The 2026 Garden Report
By Lynn Coffey

Our 2026 garden didn’t get off to a great start. The weather this spring was unusually cold right
up until planting time and once June arrived, we saw drought conditions develop and continue
through the rest of summer. We got some stray afternoon showers the latter part of July but no
steady, all-day rains that were needed to water the garden and hayfields while they were growing.
And this year we saw unusual signs among the vegetables that we’ve never seen before but were
very happy with, nevertheless.

Take the proverbial, always-with-us, potato beetles... there were none! I guess you could call
us organic gardeners in that we don’t use any type of spray for garden pests. We quit using
insecticides probably twenty years ago after I read a book about spraying. It was a real eye opener.
The author stated that the repeated use of powerful sprays to get rid of “bad” bugs such as potato
and bean beetles, tomato and corn worms, did just that. They killed the bugs. For a time. But in
no time, they were back in record numbers. In doing that, the spray also killed off the “good” bugs
such as true ladybugs, praying mantises, lacewings and toads. In the scheme of things, it takes the
beneficial predators (aka: the “good” bugs) longer to recover from the insecticide than the “bad”
bugs, who bounce back quicker and return in larger numbers. Kind of a Catch-22 thing. So, we
quit spraying and each morning I would go out with a small can of kerosene and pick the potato
bugs off the plants and plop them to their deaths in my can. Same with the beans; I’d painstakingly
turn over the leaves and if I saw the telltale orange eggs that were laid on the underside of the
leaves, I’d smash them and add them to my “cocktail” with the potato bugs. We still had a few



pests but not nearly as many. And I once again began seeing ladybugs, praying mantises,
lacewings, and one lone toad who had made himself a nest amongst the potato rows. We got rid

' ' of those horrible green tomato
worms but not the worms that

invaded the tops of the corn. I read
somewhere that if you put a drop or
two of vegetable oil on the silks
when they are forming the worms
won’t invade the ears but if you
have a lot of rows, it is a long and
tedious procedure and it’s just
easier to cut the ends off when
you’re shucking them.

Potato vines; green, healthy, and bug free But this year, for some unknown
reason, even the worms on the corn were non-existent when we got ready to start shucking the
ears. Maybe it was the drought but who knows? It’s the first time in all the years of gardening
that we’ve never had a worm problem.

Corn shucked with no worm infestation in the silk. A panful of perfect topped corn

The tomatoes were late ripening up this year. Everyone I talked to said the same; they had
plenty of green ones hanging but for some reason they weren’t turning red. I never started canning
the few red ones until the last day of July. For the most part, this year we planted Celebrities (for
their uniform size) and Better Boys. I wanted a few Juliettes but forgot the name and told the lady
I wanted Roma’s but I won’t make that mistake next year. Instead of grape tomatoes that tend to
crack, I tried another small variety called Tiny Treats that were very sweet but too prolific and I’'m
sure we’ll have a lot of tiny volunteers coming up next year. And Peggy Campbell shared a
German Johnson tomato that has kept us in large, beautiful yellow/pink slices for our sandwiches.



Here’s a tomato tip I learned from Johnny Coffey, an elderly neighbor here in Love, that [ have
always used. His tried-and-true method has always prevented the blight that affects the vines
before the tomatoes have a chance to ripen and also blossom end rot. Very simple. He pinched
off all the branches of leaves up the stem for about a foot. I thought his tomato plants always
looked like small trees, with so much stem with a little “poof” of leaves at the top but he explained
doing that way prevented the bottom leaves from touching the ground where the blight spores
lurked and attached themselves onto the leaves and then up the stem. Sure enough, many of the
older mountain people did the same because they knew it worked. Another trick we use is to put
a cattle panel next to the tomato plants so they can climb the panel. Then we tie the vines up when
they start to get heavy with fruit with some leftover baling twine. This way of doing things
eliminates the need for those annoying tomato cages that always seem to fall over or stakes that
take so long if you have a lot of plants.
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Celebrities ripening on the cattle panel Tiny Treats; sweet mini-tomatoes

We do this for our cucumbers, too, and it makes it easier to pick
standing up instead of trying to hunt around on the ground for them.
We love the long, thin burpless variety of cukes instead of the fatter
Straight Eights that have more seeds.

We plant our hills of yellow squash at the end of the cucumber
row and every year I say I’m not planting more than two hills but
somehow end up with four and being a prolific bearer, we are
overcome with fresh squash that seems to grow overnight and is
more than we will ever eat. We love it cut in rounds, dredged in
flour and fried crisp. We also love it fried in butter with onions
sliced in with it. We make lots of cheesy squash casseroles and
even squash pie that actually tastes and has the consistency of
lemon pie. The rest we try to foist onto neighbors, relatives and
b | unsuspecting folks. Any residue we take to church or put them on
i P | the left side of the local dumpster where people can take them.

A long burpless cucumber
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Cranberry beans in their colorful pods

Long before the tomatoes ripen, the beans come in, in droves. This year I put in three rows
each of Roma and Cranberry beans (bird egg, brown, striped; all the same). They, too, were prolific
and each day I went out and picked vast quantities to eat, can, and freeze. There is nothing better
than fresh picked beans with a few thin-skinned new potatoes. Yum!

This year we also put in a half-row of beets because our last year’s stash of pickled beets was
waning. I like putting up beets; they are a lot of work with the cooking, skinning, cutting, adding
spices and canning, but oh, the treat they are come Thanksgiving, Christmas, and the rest of winter.



Beets: In the ground and after they are pickled

I plant leaf lettuce later than the other plants so it is ready when the peppers, tomatoes and cukes
come in and we can make a nice salad. And the herbs cannot be forgotten. Years ago I planted all
sorts of herbs and they looked nice and grew well but I didn’t use all of them so now I’'m more
selective. I plant dill weed, basil, and curly-leafed parsley that I use in my canning or I dry them
for the winter. Last year | wanted some tarragon which my German family used for flavoring
potato soup but I kept enough for this year and didn’t plant any. It has a strong licorice, mint taste
and the leaves can be stored in a small jar with enough salt to preserve the leaves. My mother
always kept a jar in the refrigerator.




We always plant a half-row each of cantaloupes and jack-o-lantern pumpkins at the end of the
corn, giving their vines plenty of room to stretch out and snake along the ground. Last year we
had a big crop and when they were just about ripe for the picking, they started disappearing one
by one. The culprit? Arangy looking young coyote who had been kicked to the curb by his mama,
had snuck in, in the dead of night, and vandalized our patch. Didn’t leave us a one! But I guess
everyone’s got to eat so we didn’t begrudge him a meal (although it was quite a few meals).

When this article was written, there were no pumpkins to take a picuture of and I forgot to take
one of the onions and green peppers when we harvested them but you get the idea. We grow a big
garden with all the vegetables we enjoy and the 2026 garden, despite the cold spring and severe
summer drought, turned out to be the very best one we’ve ever had. We dig the potatoes last,
usually at the end of September or early part of October, before Billy plows the whole garden
under and the ground is ready for winter snows to lay on its surface, providing moisture for the
coming of spring when the cycle starts again.




Canning fresh-picked green beans

Onions drying for the winter A full pantry for the winter months



