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Ph 
By Paul Hang 

Although PH are my initials, this isn’t about me. If you push the PH button in an elevator you’ll 

end up in the Penthouse, but not in Trump Tower. P. H. can be an abbreviation for Purple Heart 

or Public Health. Ph in chemistry is a symbol for the phenyl group. pH, our topic, stands for 

potential of Hydrogen.” It is the measure of the acidity or alkalinity of a solution, such as vinegar 

or a damp substance such as soil. The pH of pure water is 7 with lower numbers indicating 

acidity and higher numbers indicating alkalinity.” ( Encarta Dictionary) 

The pH of soil is perhaps the most important and first consideration when attempting to grow 

any plant. Soil pH affects soil microbial activity, some soil chemical reactions and nutrient 

availability. Gardeners need to be aware of the effect that pH has on the availability of nutrients. 

When we notice that a plant is not doing well a lot of us reach for the bag of fertilizer. And, if a 

little will help, then a lot will do even better. This tendency can be a waste of money and can do 

more harm to our plants and our environment. Just ask the people of Toledo how fertilizer runoff 

can affect you. 

Without getting overly technical, pH is the measure of the hydrogen (H+) ion concentration in 

solution. The higher the concentration, the lower pH becomes. pH is measured on a scale of 1-

14, 7.0 being neutral. Lower than 7.0 being more acidic (lemons 2.3) and higher being more 

alkaline (ammonia 10.6-11.6). Increments between each number represent a ten-fold increase.  

For example, at pH 5 it is ten times more acidic than at pH 6. The pH of your soil affects the 

growth and health of your plants. As an example, low soil pH can decrease phosphorus 

availability and inhibit root growth. Low soil pH also limits the release of some nutrients from 

soil organic matter and reduces nitrogen fixation by legumes (clover and beans). Soil pH does 

not have to be neutral (7.0) for maximum nutrient uptake. Corn can be productive in soils with 

pH levels as low as 6.0. 

The point to be remembered is this: Even if the required nutrients are in your soil they may not 

be available if the pH of your soil is not right for the plants you want to grow. Some broadleaf 

evergreens (azalea, rhododendron. holly, blueberry, prosper in acidic soils. To lower pH to make 

the soil more acidic add sulfur. Overly alkaline soil   interferes with plant uptake of iron and 

leads to yellowing of leaves or chlorosis. Plants affected by chlorosis include evergreen shrubs, 

raspberries, roses, mountain ash, pin oak and currants. Iron sulfate reduces alkalinity and adds 

iron. 

Most soils have a pH correct for most plants. It is the extremes that interfere with nutrient 

uptake. Soil pH of 6.0-7.0 is suitable for most plant growth, the examples above being the 

exceptions. Gardeners should know the pH of their soils. “Don’t guess, soil test.” Go to 

www.css.wsu.edu and search “pH nutrient availability” for a chart that shows the availability of 

certain nutrients by pH level. From now on, if someone says they have a pH problem don’t look 

at me. 

http://www.css.wsu.edu/


Check ohio-line.osu.edu for bulletin HYG-1132 for soil testing and other bulletins for problems 

you notice in the garden. Need gardening advice? Call the Gardening Helpline 474-7534. To 

read a weekly discussion of problems facing those of us who “grow things,” check out 

bygl.osu.edu. Buckeye Yard and Garden Line (bygl) is a real education. Experts discuss what to 

do. It is updated weekly. 

Things to do in the garden: 

This is the time to dry herbs. The best flavor is had by harvesting just before they flower. Pick on 

a sunny dry day and in the morning. Tie them in small bundles with rubber bands. Hang them 

upside down in a hot, dry, dark, well ventilated spot in an attic, barn or shed. This is also the time 

to harvest garlic and hang them or lay them out to dry and cure. Harvest when leaves are turning 

yellow but there are still one or two green leaves. 

The gardening season is in full swing. Weeding, deadheading and watering are high on the list of 

routine activities. If July turns out to be bone dry as usual, water the equivalent of one inch per 

week. Mulch to conserve moisture and keep down weeds. If you haven’t mulched yet do so after 

a soaking thunderstorm or a good watering. Vegetables higher in water content need more water 

e.g. watermelons, onions vs. green beans. 

Keep your mower blades sharp; cut your grass long, 3 inches is ideal. If you use a pesticide for 

grubs you are also killing the ones that produce fireflies. Consider organic methods if you have a 

grub problem.  Kill Japanese beetle scouts before they let their comrades know about your 

garden. Brush them off into a cup of soapy water or alcohol (not Jim Beam). Repeatedly letting 

the lawn go dormant and reviving it by watering can kill the grass. Either keep watering or wait 

for Mother Nature to do it for you. Don’t forget to water your compost heap. It needs to remain 

moist for fast decomposition. 

Going on vacation? Water well before you leave. Place container plants in a shady area. They 

should do fine for a week depending on the weather. If you will be gone longer have someone 

reliable come over and water regularly. Container plants in the hot sun may need watering daily. 

If your grafted trees or roses are sprouting below the graft, cut the sprouts off. 

Keep picking seed pods off the annuals and clipping spent flowers (deadheading) to encourage 

bloom all summer. Pinch back mums July 15
th

 for the last time. 

Always read the labels on your plants for fertilization, however most woody plants have pretty 

much completed their growth and their buds for next year. So fertilizing trees and shrubs after 

early July is a waste of money and may harm the plant. Keep watering trees and shrubs planted 

in the past 2-3 years. 

Consider planting a fall garden this month. Cool weather vegetables can be planted  this month 

to take advantage of the coming cool fall weather. Plants such as cabbage, broccoli, spinach, 

collards, cauliflower, Brussel sprouts (plant seeds now, seedlings by mid-month), kale, Swiss 

chard even beets and parsnips thrive in our fall weather. If it is hot and dry, consider starting 



your plants indoors (except for root crops). Acclimate them to the sun before putting them out in 

the garden. 

 Other vegetables that grow well in cool weather but should be planted a little later because they 

mature quickly and don’t do well in heat are: lettuce planted through August and September, 

carrots and radishes in September.  With a cover, when frost threatens, I have harvested fresh 

salad greens for Thanksgiving dinner. There are about 110 days before the average frost, veggies 

that have that many days to harvest can still be planted. Check the seed packet. There are also 

some other varieties of vegetables that can overwinter for harvesting in the spring.  Check 

varieties in seed catalogs or on-line. Order now. 
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Gateway to Garden 

By Paul Hang 

We’ve heard of gateway drugs, Gateway to the West but how about gateway to garden? I submit 

that the fruit we call a vegetable, the tomato, is the gateway to garden. I think more gardeners got 

the bug (pun intended) by growing tomatoes than any other plant. Tomatoes originated in South 

America and were domesticated in Mexico. 

Tomatoes are pretty easy to grow and most people like to eat them and swear that homegrown 

tastes better than store bought. In addition to eating them fresh you can also can them for soups 

and pasta throughout the year. You can dry them for many recipes or just for a snack. Enjoy 

them fresh on a sandwich, in gazpacho, or just a slice on a plate with salt and maybe pepper. 

Some folks swear by fried green tomatoes. If you haven’t tried tomatoes with basil and balsamic 

vinegar you are missing another way to savor them. 

Tomatoes come is all sizes from tiny cherry tomatoes to several pound beefsteak types and 

shapes from round, pear, pepper, and egg. They can be red, pink, orange, yellow, purple and 

almost black. Some are even green when they are ripe. Tastes vary from quite acidic to very 

sweet. There is a tomato for almost everyone. If you want to try growing tomatoes it’s not too 

late. Here are a few things to know about growing tomatoes. There are determinate tomatoes that 

produce fruit all at the same time and then stop. These are popular with canners. The Roma type 

tomato is an example of a determinate tomato. Indeterminate tomatoes continue to grow until 

frost or disease or something else kills them. They continue to produce fruit until they die. You 

don’t need a lot of space. You can grow them in a container. They need lots of sun, at least 6 

hours daily. 

You can buy hybrid tomatoes or heirloom varieties. Heirloom varieties are open pollinated and 

many people save the seeds year after year. Heirloom varieties have been around for years. 

Hybrid are crosses of two or more types of tomatoes and are bred for different qualities, from 

early producing, taste, or shipping. Hybrids are less disease prone and recommended for 

beginners. When reading the label on plants bought commercially they usually have a series of 



letters after the name such as AB, F, V which stands for resistance to diseases such as Early 

((Alternaria) Blight, Fusarium Wilt and Verticillium Wilt respectively. There are about 15 

diseases that can attack tomatoes but most are rare. 

For more information on transplanting and care of tomatoes go to www.ohioline.osu.edu Fact 

Sheet HYG 1624 (or search “growing tomatoes”) for complete and up to date instructions. Go to 

ww.growingagreenerworld.com Episode #803 for an interesting video on growing tomatoes. 

June 14
th

 the OSU Extension Master Gardener Volunteers, Pickaway County, will hold its fifth 

annual Founders Day Celebration. It’s free and the public is invited. The title is “A Romp 

through Ohio’s Flora and Fauna” with Jim McCormac, retired naturalist from ODNR, Columbus 

Dispatch Columnist and author. The program begins at 7pm at Trinity Lutheran Church, Noecker 

Hall on E. Mound St. Circleville. 

Things to do in the garden: 

The gardening season is well under way and we can be overwhelmed with all there is to do. Take 

the time to enjoy this leafy month. Gardening is a process to be enjoyed. 

First, if you haven’t started a garden it is not too late. When choosing plants, choose strong 

vigorous green ones. Avoid the yellowish leggy specimens. Plants of tomato, peppers, eggplant 

are the best bet for early June planting. 

Some plants that can be planted from seed in early June are: green beans (successive plantings to 

mid-June can extend the harvest), beets, carrots, Swiss chard, corn (depending on the variety), 

cucumber, lettuce, lima beans, muskmelon, winter and summer squash. 

To avoid the wilting of cucumber and melon vines cover the new plants with row cover material 

until the plants flower. Then remove the cover so that the pollinators can do their work. Mulch 

vegetables in mid-month after the soil has warmed up. At the same time you can fertilize all 

vegetables, corn two times, this month. 

Weed and thin planted crops. Crowding plants more than is recommended usually results in all 

the plants doing poorly. Water deeply (not a little each day) one inch per week all summer. It is 

best to apply the water to the base of the plants rather than on the foliage. If you must use a 

sprinkler, water very early in the day so the foliage can dry before nightfall. Wet foliage 

overnight can encourage fungal diseases to develop. 

Remove seed heads from perennials. Don’t allow fancy hybrids to ripen and self-sow as their 

offspring will not come true. Dead head flowers for more blooms. Iris can be divided and 

replanted after blooming. You can pinch back mums for bushier growth once they are 4 to 6 

inches tall. Continue to pinch back until mid-July. 

If your daffodils didn’t bloom well it could be because they are now growing in the shade of 

trees or shrubs which were small when the bulbs were planted. Or perhaps the daffodils are too 

crowded. Once the foliage turns yellow you can dig up the bulbs and divide and/or move them. 

http://www.ohioline.osu.edu/


Fruit trees often shed small fruits in early summer called June Drop. Thin apples to one per 

cluster and one fruit every four to eight inches. This will cause bigger fruit. Pick up all fallen 

fruit whether caused by nature or man. Only compost fallen fruit if you have a “hot” heap. 

Otherwise dispose of the diseased fruit in the trash. 

If you notice a “volunteer” tomato plant germinating in your garden resist the temptation to let it 

grow. You can’t be sure what variety it is. Yank it out or transplant it. Good gardeners, like good 

farmers, rotate their crops. By allowing a volunteer to grow in last year’s tomato area you are 

allowing disease to accumulate in that spot. Mulch under tomatoes keeps the soil from splashing 

up on the fruits, during those occasional downpours. Soil on the fruits promotes disease. If you 

don’t stake, trellis or cage your tomatoes and just let them sprawl on the ground, 
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Serf to Turf? 
By Paul Hang 

This is not a menu item from your favorite restaurant. It is a question. With apologies to you 

medieval history buffs, a serf is an enslaved laborer. So, are you feeling like a slave to your 

lawn? People have many feelings and relationships to their lawns, from love to hate, from 

obsession to absolute neglect. If you are like me I bounce back and forth between the extremes 

depending on my schedule, the weather or my mood. Generally I am somewhere in the middle. I 

like a nice green lush lawn as well as the next guy but do not want to be a serf to my turf. When I 

had a couple acres to mow I was satisfied that the ground was covered by green plants. Now that 

I am in an urban environment with close neighbors and the public can drive by, I feel compelled 

to maintain a better appearing crop of grass. 

I don’t want to spend any more time than I have to. I don’t want to spend any more money than I 

have to. I don’t want to use anymore synthetic chemicals than I have to. And, I don’t want to 

make any more apologies than I have to. I want it all. However I am satisfied with a lawn 

somewhere between a putting green and a weedlot. 

While doing Master Gardener Volunteer training this spring one of our speakers was Chris 

Penrose, OSU Extension Educator from Morgan County. He brought in a bushel of lawn weeds 

for identification and some suggestions for growing and maintaining a nice lawn. Some of these I 

have been doing and I like the results. Instituting a few more and I think I will escape from 

serfdom. 

The complete subject can’t be covered here. I don’t want to sound preachy but will give you the 

highlights and some justifications. First, let’s consider the grass that (hopefully) makes up most 

of our lawns. What other plant do we plant so close together, cut its leaves back when they grow 

a half-inch, walk on, drive over, and dogs use as a toilet? It’s no wonder we don’t get the results 

we want. I am assuming you are not establishing a new lawn and so selecting the type of grass to 

plant is not an option. At ohioline.ag.osu, Fact Sheet HYG-4011 covers Turfgrass Species 

Selection for this area. If you reseed try a blend of Kentucky Blue Grass and Tall Fescue. 



Remember when our lawns had a lot of White Dutch Clover? It adds nitrogen to the soil, the 

most important nutrient for grass. If you can tolerate it don’t kill it and even plant some. 

Fertilizing is covered at ohioline.ag.osu, Fact Sheet HYG-4006 Fertilization of Lawns. For most 

lawns in Ohio a ratio of around 4-1-2 of nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium in that order is 

best. An example would be 24-6-6, which is close. Most of our soils do not need phosphorous. 

The best time to fertilize is in the fall. Next best is late summer and late fall. If you want to 

fertilize four times (and cut grass a lot) try a holiday schedule, May Day, 4
th

 of July, Labor Day, 

Veterans Day. 

If you do nothing but mow, mow as needed not removing more than a third of the blades of 

grass. Keep your blade sharp. Vary your mowing pattern. Leave the clippings on the lawn. They 

provide up to 25% of the lawns nutritional needs. Why buy fertilizer, bag the clippings that you 

pay to haul off, when those clippings contain the nitrogen you paid for? Clippings are about 80% 

water and DO NOT contribute to thatch. High fertilizer programs contribute to thatch. Mow 

high, grass is a plant, the more leaves (blades) the more roots, the healthier the plant. High 

mowing makes a thicker lawn and shades out weeds. Mowing at 2-3” in the spring and fall and 

3” in the summer is optimum. 

Watering deeply and infrequently produces a deeper larger root system. Apply 1” of water a 

week unless rain is sufficient. Water in the morning. Water areas that dry out sooner more often. 

In our droughty summers, mow high and infrequently, don’t fertilize heavily, stay off the lawn, 

don’t aerate, spot treat weeds, water ½ inch every 2-3 weeks to keep the grass alive but not re-

greening it. 

Proper mowing, fertilizing and irrigation are the keys to a great lawn. Annual aeration is good. 

Renovate chronically thin lawns to adapted species and cultivars. If you do only one thing, mow 

your grass high. Of course if you use a company to fertilize and someone to cut your grass then 

you probably haven’t read this far. But if you do it yourself now you can get the most benefit 

from your efforts. Remember it’s not how fast you mow but how high. Don’t be a serf to your 

turf. 

On May 20 9am to 1pm the OSU Extension Master Gardener Volunteers (MGVs), Pickaway 

County, will hold our annual Plant Sale at the library parking lot on N. Court St. It is a good 

opportunity to purchase some varieties of plants not always available commercially. June 14
th

 the 

OSU Extension MGVs, will hold their fifth annual Founders Day Celebration. It’s free and the 

public is invited. The program begins at 7pm at Trinity Lutheran Church, Noecker Hall on E. 

Mound St. Circleville. Naturalist Jim McCormac will present “A Romp Through Ohio’s Flora 

and Fauna.” Also our Helpline can be reached by calling the OSU Extension Office at 740-474-

7534. A local master gardener volunteer will get back to you. 

Things to do in the garden: 

If you haven't already, this month you can direct-seed corn, beans, potatoes, melons, cucumbers 

and squash. Those last three are usually planted in "hills" in groups of three or four plants. Place 



cheesecloth or row cover cloth over them until they are lifted up by the growing vines. With any 

luck you will have prevented the cucumber beetles from invading the plants. 

You can set out tomato, pepper and eggplant plants if the soil is warm (60 degrees). There is still 

a chance of frost but as we go through the month the chances become less and less. Be prepared 

to cover those tender plants if frost threatens. Don't be tempted to overfertilize tomatoes, extra 

nitrogen will delay ripening and produce more vine than fruit. Remember tomatoes can be 

planted deep in trenches with the top few branches of leaves above ground. Roots will form 

along the buried stem. If you stake your tomatoes put the stakes in before you plant to avoid 

damaging those new tender roots. 

Harden off the houseplants you plan to put outside for the summer. A period of transitioning to 

the new environment will help assure their health and vigor. You can divide and move 

perennials. As the soil warms (50 degrees) you can plant summer-flowering bulbs such as 

caladiums, cannas, dahlias, and gladioluses. Some start them earlier indoors to get a head start. 

You can begin spraying roses for black spot following the directions on the product. 

Cut the seed pods off your lilacs, but do not prune the stems. If your lilacs are getting overgrown 

and leggy, cut the stems at the ground. Do this to a third of the stems this year, a third next year 

and the final third the year after that. This way you will rejuvenate the bushes. 

Thin apples, peaches and other tree fruit (not cherries) to a fruit every six inches. Remember 

"June drop." It is a time when fruit trees rid themselves of excess fruit which the tree cannot 

support. This is a natural process. 

Mulch your beds after the soil has warmed. When you set out those tender plants protect against 

cutworms that can wreak havoc on new transplants. Use collars of aluminum foil, plastic, 

cardboard or other material to encircle the stem. The collars should extend into the soil an inch 

and above an inch or two. These are cultural practices and there are pesticides that can help 

control these pests (Google "cutworms extension"), however collars will protect your plants 

immediately. I have also placed a toothpick in the ground next to the plant stem with success. 

This is a busy time for pollinators. When you spot a bug identify it before reaching for the spray. 

Fully 97% of the bugs in our gardens are beneficial. Singular bugs are almost always beneficial. 

Crowds are often pests. Know your enemy! 

Now is a good time to get rid of invasive and harmful plants. Poison hemlock is very poisonous 

and a biennial. In its first year it is a rosette with basal leaves that are bluish green, deeply cut 

parsley-like leaflets that have sharp points. Second year plants have hairless stems bright green 

to bluish green with obvious purple blotches. Mowing and tilling are partial controls. Post-

emergent herbicides are effective this time of year. Don’t get the sap on your skin. 

 


