
If  you’re Texan and into 
horticulture, you like to talk about 
weather. That’s just a fact. Like you, 
I was pumped for a brand-new year. 
The vaccines are bringing hope, 
and we seemed to be on the verge 
of  normalcy. Surely, 2021 had to 
be better than 2020. Unfortunately, 
this is Texas. We should have known 
something was up when a mid-
January snow brightened the piney 
woods. For East Texas, 6 inches of  
snow is a huge amount, and it will be 
the third or fourth deepest snowfall 
ever (we’re still studying the weather 
archives). Temperatures fell into the 
20s, certainly reasonable, and our little 
spot in Texas became a postcard photo 
op. Pine boughs fell across the forest 
floor, and some trees tipped over, but 
in general, most of  us rejoiced at the 
beauty of  our East Texas home. After 
some unseasonably mild temperatures, 

the camellias were soon popping and 
the azaleas were on their way to a 
great year. 

Then Mother Nature said enough 
of  that cheer and sent an arctic blast 
of  epic proportions to our region on 
Feb. 14 that wouldn’t leave. With a 
predicted low of  7 degrees, I woke to 
6 inches of  snow over a sheet of  ice 
and a low of  -2 degrees sitting on my 
two thermometers that morning. At 
that moment, I thought two things: 
first, this is a dream; and second, 
we have a problem. It didn’t take 
me long to realize I was trapped on 
a hill. My community water quit, 
and the electricity flickered off 
then stayed off for seven days. Still, 
I had firewood, food, candles, a 
lantern, two dogs and stockpiled 
water. In four days, the roads were 
navigable, and I moved into my 
Tucker House office.
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So, how did we fare? A really bad surprise, we lost 
heat in the greenhouses that first night, and many 
plants destined for the plant sale went to heaven. 
Brown is a color, too. Since that shock, Dawn Stover 
and Jordan Cunningham have recovered, and many 
species that we thought were goners are now pushing 
back with signs of  life. With a plant sale coming in 
April, we’re off to the races. Duke Pittman, Malcolm 
Turner, Devin Theisen, Thomas Dimmitt, student 
assistants and a few volunteers rolled up their sleeves 
to clean up the gardens. The seven miles of  trails and 
numerous garden beds are being cleaned of  downed 
trees, broken branches and the debris that tumbled 
down from above. It will take many weeks to make the 
gardens safe and inviting for visitors. After that, it’s 
time to prune landscape plants with freeze damage by 
cutting out the dead and leaving the green, which will 
happen in April and take weeks to complete. 

The plant damage was substantial, which you can 
read about elsewhere in this newsletter, and we’re 
reacting with a plan to capitalize on the obvious 
treasure of  data in front of  us. In fact, I am working 
with Dr. Mengmeng Gu, Texas A&M University 
associate professor and extension specialist, to put 
together a statewide tome on how landscape plants 
fared in Texas. We will document freeze impact with 
a damage rating scale, something that will have great 
utility for nurserymen, landscapers and horticulturists 
in the future. I’m excited to get to Moody Gardens 
to survey the research plots there. With palms well 
represented, many of  them edgy, I’m sure there will be 
a bucket of  death and destruction data to gather. One 
thing is for sure — our very own garden is packed full 
of  rare and uncommonly encountered woody plants 
that died, survived or thrived. Stayed tuned. 

In spite of  COVID-19 and the aftermath of  
our winter blast, the gardens remain popular. The 
parking lots on weekends prove we’re a resource for 
the community, a great place to get into nature and 
recharge our batteries. We will have an azalea show, 
but it may be a bit more subdued than years past. The 
Japanese maples (those not smashed to smithereens) 
will be in fine form. Stay tuned through our Facebook 
and Instagram posts. I’d like to thank all of  our garden 
fans who came through with memberships, donations 
and words of  support. It’s how we move forward. The 
road ahead looks a bit treacherous, but I have a feeling 
we will not just survive, we will thrive. The whole 
experience of  this past year has reaffirmed my mantra, 
“This is not a movie, and you’re not a star.” After last 
week, I made a vow to never complain again. Staff 
members think that’s a joke. Let’s keep planting.

Cunninghammia unicanaliculata, China fir

Trialing garden after the freeze Sculpture with damaged Puerto 
Rican hat palm in background
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Houseplants are Trending 
By Dawn Stover

It is no secret; I like plants. In the more than 20 years that I’ve 
worked in the horticultural industry, I’ve experienced more than 
a handful of  trends and grown more than a handful of  different 
varieties of  plants. Some trends come around more often than 
others, and when trends resurface, they often come with elevated 
options and more selections. We have seen a huge rise of  interest 
in gardening with the advent of  COVID-19. Perhaps one 
of  the most exciting trends belongs to 
houseplants. 

Truthfully, thanks to millennials and 
Generation Z, houseplants were gaining 
momentum well before the pandemic; but 
with more people staying home, this trend 
has exploded and become more popular than 
ever. Why are houseplants so popular with the 
younger demographic? Perhaps it boils down 
to biophilia – humans’ innate need to connect 
with nature. Millennials and Gen Zers are 
waiting longer to have kids, they travel more 
and are often renting housing within urban 
settings. Houseplants offer an easy to way to 
connect with nature and to care for a living 
thing, and you can take them with you when 
you move. Younger generations are more 
in tune with the idea of  self-care and have 
realized that caring for houseplants provides 
a break from everyday stressors and can help 
people to be calm, relaxed and focused. They 
also are much more connected to technology, 
and social media provides a great platform for 
inspiration and avenues to share information 
about plants. Additionally, they spend their 
money online, and there are myriad online 
houseplant retailers ready and willing to ship 
Instagram-worthy houseplants in fancy pots. 

As a Gen Xer, I certainly appreciate the way 
this trend has scaled. There are now reputable 
and affordable sources for interesting varieties 
of  houseplants that would have been unheard 
of  five years ago. Much like tulipomania of  the 
Dutch Golden Age, there are extremely rare 
houseplants that fetch exorbitant prices in today’s 
market. If  you want a good laugh, try looking 
on Etsy for variegated monstera plants. I found 
a variegated Monstera adansonii with one to two 
leaves and rooted in sphagnum moss selling for 
$2,850, and an actual, grown “10-leaf  beauty” of  
variegated Monstera borsigiana for a paltry $10,000. 

Payments of  $278 a month are accepted on the latter, but you 
must be willing to pick up from Southern California as the seller 
will not ship. Somewhere, someone might actually pay that price. 
I’m a bit more frugal than that, so the $15 to $30 price range 
suits me fine, and there are some neat plants available for those 
of  us with our wallets grounded in reality. 

Continued on Page 4
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Realistically, we can look back to the days of  Christopher 
Columbus, when plants from the New World were finding their 
way back to Europe. Affluent patrons of  those early explorers 
used greenhouses and conservatories filled with tropical plant 
treasures as a means of  showcasing their wealth. In the Victorian 
Era, houseplants became a symbol of  social status and moral 
value throughout the middle class. Fast forward a century to the 
1970s where macrame lurked in every living room and spider 
plants were all the rage. The saying “time is a flat circle” seems 
appropriate in describing houseplant trends — or all garden 
trends, for that matter. 

I don’t get terribly excited about houseplants from my 
childhood. The giant mother-in-law’s tongue, spider plants, 
schefflera, ficus and corn plants just don’t do it for me. Today, 
there are options, like the zz plant, Chinese money plant, 
raindrop peperomia, swiss cheese plant, really neat new species 
and selections of  snake plants (formerly known as mother-
in-law’s tongue) and nearly too many species and varieties of  
philodendron to count. I’m now watching many things that I 
grew in the landscape during my tropical plants phase that are 
making it into the interiorscape: Mangave and Alocasia, to name 
a few. 

Houseplant care is complicatedly simple. Just like in our 
landscapes, you need to choose the right plant for the right place. 
In the home, this is dictated largely by natural light levels. Inside, 
there are four basic levels: high light – you can see a distinct 
shadow; medium light – there will be a slight shadow; low light 
– you can read somewhat comfortably with no additional light; 
and no light – interior rooms with no natural lighting. For low 
light, choose Chinese evergreen, peace lily (aka closet plant), 
snake plant, pothos ivy (now called devil’s ivy) and zz plant. 

Medium light is ideal, and to the low-light palette you also can 
add bird’s nest fern, calathea, dieffenbachia, monstera, rubber 
tree and fiddle leaf  fig. In bright situations, you can add in 
palms, jade plants, aloe vera, cacti and succulents, as well as 
most listed in the medium light category. Snake plants do well 
in all light situations and are the plant I recommend most to 
beginners along with strict watering instructions. If  you have 
no light, indoor grow lighting has come a long way with the 
invention of  LED lighting. I don’t have experience in this arena, 
so if  that’s something that interests you, check out “Gardening 
Under Lights: The Complete Guide for Indoor Growers” by 
Leslie F. Halleck.   

Speaking of  watering instructions, the No. 1 killer of  
houseplants is overwatering. I often tell people that they are 
killing their plants with kindness. Houseplants should never be 
on a watering schedule. They should only be watered on an 
as-needed basis. Take visual cues from your plant: Do the leaves 
look a little droopy? Does the soil look lighter than normal? It 
might be time to water. You can buy an inexpensive moisture 
meter, or you can use the free “finger test” to know for sure 
if  you should water. Stick you index finger into the soil to the 
second knuckle, and simply do not water if  it feels damp. Also, 
be sure pots are freely draining so that roots are not sitting in a 
layer of  water. I do not recommend adding a layer of  rocks at 
the bottom of  pots without drainage holes as there is no way to 
tell if  your plant is utilizing the water, or if  the roots are sitting in 
an increasingly deep layer of  water. 

Feeding is a little easier. To be honest, I feed my houseplants 
when I remember; but as a professional, I recommend feeding 
lightly in spring and summer during the active growing season. I 
generally halve the recommended rate of  a soluble fertilizer and 
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Camellia X vernalis ‘Mieko Tanaka’ is now my 
favorite camellia of the year. I’ve been watching 
it for years at SFA Gardens and in other gardens 
across the South. It’s a great plant and has 
prospered under the high canopy pine shade 
of the Gayla Mize Garden. Our original plant 
came from Camellia Forest Nursery in North 
Carolina, a 2008 introduction. If you like 
camellias, let me say first that their website can 
be dangerous. They have too many interesting 
camellias available that are dangerous to 
the pocketbook. ‘Mieko Tanaka’ is a result of 
Dr. Takayuki Tanaka’s investigation into the 
origins of Camellia x vernalis, during which he 
discovered old camellias in Japanese gardens, 
believing them to be some of the originals. 
‘Mieko Tanaka’ is a cross of C. x vernalis ‘Gaisen’ 
x C. japonica. This camellia enjoys a long bloom 
time that starts in late November and carries on 
through the winter, and it’s a true fire engine 
red. In fact, it is as red, if not redder, than 
the standard ‘Yuletide,’ but I like the flower 
form better. It grows into a large shrubby tree 
in time, and the dark green leaves are a bit 
larger and more rounded than straight C. X 
vernalis. The 3-inch single flowers are eye candy. 
Reported as a Zone 7a-9 variety, we can report 
it seems to have survived the February 2021 
arctic blast quite handily.

My Favorite Camellia 
By Dr. David Creech

use it once for every two or three times I water. You can also use a 
slow-release fertilizer, like Osmocote, which can last the better part 
of  a year. Always read the label, and remember that less is not more 
in the case of  fertilizer. 

Lastly, send them on vacation. I wait for a forecasted rainy, 
warm spring or summer day and take everyone on to my porch 
for a cleansing shower. I take all my plants out of  their decorative 
containers so that the rain runs freely through the pots. This 
helps to leach out any built up nutrients if  you’re a heavy-handed 
fertilizer. The rain also washes away dust that can easily accumulate 
on foliage. I remember dusting my grandmother’s houseplants, 
wiping each leaf  individually and applying the shine spray. I am 
not meant for tedious things like that, so my collection gets periodic 
showers. If  rain isn’t in the cards, use a water hose with a gentle 
water breaker nozzle.

I am slightly embarrassed at the number 
of  houseplants in my current collection. I 
keep rearranging into groups hoping that 
my husband won’t notice when another one 
appears in the house. He had a realization 
last August at the height of  summer heat 
and told me I liked houseplants so 
much because I could garden in 
the air conditioning. He’s not 
wrong, but don’t tell him I said 
that! I don’t expect you to become 
a crazy houseplant lady like I 
have, but I sure hope you’ve found 
inspiration to try one or more of  
the new and fun varieties 
available these days.
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A Little Bit of Green 
By Anne Adams

I usually get in a slight panic when it’s time to think of  a 
topic for our newsletter. With a green thumb but sans a degree 
in horticulture, my knowledge is, alas, experiential. I really have 
to stretch to make some connection between what I know and 
plants in some meaningful way. So, with that in mind, please 
bear with me.

As I was preparing to return to work after a full week off due 
to the February snow/ice storm, an idea for a topic came to me. 
I had gone to Kroger (Big Kroger on North Street as opposed 
to Little Kroger on University Drive) to see what groceries were 
and weren’t available. As I entered the store, I noticed those 
adorable succulent arrangements in the floral department. I can 
usually show restraint, but after all that white from a week of  

ice and snow, I desperately needed some green in my life. So, I 
bought one. I couldn’t wait to get home and find it a home. It 
ended up in the bathroom. Perfect. After several days of  melting 
snow on the stovetop to pour into the toilet tank so it would 
flush, it was the perfect solution to change that memory to a 
happier one. A little bit of  green sure goes a long way in making 
everything better!

And speaking of  making things better, just like that little 
succulent plant brightening my bathroom, I started thinking 
about all the survival skills I learned during the snow storm that 
might make things better for someone else the next time one of  
those weather emergencies comes around. Here’s just a few that 
I hope our members will find helpful: 

• Place Styrofoam coolers over your outside faucet 
connections for extra protection. You can fill them with 
bubble wrap for extra insulation and weigh them down with 
bricks. 

• Use Styrofoam cooler tops to stuff between pipes and 
outside walls in garages or storage rooms for insulation. 

• Use snow to melt on the stovetop to fill the toilet tank 
(especially if  you didn’t fill your tub or if  your tub won’t 
hold water well, which mine didn’t).

• Use coolers to fill with snow and place by the back door so 
you’re not outside in the freezing weather trying to scoop 
snow into containers. 

• There’s a good water source in your own or your 
neighbor’s swimming pool.

• If  you can’t find bottled water, buy bags of  ice to melt 
for drinking water. 

• Unplug all unnecessary appliances, lamps, etc., 
except when you need to use them, to conserve energy. 
Even appliances that aren’t being used 
consume some energy if  they are 
plugged in. 

• Buy paper plates and cups so you don’t have to wash so 
many dishes. 

• Fill pots, pans, coolers, tubs, etc., with water for kitchen and 
sponge bath needs.

• Keep blinds and shutters closed tightly to keep heat in and 
cold drafts out. 

• Cover windows or door facings with blankets or towels. 
• Use hand sanitizer or disposable wipes for hands.
• Wrap pets in wool or, yes, cashmere scarves or sweaters if  

necessary. I have an old cat (Birdie) who hates the cold but 
loves cashmere.
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I had the great pleasure of  visiting a new-to-
me site filled with oodles of  beaked trout lilies, 
Erythronium rostratum. The first time I went on a search 
for these ephemeral beauties turned into a three-
field-trip affair hoping to catch them at least once in 
bloom. The first trip also was an exercise in exercise 
as their location in Matlock Hills is a steep ravine 
that requires mountain-goat-like climbing skills. As I 
recall, there were finally a scant few blooms open on 
our third trip out, so my recent trip was a big reward 
with a sea of  golden yellow blossoms! 

Trout lilies are lovely little woodland treasures 
that likely acquired their common name from the 
speckled green and purple foliage. It’s thought that 
their inconspicuous stature and mottled patterns 
serve as a camouflage against deer predation. 
There are three species of  trout lily native to 
Texas, two of  which are found in East Texas. The 
more common, white flowering Erythronium albidum 
occurs throughout the bottomland here at SFA’s 
Pineywoods Native Plant Center, and visitors 
can begin looking for colonies mid-February of  
each year. Beaked trout lilies are rare in Texas, 
occurring in fewer than a handful of  counties. 

Trout lilies can take several years to mature, 
producing only one leaf  and no flower until 
maturity, at which time they’ll produce two 
leaves and will begin flowering. The plant will spread slowly 
through underground stolons and reproduce more quickly in 
this manner than with seedlings. Plants are myrmecochorous, 
meaning that ants aid in seed dispersal as they are attracted 
to and eat the elaiosome, a fatty deposit on the seed. I found 
several types of  bees listed as pollinators, but on our trip, 
honeybees were the only active pollinators.

Trout lilies occur in mesic forests and in the sandy loam 
soils found along banks and slopes of  streams often associated 
with majestic beech trees. They are counted as one of  our 
remarkable spring ephemerals and will be fully dormant by 
the time summer sets in. The beaked trout lilies on my recent 
visit were growing with several other ephemerals, including 
slender trillium (Trillium gracile), mayapple (Podophyllum 
peltatum), and smooth Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum biflorum). 

Plant Profile:  
Beaked Trout Lily 
By Dawn Stover

Some of  these ideas came from a friend of  mine, Patti 
Holloway in Waxahachie, who grew up across the street from 
me in Mexia. She said some of  her friends who have ranches 
and good common sense told her about them, and I’m 
passing them on to you. 

As I write this, it is now 68 degrees outside with bright 
sunshine and blue skies overhead. Birdie has shed her 
cashmere and was basking in the yard when I left the house. 
Hard to believe just one week before writing this article we 
were in a whiteout. And the long week could have been much 

worse. Listening to the Weather Channel’s warnings about 
the approaching storm, I couldn’t help but think about Laura 
Ingalls Wilder’s book, “The Long Winter,” when Pa came 
home and announced a Native American had entered their 
local general store in South Dakota and said, “Heap big 
snow come.” Then, they had one blizzard after another from 
September to May. True story — the Native American and 
the blizzards. 

Meanwhile, I’m grateful for wise friends, lessons learned 
and that little bit of  green in my house.

Nature’s first green is gold,

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower;

But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.

Nothing Gold can Stay 
By Robert Frost
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Spotlight on Ground Covers 
By Jordan Cunningham

At this year’s spring Garden Gala Day Plant Sale, we will 
be offering several different kinds of ground-cover plants, 
which are great for reducing weed pressure by covering 
bare ground underneath established shrubs and along the 

borders of garden beds. Ground covers also provide added 
color to landscapes and soil loss prevention on sloped 
landscapes. Below are a few examples of the ground covers 
we will offer. 

Ajuga ‘Black Scallop’

Looking for a great low maintenance ground cover with 
fun foliage? The SFA purple flowers on this beautiful 
ajuga are a great contrast to the shiny midnight purple/
green leaves. This is a great ground cover that spreads 
readily and is thick enough to squash out weeds. Both 
the flowers and the foliage are best in part sun, but most 
ajugas will grow in shade even where grass cannot. They 
like well-drained soils, and the spent flowers can be cut 
back for a cleaner look. This plant has few pest problems 
and is not preferred by deer. 

Acalypha pendula

Looking for something different? Look no further than 
the firetail! Acalypha pendula is a fun, wacky plant that 
isn’t your everyday ground cover. The inflorescences are 
bright red, and they are soft and fuzzy to the touch. 
Acalypha is great for a tropical summertime garden 
because it is bright and has some drought tolerance. It is 
easy to maintain and will bloom on and off throughout 
the summer. This is usually a very tender perennial, but 
it’s the perfect fix for your quirky garden. 

Carex

For a more shaded garden, we recommend one of our 
classy shade-loving carexes. Carex is a great choice for 
underneath shrubs and trees where the sun doesn’t all 
ways reach but the ground doesn’t need to be bare. This 
year, we have several different varieties of carex, and 
each has a different combination of colors paired with 
shades of green meant to bring out colors already in your 
garden. For example, pair variegated shrubs with Carex 
EverColor ‘Everest.’ Plants with hints of yellow can be 
paired with Carex EverColor ‘Everillo.’ Try planting Carex 
EverColor ‘Everglow’ in dark spots to brighten things 
up. Carex is easy to care for, and it will provide color and 
coverage year-round. Plant in bulk for the best results.
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Brown is a Color, Too 
By Dr. David Creech

Gardens are always full of  surprises — some good, some bad. 
When it comes to freeze damage in the SFA Gardens collections, 
we’re only just beginning to see what died, survived or thrived from 
the mid-February arctic blast. It was an epic event, with temperatures 
falling below zero. What followed was a long stretch below freezing, a 
postcard snow cover and icy roads. We couldn’t have a better test. It’s 
the great culling. This has to be the benchmark data for all of  Texas for 
midwinter freeze. Surely, this can’t ever happen again, right?

The number one question for SFA Gardens is “What do I need 
to do for my brown _______.” You fill in the blank. We encourage 
patience. Please don’t head out the door with loppers and saws until 
after normal bud break. Wait. When you can see the freeze impact on 
regrowth, you can prune back to that which is healthy. Yes, you can do a 
knife test and get an idea of  what’s going on. Damage in the cambium 
just under the bark is often easy to spot, and there can be damage in the 
xylem that manifests itself  in a few weeks to brown streaking. 

Continued on Page 10

«

Quercus rysophylla

Sisyrinchium sp. ‘purple’

Our purple selection of sisyrinchium is a great option for 
a ground cover. The blades remain green throughout the 
year and are topped with many little purple flowers in the 
spring. Sisyrinchium does well in the sun, and its tall thick 
clumps are ideal for retaining soil and keeping weeds at 
bay. Plant on 1-foot centers, and later plants can be dug up 
and divided. Sisyrinchium gets a little over a foot tall. It’s 
perfect for an empty, sunny spot in your garden.

Ground covers are both practical and fun, so you don’t 
want to miss out on what they offer. Whether you 
are a wacky Acalpha ground cover planter or a classic 
Carex groundcover designer, consider adding ground 
covers to your landscape. Paired with other plants or 
used as the main focus in an area, ground covers can 
add the perfect finishing touch to your yard.

Glandularia ‘Rose King’

We are proud to offer Glandularia ‘Rose King’ this year, 
a selection from King’s Nursery in Tenaha. The genus 
Glandularia is the recent reclassification of what is 
commonly known as mock vervain. It is native to our region 
and creates a dense covering of herbaceous stems that 
stay low and spread quickly. The ‘Rose King’ selection has 
clumps of rosy-magenta flowers in the traditional Barbie-
sized bouquet formation of most vervains. Glandularia 
‘Rose King’ is a great choice for a sunny spot. It is great for 
pollinators and provides garden color in the spring and fall.
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While it’s a bit early after the freeze, we can make some 
sweeping observations that stand out. In general, the conifers 
didn’t care. Of  course, we have a collection of  Keteleeria (K. 
davidiana, fortunei and evelyniana) trees, three Asian species that 
have never been damaged before and now they’re brown. In 
the conifer world, I think our 30-foot-tall Aruacaria araucana var. 
angustifolia is going to survive, but time will tell there. Our China 
fir, Cunninghammia, collection seems solid, including a large C. 
unicanaliculata, which I thought might take a hit, but it didn’t. 
The Taxus and Cephalotaxus collections look fine. I’m pleased that 
our collection of  bald, pond, Montezuma and hybrid cypress, 
Taxodium, did well, with only minor limb breakage and no dieback. 

In the azalea world, the damage is all over the landscape. By 
eyeball and knife test, I’m convinced that some are thriving, some 
are in varying degrees of  hurt and some are dying back into better 
wood. There are bright spots. The Mexico oak collection has 
varying degrees of  damage with Quercus insignis and Q. tarahumara 
suffering the most. There are many winners in the oak collection. 
Our large Q. rysophylla, the loquat leaved oak, came through in 
perfect condition. The dozen or more green or variegated Illicium 
varieties here came through fine, even I. mexicana. For the most 
part, the camellias survived. Of  course, we burned opening 
flowers and buds back completely, but the plant survived to bloom 
another day. Even the straight species specimens came through 
admirably, most notably (and one of  our favorites) Camellia 
yuhsienensis. The hard freeze didn’t do much to the holly collection, 
but I did lose a few rare Asian species and one from Paraguay. 
What was I thinking? In the sweet spire world, our natives are 
fine, and the evergreen Itea yunnanensis I thought was Zone 8 or 9 
is unaffected, but our other evergreen, I. oldhamii, may be a goner. 
I would have thought the reverse. Many Pittosporum varieties, 
green and variegated, are on their way to heaven, even some that 
I expected to survive. Even the foliage of  P. heterohylla ‘Variegata’ 
is on the ground. The Indian hawthorns and Loropetalum look 
like a fire went through their home, and a knife test didn’t look 
good. The bottlebrushes, Callistemon species and varieties, may 
be down for the count. The Agave, Hesperaloe, Yucca, Nolina and 
Dasylirion world has been turned upside down. In our fruit world, 
the blueberries survived. The figs will die all the way back into 
the ground, and I suspect our muscadine grapes will show severe 
damage in a few weeks when new shoots emerge. A big surprise—
the kiwifruit varieties survived. 

There’s a plus side to the pain and suffering now going on in 
Texas landscapes. It was an epic event, an opportunity that doesn’t 
come along very often. We can capture plant performance data 
and add to our understanding of  cold tolerance. Armed with 
that knowledge, we can plant smarter. The old landscape design 
mantra that says build a backbone structure to a garden of  tried 
and true Texas-tough plants for about 80% of  the landscape is 
right. The 2021 freeze seems to back that up. Zone denial is a 
temptation, for sure, but let’s not lose our minds. I think I’ll put 
olives on the back burner for a while.

Illicium mexicanum

Camellia yuhsienensis
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Winter Pruning in Hinds Park
By Malcolm Turner

SFA Gardens has been collecting Vitis rotundifolia muscadine 
grape varieties for several years, and the plants are now all 
planted in the Hinds Park collection. While most are publicly 
available through nurseries, there are advanced selections 
in our collection, including material from the University of  
Arkansas, the University of  Georgia and the U.S. Department 
of  Agriculture’s station in Poplarville, Mississippi. Some have 
big grapes, some small, either dark purple to black in color or 
golden to bronze. Muscadines are well known for their thick 
skin, and most varieties have seeds. This past year, the vines 
were loaded with so much fruit we could barely keep ahead of  
squirrels, birds and two-legged varmints. The deer were finding 
every weakness in the fencing and eating the grapes and foliage 
before we could pick them.

We’ve taken a two-pronged approach to maximizing fruit 
production. The first part is the structure on which they are 
grown. In our case, we have posts in the ground down the row 
and an H-brace at each end made of  two standing posts joined 
with a crossmember. A center wire runs the length of  the row 
across the tops of  the posts and is stretched tight at each end 
before being nailed in place. Each post also has a T-bar across 
the top and two-by-fours attached in a V shape to hold up wires 
on the outside of  each row. 

This three-wire trellis allows the muscadine plant to grow up 
to the center wire and then extend two main cordons east and 
west for about 12 feet. Initially, we helped the vines by tying the 
two branches to the overhead wire until they grow short tendrils 
that grab onto anything nearby. Once the main cordons are 

fixed, the vine pushes new canes out to the sides and, as they 
grow, we tie them off on the side wires. During the spring, the 
vines will send out dozens of  new shoots, and flowers will start 
to appear. 

Before we get to this, however, the plant needs a little 
maintenance so it doesn’t become crowded. This time of  year, 
we prune away about 80-90% of  last year’s growth. The hard 
part is picking out woody shoots along the cordons that are 
spaced 12 to 18 inches apart and clearing away everything that 
might be in the way of  new vines. We try to keep a secondary 
vine going to the outside wire about every 12 to 18 inches. 
Between those, we’ll leave short spurs. Ideally, we want to grow 
fruit along both the main and secondary vines. Muscadine 
vines quickly overgrow their boundaries, so once we have them 
established, we keep them trimmed off the ground. 

The vines running to the outside wire are attached with 
a lightweight, non-adhesive tape applied with a tool called a 
tapener. The tapener wraps a loop around the vine and wire 
then staples the ends together. This keeps the vines from moving 
around and gives them a neater look. 

We are about halfway through pruning this year. Other 
things got in the way, of  course. By summer, these skeletons 
will be hidden in hundreds of  new vines and giant leaves. 
New varieties hit the market every year, and everyone wants a 
seedless muscadine. We’ve been growing razzmatazz and, while 
the fruit is tasty, the size is disappointing. We’ve also planted ‘Oh 
My!’, another seedless variety, and now we’re waiting to see if  it 
lives up to its name! 
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Have you ever seen one of  those small 
moving trucks in the city with a sign on the side 
that reads, “Two Men and a Truck?” I always 
laugh — very clever and effective advertising, 
don’t you think? We had a wedding booked at 
the Ruby M. Mize Azalea Garden for the first 
Saturday of  spring break, but the garden was 
still closed due to the ice/snow storm damage 
in February. The small Healing Garden at the 
Pineywoods Native Plant Center, however, 
was still quite green although in need of  an 
emergency face-lift to be used as a Plan B 
venue. Thankfully, Dr. David Creech gave the 
order and he, Thomas Dimmitt and Devin 
Theisen hit the ground running the day before 
the event. With hedge trimmers, rakes and 
blowers (three men and some tools), they had 
the place looking really nice in short order. 

The SFA alumna bride-to-be and groom 
arrived shortly thereafter and were thrilled 
with the new venue option. They thought it 
was lovely. A big thank you to Dr. Creech  

and team for their quick response in helping 
create a perfect beginning to someone’s 
happily ever after!

Although SFA Gardens is currently 
undergoing storm damage control, we do offer 
limited wedding venues at this time.

For more information, contact Anne Adams 
at (936) 468-4129.

Teamwork
By Anne Adams


