Week of April 12, 1998


Good Garden Ideas

Willie Chance

The smart vegetable gardener is always looking for ways to improve his patch.  While ideas abound, always make sure they are tried and true.  Here are a few hints from the University of Georgia to improve the 1998 vegetable crop.

For easier watering of large vegetable plants, sink a large can with holes in the bottom into the ground near the plant.  Fill the can with water or weak fertilizer solutions to water or fertilize the plants.

Wait until the onion tops begin to fall over before you pull them.  They will be milder and last better if you harvest them when 25 to 50% of the tops have fallen over.  If you wait much later than this, they will not store well.  Dry them until the tops are dry in a shady area.

Try growing vegetables in containers or hanging baskets.  Use the dwarf varieties.  Black plastic pots heat more quickly in the spring and may give better early season growth, but need more watering.  Change to clay or light colored pots during the hot summer time to keep soil temperatures cooler.  Plants in black pots can be set into the next larger sized clay pot to help them keep their cool when summer gets here.

Use two to three inches of mulch to prevent weeds and conserve moisture.  If organic mulches (pine straw, leaves, compost) are applied early in the season they can keep soils cool longer and delay harvest slightly.  However, for best wed control, they must be in place before weeds germinate.  A compromise is to put these mulches in between the rows at first and then up around the plants after the soil warms (usually in May). 

To conserve garden space, grow vining crops upward instead of outward.  Put them on a trellis.  The tips of pumpkin and gourd vines can be snipped off after they set fruit to reduce vine size.

Blossom-end rot is a dry, leathery rot that shows up on tomatoes about the time they begin to ripen.  It is worse in dry years and we expect some drier than usual weather this year so I expect to see a lot of it.  Prevent blossom-end rot in tomatoes, peppers and watermelons  by following these practices now.

- Prepare soil well to encourage good root growth.

- Soil test and lime and fertilize as needed.  You can also add two pounds of gypsum (calcium sulfate) per 100 square feet and till it in to supply extra calcium.

- Mulch around plants and keep them well watered, but not too wet.  They 
require about 1" of water a week in clay soils and 1-1/2" of water a week on sandy soils.  If it doesn't rain this much, apply the rest by irrigation.  Do not apply over three-quarter inches of water at a time on sandy soil because the soils cannot hold this much and the additional water is lost.  Water management is probably the most important step in preventing blossom end rot.

- Avoid using high rates of ammonium containing fertilizers, especially on plants with small fruits.  Use nitrate containing fertilizer like Bulldog soda (sodium nitrate), potassium nitrate, 15-0-14 or calcium nitrate when plants have many small fruit on them.

Improve your garden soil with organic matter.  Use organic mulches and till them in after harvest.  Plant green manure crops on unused sites and till in.  Add compost to garden soils as soil amendments or as a mulch.  The more rotted the material is before you add it to the soil, the quicker it will be a benefit to your garden. 

Call the Houston County Extension office for details on making this your best vegetable garden ever.  We can be reached at 542-2020 or 987-2028.
