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GROWING AND HARVESTING SWEETPOTATOES IN ARIZONA
By C. H. COULSON, '26

Arizona's Climate and Soil Favorable to Sweet Potato Culture-s-Bumper
Crops and High Prices Reward Growers in Southwest-Arid

Climate Favorable to Curing and Storing Sweet Potatoes

� HE sweet potato is one of the

'-I leading truck crops of the
United States, ranking second only
to the Irish potato in crop value. It
is primarily a tropical or sub-tropi
cal crop and has, therefore, found a

congenial home in the warm, arid re

gions of the Southwest. The fact
that the sweet potato is indigenous
to America makes a short review of
its history and taxonomy interesting
and, at the same timer appropriate.

According to Thompson, the sweet

potato is a native of tropical Amer
ica and bas long been in cultivation

by the natives of these regions. It
was cultivated in America long before
the days of Columbus and is now

grown throughout the world where
the climate permits. The sweet po
tato belongs to the morning glory
family, Convolvulaceae, and may be
defined generally as a tuberous root

ed perennial. Many varieties have

been developed, but the Nancy Hall,
Porto Rico and Yellow Jersey have

proved to be the most successful in

the Southwest.

While the growing of sweet pota
toes as a commercial enterprise has

long been practiced in the southern

states, it is a comparatively recent

venture in the Southwest. No doubt
the South Atlantic states will always,
as trey are now, be the leading sweet

potato states, but statistics show that
the sweet potato has an important
place in Arizona agrtcultt.re. The

following statistics, taken from the
U. S. D. A. Year Book for 1924, show
how Arizona compares with other
states in sweet potato production.
The total acreage in sweet potatoes
for the United States was 938,000
acres in 1924. Georgia was tl:e lead

ing state with 128,000 acres, while
Arizona had only 2,000 acres. The
total value of the 1924 crop was $92,-
000,000.00, which was below normal
due to light yield generally. The av

erage yield per acre for the United
States for a period of seven years

(1914-1920) was 97 bushels, while tle

average yield in Arizona during the
same period was 153 bushels, or high
er than that of any other state. The

average farm price per bushel for the

be inferred, however, that poor soils
are desirable, for it has been proved
that the crop responds readily to fer
tilizers. A complete fertilizer, 2-8-6,
at the rate of 1,000 to 1,500 pounds to
the acre, will givp. good results, the

application being made with a drill
and the ridge for the potato plants
made over the drilled row.

Adobe sweet potato storage house near Phoenix, Arizona.

United States for four years '(1921-
1924) was $1.28 per bushel, while in
Arizona the price averaged $2.38,
ranking next to New Mexico,' which
had an average of $2.55. The crop
value per acre for 1924 gives Arizona
an average of $297.00 and the aver

age for the United States only $98.00
pet acre.

No doubt the small acreage in the
West influences the, prices,' but the
high yields can only mean that Ari
zona is well si ited to sweet potato
culture. Certainly, with such an un

balanced distribution, those districts
in Arizona best suited to the growing

.

of sweet potato�s can well afford to

increase their acreage.

It has already been said that the
sweet potato is a sub-tropical crop,

making it naturally adapted to the

long growing seasons of southern Ari
zona. It is also fairly drouth resist

ant, but irrigation, of course, is es

sential. A steady supply of moisture,
especially 1lntil the tubers are well

formed, is essential to good yields,
and the grower should not permit the

plants to suffer, even though they
will stand dry periods. Warm days
and nights during the tuber-forming
period are to be desired.

The commercial production of the
sweet potato is rather limited by spe
cial soil -requirements, sandy and

sandy loam soils being by far the
most desirable. Tl:e fertility require
ments are not as high as for many
other truck crops, but it should not

Growing the Transplants

Sweet potatoes are propagated by
means of plants produced from the

ttbers, usually planted in a hot bed.
The growing of the plants is perhaps
most often done by the individual
grower, but the present tendency is
for some farmer to make a business
of growing the "slips" for tbe farm
ers of his district. Mr. Armstead,
near Casa Grande, is a good example
of a farmer specializing in this par
ticular field, and the advisability of
such a procedure is unquestioned.
Beds six to eight feet wide and thirty
to sixty feet long may be used to ad

vantage, heat being supplied by a fur
nace at one end of the bed. The heat
is distributed by means of pipes run

ning the length of the bed, the pipes
being deeper near the furnace so that
the heat will be evenly distributed, or

rather, so that the bed will be uni

formly warmed. The bed is warmed
before placing the potatoes in it, the

temperature at this time being 90

to 95 degrees, at which it is held for
a period of a week or ten days fol

lowing the planting of the tubers.
The temperature is then allowed to
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fall at the rate of 5 degrees per week
until it has dropped to 75 degrees, at
which it is held until a few days be
fore planting time, when the heat is
cut off 'entirely. During the period
when heat must be supplied the beds
are covered at night and on cool days
to conserve and regulate the heat.
The potatoes are placed in the bed
about half an inch or an inch apart
and are covered with four inches of

sandy soil. No fertilizer is required
for the seed bed as the tuber fur
nishes the nutriment. One bushel of
seed will produce approximately 3500

plants, which means that it.._, will re

quire four or five bushels of seed po
tatoes to produce enough "slips" ful::
an acre. Planting dates as given in
Arizona Timely Hint, No. 151, are as

follows:
Seed bed 1Vlarch 15 to April 15
Field April 15 to June 1

In case of a shortage of slips, cuttings
may be used successfully, this being,
in fact, a common practice in some

sections. The tubers in the seed beds,
too, will produce more than one set of

"slips."
Transplanting

Planting in the field is very simi
lar to that of other transplants. It is
well to remember that the sweet po
tato is very suceptible to frost and
should not be planted in the field un

til all danger of frost is past. The

type of ridge in which the plants are

set deserves comment. Best results
have been obtained in irrigated re

gions by using a high ridge for sweet

potatoes, allowing the water to run

in the furrows for several hours be
for transplanting and then setting
the transplants as high as the water

subs on the ridge. Thus the tubers
are formed out of the free water

area, and this has proved a control
for black scurf. The setting of the

transplants deserves no special com

ment as they are hardy, so long as

danger of frost is over. Early plant
ing gives the largest yields accord

ing to tests made in California (Cali
fornia Experiment Station Circular
No. 285). The planting distances, as

given in Arizona Timely Hint No. 151,
are 14 inches to 18 inches in rows

three to four feet apart. Clean cul

tivation is practiced until the vines
cross the furrows. Irrigations should
be light, but frequent until the tubers
are well formed.

Harvesting
The time of harvesting is regulated

by the market and by the maturity of
the crop. During the latter part of

JUly on until the main part of the

Interior view of storage house shown 'on opposite page. The photograph was

taken during the summer when the house was being used for storing
onions.

crop is harvested, the price is very

high and early plantings are profit
ably harvested during this period al

though the yield may be relatively
small. If the grower so desires he

may allow his crop to grow t.ntil fall
when the entire crop is harvested. In

harvesting, the disposal of the vines
is the first consideration. This is
often done by hand, but a special vine

cutter, drawn by horses, is now be

ing used. The tops are sometimes re

moved and used as stock feed. The

ordinary potato digger bas pot proved
successful in the harvesting of sweet

potatoes, and a special middle buster

type with a vine cutter attached is

coming into use. Heavy vines, how

ever, make their removal necessarJ:.
Digging every other row eliminates
extra handling of the potatoes and
avoids intereferences of the workers.
The potatoes are allowed to dry in

the sun for a few bours, which will
aid in the curing process. Rough
sorting in the field is advisable, plac
ing the marketable potatoes in crates

separate from the small ones, and
also making a place for the cut and

badly brtfised potatoes. All are

placed in crates and hauled to the

storage house. Care in handling to

prevent bruising and skin abrasions
cannot he over-emphasized.

Curing of the Potatoes

The crates of potatoes are stacked
in the storage house in tiers, allowing
a few inches of space between each
tier for free circulation of air. The
house should be well ventilated, but

the walls should be thick so as to in
sure an easy control of the tempera
ture, and to insure a constant tem

perature. Adobe houses have proved
very successful, and a storage house
built of railroad ties on the farm of
Mr. Armstead is a cheap but efficient
house. The room is heated to a tem

perature of 80 to 90 degrees when the

potatoes are brought from the field
and kept at that temperature for a

period of a week or ten days. During
this period careful attention must be

paid to the humidity, as high humid
ity is almost certain to cause loss due
to rotting. The control of the hu

midity makes ventilators of some sort

necessary. Under Arizona conditions
the potatoes usually are cured at the
end of a week or ten days, depending,
of course, on the conditions and va

rital differences. "Common tests are

(1) non-slipping of the skin, (2) ap

pearance of purplish buds, and (3)
dry, spongy character of the skin."
Ariz. Exp. Sta. Bul., No. 106.

For storage proper following the

curing process the house should be

kept at a uniform temperature .of
about 55 degrees. Artificial heat
should be supplied if the temperature
in the room falls much below 50 de

grees. During warm days the venti
lators should be closed to keep the
room cool. At all times the humidity
should he under control and not al
lowed to get high enough to promete
storage rots.

Seed Selection and Treatment
Selection of disease free seed should

(Continued on Page 16)
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Black rot and scurf are the most se

rious of the diseases, and under any

conditions the seed should be treated
with a solution of HgCI.., before plant
ing in tl: e hot bed. On� ounce of the

corrosive sublimate dissolved in eight
gallons of water is the advised

strength, allowing the tubers to be
immersed in the solution for ten min

utes. A longer time is said to have

a harmful effect. A practical meth-

(Continued. from Page 5)
be practiced by the commercial grow
er. Vine cuttings planted in disease
free soil will assure the production
of disease free seed. The seed pota
toes should be cured and stored sep

arately, thus avoiding the chance of
infection from field-grown potatoes.

Holsteins For Profit

Holstein supremacy in the production of milk
and butter fat is further proved by the records
that have been made under Agricultural College
supervision. Of 131 purebred dairy cows in the
United States that have produced 1000 pounds or

more of butter fat in one year, 104 are Holstein
cows.

All other breeds total only 27. Whether under
official test or in the cow testing associations,
you will find the Holstein making the largest
records and with more representatives among
the high producers.

The Holstein cow is "the Cow That Makes the
Dollars" for American dairymen. Holstein popu
larity in successful dairy centers is based on that

profit.

Write us for further facts on Holsteins.

C')he Extension Service

HOLSTEIN�FRIESIAN
ASSOCIATION oj AMEP.lCA

od of treatment is practiced by us

ing two barrels, dumping the pota
toes in the barrel containing the li

quid and th-en draining it off into the
other barrel after the desired time.
Since the solution rapidly loses its

strength a half ounce of HgCI,) should
be added after treating each hundred
pounds of seed, adding enough water

to keep up the original volume.

CAN PLANTS BE BENEFITED
BY ELECTRICITY?

According to tr,e U. S. Department
of Agriculture, many expreiments
which have been conducted during
the past 75 years to determine the in

fluence of electrical treatment of the

soil or the atmosphere on the growth
and yield of plant life have given
rise to various conclusions. In Eng
land, where the electrical treatment

has been applied by charging a net

work placed high enough above the

growing crops to permit of cultivation
with horses, increased yields are re

ported. Similar experimental work by
the U. S. Department of Agriculture
has failed to produce any well-defined
increase in yield. Eight years of ex

jerimental tests by tl:e department
have not shown any positive response

by plants to electrical treatment of
either the soil or the atmosphere in

which the plants were grown. At the

present time there is still a diversity
of opinion concerning the influence
of the electricity in plant development.

The department tests were con

ducted under the same general ex

perimental procedure as that employ
ed in experiments in England in

which the electrical treatment is re

ported to have increased yields.
A report of the work done by

the department of agriculture has just
been published and includes also a

brief account of otter investigations
in the field of electroculture. The

report is known as Department Btil

letin No. 1379, Electroculture. A copy

may be secured while the supply lasts

by writing to the United States De

partment of Agriculture, Washington,
D. C.

A grower of winter peas in the

Salt River Valley has had very good
success in poisoning cutworms by

using ordinary poison bran mash

made up with cheap molasses.


