Week of November 19, 2000


Plant a Sweet Garden Treat


Willie Chance

The Georgia state flower is the Cherokee Rose and our official state bird is the brown thrasher.  What is the Georgia state vegetable?  It is the Vidalia onion.

Although we grow more acres of some other crops, no other Georgia vegetable is as popular or well known as the Vidalia onion.  This sweet but pungent vegetable is known far and wide. Vidalia onions are usually harvested starting in late April.  Did you know that you can grow sweet onions yourself?

Why are they so sweet?  The term sweet is misleading.  The Vidalia onions actually do not have more sugars than other onions.  The reason they taste so sweet is that they have less of the hot, pungent compounds.  The level of these chemicals in the onion is controlled by the way the onions are grown.  Here are a few Vidalia onion secrets that you can use to grow sweet onions.

Plant onions in the fall and winter.  Growers seed them in September and transplant into the field in November and after.  I don’t recommend that you start with seed.  The plants are very small at first and die easily.  Buy transplants now and plant about 6 inches apart in the garden.  Select plants about the diameter of a pencil.

Try to buy Vidalia-type varieties.  These are generally milder.  If you cannot find plants in the garden center, look for them in the Farmers and Consumers Market Bulletin put out by the Georgia Department of Agriculture - (800) 282-5852.

Sulfur is an essential plant nutrient.  Too much of it applied late in the season on onions can make them more pungent.  How can we control the amount of sulfur plants get?

Plant in a sandy, well-drained soil.  Carefully control fertilizers which contain sulfur.  You must apply some sulfur but not too much and especially not too late.  Follow this schedule.

At planting (around November 25) incorporate one and one-half pounds of 5-10-15 or 

10-10-10 per 100 square feet of garden.  Side-dress lightly 30 days and 60 days after planting with 3/4 lb. of the same fertilizer per 100 square feet.  

After late January, change to fertilizers that contain no sulfur.  These would include calcium nitrate, potassium nitrate or Bulldog soda (sodium nitrate).  Apply 3/4 lb. of these per 100 square feet every four weeks until March 20.  These last fertilizers are hard to find.  If necessary, you can use ammonium nitrate to side dress, but only apply ½ lb. per 100 square feet.

Keep the onion roots moist but not wet.  This is especially important after mid-March when they begin to bulb.  They may need 3/4 inch of water twice a week then.  Let the onion beds dry out as they approach harvest.

Harvest when the necks (between the leaves and bulbs) get soft and the tops fall over.  Let onions dry very well in a shady spot before clipping the tops and roots and storing them.

These Vidalia onion secrets should help you grow a good crop of sweet onions.  For more information E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or see our website at www.ces.uga.edu.  Our phone number is listed under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.

