  



GARDEN INVESTIGATIONS
I have had my truck too long.  Unfortunately, it is beginning to take on my character traits.  It does not start well when cold, it grunts and wheezes and likes to quit early in the day.  I hope there is no law against contributing to the delinquency of a truck.

Things we own tend to take on our character.  Looking at our vehicles, homes, offices and clothes tells a lot about us.  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle delighted millions telling how Sherlock Holmes would use articles found at crime scenes to draw a picture of the guilty culprit.  The criminal had left their signature at the scene of the crime and the detective found the culprit using these clues.

If Sherlock looked for clues in our gardens, what would he deduce?  Let’s investigate a common garden crime scene and use the evidence to apprehend the guilty party.

It was a dark and stormy night. Rain drummed a doleful tune while the wind wailed along.  The morning arose upon a mournful site.  Another dead shrub in the very same spot. 

It had happened again!  Shrubs never live here.  Was there a mysterious fungus rotting the roots? Did bugs plot the plant(s early demise?  Did the nursery man sell a bad plant?
The plant detective asks questions and looks for clues.  Does water stand here after a rain?  Is there a down spout funneling water to the plant?  Is a sprinkler head too close to the plant?
The plant detective knows this is a good place to look for suspects.  He has learned that many plant homicides are due to too much or too little water.  A plant in a low spot is just waiting to be (bumped off( by a passing weather front.  Plants living in such sites develop poor roots and often grow poorly.
The evidence mounts up - the site is wet and drains poorly.  What else do we need to know?  The jury has enough evidence to finger the culprit.

But, look!  There is soil up on the lower branches.  The plant detective begins to dig up more information.  The root ball of the plant is three inches below the surface.  This shrub was planted too deeply!
Deep planting and wet soils kill roots.  Roots smother, dying for lack of oxygen.  Once the roots succumb, the plant slowly dies.  No pest killed this plant. The roots died from lack of oxygen and too much water.
The sleuth begins to wrap up his case.  However, he does not want to miss anything.  He has examined the roots and soil, but he knows one other good informant in such cases.  He examines the base of the plant, the stem close to the ground.

Aha! Look at that!  There is the tell tale evidence of an attack from a string trimmer or weed eater.  Numerous small horizontal scrapes near the ground or the bark chewed off around the stem.  String trimmers give excellent weed control but can be murder on plants in careless hands.

Wet soils, too deep planting, string trimmer injury.  It was no mystery why this plant died.  The wonder was that it lived so long.

Our investigations revealed a history of plant abuse and neglect.  What can be done?  Is there to be no happy ending?
In this case, the client can mend their ways by digging the soil more deeply and adding soil and compost to build a bed to plant in.  Beds four to six inches high drain better.  To return to the right ways of proper gardening, never plant shrubs or trees deeper than they originally grew.  Finally, to stay on the straight and narrow gardening path, mulch well around plants to keep weeds down.  Hide the string trimmer from over zealous or careless souls.  
The plant detective must admit that he had an inkling of the problem before he saw the victim.  Many gardeners tend to blame diseases, insects or the garden center for problems.  Our investigations indicate these are seldom the culprits.  Plant murders are often done by too wet or too dry soils, improper planting and string trimmers, weed eaters or lawn mowers.

Another case closed, the plant investigator heads for Baker Street (also known as The County Extension Office).  You can reach us at your local Extension office for help with your garden investigations.

