
Cover crop Photo Description

Buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum) 
Plant in Spring after danger of hard frost.  Grows quickly up 
to 24 inches. Small white flowers appear 5 to 6 weeks after 
germination. Attracts beneficial insects. Smothers weeds.  
Stores and releases phosphorus. Improves soil tilth.  Brittle 
roots and stems easy to cut up and till into soil. Cut before 
seed set to prevent reseeding. Can grow between Spring 
and Fall plantings (after Spring lettuce and before Fall 
broccoli or after pansies and before ornamental kale).Used 
in Potomac Overlook Organic Vegetable Demonstration 
Garden.

Cowpeas, Crowder Peas (Vigna unguiculata)
Plant in late Spring after soil has completely warmed. Frost 
sensitive. Fast growing in hot weather.  Withstands drought.  
High nitrogen and organic matter production. Can harvest 
peas before tilling plants into soil. Used in Potomac 
Overlook Organic Vegetable Demonstration Garden.

Crimson clover (Trifolium incarnatum)
Plant in Fall or Spring.  Not reliably winter hardy in Virginia.  
If planted in September, produces dense green carpet by 
midwinter. Fixes nitrogen and produces humus. Flowers in 
May or June with crimson flowers on 18 inch plants. Shade 
tolerant. Attracts beneficial insects.  Does not multiply with 
runners.  Easy to eliminate with tilling.  For a green manure, 
till into soil 2 to 3 weeks before planting.   

Berseem clover (Trifolium alexandrinum)  
Plant in early Spring or 30 to 45 days before first frost in 
Fall.  Not reliably winter hardy in Virginia.  One of the best 
nitrogen fixers.   Annual with ivory blossoms.  Height 18 to 
30 inches. Smaller leaves than crimson clover.  Till into soil 
before it goes to seed, 2 to 3 weeks before planting. 

Field Peas (Pisum sativum subsp. arvense)
Sow in late summer or early fall, alone or with rye.  
Excellent nitrogen source.  Hardy to 10 degrees.   Turn 
under in Spring . 

List continues on the next page

Best Bets
for Particular Uses

in the Mid-Atlantic

     

Tried and True Plants 
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Cover crops are often transition plantings to improve soil texture and 
fertility before establishing more permanent landscaping. They are 
frequently used in barren areas where soil is depleted, compacted, or 
eroded, but they can also serve as green mulch in beds. Many can store 
nitrogen in soil, which promotes the growth of later plantings. 
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Hairy Vetch (Vicia Villlosa) 
Plant in early Fall as a winter cover crop.  Excellent nitrogen 
source and very good soil builder.  Grows slowly in Fall, 
then rapidly in Spring, putting out purple flowers that attract 
pollinators.  Often grown with winter rye.  This combination 
ensures good ground cover over the winter and the rye 
allows the vetch to climb in Spring and make mowing 
easier.  Till under before it goes to seed to prevent it from 
becoming a weed.  

Winter Rye (Secale cereale) 
Sow August through late October as a winter cover crop to 
control erosion, add organic matter, enhance soil life, and 
suppress weeds. Extensive root system improves soil 
structure. Releases phosphorus and potassium and 
stabilizes excess nitrogen. Till under in Spring while still 
succulent for ease of tilling.   For more organic matter, may 
be mown and/or tilled until flowering, but before seed set.  
May mix with clover, peas or vetch.
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en.wikipedia.org.
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For more information about cover crops, visit the Virginia Tech website:  www.vt.edu
Search “Cover Crops. In particular, note these Virginia Cooperative Extension publications:
" Building Soil Organic Matter with Cover Crops by Regina Prunty
" Cover Crops (with a table of type, amount, timing of planting, and tilling)
! Building Healthy Soil
or visit www.sare.org and search for Managing Cover Crops Profitably, Third Edition published by 
the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) program, with funding from the National 
Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture
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