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Video of the Week: Pruning Grape Vines

VEGETABLES
Time to Plant Potatoes Approaching
St. Patrick’s Day is just around the corner, so it is time to get seed
potatoes in the ground. Actually any time from mid- to late-March
is fine for potato planting. Be sure to buy seed potatoes rather
than using those bought for cooking. Seed potatoes are certified
disease free and have plenty of starch to sprout as quickly as soil
temperatures allow. Most seed potatoes can be cut into four
pieces, though large potatoes may yield more, and small less.
Each seed piece should be between 1.5 and 2 ounces. Seed pieces
this size will have more than one eye.
Each pound of potatoes should yield 8 to10 seed pieces. Cut the
seed 2 to 3 days before planting so freshly cut surfaces have a
chance to suberize, or toughen, and form a protective coating.
Storing seed in a warm location during suberization will speed the
process. Plant each seed piece about 1 to 2 inches deep and 8 to
12 inches apart in rows. Though it is important to plant potatoes
in March, emergence is slow. It is often mid- to late-April before new plants poke their way
through the soil. As the potatoes grow, pull soil up to the base of the plants. New potatoes are
borne above the planted seed piece, and it is important to keep sunlight from hitting the new
potatoes. Exposed potatoes will turn green and produce a poisonous substance called solanine.
Keeping the potatoes covered will prevent this. (Ward Upham)
Rhubarb
Rhubarb is a perennial vegetable that can be a bit tricky
to grow in Kansas. It is native to northern Asia (possibly
Siberia) and so is adapted to cold winters and dry
summers. However, it is susceptible to crown rot and
should not be subjected to “wet feet” and therefore
should be grown in a well-drained soil. The addition of
organic matter can increase drainage as well as raise the

soil level so that crown rot is less likely. Also, have a soil test done as rhubarb does best with a
pH below 7.0.
Rhubarb should be planted from mid-March to early April in Kansas. Mix 5 to 10 pounds of
well-rotted barnyard manure into the soil for each 10 square feet of bed before planting.
Rhubarb is propagated from crowns (root sections) that contain one or two buds. Plants should
be spaced 2 to 3 feet apart in the row with 4 to 5 feet between rows. The crowns are planted
shallow so that the buds are just one-half to 1 inch below the soil surface. Firm soil around the
crowns and make sure they are not in a depression that holds water. Recommended varieties
include Canada Red, Crimson Red, McDonald and Valentine.
Rhubarb needs rejuvenated at least every 5 to 10 years and should be dug and divided in the
same time period as new plantings are established. Use a cleaver or axe to cut crowns into
sections that each contains one or two buds. Plant as described above.
Newly transplanted rhubarb should not be harvested the first year so the plant can recover from
the transplant process. Only a few stalks should be harvested the second year to allow the plant
to continue to build up its energy reserves. The harvest season for plants that are three years or
older usually lasts about 8 weeks. Harvest only the largest and best stalks by pulling them
slightly to the side so that they break away from the plant. Never harvest over one-third of the
leaf stalks at one time. Only the leaf stalk (petiole) is eaten as the leaf blade contains oxalic acid
and is poisonous.
Mulches can be used to reduce moisture loss, prevent weed growth and provide winter
protection. However, it should be pulled away in the spring to allow the soil to warm so that
early growth is encouraged. (Ward Upham)
Bolting and Buttoning in Cole Crop Plants
Broccoli, cabbage and cauliflower are cole crops that have
a tendency to bolt (go to seed) or button (produce an
extremely small head) if plants are not grown properly.
These crops need to be kept actively growing through their
production cycle, including growing transplants from seed.
If they slow down due to under-fertilization or are stunted
due to overgrowing their container, buttoning or bolting is
more likely. Therefore, be sure to properly fertilize plants
grown from seed and ensure they have enough light. The
easiest way to fertilize transplants is to use a potting soil
with fertilizer already added. Light may be more of a challenge. Often natural sunlight is not
sufficient unless the plants are in a greenhouse and additional light is needed. Click here for a
video on how to build a grow light.
If you are not growing your own transplants but rather selecting plants later in the month for
transplanting, choose small, stocky, dark green plants. Even after transplanting, these plants need

to be well-fertilized. Fertilize at transplanting with a starter solution and continue to fertilize
every 2 to 3 weeks until harvest. Both buttoning and bolting are irreversible. Once a seed stalk
starts for form, nothing can be done to force the plant to produce a normal crop. (Ward Upham)

ORNAMENTALS
Plants Breaking Dormancy Early
Plants that become dormant in preparation for winter must
have a certain number of "chilling hours" before the buds
will begin growth the next spring. "Chilling" hours are
those in which the temperature remains between 32 and 45
degrees F.
Plants differ in the number of chilling hours needed, with
those adapted to colder climates usually requiring more
than those adapted to warmer zones. Even plants within
the same species can differ markedly in the number of chilling hours required for bud break. For
example, apple varieties range from a low of 250 (or fewer) chilling hours to a high of 1700.
The chilling requirements of some plants have already been met this winter. For these plants,
dormancy is over and warm periods can lead to bud swell or even flowering. If spring-flowering
bulbs flower now, the floral parts may be damaged by a cold snap but the plants itself will likely
be okay. It all depends on the severity of the cold snap.
So, what do you do if you have a plant that has swollen buds? Actually, there is not much you
can do to slow the bud development process because it is completely dependent on weather.
However, watering during dry weather may help in an indirect way. Roots can suffer drought
damage during the winter. A tree with a damaged root system and damaged buds will be slower
to recover than one with just damaged buds. Readily available soil moisture will aid in keeping
the plant healthy so it will be better able to recover from cold damage. Also, it is important to
determine if the swollen buds are flower buds or leaf buds. Even if the flower buds are killed by
cold temperatures, the health of the plant should not be affected. If, in addition to the swollen
buds, you also see small buds on the stems, then the swollen buds are flower buds and the small
buds are leaf buds.
Leaf buds are more hardy than flower buds but even they can be killed if they have lost their
winter hardiness. Even if the leaf buds swell and are killed by a cold snap, a healthy tree will still
be able to survive. There are secondary buds that remain dormant unless the primary bud is
killed. Secondary bud growth may be slower and less vigorous, but the tree will eventually
recover. (Ward Upham)

Cut Back Ornamental Grasses
March is a good time to remove dead foliage from
ornamental grasses. Grasses green up earlier if foliage is
removed and are more attractive without a mixture of dead
and live leaves. A number of tools can be used including
hand clippers, weed whips (if the foliage is of a small
enough diameter), weed whips with a circular blade, or
even a chain saw. Use the top of the chainsaw bar to cut so
the saw doesn't pull in debris and clog.
Also, it is often helpful to tie foliage together before
cutting so it doesn't interfere and is easier to dispose of. Burning is another option — but only if
it is safe and legal to do so. Note that these grasses may not burn long, but they burn extremely
hot. Even so, the crown of the plant is not damaged and new growth appears relatively quickly.
If the center of the clump shows little growth, the plant would benefit from division. Dig up the
entire clump and separate. Then replant the vigorous growth found on the outer edge of the
clump. (Ward Upham)
Establishing a Wildflower Area
Native grasses and many native wildflowers do well
within a wide pH range. Any pH between 5.5 and 8
should work. Just make sure the area receives at least 8
hours of sun a day.
It is better to choose a blend of grasses and wildflowers
rather than a single species. Companies that provide
regional blends include Sharp Brothers, Stock Seed and
Wildseed Farms.
These plants do not take root and grow well in areas that already have established plants.
Existing vegetation should be killed before seeding. Follow the following steps to increase the
chances of success.
- Control perennial weeds by using a product containing glyphosate.
- Using glyphosate the fall before planting makes soil preparation easier the following
spring
- Adjust pH and fertilize according to soil test before planting.
- The seedbed should be firm so that a boot heel sinks in no more than ½ inch.
- The goal is good seed/soil contact.
- Can mix seed with damp sand (4:1 sand/seed) for more uniform coverage with a drop
seeder or whirlybird spreader.
- The seed should be raked in about 1/4" deep. It is best if the seedbed is firmed up by using
roller or driving over the area with a riding lawn mower. Don’t mulch.

- Keep seed moist while the seed is germinating (3 to 4 times per week, if possible). Slowly
back off watering as plants develop.
What about planting dates? Warm-season grasses and most prairie flowers should be seeded
between April 1 and May 15. To control any remaining living vegetation, spray with a product
containing glyphosate, wait a week and plant. Make sure the soil temperature is at least 60
degrees before planting. Soil thermometers are often available in hardware stores and auto stores
(they are used to test air temperatures from air conditioners).
Hand weeding can help but must be done with care to avoid uprooting small prairie flowers.
Mowing as high as possible can help control fast growing weeds while preserving most of the
foliage on the prairie flower. (Ward Upham)

MISCELLANEOUS
Nationally Known Orchid Specialist to Speak
Thomas Mirenda, orchid collection specialist at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington D.C.
will be speaking at Botanica in Wichita in conjunction with the Kansas Orchid Society. The
meeting will be at 2:00 pm, March 19. The title of Tom’s presentation will be “Orchid
Diversity.” For more details, see https://www.kansasorchidsociety.com/events-callendar .
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