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Growing by the Signs: The Timeless Wisdom of the Old
Farmer’s Almanac Planting Guide

For more than two centuries, gardeners have turned to a slim, yellow-covered book for advice on when
to sow their seeds, transplant their seedlings, and harvest their crops. The Old Farmers Almanac
Planting Guide is far more than a collection of dates and charts; it is a living tradition that blends
astronomical observation, weather forecasting, and folk wisdom into a practical system for growing
food and flowers. In an era of instant weather apps and soil sensors, this guide still holds a special place
in the hearts of growers who believe that planting in harmony with nature’s rhythms yields the
healthiest, most abundant harvests.

Whether you are a seasoned homesteader or a beginner digging your first vegetable patch,
understanding how to use the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide can transform your approach to
the garden. This article explores the history behind the guide, the science and lore that inform its
recommendations, and how you can apply its principles to your own backyard, no matter where you
live.

A Legacy of Celestial Timing

The Old Farmer’s Almanac was first published in 1792 by Robert B. Thomas, who believed that weather
on Earth was influenced by sunspots and other celestial phenomena. While modern meteorology has
largely set aside that theory, the almanac’s planting guide continues to rely on the moon’s phases and
the positions of the planets. The core idea is simple: just as the moon governs the tides in the oceans, it
also influences the movement of moisture in the soil and the sap within plants.

Generations of gardeners have noticed that seeds sown during certain lunar phases germinate more
quickly, that transplants set in the ground at particular times suffer less shock, and that root crops
harvested when the moon is in a specific sign store longer and taste better. The Old Farmers
Almanac Planting Guide codifies these observations into a system that anyone can follow, offering a
calendar of favorable planting dates for dozens of common vegetables, fruits, and flowers.

How the Almanac’s Planting Chart Works

Moon Phases and Their Influence

The most familiar part of the almanac’s system is the use of moon phases. During the new moon and
the first quarter waxing phase, the moon is growing brighter each night. This period is traditionally
associated with increasing energy and upward growth. Above-ground crops that produce seeds or fruit
outside the soil—think tomatoes, peppers, beans, squash, and corn—are best planted during these two
weeks. The logic is that the increasing moonlight and gravitational pull encourage leafy growth and
strong stems.

Conversely, during the waning phase from the full moon to the new moon, the moon’s light is
decreasing. This time is considered ideal for planting root crops such as carrots, beets, potatoes,
onions, and radishes. The energy is said to be drawn downward into the soil, promoting strong root
development. It is also a favorable period for transplanting, pruning, weeding, and harvesting crops
meant for long-term storage.

The Role of the Zodiac Signs

Beyond the moon’s phases, the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide incorporates the concept of
“gardening by the signs.” This element is rooted in an ancient belief that each sign of the zodiac
governs a different part of the plant or a specific type of growth. The almanac assigns each day a
“barren” or “fruitful” sign based on astrological calculations.

For instance, when the moon passes through a fruitful sign like Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces, or Taurus, it is
considered an excellent time for planting most crops. When the moon is in a barren sign such as Leo,
Virgo, or Gemini, the guide recommends focusing on weeding, tilling, or harvesting rather than sowing
new seeds. There are also “root signs” like Virgo and Capricorn that are particularly good for root crops,
and “flower signs” like Aquarius that favor blooming plants.

You do not need to be an astrologer to use this system. The almanac publishes a daily table that shows
the moon’s phase, its zodiac sign, and what gardening activities are best suited for that date. You
simply look up the crop you wish to plant and find the nearest favorable date in your region.

Regional Adaptations for Every Garden

One of the most practical features of the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide is its attention to
geography. A gardener in coastal Maine faces a very different growing season than one in the desert
Southwest. The almanac provides a series of regional planting calendars that adjust the recommended
dates according to your local climate and average frost dates.

When you consult the guide, you will first determine your region or use the almanac’s online tool to
enter your zip code. The resulting chart shows the best planting windows for more than two dozen
common crops, from asparagus to watermelon, tailored to your area’s first and last frost dates. This
regional specificity makes the guide useful whether you are gardening in the Pacific Northwest, the
Deep South, the Great Plains, or the Rocky Mountains.

By following the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide adjusted for your location, you can avoid the
common mistake of planting tender crops too early in the spring or starting fall vegetables too late. The
guide also accounts for regional variations in day length and temperature patterns, helping you make
the most of your local growing window.

Beyond Planting Dates: Practical Gardening Wisdom

Soil Preparation and Amending

The almanac’s wisdom extends beyond the calendar. A thriving garden begins with healthy soil, and the
guide encourages gardeners to test their soil pH and nutrient levels well before planting season. It
recommends adding organic matter such as compost, well-rotted manure, or leaf mold in the fall or
early spring, giving the soil time to integrate these amendments before seeds go in the ground.

When you follow the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide, you are also encouraged to practice
crop rotation. Planting the same vegetable family in the same spot year after year depletes specific
nutrients and invites disease. The guide suggests keeping simple records of where you planted
tomatoes, beans, cabbage, and root crops so you can rotate them to new beds each season.

Seed Starting and Transplanting

Many gardeners use the almanac’s moon-phase recommendations to time their indoor seed starting.
Starting seeds indoors six to eight weeks before the last frost date gives you a head start, especially for
long-season crops like tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants. The guide advises sowing these seeds during
a waxing moon in a fruitful sign for the strongest initial growth.

When it is time to move seedlings outdoors, the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide reminds you
to harden off your plants gradually. Exposing them to outdoor conditions for increasing periods over a
week reduces transplant shock. The best days for transplanting, according to the almanac, often fall
under a waning moon in a fruitful or root sign, as this encourages the roots to establish quickly in their
new home.

Watering, Weeding, and Pest Control

The almanac also offers guidance on routine garden chores. Weeding is best done when the moon is in
a barren sign and during a waning phase, as this is thought to make it harder for weeds to regrow.
Watering is most effective early in the morning, and the guide often suggests watering during certain
moon phases to reduce evaporation and improve soil absorption.

For pest control, the Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide recommends planting companion crops
that deter insects naturally. Marigolds planted near tomatoes can repel nematodes, while basil near
peppers may discourage thrips. Strong-smelling herbs like mint, sage, and rosemary confuse pests and
attract beneficial insects. The almanac’s planting chart includes companion planting notes to help you
design a garden that is both productive and resilient.

Embracing the Weather Wisdom

One of the most beloved sections of the Old Farmer’s Almanac is its long-range weather forecast. While
no prediction is perfect, the almanac claims an accuracy rate of around 80 percent, based on its own
secret formula involving sunspots, planetary positions, and historical weather patterns. The Old
Farmers Almanac Planting Guide integrates these forecasts into its planting recommendations.

For example, if the almanac predicts a wet spring for your region, you might be advised to plant in
raised beds or delay sowing until the soil dries out to prevent seed rot. If a hot, dry summer is forecast,
the guide may recommend choosing drought-tolerant varieties and mulching heavily. By paying
attention to both the calendar and the predicted weather, you can make informed decisions that
protect your garden from the most common seasonal risks.

The guide also encourages gardeners to observe their own microclimate. A south-facing slope warms
up faster in spring than a low-lying area, and a spot near a brick wall may stay several degrees warmer
on a cool night. Using the almanac’s general guidelines while adjusting for your specific conditions is
the hallmark of a skilled gardener.

Harvesting and Storage by the Moon

The Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide does not stop at planting; it also provides advice on when
to harvest and how to store your produce for maximum freshness. Many longtime followers swear that
vegetables picked during a waning moon in a dry sign (such as Aries or Sagittarius) keep longer in
storage because they contain less moisture.

For crops like winter squash, onions, and potatoes, harvesting after the tops have died back and the
skins have cured is essential. The guide suggests waiting for a stretch of dry weather and a favorable
moon sign before digging up root crops. Apples and pears are best picked in the cool of the morning
and stored immediately in a cold, dark place.

Even herbs and flowers are subject to the lunar calendar. Harvesting herbs for drying on a dry, waning
moon is said to preserve their essential oils and flavor. Cutting flowers for bouquets during a waxing
moon yields stems that last longer in a vase. These small rituals connect the gardener to the rhythms
of the natural world in a way that modern convenience often overlooks.

Getting Started with the Guide Today

You do not need to buy a printed almanac to benefit from its wisdom. The Old Farmer’s Almanac
website offers a free Old Farmers Almanac Planting Guide that generates personalized planting
dates based on your location. Simply enter your city, state, or zip code, and you will receive a
customized calendar for the current growing season.

For those who prefer a physical book, the annual edition is still widely available at bookstores, garden
centers, and online retailers. Each edition contains the full planting charts, weather predictions, and
dozens of articles on gardening tips, recipes, and folklore. Many gardeners purchase a new copy every
year just to stay current with the forecasts and to mark their own notes in the margins.

A Sample Planting Calendar (Adjust According to Your Region)

e Early Spring (4-6 weeks before last frost): Start seeds indoors for broccoli, cabbage,
cauliflower, and lettuce under a waxing moon.

e Around Last Frost Date: Plant peas, spinach, carrots, and beets directly outdoors during a
waning moon in a root sign.

» Late Spring (after last frost): Set out warm-season crops such as tomatoes, peppers, squash,
and cucumbers during a waxing moon in a fruitful sign.

e Summer: Plant beans, corn, and second crops of greens. Use barren signs for weeding and soil
management.

e Late Summer to Fall: Sow fall carrots, turnips, and kale. Harvest storage crops during a waning
moon for longer shelf life.

Common Questions About the Planting Guide

Is the moon planting system scientifically proven? While there is limited peer-reviewed research
on the topic, many gardeners report observable differences in germination rates, plant vigor, and
harvest quality when they follow the almanac’s recommendations. Whether the mechanism is
gravitational, electromagnetic, or simply the result of paying closer attention to timing, the tradition
has persisted for good reason: it works for countless growers.

Can | still use the guide if I live in an apartment and garden in containers? Absolutely. The Old
Farmers Almanac Planting Guide is just as applicable to a patio pot or a balcony box as it is to a
half-acre plot. Container gardening benefits from precise timing because the soil in pots warms up and
cools down faster than ground soil. Use the same lunar and sign recommendations for sowing and
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transplanting in your containers.



