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This is the season for Georgia peaches, garden vegetables and those sweet Vidalia onions. Vidalia onions are a southern favorite ranking up there with Georgia peaches, pecan pie, and boiled peanuts. The Vidalia onion is even the official state vegetable.

What makes them so special?  For those who don't know (where have you been?) Vidalia onions are the original sweet onion. Though they have a distinct onion flavor--they are also very sweet. They are good eaten raw or cooked and are used in a wide variety of recipes. 

Perhaps you have never heard the Vidalia story. Though I cannot vouch for its validity--I will repeat it for you. 

In the early 1930's Mose Coleman, a Vidalia farmer, was looking for another crop. He planted some onions and noticed at harvest time their mild flavor. He sold them based on this merit at the then astounding price of $3.50 a fifty pound bag. Soon other farmers followed suit.

The industry increased from this small start then to about 6,000 acres in 1989 to over 13,000 acres this year. In 1995 the industry brought in over $50 million dollars to the Georgia farm economy.  Recent growth in the industry has been due to the introduction of controlled atmosphere storage. The onions are subjected to a special atmosphere and low humidity and temperatures to 'put them to sleep' so they can be stored for sale later. Today over half a million bags of onions can be stored.

There are many so-called sweet onions. What makes an onion sweet? It is not just the sugar content-although it is pretty high in Vidalia onions. Vidalia onions may have up to  10% sugars--but other onions have much high sugar levels but they are not sweet.  What makes the difference?

The secret to sweetness in onions is the level of the hot or pungent compounds in an onions. These compounds must be at low enough levels so that they do not overwhelm the sweetness of the onion. Low pungency and high sugar levels make an onion sweet.

Pungency is carefully controlled by variety of onion grown and how it is grown. Some onion growing areas do a better job than others.

I worked with Vidalia onions for over 4 years and have tested onions from several growing areas. In my opinion, Vidalia onion flavor is difficult to beat. A good tasting Vidalia should match or beat the taste of other onions.

Even within Vidalia onions, there is a wide range of flavor quality. This is because not all growers use the same practices. How do you get a good onion? Find a good grower and try to stick with them. The names of packers are on the bag. Many growers sell onions through the mail. I have a list of growers in my office.

Though you cannot pick a sweet onion by looking at them--you can try to avoid poor quality onions.  Vidalia onions and other sweet onions do not store well.  Many rot before they are eaten.  The cold also damaged the onions this year, so take care when selecting a bag.

Look for onions with small dry necks and that are covered with dry husks. Onions should be firm and have no nicks, bruises, or scrapes. If you have any damaged onions use them first.

Once you buy your onions, put them is a cool dry place where they can get plenty of air circulation around them. The best area would be an air conditioned room with a fan blowing on them. Second best would be a refrigerator crisper drawer (wrap them individually in dry paper towels first.) Do not expose them to sun, let them get hot or freeze.

Vidalia onions can be preserved by freezing but this restricts their use to cooking after they are thawed. For more information call the Extension office. 

Uses for Vidalia onions are as varied as the users. Many farms are diversifying by selling products made from onions. Onions are being made into onion rings, salad dressings, relish and even jelly. For recipes or more information, contact the Extension office in Warner Robins at 542-2020 or in Perry at 987-2028.

