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Hi Gardener! 

Plant Supports.

Like all of us, there are times when our plants also rely on a “support group” to pick them up out of the dirt and dust them off. Denied these support groups, they will lay there, become forlorn and feel ignored.  Some may even find succor in strong drink. That being said, let’s get back to the plants.

Plant supports are easily purchased or built. They help you to save space by growing your plants vertically and allowing them the benefit of improved air circulation. You’ll find the “fruits” of your labor easier to harvest, too.

Pictured here are the supports that work well for me: (Clockwise from the upper left)


These cedar tomato stakes are in their fifth season. I ripped 5/4 x 6” x 12’ cedar decking into three equal strips, each under 2” wide, then cut them in half, yielding six 6’ stakes per piece of lumber. This can be a bit expensive, but I was fortunate to have some salvaged deck pieces at hand. Cedar lasts a long time and will not attract termites, as fir would. Use whatever you can find, but try to stay away from treated (CCA) lumber unless it is well weathered. Again, you don’t want these chemicals in your food. 
You’ll notice I placed mine already, even though my tomatoes are not out yet, so that I don’t disturb the roots of my seedlings when they go in. These stakes are in the ground about a foot. Five feet of stake showing is about right for the plants I grow. As your tomatoes get taller, use some rough, biodegradable twine like sisal to attach then loosely to the stake. I am not a fan of tomato cages. Most all of them are too short and they make weeding and harvesting more difficult.


The next picture shows the pea plants that I planted as seeds on St. Patrick’s Day.

They are supported by frames I made from pine 1x2s with chicken wire stapled on. Each frame is bolted to two pieces of electrical conduit driven into the ground so that the frames themselves don’t touch the ground.  Peas are a cool weather crop and are done and gone come mid June. I leave the frames in place to support the pickling cucumbers that I will plant directly from seed as soon as the pea crop is over. These cucumbers will arrive in mid August and become some tasty home canned pickles.

The lower left photo shows the purchased cucumber towers that will support my slicing cucumbers and give them the ventilation they need to stave off downy mildew, a plague on these crops. I believe they were from Gardener’s Supply Company. They have proven to be very durable. I found it best to tie these to 2x2 pieces of lumber driven into the ground.

The last picture shows a support for my raspberries. These were made from the green steel fence posts and galvanized wire available in most home improvement centers.

As the raspberry canes get taller (they’ll top seven feet), I tie them to these wires to keep them out of the lawn.


Don’t be afraid to improvise supports from anything you have at hand: tree branches, unused HSN “miracle” gardening tool purchases, etc. Just make them sturdy enough so they don’t blow over the first windy day and take your plants with them.

Direct Seeding, Part 1.

It is often a much better idea to plant seeds rather than buy plants from the nursery. It becomes ludicrous, for example to buy a six pack of pea plants, when all you’ll get is maybe two dozen pods off them.  The same goes for corn and bean plants. They are just too easy to grow from seed.

I usually scratch some slow release plant food into the area where seeds will be planted. This can be supplemented by my ole favorite, Miracle Gro, as needed.

As with all things, timing is everything when planting seeds in your garden. Every seed has an optimum temperature range within which you will get the best germination. If you put warm weather seeds, such as beans, into the ground in March they will rot in the cold soil. At the other end of the spectrum, trying to plant cool weather peas into warm soil will result in minimal germination, if any. If you really want to understand this, look on Amazon or Biblio.com for a copy of The New Seed Starters Handbook, by Nancy Bubel. It is published by Rodale Press and has become my go to reference for many aspects of gardening, mainly because of its extensive information on what each plant needs to germinate and thrive.
It is way too late to start peas, but now is the perfect time to start these guys:
Beans: Go for the “bush” types, rather than the “pole” beans. They yield quickly (about 40 days from emergence) and require no support. Beans and peas are legumes, which mean they are able to take nitrogen from the air and fix it in the soil for the plant’s use as a nutrient. Because of this, all legume seeds should be sown thickly in a trench four inches wide by one inch deep. No danger of overcrowding here; the more you sow, the more you get! It is better to plant many shorter rows of beans about two weeks apart so you will have a longer harvest season without being inundated with them. Beans are not bothered by insects, but a hungry rabbit will surely make a five foot row disappear overnight. As a side note, for those of you whose wildlife experiences are limited to Warner Brothers cartoons, rabbits will actually leave your carrots alone.
Corn: If you must grow corn, keep in mind that it is wind pollinated and requires a space of at least ten by ten feet of plants placed a foot apart for the ears to fill out. Also keep in mind that corn is the favorite of squirrels. I have found that it is fun for the kids if you grow one of the popcorn varieties. They are less prone to wind damage (they are shorter) and poor weather. As an added benefit, once the ears are dried, you and the children can wring the kernels off the ears and pop them! They are also very decorative and keep well as small ornamental corn for the fall. Best of all, the kiddies will come to realize that popcorn does not grow in microwavable bags.


Cucumbers: Plant these following the seed packet instructions and provide support. They can sprawl on the ground, but tend to become too unruly for my tastes. They easily climb any sort of open fencing or mesh. Give these plants lots of water, or your cukes will be bitter and misshapen, as would most of us. “Straight Eight” variety is a reliable producer of slicing cucumbers.
Melons: These are in the cucumber family, and can be treated like them. I usually don’t grow these. Our summers are not really hot and long enough for cantaloupes. They take a long time and I don’t want to tie up precious garden space for something that is better bought. Watermelon plants are fun to watch if you can plant them in the back forty and watch them amble out for thirty or forty feet at the rate of about a foot a day, but not when they invade your lawn.

Summer Squashes:  The most easily grown summer types are zucchini and yellow squash. These are planted in “hills” of four seeds. Allow about three feet of space all around each hill. Once they get going, they will be very prolific, at least until they succumb to the detested squash vine borer. Google this bug to learn about it. In my experience, once the borer has done its insidious work and left you with a plant that wilts as the sun rises, it is already too late. The most success that I’ve had in countering this bug is with planting the “Senator” variety of zucchini. This is available from the Long Island Cauliflower Association in Riverhead, and has the amazing ability to re-root itself past the vine borer injury if you heap a few shovels full of garden soil on the affected area.
Winter Squashes and Pumpkins: These are the longer season hard storage squashes, such as the popular “Waltham’s Butternut”, and the gourds. These are reliable, but keep in mind that they need a lot of space over a long season. Pumpkins have a similar growth habit, but keep in mind the vines of a standard pumpkin plant will easily grow to 25’ long and will be there all season. 


Native American farmers grew corn and squash together. The winter squash plants would tolerate a light shade, so they were allowed to wind their way through the corn field. In some areas, a third crop was added in the form of pole beans. These would climb the cornstalks as supports and, because they were legumes, they would add the nutrient nitrogen to the soil. 

When you harvest these and pumpkins, it is important that you cut them off the vine with a piece of the stem attached; otherwise they will spoil very quickly.

Just a quick footnote: Today, Sunday, May 20th, I put my tomato seedlings into the garden. They seemed old enough to drive. The reason I am telling you this is that the National Weather Service has recognized my tomato planting date as a Prime Predictor of  unseasonal cold snaps. I am currently at No. 32 on the charts, right behind “Red skies at night…..” and climbing with a bullet.

Next week’s topics are Children and vegetable gardens, and Part 2 of direct seeding plants in your garden.

See you then,

Warren

