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The Private Lives of Vegetables Revealed

Judging from the calls I have received lately I think it is time we had a little talk

about the “birds and bees” in the vegetable garden. That’s right I’m talking about

romance among radishes, passion among peas, or what is otherwise called “pollination.”

As callers have seen lately, without proper pollination many vegetables will fail to set

fruit. Vegetables that are partially pollinated can also develop poorly formed fruit.

Understanding a little about vegetable pollination will help us to understand the

symptoms we are seeing in the garden.

You’ve always heard that it takes “two to tango” and that is true in most flowers.

The pollen from the male flower parts must be transferred to the “pistil” or female part of

the flower. This process is accomplished in different ways by different plants. Some

plants have “Complete” flowers that contain both male and female parts. Incomplete

flowers contain only the male or female parts. Squash, for example, sometimes produces

male flowers well in advance of their female flowers. No matter what you do no fruit will

be set until the plant begins to produce female flowers that can be pollinated.

In addition to the mechanics of pollination, some plants are pretty picky about

choosing a partner when they decide to “tango.” That leaves us with four categories of

plants based upon their method of pollination. The first group is self-pollinated. They are

receptive to only their own pollen. This group includes bush, pole, and lima beans. Other

self-pollinizers include English and Southern peas and tomatoes. Hot calm days may

slow down tomato pollination. Some savvy gardeners actually give their plants a little

shake to spread pollen and improve fruit set.

Members of the second group are only receptive to pollen from an unrelated plant.

Cabbage and radishes fall into this category. A third group of vegetables is much less

choosy. This group can accept pollen from itself (self-pollinated) or from another plant of

the same species (cross-pollinated.) Examples of this group include beets, carrots, celery,

corn, and onions. The vegetables in this group that are usually pollinated by insect

activity include: broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, collards, cucumbers, eggplant,

gourds, kale, lettuce, melons, mustard, okra, peppers, pumpkins, rutabaga, and squash.

Some plants that are cross pollinated may require eight or more visits by

honeybees or other insects to become completely pollinated. If heavy rain stops bee

flights, the plant may produce oddly shaped fruit due to incomplete pollination. In some

cases it may even drop flowers and the immature fruit. Okra, for example, bears blooms

that last only one day. If it happens to be a rainy day or if bee activity is low the bloom

will die without pollination.

Bees are most active during the morning hours. For that reason if you are

applying carbaryl(Sevin) dust or other insecticides to your vegetable plants wait until late

evening when there is much less bee activity. We don’t want to injure our bees!

The fourth group of vegetable plants has plants that bear either male or female

flowers. This includes asparagus, spinach, and some hybrid cucumbers.

When our plants fail to set fruit it is easy for most gardeners to assume it is due to

disease, fertility problems or “bad plants” instead of poor pollination. Fortunately, if we

hang a “do not disturb” sign on the garden gate and give them a little time alone

conditions improve and things usually work out just fine!

