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Careful intersowing or interplanting of an existing crop will effectively double 
your growing area and ensure significantly greater yields. Charles Dowding 
offers some practical examples

Step-by-Step Intersowing with lamb’s lettuce

Know-how

Double take!

I
ntersowing and interplanting 
are wonderful ways to increase 
harvests from the same area 
of ground. This is achieved by 
having the next crop establish in 

gaps between the first one for a few 
weeks while it is maturing. The first 
vegetable needs to be one whose 
leaves allow some light through, such 
as garlic and fennel, or one where 
regular harvests create space between 
plants, such as leaf lettuce. The second 
vegetable can then germinate and 
establish over a few weeks so that by 
the time first vegetables are removed, 
you already have established plants 
in place and the next vegetables are 
ready to pick that much earlier.

Soil matters
Best results come from a reasonably 
weed-free soil, so I would not use it 
if I were, for example, still mulching 
perennial weeds in the first year of 
new beds. But thereafter intersowing 
becomes simpler, especially when 
soil is not dug and thereby stays 
cleaner of germinating annual 
weeds, and you can make satisfying 
choices about which crops to sow 
and to sow between, and when.

It is important that soil is in good 



starting to swell. Because I had 
planted them ‘on the square’ in a 
diamond pattern, there was space to 
run a small ridging hoe between rows 
either along the bed or diagonally 
across. You can see in the photos I 
chose to have rows along the bed, 
30cm (12in) apart, and then I drew 
diagonal rows through some nearby 
French beans, which because of the 
cool summer were smaller than usual.

After sowing the lamb’s lettuce 
seeds in these rows, I carefully pulled 
soil back over them using the hoe 
(there is rarely room to use a rake when 
sowing between existing vegetables). 
You could also use a dibber to make 
small holes and pop seeds in. In a dry 
summer I would have used a can to 
water the drills before sowing.

Lamb’s lettuce is slow to establish 
and was quietly turning into small 
seedlings while the fennel bulbs 
swelled up and were then harvested, 
with all their leaves and stem 
removed but roots left in the soil. The 
dwarf French bean plants were also 
cleared by late September. Even as I 
was picking the fennel and beans in 
September, there was lamb’s lettuce 
only a month from being ready to cut. 
In fact, I left it until November and 
December, when other salads were 
scarcer. The variety ‘Pulsar’ (available 
from Tuckers Seeds: 01364 652233, 
www.tuckers-seeds.com) proved 
a winner with less tendency to go 
yellow with age than other varieties.

Beetroot between garlic
Garlic is one of the easiest 
vegetables to sow or plant between 
because its maturing leaves are so 
upright, allowing passage of hoes 
and rakes. Also, there is plenty of 
light around the leaves and stems of 
maturing garlic, so new seedlings can 
grow fast between them. Last year I 
sowed carrots and beetroot between 
garlic on June 8th, in extremely wet 
weather. Normally I succeed well 
with carrots sown like this but in 2012 
the seedlings were all eaten by slugs. 
However, other carrots sown nearby in 
open soil enjoyed good germination. 
This suggests that even garlic hosts 
more slugs than bare soil in wet 
conditions, when slugs need only a 
little extra habitat to breed more.

Despite this setback the beetroot 
came up well and was not worried 

heart. I find that a 5cm (2in) mulch of 
year-old compost or animal manure, 
spread in the previous autumn or 
winter, keeps soil fed enough that it 
can grow two healthy crops between 
March and November, just from 
the autumn composting. All the 
examples described in this article 
were grown like this, with no extra 
feeding or manuring for the second 
crop at any stage. 

Using organic composts and 
manures is effective and worry-free 
because they retain plant food for a 
long time, since their nutrients are 
nearly all insoluble in water, unlike 
most synthetic fertilisers. Some 
of the nutrients are used by a first 
crop and more are then available 
for a second crop. The first example 
that follows is even of three crops 
in the 2012 season, from the same 

bed, with no addition of compost 
or nutrients at any stage after the 
initial mulch in November 2011. The 
only time I would spread any extra 
compost in the summer, before a 
second planting, is if soil needed 
building up in a general way and if all 
the previous autumn’s compost had 
already been taken in by worms.

Lamb’s lettuce between 
Florence fennel
In 2012 I had great success with an 
August sowing of lamb’s lettuce 
between Florence fennel. The 
fennel was itself a second crop after 
harvests of cabbage and calabrese 
in June and early July. I sowed ‘Zefa 
Fino’ in mid-June and planted the 
modules in mid-July after clearing 
the brassicas. By mid-August the 
fennel were half grown with bulbs 

1 Drills are drawn between existing 
crops where space allows. I drew rows 

across or at a diagonal between my rows 
of French beans and Florence fennel in 
mid-August.

2 Soil that is in good heart is more than 
capable of supporting this additional 

crop. The seeds were sown thinly and then 
covered back over using a ridging hoe.

3 This picture shows the lamb’s lettuce 
emerging between the Florence fennel 

plants in September, which are nearing 
maturity as the bulbs swell.

4 And here you can see the tiny lamb’s 
lettuce seedlings between French 

beans. The seeds were sown diagonally 
across the rows using the ridging hoe.

5 The Florence fennel plants are  
carefully lifted as needed, leaving the 

roots in situ so as not to disturb the lamb’s 
lettuce. The same approach is taken for  
the beans.

6 With the fennel removed the lamb’s 
lettuce now has the additional space 

and resources it needs to itself reach 
maturity, as pictured here in November.

Double

Double up: Intersowing or 
interplanting (here winter salads 

among summer lettuce) will boost 
your total take

Get set: Drawing 
drills between 
fennel for lamb’s 
lettuce sowings

1 2

3 4

5 6
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by any pests. Sometimes I find 
that sparrows eat beet seedlings; 
possibly the garlic stems were giving 
protection at this critical phase, 
until the bulbs were harvested 
in late June, by which time the 
beetroot was three weeks old and 

well established. I 
grew mostly ‘Boltardy’, 
the roots of which 
were enormous by 
September. These were 
harvested throughout 
autumn and some were 
even stored.

Options of 
planting  
or sowing
An alternative to sowing 
an intercrop is to raise 
plants in modules for 
setting out when about 
four weeks old. This 
is easier than direct 

sowing if your soil has 
lots of weed seeds because young 
plants are easier to weed around 
than smaller, recently germinated 
seedlings. Furthermore, using plants 
gives a quicker turn-around when the 
removal of a first vegetable allows the 
module raised second vegetables, 
already a month old, to grow fast and 
offer quicker harvests.

As an example, any vegetables 
being picked over regularly for 
summer salad leaves, such as lettuce 
and spinach, can be interplanted 
from mid-June to early August with 
winter brassicas such as kale, savoy 
cabbage and purple sprouting 
broccoli. Then as the salads rise 
to flower and are removed to the 
compost heap you will already have 
well-established brassicas that grow 
fast after being given the extra space 
around them. I usually start picking 
kale ‘Cavolo Nero’ and ‘Redbor’ by 
September, from sowing in June and 
planting in early July between spring-
sown salads which are coming to the 
end of their harvests. 

Later lettuce, sown in June and 
being picked through July and 
August, can be intersown and 
interplanted with a range of autumn 
salads such as chervil, coriander, land 
cress, winter purslane, spinach, endive, 
oriental leaves, salad rocket and 
lamb’s lettuce. This is especially useful 
in late summer when decreasing levels 
of daylight and temperature make 
every day precious in terms of growing 
time. Intersowing and interplanting 

1 Early summer and garlic can be seen on the far left 
of the plot. Beetroot have been sown between the 

garlic plants. On the right are cabbage and calabrese.

Season-by-season progress

2 Mid July and the garlic has been completely 
harvested allowing the beetroot to grow on. The 

brassicas to the right have been replaced by module-
raised Florence fennel.

3 Late summer and the beetroot are ready for 
cropping while the Florence fennel is being 

harvested to allow intersown lamb’s lettuce to grow on.

mean earlier sowings are much more 
likely to succeed than those made a 
week too late.

Clearly clever doubling up of 
available ground like this makes 
good sense and has the potential to 
dramatically increase the total yield 
of harvests taken from your plot – a 
very tempting prospect indeed.

The open nature of 
garlic allows plenty 
of light for sowing 
follow-on crops 
such as beetroot

Kale among lettuce after planting in 
mid-July (top) and the same kale by 
October with many leaves already 
picked (above)


