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To Naud Burnett

The man who taught me 
the importance of trees.
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The author’s garden in the fall.








INTRODUCTION

My love affair with trees began early. As a kid, I climbed everything that stood still, but trees were my favorite obstacles. My two favorite trees were a catalpa and a mimosa, both smooth-barked trees in our yard in Pittsburg, Texas. Unfortunately, mimosa trees are weak and dying out across the country. The catalpa is still on my good tree list, even though most of the rest of the world considers it a trash tree. Well, that’s what this book is about—horticultural details as well as my opinions on whether and how to use the various trees available in Texas.

After I grew up and quit climbing them, trees became enormously important to me for another reason. During my conversion to organics in the late 1980s, I was astonished to find how well trees responded to the organic method. Once residential and commercial projects ceased using high nitrogen, synthetic fertilizers and toxic chemical pesticides, the trees on these projects almost immediately took on a better appearance and started to grow at a faster rate than before the change. The one tree that taught me the most is a ginkgo in my own backyard in the Lakewood area of Dallas. See the entry on ginkgos for the full story, but my experience proved to me that trees grow better under an organic program. I didn’t understand the details in the beginning—I just knew it was working. Now I do understand the secret. That wonderfully simple secret is actually no secret at all. In general what happened is that I discovered Mother Nature’s plan—a perfect plan that is in some ways too simple for most folks to buy into at first.

The secret? Imitate nature as closely as you can: (I)Select adapted plants and plant them correctly at the proper time and in the right location. (2)Don’t do anything that hurts the life in the soil.

It’s really that simple. You will find the details of this basic plan in the first chapter, and then special instructions for particular trees under the appropriate entries.

I hope you will find this book easy to use, but I encourage your suggestions. Welcome to the common sense approach to dealing with Texas’ most wonderful plants—the trees.

 


 


Howard Garrett
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Texas ash in the late winter.
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Chinese pistachio in the autumn.
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Big tooth maple in the fall.








SELECTING, PLANTING, AND MAINTAINING OUR TREES

Texas is a big place with a huge range of climate, soil, and water quality. There are many trees that can grow here—trees native to Texas as well as those that have been introduced from other states or countries and have adapted to certain parts of our state. The color photos in this book as well as the horticultural requirements mentioned will help you make good choices for your property. My goal is to increase your enjoyment of your trees and reduce the millions of dollars wasted annually through improper tree selections and poor horticultural practices.

Trees are the most important landscape plants because of their high initial cost and their long-term potential to increase property value and improve the quality of any site. When and how to plant trees is crucial. Fall is the ideal time to plant most new trees. The reason? Cool weather shuts down the growth of treetops, but roots of all permanent plants have a growth spurt in the fall. If planted correctly, they will be subject to less stress during this time of the year. Even so, successful planting can be done 12 months a year if proper procedures are used.


SELECTION

The most important factor in planting and growing trees is the selection of adapted trees (i.e., trees that are suitable for the area where they are to be planted). If you plant silver maple, Arizona ash, mimosa, fruitless mulberry, poplar, or Siberian elm, I can’t help you. Ill-adapted trees have no chance of producing long-term beauty in Texas or anywhere else. They will be a maintenance problem and a great frustration. These trees should never be considered. Yes, they are included in these pages but only because I want you to learn why they are bad choices.

Now let’s consider some good choices. There’s a second group of trees that will grow well in Texas—but only in certain conditions and certain soils. Acid soil-loving trees such as dogwood, sweetgum, pin oak, water oak, willow oak, and the straight-trunked east Texas pines prefer deep, sandy, highly organic soils. These trees and others are good choices if planted in the right soil and the right part of Texas. Sweetgum and bald cypress will do well in black clay soils but only if the soils are deep. If white rock is near the surface, these trees will be yellow and sickly, and there is no way to reverse the process.
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Planting adapted trees is the single most important part of successful tree management. This east Texas pine tree was planted in black clay soil—a poor choice.




Trees that are best for wet soils include willow, birch, and bald cypress. Trees that enjoy almost desert conditions include Chisos oak, eldarica pine, Arizona cypress, and Parkinsonia.

There is a third group of trees that are more foolproof and less demanding than the second group. These trees, which are nearly perfect for sandy as well as black and white soils, include bur oak, chinkapin oak, live oak, shumard red oak, native pecan, and Texas ash. There are many other choices that will grow—in various conditions—and they are listed alphabetically by their common name because that’s how they are referred to in the trade and by homeowners.




HOW TO PLANT TREES PROPERLY

People don’t grow trees. Trees grow in spite of people. For the most part, trees are tough, durable, and easy to plant and transplant if handled in a sensible and natural way.

To plant any tree (shade, fruit, big, little, native, or introduced), here’s the plan:



	
Dig a wide, ugly hole. Dig a very wide, rough-sided hole, three to four times wider (especially at the soil surface) than the tree ball. Square-shaped holes also work. The point is to prevent the roots from circling in the hole. In other words, do not dig small, smooth-sided holes. The width of the bottom of the hole isn’t important, but the depth of the hole should be exactly the same as the height of the ball. Measure—don’t guess. It’s better to dig a little shallow rather than too deep. If a little bit of the ball is sticking out of the ground after planting, that’s okay, but when you over dig and have to put backfill under the ball, the tree can settle and drown. If you set the ball too low in the first place, that can be even worse.
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A wide, ugly hole undergoing the “perk” test.
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Run a “perk” test. This tests the porousness or “percolation” of the soil. If time allows, dig and fill the hole with water before planting. Plant the next day only if the water has drained from the hole—unless you have selected a wet soil-loving tree.
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Cutting pot-bound roots.






	
Treat the root system. Container-grown trees often have root-bound or pot-bound balls. If so, cut the outer edge of the roots (using a knife or a screwdriver to rip the roots loose) and don’t worry about hurting the tree. Balled and burlapped trees don’t need this treatment. Not only do tightly bound roots have great difficulty breaking away and growing into the surrounding soil, they also prevent moisture from getting into the root ball.

	
Backfill with existing soil. Backfill with nothing except soil that came out of the hole. No bark, no peat moss, no compost, no foreign soil, and no fertilizer go into the backfill. You don’t want the backfill to be different—especially not softer—than the surrounding native soil. This will create a “pot effect,” which makes proper watering difficult and encourages roots to circle in the hole. Circling roots can eventually kill the tree. Settle the soil with water—don’t tamp with feet, 2x4s, or anything else. Simply let the weight of the water settle the soil naturally.
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These roots were improperly cut at planting time, and the tree died.
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Remove ropes, wires, and burlap. (Burlap can remain on the sides and bottom of tree balls.) Backfill with existing soil only.
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The procedures for transplanting and planting new trees are identical.





[image: e9781461636007_i0015.jpg]

After planting trees, mulch with compost and shredded tree trimmings.
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Entire beds can be mulched when trees are planted close together.





[image: e9781461636007_i0017.jpg]

Best topdressing mulch for trees is shredded native cedar.
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Apply a thin layer of lava sand or other volcanic rock on top of backfill before the mulch is applied.






	
Mulch the top of the ball. After the backfill is settled and leveled with the surrounding grade, cover the disturbed area with a 1-inch layer of a 50/50 mix of compost and lava sand. Any volcanic rock material can be used if lava sand isn’t available, and earthworm castings can substitute for the compost. In fact, earthworm castings are a high-quality form of compost. Finally, add a 3-inch or greater layer of shredded tree trimmings. Native cedar is the best choice. By the way, native cedar is a sloppy term for our native junipers, which you can read about later under the heading of “Cedar.”
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Example of bad tree wrapping. None should be used.






	
Do not wrap or stake. The ill-advised technique of staking trees was probably started years ago by those who planted bare-rooted trees and mistakenly put soft potting soil in the hole as backfill. Wrapping material around tree trunks probably got started because it looked important. Landscape contractors have admitted to me that brown paper wrap, tree stakes, guy wires, and even the troublesome watering rings are added to newly planted trees for no other reason than to impress the homeowner. Never mind the fact that all these additions are detrimental to the young trees.
Tree staking with wires, ropes, or cables cuts into the bark or at least crushes the cambium layer (even when rubber hoses are used) and causes stress and long-term injury. Staking also prevents the natural movement of the tree in the wind, which prevents the development of trunk caliper and trunk strength.

I have asked many people, including contractors, landscape architects, and others, what is the purpose of wrapping gauze, paper, cardboard, or burlap around the trunks of newly planted trees. The answers range all over the place but include protection from insects, diseases, lawn mowers, weed eaters, and sunburn. Some tree wrappers admit that the only reason they do so is that everyone else does it. Look at the bark under some tree wrapping that’s been in place awhile, and you’ll see that the cover actually encourages and protects insects and diseases and causes weak, shriveled bark—just like when you leave a bandage on your finger too long. The only possible reason to wrap tree trunks is the rare possibility of sunburn to the trunks of thin-barked trees. If you’re worried about that, use a whitewash of 50/50 white latex paint and water. The tree will grow it off naturally. Tree Trunk Goop (see Appendix 2) could also be used.


[image: e9781461636007_i0020.jpg]

Think on insect could figure out how to get through this protective wrapping?




Trees planted properly don’t need the stakes, the wrapping, or the expense.



	
Do not build water dikes. If you plant your trees correctly, these things aren’t necessary. Supposedly these water ring-dike things form a dish that makes watering more efficient. The problem with that thought process is that when trees are backfilled with the existing native soil and a thick layer (3–5 inches) of mulch is tossed down on top of the disturbed area, moisture will stay in the root zone for a long time without the cost or inconvenience of the water rings. If you build water rings around the trees, you have to tear them down at some point or you’ll have “watering bumps” around your trees forever.
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Improper staking and wrapping.
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Improper staking and water ring construction.
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Tops should never be cut back from newly planted or existing trees.
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Damage from staking connections.
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This shows proper staking, wrapping, water rings, and cutting back—there is none.






	
Do not cut back the top. Thinning out the tops of transplants and new trees is another old-time procedure that just doesn’t make sense. Alleged experts still recommend cutting away as much as 50% of the top growth to compensate for root loss. I’ve planted lots of trees, including fruit trees, and they always establish and start to grow better when all of the limbs are left on the tree. Dr. Carl Whitcomb has proven this with his plant research. See the bibliography for information on his books and research. Trees need foliage to collect sunlight, manufacture food, and grow. There are two exceptions in Texas—live oaks and yaupon hollies transplanted from the wild respond positively to a thinning of about 40% of the top. Why? I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet.






HOW TO PROTECT AND MAINTAIN TREES


Protecting Existing Trees

It is essential to tree health to protect the tree root systems by leaving the grade and the drainage pattern, both surface and underground, intact (especially if there is construction on the property). Although tree roots grow out far beyond the drip line of the foliage, protecting the area from drip line to trunk will give most trees a fair chance of survival. Installing a physical barrier such as a wire or wood fence is the only method that keeps automobile and foot traffic, fill soil, and construction debris off a tree’s root system. Establish an envelope that is needed for access and construction activity, build a sturdy fence on that line, and keep people, machines, and materials out of that area. It is also worth the time and money to cover the entire site, inside and outside the fence, with a thick layer (8–12 inches) of shredded tree trimmings mulch, shredded native cedar being the best choice.
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Protecting a newly planted Texas ash from animals.
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Minimum protection for an escarpment live oak on a residential construction site.
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Protecting a tree grove on a commercial site.







Pruning

Remember that trees don’t need much pruning. Thinning every year is not good for trees. Pruning is for your benefit, not the tree’s. If tree limbs are against the house or in your way or if more light is needed for plants under trees, prune some limbs away, but don’t be fooled into thinking that it is good for the tree. It’s not. It’s just good for your interests. Also, when cuts need to be made, avoid making flush cuts. Homeowners who prune trees and make flush cuts aren’t foolish—just misinformed. People who recommend flush cuts are the fools. Cuts that are made flush against the tree trunk or larger limbs severely damage the tree. Flush cuts remove the branch collar, which is the swollen ring of tissue extending from the trunk. This ring of tissue is nature’s healing device. It is part of the trunk or the large limb, not part of the limb being pruned away. After the pruning, the branch collar expands and grows over the pruning cuts to seal off or compartmentalize the wounds to prevent rot and insect attack. There’s an easy way to tell if you have made your pruning cuts too close—the pruning wound will be oval. If the cut is round, that’s perfect, just as nature intended.
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Improper flush cut on a cedar elm.
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This is a proper pruning cut protecting the branch collar. Notice no pruning paint or wound dressing.




As stated, most trees don’t need pruning, but a few do—again for your benefit. With proper management, the injury will be minor. Some fruit trees such as peaches need regular pruning to encourage large fruit production and to make harvesting easier, but ornamental fruit trees don’t require any. When a tree is drastically thinned, artificially “lifted,” or severely cut back, the tree is hurt. A good rule of thumb for trimming trees is to try to copy nature’s pruning techniques. Pruning a tree into an artificial shape is a waste of money, has ugly results, and is usually detrimental to the health of the plant. If you can’t decide whether to trim or not, don’t! Remember that any cut into the living tissue hurts the plant. Pruning is done for your benefit, not for the trees’ benefit. If the trees didn’t want the limbs and foliage, they wouldn’t be there.
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These properly made cuts are healing nicely.




A common pruning mistake is to “lift” or “raise” the tree by removing lower limbs. Low limbs add grace and beauty to the tree. Removing them unnecessarily causes stress and leads to other health-related problems. “Lifting” doesn’t even necessarily allow more light to reach the grass or other plantings beneath the tree. If the top of the tree has not been thinned, a solid canopy still exists and no significant increase of light to the ground plane has been created. It’s best to remove only dead or damaged limbs, limbs that are rubbing, limbs with mistletoe or disease, and in certain cases enough of the canopy to allow shafts of sunlight all the way through the tree to the plants growing beneath. Limbs that are hitting the house, the car in the driveway, or you as you walk by can be removed. But remember—it’s for your benefit.
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A gutted elm and resulting storm damage.
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Storm damage to an overpruned maple.




Pruning paint should NOT be used. Damaged living tissue will always heal faster if exposed to fresh air. Pruning paint will seal moisture and disease spores into a protected environment and actually increase the spread of pathogens. Some arborists still recommend painting the cuts on oak trees in oak wilt areas. I’m not sold on that idea. It’s better to simply avoid pruning oaks in the spring and early summer when the trees are the most susceptible to the disease. If you must prune in the spring, go ahead and take their advice on applying wound dressing if you want to, but use Lac Balsam or natural shellac instead of the black tar-like products.

Cavities are a confusing tree subject. Still, the tree business people recommend filling cavities with various materials from foam to concrete. Arborists who know their business agree with me and recommend leaving the cavities open—even those that hold water. It is a mistake to drill a hole at an angle from the bottom of a water-holding cavity to the outside of the tree. The idea behind the drilling is to keep the water drained from the hole, but all this procedure does is violate the protective barrier the tree can build for itself. Now diseases can easily begin their dirty work and your tree has a whole new problem.
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The proper way to treat a cavity–leave it open.







Cabling

Cabling is another expensive technique that in most cases is unnecessary and detrimental to trees. Drilling holes in limbs and connecting them with metal cables is pretty silly. Cabling simply moves the stress points from one position to another. Cables are unsightly, expensive, and create an artificial tension in trees that can actually lead to more ice and wind breakage instead of less.

The only time cabling should be used is to keep a weak crotch from splitting. In that case, proper cabling runs horizontally between vertical limbs or trunks and keeps them from splitting the tree in half. Removing one of the weak sides is a far better approach than cabling. Cabling should never be used to attempt to hold up weak or low hanging limbs. These low slung limbs usually have great tensile strength and don’t need any help. Even in severe ice storms, they bend to the ground under the weight of the ice but then spring back when the ice melts. Limbs most sensitive to ice storm damage are the vertical limbs, especially on trees that have been overpruned or gutted (where large interior limbs have been removed leaving an artificially airy appearance).
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Cabling to hold up low-slung limbs is detrimental to the tree and dangerous to people and nearby construction.
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See the text for the best way to control mistletoe.







Mistletoe

Are there any magic silver bullets yet to eliminate this aerial weed called mistletoe? No, but there are some techniques that help to keep it in control. Mistletoe is a plant parasite that primarily attaches to limbs or trunks of low quality, stressed trees. Common targets include hackberry, bois d’arc, Siberian elm, Arizona ash, honey locust, box elder, and other weak trees. Quality trees in stress from environmental problems are also subject to mistletoe attack.

Removal is not practical at this time with any chemical or organic spray, so the only choice is removal by pruning. Infected limbs should be cut away completely if possible. If that can’t be done, notch into the limb or trunk to remove the entire rooting structure of the mistletoe and paint the wound with black pruning paint to prevent resprouting. This is the only time I recommend painting cuts, especially with black wound dressing. Shooting the mistletoe out with a shotgun works pretty well if you live in the country, but improving the tree’s health by improving the soil is the best preventative. To get rid of the removed mistletoe, compost it, hang it over the doorways for the holidays, or chop it up and sprinkle it on fire ant mounds. Yep, it works. You can also make a fire ant mound drench from soaking mistletoe in water to make a tea.




Mulching

Trees should be mulched at the time of planting, and additional mulch should be added each year unless a green cover crop exists across the root system. When trees are planted in turf, use a 3-4-inch layer of shredded mulch over the root ball to prevent the competition of grass roots, to maintain soil moisture, and to keep the soil temperature at the proper level. When trees are planted in beds, the entire bed should be mulched. Don’t pile mulch up on the trunks of trees. That can keep the tree bark moist and lead to problems.




Fertilizing

Trees need very little fertilizer, but when it is used, the amount should be based on the surface area of ground rather than the diameter of the tree trunk. Organic programs feed the soil rather than the plants, so the amount of fertilizer is related to the amount of soil area, not the number, kind, or size of the plants. I normally fertilize once in the early spring and again in the early summer with an organic fertilizer at the rate of 10–20 pounds per 1,000 square feet. A third application is sometimes needed in the fall, but this procedure is more for the plants around the trees than for the trees themselves. Fertilizer should be spread on the surface of the soil rather than put in deep holes around the trees. The root system of trees is much more shallow than most people realize. Most of the roots are located in the top 12–19 inches of soil. Most of the feeder roots are in the top 7 inches of soil. It is also beneficial to broadcast lava sand or other volcanic rock blends under trees at the rate of 40–80 pounds per 1,000 square feet. If you live near a volcano, this isn’t necessary.




Watering

Watering depends on the soil type, climate, plant varieties, and sun exposure. If trees are planted in the fall using the natural techniques, one thorough watering at planting may be all that is ever needed. It is critical for farmers and ranchers to plant and water well at this time so the tree will survive when irrigation water is not available.

On the other hand, newly planted trees in landscape projects should be thoroughly soaked every other week or so in the hot growing season and maybe once a month in the cooler seasons. This watering should be done in addition to the regular watering of the grass areas or planting areas surrounding the trees. Obviously, rain will alter this schedule. Once trees are established, a regular watering of the surrounding planting areas is normally enough. If trees are planted properly, little supplemental watering is needed except during the heat of the summer. During periods of extreme drought, the soaking procedure may need to be used again on introduced trees. On the other hand, marginal trees, planted properly and grown under an organic program, will have huge root systems and healthy populations of beneficial mycorrhizal fungi on the roots. As a result, those trees have the ability to access water and nutrients from the soil even in the harshest of conditions. If native trees are used, even the summer watering may not be needed.




Pest Control

Primary pest control results from planting adapted trees properly. Healthy trees have a natural resistance to insect pests and diseases. Sprays for insects and diseases should be applied only after pests are seen, and only environmentally safe alternatives to toxic poisons should be used—and that does not mean diazinon, Dursban, Orthene, Kelthane, Sevin, or any other toxic chemical poison. Even problem flare-ups of pests can be controlled with food products that are beneficial to the soil and the environment.

Aphids, for example, can be controlled with a strong blast of water and the release of ladybugs. Ladybugs (ladybird beetles), green lacewings, and trichogramma wasps provide excellent control of aphids, spider mites, worms, and other small insects. Beneficial insects should be released at dusk after wetting all the foliage or at daybreak when dew is on the foliage. Heavy infestations can be knocked back with garlic-pepper tea (see Appendix 2), and for serious pest infestations add citrus oil.
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Releasing trichogromma wasps to control various caterpillar pest problems.
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Texas Forest Service recommends toxic fungicide treatment to the root flare of a live oak.
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Here the chemical fungicide has been applied incompetently. See Appendix 3 for the Sick Tree Treatment.




Most fungal problems can be controlled by spraying Garrett Juice (see Appendix 2) plus garlic tea. Potassium bicarbonate can be added for tougher problems. The use of horticultural cornmeal will shut down most minor fungal diseases that pop up. This is available in many feed stores and organic garden centers. Mulching plants with shredded native cedar will also help reduce insect pests and diseases. The Sick Tree Treatment (see Appendix 3) should be used for severe tree problems.

Trees are easy to grow in Texas if you use a few simple, common sense approaches and make some smart selections. I hope this book will help you with those decisions and techniques.
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