Reduce Food Miles and Toxin Intake with Your Own Potato Barrel

The following article is excerpted from [1] The Carbon-Free Home by [2] Stephen and Rebekah Hren.
For creating food calories with minimal inputs of time, maintenance, and energy, the potato (Solanum tuberosum) simply cannot be beat. Spuds can be grown almost everywhere in the country, and many locales can harvest a spring and autumn crop.

Much to both our and the potato’s misfortune, today’s average spud is one of the worst fossil-fuel offenders that regularly makes an appearance on our plates. Often grown several thousand miles away (Idaho, where lots of potatoes come from, is about 2,400 miles from us, for instance), the common spud is also a prodigious consumer of fossil-fuel-derived fertilizers and pesticides.

There is, quite simply, no reason for this. Even folks with no gardening experience can organically grow tens or even hundreds of pounds of this extremely versatile vegetable with a minimal input of effort. Because the industrial potato is one of the worst offenders of sustainability and rectifying this problem by growing your own spuds is so straightforward, no garden should be diminished by their absence.

The potato requires heavy loads of pesticides only when grown in monoculture. Once the potato beetle or blight appears, it spreads like wildfire, easily hopping from plant to plant. Agribusinessmen (formerly known as farmers) prevent this from occurring on large potato farms by saturating every square inch of leaf and soil with herbicides and pesticides. There’s a good chance, depending on where you live, that your homegrown spuds won’t be troubled by any serious pests. Again, you won’t know until you try!

Here’s how to grow your own.

Potato Barrel

Renter friendly.
Project Time: An hour.
Cost: $5–10.
Energy Saved: High; conventional potatoes require large fossil-fuel inputs.
Ease of Use: N/A.
Maintenance Level: Low.
Skill Levels: None required.
Materials: At least one old bucket with holes in the bottom or 6-foot sections of at least 2-foot-tall chicken wire or hardware cloth; a few seed potatoes; compost; leaves or straw.
Tools: Shovel, wire cutters.
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Obtaining planting stock. Selecting a strain of potato that does well in your area is crucial for success. Buy a locally grown, preferably organic variety from a farmers’ market or one of hundreds of heirloom varieties from a supplier that specifies your region. The potato thrives in cooler but not freezing weather. It requires around 100 days to mature, during the bulk of which time you want the average temperature to be in the neighborhood of 60 degrees F, avoiding heavy freezes or long periods of days well about 80 degrees F. Where we live, for instance, we can usually get away with planting in mid-March, harvesting when the tops have flowered and the plants turned yellow in late June. If we want, we can plant again in early August and harvest again in mid-November.

Planting your bucket. What makes the potato so easy to grow is that it will thrive in a variety of organic matters, including compost, and that it loves to grow in buckets. Think of your potato barrel as the final stage of your compost as it moves from the compost bin to the garden. Take a bucket at least 12 inches tall with holes in the bottom or no bottom at all. Alternatively, or in conjunction, take 6-foot lengths of 18- to 24- inch-tall chicken wire and form tubes (they don’t call ’em “tubers” for nothing). Shovel in some straw or leaves for drainage, then a layer of compost. Do this until you get about 10 inches from the top, or until you have at least 10 inches of organic matter, then throw in your spud eyes, about 6–8 inches apart from each other and a few inches from the sides of your bucket (further in from the sides if you’re using wire tubes). Layer on more leaves or straw and then another layer of compost, totaling at least another 4–6 more inches.

Water heavily once, then sit back and watch your spuds grow. The buckets and mulch will keep your taters weed free and moist in all but the driest of climates. Spread your buckets or tubes out through your garden to make sure any potential diseases or pests don’t find their way from barrel to barrel, making sure they get at least 5 to 6 hours of sun a day.

Harvesting. After the plants flower and the tops yellow and die back, your potatoes are ready for eating (you can dig new potatoes before this if you wish). Turn the bucket over and pick up your tubers. Eat fresh or air-dry for several days and then store in a cool, dark place.

The compost you dumped out is ready for dressing any of your other garden plants. Fill the bucket with new compost for your next potato barrel to ensure plenty of available nutrients and that no diseases or other potato pests stay in the soil.

The sweet potato can be grown in a similar manner and is almost as prodigious. Sweet potatoes, however, love heat, although varieties have been bred that can tolerate even cool northern summers. Sweet potatoes are propagated from slips (shoots sprouting off a mature sweet potato), which can be purchased locally or grown by placing a sweet potato in a cardboard box of damp wood mulch in early spring. As the potato sends up new shoots, they are picked off and planted after all danger of frost has passed. Sweet potatoes require at least 120 frost-free (preferably hot) days before harvest.
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