Vegetables

By Joan Howie


 A trip to the grocery store and a glance at produce prices may cause even non-avid gardeners to plant a few vegetables.  Although a home-grown crop is not without cost when all the soil amendments, fertilizer, seeds or transplants and labor are considered, the result will be a ready and tasty supply of healthful food.


Serious gardeners know how to prepare vegetable beds by tilling in organic matter and fertilizer to a depth of 6 to 10 inches.  Fertilizer can be either organic, inorganic or both.  Extension horticulturists recommend cottonseed meal as one of the organic products containing required nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium as well as minor elements.  (Cottonseed is available locally).  As the meal decomposes over a long period of time, it releases nutrients and also adds humus to the soil.  Four to six pounds of cottonseed meal plus one to one and a half pounds of recommended garden fertilizer can be added for every 100 square feet of garden area for new gardens and the same amount of cottonseed meal with half the fertilizer for established beds.  Remember that fertilizer with a high phosphorus content can be used for plants that blossom and produce fruit than for turf grass.


When soil warms and plants are growing well a cottonseed meal at the rate of 1 ½ to 2 pounds per 100 square feet or a 35 foot row, lightly worked into the mulch and watered well.  More applications of meal may be needed during the growing season.


Garden beds should be in the sunniest location possible and in an area of good drainage.  Raised beds, even 6 to 10 inches, are the answer when the garden plot doesn’t drain well.  Family groups of vegetables shouldn’t be grown in the same spot every year as their particular insect and disease organisms will multiply.  Rotate them so they are planted in an area at 3 to 5 year intervals.  When beds are prepared, drip irrigation can be installed.  This saves water by sending it only to the plants that need it and not to the surrounding soil.


In Aransas County, snap and Lima beans, sweet corn, cucumbers, lettuce, mustard greens, cantaloupe, pumpkin and watermelon may be planted now and onion sets can still be set out to produce green onions although they may not have time to bulb.  If winter hangs on, wait till the middle of February to set out tomato, pepper and eggplant transplants which are all sensitive to cold.  This year, vow to use spun fiber row covers to protect vegetable plants from insects as well as windburn.  Varieties that are self pollinating can be left under the covers until harvest.  Covers must be removed at bloom time for those that need insects for pollination.  Spun fiber fabric can also be used around tomato cages to protect against insect pests and cold winds.


Be sure to use vegetable varieties that grow well here.  “ALL TEXAS SELECTIONS” is a trademarked list of the best types to use.  Look for the designation when purchasing bedding plants or seeds that are available locally or from catalogs.

