It’s Tater Time!

February 26, 2004
At the first hint of decent weather, gardeners head for the hoe. We are ready to dig, plant and grow. This is why I love Irish Potatoes so much. We can plant them early and watch them grow.
When can I plant my potatoes?  Valentines Day is often suggested as a good starting point, but that can be a little early. The ground does not need to soggy and the soil temperature needs to be about 45 degrees F four inches deep.
In middle Georgia, plant Irish potatoes in late February and early March. Till the soil well. Add fertilizer but not lime. 

How should I plant my Irish potatoes? Irish potatoes are planted by cutting potatoes into pieces and planting these ‘seed pieces’. It is best not to use the potatoes from your pantry. They may not grow as well as potatoes you buy as ‘seed potatoes’.

Buy certified seed potatoes. The original bag should have a blue tag that states that the seed potatoes are certified. If the potatoes have not sprouted yet, store them in a warm room until the eyes sprout slightly.

There are several varieties that you can try. Potatoes come in reds, whites and even purple and yellow-flesh varieties. Use  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Red LaSoda or Red Pontiac if you like red potatoes and Kennebec or Irish Cobbler for white potatoes.  These two white potatoes will take longer to grow than the red varieties but should store better. I usually just buy the varieties I find in the garden center.

Cut the seed pieces so that they have at least one eye on them. The seed pieces should weigh about one to one and a half ounces each. If possible, leave the seed pieces in a warm room for one or two days to heal before planting. This healing process may keep the seed pieces from rotting once planted. Do not let the cut seed pieces sit out longer than two days before you plant.
Plant the seed pieces with the eyes up, four to six inches deep and twelve inches apart. You can plant the seed pieces closer together if you want smaller potatoes. Plant the pieces less deeply in clay soils
Why where my potatoes rough and scabby last year? This is probably caused by potato scab. Potato scab is a disease caused by a bacterium. We do not recommend any chemical treatments, but there are some cultural practices you can use to try to prevent scab
Do not lime the soil before you plant potatoes. Keep the pH low since high pH favors the disease. Water the plants to keep the soil moisture level uniform. This is especially important starting from the time the plants start making potatoes for four to six weeks. Scab can be worse on dry sandy soils. 

Do not plant potatoes where you planted potatoes, radish or carrots last year.  Adding organic matter and manures before planting potatoes can also favor scab infection. And do not forget - plant certified seed potatoes. 

Have you heard of growing potatoes in pine straw?  Irish potatoes are actually swollen stems, not roots. You can tell this because the potato has eyes or buds on it. Notice that the eyes are arranged in a spiral fashion around the potato – like the buds on a stem.
Since this is true, the potatoes are formed from runners that emerge from the top of the seed piece. This is why we pull soil to the potato plant as it grows. This gives the potato lots of loose soil to make potatoes in.
You can use pine straw around the base instead of soil. The potatoes should form in the straw if it is kept moist. These potatoes should be cleaner than those that grow in the soil. Gardeners sometimes build a wooden trough or trench around the potatoes if they use pine straw to cover the potatoes. This helps to keep the straw in place.
However you do it – Irish potatoes are a fun early crop. Plant some now with your family for making into French fries, boiled potatoes and hash browns later this year.
