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GROWING WATERMELON 
 
 
Heat-loving watermelons can be a challenge to grow in cooler re-
gions of New York. To increase success, choose short-season va-
rieties, start them inside, warm soil with black plastic or IRT 
mulch, and protect young plants with fabric row covers.  
 
 
 
 

Site Characteristics  
Sunlight:  

full sun  
Soil conditions:  

requires high fertility  
Prefers warm, well-drained, soil, high in organic matter with pH 6.5 to 7.5. Consistent, plentiful moisture needed 
until fruit is about the size of a tennis ball. Soil temperatures below 50 F slow growth. Consider using black plas-
tic and fabric row covers to speed soil warming. Sandy or light-textured soils that warm quickly in spring are 
best.  
Special locations:  

outdoor containers - Bush varieties can be grown in large containers on patios, decks, etc.  
 
Plant Traits  
Lifecycle: annual  
Tender annual.  
Ease-of-care: moderately difficult  
In many areas of New York, successful crops require starting plants indoors, using plastic mulch to warm soil, 
and fabric row covers to protect young transplants.  
Height: 1 to 2 feet  
Spread: 3 to 20 feet  
Foliage color: medium green 
Foliage texture: coarse 
Shape:  

low and trailing  
climbing / vine 

 
Growing Information 
How to plant:  

Propagate by seed  

Germination temperature: 60 F to 95 F  
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Days to emergence: 3 to 5 - In very warm (90 F) soil. About 10 days at 70 F.  

Seed can be saved 4 years.  
Maintenance and care:  

If you have long, hot growing seasons direct-seed into garden. To ensure ripening in areas with shorter 
growing seasons and cooler weather, choose fast-maturing, small-fruited cultivars, start plants inside, and 
use black or IRT plastic mulch and fabric row covers to warm soil and protect plants.  

Direct seed 1 to 2 weeks after average last frost when soil is 70 F or warmer. Plant ½ inch deep, 6 seeds 
per hill, hills 3 feet apart each way for bush varieties, or 3 feet apart in rows 8 feet apart for vining types. 
Thin to 2 to 3 plants per hill.  

For transplanting, sow seeds indoors ¼ inch deep in peat pots (2-inch square or bigger), 2 to 4 weeks be-
fore setting out. Set outside 2 weeks after average last frost, 3 plants per hill, hills 3 feet apart each way 
for bush varieties, or 3 feet apart in rows 8 feet apart for vining types. Transplants are delicate. Keep soil 
intact when transplanting.  

Mulch plantings after soil has warmed to help maintain consistent moisture and suppress weeds.  

If using fabric row covers, remove at flowering to allow pollination by bees. Good pollination is critical to 
fruit set.  

Plants require consistent moisture until pollination. Once fruit are about the size of a tennis ball, only wa-
ter if soil is dry and leaves show signs of wilting.  

To prevent insect damage to developing fruits, place watermelons on pots or pieces of wood.  

If growing melons on a trellis, support fruit with slings made from netting, fabric, or pantyhose. Trellising 
improves air circulation around plants and can help reduce foliar disease problems. Choose small-fruited 
varieties and reduce plant spacing.  

Avoid planting cucumber family crops (melons, squash, pumpkins) in the same spot two years in a row.  
Pests:  

Striped or spotted cucumber beetles - Construct tents of fine netting or cheesecloth or use floating row 
cover over young plants. Put in place at planting and remove at flowering. Control beetles to prevent bac-
terial wilt.  

Aphids - A hard stream of water can be used to remove aphids from plants. Wash off with water occasion-
ally as needed early in the day. Check for evidence of natural enemies such as gray-brown or bloated para-
sitized aphids and the presence of alligator-like larvae of lady beetles and lacewings.  

Squash vine borer - Cut open vines and remove by hand.  

Squash bugs - Handpick. Bury or compost plant residues after harvest.  

Flea beetles - Use row crop covers to help protect plants from early insect damage. Put in place at planting 
and remove at flowering. Control weeds. 

Diseases:  
Powdery mildew - Avoid wetting plants if possible. Water early in the day so aboveground plant parts dry 
as quickly as possible. Avoid crowding plants. Space apart to allow air circulation. Eliminate weeds 
around plants and garden area to improve air circulation.  
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Cucumber mosaic virus - Remove and destroy infested plants. Control cucumber beetles and aphids as 
soon as they appear.  
 
Scab - Avoid wetting foliage if possible. Water early in day so aboveground plant parts dry as quickly as 
possible. Avoid crowding plants. Space apart for air circulation.  

Fusarium wilt - Locate new plants in a part of the garden different from previous year's location. If that is 
not possible, remove infested soil and replace with fresh soil. Plant tolerant varieties.  

Other diseases: 
Anthracnose 
Phytophthora  

Varieties 
When choosing varieties, match days to harvest with the length of your growing season. (Keep in mind that you 
will plant well after the last frost date and want to make sure your crop ripens well before first frost in fall.) If you 
have a long enough season, choose varieties with different maturity dates to spread out your harvest, or stagger 
planting dates of a single variety.  
 
Bush varieties have more compact vines, some just 3 feet long. Also base your variety choices on disease resis-
tance, fruit size (stick with smaller fruits in short-season areas or if you plan to trellis the vines), flavor, and color.  
Seedless varieties may have poor germination and early seedling vigor.  
 
Some varieties recommended for New York include:  
Crimson Sweet 
Moon & Stars 
Sugar Baby 
Yellow Baby 
Yellow Doll  
 
Seedless:  
Tri-X-Sunrise 
 
 
 
Source:  http://explore.cornell.edu 2006  
 
This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, 
some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides dis-
tributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Envi-
ronmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in 
New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your regional 
DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  


