Onions
Onions belong to the genus Allium along with garlic, chives,
shallots, and leeks. The common onion (Allium cepa) is
widely grown in Iowa gardens. Onions are grown either as
green onions or dry (storage) bulbs.
Onions vary in color, shape, and taste. Bulbs can be white,
yellow, or red, and round, flattened, or torpedo-shaped.
Some bulbs are sweet, while others are pungent.
An important aspect of onion bulb development is the
photoperiod, or day length. Day length (the number of
daylight hours) determines when bulb development begins.
Short-day cultivars meet their photoperiod requirement
and begin to form bulbs earlier than long-day cultivars.
Long-day onion cultivars are the best choice for gardeners
in Iowa and other northern areas. Short-day cultivars
generally produce small bulbs when grown in northern
areas because of the small amount of foliage present at
bulb initiation. Long-day cultivars produce larger bulbs
as they are able to produce more foliage before bulb
initiation occurs.
Onions are easy to grow and yield well. Bulbs of some
cultivars can be successfully stored for several months.

Planting
Onions perform best in well-drained, slightly acidic soils
(soil pH 6-7) that contain large amounts of organic matter.
Avoid heavier soils, such as clay and silt loams, unless
amended with organic matter to improve aeration and
drainage. Heavy clay soils tend to have a higher sulfur
content which can increase pungency of onions. Onions
also need six or more hours of direct sun each day.

Onions can be grown from seeds, sets, or transplants. The
planting method selected is based on cost, use, availability,
and ease of planting.
Growing onions from seeds is the least expensive planting
method, but it can be rather difficult. Germination may
be sporadic, plant growth is slow, and weeds may be
problematic. Onion seeds should be planted as soon as
the ground can be worked in spring (late March or early
April in southern Iowa, early to mid-April in central Iowa,
and mid to late April in northern portions of the state).
Cover the seeds with one-half to three-quarter inch of soil.
Another option is to sow seeds indoors and then transplant
the seedlings outdoors in spring.
Sets are small, dormant bulbs that are planted directly into
the garden. Sets are typically sold as red, white, or yellow
types with no distinction as to cultivar. Since the cultivar
is often unknown, the flavor, use, and keeping quality of
set-grown onions can vary considerably. ‘Stuttgarter’ is one
onion cultivar that is commonly grown from sets.
Before planting sets, separate the bulbs into two size
groups – those smaller than a nickel in diameter and those
larger than a nickel. The larger sets often bolt (produce a
flower stalk) and don’t produce good-sized bulbs. Use the
larger sets for green onions. The smaller sets can be allowed
to develop into mature onions. Plant sets from early April to
early May. Sets should be planted at a depth of 1-1.5 inches.
Transplants can be purchased from garden centers or mailorder catalogs. Specific cultivars are available. Plant onion
transplants from early April to early May. When planting,
place the roots and the lower white portions of the plants
below ground level.
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Maintenance
Water once a week during dry weather. Control weeds by
shallow hoeing or hand-pulling. Onions are shallow-rooted
and require careful cultivation around plants to avoid
injury to the bulbs. One to two inches of mulch, such as
straw, applied between plant rows help control weeds and
conserve soil moisture.

Onion seedlings

Spacing
Onions grown from seeds should be thinned when seedlings
are 2-4 inches tall. For large storage onions, plants should
be spaced 2-3 inches apart after thinning.
Onion sets and transplants should be spaced one inch apart
when grown for green onions and 2-3 inches apart when
grown for mature storage onions.
Onions are commonly planted in rows spaced 12-15 inches
apart. Alternatively, onions can be planted in several closely
spaced rows (4-6 inches apart) within an 18- to 24-inchwide bed.

Suggested Cultivars
Name
Candy
Copra
Ebenezer
First Edition
Red Burgermaster
Redwing
Red Zeppelin
Southport Red Globe
Stuttgarter
Sweet Spanish
Walla Walla

Color
Yellow
Yellow
Yellow
Yellow
Red
Red
Red
Red
Yellow
White or yellow
Yellow

Storage
Short-term
Excellent long-term
Good long-term
Excellent long-term
Good long-term
Excellent long-term
Excellent long-term
Long-term
Excellent long-term
Short-term
Short-term

Fertilization
Onions require higher fertility levels than many other
vegetables. Apply 1-1.5 pounds of an all-purpose garden
fertilizer (such as 10-10-10) per 100 square feet and till it
into the soil before planting. Approximately one month
after planting, sprinkle one pound of an all-purpose garden
fertilizer per 100 feet of row. Place the fertilizer in a narrow
band about 2-3 inches from the base of the plants.

Onions will occasionally bolt (produce a flower or seed
stalk) in response to stress or unfavorable growing
conditions, such as cold temperatures. Once the bolting
process begins, the quality of the bulb deteriorates rapidly.
These onions should be harvested at the first sign of bolting
and promptly used as they do not store well.

Yield
Average yield with good management practices is 20-30
pounds per 10-foot row.

Harvest and storage
Green onions can be harvested within 30 days when grown
from sets or plants, within 40-50 days when grown from seeds.
Storage onions should be harvested when the leaves fall
over and turn brown. Most onion cultivars mature 90-120
days after planting. Gently pull or dig the bulbs with the
foliage attached.
After harvest, dry or cure the bulbs in a warm, dry, wellventilated location for 2-3 weeks or until the outer scales
of the bulbs are papery and thin. After the onions have
been properly cured, cut off the foliage one inch above the
bulbs. Inspect the bulbs and discard those that show signs
of damage or decay. Use the thick-necked bulbs as soon as
possible as they don’t store well.
Place onions in a mesh bag, wire basket, or open crate and
store in a cool (32-40°F), dry location. Avoid below freezing
temperatures as the bulbs will be damaged or destroyed.
Onions will sprout if the storage temperatures are too warm.
Occasionally inspect and remove any bulbs that are rotting.
Cultivars with excellent keeping quality can be stored for
several months.
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