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Trisha’s Top Gardening Tips 

Trisha has presented to our group before, but for those of you who 
don’t know of her, she’s a local treasure. She’s a lifelong gardener, 
an organic gardening pioneer, advisor, author, and longtime Direc-
tor of Flora and Fauna at Lake Austin Spa Resort.
 
She shares tips and techniques with gardeners on the PBS program 
“Central Texas Gardener,” produced by KLRU Austin. As a guest 
host of the popular “Gardening Naturally” radio show on KLBJ-AM, 
Trisha assists Austin area gardeners with a variety of garden prob-
lems when show regular John Dromgoole needs a break.

Trisha’s new book, “The Timber Press Guide to Vegetable Gardening 
in the Southwest,” is designed to teach novice gardeners every-
thing they need to be successful in growing vegetables, but is filled 
with garden hints and tips learned over a lifetime of growing food 
that even experienced gardeners will enjoy.

Trisha is willing to sign copies of her new book, so bring your copy 

if you have one. She will also have a few on hand for purchase 
($19.95 + tax; cash or check).  The book is available at The Natu-
ral Gardener and Book People, and is available for order from 
Barnes & Noble and online directly from Timber Press.

Master Gardener Meeting information: 
Wednesday, Mar 4, 2015, starting at 7 pm 

Zilker Botanical Garden
 

 Master Gardener meetings are open to certified 
Master Gardeners and trainees only.

Cover Photo:  
Harvest cool-season 
crops to make room 
for warm weather 
plantings. 
By Bruce Leander 
 
Right: A chilly day in 
Austin. 
By Liath Appleton
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Paying attention to weather forecasts and trying to outsmart Mother Nature become 
important pursuits this month as we anticipate the arrival of spring and consistently 
warmer days ahead. But when it comes to planting seeds outside, soil temperature is the 
best indicator of when to plant, and since you won’t hear much about soil temperature 
on the nightly news, a soil thermometer is a helpful tool to gauge the appropriate time 
for planting.  As a general rule our warm season vegetables – beans, cucumbers, squash, 
corn - germinate best when the soil temperature is above 60°; okra, Southern peas, 
supersweet corn and melons prefer it even warmer. If these seeds are planted in soil that 
is between 50-60° you will likely get spotty germination, and if the soil is below 50°, seed 
will probably rot or emerge in a weakened state, causing them to be more susceptible to 
disease. 
Various types of soil thermometers can be found at most garden centers, but I have found 
that an inexpensive kitchen type thermometer with a metal probe works just as well. You 
want to test the temperature where the seeds will be sprouting, so only push the probe 
in about 2-3 inches deep.  The best time to test soil temperature is mid-morning, around 
10:00 or 11:00, and after 4-5 days in a row of temperatures above 60° it is time to plant, 
and you can expect relatively quick and unhindered germination. 

Here is the vegetable gardener’s checklist for March:
• If your garden space is limited, now is a good time to harvest most of your cool-season 

vegetables to make room for warm season crops.
• Reconnect hoses and timers in preparation for spring planting.
• Tomato, eggplant and pepper transplants can go into the garden this month, but be 

prepared to cover and protect them in the event of a late cold snap. Eggplant and 
peppers won’t mind if you wait and put them out at the end of the month.

• Gradually expose transplants to outdoor conditions before planting into the garden. 
Cover with row cover to help protect from strong winds, insects and chilly nights. 

• Always plant into moist soil. Water thoroughly the day before planting seed or setting transplants if the soil in your garden is dry. 
• Be sure to plant seeds at the proper depth. A good rule of thumb is to plant at a depth that is about 3 times the width of the seed. 

Consult the seed packet for more specific information. 
• Avoid watering seeds from above, as this can cause the soil to crust, making it difficult for the seedlings to emerge.  

 

Set out transplants of tomatoes, eggplant and 
peppers this month.
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• Mound soil, mulch or hay around potato plants so that only the top 2-3 inches of leafy 
growth is visible; it’s ok to bury the leaves and stem – that is where the tubers will 
develop.

• Continue to water and weed your onion patch. Onions will put on top growth more 
quickly as temperatures rise above 45°, and more top growth means larger onions once 
the bulbing process begins. 

• Start small if this is your first garden, and remember that these idyllic days of spring 
are short-lived, and heat, insects, mosquitoes and water limitations will soon follow.

In the Vegetable Garden                 Continued...

Left: Bean, cucumber and squash seed can be planted directly in the ground once the soil temperature has 
warmed up to 60 
 
Middle: Gradually expose transplants to outdoor conditions before moving to a permanent home in the 
garden.

Right: Water transplants with a liquid fertilizer solution diluted to half strength.
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In the Vegetable Garden                 Continued...

Top Left: Test batteries in irrigation timers and replace if 
necessary. 

Bottom Left: Test the soil temperature in the top 3 inches of 
soil where seeds will be germinating. 
   
Right: If your garden space is limited grow compact varieties in 
containers.

Photos by Bruce Leander
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Soon ant and termite swarmers will be seen flying in Central Texas. “Swarmer” is another term used to describe the reproductive stage of 
ants and termites. These insects have wings when they initially leave the colony, but the wings are either shed (by termites) or chewed 
off (by ants) before they form a new colony. Some people may have trouble distinguishing the two types of insects, but with a few key 
characteristics, it can be very simple.
Ant swarmers have elbowed antennae and a narrow, or constricted, waist. The front and back wings of ants are not similar in size or 
shape, and have few veins. If the wings are missing from the ant swarmer, there will not be a wing stub left on the thorax from where the 
wing was attached.

Termite swarmers have antennae that are not elbowed and the waist is not narrowed.  The wings on termites are of similar size and shape 
and have many veins.  Termite swarmers have a wing stub left on the thorax once the wing detaches from the body.

For more information or help with identification, contact Wizzie Brown, Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service Program Specialist at 
512.854.9600. Check out my blog at www.urban-ipm.blogspot.com

Ant swarmer (left) and termite swarmer (right).

www.urban-ipm.blogspot.com
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Rafael was born and raised in San Juan, Puerto Rico. “My dad’s side of the family is of Italian 
descent, from Calabria, the toe of the boot. And my mom’s side of the family is Basque. 
My mom was born in the north of Spain.” Rafael transferred from his college in Puerto Rico 
to Louisiana State University in 1984 when he was 24 years old. He met Patricia, who was 
studying accounting at U.T. Austin, when she attended a conference at LSU. “When I came 
to visit her over here, I really liked Austin, so I thought that’s two good reasons to come to 
Austin,” he smiles. He moved to Austin in 1990, married Patricia, and had a son, Gabriel, who 
has graduated from college and now works as an illustrator in Brooklyn. 
“I am retired from the Texas Department of Agriculture,” Rafael says. “Today is exactly one 
month from my last day of work. I love it. I can work in the yard and go paddling whenever I 
want. I have seven boats, three kayaks and four canoes. I love gardening and canoeing and 
kayaking in rivers and lakes and at the coast. I enjoy reading, listening to music, surfing the 
Internet, all that good stuff.”
“I’ve never considered myself to have any special talents,” he says. “I am bilingual, fluent 
in Spanish and English. Spanish is my native language. In Puerto Rico, if you go to a decent 
school, you can learn English very well. It is a mandatory subject, first grade through college. 
If you like it, like I did, then you get to learn it well. And I’ve polished my English in the last 
30 years.”
“Whenever I am asked about a quirky fun fact, I tell about my uncle, my mother’s oldest 
brother, who used to go to the attic of an abandoned house when he was a teenager and 
capture bats, just for fun. He would put a lit cigarette in the bat’s mouth, and the bat would 
smoke. It would inhale, and when my uncle took the cigarette out, the bat would blow out 
smoke.”
“I had an interest in vegetable and fruit gardening from a very young age,” Rafael says, “but 
I never really had an opportunity. At the house I lived in as a child, we had a lot of fruit trees, 
a huge mango tree that produced heavy clusters of really good mangoes, a soursop tree 
(Annona muricata), and a guava tree. Over there you can grow a lot of good stuff, bananas, 

plantains, pineapples, sugar cane, tobacco, coffee. I really got serious about gardening once I moved here and started a family. I made all 
the mistakes that everybody makes. I tried to grow stuff that doesn’t grow here, plants that require too much care and are too fussy for 
our conditions.”
Rafael and Patricia live in North Austin, and Rafael grows most everything in his garden. In the front yard he has Arizona ash trees, a burr 
oak, and cenizo. Fig ivy grows over the front wall and he has St. Augustine grass that he plans to replace little by little with islands of 
native plants. Near the house there are ferns, elephant ear, Fatsia japonica, giant liriope, dwarf mondo grass, sago palm, cast iron plant, 
holly fern, gold dust plant (Aucuba japonica), varigated ginger, and a rough-leaf dogwood. “I was ignorant at the time,” he laughs. “I 

Rafael at the Garden Center. 
by Jean Love El Harim
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asked at a local nursery what they would recommend for an understory tree. If I had known how rough-leaf dogwood spreads, I wouldn’t 
have bought it. I hate the fact that I have to cut all those suckers all the time, but I try to keep it trimmed as a tree, and it looks nice.” He 
describes the overall effect of the garden in his front yard as lush and green, with different textures and shades of green. “I don’t have a 
favorite plant,” Rafael says. “There are so many wonderful plants. I like to grow whatever is beautiful, grows well, and doesn’t require too 
much maintenance.”
In the backyard, he has a loquat and a Celeste fig tree. “I’m harvesting at least a pound and a half of figs each day,” he says. “This week 
I have been making fig preserves. I take one pound of figs, one cup of sugar, and a squeeze of lemon juice, and simmer it for 30 minutes. 
I put it in containers in the fridge. It’s outstanding, and it doesn’t last very long.” It gets eaten. “I’m going to freeze some for my son 
because when I told him about it he said, ‘You better save some when I come for Christmas.’” The birds also love the figs, but this is not a 
problem for Rafael. “I go out every morning and get the ripe figs before the birds get to them. My favorite bird is the mockingbird. Every 
morning they wake me up with their song.”
“There’s a big old hackberry that was here when I bought the house,” Rafael says, describing another element of his back yard. “A lot of 
people say hackberries are trash trees. I don’t see why. The only drawback is that the birds drop the seeds so you have little hackberries 
sprouting everywhere. But the tree itself is wonderful. It’s super tough and drought resistant. The wood is hard and the shade is very 
dense.” 
At a corner of the back yard, Rafael has a small raised bed with shrimp plant, plumbago, Mexican honeysuckle, turk’s cap and crepe myrtle. 
“I’m interested in nice, light garden accent pieces,” he adds. “I want a trellis here and an arbor there. I’ve got a Buddha under the crepe 
myrtle. Crepe myrtles are from Asia, so I thought, the Buddha may not be under the Bodhi tree, but at least this tree is from that general 
area.”
Rafael says his gardening challenges are heat, drought and terrible soil. “My house is like a quarry,” he continues, “full of limestone rocks. 
Every time I dig a hole to plant anything, I pull out rocks. I use the rocks for edging, but I still have piles everywhere. I have sorted the 
rocks into piles of big, medium, small, and flat.” He will use the stones for the walls of the raised vegetable bed with drip irrigation that he 
is building in the middle of his back yard. He describes the bed as “a 20-foot diameter circle with two crisscrossing paths, so basically four 
pie wedges, raised about two feet.” 
Rafael got interested in the Master Gardener program because he has always been interested in gardening and heard that the TCMG 
program was good.  “You learn a lot from other gardeners. It’s just a wonderful community.” A Master Gardener since 2013, Rafael says he 
loves to help with the East Austin Garden Fair and the Zilker Garden Festival. “I love to work in the greenhouse. I do maintenance on the 
greenhouse and whatever Pat wants me to do.” Rafael is also a member of the greenhouse committee. For Rafael, the most rewarding thing 
about TCMGA is “the sharing, learning, and camaraderie among the people.” “It’s a great group of very nice people,” he says. “I never miss 
a monthly TCMGA meeting. There’s always something interesting happening.” 

Meet the Master Gardeners                Continued...
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There’s a lot of reading material out there, and new books are being published faster than anyone could ever possibly keep up! Hopefully 
these lists will help myself and others find fun and insightful new books to enjoy between the weeding and the watering.

 
March 2015:

Up in the Garden and Down in the Dirt - March 3, 2015 (actual February 24, 2015)
by Kate Messner, Christopher Silas Neal (Illustrations)
In this exuberant and lyrical follow-up to the award-winning Over and Under the Snow, discover the 
wonders that lie hidden between stalks, under the shade of leaves . . . and down in the dirt. Explore the 
hidden world and many lives of a garden through the course of a year! [more]

Kyoto Gardens: Masterworks of the Japanese Gardener’s Art - March 10, 2015
by Judith Clancy, Ben Simmons (Photographs)
In their rocks and plants, empty spaces and intimate details, Kyoto’s gardens manifest a unique ability to 
provoke thought and delight in equal measure. [more]

Building Soil: A Down-to-Earth Approach: Natural Solutions for Better Gardens & Yards - 
March 12, 2015 (published February 15, 2015)
by Elizabeth Murphy
How do you recognize healthy soil? How much can your existing soil be improved? What are the 
best amendments to use for your soil? Let Building Soil answer your questions and be your guide on 
gardening from the ground up! [more]

Collards: A Southern Tradition from Seed to Table - March 15, 2015
by Edward H. Davis, John T. Morgan
Food is essential to southern culture, and collard greens play a central role in the South’s culinary 
traditions. A feast to the famished, a reward to the strong, and a comfort to the weary, collards have 
long been held dear in the food-loving southern heart. [more]

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/22553675-up-in-the-garden-and-down-in-the-dirt
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/22892073-kyoto-gardens
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/23280854-collards
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The Seed Garden: The Art and Practice of Seed Saving - March 23, 2015
by Lee Buttala (Editor), Shanyn Siegel (Editor)
Filled with advice for the home gardener and the more seasoned horticulturist alike, The Seed Garden: 
The Art and Practice of Seed Saving provides straightforward instruction on collecting seed that is true-
to-type and ready for sowing in next year s garden. [more]

The Triumph of Seeds: How Grains, Nuts, Kernels, Pulses, and Pips 
Conquered the Plant Kingdom and Shaped Human History - March 24, 2015
by Thor Hanson
We live in a world of seeds. From our morning toast to the cotton in our clothes, 
they are quite literally the stuff and staff of life, supporting diets, economies, and 

civilizations around the globe. Just as the search for nutmeg and the humble peppercorn drove the Age of 
Discovery, so did coffee beans help fuel the Enlightenment... [more]

Weeds and Reads                  Continued...

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/23411915-the-seed-garden
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/23013818-the-triumph-of-seeds
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Sunshine Community Gardens Spring Plant Sale
Saturday, Mar 7, 2015

9am - 2pm

4814 Sunshine Drive 
Austin TX

In addition to vegetable, decorative and herb plants, this year’s 
sale features, Tshirts with a newly designed Sunshine Garden 
logo, bag your own compost and other garden oriented goodies 
from a variety of vendors.  You will also have the opportunity to 
view the vegetable gardens up close and sign up for a plot of your 
own.  Knowledgeable gardeners will be on hand to answer any 
questions you may have about your spring gardening and live en-
tertainment is lined up to keep your toes tapping while you pick 
out your spring plants. 

For details, go to http://www.sunshinecommunitygardens.org/ 

Dealing with Drought-Using Native Plants in the Landscape
Thursday, Mar 12, 2015

10am - noon

Travis Co AgriLife Extension Service Office
1600 Smith Road

Austin, TX

Native Texas plants bring beauty and function to your garden 
while being well adapted to handle Texas’ blazing summers, 
drought, and other weather extremes. In addition to being water-
wise, native plants provide great benefits to pollinators and birds.

4-H CAPITAL’s gardening specialist and Texas Master Naturalist 
Meredith O’Reilly will guide you in choosing the right natives for 
your yard and your garden goals.

Registration: $10 through 3/08, $15 starting 3/09 and onsite
https://agriliferegister.tamu.edu/TravisCounty

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service 
Dealing with Drought series

For more information contact: Texas A&M AgriLife  
Extension Service – Travis County, 512-854-9600.

http://www.sunshinecommunitygardens.org/
https://agriliferegister.tamu.edu/index.cfm/productDetails/productid/1721/
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First Austin African Violet Society’s 46th Annual Judged 
Show and Sale 

Saturday, March 21, 2015, 11am-4:30pm
Sunday, March 22, 2015, 11am-3:30pm 

Zilker Botanical Gardens
2220 Barton Springs Rd

Austin TX

First Austin African Violet Society will host its 46th annual judged 
show “Violets in Faerieland.” There will be a large display of Af-
rican violets and other gesneriads, with a great variety of these 
plants and growing supplies for sale.

Entry fee to Zilker Botanical Garden is $1-children 3-12 & seniors 
62+/$2-resident adults 13-61/$3-nonresident adults 13-61. 

See club website for details http://www.faavs.org/

Zilker Garden Festival 2015 
 

Saturday & Sunday, March 28-29 
10am - 5pm

Zilker Botanical Gardens
2220 Barton Springs Rd

Austin TX

Join us for the annual Zilker Garden Festival. The festival is a one-
stop, garden shopping destination when spring arrives in Austin 

and Central Texas each. A family-friendly event, the garden festi-
val offers something for everyone. 

Full Details at http://www.zilkergarden.org/ZGF/2015/zgf.html

http://www.faavs.org/
http://www.zilkergarden.org/ZGF/2015/zgf.html
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Joe Posern, President
Jackie Johnson, Immediate Past President
Denise Harrelson, Vice-President for 
Programs 
Sue King, Vice-President for Education 
Rosalie Russell, Volunteer Coordinator for 
Projects 
Mikala McFerren, Volunteer Co-Coordinator 
for Trainees
Tamara Montana, Volunteer Co-Coordinator 
for Trainees
Tina Landers, Secretary 
Lois Pesz, Treasurer
Toi Powell, Membership Director 
Pat Mokry, Greenhouse Manager 
Sally Dickson, Austin Area Garden Council 
Representative 
Tommie Clayton, State Council 
Representative 
Susan Jung, State Council Representative

Past Presidents (Non-voting):
Bill Baldwin
Bill Boytim
Susan Cashin
Tommie Clayton
Susan Decker
Don Freeman
Manda Rash
Peggy Stewart
Becky Waak
Will Walker 
Carolyn Williams

Ex Officio Member of the Board 
(Non-voting): 

Texas AgriLife Extension Travis County  
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TRAVIS COUNTY MASTER GARDENER ASSOCIATION  
2015 EXECUTIVE BOARD
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This issue of the Compost Bin has been published thanks to the contributions of the following Travis County Master 
Gardeners and Wizzie Brown — Texas A&M AgriLife Extension
Photographers: 
Bruce Leander 
 
Contributing Writers:  
Liath Appleton 
Wizzie Brown 
Patty Leander 
Jean Love El Harim 
 

© 2015 Travis County Master Gardeners Association  
www.tcmastergardeners.org  
http://travis-tx.tamu.edu 
512-854-9600

Editor and Layout:
Liath Appleton 
 
Assistant Editor:
Martha King 

The Compost Bin Submissions
We are always looking for Travis County Master Gardeners who are interested in writing for our monthly newsletter, and we 

would love to see your 
articles, photographs, book reviews and gardening ideas.

General Guidelines
• Please first email the editor to discuss potential article ideas.
• Email contributions as attachments (preferably in Word with a .doc or .rtf suffix).
• Please send images as separate attachments (preferably .jpg suffix). Don’t forget to include photographer acknowled-

ments and captions.

Send your submissions, announcements, questions and 
suggestions to: editor.compostbin@gmail.com

“It was one of those March days when the sun shines hot and the wind blows cold: when it is summer in the light, and winter in the 
shade.”  -  Charles Dickens 

mailto:editor.compostbin@gmail.com

