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 Hi All, 
 
      I hope everyone is well and staying busy as we wait for the time we 
can return to our normal lives. The slower pace of our days allows us 
to  appreciate the spring rewards in our gardens in a way we may not 
usually have the time to do. Hostas are poking up their heads, peas 
are sending out their first leaves and the birds are busy with nest 
building. I have spoken to quite a few members who are finding new 
things to try including origami, sewing princess costumes for the 
grandkids and creating videos of their church’s services to be sent to 
the congregation.  And of course what is better for clearing your head 
and keeping you in the moment than gardening? People are finding 
creative ways to stay connected and continue their groups with Zoom and other 
computer-based technologies. Maybe we could try that out too! We are all missing each other 
so take a minute to give a fellow club member a ring! 
  
      Congratulations to our newly elected officers Sally Barmakian (First Vice-President) Barb 
Lysenko (Second Vice President) and Karen Curry (Secretary). Win Bunch will continue her role 
as Treasurer and I will continue as President. The budget was approved by email vote. 
 
      Our calendar has undergone some major changes because of the restrictions required by 
the Covid 19 situation. The following activities have been cancelled: the spring luncheon, the 
May 20th bus trip to the Highline and the June lecture by Janet Mandel “Tempestuous Beauty: 
How Artists have been Inspired by Gardens”. Janet’s lecture will be rescheduled for next year. 
Unfortunately the Frelinghuysen Arboretum had to cancel their Plant Sale so we will not be 
working the membership table this year. The Lily Day event in July is still on the schedule but 
this may change so keep an eye out for an email update in the coming months. 
 
Take care, be safe and keep in touch! 
Missing you so much, 
Pam 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
SHOULD WE WISH FOR AN EARLY SPRING? 
 
A branch of science known as phenology is the study of how climate and season changes 
signal to nature that it’s time to move to the next phase of their existence.  The success of each 
stage of nature’s cycle depends on the predictable transition from one season to the next.  If 
one aspect of the ecosystem doesn’t behave according to nature’s timetable, a chain reaction of 
negative consequences can follow.  
 
When spring like temperatures precede the actual arrival of spring, it’s tempting to think that 
winter has run its course.   But when days of above average temperatures happen too early 
they are usually followed by days of below average temperatures. It can seem like Mother 
Nature is either indecisive or experiencing mood swings! 
 
Early spring, also called false spring, when the weather is unseasonably warm for a period,  
can trick plants into believing that spring has actually arrived.   Plants may  develop their 
blooms prematurely only to be  ruined by an unexpected hard frost.  Some of these plants may 
not flower for the rest of the season or they may recover but not be as lush as they could have 
been.  

 
Most adult butterflies drink nectar from flowering plants using a sucking 
tube that resembles a straw.  Fewer blooming flowers means less nectar to 
go around. 
 
Scientists have found that there is a strong relationship between the timing 
of flowering and insect activity. 
 
Just because the garden centers start selling flowering plants very early in 
the season doesn’t mean it’s time for you to start planting. (Many gardening 
centers have hot houses, after all.)  
 
The general rule of thumb for spring planting is May 15, but master 
gardener Pat Scarano says zone information should  always be considered 

for plant health. New Jersey is divided into four zones to improve the chances that plants 
survive local weather.  The website planthardiness.ars.usda.gov has zone information. The tags 
on the plant being sold may also have valuable information about zones and how to care for 
your flowers and shrubs. 
 
If you just can’t wait to get your hands back in the dirt until the time is right, be ready to protect 
those plants.  Before you decide to plant early, consider the expense of replacing the first set of 
plants.  
 



 
REUSE POTS AND SOIL - SPRING CLEANING  
  
Your old, empty flower pots or pots you picked up at a garage sale or thrift shop, may be hosting 
bacteria, fungus, viruses, or other organisms.  These unwanted guests can be harmful 
to the flowers you plant in them.   With a little effort and items you probably already have,  you 
will be able to safely reuse pots after you properly clean and disinfect them.  Your efforts could 
mean the difference between the success or failure of your containerized plants.  The money 
you save by reusing pots could be better spent  on buying more flowers!  You’ll be doing the 
environment a favor by keeping old pots out of landfills. (You can save money by reusing soil, 
too. See following article.)  
 
First Step: Clean your pots 
 
Terracotta Pots 
Soak ceramic and terra cotta pots in soapy water to help loosen the dirt 
and debris that is stuck to the pot.   A  solution of three parts water and 
one part vinegar could be used instead. Then use  a stiff brush or rag  to 
remove the debris. It’s okay to use steel wool (without soap) on terra cotta 
pots. Use a toothbrush to help to reach the small corners. Rinse the pots 
with clear water. 
  
Plastic Pots 
Plastic pots are easier to clean. Soak as above and use a scouring pad. 
 
The unsightly white deposits on flower pots are calcium and other minerals found in our water or 
in fertilizers. These need to be removed because they can be damaging to plants.  After the 
pots have been cleaned, Heloise recommends wiping out the entire pot with full-strength regular 
or apple cider vinegar until the white ring disappears. You may need to use a knife to scrape off 
the deposits. Rinse thoroughly. 
 
Second Step:  Disinfect your pots. 
 
A clean pot is not a germ free pot. The pots need to be disinfected to kill any organisms that 
may have spread to the plants.  Submerge the pots in a solution containing one part household 
bleach to nine parts water for at least ten minutes. Rinse the bleach out of the pots  by soaking 
them in  a dish detergent and water and then rinsing thoroughly with clear water. 
 
***   The next step is crucial but many people skip it.  Right before filling your clean terracotta 
pots with soil, your pots should be soaked in plain water overnight.  A deep thorough soaking 
eliminates the risk of the pot absorbing lots of water and creating a really dry environment for 
the soil.  It may even  prevent  cracking due to cold weather or excessive dryness.   Now your 
pots are ready to be reused safely! 
 
 



 
How to Sanitize Soil  
 
Gardeners will take the steps necessary to maintain the quality of the soil in their gardens, but 
the soil in their flower pots frequently gets discarded after just one season.  Gardeners who do a 
lot of container gardening may be happy to learn that it is possible to make the soil rich, pest 
free, and reusable.  Sterilizing both used soil and the flower pots the soil was in can make good 
economic sense for some gardeners. 
 
Most decent potting soil mixes can be used for two planting seasons in a row.  After that the soil 
may lack the nutrients necessary to grow healthy plants, and be loaded with pathogens, viruses, 
funghi, bacteria, and other disease carriers.  
 
Here are some ways to sterilize the soil: 
 
Bake in the Sun 
Empty used soil into black garbage bags and place in a sunny spot.   The rising temperatures 
within the bag will kill harmful pathogens. 
 
Solar Cooker 
Use a solar cooker to harness the energy of direct sunlight. 
 
Microwave 
Fill a clean, quart sized microwave safe container with moist soil.  Add a few ventilation holes in 
the lid. Microwave for ninety seconds. Allow soil to cool before removing,  
or 
Place  moist soil in a polypropylene bag, leaving the top open for ventilation. Microwave  for 2 - 
2 1/2  minutes on full power (650 watts). Allow soil to cool before removing 
 
  
POSTAGE STAMP CELEBRATES ORCHIDS 

 
The United States Postal Service has a tradition, dating back to 
1847, of issuing stamps,  ”miniature works of art’,  to honor 
people, events, and cultural milestones unique to our country. 
On January 21st, the USPS held a dedication ceremony to 
introduce a new series of stamps celebrating the exotic beauty 
of orchids.  Ten of the more than 100 orchids native to North 
America are represented in the series of stamps named Wild 
Orchids Forever Stamps. There are more than 30,000  species 
of orchids in the world.  
 

 
 



 
BENEFITS OF MULCHING 
 
Many gardeners appreciate the attractive, well cared for look that a fresh layer of mulch can 
give a garden.  Gardeners have several other, equally important reasons that they favor the use 
of mulch.  
 
For example, mulching is one of the best things you can do for your garden.  Mulch conserves 
soil moisture by reducing evaporation, prevents  soil erosion, evens out soil temperature, 
suppresses weeds, and prevents soil from becoming compacted. Certain types of mulch made 
from cedar or cypress trees have natural oils that deter some pests.  The more fragrant the 
mulch is, the more effective it will be.  
 
Mulch can be divided into two groups: 
 
Organic or natural mulch includes formerly living materials such as decorative wood chips or 
shredded tree bark, straw, grass clippings, sawdust, pine needles, and crushed leaves.  Organic 
mulch gradually decomposes, adding nutrients to the soil.  Because it breaks down, organic 
mulch needs to be replenished more frequently than inorganic mulch. 
 
Inorganic or synthetic mulches include decorative wood chips or shredded bark, pebbles, 
crushed rock, plastic, or rubber mats.  This type of mulch is generally chosen for its eye appeal, 
since it does nothing to help boost the soil’s health. 
 
Spring is the season generally considered better than fall for mulching, but both seasons have  
their advocates.  Some expert gardeners contend that removing last year’s mulch is completely 
unnecessary because it gradually breaks down. The opposing opinion is that compacted mulch 
will not benefit your garden because the soil cannot breathe and spring rains can’t reach the 
soil.  But if you improve air and water circulation by “fluffing up” the mulch, the only reason to 
add new mulch may be to build the layer of mulch to the recommended depth of two to four 
inches. 
 
Spring is the season to mulch if your goal is to reduce weeds or you want a fresh new look. 
Wait until mid to late spring when the ground is warm before you put down mulch.  Mulch 
spread over cold soil could end up trapping cold moisture, preventing the soil from drying out 
and  delaying the emergence of spring flowers. A solid layer of mulch (two to four inches) will 
support seedlings as they put down roots and prevent them from being damaged by strong 
winds and      hard rains. Your reward for doing a good job mulching your garden will be the time 
you save not having to weed or water as much later on.  Mulch should never touch the stalks of 
plants or the trunks of trees. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Fall mulching  provides a protective layer between dormant plants and harsher weather.  
Insulating your perennials will moderate the soil’s temperature. This is very important if you 
planted a lot of new perennials this year.  Choose mulch that traps air, much like a winter coat. 
Good choices include shredded leaves, weed free straw, and shredded bark.  Spreading mulch 
will be easier after perennials are cut way back.  If there’s less than a few inches of mulch left 
over from the spring, you may opt to spread new mulch on top of the old.  However, if self 
sowing plants are part of your landscape, skip extra layers of mulch. It could interfere with seed 
germination in the spring.  
 
Use this formula to estimate how much mulch you should purchase. 
 
Length x Width =  Square feet x Depth of mulch  =  cubic feet of mulch. 
  
ADD  SOME  PERSONALITY TO YOUR FLOWER POTS 
 
Now that you have cleaned and sterilized your soil and flower pots (see the paragraphs above) 
it’s time to have some fun.  Break out the paints and decorate your terracotta pots. 
 
Start with a clean and dry container. 
 
Terracotta pots 
Apply two coats of a clear acrylic spray sealant to the bottom and sides of a pot. Terracotta pots 
are porous and will draw water away from the soil and the plant.  Sealing them will keep the soil 
moist and cut back on the need to water so frequently. 

 
Apply two light coats of a primer. 
 
Paint the pot.  You can use acrylic or latex paint  (you probably 
already have some left over from an earlier project).  Spray paint 
is another possible choice. 
 
Take your creativity up a notch.  Paint your own designs, stencil, 
or decoupage your pots. 

 
Choose a matte, satin, or glossy acrylic sealer to protect your painted flower pots. 
 
Plastic Pots 
 
To paint plastic pots, use a spray paint that is made to be used with plastic/resin surfaces. If you 
don’t like the color choices available in spray paint, you can spray your pots with a special 
primer that is made to adhere to plastic and then you can spray any indoor/outdoor spray paint 
over the primer and it will adhere well. You may have to  use three or four coats of paint.  
 



 
Plastic containers 
 
You can turn plastic containers, such as 2 liter soda bottles or gallon milk bottles, into 
inexpensive, great looking planters. With an exacto knife or other instrument, cut off the bottom 
third of the bottle. This will be your new pot. You can also turn the bottle on its side and cut out a 
circular or oval opening. Some designs use the bottom of the container, some use the top too. 
The plastic container will need to be wide enough to hold your plant with room to grow. First 
apply a primer.  Make sure it is primer made specifically for plastic: it will make your paint stick. 
Sanding the container  before applying  the primer will give the bottle an interesting texture. 
 
Last steps: Place dirt and a plant in your new flower pot, water, and enjoy your handiwork! 
 
GARDENING MYTHS 
 
Myth:           Adding gravel, stones, or broken crockery at the bottom of the flower pot improves 
                    drainage. 
Truth:          The drainage hole could be blocked and water will collect at the bottom of the  
                    container. The plant’s roots will be sitting in water, possibly causing root rot. 
Solution:      Use  a potting soil made with coarse materials, such as pine bark.  Add several 
                    handfuls of perlite, which helps keep the potting soil light and airy. Or add  stones 
                    and sand to the actual soil.  
 Tip:             Set the planter on top of several stones to allow for plenty of drainage. 
 
Myth:          Adding sand to clay soil improves drainage.  
Truth:          Tiny clay particles fill in the gaps between sand grains resulting in a 
                    substance similar to concrete. 
Solution:      Turn some organic matter, such as compost, sphagnum moss, manure, or grass 
                    cuttings, into the clay.  This will help water and roots penetrate the soil and add 
                    crucial nutrients .  
 
Myth:         Watering plants on a hot day will magnify the sun and burn the leaves. 
Truth :        Professors at a university in Budapest found that water droplets are too close to 
                  leaves to cause burning before the water evaporates. 
Tip:            During summer, water in the afternoon and evening to reduce the amount of  
                  evaporation.  If you use a  sprinkler system, water before dawn when there tends to 
                  be less wind and it is cooler.  
 
Myth:        Natural pesticides are safer. 
Truth:        Being labelled “natural” does not make a pesticide friendly to the environment.  
                 Organic pesticides containing 20% vinegar effectively only kill  the tops of plants. 
The. 
                 discriminating: they kill harmful bugs as well as bugs that are beneficial to the garden. 
Solution:   Carefully examine every pesticide before applying them. 
Tip:           Avoid any pesticide with copper.  It can build up and be harmful. 



 
 
 
Myth:        Drought-tolerant plants don’t need watering. 
Truth:        Drought tolerant or resistant  plants may not need as much water as other plants 
                 might, they DO need water.  
                 Solution:   If the garden or  container soil around  the plant is dry, water it. 
 
Myth:        Sprinkling coffee grounds around acid-loving shrubs lowers the soil’s pH. 
Truth:        Fresh coffee grounds can inhibit plant growth because they tie up nitrogen  
                  as they decompose.  This is also the case with bananas. 
Solution:    Purchase a sulfur-based soil acidifier and add to soil following the package 
                  directions. 
 
Myth:         Adding fertilizer to the hole helps transplants establish themselves faster. 
Truth:         Nutrient-rich planting holes can give roots less incentive to branch out to absorb 
                  nutrients and moisture from the surrounding area.  Fertilizers marketed for new  
                  plants contain salts, which can burn tender new roots. 
Solution:    Improve soil fertility by giving  your plants a nutrient  boost.  Spread a one to two 
                  inch layer of compost, then one to two inches of mulch on top of that  Leave a few  
                  inches around the plants’ stem to avoid “girdling” roots. 
 
Myth:        Baking soda cures black spots. 
Truth:        False 
Solution:   Mix one part milk with two parts water.  Spray affected foliage once every week or 
                 two before the problem gets serious.  
Tip:           Don’t use this mixture on edible plants or vegetables since milk sours. 
 
Myth:        You should change your potting soil every year. 
Truth:        Most types of soil can stay rich for up to two years. 
Solution:   Work a few handfuls of compost into the soil at the beginning of the growing season. 
Tip:           See article in this newsletter on how to disinfect potting soil for reuse.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


