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Heirloom tomatoes have fantastic flavors

A newsletter for gardeners in North Dakota

Heirloom tomatoes are a hot topic

now in gardening. Fascinating va-

rieties are being re-discovered all

over the world to the delight of

gardeners like us who are anxious

to grow something special.

Heirloom tomatoes come in a

brilliant array of colors from sun-

shine orange to emerald green.

The size of their fruits can range

from as big as a softball to as

small as a pea. Some fruits are

fuzzy, some are striped, and some

have deep ribs.

All have fantastic flavor and this

makes them worth trying for that

reason alone.

The most popular heirloom

variety is ‘Brandywine’, which is

generally regarded as the best

tasting tomato. Other popular

choices include the orange-

speckled ‘Pineapple’, drought-

tolerant ‘Super Sioux’ and the

richly colored ‘Cherokee Purple’.

Among cherry types, ‘Yellow

Pear’ has a very mild, sweet to-

mato and is widely used in mak-

ing preserves. The marble-sized

‘Red Currant’ is one of nature’s
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richest sources of lycopene, which

is reported to help prevent some

types of cancer. For meaty flavor,

‘Roma’ still stands out as a tre-

mendous tomato—its compact

vines produce outstanding fruit for

making paste, sauce and salsa.

Photo by Zeetz Jones
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Phase 1: We water a plant

that doesn’t need it. The air pock-

ets in the soil become full of wa-

ter and the roots cannot breathe.

Phase 2: The suffocating

roots begin to rot.

Phase 3: The rotting root sys-

tem becomes weakened and can

no long pump enough water to

the leaves. The plant becomes

limp.

Phase 4 (the killing blow):

We look at our limp plants and

wonder, “How can this plant look

thirsty when the soil is moist?”

Out of compassion, we give the

plant more water—but more wa-

ter is the last thing the plant

wants—its already drowning!

Phase 5. The dead plant goes

out into the compost pile, a victim

of good intentions but senseless

drowning. We scratch our head

wondering what caused the plant

to die, and we later tell our friends

that we must not have a “green

thumb.” Soon we will go to the gar-

den center to pick out another

plant, soon to become the next

victim of accidental drowning.

The right way to water. The

key to watering is to water when

the soil needs it. Stick your finger

one inch deep into the soil. If this

soil is dry, then it’s time to water.

If the soil is moist, the plant does

not need—or want—more water.

I see moisture meters being

sold in stores. Why would you

spend money on this device when

your finger works just as well?

While most bugs are freezing

outdoors, a few are enjoying the

toasty warm temperatures in

our homes. Many of these pests

are attracted to houseplants,

which are naturally weak this

time of year. It’s important that

we scout our houseplants this

time of year for pests. Once we

find them, take action immedi-

ately to protect your plants from

significant damage.

Strategies range from show-

ering the bugs off with water to

blasting the pests with toxic

chemicals. Let’s start with the

safest options.

Most insects on houseplants

can be temporarily controlled by

giving the plant a good sprin-

kling of water in the shower or

sink. This is what I call the “Sing-

Protecting houseplants from pests

Watering houseplants seems like

a simple thing to do, but many of

us don’t do it properly. Accidental

drowning is the #1 cause of death

for houseplants—and now is the

peak season for drowning!

For some reason, we think that

our plants benefit from a drink of

water whether or not their soil is

already moist. This is wrong!

Roots need to breathe (just like

we do). When we keep the soil

constantly wet, there are no air

pockets for roots to breathe.

It’s like getting a drink of water

from a drinking fountain. We can

only take so many gulps until we

need to pause for air. You see,

we need both water and air to sur-

vive. The same goes for plants. A

constantly wet soil will suffocate

plants and cause them to drown.

Here’s how it almost always

happens: Continued on next page

Continued on Page 7
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Lifeguard on duty?

Peak season for plant drowning



Many women will receive roses

this Valentine’s Day. Men have

been giving roses to women for

centuries, but how women re-

spond to the roses have

changed dramatically.

For example in Victorian

days, people were less open

with their love and feelings.

They used symbols to express

their feelings. When a man

gave a woman a bouquet of

red roses, this was a sign that

he was in love with her.

The unwritten rules of flower colors
Women, in particular, had to be

subtle in the way they responded

to such advances.

If the woman responded by

giving him a red rose, this indi-

cated her love for the man. If she

sent him a white rose, this indi-

cated that she felt she was too

young for such love. If she sent

him a yellow rose, this indicated

that she thought the man was too

fickle, unfaithful, or immature for

true love. And if she sent him only

a leaf, she was telling him to get

lost!

Valentine’s Day is coming up

soon. If you want to keep your

flowers looking fresh, the best

way to do this is to freeze them.

Yep, put them in the freezer and

keep them there. But hey, it’s hard

to enjoy the beauty of flowers in

your freezer (and sometimes they

get squished between the frozen

pizza and ice cream). So here’s a

more traditional option:

Start by removing the lower

leaves. Foliage that is underwa-

ter in the vase will get moldy.

Then make a fresh cut one

inch up the base of the stem. This

will expose new tissue that can

soak up water and keep the flow-

ers fresh. When making the cut,

place the stems underwater to

avoid getting an air bubble in the

flower stem.

Use the flower pre-

servative that came with

the flowers. This packet

provides nutrients, kills

bacteria, and balances the

acidity of the water for good floral

color. Adding sugar, pennies or

aspirin will not do the job—use the

flower preservative. If you don’t

have any preservative, mix 2 cups

lemon-lime soda with 2 cups wa-

ter and 1/2 teaspoon of bleach.

Then keep your flowers in a

cool location, away from direct

sunlight, and away from warm

drafts. Don’t put them on top of

the television—it’s too warm there.

Recutting stems and changing

the water in the vase daily will

help prolong the life of the flow-

ers.

Keep your Valentine’s

Day flowers fresh

When you do water, do so thor-

oughly so all the soil becomes

wet. Make sure water comes out

of the drainage hole at the bot-

tom of the pot. Use water that is

at room temperature to avoid

shocking the roots.

After about 30 minutes, dis-

pose of the water that accumu-

lated in the tray (don’t dump it

back into the pot since this water

is full of salts and contaminants).

That’s it. It’s easy. Hey, your

thumb is looking greener already!

Watering houseplants
(continued from Page 2)
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Pruning can get confusing at

times. We’re not sure when to

prune, how much to prune, and

what branches to prune.

I think that pruning a shrub is

like cutting a child’s hair. Some

plant “barbers” are skilled and can

accentuate the natural beauty of

their shrubs. Others are reckless

and just start cutting away. Still

other gardeners simply get out

their electric trimmers and shave

down the plants.

Don’t butcher your shrubs. A

child with a bad haircut can get de-

pressed (I wouldn’t take off my

baseball cap for days!). Similarly,

a butchered plant can also be-

come “sad” and lose its vitality.

Here’s how to keep your shrubs

happy and healthy:

Now through early April is a

good time to prune most leafy

shrubs. The exceptions are

spring-flowering shrubs such as

lilac and forsythia. These shrubs

are now loaded with flower buds.

Prune spring-flowering shrubs af-

ter their blooms fade.

Young shrubs need very little

pruning. Only remove dead wood,

broken branches, and branches

that rub against one another. Af-

ter about five years, shrubs are

well established and require regu-

lar pruning.

Renewal pruning

Most well-established shrubs re-

quire renewal pruning (see figure

above). You can remove the old-

est, thickest stems each year, cut-

ting at ground level.

Keep in mind that pruning

stimulates new growth wherever

you make cuts. By cutting at

ground level, you will stimulate

new growth from the base of the

plant, thereby developing a fuller

bush. Try not to remove more than

one-third of the growth during any

single year.

Formal pruning

Many gardeners prefer to give
their shrubs a formal look. This is

usually attained by regularly
shearing their plants back. This
is not recommended. Such prun-
ing will create a new cluster of
growth on top but no growth from
the base. These shrubs eventu-
ally look like broomsticks stuck
into the ground.

If formal pruning is required,
use a hand shears and trim long
branches selectively. Prune back

to side buds and make cuts at a

slant (see figure below).

Sometimes it’s best to prune

badly overgrown shrubs down to

Continued on next page
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Are you a barber or a butcher?

Pruning shrubs

Formal pruning

Before After

Before After

Renewal pruning
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I know that Al Gore and his

friends are preaching to us about

global warming, but last summer

(not to mention this winter) tells

me that the weather of North Da-

kota can get a bit cool some times.

This is where the early ripening

varieties from Eastern Europe

and Russia benefit us. ‘Stupice’

has exceptional taste and ‘Sibe-

ria’ is extremely early. Some of the

darkest near-black tomatoes

come from Eastern Europe,

namely ‘Black Krim’ and ‘Black

from Tula’.

For something different, you

must try ‘Wapsipinicon Peach’, an

heirloom from Iowa that is famous

for its flavorful, fuzzy fruits.

You might ask, “If these variet-

ies are so colorful and tasty, then

why doesn’t everyone grow

them?” The answer is that most

heirlooms are difficult to grow.

Many heirlooms are low yielding

and not reliable. Many are sus-

ceptible to cracking and do not

ripen uniformly. To be blunt, there

Heirloom tomatoes (continued from Page 1)

‘Brandywine’ and

‘Wapsipinicon Peach’

tomatoes. Photos from

Vesey’s and Seed Savers

Exchange, respectively.

is a reason why most heirlooms

became heirlooms: we developed

better varieties.

I think the critical weakness of

most heirlooms is that they have

low levels of resistance to disease.

Unless you want to spray your

plants with fungicides on a regu-

lar basis—and nobody wants to

do that—you have to do a better

job of managing your tomato

vines. Give them full sun and well-

drained soil. Give the vines plenty

of room (space at least three feet

apart within the row), support the

vines with cages or stakes to pro-

mote air movement within the

planting, keep the foliage dry

when watering, and pick off dis-

eased tissue quickly.

If all goes right, you will be re-

warded with unforgettable flavors.

As a bonus, you can save seeds

from year to year. Most tomato va-

rieties do not need to be isolated

more than five feet apart.

Many seed catalogs offer a

selection of heirloom tomatoes,

but if you really like heirlooms,

send for the free catalog of Seed

Saver’s Exchange <www.seed

savers.org>. Other notable seed

sources include Baker Creek

Seeds <www.rareseeds.com> and

Seeds of Change <www.seeds

ofchange.com>.

Pruning shrubs (continued from Page 4)

the ground. This can be done for

neglected forsythia, Annabelle hy-
drangea, honeysuckle, potentilla,
privet, and pink-flower spireas.
These plants will establish new
growth quickly. Severe pruning is
best done during the dormant
season.

Popular leafy shrubs

Here are a few quick tips:

Cotoneaster, dogwood,
honeysuckle, bridalwreath
spirea. Renewal prune these
plants by removing old wood at
ground level.

Euonymous (burning bush).
Reshape when needed by selec-
tively cutting back the most vig-

orous branches to major side

branches. Don’t prune at ground

level if the shrub is growing on a

single trunk.

Forsythia. Cut out 3-year-old
wood to the base after flowers
fade.

Lilac. Remove old flowers af-
ter they wither. Prune out as much
as one-fourth of the oldest wood
at ground level. Typically, one old
cane is removed each spring.

Potentilla and pink-flower
spirea. Cut back entire plant half-
way to the ground and selectively

remove old canes at ground level.

Viburnums. Remove old

wood to ground level. Some vibur-

nums grow slowly and need little

pruning.

By the way, evergreen shrubs

are best pruned right after new

growth begins in April or in mid-

summer. We’ll address that topic

later this spring.

Source: Univ. of Wisconsin



Trees, shrubs, and lawns

a Sap can bleed profusely out of the pruning wounds of maples and

birches this time of year (as shown at right). Don’t worry—this bleed-

ing is completely harmless. We do not recommend putting wound

dressings on these trees. They heal better without the dressing, as

dressings can sometimes trap moisture in the wound, creating rot.

a Trees and shrubs have an economic value. If killed or damaged by

ice or accident, they may be covered by some homeowner’s insur-

ance policies.

a Among the best azaleas for the north are members of the ‘Northern

Lights’ collection (shown) from the University of Minnesota. These

hardy plants do well in sunny areas and moist soils. Flowers come in

a wide array of colors, including yellow, orange, pink and orchid. You

may need to add sulfur to the soil to give these plants the acidic

conditions they desire.

a Studies have shown that Kentucky bluegrass is not damaged by

heavy snowmobile traffic (80 passes) as long as there is an inch of

snow over the turf. Serious damage is caused after warm spells when

the snow becomes slushy or when snowmobiles go over bare grass.

Houseplants

a The vines of sweet potatoes make for an interesting houseplant. Start your plant by suspending a sweet

potato in a container of water (toothpicks are often used for this) leaving the top 1/3 exposed to air.

Transplant the potato when a strong root system develops. The vines can be staked or trellised.

a To clean crusty clay pots, mix one cup each of household bleach and white vinegar to every gallon of

warm water. Soak the pots for 12 hours. Badly crusted pots will need to be scrubbed with steel wool after

soaking.

a Hold cacti with kitchen tongs as you repot them and you won’t get spines in your fingers.

a Begin fertilizing houseplants once new growth begins

to appear. Now is also a good time to repot

houseplants. The fresh soil will stimulate vigorous

growth.

a Potting soil may be sterilized using a microwave oven.

The soil should be slightly moistened and crumbly.

Place two pounds of soil mix into a plastic turkey-

roasting bag. Do not seal the bag shut (or it will ex-

plode). Microwave on high for three minutes. Let the

soil cool to room temperature before using.
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Page 7

Flowers

a Do you want to give your love a bouquet of flowers but are too cheap

to pay for them? Send a free bouquet over the internet! Go to

<www.iflowers.com> or <www.virtualflowers.com>. Your friend will re-

ceive a beautiful picture of flowers with your card attached.

Fruits and vegetables

a Tart cherries are easy to grow. I love their pristine white blossoms

that turn into tasty fruits in July. A nice bonus is their bark, which

glistens during the winter. Two dwarf varieties are noteworthy: ‘North

Star’ and ‘Meteor’.

 aPrune grapes during February. If this job is left too late in the season,

severe bleeding from cut ends will occur. This bleeding looks un-

sightly, but does not harm the plant.

a Wait to prune your fruit trees until late February or March. Wounds

heal faster in late winter. Earlier pruning can cause dieback at the

pruned tips.

a Here’s an interesting saying from China: If you want to be happy for a

week, take a spouse. If you want to be happy for a month, kill and eat

your pig. But if you want to be happy all your life, plant a garden. By

the way, the first day of the Chinese New Year was on January 26.

Happy Year of the Ox! By the way, it is an honor to be born in a Year

of the Ox (roughly 2009, 1997, 1985, 1973, 1961 and so on using

12-year increments). Ox gardeners are tireless, productive, reflec-

tive, and have a great appreciation for beauty.
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ing in the Rain” approach to pest

control.

Many houseplants are native

to the tropics, and they love a

rainy shower of water (singing to

the plant during this showering is

optional). This “rainfall” cleans the

plant’s leaves and washes the

bugs away. Do a thorough job.

Look for insects hiding in leaf

crotches and on the underside of

leaves. A good showering of wa-

ter will control most insect prob-

lems, at least for a few weeks.

If you can’t move the plant into

the sink or shower, another safe

approach is to use insecticidal

soap. This will kill any bugs that

you spray, but won’t kill any bugs

that you miss or that emerge on

the plant later. Very thorough and

repeated applications are neces-

sary.

Some of us want to destroy

bugs. We impersonate Clint

Eastwood and take the Dirty

Harry approach to gardening: “Go

ahead bugs—take a bite into the

plant—make my day!” We want

these bugs to die! And, if the bugs

go through some spasms before

they die, all the better! These

gardeners use toxic chemical

sprays. Such sprays, which often

contain pyrethrins or synthetic

pyrethroids, will kill insects on the

plant today as well as any bugs

that dare to emerge on the plant

in the near future.

Always follow label instructions

when using a pesticide. Spray

only under well-ventilated condi-

tions. Keep children and pets

away from the plant at least until

the chemical dries. Quarantine

the infested plant to prevent any

bugs from spreading onto healthy

plants.

Protecting houseplants from pests (continued from Page 2)
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As we discussed in last month’s

newsletter, a series of blizzards

and frigid temperatures in Decem-

ber injured some of our landscape

plants.

Young shoots of marginally

hardy trees such as honeylocust,

red maple, redbuds, and river

birch may have died back. We can

also expect a less colorful spring,

as flower buds of crabapple, or-

namental pear, forsythia, azalea,

and magnolia may have been

damaged.

Certainly the weather in De-

cember was harmful—but the

weather in January was even

worse! Several communities ex-

perienced temperatures that

hadn’t been felt for over 50 years.

A week of bitter cold weather

is bad enough, but the persis-

tently frigid temperatures we are

facing this winter can be devas-

tating.

This winter will be a good ba-

rometer to see what can and can-

not reliably survive in your land-

scape.

It’s not all bad news. The thick

blanket of snow in our yard is in-

sulating our lawns, tender peren-

nials, and bulbs. And our plants

came into this winter with ad-

equate moisture in the soil.

Winter injury update—

more bad news!

Hopefully the worst is over.

Looking ahead, our best hope

now would be a gradual warm up.

The last thing we need is to shock

our plants with a premature heat

wave followed by another cold

blast.


