Growing Figs


Have you always considered figs a subtropical fruit that can only be grown in areas much warmer than ours?  Well, not so.  Though we don’t see figs grown commercially here, they can be quite successfully cultivated as a home garden tree fruit.


Ficus carica, the common fig, is a relatively small tree that can reach 25 feet, if conditions are good.  Fig trees prefer full sun.  The best location would be on the west or south side of your house.  A combination of reflected heat and sun is necessary for fruit production.  As with tomatoes, any method of providing extra heat results in a better harvest, and a higher quality of fruit. 


Under ideal conditions, a fig tree bears two separate crops of figs.  The first crop is borne on wood from the previous season.  In western Washington, for the most part, very few second crop figs are produced and those that are set usually don’t have time to mature fully before cooler weather arrives.


A fig is, in reality, the swollen receptacle of many tiny flowers that are located on its inner surface.  Each “fruit” has a tiny hole on the end, which allows pollinating insects to enter.  The figs that do best here, however, do not require pollination by the small wasp that some other varieties require to bear fruit.


Some pruning is necessary on a young tree to assure correct branch spacing.  These trees are usually trained to an open center (vase shape), allowing optimum light penetration into the canopy.  If the canopy becomes too thick, thinning may be in order.  Annual dormant pruning is usually limited to heading back to previous season’s growth by about one fourth to stimulate shoot growth, and cutting any dead, crossing or low-hanging branches.  Figs grown here in the Northwest usually have no insect or disease problems worth mentioning, so no spraying is required.  Hooray!  Another bonus is that fertilization is rarely necessary, and may actually cause an excess of soft vegetative growth.


The figs themselves are produced in the leaf axils and only fully mature fruit is good for eating fresh.  Ripe figs will detach from the tree easily when lifted and bent back toward the branch.  If fruits are picked with the stem attached, they tend to remain good for longer, though their shelf life is usually only a few days.  Keep fruit picked as it ripens.


Some varieties that are recommended for growing here are:


‘Brown Turkey’ (also sold here as Black Spanish) has brownish purple colored fruit on a small, hardy tree.


‘King’ or ‘Desert King’ produces white-flecked greenish fruit with pinkish purple flesh.


‘Lattarula’ or Italian Honey Fig is very hardy with yellow-green skin and amber pulp.  In the Northwest, this one can ripen in summer and produce fall crops in good seasons.


‘Neveralla’, purple-skinned with honey-colored flesh, can also summer-ripen and produce n fall here.


If you are fortunate and have a sunny spot for one of these beautiful 15 to 30 foot trees, and like the idea of having fresh figs for a minimal amount of plant maintenance, most of the above named varieties should be readily available to the home gardener.

