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SWEET POTATOES 
DEPARTMENT OF HORTICULTURE 

Reprinted Januarv 1981 

EMVllONMEMTAL PIEFEIEMCES 

LIGHT: sunny 

SOIL: Well-drained, medium-light, 
sandy loam, low organic matter 

FERTILITY: low-medium 

pH: 5.2 - 6.5 

TEMPERATURE: warm-hot (70-85°F) 

MOISTURE: drought resistent once 
established, excess moisture is 
not desirable during root en-
largement 

CULTUIE 

PLANTING: Transplants or "slips" 
are set out after danger of frost 
is past and soil has warmed. 
"Slips" may be started from 
sweet potatoes five to six weeks 
before this date. 

SPACING: 12-18" x 36-48" 

HARDINESS: tender annual 

FERTILIZER NEEDS: light feeder, 
excessive amounts of nitrogen 
will reduce yields or lower 
quality or both. 
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Sweet potatoes need a long growing 
time and grow best in medium to light 
sandy soils which are well-drained 
and relatively low in nitrogen. Ex-
cess nitrogen and heavy applications 
of fresh animal manures cause long, 
spindly roots of low quality. Heavy 
tight soils cause misshaped roots. 

There are two types of sweet potatoes, 
wet and dry. The moist-flesh or "yam" 
type is the most popular. The dry, or 
firm-flesh root skin color varies from 
yellow to white. Moist sweet potatoes 
may be bronze, red, pink, and orange. 

Most home gardners buy transplants or 
"slips" from a local plant grower. To 
produce transplants, bed potatoes in a 
greenhouse or hotbed about five to six 
weeks before the setting date. 
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CULTURAL PRACTICES: 

Use only disease-free potatoes. 
Dip for five minutes in a borax 
solution (1 lb. of borax to 6 
gallons of water) before bedding. 
Bed roots side by side in two to 
three inches of sand. 

Ordinarily, one-half bushel will 
cover eight to 10 square feet of 
bed surface and produce about 
1000 transplants. Cover roots 
with three to four inches of sand. 
Keep bed warm (70-800F) and water-
ed. Pull plants in about five to 
six weeks when rooted and about 
six to eight inches tall. 

Shape rows into ridges about 10 
inches high. Space them about 
three feet apart. Place trans-
plants or "slips" 15 inches apart. 

A starter solution of one-fourth 
pound of 20 percent nitrogen fer-
tilizer to five gallons of water, 
using one-half pint per plant - is 
recommended. 

Sweet potatoes grow until vines are 
killed by frost. Harvest the crop 
when the greatest number of six-to-
eight-ounce potatoes are found in 
the hill by simple digging. Clip 
the vines before frost so the crop 
can be harvested easily with less 
damage to the potatoes. Immediately 
remove vines ·blackened by early 
frosts. Plow or spade out one row 
at a time and pick up the potatoes. 
Be sure potatoes are clean, dry, 
and free of injury before storing 
to reduce rotting. Handle gently 
to prevent bruising - do not throw 
·or drop into crates. 

COMMON PIOILEMS 

DISEASES: Several diseases affect 
sweet potatoes (use "certified" 
plants and rotate sites from year 
to year).Most prevalent are stem 

rot or wilt, black rot, scurf. 

INSECTS: flea beetles, sweet po-
tato weevil 

CULTURAL: long, stringy, rough, 
and irregular roots (heavy clay 
soils, poor drainage, excessive 
moisture) cracking and split-
ting (excessive moisture during 
3-4 week before harvest) 

HUTllTIOMAL VALUE 

Medium, 5 x 2 inches, baked in 
skin •• one potato 

Grams 
146 

Calories 
160 

% U.S. RDA: 
Vitamin A Vitamin C 

180 40 

HAIVESTIMG AHD STOIMiE 

DAYS TO MATURITY: 120-140 days from 
transplanting 

HARVEST: 

Roots should be dug so as to keep 
cutting and bruising to a minimum. 
Frost will kill the vines, but the 
potatoes should be dug prior to the 
first frost, since the dead vines 
can cause decay to spread to the 
roots. Maturity of the potatoes 
can be judged this way: a broken 
or cut surface dries on exposure to 
air if the potato is mature but re-
mains moist and turns dark if it is 
immature. Dig anytime after they 
are mature but before a frost. 

APPROXIMATE YIELDS: (per 10 feet 
of row) 8-12 lbs. 

AMOUNT TO RAISE PER PERSON: 75 -
100 pounds. 

STORAGE: "Cure" by keeping roots 
in a very warm place for 2-3 weeks. 
(Temp. 80-90°F). Then store in 
warm (55-6QOF) dry (80-85%RH) con~ 

ditions, 4-6 months. 
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