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All About Onions

Versatile and hardy, onions should be planted in spring, well before the last frost date. During the first phase of growth, onions produce lush green tops. When the tops are fully grown, the bulbs begin to mature.
You can buy onions as seeds, as sets (small bulbs started the previous year), or as plants (usually purchased in bundles). Seeds offer the widest range of varieties. Onion seeds take 100 to 120 days to mature. Sets take 80 to 100 (or even fewer) days, maturing three or more weeks earlier than seeds. Plants mature at about the same time as the sets.
In areas where winters are not too severe, onion seeds can be planted outdoors in late August. In colder areas, seeds can be started indoors. If your season is long enough to give 100 to 120 days for the onions to grow and mature, you can sow seeds outdoors a month before the final frost date for your region.
Preparation and Planting
Onions grow best in a well-worked soil with a pH of 6.0. The autumn before you will plant, dig in compost or manure at the rate of about 20 pounds per square yard. 
Allow ½ ounce of seed for every 100 feet of row to be sown. Place two seeds per inch and cover with ¼ to 1 inch of soil. Thin once when the seedlings are still very small and can be transplanted into another row, and then thin again when they are large enough to be used as green onions. Mature plants should be 3 to 4 inches apart.
Plant Maintenance
· Keep the planting area free of weeds, because onions are less tolerant of crowding than most vegetables.
· Water regularly until the tops start to yellow. Then withhold water, and pull the soil back so that the top two thirds of the bulb shows.
· After pulling back the soil, cultivate only the top inch or so of soil, because the roots will be close to the surface.
Harvesting
When the onion tops are dry, lift the bulbs and let them dry in the sun until the dirt on them is easy to brush off. The onions can then be prepared for storage. Let them cure for several weeks by hanging them in an area where air can circulate freely. To hang in bunches, braid the long tops of several onions together, or trim the tops and hang the bulbs in net bags or old stockings. Afterwards, store them in a cool, dry, dark area.

For cooking, use the thick-necked onions first, because they do not keep as well as smaller bulbs.
Bunching Onions
Bunching onions do not form bulbs and make the tastiest green onions. They are usually planted from seed. They are perennials, don’t require mulch, and in milder climates will grow year round. Harvest them when they are about pencil size, leaving some to produce flowers. Let these plants go to seed, giving you a constant supply of fresh green onions for the kitchen.
Onion Problems
Insects
Thrips are tiny insects that feed on onion leaves and cause white, blotchy areas. The plants weaken and the yield is reduced. Keep weeds out of the garden to eliminate alternate hosts. A blast of cold water will remove thrips from plants, and soap spray or diatomaceous earth is also often effective.
Onion Maggot
The onion maggot is the offspring of a small fly that lays eggs near the base of the plant or on the bulb itself. The maggots kill the plant by burrowing into the stem and bulb. If you notice signs of maggots, pull up and destroy any plants before the maggots mature into flies. You can make tar paper collars to place around the onions to discourage flies. Wood ashes, rock phosphate, or diatomaceous earth sprinkled around the base of the plant are also sometimes effective in preventing maggots.
Disease
Neck rot is the most common problem in stored onions. It can strike just after harvest or while the bulbs are in storage. Bermuda onions are the most susceptible. Drying the onions at warm temperatures with good ventilation and storing in a cool, airy spot will help prevent the disease.
