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Official Newsletter of the Jefferson County Master Gardeners 

The Latest Dirt 

Agent’s Two Cents 
David Oates, Horticulture Agent 

Spring is here and the summer 
season is guaranteed to be just 
around the corner. We have had 
a mild spring compared to the 
rollercoaster ride of  last year at 
this time with the weather and 
rainfall. The first day of  summer 
this year is on June 20th. That’s 
only about seven weeks from to-
day as I write this article. It will 
be here before we know it. It 
seems that Mother Nature is still 
trying to throw us some curve-
balls this spring and summer sea-
son. We had unseasonably warm 
weather very early this year with 
temperatures in the mid 80 de-
gree range in February.  Most of  
the azaleas in Southeast Texas 
were in full bloom in late Febru-
ary this year. It is definitely one 
for the record books on early 
warm temperatures. 

Most folks have already planted 
their gardens and should begin to 
see the fruits of  their labor in the 
next couple of  weeks. By this 
time they should hopefully start 
to see some produce, such as  
tomatoes and bell peppers, ripen-
ing and ready for picking in the 
next few weeks. If  you have not  

planted your summer crops such as 
okra and squash, don’t worry, there 
is still time to do so. However, you 
will want to act fast as to avoid the 
excessive summer heat that will 
make its way here soon. 

Speaking of  tomatoes, our tomato 
trials are ongoing at the test garden 
and are off  to a great start. I was 
worried a little bit when we planted 
them. It rained about 6 inches the 
day that we planted our trial toma-
toes. These plants have thrived 
quite well despite some setbacks 
with weather. We just had our first 
fruit set last week. If  you are inter-
ested in learning more about this 
trial and other trials that we are 
conducting, feel free to join us on 
garden workdays. We are always in 
need of  volunteers to record data 
and help with these trials. 

We have lots of  activities planned 
for the upcoming months for all 
Master Gardeners. Be on the look-
out for the calendar of  activities 
and save those dates. We are look-
ing forward to a great summer sea-
son here with the Jefferson County 
Master Gardeners. 

The Latest Dirt 
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Behind The Scenes At The Garden Gate 
By Eileen Slater, JCMG 

While speaking on the phone to a local counse-
lor about scholarships available, the counselor 
commented how her family loves to come annu-
ally to the plant sale at the hangar. Another uni-
dentified young man spoke to me while shop-
ping at a local big box store about the seeds in 
which we were looking. He asked me some 
questions about plants and seeds. After answer-
ing his questions, I told him I was a Jefferson 
County Master Gardener. Without hesitation, he 
replied “Oh, the Jefferson County Master Gar-
deners are the best around!” I did not disagree 
with him. Folks, we have a great reputation. 

To maintain this reputation, there are many 
things seen and unseen that must occur. Most 
of  us are very visually oriented. I count myself  
in that group. We see people bringing plants in-
to the garden from seed and tenderly caring for 
them in the green house, people who travel to 
buy plants and then bring them back to the gar-
den all in one day, making soil, bumping up 
plants, propagating plants, checking for bugs, 
weeding the garden, irrigating the garden, water-
ing the garden, bringing food and drink for oth-
ers at the garden, bringing natural supplies from 
home to stake plants, building tables or racks 
needed for pots, building a wind deterrent so 
plants are not torn up by wind, cutting grass, 
fixing equipment, trimming plants, fertilizing 
plants, and taking plants to make creative 
presentations with them. I am sure I left some-
thing out, but that is what I have seen. Many 
hours are spent doing this, and I believe there 
are some people who love doing this type of  
work, have a great talent for it and are willing to 
donate much time to it. 

Others do things that you cannot see but are 
necessary to run the organization. These are 
behind the scene. The executive board 
spends many hours trying to make good de-
cisions for the group. Some people organize, 
some find speakers, some write minutes, 
some deal with money and some represent 
the membership. It takes time to organize be-
fore and after meetings for all. Things must 
be checked and double checked. Your offic-
ers truly care about what is happening. It is 
not just a 2-hour meeting for us. 

Some people work in the office. Someone 
copies all those papers, emails information to 
the membership and answers telephone calls. 
We are fortunate to have an agent in our 
county who not only performs unseen tasks 
but actively helps at the garden. Not all coun-
ties are lucky to have that leadership. Nor do 
they even have a horticulture agent at all. I 
am glad I don’t have to answer all those ques-
tions people call him about. 

What about meetings? Before the meeting, 
tables and chairs must be set up or reor-
ganized. The registration table must be set up 
with informative papers so members can be 
aware of  opportunities to participate. At 
meetings, someone sits behind the table wel-
coming people. Others come early to set up 
the food and beverage table. Some bring 
food, and it takes time to make that! Some-
one stays late to clean up and put things back 
in an orderly manner. 



 

Page 3 The Latest  Dir t  Vo lume 9.  Issue 2 

Behind The Scenes At The Garden Gate (cont.) 

We are fortunate to have vegetable and cit-
rus specialists in our group from whom 
Texas A&M University looks to for local 
research.  

At the Best Years Senior Mardi Gras, we 
won the award for Best Theme. A thank 
you plaque was given to us from the Neder-
land City Council for helping plant tulips. 
We have members speaking to community 
groups for specialization certificates. Our 
Vegetable sale and annual Spring Plant Sale 
were both successful and provided a need-
ed supply of  wonderful plants to the com-
munity. Volunteers cleaned beds and plant-
ed flowers for the County Commissioners. 
Luncheons for the Airport and Beaumont 
Botanical Gardens were happily prepared 
and eaten. Local charity vegetable gardens 
are planted with donated vegetable plants 
we grow.  The State conference will be May 
1 in Galveston where we have entered sev-
eral competitive categories. Scholarship re-
cipients will be honored during the May 
meeting. In the works is the design and 
planting of  the JCMG area at Tyrell Park.  
We will clean the Veteran’s Park for Memo-
rial Day. That is just through the month of  
May. 
Yes, JCMG’s do have a great reputation in 
our community. Let us remember that as 
we continue to work together seen and un-
seen to serve the community.  
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Spring Market Day and Plant Sale 
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Beware! Snakes Are Out and About 
By Dr. Kathy Attaway, JCMG 

Snakes are a necessary part of  the animal kingdom. They help control the population of  crea-
tures such as mice, frogs, and lizards, to name a few. Those of  you who like snakes are quite 
likely outnumbered by those who do not. None-the-less, snakes exist and now that the weather 
is warm, it is important to review the do’s and don’ts of  first-aid for snake bites. Note, this is 
not professional medical advice, but rather important information for gardeners and others 
who enter snake habitats. 
 
Venomous snakes in Texas are copperheads, rattlesnakes, coral snakes, and water moccasins. A 
bite from a venomous snake could result in irreversible tissue damage and in some cases, death. 
If  bitten, seek emergency treatment. Non-venomous snake bites should also be treated by a 
medical provider because of  possible infection or allergic reaction. The following is an informa-
tional list of  immediate actions you should consider if  you, or someone with you, is bitten.  

Call 9-1-1. 
Move away from the striking distance of  the snake. 
Note the appearance of  the snake, if  possible, so you can inform emergency personnel. 
Note the time of  the bite. 
Keep as calm and as still as possible to keep the venom from traveling through your 

body. 
Remove jewelry, tight clothing, or shoes if  the bite is on the leg or foot; the bite may 

cause swelling. 
Modern first-aid techniques have dispelled outdated practices. If  bitten:   

do not cut into the bite wound 
do not apply ice or a cold compress 
do not apply a tourniquet 
do not take medication unless directed by a doctor 
do not drink alcohol or caffeinated drinks 
do not raise the wound above the victim’s heart 
do not attempt to suck the venom out by mouth or with a suction device. 
 

If  the bite is not serious, likely the doctor will clean the wound and give the victim a tetanus 
shot. On the other hand, a bite from a venomous snake may require antivenom to counteract 
the effects. The main thing is to receive emergency care as soon as possible and as silly as this 
may seem, remain calm and still. 
 
Snakes love to hunt for prey in flower beds, gardens, rotted leaves, woodpiles, and tall grass. 
Though we are tempted to pull weeds and complete gardening chores wearing T-shirts, shorts 
and flip-flops as the weather warms, it is smarter to wear tall boots, long pants, and leather 
gloves. Snakes generally avoid interaction with humans and it is best to oblige! 
 

 



Enter The Calla Lily 
By Micah Leigh,  JCMG 
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The stately calla lily is in bloom right now, 
and oh, what a show! A favorite of  florists 
and brides, who often carry a single lily in lieu 
of  a bouquet; it is also a favorite in the gar-
den. Calla comes from the Greek word mean-
ing beautiful. The elegant, clean lines of  the 
popular pure white calla lily made it a special 
choice for artist Georgia O’Keefe. Her paint-
ing, simply titled 'White Calla Lily,' recently 
sold at Sotheby’s for close to $9 million. For-
tunately, we can enjoy calla lilies in our area 
for much less. Also known as arum lily, trum-
pet lily, pig lily or miniature calla lily, this na-
tive of  South Africa is not really a true lily at 
all. 
 
Although the white calla is the most recog-
nizable, they are also available in green, pink, 
purple, yellow and orange. They are good 
candidates for houseplants as well as in the 
garden and/or containers. The actual flower, 
or inflorescence, is a leaf- like curved bract 
known as a spathe. The spike in the middle, 
which attracts bumblebees for the pollen, is 
called a spadix, and the dark green leaves have 
the appearance of  arrowheads. 
 
Calla lilies are grown from bulbs or rhizomes 
and need be planted at least 4 inches deep and 
12 inches apart. At maturity, a plant can be up 
to 1 ½ feet in diameter and up to 3 feet tall.  
 

Always keep the mature size of  any plant in 
mind when choosing a location. The roots 
of  the calla lily are poisonous, so keep cau-
tion if  planting around children and animals. 
 
Apply a good bulb fertilizer each month dur-
ing the active growing season. After they 
have bloomed, back off  on feeding and wa-
tering for a few months to let them rest. Let 
the leaves die back on their own. Don’t be 
disappointed if  your calla lily doesn’t bloom 
each year. I have a calla lily that I got from 
my grandmother in Oklahoma many years 
ago. Every year, the plant puts on leaves and 
looks healthy, but I have not had many 
blooms. This year, I have one perfect pure 
white specimen on a 2 ft. stalk! Many times I 
thought about digging it up but always decid-
ed to give it one more year. I’m so glad I did! 
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2017 Master Gardener State Conference 
Galveston 

Master Gardeners, Lisa Hitt, Eileen Slater, Jerry 
White, Judy Starr, and Melissa Starr attended the 
Texas Master Gardener Awards Ceremony in 
Galveston on May 1.  The JCMGs received three 
awards, and Jerry White received two specialist 
certifications, vegetable specialist and  plant 
propagation.  The 2018 Texas Master Gardener 
State Conference will be held at Texas A & M in 
Bryan/College Station on April 4-6.  Come to 
the June meeting for more information. 



Children’s Summertime Fun 
Written by Eileen Slater, JCMG 
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Summertime fun for children begins the mo-
ment that last school bell rings in June. Are 
you hearing, “Mom, I am bored. There’s 
nothing to do”? Are you tired of  seeing your 
children watch television and 
play games on their techy toys?  
Plan some fun educational ac-
tivities to reinforce the science 
skills they learned in school. 
Gardening is one way for your 
children to achieve this.  
Start small. Remember your 
own child’s attention span. Is it 
5, 10, 15 or 30 minutes? Break 
gardening tasks into manageable chunks for 
your child’s attention span. Select a container. 
An outdoor garden idea is to use a small 
child’s swimming pool. Recycle items found 
in your residence such as toy trucks, beach 
pails, jack-in-the-box, old chil-
dren’s shoes, buckets, pots, wood-
en boxes, old tires, or an old baby 
bath tub. Children can paint on 
tires, buckets, and wooden boxes 
to add creativity. A vertical garden 
can be made with a hanging closet 
shoe rack. Let children decide 
what plant container they would 
like to use. They have great ideas!   
Each container needs holes 
punched in the bottom to provide 
drainage for the root system. Roots absorb 
oxygen from air spaces in the soil and too 
much water will drown the plant. Root rot is 
the result. Small clean rocks, gravel and bro-
ken clay pots are added to aid in the drainage. 
Children can scavenge the yard for rocks, 
gravel and sticks.  
 

A coffee filter in the bottom of  the container 
topped with sticks and leaves will do nicely. 
Additionally, packing peanuts or foam pack-
aging material, seashells and marbles are easi-

ly used by children. Fill the 
container with good garden 
soil, or a small container can 
use potting soil. Roots have 
little hairs on them that take up 
the nutrients. Remember that 
the plant is only as good as the 
soil in which it is grown.  
Choose appropriate seeds for 
the season. Seeds that will 

grow in hot, summer weather in Jefferson 
County include okra, black eyed peas or 
southern peas, pumpkin, zinnia and sunflow-
er. Follow package directions for planting. 
Okra seeds need to be soaked overnight in 

room temperature water 
before planting. Check 
pots daily in the summer 
for water needs. Smaller 
containers must be wa-
tered more frequently. 
For an indoor garden try 
the following experi-
ment. Evenly space 
around the middle of  a 
sweet potato 3-4 tooth-
picks. Hang the sweet 

potato by the toothpicks on the lip a jar. Cov-
er the bottom half  of  the potato with water 
and watch it grow! Later you can plant it or 
the shoots/slips in soil. Cruise the internet 
for more fun experiments 
Now get out those techy camera phones and 
take a picture of  your garden! Who knows? It 
may be part of  a story for school next fall! 



Mother’s Day Memories and Violets 
By Melissa Starr, JCMG 
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Mother’s Day is a time to celebrate or remem-
ber our mothers and grandmothers. As a child, 
I will always remember the white Bridal 
Wreath Spirea blooming every spring and the 
delicate blooms of  the yellow Peace Rose 
opening outside our kitchen window.  Today, I 
still look forward to the blooms on my moth-
er’s Bridal Wreath Spirea, but they now ac-
company lilies, flowering annuals, and blue-
bonnets growing in the flower bed and cascad-
ing into the ditch.  Growing 
up, I also remember visiting 
my maternal grandmother in 
Lufkin and picking blooms 
off  of  her five foot tall four 
o’clocks and putting them in 
cups of  water to decorate her 
kitchen.  We also ate peach 
cobbler made from the peach-
es off  the peach tree in her 
yard, which my mother plant-
ed from a seed.  My paternal 
grandmother had a thumb 
greener than grass.  I still have plants that were 
started from her Leucojum (Snowflakes), Bird 
of  Paradise, and Byzantine gladiolus.  She also 
trained climbing wisteria into a tree/bush that 
was six feet tall and cascaded clusters of  pur-
ple blooms without climbing out of  control.   
The plant that I associate with her the most, 
however, is African violets, which flourished 
on the window sills of  her house.  I have seen 
African violets in some stores this week, so if  
you receive one of  these delightful plants, 
handle them with special care. 
When you bring your violet home from the 
store, repot it if  it is not in a shallow, but wide 
pot.  Use a planting medium that is either soil-
less or a mixture of  1/3 potting soil, 1/3 peat  

moss, and 1/3 vermiculite or perlite.  Fill 
half  the pot with soil (some say to place a 
pebble over each hole in the pot), place the 
plant into the soil and then use a teaspoon 
to place the rest of  the soil into the pot.  
Tamp down the soil, and then add more as 
needed.  To water from the bottom, place 
the pot in a wide saucer of  room tempera-
ture (not cold) water.  After an hour, take 
the pot out of  the saucer.  If  watering from 

the top, take care to 
keep the leaves dry.  
Watering should on-
ly be repeated when 
the soil is dry to the 
touch.  Overwater-
ing is the number 
one reason for Afri-
can violet death.  If  
you would like to 
keep a saucer under 
the pot, place peb-
bles in the saucer to 

lift the pot higher than the water level of  the 
saucer.  This will also allow the violet to ex-
perience more humidity, which is preferred 
by these plants.  Once the violet is repotted 
and watered, place it in a sunny east or north 
window.  Without adequate light, these vio-
lets will not bloom.  Do not place them out-
side because direct summer light and cold 
winter temperatures will kill African violets.  
Follow these tips, and African violets will 
flourish. 
Have a wonderful Mother’s Day and share 
your gardening knowledge with your chil-
dren and grandchildren.  When you do, your 
knowledge will continue to the next genera-
tion.   



The Scoop On Lawn Grasses 
By Tim Schreck, JCMG 
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 Well, spring has sprung and with rain 
and warm weather, I am deep in the mowing 
cycle. Yippee! 
 The word lawn came from the old Eng-
lish word laude, meaning glade or opening in 
the forest. These were first seen in medieval 
times where sections of  land were cut down 
around castles. As the invader threats subsided, 
the lawn became a status symbol, where only 
the rich could afford to keep land mowed. 
 As the U.S. industrialized during the 
1800’s, cities found they needed recreational ar-
eas, parks, for their citizens. With these parks 
came the great lawns where everyone would 
gather late in the afternoon to relax. (This was 
before you could stay at home in the air condi-
tioning and watch TV.) The first patent for the 
lawn mower soon came out and opened the 
lawn to all the upper class. After World War II, 
people started moving to the suburbs. The first 
suburbs were cookie cutter and came with a 
front yard/lawn. Again the lawn became a sta-
tus symbol and people started pouring tons of  
money into making their yard look better than 
their neighbor's yard. The chemical factories 
built during the war were converted to fertilizer 
factories, fueling this desire for lush and green-
er lawns. From the Texas A&M website you can 
find that there are 1.6 million acres of  lawns in 
the United States, and we spend 9.3 billion dol-
lars on its care each year. Additionally, it is esti-
mated that up to 70 percent of  municipal water 
usage is for landscapes. 
 There are several varieties suitable for 
the Beaumont area. These include St. Augus-
tine, Centipede, Zoysia, and Bermuda. Unfortu-
nately St. Augustine, Bermuda and even Zoysia  
now are listed as non-native, alien species, with 
their use being discouraged and even being tar-
geted for elimination! 

Zoysia 

 St. Augustine is the most well-
known. It has dark green, wide leaves and 
loves being watered. It requires more water-
ing during droughts but does well in partial-
ly shaded areas. It does not do well in high 
traffic areas. Being a tropical grass, it does 
not handle hard freezes very well. If  it is 
fertilized too much or neglected, it is sus-
ceptible to cinch bugs and other diseases. 
 Bermuda grass is one of  the most 
used grasses since it is used in many golf  
courses and athletic fields. It can be cut 
close and holds up to high traffic. Its down-
falls are mowing requirements and low 
shade tolerance. 
 Centipede grass, also known as the 
lazy man’s grass, has some notable charac-
teristics. It does well in sandy or acidic soil. 
It is the easiest to maintain of  all the grass-
es, needing little fertilizer, and bounces back 
well after a drought. It also does fairly well 

in shaded 
areas or in 
high traffic 
areas. 
 Zoysia 
grass species 
are becom-
ing the star 
of  the show. 

They are very shade and drought tolerant. 
They are cold tolerant and require less ferti-
lizer. There are many species of  Zoysia var-
ying in their characteristics, so match your 
needs to the variety you are buying. 
 In conclusion, there are a couple 
items to remember when caring for your 
lawn. Apply fertilizers only when you see 
signs of  stress, and water regularly. 
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Rainwater Harvesting 
By Melissa Starr, JCMG 

Why do lawn and gardens become greener 
when it rains but not when watered with sprin-
klers connected to tap water?  Tap water con-
tains chlorine and fluoride which can cause tips 
of  plant leaves to turn brown over time. Rain-
water, however, does not contain chlorine and 
fluoride, but does contain more oxygen, carbon 
dioxide, and nitrogen which plants need.  Each 
time it rains, this special liquid helps revive our 
plants and our landscape, but what can be done 
when it doesn’t rain?  Capturing rain in a rain 
barrel is one option. 
Capturing rain water has benefits for homeown-
ers and the environment.  First, it saves money 
by reducing water bills.  It also reduces demand 
on municipal water supplies and uses a valuable 
natural resource efficiently.  If  
the amount of  water harvested 
equals the amount needed to irri-
gate your landscape during a year, 
then the consumer will see signif-
icant savings in their water bill 
over time.  The website http://
rainwaterharvesting.tamu.edu has 
more information about how to 
calculate the amount of  water 
from roof  catchment and the 
size of  barrels needed for stor-
age. 
 

Rainwater barrels come in all sizes from 
the small backyard garden barrel to large 
intricate systems that provide water for an 
entire household.  All rainwater barrels, 
however, have some type of  filter that 
screens out debris and prevents mosquito 
larva from entering the system.  Placement 
of  the barrel is important too.  It needs to 
be placed at the corner of  a building that 
has a gutter system so that the rain can be 
funneled into the barrel.  This will also 
prevent erosion around the roofline of  the 
building.   
Use of  the water from a rain barrel de-
pends on its size.  Smaller ones designed 
for vegetable gardens normally have a 

nozzle that can be 
attached to a water 
hose or drip irriga-
tion.  Water pres-
sure, however, de-
pends on the size 
and elevation of  
your rain barrel.   
Save some water, 
and during 
drought, your 
plants will thank 
you! 
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Phone: 409‐835‐8461 

Fax: 409‐839‐2310 
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The Latest Dirt MISSION STATEMENT 

To encourage and support the horticultural 
community of Southeast Texas through 
education and example. 
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President—Eileen Slater 

Vice President—Jeanene Ebeling 

Secretary—Sarah Sloan 

Treasurer—Joyce Logan 

At Large— James Butaud, Lisa Hitt, Glenn Watz 

Past President—Tina Gonzales 

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status. 

The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating 

Fruit & Vegetable Show,  

Saturday, June 10 at Central Mall 

9-Noon; Judging begins at Noon 

Free  to Enter 

Veteran’s Park Clean Up day 

Monday, May 19 
Beekeeping For Beginners 

Saturday, September 9, $25 

At Extension Office 

Home Vegetable Garden Series 

May 20, 8:30—Noon, $15 

“Insects and Diseases” 

At Extension Office 

Home Vegetable Garden Series 

August 26, 8:30—Noon, $15 

“Fall Gardening” 

At Extension Office 

Fall Plant Sale  

Saturday, October 14  

Test Garden 


