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Home from vacation, but still on vacation from the garden

I usually return from vacation with some trepidation; not knowing how I will
find the state of the garden makes me a tad anxious. After all these years, I
ought to know better. Apart from the usual growth spurt by the weeds and the
surrender of a couple of plants, things have never been too bad. Yet, I keep
envisioning horrid things like my precious perennials lying prostrate,
strangled by killer zombie weeds.

This past Sunday was no exception. As we got closer to home, I got antsier.
While we unloaded the car, my initial cursory examination revealed no disaster
and I relaxed. Still, the weed and pest survey awaited. The weather, however,
was just too awful to bother hanging around outside. So I went indoors and
decided to stay in vacation mode. 

This has made a wonderful difference. With unpacking done, laundry
underway and mail sorted, I found myself still feeling the carefree,
lightheartedness of being on holiday. I went through the recent photos and
relived the highlights. We made dinner and enjoyed it without ever discussing
a garden to-do list. After all, if we’re still on vacation, there is no gardening to
be done! And so, I’ve come to a decision. From now on, every vacation shall be
extended by a couple of days. Those couple of days will be enjoyed at home but
will be spent exactly as though I was not home. Makes perfect sense, right?
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The sorry state of tomato and potato plants

Everywhere I go, I hear about and see the sorry state of the tomato and potato
plants. This blight which has affected the entire eastern zone is a very big
disaster. My heart goes out to the farmers who are being severely tried. Some
will never be able to recover their losses. As the disease is airborne, it is
almost impossible to contain. Still, there are lessons to be learned. Starting
from seeds is preferable to purchasing plants as the plants may already be
infected. This was the case in this year’s spread of blight. Although we had no
control over the uber-wet weather, planting with good air circulation is
crucial. Watering by hand or soaker hose is better than sprinklers as it is
important that the roots get fed without wetting the plants, which would add
to existing humid conditions. Further, it is imperative that crop rotation is
practiced each year. 

As a word of caution, and you may already know this, please do not compost
the diseased plants. Ideally, they should be burned. As that is no longer
permissible, put the plants in garbage bags, seal tightly and dispose with
regular garbage. If possible, I recommend leaving fallow the areas where the
plants were growing. Just for a while. Later on, perhaps next year, plant with
other vegetable plants. Meanwhile, enjoy the corn, squash and beans that are
coming into their own about now.

Reader’s inquiry about hydrangeas

I received a good hydrangea question from loyal reader Crissy. She asks why
her hydrangeas fail to bloom even though the plants look fine and have
abundant, healthy leaves.

There are three main reasons why hydrangeas fail to bloom. The first is winter
weather damage. As Crissy’s plants are healthy and happy, this reason can be
easily eliminated. Sometimes, a freak spring ice-storm can harm emerging
buds, but that was not the case this year.

The second reason is improper pruning. Some hydrangeas grow on old wood.
Cutting back these plants in the fall will preclude all blooms for the following
year. Other types of hydrangea grow on new wood. Pruning them in early
spring will naturally remove the flower buds. To keep it simple and take away
the guess work, in my own garden where I have several hydrangeas of both
sorts, I do nothing till the middle of spring. By that time, all emerging growth
is visible. I then just clear out all the dead wood. This improves not only the
plant’s appearance but the air circulation as well. 

The final reason, and in my opinion the most common one for failure to bloom,
is that the hydrangeas are in too much shade. Although touted to be shade
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lovers, in my experience, they require more sun than prescribed. They seem to
thrive in sunny but cool spaces. Partial shade is fine as long as they get a good
morning’s worth of sun. In my garden, the hydrangeas with the least number
of blooms are always the ones in more shade. I ought to move them. Maybe
next year.
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