Is It Planting Time Yet?
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     As I drove out to Grace Chapel Church for Easter Cantata practice, I could not help but notice the wild Easter Lilies in the road ditches.  Cantatas, lilies and warm spring sunshine give us the planting fever.  Did you plant your garden on Good Friday?  Traditionally the Friday before Easter has been the day to plant the family vegetable garden.  Many times we go by tradition rather than conditions.

     Few gardeners check the soil temperature before they plant, yet it’s possibly the most important factor affecting seed germination and plant growth.  Soil temperatures at which vegetable seeds will grow include the minimum, optimum and “realistic”.
      The realistic soil temperature is somewhere between optimum and minimum; it’s the temperature at which you should plant to have the best chance of success.  For instance, the optimum soil temperature for seed germination of vegetable crops such as cucumber, cantaloupe, okra, pumpkin, squash and watermelon is 95° F.  But if you wait until the soil gets that warm to plant, the summer heat will take its toll on your plants’ vigor and yield.  The minimum for these crops is 60° F.  But when the soil is that cool, the seeds won’t grow vigorously.
     Realistic soil temperatures for the best plant production are 64° F for cucumber, 68° F for cantaloupe, 70° F for squash, 72° F for watermelon, 73° F for okra and 75°  F for pumpkin.  The realistic soil temperatures for beets is 45° F. turnips 50° F. tomatoes and corn 55° F and beans 72° F.

     The seeds of really cold-tolerant vegetables such as carrots, parsley, lettuce and spinach can germinate in soils as cold as 35° F.  The realistic temperature for all of these crops is 45° F.

      Get out a thermometer and stick it into the soil to the depth the seeds would be planted.  After a few minutes, check the soil temperature.  Planting at the correct temperature will help you have better success in getting an even stand and may save you a second trip to the seed store to buy more seed.      

