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How watering 
regimes can affect 
vegetable flavour 
Vegetables consist of mostly water, with a relatively small 
amount of solid material that gives their texture and 
flavour. Withholding water might be thought to lead to 
more solids and stronger flavour and this is sometimes 
the case – but not always. 

Growing ‘hard’ and ‘soft’
Tomatoes, for example, can be watery and tasteless if 
grown ‘soft’ (lavish irrigation and feeding), but sweeter 
and with more tomato flavour and texture if grown ‘hard’ 
(subjected to a certain amount of water stress). Overdo it 
though, and blossom end rot will quickly damage fruits, 
as calcium flow through the plant needs a steady supply 
of water. The same goes for other fruiting plants such as 
peppers and aubergines. 

More watery vegetables such as lettuces, courgettes and 
cucumbers do best grown soft with plenty of fertiliser 
and water. There are also differences between cultivars  
– Batavian lettuces reputedly taste better than icebergs.

Some vegetables require ample water to give the right 
flavour and texture. Radishes and turnips become woody 
and develop a fiery flavour if grown too hard; water-
stressed calabrese becomes coarse and stringy; cauliflowers 
produce small rubbery heads; while beetroot and baby 
carrots lack the desired delicate sweetness if kept too dry.

Tulip fire
Caused by a fungus, Botrytis 
tulipae, specific to tulips.  
It causes brown spots and 
twisted, distorted leaves. 
Flowers are spotted and rot 
quickly in wet weather. Black 
sclerotia in the soil are viable 
for several years. Remove 
and destroy affected bulbs.

Bulb diseases 
Prevention is the key to maintaining disease-free spring 
bulbs, and should start at the point of purchase in autumn. 
When buying bulbs, check they are healthy, plump and firm 
(left). Avoid any that are damaged, decayed, shrivelled or 
feel soft. When lifting established bulbs, discard any 
showing signs of diseases such as rotting, softness and 
presence of black resting bodies (sclerotia). Sulphur is no 
longer labelled for plant protection to prevent fungal rots in 
storage – use any you have by 31 December. 

The fungus Rhizoctonia tuliparum causes grey bulb rot, 
mainly in Tulipa and Iris. Bulbs decay, and many sclerotia 
develop, that contaminate the soil and remain viable for up 
to five years. Several other fungi or fungus-like organisms 
affect bulbs, including Botrytis cinerea (grey mould), and 
species of Penicillium, Pythium and Phytophthora. Bulbs 
can also be infected by viruses (symptoms include corky 
flecks and dead spots on bulbs and foliage) and bacterial rots.

 
For much more on growing vegetables, 

visit www.rhs.org.uk/growyourown 
www.rhs.org.uk
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Smoulder
Botryotinia narcissicola is a 
fungus that decays stored 
bulbs of Narcissus, and 
causes rot in foliage and 
flowers, particularly in cold, 
wet seasons. Sclerotia found 
on the outer papery scales of 
the bulbs may be rubbed off 
before planting. 

Neck rot
Several species of 
Penicillium fungi affect 
bulbs. In narcissus neck rot 
(above), bulb tissue browns 
and softens from the top 
down. Affected bulbs are 
stunted with yellow foliage, 
and can be killed. Remove 
and destroy affected plants.

Basal rot
Several host-specific forms 
of the fungus Fusarium 
oxysporum cause disease in 
Narcissus, Tulipa  and 
Lilium. White or pinkish 
fungal growth may be seen 
on the outside of the base of 
the bulb, and affected bulbs 
usually feel soft.

Olive scab
Caused by a fungus, 
Spilocaea oleagina, scab on 
Olea europaea (olive) is a disease 
widespread in the Mediterranean 
region that is becoming relatively 
common on olives grown as 
ornamentals in the UK. 

Symptoms
The fungus causes characteristic leaf 
spots on the upper surface of the 
leaves. These are initially small, but 
later enlarge to form dark brown, 
singular, mostly annular spots. 
Chlorosis (yellowing of the leaves)  
may also occur. 

The fungus may infect the fruit 
pedicels (stalks), causing fruit to drop. 
Affected leaves fall prematurely (a 
healthy leaf normally lives about 18 
months). Severe leaf fall following 
heavy infection may defoliate trees.

Olive scab reduces vigour in trees 
but is rarely fatal, although recurring 
infection causes poor growth and 
dieback of defoliated trees. 

Controlling olive scab
The fungus overwinters on fallen 
leaves therefore hygiene is important 
for control. All fallen leaves should be 
raked up and disposed of, but not 
composted. Prune out infected leaves 
still on the plant. Prolonged surface 
wetness is needed for spores to 
germinate and infect other leaves, so 
the disease is worst in wet periods.

Pruning olives to open up their 
canopies allows better air circulation 
and more rapid drying of the foliage 
after rainfall, reducing the disease’s 
spread. The only fungicide labelled  
to control scab on ornamentals is 
difenoconazole (such as Westland 
Plant Rescue Fungus Killer 
Concentrate). In addition, fungicides 
containing myclobutanil or 
triticonazole are labelled for some 
specific problems on ornamentals and 
could be applied to control other, 
unlabelled diseases, such as scab, at 
the owner’s risk (test-spray a small  
area first to ensure that plant damage 
does not occur).

Damage from 
larger pests 
Some of our larger native mammals  
can cause serious damage in gardens. 
Netting can protect new plantings 
against rabbits, but boundary fences 
have to be substantial and continue 
below ground level to prevent foxes and 
badgers digging under them, or deer 
leaping over. Scaring devices and 
repellent substances may also fail to  
give long-term protection.

Badger
Badgers are nocturnal visitors that will 
make short work of sweet-tasting 
vegetables, such as carrots, parsnips  
and sweet corn. They may rip up lawns 
from autumn to spring if there is an 
infestation of chafer grubs for them  
to eat; they can also dig latrine pits  
in the garden.

Fox
Foxes scent-mark their territories, 
including your garden, with their  
faeces and pungent urine. They may  
also chew hosepipes, rip polythene 
tunnels, trample plants, eat ripening 
fruits and damage lawns in search of 
chafer grubs. Becoming more common 
in urban gardens, foxes can be seen in 
daylight but are more active at night.

Rabbit
Mainly active at night, rabbits eat the 
foliage and soft stems of a wide range of 
woody and herbaceous plants. They can 
kill young trees and shrubs without tree 
guards by gnawing away the bark.

Deer
Where they occur, introduced muntjac 
and native roe deer are the most frequent 
deer to visit gardens. They cause similar 
damage to rabbits, eating a wide range of 
plants, but have bigger appetites and can 
reach higher up into plants. 

 For more on 
growing olives, enter ‘Olives’ in the 
search box at RHS Online 

www.rhs.org.uk

For a list of plants 
deer or rabbits tend to avoid, enter ‘Deer’ 
or ‘Rabbit’ in the search box at RHS Online

www.rhs.org.uk
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