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This herb has been used for eons by many cultures.  The history of humanity mentions its usage in culinary and medical and folkloric cultures.  An Egyptian papyrus from the 16th century, B.C. lists 22 remedies employing garlic for everything from heart disease and worms to tumors, headaches and bites.  Ancient Greek athletes chewed garlic for strength and stamina and the Chinese for centuries have drunk garlic tea to relieve fevers, cholera and dysentery.  No one knows where the plant originated.  It just has been a part of cultures both as a healing and culinary plant.

There are 2 major sub-species of garlic: hardneck garlic (Allium sativum var. ophioscoreden) and softneck garlic (Allium stivum var. sativum).  Hardnecks require more cold weather than we get here, although Creole Hardnecks develop later in the growing season and are more reliable.  

Sometime in the distant past softnecks were developed.  They do not send up a flower stalk and never develop a wood stem.  These are happier in warmer climates.  Look for “California Early, California Late, Silverwhite or Silverskin”.  These are easy varieties to grow and store.

Elephant garlic (Allium ampeloprasum) is a close relative of the leek and it has a milder flavor than garlic. It contains 5 or 6 cloves.

Society garlic (Tulbaghia violacea) is not true garlic.  It grows in a tight cluster and produces small strap leaves from a basal sheath, somewhat like green onions.  The tuberous roots do not form cloves.  
Garlic is easy to grow.  It will sprout in most soil in sun and partial shade.  It grows well around and under trees.  Plant garlic here from September to March, although now is the best time.  It is a forgiving plant but if you plant it in the spring, the bulbs will be smaller and the plants less vigorous.

Try to find garlic that has been grown organically.  Grocery store garlic is often treated to keep the bulbs from sprouting.  Several mail order catalogues offer broad selections of garlic bulbs.
Separate the cloves in the bulb right before you are ready to plant and plant each clove about 2” deep, spaced 6” apart:  Pointy end up!  Plant garlic all over the place – under trees, in the vegetable garden, flower beds – wherever you want to discourage pests.  Cover with a layer of organic mulch on the soil to help keep the temperature moderated and the growing plants moist.

Garlic grows well in almost any kind of soil, but prefers a loose, rich, moist, sandy soil.  It requires 8 to 9 months to mature.  During the growing season, use a good 10-10-10 balanced fertilizer to encourage head formation.  Avoid high nitrogen fertilizers because they will encourage leaf production at the expense of the head.  And keep weeding!  Garlic has shallow roots and does not grow dense enough to shade the soil, making it easy for weeds to crowd it out.

Garlic is ready for harvest when the flowers are fully open and mature, or when the leaves begin to sag and yellow. This happens between May to September depending on your location.

When you dig the bulbs, treat them as you do onions and allow them to cure slowly in a spot where air circulates and where there is very little moisture. You can freeze whole bulbs to be used later or peel or chop them in a food processor with a small amount of oil and freeze in a plastic bag or glass jar.

You can cut off the flower heads when you pull up the bulbs and dry them by hanging them upside down or by putting them in a dry vase or jar with air circulation.

Save the fattest clove from each bulb to replant.  If you select the best each year, you will have bigger and better plants every year.  
Garlic can range from very hot to mild. It is one of the best flavorings around, going well with almost any kind of food.  Italian, Mexican, and American cuisine would be bland without it.  It becomes sweet when cooked but bitter when burned.  Use a low heat when sautéing.

It also deters garden pests.  Growing garlic near roses helps to ward off black spot.  You can use it as a spray to repel and kill whiteflies, aphids, fungus. gnats and other flying insects.  Mix 5 cloves garlic with 2 cups of water in the blender.  Blend well.  Add a tablespoon of liquid soap and stir until dissolved.  Strain into a sprayer that dilutes the mixture at a ratio of about 1 part garlic juice to 20 parts water or more.  Spray on your plants, preferably in the early morning so the garlic mixture will dry before the sun gets really hot.
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