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Three Gardeners, Three Perspectives 
by Terri Simon, Master Gardener

“My mom is my hero.” That statement popped out while I was 
working with Sasi Vajha. Naturally, I was intrigued. Sasi was my 
partner at a grafting class I had signed up for at a Galveston County 
Master Gardeners workshop. The class was given by Herman Auer 
and it was interesting, but Sasi was just as interesting. Sasi told me 
he learned about gardening from his mom. He told me his mom, 
Lakshmi S. Vajha, was a food artist. Both were avid gardeners and 
locally based. I wanted to learn more, so Sasi gave me his facebook 
link, listed under Sasi Vajha. The pictures there were amazing, both 
were skilled gardeners who grew an abundance of Indian veg-
etables along with other foods. I have never heard of or met a food 
artist. Sasi agreed to let me interview his mom electronically so I 
submitted my questions and she answered. The interview follows.

                        cont’d on pg. 3

You garden as well as your son, Sasi, is that correct?
Sasi and I are garden soulmates, and very often, we garden 

together. We discovered that our gardening styles are similar and 
complement each other with our own learnings and experiences.

How long have you been gardening? Are there other family 
members who grow as well?

I would say I have been gardening for 50 years. Not all years 
have been productive or big gardens, they ranged from gardening 
in various ranges of soils, patio, flowers, vegetables, etc.

What do you grow and do you have a favorite fruit or veg-
etable you grow?

I grow mostly Indian vegetables and flowers. My favorite veg-
etable is Dosakaya (Indian yellow cooking cucumber), and fruit is 
lemon.

Is there a particular plant that was difficult for you to grow 
and you take pride in that?

It is not particularly hard to grow, but one forgotten use that 
I am practicing now is to extract fiber from Roselle hibiscus 
(Gongura naara in my local language). That fiber was used in my 
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Meet Lakshmi S. Vajha, Food Artist

Gardeners can have wanderlust, too. I know my path has wan-
dered somewhat since I began gardening years ago. Here we have 
three gardeners who have taken different roads. Some permanent-
ly, some may be temporary. We will have to see. One of the three    
gardeners, Lakshmi S. Vajha, is based out of our area.
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December 2022
Educational Programs  
Home Grown Lecture Series - This webinar is provided by our Harris County              
Ag/Natural Resources Department. Registration is required for these free events.               
Please visit: homegrown2022.eventbrite.com/
Dec. 1, 10:00 a.m. - 11:00 a.m. Plantable Christmas Tree Alternatives by Brandi Keller, 
Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County Extension Agent – Horticulture
Dec. 6, First Tuesday 11:00 a.m. - 12:30 p.m. Program: Mindful Eating by John Tindall 
Montgomery County FCH (Family & Community Health) Agent. 
Meeting in-person at Trini Mendenhall Community Center, 1414 Wirt Road, Houston 77055 
Dec. 16, 8:00 a.m. - 3:30 p.m. Women in Agriculture Conference presented by Urban 
Harvest, The United Way of Greater Houston, 50 Waugh Drive, Houston 77007 
To register: https://urbanharvest.networkforgood.com/events/ 
47909-women-in-agriculture-conference-2022 
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COVID-19 
AgriLife Extension 

Web Hub
For more information on COVID-19, please visit the following website:                                    

Please visit us at the social media pages below:
     • Harris County Extension Horticulture Facebook Page
     • Harris County Master Gardeners Facebook Page
     • Harris County Family and Community Health Facebook Page

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-tickets-169127086669
https://urbanharvest.networkforgood.com/events/ 47909-women-in-agriculture-conference-2022
https://urbanharvest.networkforgood.com/events/ 47909-women-in-agriculture-conference-2022
https://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/coronavirus/
https://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/coronavirus/
https://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/coronavirus/
https://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyHorticulture/
https://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyMasterGardeners/
https://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyFCH/
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childhood as 
only source of 
ropes for cattle. 
Even to this day, 
I extract the 
fiber and make 
coasters and 
beautiful art 
from that Roselle 
hibiscus fiber. 

When did you become a food artist and what made you decide 
to work with food “murals” ?

It was not until recent years that I discovered this. I had so 
much time after I retired, and my son Sasi provided me with 
abundance of vegetables each day from his garden. I do not like to 
cut/carve any vegetable to make the art. I use the natural shape of 
each vegetable to fit it in a puzzle of art that I imagine on the spot. 
So the beauty of my art is I do not even know what will come out on 
a given day. All depends on what mother nature gives as supplies 
to feed my art.
Are there any particular foods or fruits you like working with?

I like Indian flat beans. They are beautiful, bountiful plants that 
give curvy beans that fit in many art forms.

Three Gardeners, Three Perspectives, cont’d from pg. 1

I’m assuming you eat your 
creations eventually?

Most certainly. I feel the 
vegetables and plants feel 
very happy if we consume 
them rather than wasting 
them. So, I take every mea-
sure to use every piece of 
vegetable/fruit I get from my 
garden. We strive ourselves 
as much as possible and 
within reason to be sustain-
able gardeners. 
How long does it take you 
to make one of your food 
pieces? Is there one that 
took you a long time to 
create?

It can range from 15min 
to an hour or so. There was 
one art my son asked me to 
make on a special day - an 
art of Indian national in-
strument, the Veena. I made 
it as he played the Veena.     
It took some time.

Where do you get the inspiration for your food art? Do you 
know of other food artists? By the way, I think you have a 
unique niche. 

I remember several beautiful things from my childhood, so 
many layers of memories from those days. I keep a list of those 
beautiful things to make with the given supplies and check them 
one after other as I get my supplies from the garden.

Is there anything else you would like me to know about your 
work?

Garden gives us nourishment to the body, mind, and soul. 
Everyone must garden and get confidence of self sustainment. It is 
upon us to discover how a garden touches our lives. Keep loving 
plants and growing them. Our Earth needs it. Let’s make it One 
Earth, One Family, One Future together. In our language, we 
call it “Vasudhaika kutumbam” that was provided as a vison to us 
many generations back.

Coaster made from   
woven Roselle  
hibiscus fiber                                   

Photo by Sasi Vajha

An elaborate finished art project                                               Photo by Sasi Vajha  

Lakshmi Vajha, food artist, holding an 
elephant foot yam stem.        
                                             Photo by Sasi Vajha 

                        cont’d on pg. 4
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Sunflowers Gone Wild

Meet Chris Bank, a gardener in St. Peters, Missouri. During 
the Covid pandemic, Chris decided to grow sunflowers in his front 
yard in 2021 to cheer peo-
ple up during the Covid 
outbreak. The city tick-
eted him for it after some 
neighbors complained. 
Apparently, the city has a 
turf-to-flower ratio. That 
case was dropped. This 
year, Chris grew sunflow-
ers again; 62 types of 
flowers. Some neighbors 
complained, and again Chris was issued a ticket for the same viola-
tion. When he appeared in court, no measurements were given to 

him regarding the viola-
tions. The judge stood 
by the city’s interpreta-
tion and Chris was fined 
$400. Some people are 
supporting Chris and he 
has received an anony-
mous $100 donation to 
pay the fine. Chris is 
posting follow ups of 
the incidents on social 
media and he insists he 
will grow the sunflow-
ers next year as well. It 
is not clear whether he 
will appeal the deci-
sion or just pay the fine. 
Next year I plan to peek 
at Chris’s yard from 
Google Earth. I tried 
already, but the picture 
has not been upgraded 
since June. Good luck, 
Chris. 

Three Gardeners, Three Perspectives, cont’d from pg. 3

Chris Bank                                              

Chris’ front yard 
full of sunflowers 

Ticket for violating 
the city’s turf-to-
flower ratio.      

Photos by Chris Bank                 

t

t

Growing The Gympie-gympie Plant

Until I ran across this article in the Daily Mail, I knew nothing 
about the Gympie-gympie (Dendrocnide moroides) plant  which is 
found in Australia and Malaysia. It is possibly one of the world’s 
most dangerous plants. It is in the nettles family- there’s your first 
clue to leave it alone. It has also been referred to as “the suicide 
plant.” Work-
ers who may 
be exposed 
to it receive 
thick gloves, 
respirators and 
antihistamine 
tablets. The fine 
hairs along the 
leaves, stems 
and fruits can 
cause an extreme allergic reaction in some people. The pain 
from the nettles is said to be excruciating (similar to an acid burn) 
and the tiny hairs are difficult to remove. They cannot be removed 
with tweezers. Hot wax can be used, but if any of the fine needles 
are broken off in your skin the pain can last for years. One animal 
can eat the fruit- the red legged pandemelon. A few other native 
animals and insects have no problem with it.

So what did a bored online English tutor who gardens do? He 
decided to grow one. Daniel Emlyn-Jones ordered the high priced 
seeds from Australia and handled them carefully. He keeps the 
plant in a cage with a warning sign posted. I’m assuming he has no 
small children. It is rumoured that a man who mistakenly used it as 
toilet paper even-
tually committed 
suicide. Emlyn-
Jones admits he 
has been slightly 
stung even while 
wearing a shirt but 
that he treated the 
area immediately 
with a 3% solution 
of hydrochloric 
acid to help the light sting. I will say I admire Daniel for living on 
the edge, but this plant is not for me. 

Gympie-gympie (Dendrocnide moroides)   Photo courtesy of Ed Nix              

Daniel Emlyn-Jones with his gympie gympie plant      
                                                               Photo courtesy of Ed Nix



5

U R B A N  D I R T   •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 2 2

or savory that I could find native to that area or anywhere within 
trading distance possesses a sturdy enough stalk to hold a wine-
vinegar soaked sponge, while hyssop brandishes a robust stalk of 
some considerable size at maturity, a variety of it seems the more 
likely plant candidate. 

A member of the mint (Lamiaceae) family, hyssop is also 
called “common hyssop” or “garden hyssop.” The plant has 
four varieties that are easily distinguishable by the color of their 
flowers: “alba” bears white flowers, “rubra” bears red; “rosea” 
offers pink blooms, and “grandiflora” proffers large bluish to 
purple flowers. Hyssop blooms are arranged in whorls of six to 
fifteen flowers, with a tubular corolla bearing two prominent lips 
with hairs in the inner petal. Hyssop flowers are quite showy and 

bloom during summertime 
months. 

True to its mint family 
membership, hyssop has 
a large and fibrous taproot 
system; however, although 
the roots do spread they 
are not as aggressive as 
other plants of the mint 
family. Growing anywhere 
from eight to twenty-four 
inches in height, depend-
ing upon the variety, 
hyssop is a small perennial 

with a woody base, and slim, angular stems. While it is multi-
branching, the stems are erect and not tangled. Hyssop is most 
attractive planted in masses and can grow virtually anywhere, 
although it does tend to prefer some shade. Propagate by seed, 
cuttings, division or separation: Divide plants in spring or fall. 
Sow seeds in spring in a light, dry warm soil in full sun. Hyssop 
will self-sow readily under favorable conditions. For stronger 
plants, sow in a cold frame in the spring, where they will ger-
minate quickly. Transplant to individual pots and overwinter in 
greenhouse or cold frame. Plant out late the following spring after 
danger of frost or early in the summer. Cuttings of half-ripe wood 
in June to July will root quickly in a cold frame or greenhouse. 
Plant out the following spring after danger of frost. Treat green-
wood cuttings taken in April or May the same way.

It’s in a south Texas unusually cold mid-November, still 
warmed by the glow of the recent Houston Astros’ World Series 
win, that I write Urban Dirt’s final herb article of 2022. This year 
we’ve occasionally covered in this column some obscure herbs, 
and it remains a continually unfolding amazement of how much 
more there is yet to both learn and to rediscover, which makes 
these articles fun to write. As this year draws to a close, I would 
like to express my thanks to the Urban Dirt readers, a receptive 
audience, for tuning in each month. 

Being an herbalist and subscriber to some wisdom of the old 
ways, I have particular interest in “the lost herbs” a descriptive 
phrase frequently synonymous with “ancient herbs.” This month’s 
featured herb is one of those most closely fitting that description. 
Mentioning this herb to a 
widely varying age range 
of people, some of whom I 
consider even ardent gar-
deners, yielded blank stares 
of total lack of recognition 
that this was a living thing, 
let alone an herb. Not to be 
confused with our August 
herb of the month, anise 
hyssop (Agastache foenicu-
lum), December’s featured 
herb is hyssop (Hyssopus 
officinalis).

Hyssop is in fact one of the earliest recorded herbs in the 
world, featured prominently in Biblical scriptures in both the Old 
and New Testaments, with the final appearance being in John 
19:19-30, where it is written that hyssop stalk is used to hold a 
wine-vinegar soaked sponge, lifted to Jesus’ lips to receive on the 
cross. People throughout this ancient arena recognized hyssop as 
symbolic of cleansing, purification, and God’s compassion on His 
people. One internet resource, however, states “Ezov, the hyssop 
of the Bible, was historically used in ritual cleansing of lepers 
but is not Hyssopus officinalis, which is alien to Palestine; it may 
have been a species of caper or savory.” Since no species of caper 

Herb of the Month

Hyssop (Hyssopus officinalis) 
by Karen McGowan, Master Gardener 

Citations:
https://extension.psu.edu/herb-and-spice-history
https://thelostherbs.com/hyssop/
https://draxe.com/essential-oils/hyssop/
https://www.britannica.com/plant/hyssop                         cont’d on pg. 6

Hyssop with Fritillary butterfly                                                                                       

https://extension.psu.edu/herb-and-spice-history
https://thelostherbs.com/hyssop/
https://draxe.com/essential-oils/hyssop/
https://www.britannica.com/plant/hyssop
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The full AAMG schedule for December

Sat., Dec. 3           Mercer Botanic Gardens, 22306 Aldine Westfield Rd, Humble, 77338 – 10 a.m. to 12 p.m.
                              Urban Harvest, 2752 Buffalo Speedway Houston, Texas 77027 – 7:30 a.m. to 12 p.m.
 Tomball Farmers Market, 205 West Main St., Tomball, 77375 – 8:30 a.m. to 1 p.m.   

Thurs., Dec. 15  Westchase Farmers Market, 10503 Westheimer Rd., Houston, 77042 – 3 to 7 p.m. 

Sat., Dec. 17          Mercer Botanic Gardens, 22306 Aldine Westfield Rd, Humble, 77338 – 10 a.m. to 12 p.m. 
                              Memorial Villages Farmers Market, 10840 Beinhorn Rd., Houston, 77024 – 8:30 a.m. to 1 p.m.
 
Thank you to all of the hardworking volunteers who have been able to get back out there with the public events!

by Valerie Depew, Master Gardener 

Ask a Master Gardener – In-Person Activities

Our Farmer’s Market table hosting activities have resumed. 
These events are in compliance with COVID protocols, such 
as wearing masks and social distancing. 
     Prospective volunteers and interns: if you see that an event 
is full and it is one that you would really like to attend, please 

reach out to Valerie Depew so that we can add you to the vol-
unteer list. Please remember that we want to provide as many 
opportunities for you to earn your hours and interact with the 
public! 

The Signup is available here: https://signup.com/go/wBSYeQe

Hyssop, cont’d from pg. 5

The hyssop plant has a sweet scent and a warm bitter taste, and 
has long been used as a flavoring for foods and beverages, as well 
as a folk medicine. A strong tea made of the leaves and sweet-
ened with honey is a traditional remedy for nose, throat, and lung 
afflictions and is sometimes applied externally to bruises. In the 
Middle Ages, hyssop was a stewing herb. Its modern uses are for 
flavoring meats, fish, vegetables, salads, sweets, and such liqueurs 
as absinthe. For those who are looking to augment their pollinator 
gardens for beekeeping purposes, here’s an important fact: Honey 
made from hyssop pollen is considered especially fine quality. For 
perfumers, it’s all about the leaves, which contain oil of hyssop, a 
volatile oil used by that industry. 

Aside from the many wonderful non-aesthetic attributes of 
hyssop, this is a beautifully decorative plant that pairs nicely with 
any number of garden styles. In a cottage garden style, there is 
something particularly eye-catching about the contrast of clusters 

of hyssop within 
rocky outcrop-
pings, and 
arranged within 
a combination 
pollinator and 
cutting garden. 
Wherever hyssop 
is planted, it is 
certainly an herb 
worthy of mod-
ern rediscovery 
and placement in both private and public gardens. 

As we’re making plans – garden and otherwise – for 2023, 
may you and your family enjoy the most peaceful of holiday      
seasons. Merry Christmas and Happy New Year! 

Bee visiting the hyssop! 

https://signup.com/go/wBSYeQe


7

U R B A N  D I R T   •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 2 2

euphorbias, which will be happiest with well-draining soil. Work 
generous amounts of organic compost into your soil and use a 
slow-release fertilizer to help the plant become established. Top-
ping with organic mulch will help hold in moisture and regulate 
the soil temperature. These combined measures will ensure that 
the plants will be off to a good start and will thrive during their 
first winter. These plants have been through the Texas Superstar 
selection process, and because of that we know that they have 
adapted to the different climates throughout the state and are 
considered Texas tough. That being said, while they are con-
sidered perennials many people prefer to begin with new plants 
each fall.  

Perfect as stand-alone plants, cool-season euphorbias also 
look great used as border plants in rock beds. What might be 
the most fun way to experiment with cool-season euphorbias 
is using them in large containers. The unique foliage can be 
striking and there are so many options for combining them with 

Here it is, the beginning of winter in our area, and some of us 
may find ourselves looking for plants to brighten up our land-
scapes. We all know the tried-and true cool-season plants like 
pansies, violas, snapdragons, dianthus, and cyclamens. And if 
we plant bulbs in late fall and continue to plant them into early 
winter we can anticipate those pops of color. But is there any-
thing else? Something you may not have considered? Maybe so!

Euphorbia is a very large genus of flowering plants and is 
commonly called spurge. There are literally thousands of spe-
cies within this group, and while many of them are not widely 
cultivated, some are well-known. Many of us are familiar with 
crown of thorns (Euphorbia milii) and poinsettias (Euphorbia 
pulcherrima). We know these are tender plants better suited to 
milder climates and can be ideal for indoor use. However, there 
is a group of Euphorbias that are considered cool-season plants, 
several of which have been selected as Texas Superstars. Those 
are the plants that I want to highlight here. 

Considered relatives of the crown of thorns and poinsettia, 
cool-season euphorbias are very tough mounding perennials that 
can be enjoyed in all areas of Texas from fall into spring. They 
offer bursts of colors such as pink and maroon and cream and 
lime green, and the foliage can be variegated or solid. They do 
not like the summer heat and especially do not like humidity. 
Their flowers are unique and colorful, and the flowering periods 
vary depending on the species. While the flowers are attractive, 
it is the foliage that is the most interesting. These cool-season 
plants are affected by cold weather but not in a negative way: 
cooler temperatures basically “wake up” these plants and cause 
unique hues and variations in the foliage, making these plants a 
colorful and interesting surprise in a winter landscape.  

The cool-season euphorbias prefer full sun but can handle 
partial shade, and they can grow from 1 to 2 feet tall. They are 
pest-resistant and reported to be deer- and rabbit-resistant. Cut 
back the flowering shoots to ground level in the later sum-
mer and early fall. Fall is the best time to plant cool-season 

Cool-Season Euphorbias  - (Euphorbia martinii, 
E. characias subsp. wulfenii, E. amygdaloides)
by Cindy Barger, Master Gardener

A Penchant for Perennials

cont’d on pg. 8

Euphorbia characias subsp. wulfenii          
                                                                 Photo by James Steakley - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,  
                                                 https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=16951437 
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other cool-season plants. Think of the different colors of pansies, 
violas, snapdragons, and dianthus, along with the various plant 
heights. The height of the euphorbias make them the perfect 
“thriller” or “filler” additions to your “thriller, filler, spiller” 
containers. These plants should survive unprotected in large con-
tainers outside on a patio, but you will want to cover them with 
a frost cloth if the temperature dips below 15°, protecting them 
from the wind and cold. 

Seven cool-season euphorbias have been listed as Texas Su-
perstar selections. In case you are curious like I am and want to 
have an idea of what to look for at our local nurseries, you can
be on the hunt for Ascot Rainbow, Blackbird, Glacier Blue, Pur-
purea, Ruby Glow, Rudolph, or Tiny Tim; all should be labeled 
with the Latin names as well such as Euphorbia martinii, E. 
characias subsp. wulfenii, E. amygdaloides. 

One word of caution must be mentioned when talking of eu-
phorbias. Many of us have heard to be mindful when considering 
poinsettias in our homes. Some say they are poisonous; others 
use a milder tone and say they are an irritant. Euphorbias have 
a milky latex sap within the stems that will be expelled when 

Cool Season Euphorbias, cont’d from pg. 7

the stems are broken or cut. This sap may cause a rash in some 
people and should be considered an irritant, and whether or not 
they are poisonous, they should certainly never be consumed. 
Handling all euphorbias with gloves is advised as a precaution to 
avoid any potential exposure. 

Cool-season euphorbias offer fun texture and color during 
what is often a drab couple of months in Houston. A couple of 
these plants planted in containers, combined with several cool-
season annuals, will be new additions to my patio very soon. I 
have always enjoyed combining plants in containers, and I am 
glad to now know more about the interesting foliage of cool-
season euphorbias. Happy winter gardening!

Euphorbia amygdaloides                                        
                                                                    Photo by Rasbak - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
                                                      https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=134648

Euphorbia martinii                                        
                                                            Photo courtesy www.missouribotanicalgarden.org
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You can’t live in the southern states and not fall in love with 
Camellias. Southern charmers they are – bringing beauty, grace 
and elegance to the garden.

From deep pink to snow white to royal red, providing a water-
color paintbrush of vivid striking blooms set against deep, glossy 
green foliage. 

While there are upwards of more than 200 species of Camel-
lias, two of the most successfully grown in Texas are Camellia 
japonica and Camellia sasanqua. 

Native to China and Japan, Camellia sasanqua has a long 
history of cultivation for practical rather than decorative reasons. 
The leaves are used to make tea while the seeds or nuts are used 
to make tea seed oil used for lighting, lubrication, cooking and 
cosmetic purposes.

With aromatic fragrant single flowers, colors range from 
pearly white to deep pink, among many others, and bloom early 
in the season. Cultivars Crimson King, Hugh Evans and Jean 
May have gained the Royal Horticultural Society’s Award of 
Garden Merit.

The Camellia is known in Japan as Tsubaki. For many centu-
ries, before the westernization of Japan, the native tsubaki or “tree 
with shining leaves” held a special place in Japanese thought. 
It was a belief of the Shinto religion that the gods in spirit form 
made the flowers of the tsubaki their home when on an earthly 
visit. 

Plantings of the tsubaki were an essential feature of temple 
gardens, graveyards, and other areas associated with the religious 
life of the community. Today, many old varieties of camellia may 
be found in the old temple compounds of Japan. 

Sasanqua vs. Japonica
While both are very similar, the main difference between the 

two species is their bloom time. Japonicas bloom between fall and 
spring, depending on the cultivar. 

Sasanquas begin blooming earlier in the year, anytime         
between summer through winter, usually between September
and December. While Sasanquas tolerate more sun than             
Japonicas, they are less cold hardy, preferring zones 7-9.

Sasanquas have smaller, more fragrant blooms and leaves  
than Japonicas.

Plant of the Month

Camellias
by Becky Lowicki, Master Gardener 

Camellia sasanqua 'Yuletide'

cont’d on pg. 10Reference credit: www.americancamellias.com

Camellia japonica 'April Dawn'

https://www.americancamellias.com


10

U R B A N  D I R T   •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 2 2

Camellia Japonica  
A slow-growing plant, Camellia japonica can reach full 

heights of 20 to 25 feet tall.  They can be pruned to a small size 
with flowers that bloom in clusters presenting a very showy color 
pattern. 

Japonicas have larger blooms and foliage, but are not as fra-
grant. In the wild, they grow as an understory plant on hillsides. 

Flowers vary in size and color, but generally are single with 
five to six petals, and are red. However white and pink are

Camellias, cont’d from pg. 9

known. They are winter blooming, have beautiful shiny evergreen 
leaves, and an interesting brown trunk. Today, they have been 
hybridized more than any other camellia, and flowers are available 
in all sizes, colors and forms. 

Fast Facts About Camellias
•  Prefer well drained, acidic soil rich in organic matter,        

like compost
•  Best time to plant: October through March
•  Depth to plant: no deeper than the container they were grown 

in, within a hole twice to three times as wide
•  Best location: partially shaded site; tolerates either shade or 

full sun, although growth is reduced in dense shade and leaf 
scorch can result in full sun

•  Best result for flower color and growth: under the partial 
canopy of tall trees, like pines, for example, or when planted 
along the northern/eastern exposure side of a house 

•  Mulch thickly over the soil to benefit the shallow root system 
and provide uniform soil temperature and moisture level

•  Performs better if provided additional water in summer 
drought

•  Fertilize lightly after blooms are finished. Use specially        
formulated products for camellias and other acid-loving 
plants; do not exceed fertilizer rate recommended. 

Camellia sasanqua 'Crimson King'
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December Gardening Calendar
 by Karen Shook, Master Gardener

The December landscape can provide evergreens, pinecones, 
foliage, and spent seed heads. One year a visiting friend wanted 
a table centerpiece and with just a few minutes in the yard, she 
put together a lovely display. 

December is a good time for tool maintenance, garden plan-
ning, and general clean up. One of my New Year's resolutions is 

to keep better records of what is happening in my landscape to 
guide my planning. Consider starting, keeping a garden journal.

Remember first frost in Zone 8 is typically November 7 to 
November 28 and first frost in Zone 9 is typically November 25 
to December 13. Be prepared to cover plants if needed.

Annuals
m Fertilize only if plants are showing deficiency symptoms 

like pale or yellow leaves or stunted growth. 
m You can continue to plant cool season annuals including 

pansies, violas, snapdragons.
Bulbs
m Finish planting early blossoming spring bulbs including 

tulips and hyacinths. It is a good time to check the condition 
of any stored summer blooming bulbs.

Shrubs/Trees
m Most shrubs will be dormant and can be pruned late in the 

month. Avoid pruning shrubs that bloom in the spring.
m Shrubs and trees can be planted or moved.

Edibles (vegetables, herbs, berries, fruits)
m See the following link for recommended planting times:  
      Harris County Vegetable Planting Guide
m Add some compost, shredded leaves into the garden soil, then 

cover with a blanket of leaves, pine needles, mulch. (And, 
think about ordering seeds for your spring garden.)

Groundcovers and Vines
m You can plant hardy perennial groundcovers and vines. They 

will not grow, but will establish roots for better growth in 
spring.

m Mulch tender vines, covering the roots and lower stems.

Citations:
A Garden Book for Houston. 2nd ed., River Oaks Garden Club, Houston, Tx 1968.
Groom, Dale, and Dan Gill. Texas Gardener's Handbook. Cool Springs Press, Minneapolis, MN, 2012.
Richter, Robert. Month-by-Month Gardening Texas. Cool Springs Press, Minneapolis, MN, 2014.
Weather.gov/wrh/climate

http://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2019/03/Vegetable-Planting-Chart-2019.pdf
http://Weather.gov/wrh/climate
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Would it surprise you to learn that you may have been 
medicated with this month’s native plant without realizing it? 
Native Americans have used it 
for hundreds of years, for many 
different ailments. They even gave 
some to Lewis and Clark, who sent 
it on to President Jefferson in the 
early 1800s. Echinacea is a com-
mon ingredient in over-the-counter 
supplements, primarily for fighting 
cold symptoms. Several polysac-
charides and glycoproteins found 
in Echinacae purpura and E. 
augustifolia, are thought to boost 
the immune system, although 
research has not shown convincing 
evidence of this. 

One of the benefits of growing 
native plants in southeast Texas 
is we have two distinct growing 
seasons. The pictures here of the 
Purple Coneflower in my yard, 
E. purpurea, were taken today 
in November. The stats on this 
plant, found in Ladybird Johnson’s 
Wildflower Database, tell us that its normal bloom time is 
April through September, https://www.wildflower.org/plants/
result.php?id_ plant=ECPU. The plant presently blooming is 
from the spring blossoms that I let go to seed. It germinated 
in late summer and bloomed this fall! How cool is that? Being 
a ‘late bloomer,’ purple coneflower has been providing nectar 
for the pollinators to enjoy while most of my neighbors’ yards 
have nothing blooming. This is another reason I let flowers 
and grasses go to seed. Some plants I will deadhead in order to 
produce more blooms, but many, such as the coneflower family, 
I let go to seed. This practice feeds the wildlife through a bleak 
winter, the seedheads becoming nature’s own birdfeeder. The 
color change can be appreciated as a shift from the purple, pink 
and green of spring and summer, to the browns and greys of 
autumn and winter. 

Purple Coneflower is one of my favorite native wildflowers, 
as it is easy to grow, and provides a beautiful complement to the 

many yellow prairie forbs in my yard. 
It is a perennial that propagates easily 
from seed, and as noted already, will 
reproduce in its surroundings if given 
the opportunity. I have found that many 
of us who previously thought we had 
‘black thumbs’ simply had unfortunate 
experiences with introduced, non-native 
plants that require meticulous conditions 
in order to survive. One does not have to 
work hard to get E. purpurea to thrive. 
It grows in most soils, preferring good 
drainage, medium water requirements, 
and full sun to part shade.

In addition to being aesthetically 
attractive and easy to grow, purple        

coneflower is a host plant 
for the caterpillars of the 
silvery checkerspot but-
terfly. It is also a source 
of nectar for many pol-
linators. As we are in the 
midst of an extinction 
event, anything we can do 
in our yard to support the 

ecosystem is a step in the right direction. In a day when so many 
problems seem so large and we wonder what we can do, know-
ing that the choice of plants I grow is positively affecting the 
planet gives my gardening more meaning and purpose than it 
already had. How about you? Purple coneflower will be featured 
in the new native plant landscaping bed I am putting in at Genoa 
Friendship Gardens. You can also find it in Sandra Steven’s 
beautiful Entrance Garden! Please come out and be a part of 
what we are doing at GFG. Have a very happy holiday!

Purple coneflower

Native Plant of the Month

Purple Coneflower (Echinacea Purpurea)
Article and photos by Robin Yates, Master Gardener 

https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=ECPU
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=ECPU
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cont’d on pg. 14

Getting Down to Earth
Article and photos by Pam Longley, Master Gardener 

News from Genoa Friendship Gardens 
    There are 3 areas partitioned by wood fencing 
next to our greenhouse. With limited access to a 
truck to haul off branches and debris to the county 
dumpster a block away, we have, admittedly, been 
building an untenable mountain of detritus inside 
the bins. To the rescue came Mary Montgomery, 
2022 intern, and Robin Yates, with trucks!  MGs 
Sandy Stevens, Christa Kaiser, Carolyn Boyd, 
Pam Longley, Mary Stokman, Becki Guillory, 
Linda Pearson, Michelle Getz and Patricia 
Metzinger joined them in digging out over a dozen 
truckloads. It is now clear and we have some good, 
rich fill soil from underneath all of that. Thanks to 
all! We now have a plan in place to avoid any more 
piles. Violators will be dealt with!

Mary Montgomery, Sandy Stevens, Michelle Getz and Mary Stokman after loading up the truck.

Linda Pearson and Becki Guillory tackling  the “mountain”

All clean!
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Brandie Hill, the Orchid Lady, gives a presentation at the November First Tuesday meeting at GFG.

    The November 1st Tuesday meeting was at GFG and, in spite 
of the rain, we had a full house! Brandie Hill, “the Orchid Lady” 
with Orchid Express & Leasing, came out with three tables of 
gorgeous specimens and told us how to care for all the different 
types with an emphasis on how to get them to re-bloom. Every-
thing was for sale at great prices. There were also two representa-
tives of the City of Houston Health Dept. who gave us the latest 
information on Covid and handed out information packets.

We are planning some workshops and tours at GFG to dove-
tail with Green Thumb lectures slated for 2023. The plant sales 

Getting Down to Earth Genoa Friendship Gardens, cont’d from pg. 13

will be in February for tomatoes, March for fruit trees, April 
for perennials and May for veggies/herbs. Exact dates will be 
published in the Master Gardener Update as we get closer. And, 
of course, we will need lots of volunteers!

And, I want to give a shout out to our own Master Gardener 
Volunteer Coordinator, Lili Bauerlein for all her great ideas to 
showcase our beloved GFG. 

cont’d on pg. 15
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harvest of yellow squash and zucchini, and didn’t have to wage 
battle with the squash stem borers, who we apparently caught off 
guard. We also had a bountiful cucumber harvest, also with fewer 
pests than normal. We are keeping our fingers crossed for our 
Fall tomatoes. Our 
harvest is just under-
way, and the plants 
are loaded with 
green fruit that just 
needs a little favor 
from Mother Nature 
to keep her frosty 
breath off our patch 
for another few days. 
Our first attempt to 
grow winter squash 
(spaghetti squash) is 
off to a fast start as 
well.

No discussion   
of winter gardening 
at CGS would be 
complete without 
talking about our 
single biggest crop of the year; our winter onions. Around Thanks-
giving every year we plant more than a thousand green onion 

slips. Typically we fill every bed that is not 
committed to something else. Mostly we 
plant the 1015Y Texas Super Sweet white 
onions but we also mix in a couple of beds 
of Southern Belle Reds.

Once that’s all done it’s time to relax and 
enjoy the season. Happy Holidays Y’all.

Article and photos by Dale Hudson, Master Gardener

Christ the Good Shepherd Garden - Spring, TX

We have arrived once 
again at the happy time of 
year. As gardeners we can 
be both happy and thankful 
that another year of produc-
tion and delivery of fresh 
vegetables to the area food 
pantries is winding down. 
With the cooler tempera-
tures and shorter days we 
are “re-positioning” our 
summer squash, okra, pep-
pers, and eggplant to either 
the compost pile or the burn 
pile, depending on health 
and remaining nitrogen 
content. But we’re not done, 
no way. Here along the Gulf 
Coast we just re-charge our 
raised beds and get going on 
our winter crops.

Regular readers of 
this publication may recall 
that CGS tried a couple of 
typically Spring crops in the 
Fall this year. The results have been encouraging. We had a nice 

Getting Down to Earth, cont’d from pg. 14

Master Gardener Lakshmi Koripalli provides 
some TLC to our first-ever crop of spaghetti 
squash.

CGS lead Gardener Ann Zdansky gently coddles the 
first ripe tomato (4th of July variety) coming out of our 
Fall tomato experimental beds.

This has been the best year ever at CGS for okra production. As a bonus, we can enjoy the beautiful flowers.
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This article is the first in a series on ‘bugs’. The term is 
used very loosely to refer to invertebrates—animals without 
backbones that are an integral part of our gardens and our 
world. Most animals (97%) are invertebrates including earth-
worms, spiders, nematodes, mites and insects. They are vital 
to ecosystems as pollinators, predators, parasites, and food for            
other animals. 

Let’s take a quick look at Who’s Who in the ‘Bug’ world. As 
you can see by the chart, insects are by far, the largest group of 
animals in the world. Bees, ants, butterflies, beetles, aphids, fleas, 
cockroaches and flies are all insects. Their close cousins, the 
Arachnids include spiders, scorpions and mites. Many crusta-
ceans live in water but we find a few like sow bugs (roly polies) 
living among our plants. Together, the insects, arachnids and 
crustaceans form the bigget group of animals called Arthropods, 
animals with jointed legs and exoskeletons.

Other invertebrates that you might find in your garden include 
mollusks such as snails and slugs and various kinds of worms.

‘Worm’ is a term that is used for long, cylinder shaped inver-
tebrates that fit into many phyla. Flatworms live in soil and water.  
Some, like the invasive hammerhead worm, are becoming a prob-
lem in Texas. Nematodes and some parasites like hook worms and 
pin worms are in the roundworm phylum. Earthworms are in the 
Annelid worm group.  

Even though invertebrates are very diverse and have huge 
populations, scientists are monitoring an alarming loss of inver-
tebrates around the world. A recent article in the journal, Nature, 
highlighted the “quiet extinction of invertebrates.” Learning more 
about the weird, wonderful world of ‘bugs’ will help us appreciate 
their vital roles in our ecosystems and our gardens. 

Zebra Jumping Spider (Saliticus scenicus)                Photo by Erik Karits on Unsplash

‘Bug’ of the Month

Introduction
Article and photos by Debra Caldwell, Master Gardener 
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Growing with Plants and Nature 
Growing with Plants and Nature offers children and their families opportunities for learning 
about gardening and nature through hands-on activities and lessons focused on plants and the 
creeping, crawling, and flying creatures with whom the plants share the natural environment. 

We provide programs to community organizations, plant sales, fairs, farmer’s markets, and  
other events. Also, we reach out through our informative Facebook Group, and our Growing 
with Plants and Nature Virtual Group. We welcome questions, comments and requests at:  
ogd.harrishort@gmail.com. 

Growing with Plants and Nature had an invitation to return for a sec-
ond year in November, to assist at the Woodchase Park Herb Harvest. 
It was a chance to help about 40 youth plant rosemary cuttings into 
mini-greenhouses. Master Gardeners, Pam Jackson, Bea Bomba,  
Linda Persse and Frances Bock with “Bailey”, assisted with this activity.  

Also, in the fall, we had fun with a seed plant activity, assisting 236 
children at the Buffalo Bayou Partnership’s KBR Kids day. Master   
Gardeners assisting were Liam Nguyen, Susan Visinsky-Braken,        
Jo Ann and Stan Stevenson, Pam Jackson and Linda Persse. 

As a follow up in November to our lessons 
about the variety of needs and conditions  
different plants require, GPN assisted with 
planning and planting fall veggies at Friends 
of Northside.  

We had the opportunity for the kids to construct and install 
bamboo trellises they made from bamboo poles harvested 
by Chris Jackson, Julee Jackson’s husband. Also, they 
had an opportunity to plant peas, cauliflower and broccoli 
seeds into large grow bags passed along to us by Master 
Gardener, Jean Fefer. Left, are Master Gardeners, Karen 
Kabacinski, Amanda Mendoza, Diane Walker, Susan  
Visinsky-Braken, Julee Jackson and Linda Persse with 
the kids at Northside.  

Our monthly activity at the Towne Lake Farmers Market 
was a chance for the kids to decorate rocks to take home. 
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Ask A Master Gardener Online 
by Master Gardeners Lisa Rawl, Debra Caldwell, and Caroline O’Hara

Q:

A:

I love cedar mulch but I read that it is not good for pollina-
tors. I have a butterfly garden and was hoping to put it in the 
bed. Is there a better choice for mulch in Spring, Texas?

Thank you for contacting us - several of our committee 
members found your question about whether cedar mulch is 
harmful to pollinators to be very interesting and we had a 
good discussion about the research.

There is research to indicate that concentrated cedar oil 
extracted from the tissue of certain cedar, juniper, and cypress 
tree species can be effective at killing and/or repelling some 
insects (see Cedarwood Oil Profile Report from Cornell, 
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/56116/ce-
darwood-oil-MRP-NYSIPM.pdf ), and that may be why some 
gardeners have expressed concern about cedar mulch and its 
effect on pollinators. However, we could not find any univer-
sity-based research that indicates that cedar mulch would be 
harmful to pollinators. One study from a PhD candidate in 
another state found that fresh cedar mulch was toxic to tawny 
crazy ants for a period of about 75 days in a laboratory situ-
ation where the ants were in direct contact with the mulch in 
a small container; the information didn’t specify the brand or 
cedar species of the mulch. In the ant project, the toxicity of 
the mulch to the ants declined as the mulch aged. 

We touched on quite a few observations in discussing your 
question, including: pollinators generally don’t come into 
direct contact with mulch as they are flying between flowers, 
and Carpenter Bees, considered pollinators, frequently bore 
into unpainted/untreated cedar lumber - posts, beams, fences, 
etc. - to lay eggs and they can create large, healthy broods in 
those cedar environments. I personally have used cedar mulch 
in my landscapes for 24 years because I enjoy the aroma and 
its natural look, and I’ve never noticed a lack of bees, beetles, 
butterflies, moths, birds, or other wildlife. Unfortunately, the 
cedar mulch hasn’t deterred the pest bug species either. 

We certainly want you to use materials that you are 
comfortable with in your landscape, so if you are concerned 
about cedar, there are many other alternatives that work well 
in our gardens, including pine needles and mulch made from 
local hardwood trees. Good quality mulch is available in 

bagged and in bulk form through local nurseries and soil/mulch 
yards. This link, https://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/
files/2010/10/mulch.pdf, is one of our TAMU publications about 
landscape mulch.  

I hope this information has been helpful, and happy gardening!

A: Thanks for your email.  Regarding your silver maple, 
http://texastreeid.tamu.edu/content/TreeDetails/?id=8  links 
to a silver maple fact sheet. They are not really considered a 
desirable tree in Texas because they are fairly susceptible to a 
lot of problems, but are planted because they are fast-growing. 
This link, https://plantdiseasehandbook.tamu.edu/landscap-
ing/trees/maple/, provides an overview of common diseases. 
Are the spots on the leaves more along the veins, or are they 
round black spots? If they are along the veins, it might be leaf 
scorch or maple anthracnose. If they are round spots, it could 
be tar spot, which is caused by a fungus but should be mostly 
cosmetic. This link, https://plantclinic.tamu.edu/2011/11/11/
spots-and-blotches-on-leaves/  provides another article on 
spots and blotches on leaves from our Plant Diagnostic Clinic.

Regarding the black stuff on the trunk - is it only at the 
base, or is it elsewhere up the tree? Does it have an odor? It 
didn't look like there was any black high up on the tree from 
your photo of the top. Have a look through these links and let 
me know if any of these seem like what you are seeing.
Bacterial Wetwood (1)   Bacterial Wetwood (2)
Phytophthora Bleeding Canker

If you are a Harris County MG, interested in volunteering for AAMG Online and want to be trained, please contact Lili Bauerlein at Lilianna.bauerlein@ag.tamu.edu .

Q: I noticed our silver leaf maple is leaking a black shiny sub-
stance at its base. Can you please diagnose? Pictures attached 
are leaves from ground and the base of tree. Thank you.
  

Silver leaf maple tree base Silver leaf maple leaves

https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/56116/cedarwood-oil-MRP-NYSIPM.pdf
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/56116/cedarwood-oil-MRP-NYSIPM.pdf
https://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/files/2010/10/mulch.pdf
https://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/files/2010/10/mulch.pdf
http://texastreeid.tamu.edu/content/TreeDetails/?id=8
https://plantdiseasehandbook.tamu.edu/landscaping/trees/maple/
https://plantdiseasehandbook.tamu.edu/landscaping/trees/maple/
https://ag.umass.edu/landscape/fact-sheets/maple-anthracnose
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/maple-tar-spot
https://plantclinic.tamu.edu/2011/11/11/spots-and-blotches-on-leaves/
https://plantclinic.tamu.edu/2011/11/11/spots-and-blotches-on-leaves/
https://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2011/05/Bacterial-Wetwood.pdf
https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/articles/bacterial-wetwood/
https://ag.umass.edu/landscape/fact-sheets/phytophthora-bleeding-canker
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Milkweed Mishap (A Word of Caution)
By Cindy Barger, Master Gardener

Like most of us, I love to putter in the yard. Even on days 
when I don’t really have the time to spend outside, I will find a 
way to get out there for a short period of time. 

One day in early November, that is just what I did. Getting 
ready to leave the house to run a few errands, I stepped outside 
“just for a minute.” I thought that since it had rained recently it 
was a good time to pull up the tropical milkweed (Asclepias cu-
rassavica) that I want to replace with native milkweed. I figured 
the milkweed would pull up quickly 
and easily since the ground was still 
damp. This patch of milkweed was 
very well established with stalks 
a good four to five feet tall, and I 
found some that were resistant to my 
tugging. So I decided I would just 
snap the stalks at the base, giving 
me a better grip so I could pull up 
each plant by the root. (In the July 
2022 Urban Dirt online newslet-
ter master gardener Linda Pearson 
wrote a very enlightening article, 
Why I Don’t Grow Tropical Milk-
weed in My Garden, which perfectly 
explains why I wanted to pull up my tropical milkweed.)

To make a possibly very long story shorter, what ended up 
happening is that some of the milkweed sap got in my eyes, 
mainly my right eye. I did not feel this actually happen, but within 
15 minutes my vision was blurry and my eyes were quite irri-
tated. I washed my hands, flushed my eyes, and washed my face. 
I stopped at the drug store to get some allergy relief eye drops, 
thinking that would take care of the discomfort. As the day wore 
on, the vision in my right eye was so blurry I could not drive safe-
ly and I was sensitive to sunlight. With some internet sleuthing I 
was reminded that milkweed sap is indeed a potential irritant, and 
I spent a sleepless night in pretty significant discomfort.

I saw my eye doctor the next day and he was surprised at the 
damage to the endothelial layer of my cornea (since I am not 
a doctor and this isn’t a medical newsletter I will just say that 
mainly what I understand is that the endothelial layer is a layer 
behind the surface of the cornea). The eye doctor said he has seen 

plenty of patients who have corneal abrasions due to branches, 
twigs, and leaves and also corneal fungal infections due to soil 
and plants, but he had never before seen milkweed sap damage. 
With abrasions and fungal infections the surface of the cornea is 
damaged, often resulting in painful ulcers. With an injury due to 
milkweed sap, the inner layer of the cornea is damaged. The good 
news is that he prescribed steroid eye drops and two days later 
he could already see slight improvement. He told me that he had 

been telling his patients about 
my experience, and I am glad 
that through his sharing others 
might be spared this type of gar-
dening incident. Thankfully this 
kind of eye injury in time will 
sometimes heal on its own, but 
the eye drops certainly reduce 
the pain and speed the healing 
process. 

I found it ironic that I had 
already done the research for my 
euphorbia article and planned 
to mention the potential irritant 
risks of those plants. Once I had 

my milkweed mishap I felt the need to write a separate caution-
ary article with the hope that I might keep at least one person 
from having a similar experience. How many times have I read 
to always wear gloves when gardening? Now I see that safety 
goggles, at least with some plants, would be beneficial as well. 
My eye doctor said he is seeing more corneal fungal infections 
than ever before. I asked him if it was due to the soil or the plants 
themselves and surprisingly he said that at least with the patients 
he had seen it was from plants. So much debris can adhere to 
the leaves, etc. and one swipe of a hand across the eye can invite 
trouble. In my case I pretty much invited the sap into my eyes as 
I bent way over to snap the milkweed stalks. That is one absent-
minded mistake I won’t make again. 

I don’t plan to stop gardening anytime soon. I am hoping I 
have many years of gardening ahead of me, and after suffering 
this uncomfortable eye injury I know I want to be more careful. 
You all please be careful too!

Asclepias curassavica

https://hutc2022.eventbrite.com
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REACH Unlimited
By Valerie Depew, Master Gardener

We would love to have you come volunteer with us at REACH 
Unlimited! REACH is a nonprofit facility for adults with intel-
lectual and developmental disabilities, located in Cypress a short 
distance from Highway 290. Thirteen years ago a group of Harris 
County Master Gardeners created a vegetable garden for the cli-
ents at REACH, and it is still going strong. Longtime MG Ginny 
Duffy was one of the original volunteers, and served as commit-
tee chair for many years. Ginny is still involved today, and we 
value her input greatly.

Every other week MG’s, now led and organized by Toni 
Anderson, gather at REACH to maintain the gardens and to teach 
the clients about planting, growing and harvesting produce from 
the garden beds. We often say that everything out there grows so 
well because it is cared for with so much love. And while that is 
no doubt true, there is also the fact that the soil has been nurtured 
and amended for thirteen years as well. 

On a typical workday we will do some maintenance on the 
vegetable beds and cages, and then bring out some of the clients. 
They learn to plant seeds and transplants in the ground beds and 
raised containers. We will guide them in pruning, maintaining, 
and harvesting their produce. It is wonderful to see how excited 
they are to gather fresh vegetables from their own garden!

This year we have been joined by interns Pam Lemire and 
Fiona Kilbride. They are a great addition to the group, and we 
welcome anyone who would like to join us in this rewarding 
volunteer effort. Please note that some of these hours are eligible 
for Public Contact hours as well. For further information, please 
reach out to Toni Anderson at: tonianderson53@gmail.com. 

REACH Unlimited, 11832 Mueller Cemetery Road, Cypress, 
TX 77429

REACH Volunteers Valerie Depew, Pam Lemire, Fiona Kilbride and Chris Kaplan at work in the 
vegetable beds. 

Volunteer Chris Kaplan with some of the collard harvest. 
The clients at REACH learn to prepare their own food with 
vegetables that they have grown.
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Genoa Friendship Gardens 

The Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service and Harris County Master Gardeners
 invite you to join us at

The Genoa Friendship Gardens
 located at

1210 Genoa Red Bluff Road
Houston, Texas 77034

Weekly Garden Hours: Open all year round, Monday and Wednesday mornings, 
9 a.m.-11a.m. (weather permitting).

We welcome professional organizations, schools, churches, and individuals tours of 
the garden! If interested in a tour, please email Lili Bauerlein, Program Coordinator at 

lilianna.bauerlein@ag.tamu.edu.

• Tour the variety of exhibits to inspire you with vegetable, perennial, rose, tropical and      
native gardens.

• Visit our Ask a Master Gardener table for information about planting citrus, fruit or berries 
for your home orchard, or planting your vegetable garden.         

• Contemplate the joy in the Earth-Kind Garden and catch a view of the Water Garden.
• Don’t leave the GFG until you have shopped the Greenhouse where seasonal herbs,       

vegetables and perennials are available for sale until September. 

are on the 3rd Monday of the month, March through October, 8:30 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. 
Admission to the Exhibit Gardens is free, and register at the Welcome Table

 to receive additional monthly notices for children and family events.

Open Garden Days

The Flower Trial Garden The Water Garden The Greenhouse

U R B A N  D I R T   •  D E C E M B E R  2 0 2 2
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Fall

Summer

Spring

homegrown2022.eventbrite.com

Registration

2022 HOME GROWN LECTURE SERIES

Lectures will be presented on the first Thursday of each month 
on Microsoft Teams and include live demonstrations. 

Register now so you don't miss one!
 

Winter

Paul Winski - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Horticulture

January 6, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

S T A R T I N G  P L A N T S  F R O M  S E E D S

Brandi Keller - Texas A&M AgriLife County Extension

Agent-Horticulture

March 3, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

T O M A T O E S  F O R  T H E  P A T I O

Shannon Dietz - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Agriculture and Natural Resources

February 3, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

B A S I C  G R A F T I N G  T E C H N I Q U E S

Paul Winski - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Horticulture

July 7, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

I D E N T I F Y I N G  P E S T  &  D I S E A S E
I S S U E S  I N  T H E  G A R D E N

Shannon Dietz - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Agriculture and Natural Resources

August 4, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

S A F E T Y  I N  T H E  H O M E  G A R D E N

Brandi Keller - Texas A&M AgriLife County Extension

Agent-Horticulture

September 1, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

A L L  A B O U T  M I N T

Paul Winski - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Horticulture

April 7, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

S T A R T I N G  P L A N T S  F R O M  C U T T I N G S

Shannon Dietz - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Agriculture and Natural Resources

May 5, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

H O M E  B U T C H E R :  M A K I N G  B O U D I N

Brandi Keller - Texas A&M AgriLife County Extension

Agent-Horticulture

June 2, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

1 0  R E A S O N S  F O R  Y E L L O W I N G
L E A V E S

Brandi Keller - Texas A&M AgriLife County Extension

Agent-Horticulture

December 1, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

P L A N T A B L E  C H R I S T M A S  T R E E
A L T E R N A T I V E S

Shannon Dietz - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Agriculture and Natural Resources

November 3, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

H O L I D A Y  M E A T S  -  N O T  J U S T
T U R K E Y !

Paul Winski - Texas A&M AgriLife Harris County

Extension Agent-Horticulture

October 6, 2022 - 10:00 a.m.

P R O P E R  P R U N I N G  I N  T H E
L A N D S C A P E

THE MEMBERS OF TEXAS A&M AGRILIFE WILL PROVIDE EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IN PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES, EDUCATION, AND EMPLOYMENT TO ALL
PERSONS REGARDLESS OF RACE, COLOR, SEX, RELIGION, NATIONAL ORIGIN, AGE, DISABILITY, GENETIC INFORMATION, VETERAN STATUS, SEXUAL
ORIENTATION OR GENDER IDENTITY AND WILL STRIVE TO ACHIEVE FULL AND EQUAL EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITY THROUGHOUT TEXAS A&M AGRILIFE..

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-tickets-156714975711
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-2022-tickets-221010808277
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-tickets-169127086669
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Texas A&M AgriLife Extension
in partnership with 

Hermann Park Conservancy 
are pleased to present

Master Gardeners in the City
at McGovern Centennial Gardens

These educational programs are FREE and OPEN TO THE PUBLIC.
Extension programs serve people of all ages regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 

The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas cooperating.

McGovern Centennial Gardens at Hermann Park
1500 Hermann Drive

Houston, Texas 77004
When events resume: free tours and children’s activity. 
“Adult“ workshop at 10:30 a.m. No registration required. 

Visit the Harris County Master Gardeners 
Facebook page for event details!

www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyMasterGardeners

The Harris County Master Gardeners maintain the vegetable, herb, 
berry, and citrus beds in the Family Garden on Tuesday and Thursday 
mornings, so if you see one of us working there, feel free to say hi.                            

We look forward to our formal in-person programming resuming soon. 
Please check back periodically for those dates. 

http://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyMasterGardeners
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Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service provides equal opportunities in its 
programs and employment to all persons, regardless of race, color, sex, 
religion, national origin, disability, age, genetic information, veteran status, 
sexual orientation, or gender identity. The Texas A&M University System, 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of 
Texas cooperating. Individuals with disabilities, who require an auxiliary 
aid, service or accommodation in order to participate in any Extension 
activities, are encouraged to contact the Harris County Extension Office at 
713-274-0950 for assistance five working days prior to the activity.

reen Thumb 2023 
ardening Series 

The Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service and the Harris County Master Gardeners 
are pleased to offer the FREE Green Thumb Gardening Series of Lectures 

Got questions?  Go to hcmga.tamu.edu/ask-a-question/ 

Second Monday, 10:00 A.M. – 11:30 A.M. 
Houston Community College @Home Gardening Series 

Register in advance to receive the link:  hccs.edu/community-learning-workshops 
Second Monday of each month 

January 9 – Soil and Food Web June 12 – Pollinator Gardening  
February 13 – Spring Vegetable Gardening July 10 – Fall Vegetable Gardening 
March 20  – Benefits of Growing Native Plants August 14 – Exploring Ethnic Vegetables 
April 10 – Tips for Great Lawns September 11 –Growing Roses in Texas 
May 8 – Gardening with Less Water October 9 – Trees and Tree Care 

Third Tuesday, 11:00 A.M. – 12:00 P.M. 
Harris County Public Library Facebook Live 

No reservation required – facebook.com/harriscountypl/events/ 
Third Tuesday of each month 

January 17 – Soil and Food Web June 20 – Pollinator Gardening 
February 21 – Spring Vegetable Gardening July 18 – Fall Vegetable Gardening 
March 21 – Benefits of Growing Native Plants August 15 – Exploring Ethnic Vegetables 
April 18 – Tips for Great Lawns September 19 – Growing Roses in Texas 
May 16 – Gardening with Less Water October 17 – Trees and Tree Care 

The 2022 Green Thumb Gardening Series lectures have concluded. Below is 
the 2023 schedule to assist in your gardening plans for the coming year. 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-tickets-156714975711
http://hcmga.tamu.edu/ask-a-question/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/home-grown-lecture-series-tickets-156714975711
http://facebook.com/harriscountypl/events/
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MG of the Month - Carolyn Boyd by Karen Breneman, Master Gardener

  

Nominate a Master Gardener of the Month
We want to recognize the people who are working hard 
to keep our organization functioning.

To let the Membership committee know about the 
volunteers deserving of the award, contact                  
Karen Breneman at kbreneman2017@gmail.com .

Thank you in advance for your nomination!

Congratulations! Carolyn graduated with the class of 2014. 
Since then, she has become the editor of the Urban Dirt 
newsletter, served on the Genoa Friendship Gardens 

Steering Committee and works on the GFG plant trial team. 
  Carolyn attributes her 

interest in gardening to 
her parents. Growing up in 
Pasadena, about half of their 
half-acre lot was always 
under cultivation. They 
grew a variety of vegetables, 
fruit trees and grapevines. 
She calls it growing up on a 
“mini-farm”, complete with 
chickens, ducks, periodically 
a rabbit and occasionally a 
pen of quail.

After graduating from the University of Houston with a 
Bachelor of Fine Arts degree, Carolyn continued growing plants 
and veggies when time and space allowed. She has worked in 
the graphic design and advertising field since college, and is 
currently a freelance graphic designer. 

Carolyn enjoys the camaraderie of the Master Gardeners. 
She feels fortunate to be part of an enthusiastic group whose 
mission is to educate the local community in gardening and 
best practices. Having access to gardening talent and expertise 
enables her to expand her own horticultural knowledge.

“Continuing to learn and making new friends in the process 
of spreading the delights of gardening is a huge bonus and 
extremely gratifying!” 

Carolyn Boyd
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The Home Grown podcast is presented by the Agriculture & Natural Resources (ANR) Unit of the Harris County Texas A&M      
AgriLife Extension office. The series provides information on urban agriculture / horticulture / gardening and ag literacy. The      
 program focuses on topics that are relevant to the urban gardener.       

The podcast can also be found at the following site: www.listennotes.com/podcasts/home-grown-podcast-paul-OM7PKqityX_/

Home Grown Podcast

http://www.listennotes.com/podcasts/home-grown-podcast-paul-OM7PKqityX_/
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Genoa Friendship Garden Workdays are an opportunity for Interns and Master Gardeners 
to meet with other gardeners, and to learn by working in a variety of gardens. Test your 
practical gardening skills and learn from other gardeners’ knowledge. 
Explore the various options of working in a collection of gardens with 
perennials, proven Earth-Kind® winners, the fruit tree orchard, native 
plants, composting, and greenhouse activities.  

Come and enjoy a few hours working in the garden with fellow      
Gardeners while gaining your required membership service hours.
Work tasks will be outlined, and available to gardeners to seek     
their interest. Garden leads will be on hand to guide you through      
the tasks. 

For some of you that have considered this a distance you couldn’t commit to on a regular 
basis, it is always available if you want to be surrounded by old or new friends. 

GFG also offers Mon./Wed. workdays (8:45 a.m. – Noon) for MGs who can attend       
during the week.

Please join us at our GFG Garden Workdays!

Evan J. Hopkins,
Master Gardener

December 10th 
GFG Saturday Workdays

8:30 a.m. – 12:00 p.m.
1210 Genoa Red Bluff Road, Houston TX 

Please email Jonathan Correia at jonathan@jonathancorreia.com 
or text to 832-687-5604 if you would like to work

 at GFG on a Saturday. 

For Harris County Master Gardeners Only!
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Master Gardeners and Interns who celebrate a birthday during 
December include the following. Wish them HAPPY BIRTHDAY 
when you see them! 

If your name is missing, please check that your online profile is complete.

Marisol Arteaga, Debra Caldwell, Nancy Cansler, 
Carol Curtiss, Carlos Domenech, Eileen Donovan, 
Candy Friday, Cherease Glasper, Dianne Lawrence, 
Becky Lowicki, Bennie Matusek, Karen McGowan, 
Janice Muhm, Bridget Richnow, Linda Saxman              
and Chevvy Tang

Please subscribe to our Harris County 
Horticulture YouTube page for

access to recorded videos.
 

Thank you for your support.
 https://www.youtube.com/channel

   

Have 
Garden 
Questions?

We have developed a new form 
located at https://hcmga.tamu.edu/
ask-a-question/ 

You can submit your question and up 
to three photos. Be sure your photos 
are focused and clear. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCmIhsYf4bJEHqUIFb2vVpkQ
https://hcmga.tamu.edu/ask-a-question/
https://hcmga.tamu.edu/ask-a-question/
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Gardening Tools
This chart is a handy guide for knowing the best times to plant in Harris County.

Download the Vegetable Garden 
Planting Guide

English        Spanish/Espanol

Texas AgriLIFE Extension Service

Harris County Office
713-274-0950

Ideal Planting Time  Marginal Planting Time https://harris.agrilife.org/hort/
Planting times are for seeds unless 
otherwise noted
Artichoke Dormant Crowns Transplants
Asparagus (dormant crowns)
Beans - Snap & Lima (Butterbean) Snap&Lima    Snap
Beets
Broccoli (transplants)
Brussels Sprouts (transplants)
Cabbage (transplants)
Cabbage - Chinese (transplants)
Carrots 
Cauliflower (transplants)
Chard, Swiss
Collards (transplants)
Corn
Cucumbers
Eggplant (transplants)
Garlic
Kale (transplants)
Kohlrabi (transplants)
Leeks  Transplants Seeds
Lettuce - also Arugula, Mache, Sorrel
Melon - Cantaloupe, Honeydew
Mustard
Okra
Onion - bulbing Transplants Seeds
Onion - multiplying/bunching
Peas - English & Snap
Peas - Southern
Pepper  (transplants)
Potato - Irish (cut pieces)
Potato - Sweet (slips)
Pumpkin
Radish
Spinach
Squash - Summer
Squash - Winter
Tomato
Turnips
Summer Greens - Malabar, Amaranth
Watermelon
 Average Last Freeze Dates (Hobby 2/8,Bush 3/1)   Average First Freeze Dates (Bush 11/30, Hobby 12/20)  

Plants grown over winter may require protection during freezing weather.                Seeds and transplants started in the heat of summer will benefit from shading during establishment.

for Harris County
Vegetable Garden Planting Dates

Oct Nov DecJan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept

http://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2019/03/Vegetable-Planting-Chart-2019.pdf
http://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2019/03/Vegetable-Planting-Chart-2019.pdf
http://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2019/03/Vegetable-Planting-Chart-2019.pdf
http://counties.agrilife.org/harris/files/2022/08/Veg-Planting-Chart-in-Spanish_and_english.pdf
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Texas a&M agriLife 
exTension service

13105 norThwesT freeway, suiTe 1000 
housTon, Tx 77040
713-274-0950
harris.agrilife.org/program-areas/hort/

hcmga.tamu.edu 
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Would you like to contribute to the Urban Dirt?
Send all questions and/or submissions to: UrbanDirt.harrishort@gmail.com

www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyMasterGardeners
www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyHorticulture

https://twitter.com/pharrishort

https://www.youtube.com/channel

https://www.instagram.com/harriscountymastergardeners

Follow Us On Facebook, Twitter & Instagram
The Harris County Master Gardeners as well as Texas A&M AgriLife Extension - Harris 
County Horticulture are actively participating on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram offering 
tips, lists, news and plant advice almost daily. The best part, instead of locating planting 
guides or insect documents, and sale dates for individuals, you can add the HCMG site to 
your account and easily share information with others. This is a definitely a timesaver for 
these busy garden days and helps promote our organization. Reach us via these links:

MG In-person Volunteer Gardening Opportunities
Learning Tuesdays at Centennial Gardens

As a reminder, every Tuesday, we will have a 30-minute 
lesson on a component of the garden for MGs and Interns. 
So you can get in an hour and a half of volunteer work and 
30 minutes (sometimes more!) of continuing education. 
The workday begins at 9.a.m. We'll take a break mid-morn-
ing for a rest and the 30 minute class, then should finish  
up by 11 a.m. Email Will Isbell at mcg.harrishort@gmail.
com, if you are interested in attending. 
Genoa Friendship Garden
1210 Genoa Red Bluff Road, Houston 77034
Weekday Workdays     8:30 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.

Every Monday and Wednesday we are working in   
the a variety of gardens. They include a large vegetable 
production garden and Texas AgriLife research plant trial 
beds. Feel free to drop in to get service hours!
Weekend Workdays     8:30 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.

Join us every 2nd and 4th Saturday at our Weekend 
Workdays. These are opportunities for Interns and MGs 
to learn and work in a variety of gardens. Please contact 
Jonathan Correia at jonathan@jonathancorreia.com or 
text to 832-687-5604 to confirm work day schedule. 

Gardening on the North side at
Christ the Good Shepherd Church (CGS)
Monday, Thursday and Saturday - 8:00 -10:00 a.m.
CGS garden is located between TX 249 and I-45 just north 
of FM 1960 at 18511 Klein Church Rd, Spring, TX 77379. 

All work tools and equipment are provided, including 
gloves, water, sunscreen, and bug spray. We welcome new 
faces to join our group. Contact Dale Hudson by phone or 
text at 832-659-7799, or email at UTVOL66@gmail.com.

The garden has 28 raised beds for vegetables and two 
uniquely designed raised beds for herbs. There is a heated 
greenhouse where veggies and herbs are started from 
seed. And, there is a specifically designed composting 
area where all of the compost and mulch requirements for 
the garden are met on site. Gardeners with special skills or 
interests can focus on a particular area and lead or learn in 
the setting they enjoy.

CGS garden is approved as a Texas AgriLife research 
site, and as such we conduct plant trials throughout 
the year.

http://harris.agrilife.org/program-areas/hort/
mailto:UrbanDirt.harrishort@gmail.com
http://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyMasterGardeners
http://www.facebook.com/HarrisCountyHorticulture 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCmIhsYf4bJEHqUIFb2vVpkQ

