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Irish potato is the fourth most important food crop in the world.  The average American eats more potatoes than any other vegetable-about 120 pounds per year.  This information from Wayne McLaurin, Extension vegetable specialist, tells us how to plant a potato patch.

 A family of five will use 10 to 20 bushels of potatoes annually.  Part of these can be grown in the home garden.  In Houston County, plant potatoes in late February and early March.  Wait until soil temperatures are higher than 45o F at a four-inch  depth to plant.   Ten pounds of seed potatoes will plant about 100 feet of row and should yield one to two bushels.

Plant Red Pontiac or Red LaSoda for red potatoes and Kennebec or Irish Cobbler or others for white potatoes.  Kennebec and Irish Cobbler  take longer to grow but should store better than Red Pontiac or Red LaSoda.

Buy only certified seed.  The original bag should have a blue tag attached to it designating the potatoes as certified.  If the potatoes have not sprouted, store them at 70o to 75o F and high humidity (85% relative humidity) until the eyes sprout slightly.

Cut seed pieces to a weight of one to one and one-half ounces each.  Make sure each seed piece has at least one eye on it.  If possible, leave the pieces in a warm (60o to 70o F) place for one or two days before planting.  This allows the cut surfaces to heal and should reduce the number of seed pieces that rot.  This is especially important if the soil is wet or cold (less than 45o F).  Try to avoid planting into wet, cold soils.  Do not let cut seed pieces sit out for longer than two days before planting though.  It can reduce germination.

Plant seed pieces four to six inches deep and 12 inches apart.  Put plants closer together if you want smaller potatoes.  Some commercial growers trying to produce small potatoes plant seed pieces as close as 8" apart.  Plant potatoes in soil with a pH of 4.8 to 5.4 if possible since this may lower the incidence of scab.  Do not lime around potatoes since this may increase scab.

As plants grow, cultivate around them pulling soil to the plants.  Potatoes grow from underground stems formed above the seed piece.  It is important to have plenty of loose soil piled up around the base of the plant for the potatoes to grow in.

Try growing potatoes you can pick rather than dig.  Form a trench using soil or boards.  Incorporate fertilizer into the bottom of the trench and plant the seed pieces 2 inches deep in the bottom of the trench.  Place several inches of pine straw, hay or other organic mulch in the trench.  As the potatoes grow, add to the mulch.

Since Irish potatoes grow on the stems produced above the seed piece, the potatoes should be produced in the mulch.  Potatoes can be easily picked out and should be cleaner than those grown in soil.

Add a potato patch to your garden efforts.  Call the Extension Office at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry for more details or ask for a copy of the brochure "Home Garden Potatoes."

