Cucumbers



Cucumbers are in close competition with tomatoes as the
guintessential vegetable announcing the joy of summer. Eaten alone,
as part of a salad, or as a pickle, cucumbers lend a distinctively fresh
and wholesome flavor to any meal. A member of the gourd family
along with gourds, melons, and squash, cucumbers were originally
cultivated in India and spread from there to ancient Greece, Rome,
and eventually to France where they graced Charlemagne’s table.

Cucumbers contain caffeic acid and vitamin C, as well as being a
good source of molybdenum, vitamin A, fiber, and folate in the diet.
Their silica content is good for the skin, and they have been used as
a cosmetic, either sliced or as a paste, for hundreds of years to
reduce puffiness in and around the eyes.

Variety Selection

In general, cucumbers are classified as slicers, picklers, or
burpless, though at the right stage of development their uses are
interchangeable to some degree. Slicers are usually long and
straight and are intended for fresh eating. Picklers usually grow no
longer than four inches and have been bred specifically for their
guality as pickles. Burpless cucumbers are supposed to be more
easily digested without burping when eaten fresh, but as I've never
had a problem with either slicers or picklers causing burping, | can’t
say with certainty that burpless cucumbers solve the problem.

When growing in raised beds, space is an issue. Cucumbers are
usually a vining crop, though some bush varieties have been
introduced. In general, bush varieties aren’t very productive. Using
raised beds, the best space efficiency is gained by growing vining
varieties on a trellis on the northern one foot of a bed and using the
rest of the bed for growing a shorter crop such as lettuce or carrots.
Trellised cucumbers also tend to grow straighter.

One additional complication in choosing cucumber varieties is
bacterial wilt disease, spread by cucumber beetles. There are very
few resistant cultivars, but if you run into trouble with this pest and
the accompanying disease, your best bet may be to switch to a
variety of cucumber that is resistant.



Among slicers, good vining varieties include Muncher,
Marketmore 76, Tendergreen Burpless, and Straight Eight. My
favorite vining picklers are Homemade Pickles and Boston Pickling
Improved. If you have difficulty with cucumber beetles carrying
bacterial wilt disease, you might want to consider the hybrid pickler
County Fair, which has demonstrated resistance to bacterial wilt
disease in controlled studies.

Soil Preparation

Cucumbers like fertile, well-drained soils with lots of organic
matter. Add at least five cubic feet of compost per 4 ft. x 8 ft. bed,
adjust the pH to between 6 and 7, and amend for NPK as indicated
by a soil test. Cucumbers like trace minerals, so make sure these
are added as well. Organic fertilizers are well matched to cucumbers
as continuous harvest creates long-term needs for fertility. Organic
fertilizers buffered with plenty of compost are a recipe for impressive
success with cucumbers and also reduce the uneven growth spurts
that make cucumbers more vulnerable to disease.

@ Pickling and slicing cucumbers ready for a salad.



Starting and Planting

Cucumbers can be grown either from seed or from transplants. |
prefer to start the seeds indoors a week before last frost and then
plant them out a week after last frost to give them a head start. If you
prefer direct seeding, wait until a week after last frost, put the seeds
in soil one-half inch to one inch deep and water thoroughly daily until
the seedlings emerge.

As mentioned earlier, cucumbers are most productive and most
space-efficient when trellised. A six foot trellis is sufficient. Plant
cucumbers spaced eight inches to twelve inches apart in a single
row along the northern one foot of a bed. As the seedlings grow,
train the vines onto the trellis. Once they have a foothold on the
trellis, you’ll only have to train the occasional errant vine.

Weeds, Pests, and Diseases

Plant cucumbers in a weed-free bed and weed by hand weekly.
Once established, cucumbers will outgrow most weed problems, but
you want to get the weeds out anyway so they don’t set seed and
create a problem for future crops.

Cucumbers are vulnerable to three major pests: leaf miners,
aphids, and cucumber beetles. They also are vulnerable to squash
bugs and squash vine borers, though they aren’t a preferred food for
those creatures. (For more information on these latter two pests,
please see the section on squash.) Leaf miners are the larva of a
small yellow and black fly. The eggs are laid on the upper surface of
the leaf, and the hatched larvae burrow through the leaf, leaving
tracks. When ready, they cut a semicircular hole on the underside of
the leaf and drop to the ground to pupate. Usually leaf miners pose
little or no economic risk to cucumbers. Crop rotation and cleaning
up debris are sufficient to keep them at bay.

Various species of aphids affect nearly every soft plant in
existence. They suck out the plant juices and excrete a sticky
honeydew that serves as food for ants and fungi. At low levels of
infestation, aphids aren’t usually an economic threat, but at higher



levels they can weaken and stunt plants. Aphids are tiny oval
creatures about one-sixteenth of an inch long when full grown. Some
have wings and some don’t. They can be controlled with insecticidal
soap or a light horticultural oil applied to tops and bottoms of leaf
surfaces and along the stem.

Cucumber beetles are a serious threat because they carry
bacterial wilt disease. They can do serious feeding damage as well,
with adults feeding on fruit, flowers, stems, and foliage, and larvae
feeding on the roots. But, overall, bacterial wilt disease is the
greatest threat because the disease Kkills the plants outright. Organic
control focuses mainly on prevention because botanical insecticides
are only moderately effective at best, especially given that all it takes
to kill a plant is a single bite. Because cucumber beetles overwinter
away from the garden, feed on a variety of wild plants and trees until
cucurbits are available, and can be carried hundreds of miles on high
altitude wind currents, crop rotation and composting debris are not
as effective in controlling them as in controlling other pests.

Some people grow cucumbers for decades and never encounter
a cucumber beetle, while another farmer less than a mile away can
suffer serious infestation year after year. You never really know until
you encounter them. If you encounter them, here are some
strategies for their management.



@ Growing cucumbers on a trellis makes them straighter and
saves space.

Grow resistant varieties. Only two resistant varieties exist as far
as | know: County Fair (a pickler) and Saladin (a European
greenhouse slicer). Use transplants instead of seeds to get a head
start. Use floating row cover (well anchored) to exclude the beetles
until the first flowers appear. If you use this strategy, you should
thoroughly weed the bed and then flame the soil before
transplanting, as opening up the row cover to weed will defeat its
purpose. Use aluminum foil or Mylar (you can get this cheap as a so-
called “emergency blanket”) as a mulch because studies show this
sort of mulch can reduce pest levels below the threshold of

economic damage.!

Once you see cucumber beetles on your vines (they often hide in
the flowers), it's too late for any organic sprays to have much of an
effect. Plus, those sprays (particularly those containing pyrethrin)



would likely be far more toxic to bees, and bees are critical
pollinators for cucumbers.

Other than bacterial wilt, the most likely disease you will see in
cucumbers is powdery mildew. Powdery mildew is caused by a
fungal spoor taking root on (usually) the underside of the leaves. It
appears like baby powder and is often accompanied by a yellowing
of the upper side of the leaf opposite the fungus colony. As the
disease progresses, it can spread to the upper sides of leaves and
even (although rarely) to the fruit. Powdery mildew infections, if
uncontrolled, will cause the death of the associated leaves and poor
guality fruit.

Conditions favoring powdery mildew development are high
humidity, shade, and poor air circulation. It overwinters in crop
debris, so even though the spoors are widespread, risk of reinfection
can be diminished through sanitation. Likewise, the variation and
species of powdery mildew fungus is usually specific to a given
family of plants, so crop rotation will help. So growing cucumbers on
trellises for better air circulation and locating them in full sun, along
with crop rotation and sanitation will go a long way toward
prevention.

Another thing to consider, because many resistant varieties of
cucumber are available, is planting a variety of cucumber that is
resistant to powdery mildew. Examples include Marketmore 76 and
Tendergreen Burpless, among others.

Once an infection is noted, immediate treatment can eliminate
the problem. Because development of fungicide resistance has been
observed in many variations of powdery mildew, | recommend a
fungicide cocktail approach. The fungicides used in organic
production, particularly bicarbonate and horticultural oils, have the
potential to harm or kill garden plants. So during this treatment
regimen, please make sure the plants are well hydrated, and test
bicarbonate and horticultural oils on a single leaf first and wait a day
to assure no harm is done before making a wider application. Use a
pressure sprayer to spray the plants and leaves (making sure to get
the undersides of the leaves) with a solution Bacillus subtilis (such
as Serenade) according to label directions. Wait two days, then



spray with light horticultural oil mixed according to label directions, to
which you have added one tablespoon baking soda (sodium
bicarbonate) per gallon of water. Spray to the point of runoff. Wait
three days, and then repeat the cycle. Continue repeating the cycle
until no powdery mildew remains, and then spray every other week
with the Bacillus subtilis preparation.

@ Cucumber beetles are the most feared pest of cucumbers as
they carry bacterial wilt disease.

Harvest

Cucumbers should be harvested when they have reached the size
for the particular variety grown and well before they have started to
turn from green to yellow. Keep a watchful eye for cucumbers that
manage to hide among the leaves while they ripen because once a
cucumber on a particular vine starts ripening, that vine will stop
producing new fruit. To pick a cucumber with minimal damage to the
vine, gently hold the cucumber with one hand while using a pair of
scissors in the other hand to cut the stem.



Saving Seed

Cucumber seeds are saved via the wet method. Allow a couple of
cucumbers on each vine to grow to maturity—meaning they grow
large, yellow, and soft. Leave these on the vines until they are dead
from frost, and then bring them in to ripen out of direct sunlight for
another couple of weeks. Slice the cucumbers open lengthwise and
scoop out the seed mass into a plastic cup. Add some warm water,
stir, and allow to sit for five days. At the end of five days there will be
mold growing on top. Give it a swirl and the bad seeds will float while
the good ones sink. Empty out the water, discard the mold and bad
seeds, and rinse the good seeds thoroughly. Dry the good seeds
with a paper towel, and then allow them to dry on a screen until they
are brittle. You can dehydrate them further using a silica gel
desiccant. Store in a sealed container in a cool, dry place away from
sunlight.

© Powdery mildew is preventable and curable.

Preparation and Preservation



Cucumbers keep best at a humidity of 95 percent and a
temperature of 45 degrees. In practical terms, this environment
doesn’t exist in most homes. For short-term storage—five days or
less—putting cucumbers in sealed bags in the refrigerator works
well. For longer storage (up to two weeks), fully wrap each cucumber
separately in plastic wrap and store in the refrigerator. That is the
effective limit of how long cucumbers can be stored fresh, but they
will keep for several years as pickles using any of a number of
available recipes. They neither freeze nor dehydrate well, though
you can freeze them with moderate success if you bake them first at
350 degrees for 30 minutes.

© Cucumbers will look like this due to uneven watering.
Assuring the equivalent of one inch of rain weekly will
prevent this.

Sesame Cucumber Salad
Ingredients:



3 slicing cucumbers
1 tsp sesame seeds
1 tbsp sesame oil

1 tsp soy sauce

Y5 tsp salt

Y4 lemon

@ Sesame cucumber salad is a quick and delicious summer
dish.

Procedure:

Peel the cucumbers and cut into chunks. Add salt and stir
thoroughly. Squeeze the lemon over the cucumber and mix. Mix the
remaining ingredients together, then pour over the cucumber and
mix thoroughly. Serve chilled.



Note

1 Diver, S. & Hinman, T. (2008), Cucumber Beetles: Organic and Biorational
Integrated Pest Management



