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Keeping the Flower Gardens Beautiful

          By now, most gardeners have planted their flower beds or they will be doing this annual exercise very soon. Most of these gardens will grow, flourish, and keep their beauty all through the summer growing season right up until tie to plant for the fall. Other gardens will fall into a state of disrepair due to a lack of some simple, routine maintenance. 

          Keeping a garden attractive may seem like a difficult chore that can only be accomplished by the most experienced gardeners but there are a few very simple practices that will keep it as nice as the day it was planted. One thing that is required is a personal commitment from the gardener to put in the time and effort any garden demands. In an average garden this commitment is not as great as one may think. Two to six hours per week will be time enough to take care of the average garden.

          Weeding is probably the most time consuming garden maintenance practice. Weeds do more than just hurt the way a garden looks. Above ground, weeds will compete with the garden plants for growing space and sunshine. They also harbor hiding places for numerous insects and other garden pests. Time should be set aside about twice a week to remove the weeds. At first, this can be a difficult task as weeds tend to be numerous and very vigorous in the late spring and early summer. However, as the summer progresses and the gardener is diligent in doing this work, the number of weeds will decline. Try to catch the weeds when they are very small, their roots will be tender and they will come out of the ground fairly easy. 

          Experienced gardeners do not spend time trying to find a herbicide to use to reduce the weed problems in gardens. They know that most herbicides that will control the weeds will also damage or kill the more desirable plants. They have learned through experience that the best way to manage weed problems is to get on their knees and start pulling. 

          Removing dead flower heads is another time-consuming but often overlooked gardening chore. When an annual plant produces flowers it is trying to turn those flowers into seeds. If dead flower heads are left attached to the plants they will think that their job for the summer is done and they will stop producing flowers. Regular removal of these spent flowers, a practice called “dead heading,” will trick most flowers into thinking they still have seeds to produce so they will keep on producing flowers. This will usually take an hour or two twice a week. It can be done when the weeds are being pulled to reduce the number of “working trips” to the garden. 

          Water is very important for annual plants. Keep in mind that some require a lot of water and some require very little, it is important to get to know your plants and what their growing needs are. Generally a good soaking twice a week from a garden hose or from natural rainfall is sufficient. A good soaking is just that, the soils should be saturated down to a depth of 6 inches or so. The amount of water needed depends on the soil so there is no general recommendation to use here. The best way to determine how often and how long to irrigate the garden is to dig down about 4 to 6 inches and see for yourself. Do not water too much, if the soil stays saturated with water too long a bad case of root rot may develop. 

          Regular feeding will help keep annual plants vibrant, provided they do not get too much food. Slow release fertilizers can be added to the soil at planting and more can be added later as needed. Water soluble plant foods, those that are mixed with water and applied as the plants are watered should not be used every time the garden is irrigated, this will damage the plants. Read the label and it will tell you how often the product should be used and how much to apply. The Companies that make these plant foods spend a lot of money on research to determine just the right dosage to use so their product will work as advertised and so you will continue to buy more of it. In general, you can trust the product labels.

          These basic steps will help to keep the garden looking attractive through the summer. Other problems may show up from time to time that should be taken care of but these individual cases are too numerous to mention here. 
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