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Still wrapping up spring chores

By Peggy Eastman
July 08, 2007

You know it's summer on Cape Cod when the salt shaker won't shake out
salt and no matter where you go it takes twice as long to get there as it
did just a week ago.

And you know it, too, when you see the garden has lost its spring luster.
The excitement of crocuses, daffodils and tulips has settled into the
serious business of producing long-lasting blossoms and the seeds for a
coming year.

How quickly the early blossoms of spring fade away, seemingly overnight, like performers disappearing as the stage lights
are dimmed, barely leaving any evidence that they had ever been there.

The stage is set now for summer, and for the next two months, summer holds the spotlight.

This was the first spring in a long time | didn't take a vacation and go away for a couple weeks or more. Doing that always
gave me an excuse for why | never caught up with all my spring chores before July burst on the scene.

No excuse this year and I'm still working on spring chores that | should have finished several weeks ago. With all that extra
time to get my garden ready, | characteristically took on more than | could handle and I'm about where | usually am the first
week of July — running to catch up with the season.

A lot of that running has been because it has been unusually dry for this early in July — at least here in the Mid-Cape.
Keeping adequate water on two flower gardens and one vegetable garden is a challenge.

Usually, when a dry spell hits the Cape | can ease my gardens through it by watering one garden area each day it doesn't
rain. This hasn't worked as well this year. | find | have to water some plants almost every day, especially several new
shrubs I put in this spring, and anything in a container.

I checked with Jack Youngman of South Dennis, author of the "Cape & Islands Lawn & Garden Almanac

Manual" (AbeBooks.com $12) and he confirmed that June was indeed a very dry month. On June 4, he recorded 1%
inches of rain, then only traces during the rest of the month. The month before, it rained 13 times, he said, but 2% of the
month's total of 3 inches of rain came all on May 18. That was followed by only sprinkles of another half-inch.

"The soil on the Cape just can't hold water for long," Youngman says. "When you go that long with only traces of rain, it just
doesn't even penetrate the soil at all." He said you can tell when the ground gets too dry. No matter how much you water, it
just stays on top and runs off.

Besides dealing with lack of rain, | worried that | had lost several things over the winter, but it turned out not to be so. My
two lavender shrubs looked so bad this spring | was afraid they had died. But with hope, | pruned them back severely and
right now they look better than ever, with a good number of fragrant blossoms.

A rosemary that had turned into a small tree also appeared winter-damaged beyond repair. This plant, too, surprised me
and is now flourishing.

What is also prospering, however, and threatening to take over most of one flower garden — along with soapwort
(Saponaria) — is Rudbeckia. Rudbeckia, which includes the charming dark-eyed Susan, is a good garden plant in many
ways. It certainly can stand drought. But it can also be a nuisance when it gets out of control and acts more like a weed
than a disciplined perennial.

A shade garden, while more limited in variety, is a good thing to have on Cape Cod. It probably requires more watering
here than a shade garden in other parts of the state with less sandy soil, but it doesn't have the tendency to crash without
warning the way a sunny garden can do on a hot, windy day.

My shade garden is made up of the usual, dependable variety of shade-tolerant and shade-loving specimens, including

Begonia, both tuberous-rooted and fibrous-rooted; Impatiens; Coral Bells (Heuchera); Astilbe; Japanese painted fern; and
a few <epacnnal wild flowers
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with a soaker hose for gradual and deep penetration.
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