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Summer Vegetable Gardening

By Jennifer Thomas, San Patricio Master Gardener

Vegetable gardening should be in full swing by now and if you haven’t planted yet you still have time, but hurry!  We will have plenty of warm sunny weather to have a fruitful garden but it gets really hot and humid as the summer progresses and you haven’t planted yet, choose a good spot with early morning sun and shade for the hot afternoons.   Any plant requiring full sun needs at least six hours a day of direct sunlight.  Add a good compost or potting soil to your garden beds, especially sandy soils, to build up nutrients and enough organic matter to hold in moisture longer. 

Make sure to water deep to soak the root zone, and preferably in the morning to keep from encouraging fungus growth overnight.   Watering deep means to let the water fill in around the base of your plant until it stands and then soaks in.  This means more than just an hour with the sprinkler.  I like to water about ten inches out around the base of a plant, about an inch of water deep, once a week.  During times of high evaporation, such as time of 20 plus mph winds, more frequent watering may be necessary.  If your vegetables are not setting fruit or are dropping fruit, they may not be getting enough water.

Some of you may already be preparing to harvest your first round of vegetables and may start to see some other areas of concern.  One common garden issue in this sandy soil type is nutrient deficiencies. The most prominent deficiency shows up in tomatoes as ‘blossom end rot’ where the bottom of the tomato has a black soft spot which eventually destroys the fruit.   Insufficient calcium readily available in the soil causes ‘blossom end rot’. This issue can be a heart breaker when watching your first tomato begin to ripen only to find out it has a rotten bottom.  The only cure for this is amending your soil with some gardening lime or calcium additive.  It is best to send in a soil sample for testing to find out exactly how deficient your soil is and what additives are really necessary.

Bugs can be a real challenge in this area of south Texas, too.  We have so many that seem to thrive under our heat stress conditions and even more than will pop up with just a splash of rain to induce their hatching.  Fortunately, many vegetable pests can be thwarted with a strong burst of water from the hose.  Just remember to keep checking your plants, and repeat the water blast when needed.  

A major vegetable plant and fruit destroyer is the leaf footed bug, a large flying member of the stink bug family, with wide rear legs that look like a thin leaf.  This pest is particularly difficult to deal with, and resistant to many pesticides. However, don’t be discouraged, there are other cures for this pest.  The best way to get rid of these bugs is the tried and true method of squashing them.  In the juvenile stage their bodies are softer and easier to smash, and they are found huddled together in groups of 10 to 20 clinging to a leaf or fruit bud.  The juvenile leaf footed bug is small compared to the adult (but bigger than an ant), they are red with black spikes all over with long black legs, and they move pretty quickly but can’t fly.  Another option to annihilation is to plant a trap crop like sunflowers, which this bug prefers over tomatoes.  There are two schools of thought; one is to plant this trap crop away from your garden, luring the bugs completely away (in theory).  The other idea is to plant the sunflowers with the tomatoes and among your other vegetables keeping the bugs busy on the sunflowers rather than in your good stuff.  A plus to this second idea is the added benefit of shade the sunflowers will provide as they grow above the height of most garden vegetables.  Good luck and enjoy the fruits of your labor!
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