
Plant of the Month - January
Lonicera fragrantissima

Winter Honeysuckle

 By William C. Welch
Landscape Horticulturist

Availability on a national scale is fairly good.  L.
fragrantissima is often sold as a packaged deciduous
shrub during winter.  Although not a spectacular plant,
the form is nice.  Its winter flowers and fragrance are
welcome, and its hardy character is a real asset.  Early
Texans often placed a specimen of winter honeysuckle
near a frequently-used gate to the garden so that the
fragrance and flowers could be easily enjoyed.  Stems
are also nice to cut and bring into the home where
partially-open buds continue to open.  Like many of the
plants popular in the last century, L. fragrantissima is
enjoying a renewal of popularity.  Few plants will thrive
in Texas gardens with less attention.

bluish-green in color.  In all but far South Texas, L.
fragrantissima is deciduous and the flowers occur on
bare branches.  It is unusually well-adapted and can be
found in far North as well as South Texas.  Any good
garden soil is sufficient with quality specimens being
found in either moderately alkaline or acid soils.

Maximum height is about 8 feet with an arching form to
the branches.  Red fruit in spring will often follow the
winter flowers.  Landscape uses include specimens,
background plantings or hedges.  Winter honeysuckle is
very cold- and drought-tolerant.  Propagation is from
seed, cutting or division of older clumps.

The flowers are small and creamy white.  They appear
during midwinter and, although not outstanding in
appearance, are highly fragrant.  Foliage is rounded and

Lonicera fragrantissima is no newcomer to Texas
 gardens.  It can be found growing unattended in old

cemeteries and homesites where few other ornamental
plants survive.  The two most often used common names
are winter honeysuckle and standing honeysuckle, both
of which provide useful insight into the landscape
character of the plant.  Robert Fortune, the great plant
explorer from Scotland, found L. fragrantissima in China
and introduced it to Europe in 1845.  Soon thereafter, it
appeared in American gardens.
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In America the word herb is pronounced “erb.”  Until
 1475, the word was erb, both in spelling and in

pronunciation.  In the sixteenth century, the ‘h’ was
reattached to the word, but it remained silent until 1800.
Since then, pronunciation of the ‘h’ has come into use in
England.  However, American usage still clings to the
historical erb.

Herbs are flavoring agents used for enriching or altering
the flavor or odor of foods.  Different herbs have different
uses.  Also, different parts of the plant are used.  It
might be leaves, seeds, fruits, buds, barks, or roots.

Herbs grow well in many parts of the world and many
will grow well in Texas.  Most are adapted to a wide
variation of soil and climatic conditions.

Location of herb garden - Locate the herb garden with
two things in mind.  It should be convenient to the kitchen
and have good growing conditions, including full sun
(or nearly so), well drained soil and moderately fertile
soil, and should be free from competition of trees and
shrubs.  The garden may actually be part of the landscape
as in a border, along a flower bed, or in a rock garden.
It may even be a formal garden by itself, as was done in
colonial times.  Herbs may also be grown in the garden,
usually occupying one side or a few rows.

A few herbs can be grown fairly successfully indoors
during the winter, provided favorable growing conditions
can be maintained.  The annuals mature their fruits or
seeds and die at the end of the growing season.  They are
not so easily grown indoors during the winter as some
of the perennials, such as chive, thyme, mint , rosemary,
sage, sweet marjoram, and winter savory, because new
plants must be started from seed and this requires
considerable care and most favorable growing conditions.
In order to make sufficient leaf growth for flavoring
purposes, these plants must have plenty of sunlight and
a temperature maintained well above freezing at all times.

Fertility and Soils - If soils are well drained and
moderately fertile, there should be no problems with
most herbs.  Soils may be improved best before planting.
If needed, compost and commercial fertilizers can be
worked into the soil.  A fertilizer such as 6-6-6 or 8-8-8
should be suitable.  Use 2 1/2 to 5 pounds per 100 square

feet of space.  An organic mulch such as bark, pine
needles, or wood chips may be added after planting to
good advantage.

Harvesting and curing - The seeds, leaves, flowering
tops, bark, and occasionally the roots of the different
plants are used for flavoring purposes.  Their flavor is
due for the most part to a volatile or essential oil contained
in small glands in the leaves, seeds, and fruits.
The flavor is retained longer if the herbs are harvested at
the right time and properly cured and stored.  The young
tender leaves can be gathered and used fresh at any time
during the season, but for winter use they should be
harvested when the plants begin to flower, and should
be dried rapidly in a well-ventilated, darkened room.  If
the leaves are at all dusty or gritty, they should be washed
in cold water and thoroughly drained before drying.

The tender-leaf herbs -- basil, costmary, tarragon, lemon
balm and the mints --  which have a high moisture content,
must be dried rapidly away from the light if they are to
retain their green color.  If dried too slowly, they will
turn dark or mold.  For this reason a well ventilated,
darkened room, such as an attic or other dry, airy room,
furnishes ideal conditions for curing these herbs in a
short time.  The less succulent leaf herbs -- sage,
rosemary, thyme, and summer savory -- which contain
less moisture, can be partially dried in the sun without
affecting their color, but too long exposure should be
avoided.  The seed crops should be harvested when
mature or when their color changes from green to brown
or gray.  A few plants of the annual varieties should be
left undisturbed to flower and mature seed for planting
each season.  Seeds should be thoroughly dried before
storing, to prevent loss of viability for planting and to
prevent molding or loss of quality.  After curing for
several days in an airy room, a day or two in the sun
before storing will insure safekeeping.

As soon as the herb leaves or seeds are dry they should
be cleaned by separating them from stems and other
foreign matter and packed in suitable containers to prevent
loss of the essential oils that give the herbs their delicate
flavor.  Glass, metal, or cardboard containers that can
be closed tightly will preserve the odor and flavor.  Glass
jars make satisfactory containers, but they must be painted
black or stored in a dark room to prevent bleaching of
the green leaves by light.

Herbs Adapt to Conditions for Growing
By Ted Fisher

Travis County Horticulturist
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If your garden performed below expectations last year,
 or maybe things just didn’t grow quite right, a few

dollars invested in a soil test may be just the solution.  A
properly prepared and fertilized garden soil is the real
key to successful gardening in most areas of Texas.  You
can’t look at the soil, taste it, smell it or feel it and tell
whether your soil is low in nitrogen, high in phosphate
or maybe just right.  One sure way to overcome the
mystery and avoid the confusion when it comes time to
purchase fertilizers is to have your garden soil tested.

Why is it important to know how much phosphorus or
nitrogen is in the soil or what the pH of the soil is?  The
answer is simple.  Vegetables don’t do well in improperly
fertilized soil, whether it be too fertile or not fertile
enough.

The soil test report will tell you the level of nitrogen,
phosphorus, potassium, calcium and magnesium that is
available to your garden plants,  It will also indicate the
pH (acidity or alkalinity) of your garden soil.  For the
most part, this is all you need to know to properly fertilize
your garden soil to help insure a bountiful harvest.

What’s the secret of taking a soil sample?  There is really
no secret and it is really very simple.  With a spade or a
sharpshooter, make a hole about a foot deep in the garden
soil.  Throw out the first spadefull of soil.  Then from
the back of the hole, cut a 1/2 to 1 inch slice of the soil.
Be sure the slice is at least 6 to 7 inches in depth with
fairly even width and thickness, then place the soil slice
in a bucket or tub.  Repeat this procedure four to six
times in different spots in the garden, depending primarily
on the size of the garden.  Thoroughly mix the composite
of the soil and mail it to the Soils Testing Laboratory
where Texas A&M University provides a soil testing
service.  Soil test kits with instructions can also be
obtained from your local county extension agent.

If a soil sample is taken in late winter or very early
spring, you should expect to get your results back within
two to three weeks.  If you wait until spring, then it may
take considerably longer to get your results back.

An adequate soil test, properly done and properly
interpreted, will go a long way toward insuring a
bountiful harvest from this spring’s garden.

It's a Great Time to Have Your Soil Tested
By Sam Cotner

Extension Horticulturist and Project Group Supervisor,
College Station

If you are a beginner gardener, you need to ask yourself
 these four questions:

What vegetables does my family like?
What vegetables will grow best in my area of Texas?
How much space do I have for a garden?
How much time can I spend gardening?

There is absolutely no sense growing vegetables in your
garden if they are not going to be eaten - that is, unless
you get your kicks out of giving them to lucky neighbors
and good friends.  Take time and make a list of those
vegetables your family frequently enjoys at the dinner
table.

From this list of favorite vegetables, you need to
determine which of your family favorites can be grown
in your area of the state.  Talk to reputable nurserymen,
good gardeners, or your local county Extension agent
and determine which crops grow best.  Notice I said
best, not just will grow.  Almost every vegetable known
to mankind, plus a few, “grow."  Whether or not they
will produce anything to eat is an entirely different
matter.

While determining which vegetables to grow in your
garden, also keep in mind the size of your garden.  You
may very well find out when making your list of favorite

Basics for Beginner Gardeners
By Sam Cotner

Extension Horticulturist and Project Group Supervisor,
College Station

(Continued on Page 5)
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Throughout most of the state, February is the ideal
time to prune fruit trees in the landscape.  In most

southern portions of the state, however, February is a
little late, but late is better than early.  Many times people
question whether or not early bloom is too late.  The
answer is absolutely not!  When we see the blooms we
just hate the idea of cutting fruit off.  Of course this is
one of the main reasons to prune fruit trees anually so
the trees won’t overproduce and become unthrifty.  The
following tips are some guidelines for homeowners to
follow when doing this most important job.

Tree Training Systems

The two most commonly used tree training systems are
the open center and the central leader systems.  Open
center systems are generally used on peaches, plums,
apricots and almonds.  Apples, pears, pecans and
persimmons are normally trained to a central leader.
There are good and bad points to both systems, but neither
system dictates that the trees be pruned a certain way.
In fact, many trees are not pruned or trained at all.
However, contrary to some popular beliefs, pruning is
important for producing most fruit and nut crops.  But
don’t get bogged down in specifics;  instead, keep general
principles in mind.

Both training systems start out in essentially the same
way.  Fruit trees that are 30 to 36 inches tall or larger,
or nut trees 4 to 7 feet tall, are cut back by one-half at
planting with all side shoots removed (Figure 1).  This
forces out strong vigorous shoots which can be easily
trained to the desired system.

The open center or vase system of training simply
involves maintaining a framework of branches around
an open “vase” in the middle of the tree.  This allows
sunlight to penetrate into all parts of the tree, allowing
for good production in all areas.

It's Time To Prune Fruit Trees
By  Calvin Lyons

Extension Horticulturist

Figure 1.  Remove all side shoots at planting.

The key to open system training is to develop a strong
open center framework in the first 2 or 3 years (Figure
2) and to subsequently maintain this shape (Figure 3).
This later pruning involves the heading-back of shoot
terminals to outward growing branches, the removal of
large, fast-growing branches that fill the open center and
the removal of crowded branches and any diseased or
broken limbs.  This reduces the height and keeps the
center of the tree open.

Figure 2.  Open system training involves developing a
strong open center framework in the first 2 or 3 years.

(Continued on Page 5)
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A “modified” central leader tree is cut back each winter
and a new central leader shoot is selected each spring.
Pecans, apples and pears are generally pruned in this
manner (Figure 4).  The tip center of modified central
leader trees is often thinned out for better light penetration
into the interior of the tree canopy.  Uniformly space the
scaffolds around the central leader.

Figure 4.  Central leader pruning is generally used for
pecans, apples and pears.  A central trunk supports
scaffold branches with wide-angle crotches.

The central leader system consists of a central trunk
around which scaffolds (primarily side branches) of the
desired number and spacing can be arranged with wide-
angle crotches.  Three to eight scaffold branches are
commonly developed from the central leader trunk.

Figure 3.  The shape of the open system must be
maintained throughout the life of the tree.

pinch prune
side shoots

pinch prune
side shoots

select and leave
strongest shoot

remove other
top shoots

vegetables that watermelons and cantaloupes rate very
high on your family's list of favorites, and that they will
do extremely well in your area.  However, if you are
only planning a 10' X 10' garden, you’ll only have room
for a couple of plants, if even that.  A couple of
watermelon plants could easily take your entire garden
and it’s just not worth it.  If you are only planning on
having a small garden, concentrate on the “high value”
crops from your list, such as tomatoes, peppers, lettuce,
green onions, etc.

Lastly, but perhaps most importantly, be realistic about
how much time and effort you are willing to spend

Basics for Beginner Gardeners - Continued from Page 3

It's Time To Prune Fruit Trees - Continued from page 4

growing a garden.  Even a small garden like a 10' X 10'
plot will require a considerable amount of time and effort
on your part, or on somebody’s part.  If you are smart,
and want to have a real shot at successfully growing a
garden, it's a good idea to make your garden, "our"
garden.  Involve the entire family in growing a garden.

Gardening can be fun, challenging, therapeutic, and
rewarding, as well as an excellent form of exercise.  Give
it a try!
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Proper planting of your newly-selected flowering trees
is a wise practice.  Procedures vary depending upon

whether you select bare-root, container-grown or balled-
and-burlapped trees.

Bare-root trees - It is important to dig a hole large enough
to allow the root system of the bare-root tree to spread
naturally.  The hole, however, need not be much larger
than the roots.

Probably the number one reason for failure with bare-
root plants is that the roots have been allowed to dry
out.  If transplanting a bare-root plant yourself, consider
wrapping the roots in wet burlap or plastic.  If it will be
more than a few hours before the tree is to be planted,
heel-in the specimen in moist soil, wood shavings, pine
bark or a similar material.

When ready to plant, cut back any broken or damaged
roots; for most trees, it is a good idea to remove one-
third to one-half of the top growth to compensate for
root loss.  This usually increases the vigor of the tree
and reduces transplanting shock.

Mound topsoil in the bottom of the hole to form a core
over which the roots may be spread.  Backfill the hole
about three-quarters full with soil worked firmly about
the roots and settle the soil by watering thoroughly.  This
should eliminate air pockets.  Fill the remaining space
with additional topsoil.  If your topsoil lacks organic
material, it is a good idea to mix about one part peat
moss, compost or similar material to two parts topsoil.

A watering basin may be created with additional soil
that will facilitate irrigation during dry periods.  During
times of high rainfall or in poorly-drained areas, the
basin should be removed.  A 2- to 3-inch mulch at the
base of newly-planted trees not only conserves moisture,
but lowers soil temperature during summer and reduces
weed problems.

It is safest to use the bare-root transplanting method
during the dormant period, which usually occurs fro m
December through February.  Flowering fruit trees are
sometimes sold bare-root, but due to handling problems,
this method is not as popular now as in the past.  Mail-
order nurseries still utilize this method mainly because

of the practicality and economy of shipping plants without
soil.  It is also sometimes necessary to transplant trees
growing in sandy soil that is unsuitable for balling by
this method.

Balled-and-burlapped and container-grown trees -
Larger trees are usually transplanted by the balled-and-
burlapped (B&B) method.  The root system is relatively
undisturbed unless the root ball is broken.  Handling
B&B trees by the root ball rather than the trunk helps
avoid such problems.

Container-grown plants are rapidly increasing in
popularity because of their ease of handling and relative
lack of shock.  Occasionally a tree may have been allowed
to remain in the container too long, becoming root-bound.
This condition is apparent if a mass of roots has spiraled
around the bottom and sides of the container.  Sometimes,
roots will also grow out of drainage holes in the container.

If you discover that the tree you have purchased is root-
bound, begin by removing the container and thoroughly
soaking or immersing the root ball in water for 15 to 20
minutes.  Then pry or loosen the root mass or cut some
roots.  Unless this is done, the tree may not outgrow its
ball and may never become established.  If you have
significantly damaged the roots, it is wise to prune the
top portion of the tree to compensate for any root loss.

It is important not to plant your tree too deeply.  Actually,
the hole need not be deeper than the ball itself, so that
the tree can be placed as high or slightly higher than it
was originally growing.  It may be helpful, however, to
dig the hole 12 to 18 inches wider than the ball, saving
the topsoil to mix with about one part peat moss, pine
bark or other organic material to two parts soil.  In heavy
clay soils having poor drainage, little or no organic
material may be preferred except in the final third of the
backfill.

Container-grown and B&B trees can be successfully
planted any month of the year in Texas.  They usually
require less maintenance during their first year, however,
if planted during the cooler seasons.  Planting during
our hottest summer weather is practical as long as
someone will be close at hand to provide water when
necessary.

Transplanting Flowering Trees
By William C. Welch

Landscape Horticulturist

(Continued on Page 7)
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Staking - Most trees taller than 4 feet should be staked
at planting time.  Small- to medium-sized trees can be
supported by two strong stakes driven well into the
ground about a foot from the trunk.  The tree may be
attached to the stakes by heavy wire run through old
garden hose to prevent damage to the trunk and limbs of
the tree.

Heavily-branched or large trees may require guying.  At
least three guy wires extending to the lower branches of
the tree at about a 45 degree angle from stakes in the
ground are required.  Old garden hose should again be
used to protect the tree from the abrasion of the wires.
Turnbuckles are a practical addition since they provide a
convenient way to keep the wires taut.

If your tree has sparse foliage or is exposed to the full
sun, wrap the trunk to prevent scalding.  Special tree-
wrap paper is available from nurseries and garden centers,

but strips of burlap or similar materials can also be used.
A deep root system can be encouraged by watering
thoroughly but not too frequently.  If transplanting during
hot, dry periods, frequent watering may be necessary,
but after the first few weeks of establishment it is good
to let the soil dry slightly before irrigating.  A 2- or 3-
inch application of mulch is a good way to reduce soil
temperature and conserve moisture.

It is very easy to damage or kill your newly-planted tree
with fertilizer.  For this reason, we recommend allowing
a full growing season for the roots to become established
before applying any type of fertilizer.  For trees growing
in a lawn area that is kept well-fertilized, it is usually
unnecessary to provide additional fertilizer applications
for the trees.

An excellent time to transplant mature or established
 trees and shrubs is during dormancy.

1.  Prune the top of established trees and shrubs before
transplanting.  Remove about one-third to one-half of
the top to compensate for roots lost in digging.

2.  Make your flower and vegetable garden plans now
before the rush of spring planting.  Time spent  armchair
gardening before the fireplace will pay off in improved
plant selection.

3.  Sow seeds in flats or containers in protected structures
to generate plant growth before hot weather arrives.
Petunias, begonias and slow-growing transplants should
be sown in early January.  Warm temperature plants,
such as tomatoes, peppers, marigolds and periwinkles,
should be sown later this month.

4.  Prepare beds and garden areas for spring planting.

5.  Select and order gladiolus corms for February and
March planting.  Allow 2-week planting intervals to
prolong the flowering period.

Garden Checklist for January
By William C. Welch

Landscape Horticulturist

Transplanting Flowering Trees - Continued from Page 6

6.  Check junipers and other narrowleaf evergreens for
bagworm pouches.  The insect eggs overwinter in the
pouch and start the cycle again by emerging in spring
and feeding on foliage.  Hand-removal and burning of
pouches is an excellent way to reduce the potential
damage next spring.

7.  The life of the flowering pot plant received as a
Christmas gift can be prolonged with proper care.  Keep
the soil moist, but provide drainage so that excess
moisture can flow from the pot.  Keep the plant out of
range of heating ducts and away from heating units.  Keep
in a cool room at night, preferably 60 to 65 degrees F.

8.  Rose pruning for South Texas may be done in January.
Mid February is recommended for Central Texas and
March for North Texas.

9.  Put a light application of fertilizer on established
pansy plantings.  Use 1/2 pound of ammonium sulfate
per 100 square feet of bed area.  Repeat the application
every 4 to 6 weeks, depending on rainfall.  Dried blood
meal is also an excellent source of fertilizer for pansies.
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Texas Pecan Orchard Management Shortcourses

January 23 - 27, 1995
from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily

Cost of the course is $150.00

To register, please contact:
Texas Pecan Shortcourse

Conferences and Shortcourses Offices
Texas A&M University

College Station, TX  77844-1232
Phone:  (409) 845-8904    Fax:  (409) 845-2519

LANDSCAPE DESIGN STUDY COURSE I

Landscape Design Study Course I will be offered February 14-16, 1995 at the College Station Utilities Service
Center.

This course is jointly sponsored by TAEX and Texas Garden Clubs, Inc. and has been a popular choice for Master
Gardeners and others interested in furthering their knowledge of landscape design.  It is part of a nationwide
program offered by the National Council of State Garden Clubs.

Course I is the first of a four part series.  Courses II-IV will be offered approximately every six months over the
next two years.  We will appreciate your help in getting information about the program to Master Gardeners and
others you feel may be interested.

Please contact Shela in Dr. Welch's office at (409) 845-7341 to request a copy of the program and registration
information.
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