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Horticulture Hints

Landscape Gardening and Ornamentals
Pruning Trees

 Virtually all trees in our landscapes will need to be pruned during their lives – 
particularly in the first two decades after planting.

 Sometimes a tree may need to be pruned in some way to help it, such as 
dealing with storm damage, reducing limb weight, removing dead limbs and 
stopping the spread of disease. Trees also are pruned to adapt them to our urban 
environment, including keeping limbs from coming in contact with power lines, 
rubbing against the house, hanging too low or obstructing views. Pruning also 
may be done to make trees more attractive and useful in the home landscape.

 When pruning, you must have a clear idea of what you are trying to accom-
plish. Ask yourself why you feel the tree needs to be pruned, and then carefully 
consider which branches need to be cut to achieve your goals.

 When evaluating your trees for pruning, try to anticipate potential problems. 
Look at where branches are and how they are growing. Then imagine the years 
going by and how that branch will grow. Will it eventually cause problems? 

 For example, it is much better to prune away a small young branch that 
is obviously growing toward your house than to wait until the branch is large 
and hitting the roof. Avoid removing branches larger than 4 inches, if possible. 
Removing branches that size or larger create big wounds on the tree that will 
take a long time to heal. Anticipating issues and pruning early to correct them 
minimizes the need to remove large branches.

 When pruning a tree, try to work with the tree’s growth pattern. If a branch is 
too long or growing in the wrong direction, prune it back to a side branch grow-
ing in a more appropriate direction or remove it entirely. Don’t cut it back to 
some arbitrary point just to get it out of the way. This will leave an unattractive 
stub and make it difficult for the tree to heal. Plus, a shortened branch will likely 
just re-sprout with even more undesirable growth.

 If limbs are less than three-quarters of an inch in diameter, they can be 
removed easily with hand pruners. Bypass pruners (the blades cross like scissors) 
generally give a better cut than the anvil type (one blade forced against a flat 
surface). Larger branches should be cut with loppers, a pruning saw or even a 
chain saw.

 Trees generally can be pruned anytime of the year. Winter is a good time to 
prune deciduous trees while they are leafless and you can see the structure of 
the tree more clearly. 

 Pruning trees can be very dangerous to the person pruning and even to 
those nearby. Always watch for power lines. Be very careful when using power 
tools.

 If you have to climb in the tree to do the pruning, you definitely should 
consider hiring a state licensed arborist. Think of safety first. If the job seems 
more than you can handle safely, call in a professional. There is a list of licensed 
arborists, arranged by parishes, on the Louisiana Department of Agriculture and 
Forestry website at http://www.ldaf.state.la.us/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/
ARL.pdf.

Louisiana 
Super Plants

 Look for Louisiana Super 
Plants selections at your local 
nurseries. Louisiana Super 
Plants are selected by the LSU 
AgCenter for their outstand-
ing performance around the 
state and are “university tested 
and industry approved.”

 Excellent cool-season 
bedding plant selections that 
tolerate freezes and can be 
planted in December, January 
and February include dianthus 
Amazon Neon Purple, Amazon 
Neon Cherry and Amazon 
Rose Magic; Camelot fox-
gloves that come in lavender, 
white, cream and rose; Sorbet 
violas in many colors; Redbor 
kale, with frilly purple leaves; 
Swan columbines in many 
beautiful colors; the exqui-
sitely blue-flowered Diamonds 
Blue delphinium; and the 
newest Louisiana Super Plants 
selection, the long blooming 
Mesa gaillardia that will bloom 
from early spring until late 
summer.

 To find nurseries carrying 
Louisiana Super Plants selec-
tions near you, go to www.
lsuagcenter.com/superplants 
and click on “Where to Find 
Super Plants.”
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Spring-flowering Trees Brighten Landscapes

 Flowering trees will add so much color and beauty to our land-
scapes over the next few months, and now through early March 
are excellent times to plant these and other types of trees.

 The Taiwan flowering cherry (Prunus campanulata) blooms 
in late January or February. The attractive flowers are a vibrant 
deep pink and are produced in great abundance before the leaves 
emerge. This is one of the few flowering cherries that grows and 
blooms reliably in south Louisiana. 

 The ‘Okame’ flowering cherry is another type that will grow 
most successfully in north Louisiana. It blooms later and the flow-
ers are less likely to be damaged by a freeze. Pale pink flowers are 
produced in March or April.

 The Oriental magnolia (Magnolia x soulangeana) is one of the 
most spectacular of the spring-flowering trees because its flowers 
are so large. Unlike the evergreen Southern magnolia, the Oriental 
magnolia is deciduous and loses its leaves in winter. Appearing be-
fore the foliage in February, the fragrant flowers are tulip shaped, 
4 to 6 inches across and may be flushed pale pink to purple on the 
outside and white on the inside. Long-lived and reliable, Oriental 
magnolias grow 15 to 20 feet tall and need a sunny, well-drained 
location.

 The related star magnolia (Magnolia stellata) is smaller, grow-
ing 10 to 12 feet tall, and is more shrublike. The white or pale pink 
flowers are star shaped and wonderfully fragrant. Blooming in 
late January or February before the foliage, the star magnolia is an 
excellent choice for small gardens.

 The native silver bell (Halesia diptera) is a lovely tree that 
produces small four-petal white flowers that hang down in large 
numbers from the branches. The thin leaves allow light to filter 
through, creating a lovely effect under the tree. Silver bells thrive 
in Louisiana and, once established, grow rapidly, maturing at about 
25 to 30 feet. They grow well with light shade or in full sun.

 The hawthorns are a wonderful group of native trees that 
provide spring blooms as well as fruit for human or wildlife 
consumption. Growing 15 to 20 feet tall, the parsley hawthorn 
(Crataegus marshallii) is an excellent choice in patio or small plant-
ings. The clusters of white flowers appear in March or April and are 
soon followed by the foliage, which looks like flat Italian parsley. 
The small red fruit that ripen in fall are relished by mockingbirds. 
Parsley hawthorn is tolerant of poorly drained soils and grows in 
full sun to part shade.

 The American fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus) produces 
clusters of flowers with long, narrow greenish-white petals that are 
produced in masses all along the branches. The narrow petals and 
hanging habit give the flowers a fringe or beardlike appearance. In 
the wild, you usually see them growing on the edge of the woods. 
They thrive in full sun to partial shade in well-drained locations.

 The Chinese fringe tree (Chionanthus retusus) also grows well 
here and is even showier than our native species.

 Another excellent spring-flowering tree is the redbud (Cercis 
canadensis), which usually blooms in late February or March. 
Small pinkish-purple pealike flowers are produced in unbelievable 
profusion along the branches (and even on the trunk!) before 
the leaves appear. This habit of blooming before the leaves grow 
out is fairly common among the spring-flowering trees and really 
adds to the visual appeal of the flowers. Redbuds are relatively fast 
growing once established and prefer full sun to part shade and a 
well-drained location.

Late winter flower on star magnolia tree

Late winter or early spring blossoms on Taiwan 
flowering cherry tree

Cluster of white fringed flowers on 
American fringe tree

A cluster of white bell-shaped flowers on silver 
bell tree
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In Louisiana, Arbor Day is celebrated on the third Friday in January 
each year. So it’s on Jan. 16, 2015, for this year. Arbor Day is a day set aside 
for us to appreciate all of the great things trees do for us and to plant 
trees.

 Most of us would agree that Louisiana summers are too hot to begin 
with, but urban areas in particular are heat traps. The buildings, streets 
and parking lots absorb and hold heat from the sun, causing urban 
centers to be several degrees warmer than the surrounding countryside.

 Trees moderate this by absorbing the sunlight’s energy and using 
it to create their food. Trees provide comfortable oases by lowering air 
temperatures under their canopies by six to 10 degrees. Overall, this helps 
moderate temperatures in urban areas. On a more personal level, properly 
placed trees that shade your house can cut your air conditioning bill 
anywhere from 10 percent to 50 percent during the summer.

 Air pollution is a real concern, and trees help stop some of that, too. 
The leaf surfaces of trees trap and filter out ash, dust, pollen and other par-
ticles in the air (although many trees also contribute to the pollen count 
when they bloom). Trees help supply the oxygen we need to breathe, as 
well as use the carbon dioxide emitted by factories, engines and even us 
as we exhale. 

 Among their many additional benefits, trees stabilize the soil and pre-
vent erosion, cut down on noise pollution by acting as barriers to sound, 
hide unattractive views and provide food and shelter for urban wildlife. 
Trees also contribute greatly to beautification, increase property values 
and shade our outdoor living areas during the summer. Fruit and nut trees 
in the landscape even provide us with good things to eat.

 All that should be enough reasons to give your trees a big hug on 
Arbor Day. Our state would be a different and much less agreeable place 
without them. So don’t forget to plant suitable trees wherever and when-
ever an appropriate situation exists.

Celebrate 
Arbor Day  
January 16 
by planting 
a tree!
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Pruning Roses
Repeat-flowering

 Repeat-flowering roses should be pruned 
anytime from late January (south Louisiana) 
through mid-February (north Louisiana). 

This pruning is especially important for 
the popular hybrid tea and grandiflora roses, 
but all types of repeat-flowering roses ben-
efit from pruning. Without annual pruning, 
roses generally become leggy, less vigorous 
and unattractive and do not bloom as well.

 Use sharp bypass hand pruners to prune your roses. Should you need 
to cut canes larger than one-half inch in diameter, you should use bypass 
loppers. It’s a good idea to wear a sturdy pair of leather gloves and long 
sleeves to protect your hands and arms from the thorns.

Hybrid Tea and Grandiflora
• First, remove all diseased or dead canes and weak or spindly canes that 

are the diameter of a pencil or less by cutting them back to their points 
of origin. A good rose bush should have four to eight strong, healthy 
canes the diameter of your finger or larger after this first step.

• Cut back the remaining canes to about 24 inches from ground level. 
When you prune a cane, make the cut about one-quarter inch above a 
dormant bud or newly sprouted side shoot. Try to cut back to buds that 
face out, away from the center of the bush. The new shoot produced by 
the bud will grow outward, opening up the bush for light, air and orderly 
growth. This may seem picky, but it really does make a difference. 

Other Types of Everblooming (such as China, tea, noisette, Bourbon, 
polyantha, floribunda, landscape and miniature roses)
• In general, roses in these categories have more pleasing shapes without 

severe pruning. But pruning is still needed to stimulate vigorous growth 
and control the size and shape. 

• First, remove any dead or diseased canes.
• To lightly shape the bushes, selectively cut back individual branches to 

improve the overall form.
• If a bush is overgrown, it will tolerate hard pruning to get it back into 

shape. As a rule of thumb, these roses are cut back about one-third to 
one-half their height, depending on the situation.

• Long, especially vigorous shoots that have grown well beyond the rest 
of a bush and make it look out of balance may be cut back more than 
the rest of the bush.

• Young bushes planted within the past year or two likely will not need 
drastic pruning but they may be cut back lightly to encourage a full, 
bushy plant. 

It is far easier for you and healthier for the rose bush if you prune at 
least once a year. It is very difficult to properly prune a rose bush that has 
been allowed to grow for several years without pruning. Don’t forget we 
also do a second, but not as severe, pruning on everblooming roses in late 
summer – around late August. 

Once-Blooming
Once-blooming roses should not be pruned in late winter. Once-

blooming roses produce their flowers on growth made the previous year. 
Once-blooming roses that should not be pruned now include many 

climbing and rambler roses (such as Cherokee, swamp, Lady Banks, 
Veilchenblau, Dorothy Perkins and Blaze) and some old garden types. If 
once-blooming roses are pruned back now, they will produce few, if any, 
flowers. 

Garden Myth-Information
 For any topic, there will be mis-

conceptions and misinformation, and 
gardening is no exception. Some-
times the erroneous information is 
based on a kernel of truth greatly 
exaggerated or misapplied. But 
sometimes there’s just no idea where 
some it originated.

 Here are some of the common 
garden myths LSU AgCenter horticul-
turist Dan Gills says he’s encountered 
over the years:

The Myth: The moon has a 
profound influence on the way plants 
grow, so you have to plant seeds 
and transplants based on the proper 
phase of the moon to be successful.

 This idea has been around for 
a long time, but research does not 
substantiate it. The moon has an 
undeniable effect on the tides and 
living organisms, but planting in the 
wrong phase of the moon will not 
prevent a vegetable plant from grow-
ing and producing a crop. The farmers 
who grow what we eat do not plant 
by the phase of the moon or a sign of 
the zodiac. They plant according to 
weather conditions and the proper 
season, and you should too.

The Myth: Adding gypsum to 
heavy clay soils loosens up the soil, 
reduces compaction and makes it 
easier to work with.

 According to soils specialist J. 
Stevens with the LSU AgCenter, add-
ing gypsum as a soil amendment to 
soils in southeast Louisiana generally 
is not beneficial and will not loosen 
the soil. Gypsum is only beneficial 
in areas where sodium levels in the 
compacted soil are high. Soils in most 
of Louisiana have sodium levels that 
are relatively low. In such soils, it is 
pointless to add gypsum. It will not 
make the soil easier to work or less 
compacted.

The Myth: Watering plants when 
the sun is shining on the leaves will 
cause the leaves to burn.

 The idea behind this is that the 
droplets of water sitting on the 
leaves will act as lenses, focusing the 
sunlight on the leaves like a magnify-
ing glass and burning them. But this 
simply does not happen. Although 
watering plants in early morning 
generally is best, feel free to water 
your plants anytime during the day – 
even if the sun is shining on them.

Knockout Roses
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Protecting Tropical 
Plants During Winter

 Tropical plants in our landscapes 
are not very cold hardy and often 
are damaged by winter freezes. 

The most important factors in 
how much damage a plant receives 
from cold are how hardy it is and 
how cold the weather gets. The 
longer below-freezing temperatures 
persist, the more likely damage is to 
occur. Freezes that last eight hours 
or more are particularly damaging 
to tropical plants.

Here’s what to do when subfreezing 
temperatures threaten:

Water:  Thoroughly water land-
scape plants before a freeze if the 
soil is dry. Strong, dry winds may 
cause damage by drying plants out, 
and watering helps to prevent this. 
Wetting the foliage of plants before 
a freeze does not, however, provide 
any cold protection. 

Move Inside:  Move all tender 
plants in containers and hanging 
baskets into buildings where the 
temperature will stay above freez-
ing. If this is not possible, group all 
container plants in a protected area 
(like the inside corner of a covered 
patio) and cover them with plastic.

Mulch:  For plants growing in 
the ground, use a loose, dry mate-
rial such as pine straw or leaves to 
mulch around the plants. Mulches 
will only protect what they cover 
and are best used to protect below-
ground parts and crowns, or they 
may be used to completely cover 
low-growing plants to a depth of 
four to six inches. Leave a complete 
cover of mulch on for no more than 
three to four days.

Cover:  If necessary, you may 
prune back a large plant to make its 
size more practical to cover. Smaller 
individual plants can be protected 
by covering them with various sizes 
of cardboard or Styrofoam boxes.

 Larger plants can be protected 
by creating a simple structure and 
covering it with sheets, quilts or 
plastic. The structure holds the 
covering off the foliage, preventing 
branch breakage and improving 
cold protection. It need be nothing 
more elaborate than three stakes 

slightly taller than the plant driven into the ground. The cover should extend 
to the ground and be sealed with soil, stones or bricks. Plastic covers should 
be vented or removed on sunny, warm days.

 For severe freezes where temperatures are in the teens, providing a heat 
source under the covering helps. A safe, easy way to do this is to generously 
wrap or drape the plant with small outdoor incandescent Christmas lights. 
The lights provide heat but do not get hot enough to burn the plant or cover. 
Please be careful and use only outdoor lights, extension cords and electrical 
sockets.

What To Do After a Freeze
 Unless you are keeping container plants inside for the rest of the winter, 

move the plants you brought inside for freeze protection back to their spots 
outside.

 For plants that you covered, remove or vent clear plastic covers to prevent 
excessive heat buildup if the next day is sunny and mild. You may leave plants 
covered with blankets or sheets for several days without harming them, but 
eventually the covers will need to be removed so the plants can get light.

 Do not prune anything for several days after a freeze. It often takes 
several days for all of the damage to become evident.

 Damaged growth on herbaceous or nonwoody plants – such as cannas, 
elephant ears, birds-of-paradise, begonias, impatiens, philodendron and 
gingers – may be pruned back to living tissue. This pruning is optional and 
is done more to neaten things up than to benefit the plants. If the damaged 
tissue is oozy, mushy, slimy and foul smelling, however, it should be removed.

 Generally, it’s a good idea to delay hard pruning of woody tropical plants 
– such as hibiscus, tibouchina, angel’s trumpet, croton, ixora, schefflera, 
copper plant and rubber tree – until new growth begins in the spring and 
you can more accurately determine which parts are alive and which ones are 
dead.
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Checklist for December/January/February
1.  Most spring-flowering bulbs can be planted through early 

December. Tulips and hyacinths must be refrigerated for six to eight 
weeks before planting in late December or early January.

2.  Remove old flowers from your cool-season bedding plants to extend 
blooming and improve flower performance.

3.  Plant gladiolus in late February in south Louisiana. Prolong the 
blooming season by planting at two- to three-week intervals for a 
couple of months.

4.  Mulch shrub and flower beds to get plants off to a good spring start 
and minimize weed problems.

5.  Watch azaleas for lace bugs beginning in February and through the 
spring. They feed underneath lower foliage and cause the foliage 
to have numerous small white spots. Control with horticultural oil 
sprays or Orthene.

6.  A late winter planting of petunias will provide a good flower show 
for early spring. 

7.  Winter is a great time for planting trees. Some excellent native 
species for Louisiana include nuttall oak, Southern red oak, willow 
oak, red maple, Southern magnolia, baldcypress and mayhaw. 

8.  February is the ideal time to fertilize shade trees and fruit trees.

9.  January and February are good months to prune landscape trees 
and any deciduous and evergreen plants that don’t flower in the 
spring.

10.  Clean and sharpen tools before you put them away. Wipe the 
metal blades with an oily cloth that coats them with a thin layer of 
protective oil to help prevent corrosion. Coat wooden handles with 
protectants such as a sealer, tung oil or varnish.

11.  February is a good time to plant container or bare-root roses. Bare-
root rose bushes should be planted by the end of February. Early 
planting allows rose bushes to become established in their new 
locations before they begin to bloom. This increases the number 
and quality of flowers, and the bushes are more prepared to deal 
with summer heat when it arrives in May. Plant roses in sunny, well-
prepared beds that have excellent drainage.

12.  Look for Louisiana Super Plants at your local nurseries. Louisiana 
Super Plants are selected for their outstanding performance around 
the state and are “university tested and industry approved.” Go to 
www.lsuagcenter.com/superplants for more information.

13.  Trim dormant ornamental grasses in late February. It is important to 
remove the brown leaves before the new growth emerges and mixes 
with the dead growth. Electric hedge trimmers are a good tool to 
use for this job of “trimming back.”

Dan Gill, Consumer Horticulturist
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It’s Never Too Cold for Veggies!
We are officially in the winter season. The temperature fluctuates 

between days warm enough for flip-flops to others begging for layers. 
Despite the weird weather and the sometimes very cold weather, your 

vegetable garden should be thriving. It’s time to harvest some of those 
fall season crops planted in September and to begin working rows so you 
can keep on planting from December through February. 

Onions, potatoes and late-season cabbage, along with broccoli and 
lettuce, are begging to be planted this season. Give the gift of gardening 
to yourself and try a few of the tips below. 

Also, remember even though it’s cold outside, insects are still active. 
Be particularly aware of worms and loopers that will mow down leafy 
greens in no time! 

Crop Highlights
Onions: Transplant pencil-size or smaller onion plants from mid-

December through January. 
Fertilize with 6 to 7 pounds of a complete fertilizer such as 8-24-24 or 

13-13-13 per 100 feet of row (about 0.6-0.7 pounds per 10 feet of row) 
about two weeks before transplanting. 

Space plants about 3 to 4 inches apart in the row. You can plant sev-
eral drills across a row, as long as onion sets are planted on 6-inch centers. 

Side-dress onions, shallots and garlic when growth starts in early 
February. Use ½ teaspoon of calcium nitrate between every other plant. 
Two additional side-dressings at two-week to three-week intervals will 
increase bulb size. Control weeds during early November and December. 
Hand pulling and cultivation are the primary means of weed control in 
onions. Control thrips with malathion!

Shallots: Shallot sets can be planted any time during the winter. If you 
have some growing in the garden, replant several as you harvest by cut-
ting back tops, separating bulbs and transplanting them again. Separate 
plants during December and January for next year’s sets.

Cabbage, Broccoli, Cauliflower and Chinese Cabbage: Cabbage 
planted now may encounter low temperatures. Temperatures in the low 
20s will injure some of the cabbage, and lower temperatures will freeze 
many varieties. 

Recommended varieties for winter production are Bravo, Cheers, Blue 
Vantage, Emblem, Vantage Point and Rio Verde. For reds, try Cardinal, Red 
Rookie 831, Red Rookie or Salad Bowl. 

Bolting may occur. Bolting is caused when plants go dormant because 
of prolonged exposure to cooler temperatures (45 degrees Fahrenheit 
and lower). Bolting of the cool-season crops also will occur when late-
season crops are exposed to hot temperatures. 

Each of these vegetables can be planted directly into the field during 
January, but cauliflower and Chinese cabbage should not be transplanted 
until late January or February. 

Irish potatoes: Begin planting Irish potatoes around mid-January in 
south Louisiana and about the first of February in north Louisiana. Irish 
potato plants may be nipped back by a light frost, but damage usually is 
not serious. 

Fertilize at the rate of 7 to 8 pounds of a complete fertilizer (8-8-8, 13-
13-13) or 8-24-24 per 100 feet of row before planting (0.7-0.8 pounds per 
10 feet of row). Cut seed potatoes into blocky pieces that weigh about 1.5 
to 2 ounces each or are about the size of an egg. Be sure each seed piece 
has at least one eye. That is where the plant will originate. 

Vegetable Gardening

Vegetables to Plant in...
December:  Only plant onions and 
shallots in December. Hold off on all 
other crops until mid-January. (See crop 
highlights below.) 

Continue to scout late-season fall 
crops for insects and diseases. Even 
though soils are cool, if regular rain is 
not occurring, you’ll need to irrigate 
your home garden. Order your spring 
vegetable seeds this month! 

January:  In early January, continue to 
plant onions sets. In mid- to late January, 
transplant broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower 
and lettuce into the garden. You also 
can directly seed Irish potatoes through 
mid-February. 

If you have greenhouse space or 
a cool frame, start your warm-season 
transplants this month. Vegetable grow-
ers in south Louisiana should start their 
tomato, eggplant and pepper trans-
plants about the middle of the month. 
North Louisiana vegetable growers 
should wait until the end of the month 
or the beginning of February. You’ll need 
eight to 10 weeks of growth prior to 
transplanting into the garden.  

February:  Continue to transplant 
broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower and 
lettuce transplants into the garden. 

Successive planting ensures you’ll 
have a steady harvest. You don’t want 
everything to come in at the same time– 
unless you have several large freezers 
available or loads of hungry neighbors! 
Divide your rows into sections, planting 
a portion of the row and then waiting 
two weeks to a month and planting the 
remaining portion. 

Directly seed beets, turnips, mustard, 
parsley, radishes, lettuce, snap beans 
and Irish potatoes.
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Plant seed pieces 10 to 15 inches 
apart in the row. As the potato 
plants grow, pull soil from the sides 
of the rows up toward the plants 
each week to prevent tubers from 
surfacing. Consuming tubers that 
were exposed to sun and have green 
skin can cause quite a stomachache!

TIP: Every time the LSU AgCenter 
gives fertilizer recommendations, 
the recommendations are based on 
a 100-foot row that is approximately 
4 feet wide. For example, if our 
recommendations say 6 pounds 
per 100-foot row, it represents the 
amount for a 400-square-foot area. 
If you have a garden that is 10 feet 
wide and 10 feet long, you have 100 
square feet. So 6 pounds per 400 
square feet would be 1.5 pounds for 
100 square feet. A pound of 13-13-
13 or 8-8-8 is 1 pint – or 16 ounces or 
2 cups. 

Transplant Production
Seeds of cole crops such as cabbage, broccoli and cauliflower will germi-

nate well in cool soils (temperatures from 45 to 50 F) but they have earlier 
germination times at higher soil temperatures. After germination, plants 
thrive when temperatures range from 70 to 80 F. Most cole crops will be 
ready to transplant five to six weeks after seeding.

Tomato, eggplant and pepper seeds require warmer soil for germination. 
This is why a controlled environment is required for uniform germination. 
Keep transplants in the greenhouse or cold frame. It typically takes eight to 
10 weeks to produce a hardy tomato, eggplant or pepper transplant. 

Transplants require sunlight. Provide full sunlight all day when seedlings 
first appear. If starting transplants inside a house, keep on a bright window 
sill. 

Make sure you harden off your transplants before moving them into the 
garden. Remove the plants from your home or greenhouse and keep them 
outside for a week before planting into the garden. Water less frequently than 
you did when they were growing indoors. 

Plant transplants into the garden early in the morning or during early 
evening. Do not wait any longer than one hour after planting to water! 

Kathryn Fontenot, Ph.D., Community/School Vegetable Gardens
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Cold Weather Shuts Down Warm-
season Turfgrasses

December begins a bleak time for warm-season 
turfgrasses. Most lawns should be dormant or at least 
close to this stage by Christmas.  

Because lawns are not actively growing, fertilizer 
applications are not needed during the winter. Actually, 
you should have stopped nitrogen fertilization on home 
lawns by late summer (late August for St. Augustine and 
centipede grasses). 

Nitrogen fertilizer on dormant to semi-dormant St. 
Augustine, centipede or zoysia grass lawns can lead to 
increased brown patch and winter kill. Also, nitrogen 
applications during this time have a greater potential for 
leaching or movement into nontarget areas.

Turf Establishment 
Postpone any permanent warm-season turfgrass 

seeding until next spring. Soil and air temperatures will 
be too cold for germination and growth.

Sod, such as St. Augustine and centipede grasses can 
be laid during winter and established successfully during 
the spring. But remember to maintain good moisture to 
prevent the sod from dying. Establishment of sod is easi-
est, however, when sodding is delayed until the middle 
of spring, well after spring green-up.

Brown Patch Disease
Brown patch disease can come and go through-

out the winter if the weather is mild. Treatment with 
fungicides containing myclobutanil, propiconazole, 
pyraclostrobin, thiophanate-methyl and triticonazole 
and azoxystrobin will reduce the spread of brown patch. 

Damage from brown patch will slow spring green-up, 
and affected areas will remain unsightly until warmer 
spring weather conditions help with turfgrass recovery. 

Soil Sampling and Liming
Winter is an excellent time to collect soil samples and 

submit them for analysis. Samples should be a compos-
ite of soil collected from 3 to 4 inches deep at various 
places around the lawn. Mix well and reduce the sample 
to about a pint of soil and take it to the LSU AgCenter 
Extension Service office in your parish or to a participat-
ing garden center. Make sure to specify the type of grass 
you are growing on the soil testing form. 

Soil samples submitted to the LSU AgCenter result 
in a wealth of information concerning the overall fertil-
ity of your soil. If results of the soil test indicate the soil 
pH is too acidic, lime will be prescribed in the soil test 
recommendations. Sulfur may be prescribed for soils 
that are too alkaline. Winter is the best time to apply lime 
or sulfur so it can be activated for the growing season 
next spring and summer. The correct soil pH is extremely 
important and has everything to do with nutrient avail-
ability to your lawn’s roots and to fertilizer performance. 

Winter Weed Management
Broadleaf weeds such as clover, lawn burweed (sticker 

weed) and annual bluegrass infesting St. Augustine, 

Turfgrasses and Lawns

Brown patch disease in Centipede grass
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centipede and zoysia grasses, as well 
as dormant Bermuda grass, can be 
managed with applications of atrazine 
herbicide applied in February and 
March. These are good months to spray 
winter weeds since they are still ac-
tively growing and not producing seed. 

Also, herbicides containing three-
way mixtures of 2,4-D plus dicamba 
plus mecoprop (trimec) can be used 
for winter broadleaf control with less 
turf injury potential in all southern 
turfgrasses this time of the year. Weed-
and-feed products can be substituted 
as your first application of fertilizer 
during the early spring.  

Is a Tomato a Fruit or a Vegetable?
Remember the baffling and contentious question 

from the third grade of whether a tomato is a fruit or a 
vegetable? Well, you and your disagreeable friend prob-
ably were both correct with your answers. 

In the relationship between (culinary) vegetables and 
(botanical) fruits, some vegetables, such as tomatoes, fall 
into both categories. There are, in fact, a range of “veg-
etables” that actually are fruits.

So how can you tell? Fruits and vegetables are 
defined differently, depending on whether you’re a 
botanist, a gardener or a chef. The Oxford Dictionary 
defines “fruit” as being developed from the ovary of a 
flowering plant, containing the seed of the flower. The 
term “vegetable” refers to the edible parts of plants, such 
as the roots, stems and leaves (think potatoes, celery and 
lettuce) and which are not strictly the fruit of the plant 
from which they come.

So, is a tomato a fruit or a vegetable? This controver-
sial and provocative question actually moved into the 
litigious in the late 1800s. Tomatoes are indeed botani-
cally a fruit, but they are legally defined as a vegetable 
in the United States. In the extreme case of Nix versus  
Hedden in 1893, the U.S. Supreme Court had to settle 
a case between a food importer and tax collector, who 
contested whether the tomato was a fruit or vegetable. 
The importer wanted to label the tomato a fruit (which 
had a lower import tax), but the tax collector demanded 
that it be recognized as a vegetable.

To explain, the U.S. Congress passed the Tariff Act 
of 1883, a piece of legislation requiring a 10 percent 
tax on imported vegetables, in response to growing 
international trade. Just a few short years later, a tomato 
importer evaluated the law closely and decided to 
challenge it on the botanical grounds that a tomato was, 
in fact, technically a fruit, not a vegetable, and should 
therefore be exempt from said tax. The verdict: The court 
ruled that the tomato was most commonly known as a 

Fruits

When to Fertilize 
Lawns

Lawns may show signs of 
green-up in southern Louisi-
ana in late February. But do 
not push turfgrass growth 
with fertilizer at that time.

Fertilizer applied too early 
will feed winter weeds and 
will result in lush turfgrass 
growth that is more susceptible to injury from late frosts and increased 
levels of brown patch disease. Lawns may be fertilized in the New Orleans 
area by late March, but delay fertilizing areas north of Baton Rouge until 
early April. Consider fertilizing lawns in north Louisiana around mid-April.

Ron Strahan, Ph.D., Turfgrass Science

vegetable and should therefore be treated as such when 
imported.

The court said since there was no evidence that the 
words “fruit” and “vegetable” have acquired any special 
meaning in trade or commerce, they must receive their 
ordinary meaning. The court’s decision was botanically 
speaking that tomatoes are the fruit of a vine, just as are 
cucumbers, squash, beans and peas. But in the common 
language of the people, whether sellers or consumers 
of provisions, all these are vegetables that are grown 
in kitchen gardens and that, whether eaten cooked or 
raw, are, like potatoes, carrots, parsnips, turnips, beets, 
cauliflower, cabbage, celery, and lettuce, usually served 
at dinner in, with or after the soup, fish or meats that 
constitute the principal part of the repast, and not as a 
desert, like fruits generally are.

Apparently, the legal system previously had heard a 
similar case. The court said to attempt to classify toma-
toes as fruit is not unlike a recent attempt to classify 
beans as seeds: We do not see why they should be 
classified as seeds, any more than walnuts should be so 
classified. Both are seeds, in the language of botany or 
natural history, but not in commerce nor in common 
parlance. On the other hand, in speaking generally of 
provisions, beans may well be included under the term 
“vegetables.” As an article of food on our tables, whether 
baked or boiled, or forming the basis of soup, they are 
used as a vegetable, as well when ripe as when green. 
This is the principal use to which they are put. Beyond 
the common knowledge we have on this subject, very 
little evidence is necessary, or can be produced. 

And now you know why I don’t want to be a lawyer. 
All I have to say is knowledge is knowing that a tomato 
is a fruit. Wisdom is not putting it into a fruit salad. If 
tomatoes are classed as a fruit, then doesn't that mean 
ketchup technically is a smoothie?

David Himelrick, Ph.D., Fruits
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Visit our LSU AgCenter Store

www.LSUAgCenter.com/OnlineStore

Prepared quarterly by:

Kathryn Fontenot, Ph.D., Community/School Vegetable Gardens
Dan Gill, Consumer Horticulture
David Himelrick, Ph.D., Fruits
Ron Strahan, Ph.D., Lawns

 
Parish agents, please adapt these suggestions to your area 
before disseminating.
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