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And into the forest I go to lose my mind and find my soul.
John Muir
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Falling Leaves: Abscission and Marcescence
The leaves of deciduous trees turn vibrant
colors this time of the year. An article in The
Gardengoer September/October 2019 issue
reviewed how leaves undergo color change. As
the leaves go through this change, a process
called abscission begins. Abscission comes from
the Latin word abscindere which means to cut
off. Reduced sunlight leads to a reduction in
photosynthesis and less chlorophyll production.
Enzymes are produced at the interface between
the leaf base and the branch. The leaf starts to
separate from its vascular bundles. All this leads
to weaker leaf cells near the petioles. The
weaker cells of the leaf are then pushed away
by the stronger cells in the branch. Gravity
takes over and abscission, or leaf drop, occurs.

Photo by JBlazek

But have you ever noticed that some deciduous trees hold on to their dead leaves until
spring? That is called marcescence, or leaf retention. The term marcescence comes from the
Latin word marcescere, meaning to fade. The leaf changes color and dries out but remains
on the tree until spring buds push it off. This process may not encompass the whole tree. In
other words, the top leaves have fallen, but dead leaves still remain on the bottom tree
boughs. You can often hear these leaves rustling in the winter winds.

Chinese chestnut with marcescent leaves photo
from thepaintboxgarden.com

In Louisiana, marcescence most commonly occurs in
oaks (Quercus species), particularly white oak,
American Beech (Fagus grandifolia), hornbeam
(Carpinus caroliniana), witchhazels (Hamamelis
sp.), and Eastern hophornbeam (Ostrya virginiana).
It is more common in the younger and smaller trees,
and on lower, more juvenile branches. Marcescence
can be seen infrequently in other tree species
depending on the weather. Long warm autumns are
common in our area. A quick onset of freezing
temperatures after one of these long warm autumns
can delay abscission. Some leaves hang on. And we
find ourselves raking fewer leaves, but over many
more months.
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Falling Leaves: Abscission and Marcescence, continued
No one knows exactly why some trees
decide to hold on to their dead leaves. It
appears to be beneficial to the tree,
though. Smaller trees with marcescent
leaves tend to grow more vigorously in
spring than those without these leaves.
Scientists have several theories for this.
Photo of young beech with marsescent leaves from
extension.unh.edu

Photo of Pin Oak from
Louisiananaturalist.blog.com

One theory is dead leaves that drop in the spring
will conserve ground moisture and provide more
nutrients to the young trees during their spring
growth spurt. Another theory is the leaves become
a deterrent to foraging deer because dead leaves
are too fibrous to eat and have little nutrient value.
These dead leaves hide the tender new spring buds
making them less likely to be eaten by deer. This
ensures more vigorous tree growth. Scientists
continue to study this phenomenon. One day we
may all know why sometimes the autumn leaves
do not fall until spring. Until then, enjoy the
sound and color display a few extra months.

References
What Is Marcescence: Reasons Leaves Don’t Fall From Trees, Tonya Barnett,
https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/ornamental/trees/tgen/what-is-marcescence.htm
Why do some trees retain leaves over winter
https://extension.illinois.edu/blogs/garden-scoop/2019-11-14-why-do-some-trees-retain-leavesover-winter
How come the leaves died but didn’t fall off the tree?
http://louisiananaturalist.blogspot.com/2011/01/
ever-wonder-why-at-this-time-of-year.html
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Jamie Blazek
Master Gardener
Vegucator
Editor, The Gardengoer

Refurbishing My Keyhole Garden

The center of my garden complex is a keyhole garden: a round, raised planting bed with a
center composting basket. The keyhole garden is pie-shaped with a slice cut out to allow
access to the central compost basket. It combines the advantages of raised bed and high
density gardening with an integral compost system. It is designed to save labor, fertilizer
cost, and water.
I use the compost basket in my keyhole garden to dispose of kitchen scraps but I don’t add
enough to really create the volume of soil needed in the planting area. Recently, I was
cleaning the paths between the keyhole garden and the neighboring planting beds. I
decided to refurbish the keyhole garden at the same time. First I had to remove the clover
and Virginia creeper which had invaded the keyhole garden as it sat idle after my spring
harvest. Then I started on the path.
The path around the keyhole garden has
landscape fabric as a base. This is covered
each year with a layer of cardboard and a light
layer of mulch. The landscape fabric and
cardboard prevent weeds. The light layer of
mulch keeps the cardboard from blowing
around and makes it a more attractive, as well
as functional, path.

The keyhole garden is on the left of the path
and the asparagus bed curves around it on the
right. The path has only been partially
refurbished in this photo. The rest of the
landscape fabric needs to be covered with
cardboard and then pine straw.

4

Photo by L Steffee

Refurbishing My Keyhole Garden, continued

By August of each year the mulch on the path
has decomposed, allowing weeds to
germinate. The cardboard has broken up into
unsightly smaller pieces by then.
My refurbishing started with weed removal
from the path and garden. The broken-down
pieces of cardboard were picked up from the
path and adjacent beds, then layered over top
of the soil in the keyhole garden.

Photo by L Steffee

More cardboard was added to the keyhole
using old shipping boxes. This was
supplemented with old unwanted mail and
financial records that needed to be
destroyed.

Photo by L Steffee

No one is going to find these tax returns!
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Refurbishing My Keyhole Garden, continued
Last year’s mulch on the path had broken
down to compost. It was shoveled up and
added to the top of the cardboard in the
keyhole garden.
The worms and the rest of the composted
material on top of the path’s landscape
fabric were scraped up and added to the
garden bed.
The exposed bramble and Virginia
creeper runners were all pulled up by the
roots and sent to the burn pile (or trash
bag).

Photo by L Steffee

The perimeter of the keyhole garden is wire
mesh fencing. Once the garden reaches its
full height I plan to make the perimeter more
attractive with wood or bamboo.

Photo by L Steffee

In the meantime, I don’t want to block the
light so I use old magazines along the inside
of the mesh fencing to hold in the soil.
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Refurbishing My Keyhole Garden, continued

After creating an eight inch tall barrier with
magazines I added another eight inches of
compost to form a new planting bed.

Photo by L Steffee

Photo by L Steffee

Keyhole gardens are best suited to
growing salad vegetables that don’t take
up lots of space. However, I planted
zucchini seedlings. I wanted to use the
frame of the keyhole bed to support a
cover of barrier cloth hoping to keep out
those pesky moths that lay vine-borers.
Photo by L Steffee
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Refurbishing My Keyhole Garden, continued
Once the seedlings are established, I can water the
entire bed through the compost basket. This watering
system reduces the total amount of water needed. It
efficiently distributes the water to all the plants
surrounding basket while at the same time distributing
nutrients from the compost which reduces the need for
additional fertilizer.
Squash plants need insects for pollination. Once the
plants start to flower I will have to pull back the shade
cloth for at least a few hours every day hoping to get
pollinators and not vine borers.
Resources:
African Kitchen Gardens, Michigan State
University Extension,
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/african_kitchen_gardens

Photo by L Steffee

Keyhole Gardens by Amy Dunzweiler, https://growappalachia.berea.edu/2013/07/01/keyholegardens
Keyhole Gardening Guide, April Williams, http://ilhitrec.org/communiversitygardens/_pdf/
projects/Keyhole.pdf
Yavapai Gardens, Master Gardener Newsletter, November 2012, extension.arizona.edu
https://www.slideshare.net/pd81xz/sqw171
Keyhole Garden, post by Keiren, February 2018, https://insteading.com/blog/keyhole-garden/
Keyhole Gardens, Jenney Hanrahan, October 13, 2014, web.extension.illinois.edu
Keyhole Gardens, Deb Tolman Ph.D., debtolman.com
http://www.debtolman.com/FieldGuide.pdf
Laura Steffee
Master Gardener
Vegucator
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Joy To The Garden
I have been thinking recently about what brings me joy. My family. My friends. My cat. My
books. These are all top contenders along with my garden, or “yard” as we call it down here in
the South. My yard contributes greatly to my happiness.
While I have been a Louisiana Master Gardener for several years now, I do not consider myself
a master at gardening. Indeed, I am a very lazy gardener and, admittedly, a fair-weather
gardener. If a plant is not doing well, I am quick to give up on it and plant something else in its
place. When it is too hot outdoors, I will not venture out at all. I often know what a problem
is ... a pest, too much sun, bad drainage ... but do nothing about it. I cannot be bothered to spray
aphids or even put a hose to them. If there is some sort of spot all over a couple of newly
transplanted hydrangeas, well, they will just have to cope or end up compost. I do attempt to
keep them watered, but that is about all I will promise.
American Beautyberry

So, just to be clear, do not expect to be impressed with my
yard should you come for a tour. I will never win “Garden of
the Month.” Never will Garden and Gun show up for a photo
shoot. Yes, I have been known to take close pictures of the
surprise lilies and the beautyberry to deceive my social media
friends with my special abilities but, really, I can take no
credit for them.
I should probably be more honest and post close-ups of the
bush killer vine (Cayratia Japonica for you nerdy types)
which is EVERYWHERE or the invasive stuff with all the
tiny seeds that loves me even though I do not know its name.

Photo by J Blazek

Invasive stuff with all the tiny seeds

Cayratia japonica

Photo by B Stanga

Image from LSU AgCenter
Ronald Strahan
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Joy To The Garden, continued
If you do drive by, though, you might be impressed with the St. Augustine grass which looks
lush despite never, ever, being fertilized and with the bush beans and lettuces in my square
vegetable garden as they have just come up from seed. Oh, and do notice the few green
kumquats on the small tree in the front which I could have sworn was dead in March.

Photo by B Stanga

Photo by B Stanga

Photo by B Stanga

I do try to purposely plant for butterflies (pentas, zinnias, et cetera) because ... well ... you
know ... BUTTERFLIES! And please notice that out back next to the old pecan tree is a very
active beehive artfully captured this past spring by my husband. He tends to them.
I watch them in my garden ...
and eat their honey.

Photo by J Blazek

Photo by J Blazek
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Joy To The Garden, continued
Mostly I love to ignore stuff and see what happens.
I am just as amused by some interesting insect as I
am a flower. I love cool spiders with meticulously
woven webs.

Photo by J Blazek

Photo by J Blazek

Mushrooms appearing out of nowhere make me smile and feel lucky. I adore moss and lichen.
I love being surprised by the sudden appearance of cilantro, basil, and parsley which all reseed for me and show up in pots and in my vegetable bed whether I want them there or not.
As I am writing this, there is a beautiful bright green
and magenta sun coleus growing spectacularly well
that I swear I did not plant. It just happened and
might be my favorite thing in the yard.
It is all truly amazing and wonderful. It reminds me
that while it may seem as though the world outside
my garden is falling apart, right here, in this tiny spot
in Louisiana, there is beautiful life and it sparks joy.

Sun coleus

Billie Stanga
Master Gardener
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash
This article was part of a lecture given to
the Vegucators. Previous issues of The
Gardengoer covered identification of
poison ivy, poison oak and poison sumac
as their appearances change throughout
the seasons. For the sake of simplicity,
this article will discuss poison ivy, but
the information is also pertinent to poison
oak and poison sumac because all three
plants contain the same toxin, an oil
called urushiol, which is found in all
parts of the plant. The article will review
how to keep poison ivy under control and
how to treat skin rashes after coming in
contact with the toxic plants.

Poison Ivy

Poison Oak

Poison sumac
Google images

Controlling Poison Ivy
The key to controlling poison ivy is to always be vigilant in looking for it. It is ubiquitous. It can be
found in city gardens as well as country gardens, out in the open and lurking under lush plants, along
your fence line and snaking up your pine tree. It is best to remove it when it is small and easily
contained. Once it matures and climbs to the top of that pine, it will produce white berries that birds
love to eat and spread throughout the neighborhood.
First line of defense is manual removal. Be sure to dress for the occasion and have your supplies
ready before attempting removal. The following is highly recommended:
Protective gear
Long rubber gloves
Washable tightly woven long sleeve shirt and pants
Long socks
Shoes/boots that can be washed
Duct tape to secure clothing around wrists and ankles
Safety googles/mask
Head/hair covering
Tools
Pruning shears
Sharp edged shovel
Leak proof heavy black plastic garbage bags & ties
Herbicide of choice (more about this later)
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash, continued

Hint: pulling any weed is
always easier after a rain
when the soil is moist. You
will get more of the roots.

To remove small vines, use a heavy
trash or shopping bag placed over your
gloved hand and folded back over your
arm. Grab the weed with your hand
protected by gloves and the bag.
Photo by J Blazek

Photo by J Blazek

After pulling, fold the bag over the
weed without touching it. Wrap the
bag up and close it over the plants.
Then place the entire bag in a heavy
plastic yard bag for disposal. If done
carefully, you have not touched the
plant and there will be less clean-up.

Photo by J Blazek

If you think you have left any roots behind, manually dig down about eight inches & apply
herbicide into the hole. Fill the hole. Then cover site with cardboard, mulch, plastic sheet or
newspaper to discourage new growth.
Second method of removal is to spray an undiluted herbicide directly on the vine being careful
not to spray desired plants. Once the poison ivy dies, it can be removed. When picking up the
dead leaves and stems you will still need to wear protective gear. The toxin, urushiol, is not
neutralized by herbicides and is still present in dead leaves and branches for up to five years.
Herbicides that are most effective
against poison ivy are glyphosate
or triclopir. Dicamba also works
but is less effective unless it is in
combination with 2,4 D. As with
all herbicides use as directed on
the label. Don't spray on a windy
day. More than one application
may be needed to keep the vines
abated.
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash, continued

Google image

There are two organic preparations advertised for use against
poison ivy. One is a very heavy concentration of sodium
chloride (table salt), the other a chelated iron. Both require
repeated applications of such large amounts of these salts that,
in my opinion, you will render your garden soil unusable for
many years to come. Imagine dumping three to six pounds of
table salt in your flowerbed!
Goats can eat poison ivy with no untoward effects. That may
be one organic route to go. Of course, they will preferentially
eat all your other plants first! (Note: studies have found that
urushiol does not get into goat milk.) If you really want to
avoid herbicides, manually pulling the vines out is the most
practical way to go. Just remember to keep looking for new
vines popping up nearby.

A third method of removal of poison ivy involves vines that have climbed high into a tree.
Using garden shears, cut the vine about six inches above the
ground. Treat the stump with an undiluted herbicide. Spray any
leaves that re-sprout from the stump. If new vines return, look
into surrounding canopy of trees for parent vines and treat.
Cut long vines into short sections so they won’t flop around to
avoid contact with skin and to facilitate disposal. Place vines
into a leak-proof heavy plastic yard bag for garbage collection.
REMINDER: NEVER PUT THESE INTO A BURN PILE.
The oils will aerosolize and cause respiratory failure if inhaled.

Photo by J Blazek

Clean up
Wash all tools with soap and water prior to removing your protective
gear. Remove clothing turning them inside out. Remove gloves last.
Wash clothing, shoes, and gloves twice in hot water with detergent.

Google image

If all of this seems overwhelming, don't despair! There is a certified,
licensed poison ivy removal company in every state that you can hire
to do this dirty job.

Phone: 844-468-4824
E-mail:poisonivycontrolguy@gmail.com
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash, continued
Treating the rash
Poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac all contain the same toxic oil,
urushiol, that can cause mild to life-threatening allergic reactions in over
80% of humans. It is the most common allergy in the United States. The
oil can remain in dead vegetation for years. In fact, in Japan, the black
oil was once used as lacquer on wooden containers found in temples.
These boxes contained precious gems and were often left unattended.
The toxic lacquer was used to deter theft. If someone was desperate
enough to steal the black lacquered box, he would easily be found
because of the rash it would cause. Thus the term "caught red-handed"
came into usage. If a dog brushes up against the plant, urushiol can be
transfered to any hand that pets its fur.

Google image

The most common reaction to urushiol is contact dermatitis:
redness, swelling, itching, and painful blisters anywhere the
oil has touched bare skin. The rash appears in one to two days
and lasts one week to a month. Subsequent exposures to
urushiol can lead to worse reactions. The first line of defense
is preventing contact. Dress for success!
There are many commercially available over-the-counter
products to treat the rash. They fall into three categories:
blocking agents, soaps to remove toxins, and symptom relief.
Blocking products, usually in the form of creams or gels, are
applied to the skin PRIOR to exposure. These are used in
addition to protective clothing when you know you will be in an
area that has toxicodendron species. These urushiol blocking
creams contain aloe or bentoquatam and may be of some benefit.
Soaps to remove toxins should be used right away to be most
effective. In eight to ten minutes 50% of the toxic oil will be
absorbed into the skin. In 20 minutes 100% of the oil will be
absorbed into the skin. So wash right away. Some soaps suggest
washing and rinsing two or three times, others say one
application is enough. Read the directions. Be sure to use cool
water. Warm water will cause skin pores to open and more
urushiol will be absorbed. Never soak in a tub immediately after
exposure to urushiol. The oil may float on the water and come in
contact with other skin areas. After washing, dry carefully with
a soft cloth.
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash, continued

Symptom relief products are available over-the-counter to treat urushiol rashes. If you are on
any prescribed medications, always check with your health care provider before using over-thecounter medications to make sure there are no drug interactions.
Diphenhydramine as a pill (by mouth) or cream
(apply to the skin) is an antihistamine for the
itching and swelling symptoms of allergic
dermatitis.
Calamine lotion, ointment, or spray applied to the
skin can help dry out the rash and relieve itching.
Pramoxine spray, ointment, or cream applied to
the skin can also be used to relieve itching.
Hydrocortisone cream 1% is a topical steroidal
cream applied to the rash for reducing skin
inflammation and itching.

Google images

An organic alternative for relief of itching associated with urushiol rashes is an solution
made with the plant orange jewelweed, impatiens capensis. Other impatiens species are not
effective. Orange jewelweed blooms May to October.
Jewelweed solution:

Photo by J Blazek

Crush the leaves and stems. Boil
them in water for several minutes.
Allow the solution to cool, then
strain. The strained solution can
be made into ice cubes, stored in
the freezer, and applied to the
previously washed area affording
some symptomatic relief in mild
rash cases.
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Controlling Poison Ivy and Treating The Rash, continued
Sometimes the allergic reaction is severe and prescription medications are needed. After coming
in contact with poison ivy you should see a health care provider if any of the following
warning signs occur:
•
•
•
•
•

Trouble breathing or swallowing
Rash on the face or genitals
Swelling, especially an eye swelling shut
Rash near or in your mouth
Rash over more than 15% of your body
Google image

Warning signs, continued
• After four or five days the redness and swelling
is worse
• Secondary infection occurring in the rash.
• New blisters break out after four days
• Inhaling smoke or ash from burning the plants

References:
Lsuagcenter.com
NCBI.nim.nih.gov
Healthline.com
Drugtopics.modernmedicine.com
Alnature.com
Teclabsinc.com
Thespruce.com
Virginiatech.edu
Webmd.com

Jamie Blazek
Master Gardener
Vegucator
Editor, The Gardengoer
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Keeping a Garden Journal
A journal is a useful record of what you do in your garden from seed
purchase, to harvest, and everything that happens along the way.
Sometimes I make a chart to record the planting date and the number of
days of gestation. Other times I throw all the seed packets and information
sticks that come with a purchase into a box and refer to them as needed. I
have often thought a garden journal would be a more organized approach.
I could use it as a reference from year to year. I searched for journals on
the web and there are endless choices of templates and planners. You
could make your own binder creating a profile for each plant.

Photo by M Padgett

Google image

When you start your plants from seed I recommend including in your
journal the date you begin propagation and the date you plant in your
garden. If you plant directly into the garden, you would only have
one date. The seed packet provides you with the number of days
until maturity/harvest time. You could include a plot plan or chart
denoting where each plant is placed in your garden. I always put a
stick at the site that records the plant and date, but sometimes it is
not legible after a month.

You may want to record where you purchased your seeds or transplants. If they are brilliantly
successful, you will have the site referenced for future purchases. Arbico Organics suggests the
following information would be useful if recorded in a journal:
Seed type _______
Date planted ______
Date transplanted ______
Date of 1st harvest ______

Variety ______
Date Germinated ______
Total days indoors ______
Continued until ______

Where Purchased ______
Other facts to note: _____

Some examples that I did earlier this year:

Photo by M Padgett
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Keeping a Garden Journal, continued
One area in which I am particularly forgetful is fertilization. Arbico
Organics suggest a record of fertilizer used and date applied. Some
plants are heavy feeders and may require more fertilizer. Different plants
may require different fertilizers.
How much and how often you water your garden is important. If you are
not set up with a watering system and a timer, you may want to record
watering dates and time. Many people record rainfall dates and amounts.
When it is 95 degrees in the middle of summer, water is crucial to
success.

Google image

This summer I had lots of caterpillars and had to spray multiple times. I did photograph the
bugs and figured out an organic treatment. It is helpful to record the date, plant, and treatment
so you can refer to your journal if you have recurrent problems. You should record the
treatment to every problem and if it was successful or not.
You can download a free garden journal from Arbico
Organics or purchase one from your favorite bookstore.
Whether you are growing vegetables or flowers, it is time
well spent to write everything down in an organized
manner. A garden journal would be a great gift for a
gardener friend.
Happy journaling!

Arbico Organics image

Google image

Google image
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Mimi Padgett
Master Gardener
STMGA Education Coordinator
Vegucator Co-chair

My Hugelkulture Gardening Experience
After purchasing six acres on Airport Road in Covington, I could not wait to plant my vegetable
garden. When we first purchased the acreage it was dense with trees and underbrush. The ground
was plush with dead leaves and super rich soil. There had been no tilling of any kind for many
years. It was like walking on a sponge. However, in preparing the land to build our house, the
bulldozer so greatly disturbed the soil that dense clay was all I had where my kitchen garden was to
be built. That was not the only problem. When it rained, the back yard flooded my garden. That
was when I decided to try raised bed and square foot gardening. My husband, Michael, built me a
keyhole garden. I was not happy with how slow my kitchen scraps “broke down” in the keyhole.
The level of the raised beds and the keyhole garden would sink each season. We would have to
purchase soil to add to the beds each year. I needed more microbes in my soil. We needed better
solutions. I was determined to grow the vegetables without commercial fertilizers and pesticides,
but it was proving difficult due to the soil quality.
While researching different methods of gardening, I read
about hugelkultur, a permaculture gardening technique
used in Germany. I decided to dig down two feet (without
my husband’s help!) and construct a small hugelkultur. I
had a generous supply of rotted logs and limbs because of
the many limbs that fall on our property. Up until my
hugel plan those logs went into our burn pile and I felt
guilty each time we lit fire to a pile of old wood.

Photo by J Dill

Photo by J Dill

In building my hugel I placed large and small twigs in
the hole and placed a self-made wire compost bucket in
the middle. I added dried leaves, gypsum, peat moss,
newspaper, cardboard, and buckets of the fermented
solids from my Bokashi compost (see my article on
Bokashi composting in the July/August 2020 issue of
The Gardengoer). I did this for a year before I planted
anything in the hugel. The results were amazing. The
earthworms were abundant and the produce was
rewarding.
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My Hugelkulture Gardening Experience, continued

Photo by J Dill

In the fall of 2020, my husband dug a four foot by 25 foot
trench into the clay soil in a spot where the water fails to
drain after a heavy rain. This would be the base of my larger
hugel. We collected many limbs and sticks and added them
to the trench starting with large tree trunks from downed
trees in the wooded area on our property. On top of the
mound of tree trunks and limbs, we raked loads of leaves,
added three loads of peat moss. Then came the cardboard
and compost from my Bokashi buckets. I also added rabbit
droppings from my farmer friend Glenn Cox. Wood and
paper helped balance the carbon-nitrogen ratio when added
to the compost.

I plan to continue to build on the mound until February
of 2021 and will plant my vegetable garden a month
later. By March I should have a colony of soil microbes
that will feed my plants without the use of commercial
fertilizers. Hopefully in the spring our garden will grow
not only with “silver bells and cockle shells and pretty
maids all in a row”, but it will grow delicious vegetables
as well.
Photo by J Dill

Building the hugel solved several problems in my yard:
• utilization of the fallen limbs and leaves that accumulate
in my yard
• elimination of the need to burn yard waste
• rebuilding of the soil
• improvement in the drainage

Photo by J Dill

At the same time, in a small way, I am decreasing my carbon
footprint. As I found with my smaller hugel, I seldom have to
water or apply additional fertilizer during the growing season. It
is labor intensive on the front end, but less work throughout the
season. If incorporated with “no till” or “no dig” gardening, the
weeding and cultivation is less.
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My Hugelkulture Gardening Experience, continued

My work to restore the soil on my land will be taken in small steps. I do not plan to dig
another hugel. Instead, my focus will be on improving the top layer of the existing soil by
following Charles Dowding’s No Dig Gardening recommendations. I just started his No
Dig Gardening course: From Weeds to Vegetables Easily and Quickly.
I will end with a quote from Wendell Berry, poet, novelist, environmental activist, and
farmer. “The soil is the great connector of lives, the source and destination of all. It is the
healer and restorer and resurrector, by which disease passes into health, age into youth,
death into life. Without proper care for it, we can have no community, because without
proper care for it we can have no life.”

References:
HUGELKULTUR- Raised Bed Vegetable Gardening With Hugelkultur; An Introduction to
Growing Vegetables in Tree Cuttings and Turf Heaps (Vegetable Gardening Shorts) by James
Paris, Deanburn Publications
How to Build Hugelkultur Beds and Why retrieved at newlifeonthehomestead.com
No Dig Gardening: Course 1, From Weeds to Vegetables Easily and Quickly. Online course by
Charles Dowding

Junie Louise Dill
Master Gardener
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St. Tammany Master Gardener Association
Membership Meeting

The St. Tammany Master Gardeners
Association membership had last met
in February 2020. Due to the
Louisiana State COVID-19
restrictions starting in March, all large
group meetings were canceled. As
Louisiana State COVID-19 statistics
improved and restrictions eased, the
membership was able to resume
meetings in September with masks
and social distancing protocols in
place.

Photo by J Pesses

Photo by J Pesses

At the October 2020 meeting, the new STMGA
project in Fontainebleau State Park was approved.
Pictured center front is Kim Burt STMGA project
chair. In the back row left to right is Steven Welch,
Park Assistant Manager, Stephanie Huber,
Interpretive Ranger, Fouad Harb, Park Manager,
and Dave Maher, STMGA Projects Coordinator.
Photo by Margie Vicknair-Pray
Project Coordinator
Sierra Club Delta Chapter

23

Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer
The genus Citrus is a member of the plant family Rutaceae. This family includes over 150
different genera and 1,600 different species. Members of Rutaceae are often aromatic due to
scented oils found in their foliage, flowers, and fruits. Generally, plants in this family have a floral
appendage referred to as an intrastaminal disc, fleshy lobed structure found between the stamens
and ovary within a complete flower. Citrus plants can be further classified into the subfamily
Aurantoideae, of which members are distinguished by producing a specialized fruit known as a
hesperidium, a modified berry-like fruit with a leathery rind.
The cultivation of citrus plants can be traced all the way back
to ancient times. Sweet oranges most likely originated in India
and Australia. Mandarin and trifoliate oranges probably
originated in China and acidic citrus types in Malaysia. Talk
of oranges and pummelos have been found in Chinese
literature dating back to 2400 BC. Around 800 BC, lemons
were discussed in ancient Sanskrit texts. Greek philosopher
Theorpharastus provided a taxonomic description of citron in
310 BC, relating it to the apple. The current name “citrus” is
thought to be a mispronunciation of the Greek word for the
seed structures of cedar, kedros, or the name of the
sandalwood tree, callistris.
Photo by W Afton

From these originating locations, the cultivation of citrus has spread throughout the world. Citrus
groves and orangeries were first established in Europe during the first century BC and continued
through the medieval times. In the 1400s and 1500s, famous explorers, such as Juan Ponce de León
and Christopher Columbus, brought citrus fruits with them as they traveled the new world.
Commercial citrus production started in Florida during the late 1700s. Around the same time, citrus
would be introduced to California and other western states. As irrigation science began to further
develop, citrus cultivation greatly expanded in the Western states. Now citrus fruits are grown
commercially in Florida, California, Texas, and Arizona.
Citrus plants can be grouped into five broad
categories. Sweet oranges are the most common fruit
type. These include common sweet oranges, navel
oranges, and blood oranges. They are primarily
grown for their premium juice. Blood oranges
contain anthocyanin pigments giving the fruit a deep
red color. Navel oranges contain a small secondary
ovary embedded within the usual ovary, showing up
as a small “navel” opposite the stem end.
Photo by W Afton
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued
Tangerines are a second group of citrus plants. Tangerines produce
smaller fruits than sweet oranges and have slightly tighter peel.
Satsumas are a type of tangerine distinguished by being more cold
hardy, easily peeled, and ripening earlier. The extreme hardiness and
earlier maturation of satsumas is why they are popular in the Southeast
United States.
Grapefruits, lemons, and limes make up the remaining categories.
Grapefruits produce large
semi-sweet to sour fruit. They
are considered natural hybrids
with parentage from C. maxima
(pomelo) and C. sinensis
(sweet orange). Lemons
produce yellow ellipsoidal
shaped fruit with a sour taste.
Limes produce small, round,
and seedy fruit. Both are
known for their juices and are
common ingredients in the
Photo by W Afton
kitchen.
Citrus flower

Photo by W Afton
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Photo by J Blazek

All citrus plants produce perfect flowers. They do not require
multiple varieties to be planted in the same yard for
pollination. The term perfect flower is given to flowers that
contain both male and female flower parts. The male floral
organs are collectively known as the stamen and the female
organs are termed pistol. In some species, it is recommended
to plant different varieties of a plant to increase pollination and
fruit set. This is not the case with citrus.
Citrus is classified as a semi-tropical plant and cannot
withstand freezing temperatures. This leaves some areas of the
state with a better chance to produce a consistent crop.

Citrus cultivation in Louisiana can be divided into three distinct zones due to average winter
temperatures, Zone 1 being the warmest and Zone 3 being the coldest. St. Tammany Parish is Zone 2,
a marginal area where only cold hardy satsuma and kumquats should be grown. Success in this zone
can be enhanced with the use of cold protection practices. Cold hardiness among citrus plants varies
greatly. Kumquats are the most cold hardy citrus, followed by satsumas, sweet oranges, grapefruits,
tangerines, tangelos, lemons. Limes are the least cold hardy of all citrus. Cold hardiness can be
improved by grafting plants on hardy orange (Poncirus trifoliata) rootstock.
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued

Scion
Grafting is the joining together of two different plants to
produce a composite plant. The root portion of a grafted plant is
called the rootstock. The upper portion (stems, shoots, and
leaves) is referred to as the scion. The graft union is the area
where rootstock fuses with scion. It is important to locate
Root stock
because sprouts that occur below the graft union are not
the desirable citrus that was originally selected. Grafting is
extremely popular in fruit production because it allows for the
combination of positive traits between rootstock and scion,
Photo by W Afton
shortens the seedling juvenile phase, and makes for efficient
propagation. All citrus plants produced in the state of Louisiana are grafted. Hardy orange is the most
common rootstock. However, you may find “dwarf citrus” varieties available where the rootstock used
(common dwarf rootstock: ‘Flying Dragon’) grows slower than the scion, producing a smaller plant.

Other than freezing temperatures, citrus plants do not have many serious production limits. Plants can
be easily maintained in a small orchard or home garden setting. Provide an area with at least six hours
of full, direct sunlight. The area should be well-drained with decent surface drainage and moderate
internal drainage. Dig a hole, fill it with water, and check it periodically over a 48 period. If there is
still water in the hole, then the soil does not drain well enough to support a citrus plant. Find a new
location or plant on a row or mound 8 to12 inches high. Areas on the southern or southeastern side of a
structure provide protection from cold northern winds.
The best time to plant a citrus tree is November through
February, during the winter months. Trees planted during this
time get a jump start as soon as the soil temperature warms
enough to allow for root growth. Dig the planting hole
shallow enough so that the top of the root ball sits slightly
above the soil surface. Make the hole three to four times as
wide as the root ball. Use the backfill soil to replant the tree.
Do not mix with other potting or garden soil material. Irrigate
the tree directly after planting. Apply a layer of mulch to help
conserve water during the establishment period. Keep in mind
that when planting multiple trees, it is important to give each
tree enough space. Place trees between 15 and 20 feet apart to
allow enough room for each to grow and develop.
Photo by W Afton
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued
Fertilize trees for maximum productivity. Prior to planting, take a soil test to determine current soil
pH, phosphorous (P) and potassium (K) conditions. The soil pH should fall within a range of 6.0 and
6.5 for citrus. Use agricultural limestone to raise soil pH or soil sulfur to lower pH if needed. If the
soil test indicates a low rating in either phosphorous or potassium, you do not need to use a complete
fertilizer to add these nutrients. Fertilizers that provide only phosphorous or potassium are available.
Super phosphate (0-17-0) and muriate of potash (0-0-60) are two examples of fertilizers that provide
phosphorous and potassium individually. With adequate soil levels of
Soil test kit
phosphorous and potassium, nitrogen is the only nutrient applied year
after year. Apply 0.15 to 0.30 pounds of actual nitrogen per tree per year
in age, for instance, 0.75 pounds to 1.5 pounds of ammonium sulfate
(21-0-0) or 1 to 2 pounds of calcium nitrate (15.5-0-0). If a soil test is
not available, fertilize newly planted citrus with one-half pound of 8-8-8
fertilizer per tree per year in age. For the second and subsequent years,
follow recommendations from a soil test.

Root stock suckers

Photo by W Afton

Fertilization is not the only thing
done to maximize citrus tree
productivity. Pruning is another
Photo by J Blazek
cultural practice that increases
productivity. The pruning of citrus trees involves the removal
of suckers, the removal of dead tissue, canopy thinning, and
the removal of downward orientated growth. It is
recommended to remove suckers at any time during the year,
especially suckers that arise from below the graft union as
those shoots come from the rootstock. Because rootstocks
have different genetics than scions, prune these suckers out.
They will not produce fruit of the desired type. Hardy orange
(P. trifoliata), common citrus rootstock, produces trifoliate
leaves and numerous spines. These suckers can be easily
distinguished from desirable citrus shoots due to their
trifoliate leaf and numerous spines.

Canopy thinning is the concept of removing interior shoots to reduce density. It allows for air
circulation in the canopy to help dry up excess moisture from the leaf surface which reduces disease
pressure. Dead wood is obviously unproductive, and its removal makes the overall plant more
efficient. Downward growth presents an issue with developing fruit. When the fruit touches the
ground, disease will most likely occur. Prevention can be controlled by removing all branches that
grow at a downward angle. Other than removing suckers, citrus should be pruned in late winter.
Focus most of the pruning during the months of January and February for the best plant response.
Aim to remove no more than 25-30% of the plant during each pruning application.
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued
Irrigation is recommended on newly planted citrus trees and should be considered with citrus of any
age during periods of drought. Most landscape plants will be fine with an inch of rainfall per week.
Citrus will abide but periods of drought present a stress on productive trees. Provide supplemental
irrigation to the home orchard during times of drought stress. Deep, infrequent irrigation events are
desired. Water for a longer time to encourage deeper penetration and then allow the soil to
completely dry out before a second application.
Citrus rust mites
Citrus plants are relatively easy to grow and do not have
many serious production limits. However, there are several
common insect pests that feed on citrus. Mites, more
closely related to spiders rather than true insects, have four
pairs of legs and only two body parts whereas insects have
three pairs of legs and three distinct body segments.
Several mite pests feed on citrus in Louisiana. The citrus
red mite and the two-spotted spider mite are occasional
pests of citrus. Damage from spider mites produces a pale
Photo by W Afton
stippling, on the foliage and sometimes fruit. In some
instances
it appears as a grey or silver cast. Citrus rust mites are the primary mite pest of citrus in Louisiana.
They feed on the fruit rind where exterior cells are destroyed, causing browning on mature fruits.
Symptomatic fruits have a bronze-colored appearance.
Several true insects use citrus as a host plant. Mealy bugs, scales, and aphids are soft-bodied insects
with piercing/sucking mouthparts. They are typically found feeding on new growth where their
mouthparts easily penetrate the succulent tissue. Whiteflies
Leaffooted bug
start showing up during the summer months. Both juvenile and
adult stages of whitefly feed with piercing/sucking mouthparts.
Leaffooted bugs and stink bugs also have piercing/sucking
mouthparts. These “shield bugs” become problematic once
trees set fruit because they pierce young fruit, inject enzymes
that breakdown plant tissues, and then suck out plant juices.
Heavy feeding causes a condition called internal dry rot of
citrus.
Asian Citrus Psyillid

Photo by W Afton

The Asian Citrus Psyillid (ACP) is an insect that
vectors a bacterial disease known as citrus greening.
They hold their bodies at a 45° angle when feeding on
plant material, which can help in positive
identification. ACP is monitored to gage pressure
from citrus greening disease.
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued

Citrus greening
Photo by W Afton

Several plant diseases affect citrus plants growing in
Louisiana. Plant diseases are dynamic processes where
living organisms interfere with normal plant functions over
a certain time period. Citrus greening is one of the most
devastating diseases in citrus. The pathogen is a bacterium,
Candidatus Liberibacter asiaticus. The bacterium enters the
plant through ACP feeding or through infected grafting
components. Systems may be delayed for several years but
may include blotchy mottling of the foliage, thickening of
veins, yellowing shoots, stunted growth, and lopsided fruits.
Management is based on exclusion of and presence of ACP.

Citrus canker is another disease of citrus caused by a bacteria. In
this case, Xanthomonas citri subspecies citri is the pathogen.
Disease symptoms include raised/corky lesions on fruits and leaves
surrounded by a yellow halo. As the disease progresses, defoliation,
twig dieback, and poor-quality fruit become increasingly apparent.
If there is a possibility of citrus canker, please notify the U.S.
Department of Agriculture at 225.298.5410 or the Horticulture and
Quarantine Division of the Louisiana Department of Agriculture and
Forestry at 225.952.8100. Dr Raj Singh of the LSU Agcenter Plant
Diagnostic Clinic can also be reached at 225.578.4562.

Citrus canker

Citrus scab and sweet orange scab are caused by fungal pathogens.
Photo by W Afton
Citrus scab is found primarily on bitter orange, grapefruit, lemons,
mandarins, satsumas, and tangerines. Both diseases can cause lesions
on leaves, stems, and fruit. However, citrus scab causes irregular, raised, corky, scabby, and wart-like
outgrowths whereas sweet orange scab produces circular, smoother, and flatter outgrowths. Both
diseases require moist conditions for reproduction, but each has an optimum temperature requirement
(68-75°F for citrus scab and 75-80°F for sweet orange scab).
In home orchards, fruit rot can become problematic during long periods of wet weather. The two
major concerns are green mold (Penicillium spp.) and brown rot (Phytopthora spp.). Both pathogens
easily invade overripe, bruised, or injured fruit. Brown rot occurs when developing fruit are allowed
to touch the ground. Proper pruning can prevent most cases of brown rot in Louisiana-grown citrus.
There are other citrus diseases that occur in Louisiana. The diseases discussed here are some of the
more common and economically important to home gardeners.
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Cultivating Citrus: A Primer for the Backyard Producer, continued

Image from LSU Agcenter

Pest management in citrus should first begin with scouting the orchard. Walk through the home
orchard at least once a week to observe the citrus plants throughout the growing season. Identify
insects as you encounter them. The first determination to be made is whether it is an actual pest.
Both beneficial and pest insects will visit a garden. Once a pest has been identified, think about
cultural practices that can be adjusted so as to minimize the occurrence of the pest, for instance,
reducing the amount of fertilizer to slow growth rate and prevent aphid population explosions, or
pruning low lying limbs to reduce brown rot occurrence. Biological controls rely on already
known predator/prey relationships between insect pests and beneficials. Lastly, there are several
chemical control options for insect and disease pest. Chemical controls are reserved as the last
choice when it comes to managing pest problems. Visit the LSU Agcenter website at
https://www.lsuagcenter.com/portals/communications/publications/management_guides
to view the current versions of the Insect Pest Management Guide, Suggested Weed Chemical
Control Guide, and Plant Disease Management Guide.
Citrus plants make great holiday gifts for
friends and family. They are relatively easy
to grow and, once established, can provide
a bountiful crop of citrus fruits every fall
and winter. Share this guide with the gift
recipient and teach friends how to grow
their own food!

Will Afton County
Agent LSU AgCenter
Image from Amazon.com
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My Passalong Plants

My favorite thing about being a master gardener is the Vegucator group. And my favorite
thing about being a Vegucator is being able to exchange ideas and plants with lots of
interesting people. Every time I look at one of the plants that I received from someone in
Vegucators, I am reminded of that person. So I try very hard not to kill those plants. I would
like to share photos of some of the passalong plants that I received over the past few years.
Photo by L Steffee
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Mirliton from
Joe Lapine

African basil
from Jim Bates

Bromeliad
from D’Wanna Hanes
(tree frog not from D'Wanna)

Photo by L Steffee
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Philippine violet
from Paul Andres

Spiral ginger from
Ruthanne Johnson
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My Passalong Plants, continued
Photo by L Steffee
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Cantaloupe from
Jerry Ballanco

Asparagus from
Mimi Padgett

Photo by L Steffee

Blueberries from Jamie Blazek. It's not a
photo of the actual plant, just the harvest,
but the cat wanted to be in the picture.

Laura Steffee
Master Gardener
Vegucator
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Common Boneset
Eupatorium perfoliatum
Common boneset, a perennial herb in the Aster family, is
native to North America. It grows three to six feet tall and has
fuzzy clusters of tiny white flowers at the tops of its stems.
The stems, covered
with white hairs, are
unbranched except
for small flowering
stems near the apex.
The lanceolate
leaves are up to
eight inches long
and 2 inches across
with narrow tips.
Photo by J Blazek
Young leaves of boneset

Photo by J Blazek

Mature leaves of boneset

Leaf edges are serrated.
Young leaves at the top of
stems are opposite and
separate.

Photo by J Blazek

As the opposite leaves mature
they merge basally and it
appears as though the stem
perforates through. Hence the
name "perfoliatum".

Photo by J Blazek

Early native Americans and herbalists believed the leaves had healing powers to mend broken bones
because the leaves began as separate and were able to merge together as they grew. Leaves were
wrapped around broken bones within bandages and splints to encourage the bone to "knit together"
and heal. The dried leaves of common boneset (Eupatorium perfoliatum) have been used as a
medicinal tea thought to be effective in treating colds, cough, and constipation. There is insufficient
medical evidence for the efficacy of its use as an herbal remedy. CAUTION: the leaves contain an
alkaloid that can cause severe vomiting, diarrhea, and even liver damage. Common boneset can
interact with certain prescription drugs and also cause allergic reactions in people who are sensitive
to members of the Asteraceae/Compositae family (ragweed, chrysanthemums, marigolds, daisies,
and many other herbs).
In addition to common boneset, other names used for Eupatorium perfoliatum include agueweed,
crosswort, feverwort, Indian sage, sweating plant, teasel, thoroughwort, and vegetable antimony.
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Common Boneset
Eupatorium perfoliatum, continued
While I never plan to make a tea from its leaves, common
boneset is always welcome in my yard. It is valued as a
native plant that is rich in nectar attracting birds, butterflies,
native bees, honey bees, and other beneficial insects.
Common boneset can grow in
shade, part shade, and sunny areas.
It prefers moist to wet soils, such
as, damp prairies, alluvial woods,
and bogs. Seeds are available
commercially and should be sown
in the fall. Clumps can be divided
in the spring or fall.
Photo by J Blazek
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