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PLANTING POTATOES

Next month, seed potatoes arrive at local nurseries and garden centers. Potatoes are a fun and easy crop to grow. Kids (as well as adults) love digging for them, an activity that resembles hunting for buried treasure.

Although only a few varieties are sold in the supermarket, there are more than 5,000 kinds of potatoes grown world-wide. Local nurseries will carry white, red, yellow, and blue types. If you’ve never grown potatoes before, try a sampling of each. For more advanced gardeners, catalogs and online stores will have a larger selection.

Several days before you intend to plant, cut potatoes into 1 ½ to 2 ounce pieces. Each piece should have an “eye,” which is actually the bud from which the new plant will sprout. Store these cut pieces for 1-3 days at room temperature, until a callous forms. Small seed potatoes can be planted whole.

Grow potatoes in well-drained soil. Add compost and mix well. At this time, you can apply a 5-10-5 or 10-10-5 fertilizer to the soil. Mix in 3 pounds of fertilizer thoroughly per 100 square feet. 

To plant, dig a trench that is 6 inches deep. Space the potatoes 6-12 inches apart, with the “eye” side face up. Closer spacing yields more (but smaller) potatoes at harvest, while spacing seed potatoes farther apart yields larger (but less) potatoes. Cover the potatoes with 3-4 inches of soil, but do not completely fill in the trench. Once the sprouts begin to form, cover them with another 3-4 inches of soil. When the plant reaches 8 inches tall, fill the trench in with more soil, about halfway up the potato stem. 

Your potato crop will form between the layer of soil and the seed potato. Several weeks later, you may need to add another inch or two of soil to the trench.  The main point of covering the potatoes with soil is so they are not exposed to sunlight. However, do not cover up too much of your foliage, as this will prevent the potatoes from growing properly.

You can also grow potatoes in half-barrel size containers, as long as they have drainage holes. Just remember, soil in containers can dry out quickly, so check frequently once the weather warms.

Harvest potatoes as soon as they begin to form. The early, small potatoes are known as “new potatoes” and are absolutely delicious. If you wish to “cure” your potatoes for long term storage, leave them in the ground until the plant tops turn brown before harvesting.

Although potatoes have a reputation for being fattening, they are actually a very healthy food. Potatoes contain Vitamin C and B6 as well as potassium. How we prepare them is the factor that raises their calorie content. 
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