START FALL VEGIE SEEDS III NEMATODES, GREEN MANURE
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Hot though it may be, vegetable gardeners must start thinking about planting fall crops, especially tomatoes. In order for them to bear before first frost, transplants of both tomatoes and peppers should be set out about August 10th. Pumpkin and cabbage seed can be planted even earlier. Rather than pampering leftovers from the spring crop, it is better to pull up old, tired, heat-stressed plants and prepare beds for fall.


Moving tomatoes and peppers to a new location each season will help keep harmful micro-organisms and insects from building up in the soil. When old plants are pulled up, their roots should be examined for the presence of root knot nematodes. If these microscopic worms are present, roots will be knobby and swollen; usually infested plants will be stunted, yellowish and produce poorly if at all. If nematodes are found, all plants and roots should be removed from the beds that can be tilled and allowed to lie fallow until planting time. Summer sunshine helps kill nematodes; beds must remain dry for fallowing to work since moisture prolongs the worm’s life.


Because many tomato varieties are nematode resistant (look for “N” on the label) they have a chance to produce fruit before nematodes are able to invade. Unless the worms can be controlled, okra will not make a crop. A few commercial products are available to treat soil; some contain chitin, found in shrimp and crab shells. Vapam, a soil sterilant, is no longer available to home gardeners.


When no fall garden is desired, cereal rye (Elbon) can be used to control nematodes. If the sun does its work on empty soil until rye seeds area available in October the pesky worms will get a double whammy. Nematodes enter the rye’s roots as they grow, but become trapped there and can’t work their way back into the soil. Cereal rye also provides an attractive green covering for the winter garden.

In early to mid December this green manure can be shredded with a string trimmer or mowed and tilled back into the soil so the roots have a least a month to decompose before spring planting time. When cereal rye decomposes it releases organic acids and stimulates microorganisms in the soil which also help reduce nematodes.


If root knots are found and a fall garden is planned, it is important to look for nematode resistant varieties as well as those that set fruit in hot weather. Sunmaster, Heat Wave and Surefire are three that Extension Horticulturalist Dr. Jerry Parsons recommends for heat tolerance. If a mixture of varieties is planted and a premature freeze hits, at least some of those that set fruit early will have had a chance to bear. If only a few tomato plants are needed they can be set out in large containers. Container tomatoes in a soil-less mix will not be targets for nematodes and can also be moved indoors if a freeze is expected.

