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Jay Deputy, Department of Horticulture

sparagusAsparagus officinalit..) is a member of  local garden shops. Therefore, the preferred method of
the lily family and is related to onions, leeks, and propagation in Hawalii is from seed.
garlic. It is a perennial vegetable that may serve as an Seedling quality is extremely important in determin-
ornamental as well as a food crop. The mature asparaguisg the future success of the asparagus plant. Special
plant has a clumping growth habit with lacy, fern-like care should be taken in raising the seedlings before trans-
foliage about 3 feet high. Although it is considered a tem-planting. Sow seeds in 4-inch peat pots using a rich,
perate crop, it has proven to be well adapted to year-rountbamy soil mix. Water on a regular basis with periodic
growing conditions. It grows best at daytime tempera-feeding of a nutrient solution such as Miracle Gfow
tures of 75-8% and night temperatures of 602#0 Discard weak seedlings, using only the healthiest ones
Asparagus is a good source of dietary vitamin C andor transplanting. Seedlings started in 4-inch peat pots
folate. A serving (1 cup) of cooked asparagus containshould be ready for transplanting within 3 months from
about one-third of the U.S. RDA of vitamin C and two- sowing.
thirds of the RDA of folate. It also contains vitamin A,
potassium, phosphorus, and iron at 7—10 percent of thBreparation of site and planting
RDA. Asparagus is suitable for use in low-sodium Asparagus prefers sunny conditions and a loose, well-
diets, and it contains only 43 calories per 1-cup servingdrained soil. It will tolerate heavier clay soils as long as
the soil has good internal drainage and the water table
Asparagus varieties does not come within four feet of the surface, which
The older asparagus cultivars, such as ‘Mary Washingwould interfere with the plant’s extensive and deep root
ton’, are being replaced in popularity in the USA by system. The ideal pH range for asparagus is between
higher yielding, all-male cultivars such as ‘Centennial’, 6.7 and 7.5. It does not tolerate acid soils and will not
‘Jersey Giant’, and ‘Jersey King'. These are preferredgrow well at pH of less than 6.0. A soil pH maintained
because they do not produce flowers, fruits, or seedsat 7.0 or above will also reduce the effects of fusarium
Some of the all-male California cultivars such ascrown and root rot, a fungal disease that contributes to
‘Apollo’, ‘Atlas’, and ‘UC157’ have given good yields asparagus decline.
when grown in Hawaii and are probably more suitedto  Asparagus does not require a lot of water once it
Hawaii’s climatic conditions. has become established, and it tolerates brackish water
and moderately saline conditions.
The garden site may be in a vegetable plot or along
a fence or wall, where the fern-like foliage will form an
attractive backdrop or low screen. Once the site is cho-
sen, time spent preparing the soil before planting will
be rewarded. The asparagus plant lives for up to 15-20
years or more and will be much more productive during
that time if steps are taken to ensure a weed-free and
waii is usually very limited. fertile soil condition. Proper preparation of the planting
Most new asparagus variet- bed is essential to root health, which directly affects the
ies are available as seed in  Asparagus crown vigor and yield of the crop.

Propagation methods

New asparagus plants can b
started from vigorously

growing clumps of roots,

called crowns, that are abou
1 year old. However, the
availability of crowns in Ha-
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Asparagus does not compete well with weeds. Allregularly while the stalks grow. As growth progresses,
weeds such as thistle, crabgrass, goosegrass, and othe stalks will begin to produce feathery, fern-like
ers should be killed by spraying with a herbicide suchbranches and leaves that may reach waist high. Add a
as glyphosate (Roundep After the weeds have died layer of compost along the top of the trench under the
back, dig a trench approximately 18 inches wide anderns as they continue to develop.

18 inches deep. The number of plants will determine  In Hawaii, harvesting of young shoots should not
the length of the trench. Allow 1 foot for each new planttake place until after a full year of growth. Care should
within the trench and leave at least 4 feet betweerbe taken not to overharvest in the first year. It is impor-
trenches. tant to establish vigorous fern development in the first

Amend the soil that you removed with lime (if nec- season. Subsequent years will produce heavier yields.
essary), a generous amount of compost, and 2 pounds In cold-weather climates, the foliage yellows and
of a complete fertilizer such as 15-15-15 for every 25dies back in the fall or early winter. The ferns are cut
linear feet of trench, and mix these thoroughly into theback and the bed is covered with several inches of dead
soil. Make sure that the compost is mature and does ndbliage and mulch. In the spring, all of the young shoots
contain any material that is not thoroughly decomposedre harvested for several months before allowing subse-
(the original materials should not be recognizable). Im-quent shoots to mature and leaf out. This results in one
mature compost will cause soil nitrogen to be unavail-harvest period per year. In Hawaii, the asparagus plants
able to the plants. Add lime as determined by a soil analydo not undergo winter dormancy and can be harvested
sis to raise the soil pH to 7.0-7.5. This soil mixture shouldseveral times a year.
be piled along the length of the trench. It will be used
later to fill in the trench as the plants grow. Watering

Sprinkle 2 pounds of triple superphosphate (0-46-0)The newly planted asparagus should receive abundant
fertilizer per 25 linear feet into the bottom of the trench,water during the first growing season. Weekly irriga-
cover it with a 6-inch layer of the amended soil, thention sufficient to wet the soil to a depth of 8-10 inches
water well. This pre-plant application of triple superphos-should be adequate. After the first growing season, as-
phate below the new planting will not burn the plants. Itparagus plants develop a deep, extensive root system
is an important factor in long-term asparagus productiorand do not require frequent irrigation. Slow watering
and is more effective than annual applications to the soithat supplies 2—3 inches every other week during dry
surface. If phosphorus is not added before planting, it isveather should be sufficient. The objective during the
difficult to get it down into the root zone later because itfirst year of growth after planting is to develop maxi-
does not readily move through the soil. mum fern growth in order to build an extensive storage

Place the crowns or seedlings in the trench, leavroot system. Any practice that does not fulfill this ob-
ing 12—-16 inches between plants. The spacing will dejective can have a detrimental effect on yield and may
termine the average diameter of the future spears ahorten the life of the asparagus planting.
harvest. Wider spacing produces thicker spe&rs/a
inch), and closer spacing produces thinner spé&ars ( Fertilizers and cultivation
%s inch). Cover crowns with about 2 inches of the The most important soil amendments and fertilizer ap-
amended soil that was prepared after trenching. Seeglications are the initial ones during trench preparation,
lings are placed in the trench in the peat pots and cowefore planting. Broadcasting and shallow cultivation
ered with soil to the top of the pot. Do not cover anyof a 15-15-15 or similar complete fertilizer at 2 pounds
foliage of the seedlings. At this point the roots of theper 25 linear feet every three months during the first
newly planted material should be about eight inchesyear will ensure vigorous fern and root development.
below the top of the trench. As the spears grow uplust before the first harvest and all subsequent harvests,
through the soil, gradually fill in the trench with the apply 10-30-10 at a rate of 1 pound per 25 linear feet.
amended soil, being careful to avoid completely cov-Application of 15-15-15 at a rate of 2 pounds per 25
ering any shoot tips or foliage. The trench should bdinear feet twice a year during fern growth is adequate
filled to ground level in 4-5 weeks. Continue to water to maintain healthy growth and a good yield. Research
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has shown that neither the amount nor timing of nitro-mounded over the freshly cut surface to a depth of about
gen applications to asparagus after establishment has aBy-4 inches. Water application is then restored to a level
impact on yield, in spite of the lush green color and tre-that will maintain growth (irrigation may not be neces-
mendous vigor of the foliage that results from these apsary if rainfall is adequate). This treatment will induce
plications. An occasional soil analysis will determine the emergence of new shoots, which are harvested by
whether the pH needs to be adjusted with a surface aputting the spears at the base of the root ball just below
plication of lime, but the most effective lime applica- ground level. It may be necessary to clear some of the
tion will be the one thoroughly mixed into the soil be- compost away from the base of the plant during the first
fore planting. few days of harvest. The spears grow rapidly and can
Deep cultivation as a means of soil amendment oreach lengths of 8-9 inches in one day when day tem-
weed control is not recommended after the first yeaperatures are 80-85 Under these conditions, spears
because of its potential to damage the root system. Apshould be harvested daily, before the heads open and
plication of a preemergence herbicide prior to each harthey become inedible. Harvest all spears that emerge
vest and occasional spot treatments with a postemergenéer a period of 5—-6 weeks, and then allow all subse-
herbicide such as Treflarwhen needed will help to quent shoots to develop new foliage and grow for the
control weeds. Check your local garden shop for herbinext 5-6 months, after which time the process is re-
cides labeled for asparagus. Composting around the bageated. This routine will give two harvests per year, each
of the plants down the entire row will help to control lasting 5—6 weeks. If you have enough plants, the tim-

weeds and has been found to increase yield. ing can be staggered so that some of the asparagus is
being harvested all year.
Harvesting The other harvest method is thether plant sys-

In Hawaii, asparagus can be harvested more often antm,which also is preceded by a drying-out period. One
over a longer period than in cold-weather climates. Twomonth after withholding water, all of the ferns are re-
methods of harvesting are recommended, and the choigaoved as in the first method. Fertilizer and a layer of
should be determined by your specific needs. compost is added to the top of the trench and water is
With theclear cut methodrrigation is stopped for  restored. The first three spears that emerge are allowed
a month to induce dormancy. During this time the fernsto grow and develop into ferns that will provide photo-
yellow and begin to die back. This should be done in thesynthetic support to the plants during a continuous har-
dryer summer months if your location is likely to have vest period. Water is provided as needed. All of the other
significant rainfall during the winter. At the end of the newly emerged spears are harvested for up to 6—8 months
month, all of the ferns are cut down to ground level, 10-or until the shoots become small and spindly. At that
30-10 fertilizer is applied, and a layer of compost istime, the shoots are allowed to grow, and 15-15-15 fer-
tilizer is applied to produce lush, vigorous growth of
the foliage. In 4-5 months the cycle can be repeated.
The timing for this method can also be staggered if
enough plants are being grown. In Hawaii, a dozen high-
yielding, all-male asparagus plants that are timed for a
staggered continuous harvest will provide the average
family with a year-round supply of fresh asparagus.
Freshly harvested asparagus is highly perishable and
loses quality rapidly at temperatures abov&F4Col-
lect the harvested spears as soon as possible, protect them
from the sun, immerse them in ice-cold water for ten
minutes, and store them at a temperature of 3%-36
Asparagus spears can be stored for up to three weeks at
these temperatures if the relative humidity is maintained
at 90-95 percent.
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Diseases and insects eventually overcome the plant. Therefore it is essential
There are no serious problems with insect pests or digo supply the proper soil pH and fertility, use tolerant
eases of asparagus in Hawaii. The foliage may becomearieties, avoid excessive harvesting, and control insects,
infected with rust during wet periods. Rust can be con-diseases, and weeds.
trolled by burning the ferns as they are cut back.
Fusarium crown rot may also become a problem fromSources:Hawaii Agriculture Research Center (HARC),
time to time. Keeping the soil pH above 7.0 with appli- unpublished data; Ohio State University Bulletin 826,
cations of lime usually is enough to control this diseaseAsparagus production, management and marketing;
Aphids, cutworms, and thrips can cause occasionaMercury Center Gardening Calendar, “Asparagus”; Uni-
damage, but they are easily controlled by insecticidesyersity of Minnesota Extension Servidgrowing as-
including sevin, that have labels allowing use againsiparagus Shasta Nursery, Inc., “Growing instructions for
those pests in asparagus. Nematodes do not seem to &gparagus”; 26 Annual National Asparagus Festival,
a problem for asparagus in Hawaii. “Asparagus facts and information.” Photos provided by
Asparagus decline syndrome is caused by many fadH. Valenzuela (p. 1) and R. Paull (p. 3), CTAHR De-
tors. Any stress factor that inhibits or reduces plant vigompartment of Horticulture.
allows infection or insects to become established and

Mention of a trademark, company, or proprietary name does not constitute an endorsement, guarantee, or warranty by the Universi ty
of Hawaii Cooperative Extension Service or its employees and does not imply recommendation to the exclusion of other suitable
products or companies.

Caution: Pesticide use is governed by state and federal regulations. Read the pesticide label to ensure that the intended use i s in-
cluded on it, and follow all label directions.
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