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   A list of possible garden work for February looks much like the list for January (see 

http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/ for previous columns), although it is now time to start growing leeks and 

onions indoors for transplanting in March or April.  I also encourage you to help run the Eagle Heights and 

University Houses gardens by attending our next meeting at 7:00 p.m. on Tuesday, Feb. 24 in the Community 

Center.  At that meeting, we will probably be hiring garden workers for the 2008 season (see the web site above 

if you are interested in applying for the job; applications are due Feb. 15).  We will probably also plan the 

March seed fair, an event at which gardeners can pick up free seeds donated by seed companies.  Watch the web 

site for more seed fair news.  

   As discussed last month, this month’s column is intended to give you a little bit of information about onions.  

Onions (along with leeks, garlic, and chives) are in the genus Allium, which is in the family Liliaceae, or lilies.  

All alliums contain allicins, sulfur-rich compounds that are responsible for the plants’ characteristic smell.  

Allicins, flavonoids, and high levels of selenium together may make onions helpful in lowering cholesterol and 

preventing cancer. 

   Like all of the plants we grow in our gardens, onions once grew wild without any human help.  Some of our 

crops can still be found in the wild, but onions cannot – they were domesticated, or made dependent on human 

care, at least 4,000 years ago, and have since disappeared from the areas in the Middle East where they evolved. 

   Onions were important to the ancient Egyptians and Greeks (laborers building the pyramids were given a 

ration of bread and onions each day, and not much else), and by the year 1,000 had spread throughout Asia and 

Europe.  Christopher Columbus or the Spaniards who followed him brought onions to the Americas, and 

they’ve been grown in the U.S. on a large scale since the 1800s.   

   Onions you buy in a store like Woodman’s or Copp’s are almost all grown in just a few states.  Though 

Wisconsin is not one of those states, onions grow just fine in most of the soils we have here, and certainly in the 

Eagle Heights and University Houses Gardens.   

   Each onion variety belongs to one of two broad types: storage or nonstorage.  Storage varieties will keep for 

months in a cool, dry place (like under your sink), while nonstorage varieties (which are often sweet) must be 

eaten within days or weeks.  When you buy seeds or “starts” (tiny bulbs) of an onion variety, check to see 

which type you’re getting. 

   Onions grow very slowly when they are small, which is why many people (myself included) buy starts from a 

garden company for planting in late March or April, and use seeds only for later-season plantings.  I often plant 

onions twice: once as starts in late March, and again in late April.  However you plant them, they should end up 

about 10-13 cm (4 to 5 in) apart.  If you plant onions as seeds, you can pull out onions that are too close 

together and replant them elsewhere.     

   Onions do best in fine, stone-free, moist soils, and they need a lot of nutrients to reach good size.  If you’ve 

ever dug up a growing onion, you’ve seen that its roots are very short (only about 5 cm or 2 in long), so 

fertilizer must be placed close to each plant to do any good.  For me, this usually means scattering a handful of 

organic fertilizer over each square meter (9 ft
2
) of planting space and scratching it in to a depth of about 5 cm (2 

in) before putting in onions.  When my onion plants each have 4 tube-like leaves, I also scatter a large spoonful 

of fertilizer immediately around each onion.   

   Onions can tolerate dryness, but your onions will be bigger if you water them once a week in very hot, dry 

weather.  Too much water encourages fungal rot and root maggots (fly larvae).  Onions have NO ability to 

compete with weeds, so removing weeds promptly is critical. 

  You can harvest onions and eat them, leaves and all, at any time.  For storage onions, waiting until the tops 

have dried up and fallen over is important (this often happens here in August).  Pull or dig up the onions in the 

morning and let them sit outside until late afternoon.  Then bring them in and let them sit on a piece of 

newspaper for 2-3 weeks before storing them.  This process is called “curing,” and involves the loss of water 

that otherwise causes rot.    

   Onions have many pests and diseases, but if you grow them in small numbers in your garden, move them 

around from year to year (“rotate” them), and fertilizer them well, you shouldn’t have serious problems.   



   For more details on growing onions in the garden, see http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/veggies/onion1.html.  

For much more information about both onions and related alliums, see http://attra.ncat.org/attra-

pub/allium.html. 

   Next month: fun with broccoli, cabbage, and kale! 


