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                               GARDENING WITH

                        ARANSAS/SAN PATRICIO

MASTER GARDENERS

GROWING POTATOES IN THE COASTAL BEND

By Irene Anderson, Master Gardener Intern, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 


Cultivated by the Peruvian Indians at least 4,000 years ago, the “Irish” potato is native to the Americas. Introduced to Europe in the 1500s, the potato quickly became a staple food for the peasantry but only gradually became a culinary favorite with all social echelons. Today, the potato is cultivated worldwide. The average American eats about 125 pounds of potatoes and potato products each year.


I recently heard on national public Radio that 2008 was the “Year of the Potato”. Be that as it may, the potato rates high marks as a well-balanced, nutritious food source. Surprisingly low in calories (about 100 calories per medium potato), the skin is high in complex carbohydrates and fiber, and the body contains protein and significant amounts of all the recommended vitamins and minerals except for vitamin B12.


Best of all, potatoes are easy to grow. A cool season crop, my memory device to remember the planting date is St Valentine’s Day although the planting window extends from January 15 through February 15. They can be planted in the fall but, alas, I have been unable to find a nursery grade seed stock for the fall. Grocery store potatoes are not recommended due to the high level of contaminants in them.


Varieties good for our area include – Red La Soda, Norgold Russet, Yukon Gold and Kennebec (white). I have successfully grown Red la Sodas for at least 4 years. When you get your stock, available at many local nurseries and feed stores, you can plant the entire “seed” (actually a potato) or you can cut the potatoes into 2-3 inch pieces with an eye in each piece. Coat the pieces in sulphur dust or fireplace ashes at least 24 hours prior to planting. This allows the “seed” to callous, which acts as an insecticide/fungicide and prevents rot.


Potatoes like a loose, well-drained, slightly acidic and well-fertilized soil. Sometime in December or January, I make my rows about 6 inches high and then spade in a 3-4 inch combination layer of composted cow manure and cotton burr compost. Shortly before planting, I rake in a generous amount (about 3 pounds per 30 foot row) of a complete organic fertilizer (approximate analysis 6-8-4). The rows should end up about 6 inches high and 24 – 30 inches apart. Plant the calloused seeds about 1 inch deep and 12 inches apart, lightly patting the soil over each seed. Then, the most important step of all, cover the rows with 4-6 inches of shredded cedar or other organic mulch. If the tubers begin to swell out of the mulch surface, apply more mulch. Throughout the growing season, keep the soil slightly moist, like a well wrung out sponge. You can side dress or foliar spray fertilizer monthly, but if your initial preparation was good, it is usually not necessary.


Plants will emerge in about 15-20 days when daytime temperatures are between 60-75 degrees. It is entirely possible, neigh probable, that a frost/freeze snap will damage the foliage at least once during March. I simply remove the “melted” looking foliage, new foliage quickly re-emerges, and it does not seem to hurt the growing process or production at all.


I have had very few problems with insects or diseases in the 4 years that I have grown potatoes in this area. Should you experience any problems, I strongly urge you to use only organic, natural and/or biologic controls and solutions. Our area has several excellent retail outlets for these products. Remember, the potato, especially the skin, is a natural repository for any and all applied chemicals, toxins and contaminants. The naturally homegrown potato is about the only way for you to enjoy a truly “clean” potato.


To harvest your potatoes, gently dig a circle around 12 inches out from the main stalk, using a forked spade and/or your hands. You can start harvesting when the plant begins flowering for the crème-de-la-crème petites and continue until the foliage starts browning. In fact, potatoes will store well in the ground as long as night temperatures are cool.


My Red La Sodas look like jewels when sliced open. The shimmering sap looks like wet crystals. Like the homegrown tomato, the homegrown potato shares little in flavor or texture with its store bought cousin.


In fact, my fellow gardening friends, the potato may be the easiest, tastiest and most productive vegetable that I grow. I hope you will give it a try.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

