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Each year the National Garden Bureau selects one annual, 
one perennial, one bulb crop, one edible and one shrub as 
their “Year of the” crops.  Plants are chosen because they 
are popular, easy-to-grow, widely adaptable, genetically 
diverse and versatile.  This year Corn is the winner in the 
edible category.  When you think corn, you probably are 
thinking about sweet corn or maybe even popcorn, both 
edible. 
 
Corn (Zea mays) is also referred to as maize and is thought 
to have been first domesticated over 7,000 years ago in 
Mexico.  A member of the grass family, it is a cereal grain and is now widely grown around the world.  The 
six major types of maize are dent corn, pod corn, flint corn, flour corn, popcorn and sweet corn. 
 
Sweet corn (Zea mays L. var. rugosa) is a staple of summer meals and gets its claim to fame by its high 
sugar content.  Sweet corn is picked at the milk stage, technically when still immature.  Instead of using it 
as a grain, it is eaten as a vegetable.  Plant breeders have come up with new varieties that are sweeter and 
tenderer than older varieties. 
 
Sweet corn is considered to be a warm-season crop.  Wait to plant it in the garden until the danger of frost 
has passed and the soil warms.  Pick a site that gets at least 6 hours of sun a day.  It does best in well-
drained soils in the pH range of 6.0 to 6.8.  Work the top 8 to 10 inches of soil before planting.  Corn plants 
are heavy nitrogen feeders, so for every 100 square feet, spread 2 to 3 pounds of fertilizer (like a 10-10-10) 
evenly over the soil.  Work the fertilizer 3 to 4 inches deep into the soil. 
 
Plan on using 1 to 2 ounces of seed for every 100 feet of row.  Use fresh seed as sweet corn seed does not 
save well.  Corn seed should be planted about 1 inch deep and 3 to 4 inches apart in the row.  Corn needs 
room so space the rows 2.5 to 3 feet apart.  Thin plants to 1 foot apart or you will end up with small, 
poorly-filled ears of corn.  Once plants reach about 2 feet tall, scatter fertilizer evenly between the rows 
and mix it lightly in the soil.  Use 1 cup of fertilizer for every 10 feet of corn row.  If it doesn’t rain, water in 
the fertilizer.  Light green leaves can be an indication that your corn needs more nitrogen. 
 
Corn is wind pollinated.  The pollen is blown from the tassels down to the silks on the ears.  The pollen 
travels down the silk which is attached to one kernel.  Successful pollination results in kernel development.  
If you have a smaller garden, plant your corn in blocks of at least 4 rows, 10 feet long instead of 1 or 2 long 
rows.  If you have a 3 x 5 foot bed, you can grow 15 plants set 1 foot apart.  This will help improve cross-
pollination between corn plants.  Good pollination results in full ears and juicy, plump kernels.  If you are 
growing super sweet varieties and non-super sweet varieties don’t let them cross pollinate or you could 
end up with tough kernels in both varieties. 
 
 
 



Sweet corn needs adequate moisture, about an inch per week, through the whole growing season.  It is 
especially important when the kernels are forming.  Corn will continue to grow in hot weather so if Mother 
Nature does not provide rainfall it can become drought-stressed.  You will need to water it during dry 
spells.  A 3-inch layer of mulch can help keep the soil moist and help prevent weeds. 
 
Sweet corn is ready to be harvested when the kernels at the silk end of the ear have completely filled out.  
The silks will be drying and turning brown. Kernels will be firm and when punctured the juice from the 
kernels is milky white.  It usually takes about 3 weeks from full silking to harvest. 
 
The best time to pick corn is when it is cool, either early in the morning or the evening.  Hold the stalk 
below the ear and twist the tip of the ear toward the ground until it breaks off.  Some stalks may grow a 
second ear of corn and will be ready for picking at a later date.  If you have the room, make several 
plantings 2 weeks apart to extend your summer harvest. 
 
You may have to protect your corn patch from other critters that also enjoy a meal of sweet corn.  Hungry 
raccoons can decimate your patch in a night. 
 
Sweet corn will have its best flavor and be the sweetest if cooked and eaten right after it is harvested.  If 
you aren’t picking your corn right before supper, keep the corn in its husk and store it in the refrigerator.  
Sweet corn loses its flavor if it gets too warm.  If you picked too much it can be stored in the refrigerator 
for a day or 2 before it starts to lose its flavor. 
 
One of summer’s pleasures is that first ear of sweet corn, buttered and lightly salted.  Even sweeter if it is 
fresh from your own garden. 
 
Resources for this article include:  National Garden Bureau, University of Minnesota, University of 
Tennessee and Texas A&M. 
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