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August 20, 2010
Onion History
I am not going to give you the history of the onion.  Not where or when it originated.  Not the people that first valued it.  First ate it.  Nothing like that.  (I don’t know; would need to go on line and look it up.  If you need to know, you could do the same.)

This is the history of the onion for just one year …here on Seedtime’s farm.

Onion seed catalogs come out in January.  As quickly as possible, I sit down and plan exactly which varieties I want and how many of each type.  We need some for fresh eating, some to cure for eating throughout the winter.  

Once I have a plan, I must convert ounces of seed into numbers of seed.  Each variety may have a different seed count.  Each company may have a different method of indicating how many seeds you receive in a packet, in an ounce, in a pound.  But it is a guessimate as the info will be something like: 
Mini:1.5 gm (avg. 345 seeds) sows 17’ or makes 200 plants.
Packet: 4.5 gm. (avg. 1,040 seeds) sows 50’ or makes 600 plants.

Seed Specs: SEEDS/LB: 95,000-125,000 (avg. 105,000)

Let’s say I have decided that we should plant 1,000 plants of Yellow Onion A.  One packet will have enough seeds but probably not make enough plants.  So I need two packets for safety’s sake.

A packet is $2.95.  An ounce is $11.60.  So per seed, the ounce is much cheaper.  But I don’t need 5,937 seeds.  Save them for next year?  Can’t.  Onion seed is only viable for one year.  How do I know?  Experience, Lady, experience.  I have planted old onion seed many a time to get nothing but the odor of rotting onion.  Finally I read it in a book, “Always start with fresh onion seed.”
So I decide to order two packets.  On to the next variety.

Once all the onion seeds are ordered. I make a list for our organic grower in Florida.  In 2009, I sent him our seed, made a list of how many plants I needed for each variety.  We planned on three rows of plastic, three rows of onions per plastic, a total of 9,000 plants.  

The onions arrived in April.  Beautiful husky plants!  But the numbers didn’t jive.  “I ordered 9,000; I received 15,000!”  

I waited for the invoice.  Maybe he would only charge me for the plants ordered.  

Wrong!  I was billed for 15,000 plants!  Not cool!!!  Plus all the extra shipping (which, by the way, is more expensive than the plants!)

I called.

“I’m sorry.  We have no way of knowing how many seeds we are planting.”

Egads!!!  Strange.

“Can’t you just plant the extra?  It would be a shame to throw those lovely plants away.”

“Well, I can add one more row but that is it.  I simply cannot sell that many onions!”

We agreed to each eat $50.

The onions did awesome!  We had hordes!!!!  Alissa and Nathan spent a day picking them all up and spreading them out in the barn to dry.  The whole barn floor was covered!!!  Matt spent a day sorting and bagging into 40# bags. 

Onions for Sale!   Onions for Sale!  

So in 2010, I was smarter.  I sent a list of each variety, how many plants I needed, and also the number of seeds that could possibly be in each package.

The plants arrived in early April.  The numbers were close.  Great!

One box, containing three totally different varieties, looked like it had been dropped by the shipper.  Totally different; an onion, a shallot, and leek.  What a mess!  And as little plants, we could not tell them apart.
The plants were much smaller this year.  Too small.

Then the rains arrived.  The plants sat in the shed.  

Heat followed.

The plants still sat in the shed.  Living, growing, they did not stop.  Not enough light.  Not enough moisture.  The too small plants became even more fragile.  (I should have put them in the flower cooler; didn’t think of it.)
Two weeks later, the weather cleared and we began to plant.  By now, quality sucked!  (Pardon my language!)  We forged on.  

Death rate was high.  “I need to call the grower and complain!”  

Time escaped.  I didn’t call.

Rain caught us again.  

Three weeks later, we finished planting.  By now, death rate was greater than survival rate.

Our summer crew did an awesome job keeping the onion planting weed free.  They faithfully weeded empty holes.  The death rate was so high from the mixed-up box, that we hand-planted lettuce and fennel into empty holes.

It took all of June and into July for these tiny plants to begin to make bulbs.  

Then July’s monsoon arrived.  Water sat between the rows.  “We better check on the onions before they begin to rot.”

Yup!  Those in the wettest part of the field were rotting.  I pulled.  Large, small, it didn’t matter.  They had to come up.  Some were rotting from the top.  Some were rotting from the bottom.

Spread out on the plastic mulch to dry, they baked in the sun.  Janaye and Sarah teamed up to pick them up and haul them into the shed, spreading them out, plants below, bulbs on top, on the flatbed to dry.
Humidity was high, in the shed, out of the shed.  “We better remove part of the tops to get rid of that bottom layer of moisture.”
The girls were shown how to trim the tops. “Leave three to four inches,” Alissa told them.  “They need that much plant to cure properly.”
When she returned an hour later, the scissors had gotten closer and closer to the bulb until a big share of the onions had no tops at all.  Alissa was furious!!  “Onions need the tops to dry down naturally to seal off the entrance to the bulb.  By cutting the tops too close too early, you just put what was left of Mom’s onion crop at risk!!!”
The next morning when I walked into the shed, a cloud of humidity still hit me in the face.  “Let’s pull the flatbed outside and let the sun work its wonder on the onions.  Onions like to lie in the sun.”

Later in the day, Alissa said, “Mom!  It looks like the onions are sun burning!!”

“Quickly!  Help me push the flat bed inside.”

I couldn’t understand the sun burning.  Always, we pull onions and let them lie in the sun for a week or even two weeks until the tops are dry and the brown skins formed.  What was all this sun burning about?

Henry came up with a possible answer.  “You pulled them wet, right?  Do you suppose the water droplets in the cells actually boiled in the sun?  Normally, you pull the onions after they start to die back naturally.  Some of the dry skins have already formed.”

So will all the problems with the onions, we have a very short crop. We totally missed our onion target.  Better luck next year!!!

2009:  3,000 pounds beautiful huge onions

2010:     100 pounds?  200 pounds??  
Sadness!

But we do have lots of these Veggies:  
Lettuce

New Zealand spinach

Arugula

Spicy greens

Kale

Cabbage

Beans

Broccoli

Carrots

Betts

Eggplant

Sweet peppers in glorious colors
Hot peppers

Pickling cucumbers: babies!!!
Slicing cucumbers

Leek

Garlic

Potatoes; and fingerlings
Tomatoes

Cherry tomatoes

Melons

Celery

Herbs:
Dill

Basil

Parsley: Curly & Flat Leaf Italian

Cilantro

Mint: 
Chocolate


Spearmint

English

Thyme

Savory

Flowers:

Haute Mamas: extra big, extravagant bouquets.

Lissy’s special bouquets.

Lizzies.  Most delightful!!
Limelight hydrangea.  Huge!  Gorgeous!!
Gladiola.  In bunches of 6.  Flower Power at the Max!!!

We will be loaded!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Till tomorrow!!!
Harriet
Henry & Harriet Kattenberg, farmers 

Seedtime & Harvest, Hull, Iowa

hkattenberg@seedtimeandharvest.net 
www.seedtimeandharvest.net 
712-439-1861
Harriet’s cell 605-366-1056
Dates:
Falls Park Farmers Market:

Saturday 8am - 1pm, May – Oct

Are These Veggies Super, So-So, or Junk?

November 9, 2010

6:30 – 8:30 pm

Sioux Falls Community Education
IPC – 201 E. 38th St.
To register:  https://commed.sf.k12.sd.us
