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Introduction



Potatoes are among the most productive, in terms of food value per unit of space, of the many vegetables in the home garden. And when we say “potatoes” we are referring to two separate species, Irish and sweet, seemingly with little in common except the name, yet with much in common when added to the garden and family food fare.


Both have become as American as the beef steak, which is best with a baked Irish potato; or the highly spiced southern smoked sausage that demands a baked sweet potato as its companion on the breakfast table. The Irish potato’s food value is next to rice among the world’s food staples. The sweet potato has its roots set deeper in the South, and is grown commercially from New Jersey southward and westward to Southern California. It ranks high in nutritional values.


Add to those food and gastronomic values the small amount of work necessary to grow these two gems, and what gardener could resist adding them to his garden calendar? So, let’s discuss Irish potatoes first, then the sweet.





The Irish Potato



Best Soil Types


A silt or sandy loam, high in organic matter, with good drainage, is the ideal soil for growing Irish potatoes. But if you are not blessed with the ideal, it is not a sign that you should deprive yourself of some good home-grown spuds. Soils can be built up or reclaimed.


Plenty of organic matter — leaf mold, manures — will do much for a clay soil. A few cubic feet of sand will help lighten an otherwise heavy soil. Soils that are too sandy can be improved with organic matter.


Be sure you have good drainage. Poor drainage will promote rot in the seed before it sprouts, and possibly in the forming of young tubers.


[image: images]


The ideal size potatoes (6–8 oz.) cut in four equal wedges. Each piece is used as a seed. (potatoes shown: Red La Soda)


Fertilization and Soil pH


Different types of plant life require different diets of nutrients. What the particular plant produces determines the diet. There are many plant food requirements, but the major ones are nitrogen, phosphorus, and potash.


The nutrient requirements of your soil must be established, but it is not enough to pick up a USDA bulletin and read that a 6-12-6 (six percent nitrogen, twelve percent phosphorus and six percent potash) fertilizer at the rate of eight pounds per 100 feet of row is recommended for Irish potatoes. This recommendation is given as an average requirement. It may be too little or too much for your particular soil’s existing nutrition level.


That level must be established before determining an effective fertilization program. It can be learned through a soil test which you can have done by your local Extension Service agent, whose office is generally at the county seat. Soil tests are usually free.


The soil test result given to you will be accompanied by a recommended fertilization program. Follow it strictly. If recommendations are for eight pounds of 6-12-6 per 100 feet of row, get out the bathroom scale, figure out your needs and weigh out the proper amount. Don’t guess. Too much can be worse than not enough.


The soil test report will also include the pH level, indicating the acidity or alkalinity of your soil. The pH reading is from 0 to 14. A low reading, from 0 to 7, indicates an acid soil, 7.0 is neutral, and any reading above that indicates an alkaline soil. Most common vegetables do best on a soil with a pH reading of 6.5, but authorities recommend a pH no higher than 6.5 for Irish potatoes. My best potato harvest was made from a soil that tested 4.8 after harvest.


The higher soil pH reading may promote potato scab, while a pH lower than 5.0 will halt the speed of this fungus disease. Your potatoes will tolerate a low pH better than a high pH, so avoid any use of lime.


The organic gardener will find nutrients in manure and composts, plus ground rock phosphate as one source of phosphorus, and greensand or granite dust as possible sources of potash. While wood ashes are a source of potash, needed by potatoes, they shouldn’t be used for potatoes because of the high lime content in them.
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