
Dr. Bill:  What’s Worked for Me this Spring 
 
Welcome to the spring guide to gardening in Texas!  In this quarterly series, I will discuss success that I 
have experienced each season in my garden and want to share with you.   
 
Cool Season Foliage Color 
 
Swiss chard is a colorful cool season plant that makes a beautiful 
display in the garden.   It is one of the healthiest leafy vegetables and 
usually has a two year lifespan in Texas gardens.  Prominent midribs 
are borne on stout petioles.  Leaves and stalks are nutritious and 
delicious cooked or raw.  Plant seeds or young transplants in early 
fall.  Combine them with pansies, stock, snapdragons and sweet 
alyssum as well as other cool season annuals.  Although cold tolerant 
in most winters, chard is fairly heat tolerant as well.   
 
Fruit in the Landscape 
  
Earlier in our southern gardening history fruit was a critical part of 
every garden.  With the presence of fresh fruit becoming more 
important and the realization that we can easily grow so many species, homeowners are electing to 
again realize the beauty and practicality of having fruit in the home garden.  Selecting species that 
require little or no chemical pesticides adds to the appeal.   
 
Citrus 
 
Citrus has been popular as a landscape and commercial crop for the warmer parts of Texas for many 
generations.  Susceptibility to cold varies among citrus with satsumas and kumquats being able to 
tolerate temperatures into the low twenties and high teens for short durations.  In addition to cold 
damage, citrus are susceptible to insect and disease damage.  Most of the insect damage can be 
controlled with oil sprays applied in June, July, August and September.  Two percent oil sprayed on the 
top and bottom foliage until runoff is usually effective.   

 
I particularly enjoy ‘Brown Select’ satsuma and ‘Nagami’ kumquats 
which produce regularly and have fragrant flowers and handsome 
evergreen foliage.  They prefer at least half a day of direct sun and well-
drained soils.  My two ‘Nagami’ kumquats have been in my South 
College Station garden for about twenty years and are 12-15’ tall and 6’ 
in diameter.  They continuously bear fruit from late fall through spring.  
Citrus regularly produce fruit with heavier crops in alternate years.  I 
prefer growing them in the ground but many gardeners have them in 
pots.  Apply fertilizer in late winter and irrigate as needed in the 
growing season.  The fragrance of citrus blooms adds another 
dimension to the garden.  
 



Citrus greening is a disease that has resulted in USDA and Texas 
Department of Agriculture regulation. Transporting citrus plants in 
Texas and other parts of the South is restricted.  Check with your 
local nurseries for current status.   
 
‘Meyer’ lemon, satsumas and kumquats are easily grown and fruit 
abundantly.  According to Monte Nesbitt, Extension Program 
Specialist for the AgriLife Extension Service at TAMU, “Grapefruit 
are equal to if not more hardy than ‘Meyer’ lemon, but fruit 
maturity best quality takes ripening into January which is freeze 
risk.”  ‘Meyer’ lemons are very popular although somewhat 
different from the ‘Eureka’ lemons commonly sold in grocery 
stores.  Limes produce well but aren’t as cold hardy as the other 
citrus mentioned.  Commercial grapefruit production is a major 
industry in South Texas but they are somewhat less cold hardy than 
the other citrus mentioned.  
  
Pruning Fruit Trees 
 
Pruning peaches, plums and apricots results in better quality and more abundant fruit production.  This 
should be done in January and February with the goal of reducing the size and fruit production resulting 
in better quality fruit.  Applying a dormant oil spray at this time will also result in better quality and 
more insect-free fruit.   
 
Japanese Persimmons 
 
Japanese persimmons (Diospyros kaki) were first imported to Texas in the 1880s and are low 
maintenance and productive small fruit trees (12-15’ tall).  They require little or no pruning and spraying 
and are highly ornamental.  Varieties such as ‘Hachiya’ and ‘Fuyu’ thrive in Texas.  Native persimmons 
are abundant but vary considerably in quality and production.  Only the female native persimmons bear 
fruit.   
 
Figs 
 
Figs have been grown in Texas gardens for many generations and were grown commercially in the 
Houston area in the early to mid-1900s.  They are easily grown and require little care to produce a good 
crop.  Fig leaves are typically palmately lobed, 5” in diameter and the plants may reach 20’-30’ tall and 
wide.  Some historians consider figs to be the first domesticated crop.  They flourish in hot, dry areas 
and require all day sun to ripen.  Varieties include ‘Black Mission’, ‘Alma’, ‘LSU Purple’, ‘Kadota’ and 
‘Texas Everbearing’.  Figs are propagated from cuttings or by division.  They were grown in the gardens 
of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grapes 
 
There are more native grapes in Texas than any 
other state.  Thomas Volney Munson (1843-1913) 
wrote about these vines and actually developed 
more than 300 new varieties, some of which are still 
grown today.  Grapes are among the oldest 
cultivated plants in the world.  They are also among 
the most beautiful.  Trellises and lattice structures 
provide support for the vines while also providing 
shade to the garden and outdoor living areas from 
the beginning of garden history.  Grape vines are 
easily grown and can quickly enhance the beauty of 
any garden.   
 
Wines, juices and jellies as well as edible fresh grapes add interest and productivity to the smallest or 
largest of gardens.  Native mustang grapes (Vitis candicans) are the most common grape in Texas and 
have been popular for generations for jellies and wines.  Muscadines are primarily native to East Texas 
and the Southeastern US.  They are great for shade structures and new forms are being developed for 
juices and fresh eating (even some seedless forms).  Of course, the Texas wine industry has been around 
for a long time and is becoming a big part of our nation’s wine production.   
 
Vines 
 
Vines add a unique dimension to the garden.  Their effect can be much greater than the relatively small 
amount of root space they require.  Vines can cover unsightly objects, provide privacy, and create shade 
while providing seasonal displays of color.  Some of these vines can grow for multiple years before 
ultimately being destroyed by cold weather.  In Texas’ ever-changing climate and in unique 
microclimates within your garden, these vines can be dramatic players.  Where I live in Central Texas, 
occasional hard freezes act in an unpredictable way.  That doesn’t limit my enthusiasm for including 
some of these beauties in my garden.  It just means that some years, they will be annuals.  Whether or 
not a plant adds enough to the landscape to be replanted is a decision that informed gardeners can 
make. 
 

Coral Vine 
 
Antigonon leptopus is a semi-tropical vine that blooms prolifically in the 
late summer and fall.  It grows from a sweet potato-like tuber.  The 
foliage freezes back in late fall.  In semi-tropical climates like south-
central Texas, they resprout in spring and quickly cover trellises and 
fences.  It is a native of Mexico and comes in white and various shades 
of coral.   It has traditionally been popular to cover fences and trellises 
for quick summer shade.  Another common name is heavenly vine.  It is 
a drought and heat tolerant vine that makes a spectacular display with 
little or no maintenance.   
 



Coral Honeysuckle 
 
Lonicera sempervirens, Coral 
honeysuckle, is a native Texas evergreen 
vine that reblooms during late spring 
and summer.  The foliage is evergreen 
and although relatively vigorous, it is not 
a weedy pest like Japanese honeysuckle 
can be in our climate.  It is drought and 
cold tolerant and an attractive, 
mannerly vine.   
 
 
Hyacinth Bean 
 
Dolichos lablab is an old time favorite for quickly covering fences, trellises 
and arbors during our warm seasons.  The violet bean-like flowers stand 
up above the purple foliage during the long late summer/fall flowering 
season.  The large beans become solid purple as they ripen.  While young, 
some strains are considered edible.  Thomas Jefferson loved growing 
them in his vegetable garden on large arbors.  Saving a few seeds to 
share with friends and for next year’s vines is easy to do. Hyacinth beans 
are easy and vigorous to grow. The flowers are light purple and the beans 
are dark purple.  Thomas Jefferson loved them and utilized them in his 
vegetable garden in the fall for their striking effect.   
 

 
Butterfly Vine 
 
Stigmaphyllon ciliatum is a native of Mexico and is cold hardy into most 
of South and Central Texas.  Clusters of bright yellow flowers occur in 
mid to late summer followed by beautiful seed pods that closely 
resemble butterflies.  They are initially bright green, then mature to a 
light tan.  The vine is vigorous but not overwhelming and the foliage 
freezes to ground in all but far South Texas.   
 
 
  



The following grape photos and cultivar suggestions are provided by Dr. Justin Scheiner, 
Assistant Professor and Extension Viticulture Specialist for Texas A & M AgriLife Extension. 
 

 
Champanel: https://www.agrilifebookstore.org/product-p/eht-120.htm 
 

 
Victoria Red: https://www.agrilifebookstore.org/product-p/eht-114.htm 
  

 
Lomanto: https://www.agrilifebookstore.org/product-p/eht-115.htm 
 
Muscadines varieties: Triumph (Bronze fruit), Nesbitt (Black 
Fruit): https://www.agrilifebookstore.org/product-p/eht-112.htm 

 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.agrilifebookstore.org_product-2Dp_eht-2D120.htm&d=DwMFaQ&c=u6LDEWzohnDQ01ySGnxMzg&r=Q_GrXMcqOcBNEn_UENCInbzC2IlyYjQnH0tLAoqO53A&m=eBd7xeq7mNbkLxRar8iYl41z5rP7O20fStW4USkSm8Q&s=w4hUye-NdY_nmL1xGRBNBuqH30daOLKEx-C-bN7Ko1o&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.agrilifebookstore.org_product-2Dp_eht-2D114.htm&d=DwMFaQ&c=u6LDEWzohnDQ01ySGnxMzg&r=Q_GrXMcqOcBNEn_UENCInbzC2IlyYjQnH0tLAoqO53A&m=eBd7xeq7mNbkLxRar8iYl41z5rP7O20fStW4USkSm8Q&s=d7AZtMwgXtwV_3OfmhBX10wtNv9wx_XA-1H1KLgE0zA&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.agrilifebookstore.org_product-2Dp_eht-2D115.htm&d=DwMFaQ&c=u6LDEWzohnDQ01ySGnxMzg&r=Q_GrXMcqOcBNEn_UENCInbzC2IlyYjQnH0tLAoqO53A&m=eBd7xeq7mNbkLxRar8iYl41z5rP7O20fStW4USkSm8Q&s=McfgXVHi32cySQNdQW2CRF_VJLMmCPT5ydAHyT-VusQ&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.agrilifebookstore.org_product-2Dp_eht-2D112.htm&d=DwMFaQ&c=u6LDEWzohnDQ01ySGnxMzg&r=Q_GrXMcqOcBNEn_UENCInbzC2IlyYjQnH0tLAoqO53A&m=eBd7xeq7mNbkLxRar8iYl41z5rP7O20fStW4USkSm8Q&s=u3IznB0gzxX9j0Pp16mnHHtDgRbEFrahG4cVkOwljYI&e=
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