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FALL VEGETABLES IN THE COASTAL BEND

By Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

Vegetable gardening in the Coastal Bend is not for the faint-of-heart. There are bugs and diseases and extremes of temperature and moisture that are beyond what any transplanted Yankee has ever experienced. There is no winter to enforce a period of rest; just another season with all new learning experiences.

Most of the vegetables that we love to grow were developed in high latitudes, generally making vegetative growth as day lengths and night temperatures increase, then flowering and fruiting as day length shortens and night temperatures decrease. The list of varieties that will germinate in hot soils, grow under high night temperatures without extreme elongation, and flower and fruit as day lengths shorten is considerably shorter than the opposite. No seed company sends catalogs out in June. All the instructions are for starting plants under cool, cold, or wet conditions, not high air and soil temperatures with limited moisture. If you don’t buy your seed in April and store it in the refrigerator for use in August your out of luck.

[I did notice that Lowes and WalMart had new racks of Ferry Morse packets of selected vegetables for the fall].

But if you get it right you can enjoy certain crops right through the winter. I got it right with kohlrabi, broccoli, and turnips last fall once I got enough fertilizer to them. Adams and LeRoy, in their book, The Southern Kitchen Garden, recommend 3 to 4 pounds of 13-13-13 per 100 square feet. These crops supplied quality product from January until May.

Last year, I had a great tomato crop coming when two nights of freezing temperatures took them out. I started seeds 13 August this year, a month earlier, but quite a few plants dried up when we evacuated for Hurricane Ike in September. Such are the new problems!

I planted sweet corn, Providence, a triple-sweet from Rogers Seeds, on August 4th. It is tasselling and silking now. This is 43 days from planting. Sweet corn usually takes 20 days from silking to maturity which would be 63 days from planting for a variety listed as an 85 day corn. The plants are only four feet tall, where in Michigan they would be at least six if not seven feet tall. So much to unlearn and relearn!

My spring crops of zucchini and summer squash have been disappointing, to say the least. These crops are supposed to run all your friends off as you try to pawn off the excess produce on them. I have been lucky to get a frying pan full.  ucurbits are susceptible to many viruses so I decided to try a variety with some virus resistance. Powdery mildew can also be a problem in the fall so I looked for resistance to that as well. On August 9th five varieties were planted, generic zucchini and yellow summer squash obtained locally, and three varieties that I ordered. General Patton is a yellow straight neck squash with no virus resistance but does have powdery mildew resistance. Spineless Beauty, which has no resistances, is a medium green zucchini. Payroll is another medium green zucchini but has both powdery mildew resistance and resistance to WMV2 and ZYMV viruses. These are aphid vectored viruses and I see aphids occasionally but don’t try to control them as ladybird beetles seem keep them under control.  

The two generic squashes exhibited virus symptoms about a month from emergence. The Payroll variety is at least twice the size of the others and had produced edible zucchinis by September 9th, a month after planting.

Squash leaf silvering, where the upper surface of the leaves looks like it was coated with silver paint, is caused by immature whiteflies feeding on the leaves. The General Patton, generic zucchini and yellow straight neck, and Spineless Beauty varieties all exhibit this problem but not the Payroll.

I seeded Florida Broadleaved and Savanna mustards (greens) on August 18th and they emerged in two days, but four varieties of cilantro have yet to emerge (16 Sept). Three varieties of garden (English) peas have not germinated nor emerged at 25 days but broccoli, kohlrabi and cauliflower emerged in four days.

These are all cool season crops. The peas and cilantro obviously need cooler soils even though Adams and LeRoy in The Southern Kitchen Garden recommend planting them in early August. 

We have to learn each crop and each season here in the Coastal Bend relying on information from other areas in only a general way.  

Now is the time to get serious about the fall/winter garden. Its time to get cole crops such as radishes, broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage and kohlrabi seeded. Carrots can be planted. Bush beans will be ready in 50 to 60 days from planting. Watch for caterpillers that form “umbrellas” around the leaf margins on the beans. Spray or dust with Bt if you see them. I’ll try another planting of peas and cilantro as the soil cools down.

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.
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