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How to 
Grow Leaf Lettuce 

Planting

Lettuce can be started from seed or from plants. 
Some gardeners like to direct seed their lettuce 
but many prefer to start transplants and 
then move them into the garden after 
they get off to a good start.

Lettuce seed germinates best in 
moderate to cool temperatures with 
soil temperatures of 75 degrees being 
about ideal. The seeds are small and 
flat so some seed companies now 
offer palletized seed for easier more 
accurate seeding and germination. 
Lettuce seed won’t germinate well if buried too deep so cover them with about 1/4 
inch of light sand or screened compost. Press them lightly on the surface to firm soil 
or growing media against the seed and then mist them well to thoroughly moisten. 
One mistake many gardeners make when direct seeding lettuce out in the garden is 
to not prepare a fine textured, smooth seed bed. Scattered into chunky, crusty soil 
lettuce seed will seldom make a good stand.

Keep the seeds moist until they sprout and get off to a good start. If a seed dries out 
at any time during the germination process it will die. If you start seed outdoors it 
helps a lot to place a row cover fabric over the seed row, suspended to prevent the 
row cover from getting pressed into the soil surface with watering or rains. The row 
cover helps to keep the seeds from drying out quickly in the sun and drying wind.

Remove the cover to water the seeds once or twice a day to keep them moist. Use a 
mister nozzle on the water hose to prevent blasting the seeds away.

11



) 888 246 5233
Todd's Seeds, 46495,

Humboldt Dr. Novi, Mi 48377

22

Gardeners often tend to plant more lettuce than they need. Think about it. How many 
heads or plants of leaf lettuce do you eat a week? Plant enough to last a couple of 
weeks and a few extras to allow for some that won’t make it. Scatter the seeds one half 
to an inch apart. It is really easy to plant them too thick. Then when you try to thin 
the seeds it’s difficult not to do significant damage to the remaining plants.

I seed leaf lettuce across my wide garden beds in rows about 12 to 14 inches apart, 
putting about 15 seeds per foot with the plan to thin them later once I can assess 
the stand. If I’m setting out transplants a spacing of 6 inches is about right. Cos or 
Romaine types are often larger and can be set out 8 to 10 inches apart in rows 16 to 
20 inches apart. If you are growing a patch of lettuce to “mow” or harvest young with 
scissors you can forgo the rows, scatter seed more densely over the area, and not thin 
nearly as much.

When the plants have two or three true leaves thin them to about 4 to 6 inches apart. 
If you like you can leave them at about 3 to 4 inches and plan on removing every other 
one later in an early harvest, allowing the rest to grow on to full size.

I prefer transplants to direct seeding. Out in the garden it is difficult to control growing 
conditions and germination is often erratic and the resulting stands poor. By starting 
your own seeds you can get them off to a good start in ideal conditions and then 
transplant the right number of young growing plants out into the garden.

In winter start the seedlings by a bright window or beneath florescent lights. After 
they get their first true leaf move them to a bright outdoor location on mild sunny 
days. That way they will grow into stocky, strong plants.

In fall start the seedlings in the outer shade of a large tree or beneath the eaves of your 
home so they will receive good light but be protected from the hot sun. Use a row 
cover to slow drying and improve germination. When the seedlings start to get true 
leaves, gradually move them into more light beginning with the early morning sun.
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By the time your early fall planted seeds are ready to go out into the garden the 
weather should be cooling off enough for them to take right off. Winter started 
transplants are also hardened off by their increasing exposure outdoors during a 
time when seedlings in the garden would have struggled with the erratic cold snaps 
of a Texas winter. Either way you’ll be off to a good head start compared to direct 
seeded lettuce.

Stagger your plantings about 2 weeks apart to keep fresh lettuce coming on through 
the season. Lettuce prefers cool growing conditions for best growth and quality. 
When the weather heats up in spring the quality declines rapidly. The leaves become 
bitter and the plants begin to “bolt” as the stem elongates into a tall bloom stalk.

Leaf lettuce varieties take about 40 days from seeding to harvest while head types 
may take 70 days. This is another reason the head types are more of a challenge.

To get more from your garden space, consider interplanting your lettuce with slower 
maturing crops. Cabbage is slow to mature and makes a good interplanted vegetable 
with the fast maturing lettuce varieties in the fall. In spring you can start setting 
tomato transplants in where lettuce plants are being harvested to make double use 
of the bed area.

Another option is to include lettuce in ornamental beds. The colorful leaf types are 
downright pretty and make a great addition to any bed. Lettuce can even be grown 
in containers as long as the soil volume is at least one gallon. Larger containers are 
even better.
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Plant Care

Lettuce performs best if you keep it growing well with 
adequate soil moisture and moderate fertilization. Water 
transplants in with a dilute solution of soluble fertilizer 
according to label instructions. Repeat this application 
twice weekly for a couple of weeks to ensure the new 
plants are off to a good start.

A light application of dry fertilizer when the plants 
have been in about two weeks should take them on through their 
harvest time. Sprinkle one half cup of a 3-1-2 or 4-1-2 ratio fertilizer per 10 foot of 
planting row. Then lightly scratch it into the surface and water it in well.

Lettuce is shallow rooted so avoid deep cultivation. Stay ahead of weeds so you don’t 
disturb the lettuce plants later when removing large competing weeds. Light, shallow 
cultivation is best. You can mulch the best when plants are well on their way. This 
will also help prevent soil from splashing onto the leaves during rain or irrigation.

Problems

Lettuce doesn’t suffer as many problems as do some garden vegetables. Aphids can 
be a pest at times but seldom require treatments and when they do a blast of water 
from a hose or a squirt of insecticidal soap is usually enough to do the trick.

Slugs and snails can be a problem at times if the conditions are moist but I can say I 
have never had them damage my lettuce plantings. There are some low toxicity baits 
that work well if these pests become troublesome in your garden.
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Lettuce used to be plagued by several diseases that could wipe out plantings. Most 
modern varieties have some good resistance built in, but at times during wet periods 
some fungal rots and mildews may show up. I suggest that should such a problem 
arise, just pull out affected plants and keep the new plantings coming rather than 
resort to sprays, especially since by the time some rot shows up it is too late to do that 
plant much good with a spray.

Lettuce is fairly cold hardy and will tolerate light frosts with little to no damage. 
Young seedlings are more prone to freeze damage. I find a cover is usually enough to 
get it through a freeze. Cold frames are a great option if you want to grow lettuce all 
winter and live in the northern half of the state where a cold snap can be fatal.

Tip burn is a condition that can occur when a cool rainy period is followed by hot, 
dry weather. Some varieties are more prone to this than others. Try to maintain even 
soil moisture to minimize the problem.

Harvest

Head types are best harvested after they develop a firm 
head. Bibb lettuce is ready to harvest when the plants 
have reached about their full size and the leaves are just 
starting to cup inward slightly as if to form a loose head. 
Leaf lettuce can be harvested at any time from when 
you are thinning young plants on. But is it best to either 
harvest older leaves, leaving the plants to grow for later 
harvests or cut entire plants out when they reach near 
full size for the variety.
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I generally make harvest decisions based on how much other lettuce is coming along 
for later harvest. If I have plenty on the way I’ll pull more plants when they are 
younger. If not then I may just harvest outer leaves to get more later on from the 
older plants.

Lettuce actually gets sweeter in the refrigerator after a day or so. The milky sap can 
become bitter and refrigerating seems to improve things a bit. If you are planning 
on using the lettuce within a day or so you can wash the leaves or harvested plants 
before placing them in the refrigerator. Then shake off any excess water. If it needs to 
keep longer go ahead and harvest it dry and store in a plastic bag where it will keep 
several weeks. Wait to wash it until you are ready to use it or the wet leaves will tend 
to decay faster in storage.
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