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My staff made me promise to 
be full of  holiday cheer for this 
newsletter. I explained I had trouble 
being cheerful even in the best of  
times, and ignoring gorillas in the 
room was not my style. Anne Adams 
made me promise to stay on point, 
think local, skip anything existential 
and impart no wisdom I have on the 
state of  the world. I told her that I 
am saving all that for my memoirs 
anyway, and that will be published 
25 years after my death because I 
actually name names. Right now, I’m 
thinking of  dedicating a chapter to 
her titled, “Things are as you pretend 
them to be.” 

Actually, we have many reasons to 
be joyous. Our staff members are still 
standing and healthy. Rains have been 
great, and we’ve edged into winter 
gracefully. Visitation is way up with 
parking lots packed in ways we have 
never seen before. Many find our little 
spot on Lanana Creek the perfect 
place to be, the place to recharge 
your batteries, relax and enjoy some 
really incredible plant diversity. Our 
garden’s maintenance level is up a 
notch. We have more new projects 
than is probably prudent. I’m 

convinced building gardens improves 
anyone’s morale. 

Special kudos go to Dawn Stover 
and Jordan Cunningham, who 
masterfully managed the fall hybrid 
plant sale. While it was tedious with 
all kinds of  online headaches, it did 
bring in much-needed income. Five 
days per week for most of  October, 
our six customer “bubbles” floated 
happily through the nursery, with 
good plant lists provided and social 
distance winning the day. I could 
not have done this. University rules, 
regulations, policies, procedures 
and guidelines have never been my 
talent. While we miss the crowds, 
all the customers left happy, laden 
with some well-grown and very cool 
plants. Dawn and Jordan continue 
to increase our effort to acquire, 
propagate, plant and evaluate 
a wide range of  rare and 
uncommon native plants, both 
herbaceous and woody. Several 
pollinator prairie projects are 
now under the SFA Gardens 
native plant conservation 
umbrella, work we hope to 
expand. 
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Malcolm Turner managed a project to bring in a 
new steel superstructure for our kiwifruit expansion 
along Starr Avenue. That vineyard is home to many 
introductions that have great promise in Texas. How to 
get it painted SFA purple is the big question. I’m sure 
Malcolm is open to volunteers! Malcolm and I are excited 
to have received funding for another three years for a 
Moody Gardens project that’s generating all kinds of  
interesting results. 

Thomas Dimmitt, Duke Pittman and Devin Theisen 
have been running between projects. We have new 
bench terraces in the Elking Environment at the 
Mast Arboretum, soon to be planted with all kinds of  
interesting plants. The trialing garden has a transfusion 
of  new plants. With wild pigs back in the picture and my 
request to arm my staff members rejected, we’re now on a 

mission to construct fences to protect the blueberry patch 
and Hinds Park. One new feature is a 60-foot diameter 
circle of  sweet olives, Osmanthus fragrans, planted just to 
the east of  the Gayla Mize Garden parking lot. These are 
all seedlings, somewhat rare in the U.S., and we hope the 
males and females can get together to make seed. The 
U.S. nursery world needs seedlings for grafting, breeding 
and upping the opportunity for making selections. 

A special thank you to all our garden fans who came 
through with memberships, donations and support. It 
is how we move forward. A big thank you goes out to 
the Texas Nursery and Landscape Association for a 
donation to SFA Gardens. The rocky road ahead is a little 
smoother. While the long-term picture is a bit fuzzy, I 
have a feeling we will not just survive, we will thrive. Until 
we know for sure, we will keep planting.
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Native Plant Spotlight: Grass-of-parnassus 
By Dawn Stover

I was able to experience yet another never-have-I-ever 
plant moment in early November. I accompanied my 
botanist friend and fellow Lumberjack, Peter Loos, into a 
baygall in the northern part of  Nacogdoches County. We 
were mainly looking for northern bluethread, Burmannia 
biflora, and Texas screwstem, Bartonia texana. Sometimes I 
just don’t know what I’m getting into on a trip with Peter, 
and this time was no exception. The bluethread was tiny. 
Seriously tiny. Small as a pin tiny. While I fully appreciate 
how special these plants are and how special and rare 
their habitat is, I was more than a bit underwhelmed. My 
overarching goal on plant trips like this is to find locally 
sourced natives and those that are new to cultivation for 
the gardening public, and frankly that means plants need 
to come with a bit of  a wow factor. If  I had been on my 
own trying to find this one, I never would have seen it and 
probably would have stepped right on it. We never found 
any screwstem. It’s even smaller, apparently. 

While I jest about the lack of  visual impact the 
bluethread offers, the habitat is nothing short of  magical 
— as long as you remember your rubber boots. Baygalls 
are named for the sweetbay magnolia, Magnolia virginiana, 
and gallberry holly, Ilex coriacea, that grow in this type of  
forested wetland. The ground is permanently saturated, and 
erosion, along with tree roots and logs, create small elevated 
areas called hummocks and are usually covered in bright 
green sphagnum moss. The tiny objects of  our day’s mission 
occur in those elevated hummocks. So too does the grass-
of-parnassus, Parnassia asarifolia, and when you find them, 
that’s when the clouds part and the choir sings, “Ahhh!” 

Grass-of-parnassus is not a grass at all, nor does it 
resemble one in any way. According to Plantlife, a British 
plant conservation charity, the cattle that lived on Mount 
Parnassus in Greece favored the taste of  this flower, and 
it became known as an honorary grass — an unusual 
designation for sure, and their claim is unproven. There are 
actually no Parnassia found on Mount Parnassus, and the 
name is one that Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus based on 
the name Agrostis en Parnasso, which ancient Greek botanist 
Pedanius Dioscorides used in “De Materia Medica.” Agrostis 
is commonly known as bentgrass, but I haven’t yet found 
why Parnassia is linked to Mount Parnassus. I’ve also seen 
it called bog-stars (a name I like tremendously), but as 
common names aren’t governed, I rely on the Lady Bird 
Johnson Wildflower Center as my consistent source for 
common names. Unlucky for us, they list this species as 
kidneyleaf  grass-of-parnassus. 

The flowers are five-petaled and brilliantly white with 
translucent greenish veins. They sit singly atop delicate 
stems with a singular, rounded leaf  encircling each stem. 
The flowers simply glow in the shade of  the forest and are 
beneficial to late-season pollinators that haven’t entered 
hibernation. 

While these charming plants grow in a challenging 
habitat, I suspect they can be somewhat easily cultivated 
given a consistently moist substrate. If  my seeds germinate, I 
plan to grow plants in a mixture of  half  peat and half  sand 
in a planter without drainage holes. If  I’m successful, you 
can rest assured I’ll have future generations available at our 
plant sales.
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This Old House
By Anne Adams

I love old houses and old things. As a child, I loved 
exploring my grandmother’s “servant’s quarters,” which 
was a barn-shaped little house where she stored old 
furniture and dishes she wasn’t using. I would go in and 
stare at them because I was curious about how folks lived 
during earlier times. I can’t imagine living in a brand new 
house with new things. 

I love seeing how and where people live in different 
parts of  the country and with what they surround 
themselves. I watch “Fixer Upper,” “Million Dollar 
Listing,” and any show about decorating, restoration 
projects, architecture and landscaping. I recently watched 
a PBS show on how Prince Charles is helping estate 
owners in England restore declining estates and bring 
them back to life and their original agrarian roots. It 
changed my opinion about the man to see that side of  him 
— to see his love of  the land and the grand old estates 
of  England. My new favorite miniseries is “Yellowstone.” 
Played by actor Kevin Costner, Yellowstone Ranch 
owner, John Dutton, comments in one episode about the 
248,000-acre, breathtakingly beautiful ranch, saying, “If  
someone had all the money in the world, this is what they 
would buy.” Profound, and so true. 

I’ve had the privilege of  working in two of  the finest old 
homes in Nacogdoches over the years. The Blount House 
on North Street, which once housed the Nacogdoches 
County Chamber of  Commerce, and now the Tucker 
House on Raguet Street, home to the SFA Gardens staff. 
The Blount House is a pretty spectacular Mediterranean villa 
design, while the Tucker House is Federalist style. Both have 
been and are lovely places to work. 

The Tucker House has great bones and good flow. 
Typically, a Federalist style house, an evolution from 
Georgian, is square or rectangular, built two or three stories 
high and two rooms deep. Most rooms have at least two 
entrances/exits and plenty of  windows with natural light, 
except for interior bathrooms and closets. The windows 
bring the outside in, and the surrounding Pineywoods 
Native Plant Center landscape is beautiful. Each changing 
season can be enjoyed during the workday hours, making 
for a pleasant and soothing workplace. I know how 
fortunate I am to work in this big old house. I couldn’t work 
in an office with no windows or contact with the outdoors 
— or, heaven forbid, in a skyscraper (certainly not after 
watching the movie “The Towering Inferno” and then the 
events of  9/11). I have to be grounded and in tune with 
nature and the weather at all times. Some might think that’s 
a topic for therapy, but I think it’s a healthy attitude. 

I live near the Tucker House and walk my dog there 
regularly. It’s easy to imagine I’m on a grand estate, living 
in the gatehouse maybe but still able to enjoy exploring 
a wonderfully secluded haven right in the middle of  
Nacogdoches. I recently visited with Anne Lewis, the 
granddaughter of  the original Tucker House owners, 
Mamie and Edward Tucker. Anne was gracious enough to 
provide the following recollections about the Tucker House 
history. 

Edward and Mamie Tucker had the house built starting 
in 1939. Thomas Hampton was the builder and completed 
the house in February 1942, taking three years to complete. 
The architect was Raiford L. Stripling, who later opened his 
own architectural firm in his hometown of  San Augustine 
in 1947 and proceeded to work on some of  Texas’s most 
significant restoration projects, along with many single-family 
residences, as well as banks, churches and schools. Mamie did 
most of  the decorating herself  with the help of  a local interior 
decorator named Nan Wright. 

The Tucker House
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The J.J. Hayter family were the original owners of  the 
property. Mamie Tucker inherited the property upon the death 
of  her mother, Faye Hayter Blount, in 1921 and her sister, 
Elisabeth, in 1932. Faye married Guy Blount, and they had 
two daughters, Mamie (Mrs. Edward Tucker) and Elisabeth. 
Mamie inherited the property in 1921, and in 1942, she and 
Edward moved in. She remained in the home until her death  
in 1985. 

Mr. and Mrs. Tucker resided in the home along with their 
son, Edward Tucker Jr. Mr. Tucker had various business 
interests, including ownerships in the Nacogdoches Lumber 
Company, the Dr. Pepper Bottling Company, Sinclair Bulk 
Plant and the Goodyear Tire Dealership. Together, the Tuckers 
had real estate, timber and mineral interests. Edward Tucker 
Jr., my father, joined his father in business after graduating 
from the University of  Texas and being a U.S. Air Force 
instructor at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio. 

Title work on the Tucker House shows a property 
description of  38.91 acres. The boundaries were the same as 
they are today, except Mrs. Tucker sold her share across the 
Lanana Creek that fronts on University Drive at some point  
in time. 

The nearest neighbors were to the north of  the house, the 
Cecil Bomar family. Neighbors to the east of  the property were 
the Stockwell family, the Claude Hazle family and the Bieto 
Bessler family. 

My brother, sister and I came to live in the Tucker House 
in May 1961. Our parents were in an automobile accident, 
which resulted in the death of  my father, Edward Jr., the 
Tucker’s only child. My mother had a very severe injury to a 
leg. Back then, you were confined to just lie flat on your back 
in traction. She was hospitalized for over a year and had two 
major surgeries in Houston. She really had to learn to walk 
all over again. So, we were very fortunate to have grandparents 
who took us into a beautiful and loving home. We lived with 
them in the Tucker House for almost two years. 

I have many fond memories growing up on this property — 
making mud pies on the terrace wall of  the sunken garden, 
riding my bike up and down the driveway, which was a steep 
hill to me at the time. I remember all the holidays, as we spent 
every holiday there. It was just a magical place to be as a 
child. My wedding reception was held in the home. Also, my 
parents’ wedding reception was held there. The Tuckers just 
had their own special magic, and we are lucky to have these 
memories. Upon the death of  Mrs. Tucker, SFA came to acquire 
the property for forestry interests and possible future expansion 
at the time. 

And now, of  course, the Tucker House is home to 
the SFA Gardens staff. Many thanks to Anne Lewis for 
providing this wonderful history of  the Tucker House and 
family. Nacogdoches and SFA are indeed lucky to have this 
architectural jewel and property for all to enjoy. 

A special thank you goes out to all of our  
2020-21 SFA Gardens members. During 
these trying times, you responded promptly, 
cheerfully and generously to our membership 
campaign and modified plant sales. At the  
time of publication, we have 144 members, 
both returning and new, and memberships  
are still coming in. The summer and fall plant 
sales, while virtual and not as social and  
intense as in years past, were well received  
and well attended. 

Please know how much we appreciate each and 
every contribution and how much you mean to 
us here at SFA Gardens. We wish you all a happy 
and healthy New Year, and let’s keep planting.

David Creech  |  Dawn Stover  |  Anne Adams 
Jordan Cunningham  |  Malcolm Turner

Duke Pittman  |  Thomas Dimmitt  |  Devin Theisen

Membership Matters 
By Anne Adams
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What if  I told you that allowing leaves to remain in 
your yard is actually a good thing? That’s right, I said 
it — you don’t have to rake the leaves in your yard. We 
spend a great deal of  time focused on providing nectar 
and larval plants for butterflies and bees but spend little 
time thinking about how our lovely pollinators and 
other animals overwinter in the landscape. Unless you 
have a picky spouse or persnickety neighbors, I hereby 
grant you permission to leave those leaves!

In addition to a floral nectar buffet, it’s important 
to think about where insects take shelter. Whether 
escaping the weather or for hibernation, insects have 
homes, too. They shelter in hollow grass and perennial 
stems, in tree limbs, and in piles of  brush and leaf  
litter. Traditional landscape practices call for neat and 
tidy appearances with dormant perennials cut back 
and leaves raked and bagged up for a trip to the local 
landfill. No trace of  nature left behind. Unfortunately, 
in the process of  sweeping up for the winter, we sweep 
away things that are significant for the survival of  
many animal species, and often sweep up the animals 
themselves. 

Many species of  moths and butterflies overwinter 
as caterpillars in leaf  litter and often use those very 
leaves in spring as a larval food source. Red-banded 
hairstreaks are one of  many butterfly species whose 
caterpillars feed on decaying foliage of  their host 

plants — in this case oak, wax myrtle and sumac — 
after hibernating in this leaf  litter as a caterpillar or 
chrysalis. Swallowtail butterfly chrysalises resemble 
rolled up leaves and are often attached to tree branches 
or bark. Luna moth caterpillars weave leaves into 
their cocoons to resemble the leaf  litter in which they 
hibernate.

We must not forget about fireflies. The Pineywoods 
Native Plant Center has always enjoyed a good 
population of  fireflies. When I lived within walking 
distance, I treasured walks along the PNPC trails with 
my then young son as dusk drew near. The blinking of  
the fireflies indicated it was time for us to head home. 
Firefly larva can live up to two years in moist soil with 
abundant leaf  litter before pupating to adulthood 
where they live less than one month! Many other 
animal species use leaf  litter as their main habitat. 
Mated bumblebee queens burrow underground to 
hibernate and rely on a layer of  fallen leaves to protect 
from winter elements. Spiders, beetles, snails, worms, 
skinks, salamanders, toads, frogs, turtles and even bats 
depend on leaf  litter for habitat or cover. You may 
wonder why you would want to create a habitat for 
creepy, crawly critters like that, but I bet you don’t 
think twice about enjoying the songbirds that rely on 
them as a food source. 

How many gardeners rush to cut back perennials 

Leave Them Be! 
By Dawn Stover
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when they’ve gone dormant? Solitary bees and wasps, 
and some moths and spiders often create cavities in 
perennial plants with hollow or pithy stems. Many 
species lay an egg in each cavity, while others inhabit 
them as adults. Stems of  blackberries, rosinweed, wild 
bergamot and yucca all make for suitable housing. 
Birds and other small wildlife feed on seeds of  newly 
dormant plants. Members in the aster family are 
a particularly valuable seed food source — think 
sunflower, aster, goldenrod, coneflowers and blazing 
star. 

We can make gestures in the landscape to benefit 
wildlife without our yards looking like a jungle. 
Realistically, gardeners are still going to tidy up for 
winter, but there are ways to incorporate habitat in 
even the neatest of gardens. 

• Keep your azaleas and Japanese maples, but don’t 
hesitate to add natives with abandon using good 
design along the way. You don’t have to throw 
design principles out of the window when using 
natives. 

• Try to wait until spring before cutting back 
perennials. If you simply can’t stand the look, cut 
plants at varying heights, and bundle spent stems 
together, placing them in an out-of-the-way place 
in your yard or in a compost pile. Insects will still 
be able to use them as habitat. 

• Most importantly, leave the leaves. As difficult 
as that sounds, even a small patch in the yard 
with leaf cover can make a difference. If neat 
and tidy turf is your thing, use those leaves in 
your flowerbeds as mulch instead of bagging up 
and sending them to the landfill. As leaves break 
down, they greatly enhance the quality of the 
soil, retain moisture and provide wildlife habitat. 
The best part? They’re free! 

While we no longer live within walking distance 
of the PNPC, I still enjoy a plethora of fireflies on 
early summer evenings. We’ve tried to balance both 
formal and wild spaces in our new landscape. My dear 
husband humors me with two wild strips on either side 
of our lot, which he gets to burn in late spring, and 
I’m starting to poke in more pretty native perennials. 
Our pollinator garden is filled exclusively with natives 
and mulched with leaves from the yard. My penchant 
for tidiness kicks in closer to the house, and there are 
more than a handful of nonnative plants in a balanced 
design. My husband can’t stand a messy yard, and 
although he rakes or mows the leaves, we use them 
as mulch in all of the flower beds and around our big 
shade trees then compost the excess. We’re beginning 
to see more native bees and butterflies, the soil is chock 
full of earthworms, the fireflies cheer us up in summer, 
and the birds cheerfully sing their thanks for the free 
buffet we provide.

Projects are Never Easy at SFA Gardens
By Malcolm Turner

This won’t come as a shock to anyone, but 2020 has been 
a tougher year to get anything done than one might normally 
expect. A couple of  years ago, Dr. Tim Hartmann put up a 
steel structure for growing kiwis at Texas A&M University. 
Then one of  our cooperators, Sid Greer from Greer Farms 
in Daingerfield, also built a steel structure for his kiwis. Tim 
chose to build something similar to what is used in France: an 
upright post with a T-bar with extensions dropped at an angle 
on each side, kind of  like laundry poles with turned down 
arms on the ends. Sid went more traditional, with upright 
posts down the rows and horizontal pipes welded across the 
rows to hold the uprights in place. Here at SFA Gardens, we 
also needed a steel trellis. Sid and Dr. Hartmann both had 
perfectly flat, open and cleared plots to build on. We did not.

Over a year ago, Dr. David Creech and I talked  
about building a trellis for kiwis out of  steel pipe to be 
located next to the original kiwi orchard. We enlisted the 
help of  Dr. Craig Morton, SFA professor of  agriculture, 
and some of  his agriculture mechanical students to 
design, cut and weld nearly 2,000 feet of  pipe in January 
2020. They started work in February, and just as they 
were getting the first of  the end brackets fabricated, 
everything came to a grinding halt with the COVID-19 
pandemic. We didn’t know how close we could safely be 
to each other or even if  we should touch the same tools 
and materials.

Continued on Page 8 

«
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A Moody Gardens Project Continues
By Dr. David Creech

An SFA/Moody Gardens project continues! John Zendt, 
president and CEO of  Moody Gardens, has awarded the 
project three more years of  funding and we are ready to go! The 
team includes Dr. Steve Wagner, SFA professor of  biology; Dr. 
Kenneth Farrish, director of  SFA’s Division of  Environmental 
Science; Malcolm Turner, SFA Gardens technician; SFA 
graduate students and me. While COVID-19 has been a 
constraint, we are about to make a great leap forward. For what 
we are trying to do, the research platform at Moody Gardens 
is perfect. Climate-change-friendly plants for a 22nd-century 
Texas is the vision. We will be looking through a wide range 
of  plant materials to learn what works and what does not in a 
warmer and more violent climate world. Dr. Wagner is studying 
the mycorrhiza universe in the harsh soil and climate conditions 
of  our plots on Galveston Island. Dr. Farrish is tackling an 
interesting study that analyzes soil nutrient and aerial salt 
deposition values across numerous spots on the island. This is 
something that hasn’t been done and should be. With a rising 
sea, the need to understand where the hot spots are and where 
they’re not is increasingly important. Science matters. 

The research plot is in a very interesting and challenging 
spot. On the western side of  Moody Gardens, the 2-acre 
research plot lies on the north side of  the airport. We started 
this adventure in 2016, and the plot is only 3 to 4 feet above 
sea level. It is designed as a nursery with rows about 12 feet 
apart, each row a slightly raised bed. It is an open, high-wind 
spot and lies only a few hundred feet from Offatts Bayou. 
During hurricanes and storms, the bay tide has invaded the 
plots several times. Dr. Farrish’s soil analyses indicate all kinds 

of  interesting 
information, but 
the bottom line 
is that 2 to 3 feet 
down there’s a 
sodium/pH/
conductivity 
monster 
lingering. As 
a result, all 
the trees and 
shrubs are learning to 
make their living in about two feet of  soil. Malcolm and I are 
charged with planting and maintaining the plots. One chore 
this winter is to move some of  the older material out and make 
way for some new plants. It has been shocking to see how big 
some of  our woody plants have gotten in so few years. This 
fall, we started removing trees from our trial plots and moving 
them into local civic landscaping projects. Actually, Priscilla 
Files, senior arborist at Galveston Island Tree Conservancy, 
and Donita Brannon, horticultural exhibits manager at Moody 
Gardens, get all the credit for channeling a wide swath of  
interesting woody trees into the new Galveston Dog Park 
landscape. My wife, Janet, is thrilled. 

We look forward to getting back on the ground in the coming 
year. There are holes to be filled, weeds to be killed, and an 
irrigation system to be resurrected. Most important, we have 
an exciting collection of  salt- and wind-tolerant ornamentals 
parked at SFA but eager to settle into their new home. 

Spring semester ended and the fall term began. Finally, 
halfway through the semester, we were able to start again. 
Dr. Morton’s crew finished cutting and welding in the 
shop. The Physical Plant Department surveyed the area for 
the fiber optic line to make sure we didn’t drill into it. We 
measured out rows and flagged off spots where we intended 
to drill holes. The plot slopes slightly in about three different 
directions. We’ve already built rows there and filled them with 
plants. Dr. Creech said, “Don’t worry about it, there’s more 
than one way to skin a cat!” We brainstormed how to line up 
everything and finally decided to drill holes and put poles in 
the ground. In the process, we (meaning me) drilled into the 
irrigation line, a drain line and buried concrete. One hole was 
just impossible to dig because of  something three feet down in 
the ground. I finally stopped trying, and we just cut the post 
off to fit. 

The welding was finished Dec. 14. We still have some 
concrete to pour for footings. The steel is being painted with 
Ospho, a phosphoric acid solution that will inhibit rusting. 
Then we’ll paint it SFA purple. Why wouldn’t we? The trellis 
rolls up and down with the hill and looks like we let some of  
the metal sculpture art students loose. I can’t wait to see it fully 
painted and strung with wire. In two to three years, we will 
have a few thousand pounds of  golden kiwifruit hanging down 
in the alleys between rows.

Thanks to Dr. Creech for all the moral support (“It’s like 
watching a glacier move getting this thing built,” he told us). 
Thank you to Dr. Craig Morton and his students who got 
the ball rolling. Thank you to his welders, Matt Edwards 
and Logan O’Conner. And thank you to our people, Duke 
Pittman, Devin Theisen, Thomas Dimmitt, Jared Linn, Jacob 
Muggeridge and Ethan Menzel, for showing up when needed!
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Fall Color at SFA Gardens 
By Dr. David Creech

In late November, I had just about given up on an exciting 
fall color show at SFA Gardens. It seemed like the landscape 
here was just going to skip getting ready for winter. It was not 
in the plan. After all, we had yet to receive a decent freeze, and 
woodies were either green or brown. Reds, oranges and yellows 
were yet to make their mark. Then we had one freeze toward 
the end of  November and a few frosts right after. On Dec. 8, 
I stopped by to observe and left unimpressed. On Dec. 11, I 
returned, and everything had changed. Yep, the fall show was 
back. Even the camellias and fall-blooming azaleas woke up for 
the festivities. 

If  you just measure the number of  varieties, the Japanese 
maple collection at SFA Gardens is one of  the best in the 
nation. While we don’t have a recent inventory, we are upwards 
of  350 varieties of  Acer palmatum and A. japonicum, and we’re 
still planting. I can remember planting our first 50 Japanese 
maple varieties in 1988. At that time, the Mast Arboretum was 
young and unrefined. Most Texas nurseries that even carried 
Japanese maple carried two: a green and a red, and the red 
was Atropurpureum, which are typically derived from seed. Well, 
I found a nursery (Del’s Japanese maples in  Junction City, 
Oregon) that carried tiny, grafted maples at a price we could 
afford. I spoke to Del on the phone and told him that I wanted 
50 varieties and that he could just pick which ones to send. I 
explained that our summers are hot and miserable for plants 
and people, that it’s either drought or flood. A box of  50 small 
grafted bare-root plants soon arrived – 50 varieties, each nicely 
tagged. I think they averaged about $4 each, which was barely 

within our budget, but it was a good start. Students potted 
them, and after a year in containers, a small group of  students 
and I planted them under the high canopy pine and oak forest 
of  what is now the Mast Arboretum. Most have thrived. 

When folks ask which are our favorites, I usually reply, “Well, 
it depends on what you want.” After all, this is a species that 
has been selected for over a thousand years in Asia, and new 
varieties are being scattered everywhere like mardi gras beads. 
Today, I like ‘Ryusen,’ a strong weeper with good growth and 
fine fall color. The front entrance of  the Ruby M. Mize Azalea 
Garden is ‘Seiryu,’ which is the cut leaf  that makes a big tree, a 
favorite of  Barbara Stump, who planted them there in the late 
1990s. Barb deserves all the credit for the ambience, the theater 
and the plantings at the beginning of  this garden’s adventure. 

Two camellias deserve a shoutout this fall. Camellia x 
vernalis ‘Mieko Tanaka’ has taken off, and glossy bright 
red flowers were stunning. Our friends at Camellia Forest 
Nursery in North Carolina introduced this stunning variety. 
Its parentage is Camellia x vernalis ‘Gaisen’ crossed with C. 
japonica, and it started blooming in November this year. Camellia 
japonica ‘Sadaharu Oh,’ which looks like a Christmas tree of  
peppermints from a distance, is a fine grower and wants to be 
a small tree, large shrub. This is a Bobby Green introduction, a 
seedling of  another one of  our favorites, ‘Tama-no-ura.’

With no serious freezes predicted for the next two weeks, I 
am thinking that the gardens are going to be the perfect place to 
recharge our batteries and get ready for 2021. Everyone knows 
it has to be better than 2020, right? 
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Pinecones in the Oven          
By Jordan Cunningham

All about Pinecones
I love pinecones. Pinecones are cool. The unique 

structures are like the flowers of  our beloved East Texas 
pine trees. They are necessary for the production of  
future trees around the globe. 

There are over 100 species of  pine trees in the 
world. Most pine trees have two different kinds of  
cones. There are pollen cones and ovulate cones, 
similar to how a squash plant has male and female 
flowers. The hard cones covered with sharp scales that 
most of  us are familiar with are the ovulate cones, or 
female cones. The fertilization and production of  seeds 
take place inside these cones. The pollen cones, or male 
cones, are usually much smaller and shorter lived. They 
do not hold their shape as well when they are removed 
from the tree, which is why ovulate cones are used for 
crafts.

Ovulate cones are made to grow and protect the 
seeds. In the case of  most pine trees, the cone will be 
ready to open when the seeds are mature. The cone 
will open and close as its scales dry and shrink or 

absorb moisture and expand. This reaction to moisture 
helps the cones release the seeds in the most favorable 
conditions. The scales expand in cold wet weather, 
closing the cone, when the seeds would not be able to 
travel far or be killed in cold temperatures. When the 
weather is warm and dry, the scales dry out, shrink 
and pull apart, causing the cone to open. In those 
conditions, the seeds can ride the wind to a good place 
for them to germinate.

With over 100 species of  pine trees in the world, 
there are many different kinds of  pinecones. There 
are short and tall pinecones as well as fat and thin 
pinecones, all in a variety of  colors, from deep brown 
to amber red. As the seasons turn cold and most 
trees lose their leaves, people are naturally drawn to 
the faithful evergreen foliage of  conifers. Sprigs of  
pine were brought inside houses for their pleasing 
scent and bright color. Pinecones came in with the 
pine and became a fun and interesting decoration. 
Today, pinecones are used for bird feeders, Christmas 
decorations, flower arrangements and in a variety of  
children’s crafts.

On a cold and dreary December day, Dawn Stover 
decided to work remotely and sent me a list of  things to do. 
One of  the things on her list:

• Bake loblolly pinecones

I have baked many things: pies, cakes, hams and a 
number of  casseroles, but I have never baked pinecones. 
So, I Googled it. 

A collection of open and closed pinecones.



Arthur Temple College of  Forestry and Agriculture 11

Baking pinecones is a fairly common practice. In my Google 
search, I found plenty of people preparing pinecones of all 
different sizes for holiday crafts and decorations. There are 
several different reasons one would bake a pinecone. 

• The first and most common reason to bake pinecones 
is to get rid of critters. If pinecones were picked up 
off the ground, they could be home to any number of 
creepy crawlies — critters that would not be welcome 
on the table at your next holiday gathering. Baking 
pinecones keeps your home safe from bugs, creatures 
and other unwelcome spores that come from the 
outdoors.  

• Another reason to bake pinecones is to solidify the 
sap. Some pinecones, especially those that are freshly 
picked, can be very sticky with excess sap that can 
stain fingers and clothes. After baking, the sap will 
harden and give pinecones a beautiful glaze. 

• Baking pinecones also causes pinecones to open. 
The oven creates the warm, dry condition needed to 
shrink the individual scales of the pinecone. The scales 
pulling apart is what makes it seem as if the pinecone 
is opening up.  Dry, open cones are best for crafting. 
So, baking cones picked up on cold wet afternoons is 
a must. 

Baking Pinecones:

1. Collect pine cones. Our student workers collected these loblolly 
pinecones from the large pine tree that recently fell at the 
Pineywoods Native Plant Center. Different pine trees have cones 
in many unique shapes and sizes. See what you can find!

2. Remove pine straw and other debris. This picture includes a 
cone that is closed and a cone that is opened. I will only be baking 
the closed cones today, but you also can bake open cones to get 
rid of unwelcome visitors.

3. Line a baking sheet with foil. This is especially important for 
very sappy cones. No one wants burnt pine sap on their good 
cookie sheet. Preheat oven to 200 degrees. Though 200 degrees 
may not seem like it would be warm enough, remember the 
goal is to recreate the warm, dry conditions of nature. It may 
feel like 200 degrees in the summer, but the natural heat is 
not quite that hot. Cranking up the temperature could burn or 
damage the cones.

4. Lay out the pinecones. Give the pinecones plenty of room to 
open! Make sure they are spread out and not stacked on top of 
each other.

5. Bake pinecones and check them regularly. Keep a close 
watch on the cones to keep them from burning. Open cones can 
bake for about 20 minutes, but closed cones may take longer. 
There are many factors that will determine the time needed to 
fully open closed cones, including size, moisture and age. These 
pinecones were very wet and took about an hour. I took them out 
of the oven and rotated them about half way through.

6. Remove pinecones from the oven and allow to cool. Now 
these pinecones are ready to be part of your next crafting project!

We are not afraid of  bugs or sap here at SFA Gardens, but our 
loblolly pinecones were closed and not good for wreath making. 
To prepare the cones for crafting, I baked them using these steps:

1 2

3 4

5 6
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Dr. David Creech, 
professor emeritus of  

agriculture and director 
of  SFA Gardens, received 
the Southern Region of  
the International Plant 
Propagators’ Society Fellow 
Award during a virtual 
conference held in October.

The award honors individuals for ongoing 
contributions to the nursery industry and plant 
propagation in the Southern region.

Creech has been a member of  the 
International Plant Propagators’ Society for 
more than 30 years and previously received the 
Sidney B. Meadows Award, which is the highest 
honor bestowed by the organization.

“While I’m a member of  several societies, 
there is no doubt the International Plant 
Propagators’ Society is my favorite, simply 
because it is a blend of  academics and industry,” 
Creech said.

According to Creech, 
the organization has 
long served SFA students 
through professional 
development and 
employment opportunities 
offered during the 
organization’s annual 
conference.

“Many students have made great contacts 
and found jobs with some of  the most 
progressive nurseries and landscape firms across 
the Gulf  South,” Creech said. “Because of  
our students, we put SFA on the map, and the 
friendships I made in the organization have 
lasted for decades.”

The International Plant Propagators’ 
Society is a global network of  plant production 
professionals that aims to improve the knowledge, 
skills and professionalism of  its members through 
educational conferences, field days, seminars and 
a vast library of  horticultural knowledge.

Dr. David Creech named International Plant Propagators’ Society Fellow
By Sarah Fuller

Dr. David Creech


