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The Spring Garden

By Todd L. Cutting—Master Gardener

The spring Vegetable garden starts in the winter, where ever one lives.  Here in Aransas/San Patricio counties, winter comes in mid-December and ends in mid-February.  Spring lasts from mid-February to April when summer starts with its heat and humidity.  The garden starts in winter because transplants of tender vegetables must be started so they are large enough to go outside into the ground as soon as the weather allows.  The earlier one gets tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and okra started, the sooner production will start and the higher the yield before summer heat ends the season.  We have no reason to wait for the soil to thaw.  With all the rain we’ve received in the fall, we may have to find dry days to work.

Here in the Coastal Bend, the garden should be ready to sow cool season crops such as radish, lettuce, turnips, spinach and peas any time from mid-January to March depending on your soil and general weather conditions.  These crops should be seeded in succession every two weeks through March depending on your needs.  As the soil is cool during this period and these crops require rapid growth to reach optimum quality, fertilization is necessary.  When preparing the land, apply 3 to 5 pounds of a granular garden fertilizer with a nutrient rating of 10-10-10 or 13-13-13 per 100 square feet.  A large coffee can holds approximately 5 pounds.  Work this into the soil a few days before seeding.

Transplants of broccoli, cabbage, kohlrabi and other cole crops can be set out at the same time that you are seeding the above.  They require the same land preparation.  For the spring garden, these crops should have been started at Thanksgiving.  This means they have to be given some cold protection.  They can tolerate slight, short freezes if they are well watered and protected from the wind.  A cold frame should be adequate if a hard freeze is predicted.  Transplant into the garden when they have four to six leaves.  Because they are going into relatively cool soil, which reduces nutrient availability, fertilize every two to three week with a water soluble fertilizer such as Miracle-Gro according to label instructions. 

When Coastal Bend gardeners think of the spring garden, the first crops that come to mind are tomatoes, peppers, eggplant and okra.  Tomatoes, peppers, and eggplant are Solanaceous crops.  Okra is in the Malvaceae family but can essentially be treated the same as the Solanaceous crops.  When you are reading this in mid-January, you are already at least month behind in getting seeds of these crops sown for transplants.  If we all had heated greenhouses, we’d start transplants of tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and okra in late November and be able to protect them from the occasional freezing night.  Few of us have greenhouses nor enough room with good light in the house so we have to wait until mid-January to get started.  These crops require eight to twelve weeks to reach a size suitable to set out.  

The advantage of starting your own plants is you get to choose the variety.  This can be especially true for tomatoes because with our sandy soils and long, hot growing season nematodes can be a limiting factor to production.  There are nematode resistant tomato varieties, especially to root-knot nematode. Varieties with an “N” in the letters behind their name in the seed catalog have some level of root-knot nematode resistance.  Celebrity VFNT, Big Beef VFNT, and Better Boy VFN.  Big Beef and Celebrity are All-America award winners.  These three varieties are available from mail-order houses, seed packet displays, and as transplants in garden centers and nurseries.

There are no nematode resistant varieties of peppers, eggplant, and okra so choose varieties of these crops by other traits.  I’ve grown good, long lasting crops of all these crops in heavily nematode infested soil by planting early and using large transplants in soil heavily amended with organic compost.  Buy the plants in 6 inch pots as soon as they are available at the garden center.  Or buy smaller ones and transplant into 6 inch pots and grow for four weeks then set them out.  Dig a large hole, using a spade or shovel, not a trowel, and fill with bagged or bulk compost.  Add a tablespoon of slow release fertilizer such as Osmocote.  Place plant in hole and back-fill with compost.  Water well.  Fertilize with liquid fertilizer according to product label every two weeks so plants grow rapidly.

Eggplant ‘Black Beauty’ is an open-pollinated variety that is readily available from local seed sellers, in packets, mail-order,and as plants from the garden center.  It is an egg-shaped (oval), large fruited variety with a dark purple color. 

 Open-pollinated peppers are readily available as seed and plants but hybrids will out-perform them in early yield, total yield, and consistency of performance.  They come in many shapes, colors, and pungency.  Jalapenos and chilies are more stable to environmental variation.  That is, they will produce under more variable conditions than will bell type peppers.

Just as with the Solanaceous crops of tomatoes, peppers, and eggplant, okra comes in open-pollinated and hybrid forms.  The old stand-by, Clemson Spineless, is open-pollinated, makes a large bush and is variable in performance. Hybrids have to be mail-ordered but have the advantage of a more compact plant with higher yields and environmental stability. 

Cucurbit crops such as cucumbers, zucchini, summer squash, and melons are very cold sensitive.  In the Coastal Bend they can be directly sown in the garden in late February or early March.  Or you can start transplants four weeks prior to your setting out date to get a head start on the season.  You will need to keep them above 55 degrees.

There is a lot of information available on growing vegetables but very little specifically directed at the Coastal Bend.  Adams and LeRoy’s book, THE SOUTHERN KITCHEN GARDEN is the exception.  Both writers were Texas AgriLife Extension horticulture agents in the Houston area.  There is also a lot of information available on the WEB, again most of it must be modified for use in the Coastal Bend.  The Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners have local, tried and refined experience.  Contact us at Texas AgriLife Extension, 361-790-0103.  Bring us your problems, questions, and specimens at “Green Acres” at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, TX.  You can E-mail us at aransas-tx@tamu.edu
