Veggies to Plant and Other January Activities

By Joan Howie

Following a long period with little activity in the yard and especially after a day or two of sunshine, gardeners are ready to start planting.  That is lucky because no other activity is as season-dependent as horticulture.  Nature doesn’t wait for humans to be in the mood to prune or fertilize or till the soil, or even to sow seeds.  When flowers don’t bloom and vegetable crops are poor, timing may be to blame.  Each seed and transplant has an optimal growing period and beds must be ready.


To prepare the ground for a vegetable garden, after all the old plant debris is removed from the soil; it should be tilled or spaded deeply while incorporating organic material such as compost, barnyard fertilizer or peat moss.  After several years this process turns even pure sand into a sandy loam that will hold moisture.  An additional 2 to 3 pounds of a complete fertilizer – one with all three major elements of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium – can be added for each 100 square feet of bedding space.  After everything has been tilled in, the surface should be raked smooth before furrows are dug of elevated rows created.  WHAT ABOUT A SOIL ANALYSIS???


To ensure a bountiful crop, phosphorus can be made available for plant uptake by making the furrows six inches deep for transplants or two inches deep for seeds, and banding ½ cup each of iron sulfate and super phosphate into every 10 linear feet of furrow.  The iron sulfate (copperas) enables plants to utilize phosphorus in alkaline soil.  The bands must be covered with at least an inch of dirt before planting to keep delicate seedling roots from coming into contact with the chemicals.


Horticulturists with the Texas Cooperative Extension Service have divided the state into five gardening regions with recommended planting dates for each area.  Aransas County is in their region 4 (not to be confused with our inclusion in USDA region 9).  Lots of testing has been done to find just the optimum planting time for each crop.  These guidelines should be followed since the weather often turns hot here very early in the season.


Vegetable seeds that can be planted in January or February include the cold crops – broccoli, cabbage, kohlrabi, and transplants of cauliflower as well as greens of all kinds such as mustard, kale, lettuce, spinach and Swiss chard.  Also underground vegetables like beets, radish, potatoes and turnips have a January planting date as do onion sets and parsley.  Garlic and Brussels sprouts should have been planted in early fall in this region.  Many other vegetables require warmer soil temperatures to sprout and if planted too early their seeds will rot.  Seeding indoors works for the warm weather vegetables:  tomatoes, peppers and egg plant – or transplants can be purchased.


Beds for flowering annuals should be made ready and all ornamental beds can be fertilized this month.  Another gardening chore that need to be done soon is pruning shrubs except for those that will bloom early in the spring or ones whose new growth would be killed by a hard freeze.  Cold days are perfect for trimming trees since beetles that spread oak wilt aren’t active – just in case someone has brought in the oak wilt on firewood.  If a plant needs trimming back and transplanting, now is the time since the roots will still have a few weeks to get re-established before spring growth appears.  Hardy shrubbery, roses and cold loving bedding plants can also be set out now.

