AVOCADOS

By Joan Howie


Chili must have had a bumper crop of avocados this season if they can be exported to Texas and sold in grocery stores for 25 cents each.  Avocados are always popular, but especially during the winter when they are plentiful.  Since the seeds are easy to germinate, almost everyone has had an avocado tree at one time or another.  In mild climates, they may even bear fruit = for those who have the patience to wait 10 to 15 years – and provided a killing freeze doesn’t take them out.


The classic way to sprout avocado seeds is by washing the seed, then sticking in three toothpicks 2/3 of the way down form the pointed end to hold it on the rim of a glass.  After filling the glass with water till two-thirds of the bottom of the seed is covered, the glass is placed in a sunny indoor location.  Soon roots will form at the bottom and the tip will split as the plant emerges.  Then it can be potted or set in an outside bed.  The seed is large enough that children can get an easy lesson in germination.  Seeds can also be directly planted outside by barely covering them with soil, large ends down or on their sides.  Even when seeds are tossed out onto the ground, many will form trees where they landed.  Avocados will grow in almost any soil, but must have excellent drainage.  They should be planted on a protected south or southeast side of a house at least 8 to 10 feet away.  If they don’t freeze, they will become trees.


As with citrus, competing grass and weeds should be kept away from avocados; with organic mulches used to retain moisture.  When the tree becomes established, fertilize with ammonium sulfate about a half cup a month from February through September.  As it matures, use two cups per year per inch of trunk diameter, divided and applied in February, May and September.  Pruning isn’t needed except after a freeze.  To encourage branching in a tall spindly seedling, cut off the top.


Three avocado races are found – West Indian, Guatemalan and Mexican.  Because of their salt and disease resistance, West Indian types, although watery are used as root stocks for grafting.  Mexican avocados have a good flavor but very thin skins and aren’t salt tolerant.  The Guatemalan race is intermediate to the others, and its hybrids with the other two are those most often found for sale.


Only one avocado tree is needed to produce fruit as flowers have both male and female parts.  Although they open to shed and receive pollen at separate times of the day, enough overlap occurs that pollination is successful.  ‘Lulu’, a variety found in the lower Rio Grande Valley, is very large with a thick green peel.  It is the root stock of choice for all avocados in south Texas because of its salt tolerance.  Grafting is the preferred method for growing commercial avocados, but a donor tree must be found and grafting is rather tedious.  Most home owners grow these trees from seeds just for the novelty.  In 10 or 15 years, or possibly sooner, fruit may form but even if it doesn’t, avocados are attractive trees.  After all they are in the same genus, persea, as that of Aransas County’s favorite small native tree, the sweetbay.

