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Growing Ground Apples in Georgia


Willie Chance

“Pommes de terre” is French for ground apples.  This crop has many names and an interesting history.  Probably native to the Andes, the Spaniard discovered it from the Incas.  It was accepted early by the Irish and made a staple of their diet and agriculture.  However, others avoided it because it ‘shortened men’s lives’ and was not mentioned in the Bible.  One ruler had to actually threaten his subjects to make them eat it while releasing a royal circular on the vegetables’ cultivation.

This popular crop was finally accepted in the U.S. when people who were admired in the community began to eat them.  What an interesting beginning for the lowly Irish potato.

Potatoes grow well in Georgia.  They prefer cool temperatures (60 degrees to 70 degrees F.) and at least an inch of water each week.  Early spring is a good time to plant them here.

Till the ground well, adding fertilizer as recommended by a soil sample.  I would not lime or add much organic matter as this may cause problems with the tuber.  Till half the fertilizer into the soil before planting and put the other half on when plants are two to four inches high.

Plant them in late February and early March.  Many people use Valentines Day as a good starting date, but that may be a little early.  Potatoes must not sit in very cold, wet soils or they may rot.

Plant Red Pontiac or Red La Soda for red potatoes and Kennebec or Irish Cobbler for white ones.  Most white potatoes require longer to grow but will last longer in storage.  There are other varieties you can use, including blue ones and yellow fleshed varieties.  I do not know how well they will grow here.

Buy certified seed.  Look for the blue tag on the large 50 to 100 lb. bags they come in.  If the potatoes are not sprouted, store them inside in a warm (70 to 75 degree F.) humid area

until they do.

Cut seed potatoes into sections weighing one to two ounces.  Each piece must have at least one eye.  If possible, leave the potatoes in a warm (60 to 70 degree F.) place for one to two days before planting.  This allows cuts to heal.  Do not let them sit out longer than two days though.  This can hurt germination.

Plant the seed pieces with eyes up four to six inches deep and twelve inches apart.  Plant them closer, if you want many small potatoes or farther apart for fewer large potatoes.

As they grow, pull soil to the plants.  The potatoes are formed above the seed piece, so you want lots of loose soil around them.  Some gardeners plant in trenches and pile straw around the plants as they grow.  The potatoes grow in the straw.  These are generally cleaner and nicer potatoes than those grown in soil.

Usually the plants will bloom about the time they start to make potatoes.  Water as needed to keep the soil moist but let it dry slightly between waterings.

Gently dig around plants to see how big the potatoes are getting.  Vines will yellow as the crop matures.  Do not let them stay in the ground too long or they may rot or re-sprout.

Whether you call them Irish Potatoes, ground apples or ‘taters,’ potatoes are a welcome addition to our gardens and cuisine.  Growing your own is fun and easy.  Call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028 or for more details or a copy of our bulletin ‘Home Garden Potatoes.’  You can also reach us at our website at http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston
