Gardening in Big
Box Stores
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Pros
•

Convenience

•

Price – Big Box stores may be operating at a zero profit on plants to get you to buy hard sales

•

products (known as “loss leaders”). Hard sales products are things like Preen, Round-up, fertilizers.

•

Quality products - selection includes many nationally named brands such as Proven Winners, Bonnie Bell

•

Impulse buying—Plants in bloom are placed to catch your eye. Flowers are placed convenient store locations.

•

Some folks aren't sure how to grow things and buying a plant potted that is already growing (and well on its way to flowering) means they at least will
have it bloom once....and very soon at that.

•

You want to decrease the amount of money you spend on vegetables at the grocery.

•

If you are growing just a few vegetables, it makes more sense to buy a variety of a few types of plants rather than raising too many plants from seed.

•

Sometimes plants are only on the markdown rack because they are done blooming. Others may be nursed back to health with a little care and plant
knowledge.

Cons
Less variety – you will find the same variety in the store every year other than the occasional buy of a
specialty plant (lemon petunias). Don’t count on that specialty plant being available there next week.
Hint: if you see it, buy it now.

More stressed plants unless you are buying the day they are delivered. Plant department personnel are
not trained gardeners. You want to buy your plants as close to the store delivery date as possible. Best
case scenario: get a plant department manager to let you know their delivery schedule.
Usually underwatered

May be selling wrong plants for your zone
Plant choices are selected on national levels so may not be hardy for your area
Sales associates not knowledgeable about plant material.
Some well-known big-box stores have recently received some serious bad press for selling plants pretreated with Neonicotinoid— a toxic pesticide that is thought to contribute to bee population decline
and has been banned in Oregon and Europe. Even worse — these are labeled “bee-friendly” plants
based on their attractiveness to bees. Worst species highlighted were Gaillardias and Tomatoes.

It’s A Vegetable World
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Picking Tomatoes For Your Garden
Tomatoes are arguably the most popular vegetable in the home garden. Nearly 24 million
tomato plants are sold each year in the U.S., far surpassing any other vegetable. Reasons for
the huge demand for home grown tomatoes is the flavorful taste of home grown tomatoes,
the availability of so many different cultivars, and the ease of growing tomatoes.
When buying tomato plants, here are some things you should look for when choosing your
tomato plants:

Determinate, Indeterminate, or Heirloom? Decide whether you want determinate, indeterminate, or heirloom
tomatoes. Determinate tomato plants grow to a certain height and then stop, producing fruit all at once. These are
commonly the cherry tomato, and roma tomato types, which are great for using in salads, sauces, or snacks.
Indeterminate tomato plants will keep growing and produce fruit sporadically over a longer period of time. These
include beefsteak and better boy varieties that are used for slicing in sandwiches and so forth.
Heirloom tomatoes are passed down from generation to generation. These are sometimes more flavorful and
colorful, but are more susceptible to diseases.

You could be put off learning how to select tomatoes when you start reading about all the possible
diseases they can get, but so many varieties are disease-resistant now that you shouldn't worry.

Picking Tomatoes for Your Garden
Try to choose smaller plants. Buy plants that are about 4 – 8″ tall. Make sure the plant is almost
as wide as it is tall. You don’t want some skinny, scrawny looking plant. The smaller plants are
easier to transplant and you don’t need to dig as deep a hole as a tomato plant that’s already 2
feet tall. Also buying a smaller plant tends to give it a better chance to build a stronger root
system and sturdier stem.

Don’t buy- too tall
Examine the leaves of the plant. Take a good look at the leaves of the tomato plant. Make sure
the leaves are a nice, even, deep green color. The deepness of the green in the plant can
depend on the plant; some tomatoes are naturally darker in color than others. Just make sure it
is an even color throughout the plant (for example, if some leaves are lighter than others, it
could be a sign of a stressed plant). Check for any yellowing, or spots on the leaves; any wilting
or curling. You want to try to avoid any plants that have any of these conditions. Make sure
none of the leaves are torn or broken, especially the top couple of leaves. If it is a very small,
bottom leaf, it may be alright; use your best judgement
The tomato plant should also have four to six true leaves, the leaves that develop after the
cotyledon leaves. Plants with fewer leaves are not old enough or strong enough to withstand
transplanting. Do not purchase a plant that is already flowering or producing fruit---these are
older plants and may not produce as much yield as a younger plant. In addition, avoid signs of
disease or damage, like yellow leaves, dry leaves or insect damage.

Buy these – perfect!

Healthy green
leaves

Picking Tomatoes For Your Garden
Examine the plant’s stem. Check the stem of the tomato plant for any signs of brown streaks or general brown tint in the color of the stem.
This could be a sign of a weak stem or possible root rot. Make sure the stem is sturdy and that the plant isn’t falling over. If the plant is
somewhat tall (around 12″ or taller) it could be falling over because of the height of the plant, which may be OK. If the plant is only a few
inches tall and falling over, that could be bad. Check the stem to ensure it isn’t broken or cracked.
Check the soil in the container. Examine the soil of the pot the tomato is planted in. Make sure it isn’t dried out. Dab your finger into the
soil to check for moisture. Try to avoid tomato plants when the soil appears to be dried out. This is a sign that it hasn’t been properly
watered, which is all too common at some garden centers. It still may be alright to use the plant if this occurs, but take a better look at the
overall health of the plant to make sure.

Tomato Diseases
Gardeners in some parts of the country are plagued by tomato hornworms -- they are large green caterpillars that will eat and eat, leaving
you with little. You can control them with bT, an organic control. For more hands-on control, take your pruners out each evening and snip
the things in half. It's very satisfying.

Here's a problem that isn't a disease: blossom-end rot. This dark leathery spot on
the bottom of the tomato is a symptom of poor calcium uptake and a result of
inconsistent watering -- too wet, too dry, too wet -- you get the picture. Maintain
a consistent soil-moisture level and you won't see this happen.

How to Choose Plants For the Rest of Your Veggie Patch
• Check the tops. Healthy transplants have dark green leaves all the way to the soil line. Yellow leaves may be a sign
•

of stressed or underfed plants.

• Check the roots. Take a peek at the root systems of some of the transplants. The roots should be white in color and
•

fill the soil root ball; they shouldn’t be growing out the drainage holes of the pot.

• Don’t buy a plant whose roots are winding around in circles; that plant is root bound, meaning the roots will take
•

extra time to grow into the native soil, slowing the growth of your plant.

• Avoid flowering plants. Although seeing flowers on your new transplants is exciting, it’s best to pick vegetables that
•

aren’t flowering at all or annual flowers with few flowers. Flowers take a lot of energy from plants, and at this stage,

•

you want your veggie plants to spend that energy putting out roots.

• Small is beautiful. Small transplants with healthy root systems are generally a better buy than large transplants.
•

Small transplants go through less shock when you plant them in your garden because they have less foliage

•

demanding nutrients and water from the roots. Large transplants, on the other hand, may take longer to get

• established in your garden.
• In fact, smaller transplants often catch up or even pass the larger ones because they transplant without skipping a beat.

Annual Plants
• An annual plant is a plant that completes its life cycle, from
germination to the production of seeds, within one year, and then
dies.
Annuals set pretty flowers to attract insects, not humans so that it can
be pollinated. That is why deadheading or removing spent flowers
before the seed matures induces the plant to set even more buds and
flower, in the hopes of generating more potential seed that will survive.

Annual flowers tend to bloom nonstop. Growing annuals will help keep
your garden in bloom all season. They are popular choices for
containers and hanging baskets because they remain attractive all
season. Annual baskets should be watered daily.

Planting Annuals
It’s not hard to master how to plant annuals. Water any annuals that are dry before removing them from cell packs or pots. Root balls should
be moist at planting time. Never pull annuals from their containers—that’s a good way to break stems. Instead, remove plants from their
containers by gently squeezing the pot and then flipping it over, cradling the annual stem with your hand. It should slip right out.
Use your hand or a trowel to dig a shallow hole large enough to cradle an annual’s root ball. If you’re planting many annuals, try the method
professional landscapers use: the stab-and-plant technique. Hold a trowel with the blade facing down and the concave side facing you. Stick
the trowel into soil, and pull the handle forward, creating a hole behind the blade. Slip the annual from its container

Always water annuals after planting. Use a watering can or hose-end sprayer or
watering wand that delivers a gentle shower of water. Soak soil thoroughly. Add a
mulch layer to slow water evaporation from soil and help reduce weeds.and drop
it into the hole, firming soil around the plant. This method works best with loose
soil.

As a guide, partial shade refers to those areas that are shaded for 4-6 hours per
day. Morning sun or east facing locations are typical or dappled light obstructed
by trees. Afternoon sun is also considered within the partial shade parameters
but because of the intensity of afternoon sun, these areas can become quite hot
and may require attention to timely irrigation. Full shade areas receive no direct
sun only indirect light. North sides of structures or under fully leafed out trees are
examples.

Cool Season Annuals & Warm Season Annuals
• Annuals can be further divided into cool season annuals and warm season annuals. Although they may live for the entire
growing season, they may not flower the whole time. For example, pansies will fade as the summer heats
up. Zinnias won't even get moving until the nights stay warm.
• Some annuals thrive in cooler seasons of the year, while others need a little summer sizzle to strut their stuff. Typically
garden centers sell the appropriate annuals for the season at hand—or soon to come. If in doubt, ask. This is especially
important in early spring, when summer annuals have started their growing season in the cozy confines of a warm
greenhouse. Once they enter the world of cool spring nights, they often stop growing. For these heat-loving annuals,
planting too early can pronounce a death sentence as chilly air and cool soil causes plants to stall or even rot.
Cool Season
Bloomers
Warm Season
Bloomers

Hardy Annuals
There are also plants considered to be hardy annuals. This just means that they are able to withstand a little frost without
being killed off and will continue to bloom and set seed into the next year, but they do not carry on indefinitely and usually

die shortly after their second begins

.

.
Hardy annuals can take some freezing weather. They’ll die when the temperatures remain at or below freezing

Biennials
• Biennial plants grow for two seasons, but don’t bloom until the second year.

• Biennial plant growth begins with seeds that produce the root structure, stems and leaves (as well as food storage
organs) during the first growing season. A short stem and low basal rosette of leaves form and remains through the
winter months.
•
During the biennial’s second season, biennial plant growth completes with the formation of flowers, fruit and
seeds. The stem of the biennial will elongate or “bolt.” Following this second season, many biennials reseed and
then the plant usually dies.
Biennials can be tricky to get started because they need care over the winter between their first and second growing
season. But once they’ve lived out their second season, biennials will drop seeds and in two years, you’ll have blooms
from the new generation. Gardeners often stagger plantings in order to have blooms every year. Poppies, Sweet William
and foxgloves are three popular kinds of biennials.

Biennials –Keep Them Coming
• If you want blooms every year, rather than every second year, start another
seedling or planting of biennials during the first planting’s second year. Year 1: Start
seeds or seedlings Year 2: Last year’s biennials will bloom, then go to seed. Start
more seeds or seedlings to bloom next year. Year 3: Seeds from 1st planting of
biennials will sprout and just grow foliage. The second planting will bloom, then go
to seed. Year 4: From here on, some plants will be going to seed and other
flowering every year.

Canterbury
Bells

Forget Me Nots
Sweet William

Perennials
Perennials on the other hand, live for three or more growing seasons. They can be planted
from bulb or seed – often bulbs must be planted in the fall to produce spring-blooming plants
– or you can purchase young plants to plant in the spring. Perennials generally have shorter
blooming periods than annuals, so gardeners often pair them with perennials that bloom at
other times to maintain constant color from spring to autumn.
How to Choose Perennials:
Look closely for insect pests and signs of disease.
•Avoid tall spindly plants. A short bushy plant will transplant easier and is more
likely to grow into a nice specimen.
•The roots provide the food for the plant, and are of the utmost importance. It is
essential that there is a healthy, robust root ball which fills, or nearly fills the
planter.

Normally, you can look at the drainage holes in the pot and get a pretty good idea
of what is going on inside the pot.
A few (but not too many) roots should be beginning to poke through the drain
holes. These roots should not be dry or brittle.

Perennials continued
• The stems and trunks will determine the shape and fullness of the plant. The main stem(s) should be thick
and the foliage should be clean and show no signs of wilting.
The leaves should appear to be strong and healthy, and the foliage color should be bright.
• Flowering plants should have fresh, tightly formed buds.
There’s an old saying about perennials: They “sleep” in the first year they’re planted, which means that
they don’t appear to grow much, although their roots are forming. In the second year, they “creep”, or
spread, and by the third year, they “leap,” or grow to mature size.
Look for the biggest perennial plants you can afford. They’ll bloom faster than
smaller plants. Most large perennials will spread to 18 in (45 cm), while smaller
ones will reach 12 in (30 cm); check plant labels for the spreads of shrubs, and
note that their size can be affected by your soil and garden conditions.
Keep perennials well watered for the first couple of weeks after planting. Then water
when the soil below the surface feels dry to the touch. Don’t keep the soil soggy, which
can cause rotting.

How to Plant Perennials
• Step 1: Prepare the Ground
• Dig up the soil to aerate it, reduce compaction and remove any weeds. Then dig in some organic matter, such as well-rotted manure or
compost. If your soil is particularly heavy, you may also need to add some horticultural grit to prevent water-logging
• Before winter arrives, prune the plants to 6 inches above the ground and cut back on
• your watering
• Dig a hole twice as wide as the plant pot and a little deeper. Set the plant in the hole, and
• Check that it will be about the same depth when planted as it was in its original pot.
Fork the bottom of the hole to loosen any compacted soil. Water the plant well,
then slip it out of its pot. Gently tease out any circling roots from the rootball.
Place the plant back into the hole.
Follow the package instructions for adding some controlled-release granular
fertilizer to the excavated soil. Fill in around the root ball with it, firming it down
with your fingers.
Water the plant well, and apply an organic mulch of compost or well-rotted
manure

Root Bound Plants
• What Causes Root Bound Plants? Oftentimes, root bound plants are simply
plants that have grown too big for their containers. Healthy growth will cause
a plant to develop a root system that is too big for its container. Occasionally,
a plant may be put into a container that is too small to begin with. This will
also cause a plant to become quickly root bound. In short, a root bound plant
is just that, a plant whose roots are “bound” by some kind of barrier. Even
plants growing outside in the ground can become root bound if their roots are
caught between several solid barriers, like foundation walls, footers or pipes.
Root bound symptoms above the soil are hard to pinpoint and often look like
symptoms of an under-watered plant. The plant may wilt quickly, may have yellow or
brown leaves, especially near the bottom of the plant and may have stunted growth.
If your plant is root bound, you have a few options. You can either repot the plant in a bigger container, prune the
roots and repot in the same container or divide the plant, if appropriate, and repot the two divisions. For some root
bound plants, you may simply want to leave them root bound. There are a few plants that grow best when root
bound.

Deadheading Plants
• Deadheading is the gardening term used for the removal of faded or dead flowers from plants. Deadheading is generally
done both to maintain a plant’s appearance and to improve its overall performance.
Most flowers lose their attraction as they fade, spoiling the overall appearance of a
garden or individual plants. As flowers shed their petals and begin to form seed heads,
energy is focused into the development of the seeds, rather than the flowers. Regular
deadheading, however, channels the energy into the flowers, resulting in healthier
plants and continued bloom. .
How to Deadhead Flowers
•Pruning: For plants with large flowers, like daylilies and coneflowers, the easiest way to deadhead is with your hand
pruners. If there are unopened flower buds lower on the flower stalk, just remove the dead flowers on top. If the whole
length of the flower stalk has finished blooming, remove the entire stalk at the base of the plant.
•Pinching: Some flower stalks are thin and soft enough to simply pinch off between your fingers. Pinching is quick and
convenient, especially with plants like coleus, where you want to avoid flowers entirely, because you are growing the
plants for their colorful leaves.
•Shearing: When there is a profusion of tiny flowers, as with thread-leaf coreopsis, the best thing to do is to wait until
more of the flowers are past their prime and then simply shear the entire plant back by about one-third. You will lose a
few flowers in the process, but the plant will quickly recover and set a whole new flush of blooms. it will also look much
fresher for your having done it. You can often shear two or more times per season.

Clearance – it’s a sale!

Look Them Over
Don’t buy this

Buy this

Just leggy—buy
this

Contains new growth—
buy this

