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Diggin’ in the Dirt: Growing Sweet Potatoes

By Chip Bubl
Oregon State University
Extension Service - Columbia County

Small Woodland Association tree sale
set for March 12th,

The Columbia County Small
Woodlands Association has an annual
tree sale in St. Helens. You can purchase
a variety of trees in very small quanti-
ties. The sale this year will be on March
12th at the Lawrence Oil parking lot
(845 N. Columbia River Highway) in St.
Helens from 8:30 am- 1:30pm. They sell
both forest tree seedlings, some native
shrubs, and some ornamental tree seed-
lings. Get there early for the best selec-
tion.

Growing sweet potatoes in Columbia
County

OSU Master Gardeners Susan
and Denny Snyder harvest about a pound
or more sweet potatoes per square foot
in their Warren garden. Yields from their
four by eight beds have ranged from
thirty-four pounds to forty-five pounds
per bed. They have gotten similar results
in the OSU Master Gardeners Demon-
stration garden at the Fairgrounds. Other
gardeners have learned from them and

gotten equally good results (see pic-
ture of Yankton gardener Glen Werings’
sweet potato).

Here is the Snyder method:
Sweet potatoes are grown from “slips”
which are shoots that sprout from the
sweet potato. Slips need to be started in-
doors in late January or early February.
To get slips, the Snyders cut sweet po-
tatoes (from last year’s harvest) in half
width-wise. They put the cut end down
in a shallow container that holds water
on some half-inch clean round rocks and
fill the container to cover the tubers up to
about a half inch. They start the slips, at
first, inside their house since sweet pota-
toes like warmth. They place the “slip”
tray where it gets decent sun. Susan says
that you need organic sweet potatoes to
start with (they are more likely to sprout)
but that not all tubers sprout consistent-
ly. Some tubers will rot before good slips
are formed. Watch carefully and discard
tubers that start to decay.

If all goes well, small slips start
to grow. When the slips are 1 to 1.5 inch-
es long, they cut or gouge them out of
the sweet potato and place the base of
the slips in a shallow vase in water until
they root well. Once they get good roots,
they pot them up into 2 inch by 2 inch

containers in nice loose potting mix.
After a little settling in, they move the
slip containers out to their greenhouse in
trays that hold water. They put the tray
on a heating mat to supply bottom heat.
If the slips start to root out the bottom
of the containers, they repot them into
larger containers.
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Sweet potatoes need loose soil.
It is hard to overemphasize that require-
ment. If the soil isn’t loose, the sweet po-
tatoes tubers won’t grow large. Denny
prepares the four by eight-foot raised
beds located in full sun when the soil is
able to be worked easily, adding some
fertilizer and lime at that time. He puts
a soaker hose or drip tube that will water
the sweet potatoes in the summer on the
surface. Then he covers the beds tightly
with black plastic. This warms the soil
and keeps the weeds down.
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Call for Appointments
(503) 429-1612

Or 24 hr. Emergency Number (503) 397-6470
700 Weed Ave. Vernonia, OR

Vernonia
Dental

622 Bridge Street

Vernonia, OR 97064
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er (who learned from the Snyders) plants
eight slips per bed. The planted beds are
covered with row cover to provide ex-
tra heat and to reduce transplant shock.
Row covers are removed in mid-June.
In Vernonia, I might leave them on all
summer for additional heat. The light .5
ounce covers would probably work best.

Consistent irrigation is neces-
sary throughout the growing season.
Vines will grow in a tangled jungle with
some stems getting 10 feet long. Deer
eat the foliage and field mice (voles) like
the tubers. Be prepared.

The Snyders harvest in late Sep-
tember. You have to dig carefully and
gently as sweet potatoes can be quite
brittle when first dug. Dry them in a bin.
Separate out any damaged tubers and
eat them first. Sweet potatoes store best
between 50-65 degrees. Don’t let them
freeze. The Snyders are still enjoying
last summer’s crop. Sweet potato pie
and sweet potato hummus are several of
their favorite uses.

Don’t cut branch collars

For years, the standard pruning
advice was to make your cuts flush with
the trunk of a tree. However, we know a
lot more about tree physiology now.

You should not cut so close.
Instead, look for the raised tissue at the
base of limbs where they join the trunk.
This is called the branch collar or shoul-
der.

The branch collar contains rap-
idly dividing cells that will ultimately
close the wound caused by pruning. If it
1s removed, the tree will be much slower
closing the injury and more likely to de-
velop disease or insect problems at that
point. In addition, the branch collar con-
tains cells that put out disease resisting
compounds in response to wounds.

These physical and chemical
barriers compartmentalize the damage
to the benefit of the whole tree.

How do you identify a branch
collar? On many trees, it is ¥ to % inch
wide, though it can be larger or often-
times smaller. The diagram indicates
what a branch collar will look like and a
little observation in the garden will clar-
ify where cuts should be made. Happy
pruning.

The Extension Service offers its pro-
grams and materials equally to all peo-
ple.

Free newsletter

The Oregon State University
Extension office in Columbia County
publishes a monthly newsletter on gar-
dening and farming topics (called Coun-
ty Living) written/edited by yours truly.
All you need to do is ask for it and it will
be mailed to you. Call 503 397-3462 to
be put on the list. Alternatively, you can
sign up for email notification of when to
find the latest edition on the web at
http://extension.oregonstate.edu/colum-
bia/.

Contact information for the Extension
office

Oregon State University Extension Ser-
vice — Columbia County

505 N. Columbia River Highway (across
from the Legacy clinic)

St. Helens, OR 97051

503 397-3462

Email: chip.bubl@oregonstate.edu



