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  Preface

  

  

  


  Synthetic fertilizers and toxic pesticides were tools of my trade for years. I understand homeowners and landscape people who mistakenly think they are doing the right thing by using them. What changed my course was the birth of my daughter, Logan. It was at that point I seriously started investigating the organic alternatives. I now wonder why I was so foolish and how anyone can spray toxic pesticides where children play and taste everything they see. The challenges facing our environment are now my concern. Every continent is polluted, some worse than others. America is polluted and Texas has the dubious honor of, being the most polluted state in the union, according to the Dallas Morning News.

  My research uncovered that organics is much more than a human safety issue. Our entire planet earth is in serious trouble and the most significant discovery is that the organic approach–the natural way-works better than the traditional chemical approach. Organics is not just a switch of products, but a completely new way of life. It’s about understanding and enjoying nature.

  Organic gardening and landscape maintenance procedures are financially sound, environmentally sensitive, and safe to wildlife, pets, children, adults, and the earth.

  Poor land management and the overuse of artificial products have created millions of acres of sick soils in Texas. These soils have been over-fertilized, over-grazed, over-cultivated, over-sprayed, and left to parch in the Texas sun. Our soils have been eroded, and little to no recycled organic matter has been added to rejuvenate them. That must stop. Sick soils lead to sick plants, which leads to sick animals and sick people.

  Organic programs have been used off and on throughout history. There are civilizations that no longer exist because they departed from organic farming methods. The fall of the Roman Empire was largely due to the removal of the small, family-owned farms that were merged into large estates. Organic tools such as biodiversity, multiple cropping, wind breaks, crop rotation, and organic matter replenishment were eliminated. The state-owned farms grew monocultures of crops, destroyed the land, and ignored the real needs of the people. Sound familiar?

  Organics as a modern philosophy and practice began in the early 1900s with the ideas anq experiments of British agronomist, Sir Albert Howard. While working in India, Howard found fewer animal diseases on the native Indians’ farms than on the government farms where synthetic fertilizers were used. He set up scientific farm management based on the native method of using natural manure fertilizers. Sir Albert taught the natives how to mix weeds, crop waste, and manure to make nature’s most valuable soil conditioner–compost. He taught them how to manage the soil.

  [image: image]

  What Sir Albert Howard had started with this work was the unteaching of the work of a German chemist, Justus von Liebig, who had declared that N-P-K (Nitrogen-phosphorus-potassium) were the only elements in soil important for growth of plants. Liebig created the chemical fertilizer industry by ignoring the importance of organic matter, microorganisms, and trace minerals.

  As Sir Albert Howard said in 1940, the earth’s capital–its only real wealth–is the soil. His book An Agricultural Testament was one of the first attempts to point out the importance of death, decay, and life and the equal share each of these plays in the balance of nature. He also explained the importance of the soil’s microscopic plants and qnimals. He warned about the harmful effects of artificial “manures.” Howard learned the specific pieces of life’s puzzle from other laboratory scientists but he was responsible for putting the information together in order to understand “the whole” of nature.

  Natural or organic–the term is not important. The process is fun and works so well that you’ll have gardens that are more beautiful, more productive, and more manageable than you ever imagined. The facts about organics have been available for a long time. I hope this book presents those facts in a way that encourages you to use, enjoy, profit by, and tell others, about–the natural way.

  J. Howard Garrett



  Differences in Chemical and Organic Approach

  

  


  Chemical Approach

  
    	Mow low and often.

    



    	Catch grass clippings.

    



    	High analysis fertilizers 4-5 times per year.

    



    	High nitrogen fertilizers.

    



    	Synthetic fertilizer–no organic matter, fillers.

    



    	Fertilizer based on plant needs.

    



    	Fertilizers have few or no trace minerals.

    



    	Attempt to control nature.

    



    	Treat symptoms (insects, diseases).

    



    	Use chemical pesticides at first sign of pests.

    



    	Poisons used on a calendar basis as preventatives.

    



    	Discourage the use of beneficial insects.

    



    	Use only university-tested products.

  

  Organic Approach

  
    	Mow higher and less often.

    



    	Leave clippings on the ground.

    



    	Low analysis fertilizer 2-3 times per year.

    



    	Low nitrogen fertilizers.

    



    	100% organic fertilizer–no fillers.

    



    	Fertilizer based on soil needs.

    



    	Fertilizers loaded with trace minerals.

    



    	Attempt to work within nature’s systems.

    



    	Treat soil and cultural problems.

    



    	Use natural pesticides, but only as last resort.

    



    	Prevention through soil improvement and foliar fertilizers.

    



    	Use beneficial insects as a major tool.

    



    	Use food products, teas, and homemade mixtures where appropriate.
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    CHAPTER 1

  

  What is Organic Gardening?

  

  

  


  Environmentally Safe

  In the 70s, there were only a few gardening books in Texas. Since then Texas garden authors responded to a need for more books devoted to the harsh and varied growing conditions in Texas. Many excellent books resulted.

  Gardeners have now become aware of the dangers of pesticides and the damage toxic materials cause to the environment. This is the first gardening book to address organics just for Texas.

  Organic gardening is a new idea that’s catching on in Texas—a “new” idea that’s several thousand years old. Organic gardening is gardening that uses nature’s laws and systems. Unfortunately for us, Texas is the most polluted state in America. Local industries can be blamed for some of the pollution, but farmers and home gardeners are also responsible. The good news is that pollution and waste are on the decline and the public is demanding clean food and freedom from toxic sprays. Local, state, and federal governments are finally tightening the screws on air and water pollution, waste disposal, and destruction of the environment. Everyone is awakening to the fact that spraying or broadcasting synthetic poisons is not right. Forest clear cutting and worldwide loss of biodiversity have been identified as global criminal acts. The return of health to the planet, to wildlife, and to our children is now a clear and achievable goal.

  Chemicals vs. Organics

  It’s not a chemical vs. organics question. Everything in the world is chemical; even air and water are composed of chemicals such as hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon.

  The words, chemical and organic, are equally misused and misunderstood. For example, there are products acceptable for use in an organic program that have low toxicity but are not truly organic, and some organic products are extremely dangerous and not acceptable in a wise organic program. Likewise, not all chemical products are severely toxic. Confused?

  The point is that the two words, chemical and organic, have become the buzz words of the two philosophies. Chemical represents the traditional approach of force-feeding plants using synthetic fertilizers and trying to control nature using synthetic pesticides. Organic represents the approach of working within nature’s laws to improve soil health and of using the least toxic and most environmentally sensitive products available.

  It’s a serious misconception that organic methods are simply safer ways to kill pests. The basis of organics is an overall philosophy of life more than a simple decision about which kinds of garden products to use. The organic philosophy relates to the ability to see and understand nature’s systems and work within those systems. The chemical philosophy teaches that man and his products can control nature. Nature can’t be controlled—it’s futile to even try. Many farmers are now realizing that we must stop taking the life out of the soil and the land out of production. The landscaping industry is also moving very quickly toward the organic philosophy, primarily because of the tremendous public demand for safer and more environmentally sensitive techniques and products.

  Chemicals are not all bad. For example, some of the best tools in the organic gardener’s arsenal include man-made, synthetic products like Logic fire ant control and Precor Flea Control, and other pest-control products. They work by regulating the growth of insects rather than by killing the pests. These products have very low toxicity to beneficial insects, pets, man, and the environment. On the other hand, some of the best organic tools are extremely toxic materials. For example, Bt and Bti are very toxic natural biological products. Fortunately, they are specific to the targeted pests, caterpillars and mosquitoes, and they don’t hurt beneficial insects, pets, man, or the environment.

  Another difference in philosophy relates to fertilization. Proponents of traditional chemical programs say that plants must be fertilized with high nitrogen, salt-based, synthetic fertilizers. Organic gardeners believe that the soil should be fed with 100 percent organic fertilizers and balanced. Plants do not need to be force-fed. Balancing the soil is not discussed very often, if ever, in traditional chemical programs.

  It may seem like a strange thing for me to say, but the chemistry of the soil is a primary consideration. Remember that everything is chemical. If the chemistry of the soil is balanced, the physical properties will be correct, the pH will be between 6.2 and 6.5, and the living matter will also be in the proper proportions. In balanced soil, calcium should represent approximately 60 to 70 percent of the available chemical nutrients, magnesium 10 to 20 percent, potassium 2 to 5 percent, sodium .5 to 3 percent, and all the trace elements should be in their proper relative proportions.

  Another advantage of balanced soil chemistry is that the frequency of fertilizing can be greatly reduced. In fact, once the soil is balanced, plants can be maintained primarily with mulches, organic matter, foliar feeding, and an occasional fine tuning of the balance of the minerals of the soil.

  Therefore, if the chemicals in the soil are balanced (those chemicals that should be there, that is) everything else will fall in line. A balance of the soil will automatically create proper tilth, positive drainage, and the correct populations of beneficial microorganisms—if you stop killing them with the quick-fix garden-care poisons. The end result is healthy, nutritious plants, animals, and people.

  So you see—chemicals aren’t so bad and organics is just the rally cry.

  Harmony with the Environment

  No matter what term is used—natural, ecological, organic, least toxic, sustainable, biological, IPM, low input—the principles are the same—just plain good agriculture and horticulture. I prefer the term organic because it seems to be the most easily understood. Organics is about the soil, about the primacy of organic matter, about plants, and most importantly, about natural systems that have existed long before man. It’s about balance.

  [image: Healthy soil is the key to successful gardening.]

  Healthy soil is the key to successful gardening.

  Why aren’t organic methods more universally understood and used? For one thing, nature and science have for some time been out of sync. The sciences of botany and zoology teach only about the growing half of life, nothing about the other half—death and decay. In the past we have failed to understand nature’s powerful and resilient systems that respect birth, death, decay, and birth again—in other words—recycling.

  Understanding how nature’s systems work in detail is difficult because those systems are intricate and complicated. However, it’s easy to understand how to put conditions in place that allow nature’s systems to work effectively on their own. It’s easy to convert from chemical-based programs to organic-based programs, and the transition can be made not only in small gardens but also on large projects, including golf courses, parks, college campuses, commercial developments, farms, and ranches—even Texas oil fields.

  Traditional chemical landscape programs ignore the soil and treat plants with direct and artificial methods, similar to the way sick people are kept alive by drugs and machines. Soil health programs feed plants indirectly through a natural and balanced process, similar to the way people are nourished on healthy, balanced diets. It has been said that there’s only one cause of disease—malnutrition. I believe that! Diseases are most effectively controlled through balanced, nutritious diets. Nutritious food comes from nutritious soil.

  Soil is the key to health.

  Biodiversity

  [image: Nature works best when there is a variety of plant and animal life present.]

  Nature works best when there is a variety of plant and animal life present.

  Nature abhors straight lines and monocultures. Monocultures are masses of one plant type. They don’t work. For nature to function properly there must be a mix of plant materials and animals. Home landscapes, vegetable gardens, farms, and ranches must have a mixture of soil organisms, insects, plants, small animals, and large animal elements. Large mass plantings of food crops or forests where only one variety has been used are examples of monocultures.

  A field of corn, for example, can become much more successful if divided into smaller areas by other cash crops or by native plantings to provide food and shelter for birds and beneficial insects. It’s quite simple—organisms living side by side will help each other. The natural checks and balances provide the long-term pest and disease control that we have futilely attempted to control with poisons.

  Man has taken from the land for so long without giving anything back that much of the world has died and become desert-like where it was once alive, thriving, and productive. Biological diversity has been eliminated from landscaping and agriculture. That’s a problem that must be reversed. Monocultures don’t exist in nature and they should not be allowed to exist in horticulture and agriculture. Healthy mixes of plants and animals allow nature’s checks and balances to properly function. Microbes, insects, snakes, lizards, toads, birds, mammals, perennials, annuals, grasses, shrubs, and trees are all important to the whole of nature.

  Lack of biodiversity causes desertification. Deserts are not just sand dunes and barren land. Dead streams, rivers, and lakes that have lost their biodiversity are also deserts. Forests that have been clear-cut and replanted with monocultures are deserts and monoculture lawns using chemical maintenance programs are deserts. Chemically abused farms are deserts.

  The reversal is easy. Stop using high-nitrogen, synthetic fertilizers; stop using synthetic pesticides. Plant a mixture of plant types, encourage beneficial insects, and start working within nature’s systems.

  Ready to Start?

  If you are ready to start right this second and don’t want to read the rest of the book, the guidelines that follow will help.

  Please remember that you are dealing with living soil, living plants, and other living creatures. Nature is dynamic and always changing. No program is the best for everyone so start out with my program and then fine tune it into your own. No one organic program is perfect—except for nature’s own.

  [image: Nature is dynamic and always changing.]

  Nature is dynamic and always changing.

  The Basics of Organic Gardening

  Testing the soil. Have soil tested to determine available levels of organic matter, nitrogen, sulfur, phosphorus, calcium, magnesium, potassium, sodium, chloride, boron, iron, manganese, copper, and zinc. A Texas lab that offers organic recommendations is Texas Plant and Soil Lab in Edinburg, 210-383-0739. They also offer tissue sample tests that may be even more helpful.

  Planting. Prepare new planting beds by scraping away existing grass and weeds, adding a 4 inches–6 inches layer of compost, lava sand at 40–80 lbs., organic fertilizer at 20 lbs. and sugar or dry molasses at 5 lbs./1,000 sq. ft. and tilling to a depth of 3 inches into the native soil. Excavation and additional ingredients such as concrete sand, topsoil, and pine bark are unnecessary and can even cause problems. More compost is needed for shrubs and flowers than for groundcover. Add Texas greensand to black and white soils and high calcium lime to acid soils.

  Fertilizing. Apply an organic fertilizer 2–3 times per year. During the growing season, spray turf, trees and shrub foliage, trunks, limbs, and soil monthly with compost tea, molasses, natural apple cider vinegar, and seaweed mix (Garrett Juice). Add lava sand annually at 40–80 lbs./1,000 sq. ft.

  [image: By using simple organic gardening techniques, you can have a beautiful, healthy garden that will be the envy of your friends and neighbors.]

  By using simple organic gardening techniques, you can have a beautiful, healthy garden that will be the envy of your friends and neighbors.

  Mulching. Mulch all shrubs, trees, and groundcover with 1 inches–3 inches of compost, shredded tree trimmings, or shredded hardwood bark to protect the soil, inhibit weed germination, decrease watering needs, and mediate soil temperature. Mulch vegetable gardens with 8 inches of alfalfa hay, rough textured compost, or shredded native tree trimmings. Avoid bermuda hay.

  Watering. Adjust schedule seasonally to allow for deep, infrequent waterings in order to maintain an even moisture level. Start by applying about 1 inch of water per week in the summer and adjust from there. Water needs will vary from site to site.

  Mowing. Mow weekly, leaving the clippings on the lawn to return nutrients and organic matter to the soil. General mowing height should be 2-½ inches or taller. Put occasional excess clippings in compost pile. Do not bag clippings. Do not let clippings leave the site. Do not use line trimmers around trees. Mulching mowers are best if the budget allows.

  Weeding. Hand-pull large weeds and work on soil health for overall control. Mulch all bare soil in beds. AVOID SYNTHETIC HERBICIDES, especially pre-emergents, broadleaf treatments and soil sterilants. These are unnecessary toxic pollutants. Spray broadleaf weeds with full strength vinegar, molasses, and citrus mix or remove mechanically.

  Pruning. Remove dead, diseased, and conflicting limbs. Do not over prune. Do not make flush cuts. Leave the branch collars intact. Do not paint cuts except on oaks in oak-wilt areas when spring pruning can’t be avoided.
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CHAPTER 2



Organics Work Great in Texas






  Consider the Soil

  The soils in Texas are as varied as the people. Texas has a huge range of terrain, soil, and climate. It has seashore, wetlands, swamps, forests, deserts, grasslands, hills, and mountains. Although Texas can be divided into various geological and climatic areas, the basis for organic gardening is the same. You simply have to know where you’re starting from and what is the targeted goal. The sandy soils of East Texas have certain advantages and deficiencies, and the black clay soils of North Texas do as well. Both can be converted into balanced healthy soil.

  Consider the Climate

  Climate is the one element we can’t alter, so it is important to choose plant types that are suited to our climate. The plants I’ve listed in the book are those that are the easiest and most adaptable across the entire state. I don’t mean that you should use just these, but these plants make a good starting point. Because they are so tough and easy to grow, they are also a good financial investment.

  [image: Ranges of average minimum temperatures.]

  Ranges of average minimum temperatures.

  Choose Native Plants

  In order for nature’s systems to work, native or adapted plants must be used. Good soil will never make palm trees grow well in Dallas. On the other hand, if good plant choices are made, and if they are planted in healthy soil, the organic system will work beautifully.

  Recently, homeowners, institutions, and commercial developers have begun to rediscover native Texas trees, shrubs, annuals, perennials, grasses, and wildflowers. Landscape nurseries around the state are reporting a healthy increase in consumer demand for native plants and for information about how to grow them in residential gardens and urban settings.

  There are more than 5,000 species of plants native to Texas. That’s not counting the plants that have been introduced from other parts of the country that have grown to like it here and have decided to stay. Native plants have economic and aesthetic advantages over many fragile imports. Natives in most cases are hardy and well-adapted to Texas conditions and in general have low water and fertilizer requirements.

  One reason native plants need less attention is that they naturally resist pests. Grown in healthy soil, they don’t need pesticides to protect them from insects and diseases. While no plant is entirely pest-free, centuries of natural selection have built tolerances into native plants. Even with native plants, it is best to use a mix of different varieties.

  Whenever plant, insect, or microbial variety is absent, nature’s system of checks and balances has a harder time controlling pests. Balance and soil health are the key words in organic landscaping. Using a balance of plant types is also important. A landscape or garden consisting of only one plant species is an easier target for insect pests and diseases than a setting made up of various plant species. One-crop (or monoculture) conditions dramatically increase the potential for pest damage. This point is painfully illustrated in Central Texas with the destruction of acres of live oaks or the similar demise of elms in the Northeast and Midwest. In both cases, huge monocultures had been created. Devastation followed in the form of oak wilt and Dutch elm disease.

  A variety of native plants attracts more wildlife. Landscapes that appeal to a variety of animal life can help to create a healthy, interconnected environment. Instead of constantly trying to reduce nature’s influences, it’s better to encourage nature’s butterflies, dragonflies, fireflies, wasps, lizards, frogs, toads, turtles, earthworms, and other beneficial animals.

  All wildlife needs some form of protection. Birds are attracted to tall trees and dense or thorny plants. They prefer a mix of evergreen and deciduous plants that provide year-round protection. Variation in the height and type of vegetation is also important in supplying hiding places and food for wildlife; whereas, overpruned and sparsely landscaped areas provide little cover.


  Advantages of Native Plants

  Lower maintenance

  Hardy and well-adapted

  Wildlife food and shelter

  Reduced water requirements

  Disease and pest resistance

  Lower fertilization requirements



  Best Texas Plants for Organic Programs

  [image: Scarlet buckeye (Aesculus pavia) is a beautiful small-scale understory tree with red flower spikes in late spring.]

  Scarlet buckeye (Aesculus pavia) is a beautiful small-scale understory tree with red flower spikes in late spring.

  Best Texas Trees

[image: image]

  Japanese Maple
Acer palmatum


  This wonderful small tree is not native but adapts here very well. There are over 400 varieties of Japanese maple, but my favorite is the common green variety (Acer palmatum). It’s the toughest, grows larger than other varieties, and has dramatic red fall color.
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  Pecan
Carya illinoinensis


  The native varieties make better shade trees than do the improved hybrids, but all the pecans can be messy. In fact, these trees are usually dropping something year round. They are also susceptible to the unsightliness of web worms, but they are fast-growing, magnificent specimens and well worth using in the landscape.
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  Texas redbud
Cersis canadensis


  This native is easy to grow in any soil and quite drought-tolerant. The white variety seems more healthy than the purple native. The crinkled-leaf Mexican variety is the most drought-tolerant. ‘Oklahoma’ has dark green glossy foliage, and ‘Forest Pansy’ has red-purple foliage in summer.

[image: 'Forest pansy redbud']

  ‘Forest pansy redbud’
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  Texas ash
Fraxinus texensis


  One of our hardiest and most dependable native trees, Texas ash has been overlooked as a landscape plant. It is one of the few large-growing shade trees that allows sufficient light to reach the ground for healthy lawn growth. The foliage is a deep green that turns a luminescent yellow/orange/purple in the fall.
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Ginkgo
Ginkgo biloba


  This wonderful tree has bright yellow leaves in fall and fan-shaped summer foliage. The female has bad-smelling fruit, so be sure to buy the male plants. Ginkgo has no problems other than its slow growth, but when planted in soil that is healthy and alive, the growth rate is dramatically increased. Split leaf cultivars seem to be the fastest growing.
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  Deciduous yaupon holly
Ilex decidua


  Possum haw is easy to grow in sun or partial shade and is striking in winter with red berries on bare branches. Only female plants have the winter berries.
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  Yaupon holly
Ilex vomitoria


  Regular yaupon is evergreen, usually multi-trunked, easy to grow in any soil type, although it does best in a moist, well-drained area. Nursery-grown plants are a better investment than field-collected trees because the field trees are often dug from large clumps and have few roots, which can result in a high loss rate.
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  Eastern red cedar
Juniperus virginiana


  Excellent evergreen native choice for screening or for use as a specimen. Its dense shade makes it difficult for understory plants to grow, but some thinning can reduce that drawback.
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  Eldarica pine
Pinus eldarica


  This is the best pine tree choice for the alkaline soils and dry areas of West Texas. It is quick-growing, upright and drought-tolerant. Loblolly, slash, and many other pines can grow in the sandy, acid soils of East Texas.
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  Chinese pistachio
Pistachio chinensis


  The Chinese pistachio makes some of our native trees look sickly. This tree is outstanding. It has lovely fall color, no insect or disease problems, and is fast-growing. Chinese pistachio is also one of the best self-pruning trees which means that it naturally thins out its branching, so little pruning is ever needed.
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  Mexican plum
Prunus mexicana


  A native plum with small edible fruit that ripens in late summer. It has small thorns, white flowers in the spring, and lovely orange fall color. The summer foliage is dark green, and the bark has an interesting flaky texture.
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  Bur oak
Quercus macrocarpa


  One of the most spectacular trees in the country. Beautiful branching structure and overall grandeur. Few trees grow larger or live longer than bur oak. Fast-growing tree and drought-tolerant.
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  Chinkapin oak
Quercus muhlenbergia


  This rarely used native oak has large, chestnut-looking leaves and graceful branching structure. The fall color is so-so, but it is a fast-growing, desirable oak choice and should be used more often. Doesn’t transplant from the wild very well; best to buy container grown trees.
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  Red oak
Quercus shumardii


  Fast-growing quality shade tree, with colorful foliage late in the fall when many other varieties have gone bare. It is the most graceful tree of all in the summer. Red oaks will cross breed with other oaks and unless the tree you choose is shumard red oak (Quercus shumardi) or Texas red oak (Quercus texana), it will not do well in alkaline soils. Almost any oak will grow in sandy, acidic soil, but that’s not the case in the black clays and white rock areas.
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  Live oak
Quercus virginiana


  Live oak has been over-planted in some areas, but if used with faster growing deciduous trees, can be an excellent landscape tree. It is evergreen but slow-growing and requires more pruning than most other trees. It can suffer freeze damage in severe winters and can be susceptible to oak wilt. Use it, but sparingly. Many tree experts say that Quercus fusiformis, the escarpment live oak, is better adapted for use in North Texas.
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  Eve’s necklace
Sophora affinis


  Texas sophora is an excellent small tree for residential gardens or commercial projects. It’s native, so it likes our soil, has pink wisteria-like flowers in the spring and black, bead-like seed pods in the fall. The foliage is delicate and similar to honeylocust, but unlike honeylocust, it loves it here and is very easy to grow.
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  Bald cypress
Taxodium distichum


  The stately bald cypress trees can survive and grow in wet areas, but they prefer healthy, well-drained soil. The cypress has lacy foliage and is pleasant in all seasons, even in the winter when the tree displays its splendid branching structure. Pond cypress (Taxodium ascendens) is more slender but a harder-to-find variety.
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  Lacebark elm
Ulmus parvifolia


  The real Chinese elm is a tough, fast-growing shade tree whose foliage in late summer is just as green and undamaged by insects and disease as it is in the early summer. Its fall color is less than spectacular, but the branching structure and color of the bark in winter are quite pleasant. Few deaths result from transplant shock, and lacebark elm has substantial resistance to drought and harsh weather.

  Other good trees include goldenrain, cedar elm, raywood ash, white ash, Mexican buckeye, catalpa, chitalpa, magnolia, mesquite, wax myrtle, sweetgum, persimmon, western soapberry, durrand oak, and desert willow.

  There is a group of trees that hate the alkaline clay soils of Texas but love the sandy, acidic soils of East Texas. They include pin oak, water oak, willow oak, dogwood, black gum, hickory, and several pines such as slash, long needle, and loblolly.

  
  Worst Texas Trees

  In addition to the good tree choices for Texas, it’s important to identify the bad choices. Here they are.

  Arizona ash is short-lived, a high water user, has destructive roots, is subject to several insect and disease problems, and will suffer freeze damage.

  Chinese tallow freezes back every hard winter in the northern part of the state and has lots of insect and disease problems.

  Cottonwood trees are stately and beautiful when healthy but are a bad investment. They are short-lived, have brittle wood, are subject to wind damage, insects, especially borers, and the female plants produce messy cotton that clogs air conditioners.

  Siberian elm is the worst choice of all. It is incorrectly called Chinese elm. It has severe elm leaf beetle infestation every year and is susceptible to Dutch elm disease. Wind damage due to weak wood is also a problem.

  Honeylocust continues to be used by some people but borers love it, and it just never seems to be healthy here.

  Hackberry is just a big weed.

  Mimosa is another real dog. Although beautiful when healthy, it never is. The root system is ravenous and destructive, and the tree is highly vulnerable to insects and diseases.

  Fruitless mulberry is the most overused junk tree. It shades the ground too heavily, uses too much water, and is the target for several insects and diseases. Its root system is highly destructive to lawns, walks, driveways, and pipes. It is also short-lived.

  Pin oak grows well in acidic, sandy soil but is a disaster in alkaline, clay soils. Red oaks accidentally crossed with pin oak will always be yellow and sick in alkaline soils.

  Poplars in general are fast-growing, unhealthy trees and should be avoided.

  Silver maple is a lousy tree. It is usually chlorotic (yellow from iron deficiency), subject to insects and diseases, and has weak, brittle wood.

  Sycamore trees are gorgeous when healthy, but disease problems are wiping them out. Bacterial leaf scorch is the culprit.

  Italian cypress trees are prone to freeze damage, insect problems, and diseases.

  Working with nature is what organics is all about. Trying to use problem trees is fighting nature because these plants just don’t like it here in Texas. Some of them don’t like it anywhere. Stick with recommended varieties and enjoy your trees and the birds in them.



  Best Texas Shrubs

  [image: Regular nandina is beautiful year round and pest free. It can be planted in sun or shade.]

  Regular nandina is beautiful year round and pest free. It can be planted in sun or shade.
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  Abelia
Abelia grandiflora


  Summer-flowering semi-evergreen shrub, 6 to 8 feet height. Dwarf forms include ‘Sherwood,’ ‘Prostrata,’ and ‘Edward Goucher.’ Sun or semi-shade.

  [image: image]

  Agarita
Berberis trifoliolata


  Drought-tolerant evergreen shrub with yellow flowers in spring, red berries in winter. Sun or shade.
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  American beautyberry
Callicarpa americana


  Sprawling native shrub, insignificant pink flowers in spring, showy purple or white berries fall into winter. 4 to 8 feet in partial shade.

  [image: image]

  Smoke tree
Cotinus spp.


  Upright shrub with bright yellow-orange fall color. Purple leaf cultivars are ‘Royal Purple’ and ‘Velvet Cloak’. C. obovatus is the Texas smoke tree. To 15 feet in full sun or partial shade.

  [image: image]

  Flameleaf euonymus
Euonymus alata


  Also called Burning Bush. Deciduous, thick winged stems, brilliant red fall color. To 12 feet in sun or partial shade. Compact form grows to 4 to 5 feet.
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  Forsythia
Forsythia intermedia


  Fountain-like growth, bare branches covered with bright yellow bell-shaped flowers in early spring that last about two weeks. Use as specimen plant. Grows 6 to 7 feet in sun to partial shade.

[image: image]

  Red yucca
Hesperaloe parviflora


  Slender, fountain-like blue green foliage that is fairly slow growing. Reddish pink flowers bloom almost all summer.

[image: image]

  Althaea
Hibiscus syriacus


  Summer-flowering shrub, bare branches in winter. To 12 feet in sun or partial shade.

[image: image]

  Oakleaf hydrangea
Hydrangea quercifolia


  Good looking, coarse textured foliage with red fall color. Showy white flowers in late spring. To 6 feet in shade.

[image: image]

  Hypericum
Hypericum spp.


  Low evergreen with yellow summer flowers. To 3 feet in sun or partial shade.

[image: image]

  Burford holly
Ilex cornuta ‘Burfordi’

  Large evergreen, leaves with single spine, large red berries in winter. To 15 feet in sun or shade.

[image: image]

  Dwarf Burford holly
Ilex cornuta ‘Burfordi Nana’

  Same as regular burford holly but smaller. To 5 feet in sun or shade.

[image: image]

  Dwarf Chinese holly
Ilex cornuta ‘Rotunda’

  Low-growing mass, very dense and spiny, no berries. To 3 feet in sun or shade.

[image: image]

 Willow leaf holly
Ilex cornuta ‘Willow-leaf’ or ‘Needlepoint’

  Similar to burford holly but leaves are thinner. To 12 feet in sun or shade.

[image: image]

  Nellie R. Stevens holly
Ilex x ‘Nellie R. Stevens’


  Large dark green leaves, large red berries in winter, extremely durable. To 20 feet in sun or shade.

[image: image]

  Dwarf yaupon holly
Ilex vomitoria ‘Nana’


  Rounded, compact, dense soft foliage, no berries. To 4 feet in sun or shade.
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  Texas sage
Leucophyllum frutescens


  Silver-gray foliage and purple or white flowers in summer. A drought-tolerant shrub that grows to 6 feet in full sun. ‘Compacta’ is smaller growing. Also called cenizo.
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  Leatherleaf mahonia
Mahonia bealei


  Distinctive upright plant with thick spiny leaves, yellow early spring flowers followed by blue berries. To 7 feet in shade.
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  Compact nandina
Nandina domestica ‘Compacta’

  Almost foolproof colorful evergreen shrub. Red berries in fall through winter and orange-red foliage in winter. Sun or shade to 4 feet.
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  Fountain grass
Pennisetum spp.


  Showy perennial ornamental grass. White flower plumes from July to October. To 3 feet in sun.
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  Chinese photinia
Photinia serrulata


  Tall evergreen shrub with large white flower clusters in spring and red berries in winter. Fraser photinia is the more popular hybrid but is actually less healthy. Chinese photinia grows to 15 feet in sun or partial shade.

  [image: image]

  Carolina buckthorn
Rhamnus caroliniana


  Bushy shrub or small tree, large glossy leaves, yellow-orange fall color, red berries late summer turning black in fall. To 20 feet. Sun or shade.
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  Spirea
Spiraea spp.


  Stemmy shrub with rounded overall form. Most varieties have white spring flowers, but ‘Anthony Waterer’ has long-lasting coral flowers. To 6 feet in sun or partial shade.
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  Flameleaf sumac
Rhus lanceolata


  A large growing shrub or small tree growing to 10 feet in full sun. Other good sumacs include evergreen sumac (R. virens), Skunkbush (R. aromatica), Smooth sumac (R. glabra), Little leaf sumac (R. microphylla).
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  Coralberry
Symphoricarpos orbiculatus


  Low-growing, deciduous, red-purple berries form in summer and last into winter. To 3 feet in shade to partial shade.

  [image: image]

  Viburnum
Viburnum spp.


  Upright growth on thick stems. V. macrocephalum is the Chinese snowball bush and has large white flowers in spring. V. burkwoodi is an excellent semi-evergreen variety.

  Best Texas Vines

  [image: The tropical vine bougainvillea used in pots or as an annual is spectacular by itself or with fall clematis.]

  The tropical vine bougainvillea used in pots or as an annual is spectacular by itself or with fall clematis.
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