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  PREFACE







  SEEMS AS IF I’ve loved plants forever. I started growing them at the age of six. In my early years, I worked with neighbors, helping them care for their plants. In high school, I worked for a local nursery, which sparked an even greater interest in horticulture. After attending junior college, I completed a two-year horticultural program, during which time I was also a landscape foreman.




  Much of my experience and knowledge was gained during my tenure as an urban horticulturist for the Pinellas County Extension Service. In seven years there, I attended numerous short courses, meetings, and seminars; these classroom sessions and meetings with fellow professionals gave me invaluable information about all manner of plant materials. At the same time, I gleaned hands-on practical experience while tackling the many plant problems brought to me by thousands of local residents and nursery personnel.




  For the past thirty years, radio has played a further role in my reaching and communicating with fellow gardeners throughout the state. Primarily for easy identification with my listening audience, I adopted the name “Mr. Green Thumb,” and the label has stuck.




  Local newspapers have also given me a vehicle by which to keep in touch with horticultural enthusiasts.




  As the years have passed, I have found myself taking a greater interest in educating aspiring green thumbers and fellow horticulturists. Through my many years as a teacher, I feel I have learned even more about this profession. Hopefully, this time spent in the classroom has been as rewarding for my students as it has been for me.




  For the past twenty years, television has been an important part of my gardening-related activities. I discovered that presenting weekly shows on the local PBS and CBS affiliates is both challenging and extremely fulfilling. These programs allowed me to reach an even greater number of Floridians—those who garden and those who may need a little inspiration to get started.




  Through newspapers, television, radio, and the Complete Guide to Florida Gardening, I enjoy being able to encourage the sort of enthusiasm for nature that gets everyone involved in creating and maintaining their own outdoor paradise. And what better place is there to do so than Florida?






  Stan DeFreitas




  “Mr. Green Thumb”




  Oldsmar, Florida




  2005




  www.askmrgreenthumb.org
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  INTRODUCTION







  WHEN MOST people think of Florida, they think of orange trees, bright sandy beaches, and tropical foliage—correct perceptions, every one. But Florida is outstanding for another important reason: It’s a gardener’s paradise!




  Florida is blessed with a marvelous climate that enables us to spend as much time outside our homes as inside. Here, we can design and build walls of thick foliage for beauty and privacy, lay a grassy carpet for relaxation, and furnish our outdoor living area with seasonal color for an everchanging environment. Executed and cared for properly, such a garden is both aesthetically pleasing and personally satisfying.




  You don’t have to be wealthy to have a beautiful landscape in Florida. A small amount of money yields bountiful returns. Whether you are building a new home or improving an existing one, you can surround your home with a lush living environment; all you need to get started is some gardening knowledge and a little imagination. Keeping in mind your preferences, needs, and lifestyle, you can create a home landscape that will give you years of pleasure. As a bonus—like compound interest on an investment—your property value will increase, literally, before your eyes.




  If you recently moved to Florida, you may find that the types of flowers, shrubs, trees, fruits, vegetables, and lawns that grow here are unfamiliar to you, even if you’re a veteran gardener. The difference in growing seasons (between Florida and other parts of the United States) can be months apart. The soil here—which has a sandy base—is certainly different from the loamy, clay, and rocky soils found in many other areas of the country.




  Planting a lawn requires a different perspective here, too. Many of my newly transplanted radio listeners (particularly those from the Northeast) mistake St. Augustine for northern crabgrass, and remove the desirable lawn from their landscapes. To these listeners, I reply, “When in Florida, do as the Floridians do.” St. Augustine happens to be an excellent lawn grass for our state, when used in the right location, and when watered and fertilized properly. This book is designed to help you learn all about the lawn grasses, other plant materials, and climatic conditions in our area so that you can grow a beautiful landscape, Florida-style.




  If you live in northern Florida, you will need to plan for cooler winters and later spring-planting dates; in southern Florida and in the Keys, you will be dealing with tropical conditions and almost year-round growth. In central Florida, of course, the climate is temperate but has elements of both extremes, heat and cold. Invariably, these factors will affect your plant selections, planting dates, and care practices.




  The chapters in this book are organized to give you a basic, working knowledge of where to plant and how to care for Florida’s most viable and popular plants. From the section on how to plan your landscape in chapter 1, through the chapters on trees, shrubs, fruits and nuts, flowers, vegetables, ground covers and vines, lawns, and houseplants, I’ve endeavored to provide the most complete information possible. In the chapters on plants, I’ve reviewed the basic requirements for planting and care, and then touched on each plant’s physical characteristics, growth habits, and, where applicable, any peculiarities that may be of interest.




  The charts, maps, and photos used throughout the text not only reinforce certain parts of the discussion, but also offer additional tips for successful gardening. The color photos, in particular, should help you judge the look and appeal of various plant varieties. Depending on selection and usage, colorful plant specimens can “make or break” the overall look of a garden. Thus, I hope the photos and other graphic elements will help make your landscape decisions simpler and more satisfying.




  Our climate makes controlling pests in Florida is a never-ending challenge. Homeowners are often gone for extended periods leaving pest to run wild. Think about hiring a professional company to do the pest control on the lawns and ornamentals while you concentrate on the cultural aspects such as pruning, irrigation, planting and general maintenance of all the other aspects of the garden.




  The final chapter is devoted to the most common insects and diseases found in Florida landscapes. While this is certainly not the most scenic section of the book, it is important. A good number of pests and plagues are simply a fact of life in our state; as a gardener, if you don’t know how to identify and battle these problems, all the time and money you’ve invested in your beautiful landscape will eventually be for naught!




  If you decide to do your own pest control purchase products from trusted manufacturers such as Bayer Advanced. There are many trained professionals in Florida. Seek them out. Get their advice.




  Also, I cannot overemphasize the importance of following label directions with respect to chemicals and other materials. No amount of fun in the garden is worth risking your safety and that of your family and pets. To keep things safe and enjoyable, always read the directions on any lawn-and-garden product before you use it.




  I hope this book will be a partner of sorts, too, in all of your gardening endeavors. My aim is to give you an “armchair companion” that you can consult any time—for advice on designing a new flower bed, for information about a particular plant, or for help with a pesky problem.




  I think that gardening is one of the most enjoyable pursuits in the world. It’s healthy, productive, gratifying, and allows you to form a close bond with the outdoor environment. What could be more natural?







  Complete Guide to FLORIDA GARDENING
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  CHAPTER ONE






   PLANNING YOUR GARDEN







  NEVER PLANNED a garden before? Does the prospect of having to landscape your yard bring on an anxiety attack? Don’t be disturbed. It’s much easier than you imagine. Still, if the idea terrifies you into immobility, you may need help from a professional landscape company. Depending on the amount of work to be done, the cost can range from a very reasonable sum to a major expense.




  Professional landscape companies will guarantee their work. Any weak or dying plants will be replaced free of charge, provided you have given them the required amount of care and feeding. You might even want to weigh the comparative cost of doing all the work yourself, and possibly having to replace some plants later, against the initial cost of turning over the job to a landscaper.




  You can let a professional design your garden or landscape, advising you on trees, shrubs, and plants. Then you can proceed on your own from that point buying, locating, and installing your own materials. Again, this will depend on your own capabilities and desires, as well as the amount you plan to spend. A good, reputable landscape company certainly can help those who feel creatively inadequate in planning the layout of a garden.




  For the ambitious do-it-yourself gardener or landscaper, however, this book can help you get the results you want.




  GETTING STARTED




  Your first concern should be your family’s outdoor needs. How do you plan to use your garden? The front of most homes usually is the public area, to be designed merely as a setting for the house and to enhance its appearance from the street. The back yard and sides of the property usually are the living and entertaining areas, play areas or service areas, and functional areas for storage or a vegetable garden.
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  It’s helpful to draw a sketch of your landscape plan, indicating plant and hardscape areas.




  To decide the proper use and size of each area, you should draw a scale outline of your property. School graph paper is ideal. Scale down your drawing to ¼ inch to every foot, making the overall outline from fence-line to fence-line. Fill in all driveways, walkways, fences, and other hardscape items, as well as the outline of the house itself. Any existing trees that you wish to retain should be marked, together with “hot spots” where shade is needed. You may want to check your deed map to determine the exact dimensions of your property. The architect’s drawing of your home also is useful to show the placement of doors and windows and the orientation of the house on your lot. You may also have to check a contour map to determine any rises or hills in your yard. Some properties will drop a foot or two over the length of the yard, a factor that will affect your landscaping plan.




  Once your scale drawing is complete, you can make decisions on where to put flower beds, trees, shrubs, rock gardens, etc. If you intend to put in a pool, choose a large, open area away from any existing trees. Remember that digging a swimming pool requires working space for men and equipment. Be sure to leave at least 20 feet along the back fence to allow the pool construction crew access to your yard. Once the pool is installed, you then can determine the placement of shrubs or trees along the fence.




  While everyone envisions a landscaped yard or garden in its final form, remember that it often takes several years for such dreams to take real shape. Because of the expense, and because of the growing time needed for plants, many homeowners approach landscaping as a “5-year plan.” This is especially true if a pool is in those plans. Whether you are able to begin everything you want to do right away or have to spread your budget over a period of time, you should stick to your original landscape plan. In this way, no matter how long it takes to complete, you wind up with a garden or yard that is aesthetically appealing and creatively satisfying.




  In Florida, patio landscaping serves as an extension of the living room. Patio landscaping makes small houses seem larger and provides a smooth transition from indoor to outdoor living and recreation areas. Similarly, the placement of trees, shrubs, and flower beds in the front yard should serve to lead visitors to the front door of the house.




  CREATE AN INVITING ENTRANCE




  Landscape architects plan their plantings at the front of a home to frame the house in the most appealing manner, and, at the same time, point the way to the front door. If your front yard is a jungle of foliage, visitors can wind up at the side or back door by mistake. A well-designed front landscape will have a welcoming appearance, a natural flow that guides people to your front door.




  For the front of your property, try for visual balance, not symmetry. Noah’s Ark had two of everything, but this is not advisable for landscaping. Avoid having two of the same type of plant on opposite sides of a walkway. Vary your plant selection and give a balanced, but not identical, appearance to arrangements. If you have, for example, a large oak tree on one side of the property, you may balance it with two or three smaller trees on the other side.




  Always choose plants that will grow in proportion to your house. An 80-foot eucalyptus tree will look out of place next to a typical one-story Florida home. The size and ultimate shape of shrubs and trees is very important, and something you should check out at a nursery before you make a purchase. Many people buy a small Norfolk Island pine or an Italian cypress and plant it close to the house, unaware that it inevitably will grow into the overhang of the roof.




  By checking the full-grown size of a tree or shrub, you can avoid planting anything that will become a problem in a few years. The secret lies in maintaining visual balance—creating a pleasing flow of lines and patterns across the landscape and maintaining the right look on your property without any awkward visual distractions.




  PLANT SELECTION




  Many of us do not know what specific types of plants to buy. Here again, your nurseryman can advise you, not just on size, but on overall appearance and texture, too.




  Trees are the largest living things in the landscape; they are also going to be your largest investment. Since trees are the slowest growing of any plant group, you may wish to spend a little more and buy a more mature tree rather than get a smaller one that will take years to give you the look you want.




  In selecting your trees, ask yourself what their purpose will be. To add privacy? To provide shade? To balance the overall look of your property?




  Also, take a walk through your nursery and examine the various plants and shrubs. Feel the leaves. Consider whether a shiny plant, such as a philodendron, would be right, or perhaps something light and feathery, such as a fern. Will the plant fit into your plans? Does the plant spread, or does it grow roundheaded and upright? Should the plant be placed in a corner for best effect, or could it be a specimen by itself, surrounded by lawn? Try to visualize the plant in the location you have in mind before buying anything that might not enhance your overall landscaping ideas.




  Selecting an unhealthy plant for purchase is the quickest way to throw money down the drain. When shopping for plants at the nursery, pay special attention to the condition of the leaves. Make sure each leaf is healthy—a rich, dark green rather than a yellowish green (chlorotic) hue that denotes a deficiency or disease. Even plants with naturally variegated leaves should be firm, healthy looking, and free of brown spots that could indicate a fungus infection. Above all, a plant must be free of insects and any sign of insect damage.




  Too, check on any potential root problems and insect or fungus susceptibility. What are the nutritional requirements? Is the plant prone to nematode infection? Does it require a special pH? How much light and water will it need for optimum growth?




  Take a pad and pencil with you to record the information you get from your nurseryman. Your notes will be helpful when you return home and begin putting in your plants. Above all, take heed of the advice you get from your nursery. Most of these stores have qualified personnel familiar with the stock and the growing requirements of each type of plant. They should be eager to help, because a satisfied customer is a repeat customer. Get to know your nurseryman, just as you get to know your doctor or dentist. He can be invaluable when it comes to resolving your particular gardening problems or selecting the right trees, shrubs, and flowers for your yard.




  HARDSCAPE SELECTION




  Plants aren’t the only items you’ll be selecting if you’re planning to incorporate any new hardscape items, such as walkways, patios, and fences.




  One of the greatest joys is to be able to walk comfortably through a yard or garden without tripping over protruding branches or uneven ground. Patios and walk-ways not only add beauty, but also ease access to your yard and garden.




  Concrete often is used for this purpose. It is readily available and very frequently favored by Florida contractors. Gravel and wood chips also can be used for a decorative walkway or patio and formed into any desired shape by using strips of wood along the outer edges. Gravel can be pressed into wet concrete to form a more interesting surface. Bricks, too, are popular and can be laid into many interesting patterns, such as the basket weave (two bricks one way, two bricks at right angles to the first two).




  These various types of materials can give you attractive and practical access to your greenery, enabling you to enjoy it to the fullest. If you are laying a pathway or patio yourself rather than hiring a contractor, be sure to place 4 inches of sand on the ground first. This provides a solid base, especially for bricks, and prevents shifting and buckling.




  Fences are essential for privacy and containment of pets, but they need not be unattractive. A variety of fencing materials can blend with the image you wish to create in your landscaping.




  The chain-link fence is one of the most popular, although when used alone it does little for privacy or noise reduction. However, a chain-link fence is ideal as a solid support for vines. A fast-growing vine of your choice soon will provide an attractive, solid barrier.




  Wrought-iron fences lend a touch of elegance to any garden, but again afford little privacy. Still, a wrought-iron fence surrounding a patio area inside your property line can give a picturesque touch to your overall landscaping, sectioning off an outside area for dining or relaxing.




  The most practical fences, however, are made of wood. The old-fashioned picket fence adds a traditional rustic touch and can be utilized as a solid support for climbing roses. Solid wooden fences can be installed in several different ways and—whether left natural or painted—blend with any garden. For durability, use pressure-treated posts, which are well worth the extra cost. For a Western touch to your Florida home, a split-rail fence is unusual and very attractive.




  The longest-lasting and most secure fence is one of masonry or brick. These fences are common in Florida landscapes. If cost is a consideration, keep in mind that brick fences, in particular, are expensive.




  A fence company can advise you on installation as well as show you a variety of styles from which to choose. You may want to compare the costs of different types of fencing. Any fence is a major expense and is not an item you’ll want to replace frequently.




  INSTALLATION OF HARDSCAPE AND PLANT MATERIALS




  After you have determined the overall layout of your garden and selected your plants and hardscape elements, you’re ready to get started on the installation of your project. Whether you are handling the job yourself or have turned it over to a professional, make sure that each element is installed in the proper order.




  The first items to be installed are the hardscape elements, if any. Walkways, patios, fences and, especially, pools, must be introduced first, or you run the risk of damaging newly planted trees, shrubs, and flowers during construction.




  Now you’re ready to start planting the greenery. The trees should be planted first; they are the largest and slowest growing elements in your landscape. They provide the landmarks on your property and create the general character of the landscaping. Something else you should consider: In some areas, you may have to check with city hall for a permit to remove any existing trees that you may not want in your new landscape.




  Major shrubs are the next item you should plant. Like trees, most shrubs are slow-growing and may take several years to achieve the size and height needed to complete the impression you wish to create.




  The next step will be marking out and preparing your flowerbeds (and vegetable garden, if you choose). If you plan these as raised beds, wooden or masonry edging will have to be installed. Whether you do this work yourself or have a contractor build them for you, a certain amount of room will be needed for equipment and elbow room. (If doing any construction, no matter how minimal, makes you nervous at this stage, build your raised beds earlier, along with all the other hardscape work.)




  The next step is to install your lawn, which fills the space between flowerbeds, trees, shrubs, and the edges of your property. Putting in the turf at this stage ensures that it will not be destroyed by workmen or equipment needed for building walkways, the swimming pool, flowerbed edgings, or any other items.




  These five steps are your major installations, after which the main layout for your landscape will be complete. All that is left to do is install any vines, ornamental shrubs, and annuals and perennials you choose.




  Vines should be placed so that they help screen heat and excessive light from the windows of your home. Planted along a chain-link fence, they ultimately provide privacy as well as block any unsightly views beyond your property lines. Along with vines, you can plant ground cover to conceal problem turf areas, such as beneath shade trees.




  Ornamental shrubs, either in the ground or in decorative tubs, can be placed as accents wherever you feel they are needed. A row of various-sized clay pots filled with small ornamental shrubs can enhance a patio or walkway.




  Finally, you can fill the flowerbeds with the annuals and perennials of your choice. While perennial shrubs, such as azaleas, and certain variegated plants, such as crotons, provide some eye-catching color in the landscape, nothing can beat annuals and perennials when it comes to splashy, visual effects.




  For a changing palette of color in the garden, annuals are your best bet, not only for variety of hues, but also for interesting flower forms. Petunias, marigolds, zinnias, asters, nasturtiums, and calendulas all do well in Florida. Perennials also contribute their share of color, including gerbera or gazania daisies, carnations, and everybody’s favorite: roses. Except for the finicky roses, perennials require less care than annuals; still, the rewards of planting annuals are well worth the effort. A detailed list of suitable annuals and perennials will be found in later chapters.




  Mixing flowers of various colors in the same bed can be exciting, but you should be careful that the final result is visually appealing, not flashy or gaudy. Some gardeners like mingling various kinds of flowers in the same bed. This creates an interesting display, but it is a matter of taste.




  I generally feel that a ratio of 40 percent tropical plants, such as hibiscus, copper plants, and bird-of-paradise, should be mixed with 60 percent evergreens, such as podocarpus, ligustrums, and viburnum. This should give you a good “hedge” against losing all your plantings in the severe cold we occasionally experience (remember the 1983 freeze), as well as providing a nice mixture of colors.




  ADDED BENEFITS




  An extra incentive for planning your landscaping is the potential energy savings provided by judiciously planted trees, shrubs, and vines. A large oak tree can reduce the temperature inside your home by 10 to 20 degrees. It has been estimated that a large growing tree can equal ten room air conditioners in cooling efficiency. Similarly, vines growing against sunny walls cut direct as well as indirect, reflective heat. A lawn also provides cooling, because it is always transpiring water. Concrete, on the other hand, retains and radiates heat.




  Well-planned landscaping can benefit your home in the winter as well as the summer. Deciduous trees, such as the golden rain tree, produce shade during the hot months and let sunlight and warmth through in the winter. Large evergreens planted on the north side can block some of the chilly north winds from your home.




  EVALUATING THE SOIL




  The most important element in your garden is the soil—the good earth. Without it there would be no life in any form. Nothing is more important to the continued success of your garden than good soil. As in most other states, the soils of Florida vary from north to south. Northern Florida soils are mostly clay. The central soils consist mostly of sand. And in the south, the soil is muck-type. All these soils need attention to transform them into the most suitable consistency and composition for maximum growth of plants.




  Most Florida soils are low in essential elements, such as nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, iron, zinc, manganese, and magnesium. On the other hand, there are plenty of nematodes, bacteria, fungi, and weed seeds in area soils. As every gardener will discover, it takes more than merely turning over the dirt and planting seeds to achieve a truly rewarding display of flowers. Any undesirable elements in the soil have to be removed, and any shortages of essential minerals must be supplemented, much as we take vitamins to provide our bodies with the building blocks to replace tissue and keep us healthy.




  Before you begin your landscape installation, you must give attention to your soil. A good, balanced soil mixture is essential for growth and good blooms, as well as for resistance to disease. To determine the quality of your soil, you first must learn its pH balance, which refers to the acidity (sourness) or alkalinity (sweetness). A measurement of 0.0 on the pH scale indicates the highest acidity, while 14.0 is the most alkaline. The halfway mark, 7.0, is neutral.
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  Gardeners should be aware of the various soil types. Sand is the coarsest soil, is well aerated, but drains rapidly. Loam contains equal amounts of clay, silt, and sand, plus some organic material. Loam is ideal for garden soil. Silt is important in loam soil for texture and nutrients, but is not adequate as a garden material by itself: it needs enrichment. Clay contains the smallest particles of any soil; it has high nutrient and water retention and helps bond sandy soil.




  Soil pH is important because it influences several soil factors that affect plant growth, such as (1) soil bacteria, (2) nutrient leaching, (3) toxic elements, (4) nutrient availability, and (5) soil structure. Bacteria that changes and releases nitrogen from organic matter, as well as the action of certain fertilizer materials, are particularly affected by the pH level of the soil.




  The pH level in your garden soil must be tested chemically. You can do this yourself with an inexpensive soil-analysis kit obtainable from a garden shop or feed store.




  With a small trowel or soil auger, dig a core sample of your landscape from 2 to 6 inches deep. These are the main depths where plants feed from their root systems. Following the instructions in your pH kit, use this plug of soil to test the pH.




  



  MR. GREEN THUMB RULE




  Many gardeners tend to overlook the importance of knowing the pH of their soil. But most of the soil in Florida is poor and needs some enrichment. You must check the pH level in your garden and take whatever steps are necessary to adjust it.







  




  If you don’t want to do it yourself, you can send your soil sample to the University of Florida for analysis. For a small fee, you receive not only the pH factor, but also a listing of all minerals and other elements in the soil.




  BALANCING THE PH




  After you have learned the pH of your soil, you will have to either increase or decrease the pH to achieve the proper or neutral balance that is most desirable for optimum plant growth. Bear in mind that most soil in Florida consists of silicon sand, which is devoid of nutrients. Pure sand has less than 1 percent organic matter, compared with the ideal soil composition of 25 percent organic matter, 25 percent air, 25 percent water, and 25 percent minerals.




  To increase the pH, or “sweeten” the soil, use ground limestone or dolomite. Do not use hydrated lime, which will “burn” the plant roots. The greater the amount of organic matter or clay in the soil, the more limestone or dolomite will be required to change the pH. To raise the pH one unit, add 4 pounds of limestone or dolomite per 100 square feet or 40 pounds per 1,000 square feet.




  If applying too much lime or dolomite creates a high pH reading, you can restore an acceptable balance by adding a combination of acid-forming chemicals and compost that enriches the soil.




  To decrease the pH chemically, use superfine dusting or wettable sulfur in the following amounts: not more than 1½ ounces of sulfur per 10 square feet, 1 pound for 100 square feet, or 10 pounds per 1,000 square feet. Note that it takes one-third of the amount of superfine or wettable sulfur to decrease the pH one unit as it does ground limestone or dolomite to raise the soil pH by one unit.




  Applications of sulfur should not be made more than every 8 weeks. In the ground, sulfur oxidizes, mixes with water, and forms a diluted sulfuric acid, which can burn the roots of plants. Be careful. Too little sulfur is better than too much.




  Since it is difficult to counterbalance excessive alkalinity with chemical additives (such as sulfur) only, compost and other organic soil-builders should be added for structural enrichment of Florida soil. Using a tiller or shovel, add 25 pounds of peat moss and 25 pounds of cow manure for every 100 square feet of growing area.




  ESSENTIAL SOIL ELEMENTS




  The results you achieve with your plants are directly related to the degree of fertility in the soil, which is influenced by the amount of nutrients available. For instance, approximately one-seventh of protein is nitrogen, which is the element most used by all plants. Important for both the growth and greening of plants, nitrogen is an essential ingredient in most fertilizers. But since it dissolves very easily in water, nitrogen is leached out of the soil more easily than other elements. Nitrogen exists in the protoplasm and chlorophyll of all plants. It is an integral element essential for life and growth. Too much nitrogen applied during fertilization, however, can cause overly fast growth, as well as excessive growth. This will make plants more susceptible to disease and insects and less capable of withstanding strong winds, extremes in temperature, and physical injury.




  Other elements necessary to maintain a balanced rate of growth are potassium, phosphorus, and iron. Potassium, or potash, strengthens plants, stems, and leaves, and the holding quality of flowers. Potassium is the main element that helps plants survive a long period of drought. Phosphorus helps in germination and development of seeds, provides rapid development of roots, and is necessary for good flower color. Iron, meanwhile, is vital to the growth and life metabolism of plants. Iron deficiency in the soil will cause new growth to lack the green of a healthy plant. Iron-poor plants often will exhibit green veins in the leaves, while the remainder of the leaf turns yellow, a condition that can be remedied by spraying with chelated iron. Most good fertilizers contain some iron in the formula.




  Several minor elements play important roles in plant metabolism. Calcium helps strengthen cell walls and assists in root hair development. Root hairs are essential to plant growth because most nutrients are absorbed into the plant through them. Magnesium is used in the cells of chlorophyll (green coloring) that assist in photo-synthesis, the process by which carbohydrates are manufactured by plants. Magnesium also aids in the distribution of phosphate within plants.




  Manganese is essential in carrying iron throughout a plant, as well as helping the roots assimilate fertilizer, water, air, and gases. Boron helps prevent the breakdown of structural tissues in the leaves and stems. Small quantities of copper and zinc also are needed by plants to strengthen the growth of young seedlings and ensure proper growth in mature plants. And sulfur is used in the formation of protein and aromatic oils in leaves and stems.




  ORGANIC MATTER




  All organic matter is derived from living material and contains the most essential building block of life: carbon. So a compost pile is a must in every garden. Not only does a compost pile provide you with a disposal site for grass clippings, leaves, and small twigs, but also, in time, it becomes a never-ending source of the best possible soil conditioner for your garden.




  If you do not have a compost pile, you can start one right away. Any yard refuse may be used, such as grass clippings, leaves, and small twigs, as well as any food scraps from the kitchen, including coffee grounds and tea leaves. Start with a 6-inch layer on the ground, followed by a layer of chemical fertilizer or dehydrated cow manure; add another layer of organic refuse, continuing to alternate the layers until you build a large pile. Make a small hollow at the top of the pile to catch and hold moisture, which aids in the breakdown of the organic materials. Once a month, you should turn the pile with a shovel to keep the mixture well-aerated.




  To keep your compost pile from spreading, stake a fine wire mesh around it in a circle. This will allow oxygen and carbon dioxide to enter the compost pile and aid in the breakdown. During the process, heat and gas are generated, both of which affect the deterioration of the organic matter, turning it into the soft, crumbly humus that is the finest additive you can find for mixing with your soil.




  FERTILIZERS




  Although organic matter is important for plants, chemical fertilizers are needed, too. These constitute a fast pick-me-up for plants, just as we get a daily boost from coffee, which contains caffeine, a strong stimulant. Caffeine, however, does nothing for our growth, while fertilizers do possess positive food value for plants through the process of photosynthesis. That word is derived from the ancient Greek: “photo” meaning light and “synthesis” meaning putting together. This natural function within the body chemistry of a plant enables it to absorb and utilize chemical fertilizers, much as the human metabolism relies on minerals and vitamins for much of its function.




  Since Florida’s soils are generally poor and deficient in texture and nutrients, you should be familiar with the properties of the common fertilizers available for enriching Florida soil. Whether you choose granular fertilizers, liquids, or organic or inorganic materials, the basic properties are very much the same, and those properties are spelled out on the product labels.




  By law, all product labels must provide information by which you can judge the value of the material to be applied as well as standards of safe handling.




  Fertilizer labels should give the following information:




  1. Florida’s registration code.




  2. The brand name used by the manufacturer to identify the product.




  3. The net weight, which tells the exact weight of the material in the bag.




  4. The manufacturer’s name.




  5. The analysis, which lists the percentages of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. This also should include secondary elements, if present, and the percentage of chlorine, which can be toxic to plants when present in high concentrations.




  6. Also important is the term “derived from,” which gives the actual source of the ingredients.




  7. A listing of inert ingredients, which are the fillers and carriers, or the inactive part of the fertilizer.




  8. Details of any pesticide, contained on a yellow label with lettering in contrasting colors.




  Florida laws concerning fertilizers have undergone many changes since they were first enacted in 1889. There is no magic combination of numbers to denote the best fertilizer. 6-6-6 often has been used. It is the lowest possible analysis that still can be termed a fertilizer under Florida law. By using a more concentrated product (a fertilizer with higher numbers in the analysis, such as 14-12-20) you will have fewer salt burn problems. You will save energy, time, and effort by applying fertilizer, and, in general, you will get more for your dollar.
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  Fertilizer labels should always display the above data.




  Fertilizers are sold in several forms: liquid, granular, pellets, capsules, and spikes. Each has its own special value and particular application. Label directions will help you determine which will be most successful with your plants. Plants can use fertilizer only in liquid form, however. Even granular products must be dissolved in water before the tiny root hairs can absorb the needed nutrients for growth.




  Many people become confused over the relative merits of organic versus inorganic aids for plants. Organic aids are longer-lasting, but elements such as cow manure are more valuable as soil builders than as true fertilizers. Chemicals may not last as long, but they are less expensive than store-bought organics and have a higher concentration of absorbable nutrients. Plants can use both chemical and organic fertilizers. Both should be included on your planned “diet” for your plants, as well as the all-important organic soil builders.




  ALTERING THE GRADE




  It may be necessary to change the grade of your landscape to improve soil drainage around trees. Raising the grade is difficult and potentially dangerous to trees if some precautions are not taken. To ensure that roots receive adequate drainage, it is best to install a drain system, as shown, with 4-inch agricultural clay tile or perforated plastic pipe, sloping away from the base of the tree to a storm sewer or drainage ditch.




  Vertical pipes should be placed to the height you expect to raise the grade, then construct a retaining wall around the trunk, from 3 to 6 feet from the tree. These steps help ensure proper aeration and give the trunk natural exposure.




  When filling the grade with new soil, cover pipe openings to keep out soil; then begin filling with coarse gravel, then medium, then fine gravel, then top off with sandy loam.








  MR. GREEN THUMB RULE




 Working organic matter into the soil before planting is the best basis for good, healthy growth. But you still must apply fertilizer. Continued, strong growth will not result from only one application. Small, frequently applied amounts are advised, just as humans thrive better on three small meals a day rather than on just one large meal. Be sure to read label instructions on all fertilizers, and consult your nurseryman for a steady nutritional program for your plants.







 


 

  Once the grade has been raised to the height of the vertical pipes, remove the coverings and fill with coarse gravel. Never fill to the base of the tree. Trees need to rest at natural root level. Then cover the pipe openings with wire mesh to keep out critters. Tiles help to drain off excess water and keep roots from drowning.




  Lowering the grade is easier. Most likely, you will need to remove some of the larger, surface roots. Remember to trim some of the top growth to compensate for the loss of feeder roots. This step is similar to the one used when transplanting a tree (as covered in Chapter 2).
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  A view of the original grade, with horizontal and vertical pipes and retaining wall in place.
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  A cross-section of the new grade, after the placement of soil, gravel, and sandy loam.




  WATERING YOUR GARDEN




  Eighty to ninety percent of any plant is water. Water is vital to every form of life on Earth. Outdoor plants too often are killed by underwatering, just as indoor plants die from drowning, or overwatering. If a plant starts to turn gray, this is a sign of root stress, a danger signal that water is needed. In some cases, the leaves will cup and curl. What is termed the “critical wilt point” means the point at which the plant has become dehydrated and will die.




  Many enthusiastic gardeners complete a landscaping project, water it well for 2 weeks, then calmly forget it. When plants start wilting and dying, the nurseryman often is blamed when, in reality, the guilty party is the homeowner.




  A garden or landscape is like a new addition to the family, requiring daily attention to flourish. For healthy growth, you must check the moisture level in your soil every week.




  In many areas of Florida, especially the coastal regions, salt is a problem that must be faced. A well can be a good source of water for your yard, but it is important to check its salinity. As a general rule, more than 1,000 parts of salt per 1 million parts of water will kill sensitive plants, such as azaleas; they may even succumb to as little as 700 parts per million. If you live in a beach community, you can reduce the effects of salt in your water and air by spraying plants regularly with fresh water and washing down any areas affected by flood or high-water conditions.
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  DO: Water deeply in order to develop deep, sturdy roots. Grass watered less often but more deeply will have greater durability to withstand extremes of cold and heat. The grass above ground is only part of the total plant. Without a deep root system, the grass above ground cannot prosper.
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  DON’T: Watering lightly, even if it’s more often, will not give the kind of saturation and penetration you want. Shallow roots promote weak growth above ground. Extreme temperatures and/or drought can destroy your lawn. Don’t let the healthy green color at the surface fool you: the plant’s only as durable as the roots that support it.




  Many people become confused about watering their plants, shrubs, and trees. “When?” and “How much?” are common questions, and there are no hard-and-fast rules. Plants use water at different rates according to the temperature, rate of growth, time of year, and type of soil.
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  Sprinklers and irrigations systems are a must during dry periods.




  For most plants, an inch of water a week will suffice, with 2 inches during the summer months. Florida usually gets 50 to 60 inches of rain each year, but this is not necessarily sufficient to keep the ground properly moist, day in and day out. You can test the soil by hand, by pushing your fingers below the surface. If the soil is dry below 2 inches, you need to water. Remember that deep watering, especially for lawns, promotes a strong root system that spreads deep into the soil, enabling the plant to withstand heat and dry spells. Light watering tends to cause the root system to stay near the surface, where it is subject to damage during hot, dry days.




  WATERING SYSTEMS




  There are so many ways to water a garden effectively, that it will be a matter of personal choice as to how you go about this necessary duty. Many Florida gardeners still use the old-fashioned watering can. It does the job as long as you have the time and the energy. Its chief drawback is the inability to reach spots that may be too high or too densely surrounded by foliage. For convenient flowerbeds, however, the watering can is ideal, providing a gentle, effective rain that supplies the needed moisture without washing out the root system, especially around small plants.




  A hose is possibly the most popular means of watering, both for efficiency and savings in time. Hoses come in several sizes, with the ½-inch and ⅝-inch most commonly used. Price ranges are determined by the quality of the hose. Very cheap plastic hoses may seem economical at first, but they tend to fold over and impede the water flow; also, their lifespans are limited. You should invest in a top-quality, reinforced rubber hose that will not buckle. It will outlast any other type.




  The type of nozzle for your hose will depend on your personal preference. The adjustable type is the most popular. You can vary the flow of water from a wide spray down to a needle-sharp stream for reaching over shrubs and small trees. The higher priced brass adjustable nozzle is best. With proper care, it should last a lifetime, while plastic nozzles will deteriorate and leak after a period of time. The breaker-bar type of nozzle also is recommended for watering flowers. It turns the flow into a wide, gentle spray that does not damage delicate plant foliage.




  Some gardeners prefer automatic watering systems, and several are available. A water bubbler literally bubbles the water out gently like a spring. These also can be attached to wands for broader distribution. Soaker hoses are perforated, porous rubber or plastic hoses that distribute the water in thin, gentle streams. Mechanical sprinklers come in various types, from the stationary version that creates a large, circular spray to the oscillating sprinkler that can be adjusted to distribute a pattern, either square or rectangular. These are particularly useful in preventing water from dropping onto undesired areas, such as pathways. For very large lawns or garden areas, the traveling sprinkler is recommended. These require laying out the hose in the desired configuration where you wish to water. The sprinkler creeps along the hose as it rotates and distributes the water.




  For the ultimate in convenience, of course, there is the built-in sprinkler system, which eliminates the need for watering cans and hoses. You can put in a sprinkler system yourself or have one installed. While it is best to have this done before planting your lawn, it can be done in existing gardens without major disruption of your landscaping. Check with a reputable company or discuss installation techniques with personnel at hardware stores that sell the pipe and sprinkler heads. Such a system can be operated manually or by an automatic timer. The automatic system ensures that your garden and yard will be watered regularly. This type is advisable if you are away from home frequently for more than a few days at a time. Remember, if your soil dries out, you cannot expect your garden to flourish. Without water, your lawn, your trees, and your flowers will die.




  Another efficient system is drip irrigation, which refers to the slow application of water to soil through mechanical devices called emitters that are located along selected points from the main water supply. Most emitters are placed above ground, but some can be buried at shallow depths for protection. Drip irrigation introduces moisture to the soil through capillary action and is an excellent means of maintaining a proper moisture level. Because it uses less energy, drip irrigation requires less water and is considered 10 to 25 percent more efficient than sprinkler systems. The savings in water alone makes this method very attractive.




  Other advantages of drip irrigation:




  1. Crops grow faster, yield more, and are of higher quality.




  2. It conserves water while providing adequate moisture to root zones at all times.




  3. The area between rows remains dry, thereby reducing weed growth.




  4. There is no runoff on hillsides or rolling ground.




  5. With water of poor quality (a high saline content), there is less damage to crops because the water is applied only to the root area.




  Despite its basic advantages, one problem in Florida affects drip irrigation systems. Iron, sulfur, and calcium in irrigation water can react with certain bacteria to produce an ocher sludge or slime that clogs the emitters. If you experience this problem, you should flush out your system occasionally with a solution containing chlorine bleach. Also, while drip irrigation is very efficient for watering trees, shrubs, and flower and vegetable gardens, tests have revealed that overhead sprinkler systems are more efficient for watering lawns.




  Drip irrigation kits can be purchased at nurseries or garden supply stores, where you also can get information on installation and maintenance.




  Select the most efficient system for your particular needs, bearing in mind that water should be cherished and conserved. Using water efficiently will help you to avoid wasting time and money. Water during the early morning for best results. Watering at midday is not harmful to plants, but it is less efficient due to evaporation in the hot sun. Watering at night, however, is not advised. It tends to promote fungus problems.




  TEMPERATURES AND SEASONAL CHANGES




  Florida is touted as the land of eternal sunshine and warmth, but every part of the state is subjected to low temperatures on occasion. Even the Keys experience a freeze every 10 to 12 years. Though Florida is largely a subtropical region, heat-loving plants that do well in the southern end of the state are susceptible to injury in the colder, inland areas and in the northern parts. Be warned, therefore, especially if you are a newcomer to Florida!




  Winter demands that you take extra care of sensitive outdoor plants, covering them to protect against cold nights. The only part of the state that does not drop into the 20s is the Keys; the rest of the state, especially areas around Tallahassee and Pensacola, can be cold enough to damage some of your plants. It is possible to hop into shorts and sun yourself on Christmas Day; still, Florida winters can be chilly
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  FREEZE FREQUENCIES




  The figures on this map indicate the number of times the temperature has dropped below 32 degrees in the past 20 years. The color bars also suggest the general pattern of growing seasons in the state: the coolest in the north and the warmest and longest season in the south.
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  Apply fertilizers containing potassium (K) to protect against heat and cold damage.
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  Avoid exposing sensitive plants to reflected heat.
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  Mulch with compost, bark, or leaves to increase moisture retention and to protect against extreme temperatures.
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  Water during a heat wave and before an expected hard freeze.
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  Shelter cold-sensitive plants from winter winds.




  enough to inflict serious damage to some gardens. Before placing tropical plants outside, check the lowest expected temperature for your area. The color-coded map (page 18) also will help you be aware of the general frequency of damaging freezes in your area.




  As in most states, spring is a great season in Florida. Cool breezes mixed with warm, sunny days bring out the best in any garden. Azaleas burst forth with color in most areas, while in the northern and central areas, you will see occasional dogwoods in bloom.




  Summer in Florida is warm to hot, with extremely high humidity. Daylilies appear, and the annuals, such as zinnias and marigolds, start giving their rich rewards of beauty.




  But, for all the blessings of spring and summer, fall is truly the most outstanding season in Florida, particularly favorable to petunias, both in the ground and in the popular hanging baskets that brighten patios. Fall is the time for planting—among other things—cabbage, broccoli, and cauliflower, all cool season vegetables.




  PROTECTING PLANTS FROM HEAT AND COLD




  The best insurance against possible plant loss in winter is to select the majority of your plants from cold-hardy species. But just as too much cold can permanently damage your garden, so can too much heat. Even hardy plants can suffer from prolonged exposure to the sun, especially if the temperatures are high, as they often are in Florida in summer. The wind and heat also can dry out foliage, as well as direct sunlight. No one has ever said that keeping a landscape or garden in top shape is easy. You must pay attention to every element that affects growth and appearance. Caring for your greenery, therefore, includes choosing the right annual for the right season as well as taking protective measures for perennials, shrubs, and trees.




  A vegetable garden, for instance, can last an extended season if leafy vegetables are planted in the shade, just as young azaleas are a natural for shady spots in the yard.




  When a cold spell is anticipated, you must take steps to protect your plants. Burlap, a thermal sheet, or a blanket are all good for protection against the frost.




  You also can cover the ground itself to preserve the radiant heat stored in the soil. Large cardboard boxes are ideal for this purpose. Plastic (polyethylene film) also is excellent, but be warned: You cannot allow the plastic to touch the foliage, or the plant will be damaged. The plastic must be suspended over a framework of wood or wire. In this way, it creates a small greenhouse that holds in the heat and wards off the cold air.




  For some special plants, you can use a low-wattage light bulb placed under a box or protective covering of plastic to raise the temperature a few degrees. Many beautiful theme parks in Florida use heaters on cold nights, but this system is too expensive and hazardous for the home gardener.




  Water immersion is another way to save a garden from freezing. One-third inch of water must be applied until the ground temperature rises above freezing. Again, you must be fully familiar with your watering system to employ this means. Also, there are hazards with water immersion: Ice may form on branches or leaves and cause a plant to break. In reality, water immersion should be regarded as a desperate effort to save threatened plants during a freeze. It also increases the danger of rot and mold in the soil.




  If your garden does suffer cold damage, do not trim off damaged branches until March or April, when all danger of frost has passed. Some gardeners get out their pruning shears the day after a freeze, but trimming entices a plant to put forth new growth that may be killed by ensuing cold spells. Leave the dead leaves and branches alone. They provide some protection until the warm weather arrives. Once the plant begins to sprout, you can treat for cold damage. Starting at the end of a damaged branch, trim down until you come to fresh, healthy growth. Always paint the newly cut end of a branch with neutral copper and pruning paint to protect against infection and excessive sap drainage.




  Remember the old adage: Prevention is better than cure. It is far easier and cheaper to plan ahead than to try to save your plants once they are withered by winter chill, scorched by summer sunshine, or infested with insects.
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