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Looking at the long range weather forecast for November, I’m hoping fall-like weather holds for a few more 
weeks so I can get some more time out in the garden.  There are always things to do, but right now I’d like 
to concentrate on getting diseased plants out of the garden.  I’m not advocating that you take every stem 
and leaf out of your garden this fall.  I like to leave seed bearing plants standing for the birds.  Other plants, 
like ornamental grasses and sedums, add winter interest to the perennial garden.  Those stems and stalks 
make great homes for beneficial insects.  They also provide shelter for the birds that spend the winter in our 
gardens.  Last week while I was doing some clean-up, I came across the egg mass of a praying mantis and 
carefully left it where I had found it.  Hopefully next spring a new batch of praying mantis babies will reside 
in my garden. 
 
Good garden sanitation is key to reducing the number of disease-causing organisms that will hang around to 
infect plants next year, so there are a few plants that definitely need to come out.  My two main targets are 
the phlox and peonies.  I love garden phlox (Phlox paniculata) but it invariably ends up with powdery 
mildew.  Even the newer varieties, that claim they are powdery mildew resistant, usually have it by the end 
of the growing season.  Garden phlox grows best when kept moist, so this year’s drought also had them 
stressed, which made them even more susceptible to disease. 
 

Powdery mildew starts as white or grey powdery spots on the 
foliage.  Eventually the spots merge, and the leaves look totally 
white.  It can also affect the buds and flowers.  Usually the damage is 
aesthetic rather than life-threatening.  But heavily infected plants 
frequently have leaves that curl, turn yellow and fall off.  To help 
reduce powdery mildew give the plants plenty of sunshine and good 
air circulation.  Powdery mildew commonly winters over as mycelial 
mats in dormant buds or on plant stems and fallen leaves.  That is 
why it is important to get infected plant material out of the garden, 
either when you notice it or during fall cleanup. 
 
Each species of powdery mildew attacks only a narrow range of 
plants.  But there are 11,000 species of powdery mildew and many 

garden plants, from vegetables to fruit trees, can be a host.  Some of the most susceptible garden plants 
include lilac, rose, zinnia, beebalm and phlox.  Powdery mildew occurs following warm days and cool nights, 
weather that we often see in spring and fall.  Fungicides can be used as a preventive treatment. 
 
Peonies, another garden staple, are relatively easy to grow.  They need well-drained soil, at least 6 to 8 
hours of sunlight per day, adequate water and good air movement to reduce potential disease problems.  
There are several diseases that are common in peonies including powdery mildew, botrytis blight, peony 
blotch and phytophthora blight. 
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Botrytis blight or gray mold is probably the most common disease of garden 
peonies.  It is prevalent in cool, damp, rainy spring and summer weather.  
The botrytis fungus covers new shoots with a dense, velvety gray mold.  
Botrytis may also grow on developing flowers causing bud blast and flower 
blight.  If you see this happening in the spring, remove blighted flowers, 
leaves, or entire plants.  Discard plant material in the trash.  Fungicide 
sprays in the spring may help protect plants from infection.  
 
Peony blotch, also called red spot or measles, is a fungal disease that 
occurs in spring just before blooming.  It affects all above ground parts of 
the plant.  Initially it appears on the upper surface of young leaves as 
small, round, red or purplish spots.  Later the spots merge into dark 
purple, glossy, large splotches.  If you look at the bottom of the leaf, the spots are a dull chestnut brown.  
The young stems and leaf petioles will have short streaks that are reddish-brown.  If not controlled, 
repeated attacks of peony blotch will affect plant vigor. 
 
Phytophthora blight may be confused with botrytis as the stems, leaves and buds can be affected by both 
diseases.  But with phytophthora blight, infected plant parts become dark brown or black and somewhat 
leathery rather than fuzzy.  Shoots may turn black and die.  Cankers may appear along the stems and cause 
them to fall over.  Phytophthora often invades the peony crown causing a rot to develop that kills the plant.  
This disease is most serious in soils that are poorly drained as the fungus lives in the soil.  If disease 
symptoms appear, destroy infected plant parts.  Peonies with rotted roots need to be removed along with 
the adjacent soil. 
 
If your peonies have a history of fungal diseases, first make sure they are growing in the right place.  Too 
much shade or moisture may be encouraging disease.  Next spring you may want to consider starting a 
fungicide spray program to get the disease under control.  Start when you first see shoots emerging from 
the ground.  Increase spraying in a wet year.  Fungicides help protect plants from disease, but they will not 
necessarily cure a problem once it has started.  Thoroughly cover all plant parts including the base of the 
plant.  Always follow the label instructions. 
 
This fall remove plant debris by cutting peony stalks at or below the ground level and discard it.  Do not try 
to compost it, because many disease organisms can survive in home compost piles.  Sanitation is one 
important way you can remove and reduce the chance for problems next year. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Iowa State University, University of Minnesota, Missouri Botanical Garden, 
Cornell University and University of Vermont Extension. 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, Iowa State University, University of Minnesota and 
“Gardening in New York” by Andre and Mark Viette. 
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