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A Sweet Choice 
By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

 
Long considered a ‘southern’ crop, the sweet potato can be grown successfully in northern New York.  Generally a 
frost-free period of four months is necessary, but shorter season varieties such as ‘Georgia Jet’ and ‘Beauregard’ will 
produce a crop in 85 or 90 days respectively.  
 
These tropical storage roots are becoming more popular and are worth growing due to their health benefits.  They are 
a good source of vitamins A, B6, C and folate, in addition to manganese, copper, and iron. 
 
A member of the morning glory family, sweet potatoes are native to Central and South America.  The names ‘yam’ and 
sweet potato are often used interchangeably, but they are not the same plant.  The yam is actually a starchy tuber that 
is native to Africa. 
 
Sweet potatoes are planted as bare-root ‘slips’ that are available from most seed companies in bundles from 25 to 
1,000.  These small plantlets won’t look like much and will probably be wilted when you receive them—don’t give up 
on them! 
 
Since they are a tropical plant, sweet potatoes should not be planted until all danger of frost has passed.  Keep in mind 
that they need quite a bit of heat.  To be successful in our climate they should be planted into black plastic mulch.  
This, coupled with planting them in a raised bed, will warm the soil resulting in higher yields.   
 
Sweet potatoes prefer a 
well-drained sandy loam 
soil with a pH of about 6.5.  
The slips should be planted 
3 to 4 inches deep and 10 to 
18 inches apart.  Rows 
should be 36 to 60 inches 
apart. 
 
The roots should be dug 
before the first fall frost and 
before soil temperatures 
drop below 50 degrees F.  
Be careful not to bruise 
them during harvest!  Cure 
them at 85 degrees F in a 
dark, well-ventilated place 
for about a week; this will 
toughed up the skins.  Long-
term storage should be in a 
dark, humid place at about 
60 degrees F.   

 


