vegetable, growing best with average

temperatures between 60 and 65

degrees F and no higher than 75

degrees F. Cauliflower is more

sensitive to heat than other cole crops. Prolonged periods of high temperatures or

drought can cause developing curds, the edible portion of the cauliflower, to be

stunted (called buttoning) or to bolt, which is when the plant flowers prematurely.

Cauliflower grows well in fertile, well-drained, moist soils with plenty of organic

matter. Mulching around plants will help keep the ground cool and moist. Cauliflower

has a shallow root system, so tilling near plants may cause harm. Provide consistent

and adequate water when needed; 1 to 1.5 inches per week is adequate if an equal

amount of rainfall does not occur.
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Mature cauliflower curd. Photo from

pixabay.com.

Soil pH should be maintained between 6.0 and 6.8 for optimum growth. A pH within

this range will maximize nutrient availability and discourage clubroot, a disease that

occurs most often when cauliflower is grown in more acidic soils, with a pH lower

than 6.0.

Suggested Cultivars

Many cauliflower cultivars suitable for Ohio

conditions are available. Select cultivars

based on desired curd size and color, self-

blanching ability, and season length. To view

a full listing of cultivars, search online for

Extension resources regarding cauliflower.

Common Ohio cultivars are:

Early Maturing: ‘Snow Crown,’

‘Fremont,’ ‘Montana,’ ‘Early White,’

‘Minuteman,’ ‘Cheddar’ (orange)

Midseason: ‘Snowball,’ ‘Andes,’ ‘White

Sails,’ ‘Apex,’ ‘Candid Charm,’ ‘Snowball Y,’ ‘Rushmore,’ ‘Amazing,’ ‘White

Passion,’ ‘Violet Queen’ (purple)

Planting Suggestions

Direct seeding of cauliflower is difficult, so seeds should be sown indoors 4 to 6

weeks prior to the desired transplant date. Optimal germination temperatures are

around 75 degrees F. After emergence, maintain the plants in temperatures around

60 degrees F and transplant to the garden when plants have four true leaves.

Transplants of healthy, established plants will encourage proper growth and

development.

Like other cole crops, cauliflower is frost tolerant in the spring, but mature curds are

not resistant to hard freezes, when temperatures dip below 32 degrees F for several

hours. While both spring and fall cauliflower crops can be grown, cauliflower is more

sensitive to hot weather than other cole crops. For a fall crop, set out transplants in

early to mid-July.

When planting cauliflower, space plants 24 inches apart in the row with 30 inches

between rows.

Fertilizing

Fertilizer and lime are best applied using the results of a soil test as a guide. Contact

your local OSU Extension office for information on soil testing. In the absence of a

soil test, 2 to 3 pounds of 8-16-16 fertilizer applied uniformly over 100 square feet of

garden area is suggested. Work the fertilizer thoroughly into the soil about 2 weeks

before transplanting.
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When transplanting, use a liquid starter fertilizer to encourage establishment. Apply 1

cup of starter solution to each plant, preparing the fertilizer according to label

directions. A sidedress nitrogen application of about 0.75 pounds of urea (46-0-0)

per 100 feet of row when plants are well-established (2 to 3 weeks after

transplanting) is desirable to produce a high-quality curd. Most gardens do not

require the addition of micronutrients such as boron, manganese or zinc unless

deficiency symptoms are observed.

Pest Management

Mulches can be used for weed suppression. Hand-pull or use shallow cultivation if

additional weed control becomes necessary. Be careful not to damage shallow roots

when performing cultivation near the row.

Principle disease problems are blackleg, black rot, clubroot and yellows. Many

disease problems can be minimized by practicing crop rotation throughout the

garden. Avoid planting any brassica (cabbage, broccoli, kale, kohlrabi, Brussels

sprouts, mustards, turnips, radishes, etc.) in the same area within four years. When

irrigating, avoid over wetting foliage and water early in the day to promote leaf

drying. Plant disease-free seeds or transplants.

Principle insect pests include the cabbage looper and imported cabbage worm,

cabbage root maggot, aphids, slugs, and flea beetles.  Caution should be exercised

when applying insecticides to protect beneficial insects that may be in the area.

Contact your local OSU Extension office for identification and control

recommendations for diseases and insects on cauliflower. Always read and follow all

label precautions and directions.

Clubroot causes roots to thicken and

distort. Photo by Robert Wick, University of

Massachusetts, Bugwood.org.

Aphids on a cauliflower leaf. Photo

by Russ Ottens, University of

Georgia, Bugwood.org.

Harvesting and Storage

Cauliflower curds need to be blanched as they mature. This protects them from sun

exposure resulting in a white, tender head. As cauliflower plants begin to mature

and the curd starts to form, gather together and tie the leaves over the curd with soft

twine, tape, or rubber bands. Blanching should be done when the curd is dry to
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Harvested cauliflower curd with

wrapper leaves. Photo from

pixabay.com.

prevent disease development. There are some “self-blanching” types of cauliflower

available where the leaves curl naturally over the curd when grown in cool weather;

however, some tying of the leaves may still be necessary, even in varieties of

different colors.

The cauliflower curd, like the broccoli head,

is actually a group of tightly clustered flower

buds. Harvest the curd when it reaches the

desired size (approximately 6 inches in

diameter) but before the buds begin to

separate. This will be about two months after

transplanting. When cutting the curd, leave at

least two wrapper leaves with the curd.

Cauliflower can be stored in a refrigerator for

up to two weeks. High humidity of at least 95

percent is necessary to prevent wilting.
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