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Perfect for today’s landscapes

Ornamental grasses

Ornamental grasses are the
hottest plants today in land-
scaping. They are popular for the
special beauty they display
through the changing seasons.
The dynamic colors and swaying
movements of grasses fill the
senses with excitement.

Ornamental grasses have
many great features:

They are easy to maintain.

rarely bother ornamental
grasses. Believe it or not, even
deer don't like them! That's too
good to be true!

They grow fast. Many grasses
will grow up to their mature height,
even up to 8 feet, within two grow-
ing seasons.

They look good all year. You'll
enjoy a changing canvas of color
from the emergence of tender

-

Hots Gardener

Vol. 2, No. 3

ter landscapes and will attract
lively birds to your snowy garden.

The great variety of grasses
provides us with many ways to use
them in landscapes. Low-growing

Continued on Page 7

INSIDE THIS ISSUE

Feature stories

i w Ornamental grasses 1
eed watering or eriizing. Jusy  O12SSINte SPING 10 @ cISpY O | o enerics 2
cut the plants back every spr'ing— rougheqed textures and brilliant w Variety testers wanted 2
that's it! colors in fall. Ma_ny pf these . .
grasses have fascinating seed eyl eepdas - 8
They have almost no pest headsgoo As a bonus, ornamen- wBeware of gardening hoaxes 6 :
prob}'ems. Insects or diseases I;al g ses look attractlvé in win- w Planting trees with kids 8 il\iv
r I ,i Gardening tips for March )
y w Trees, flowers, vegetables 4 :; )."'

w Fruits, grasses, wildlife

A S W

T Y
\_ __{E. i

&

" Extension Service
-zr*-

Written by:

Tom Kalb, Extension Horticulturist
e-mail: tom.kalb@ndsu.edu

For previous issues, go to
www.dakotagardener.com




Page 2

Dakota Gardener

March 2009

FEATURE STORIES

Backyard blueberries—delicious and beautiful!

Everyone knows that blueberries
are absolutely delicious—but did
you know that blueberry bushes
are beautiful landscape plants?

In spring, the bushes have
delicate white flowers that de-
velop into rich blue fruits. In fall,
the glossy green foliage turns
fiery red—spectacular!

The bad news is that blueberry
bushes are not easy to grow.
They require a very acidic and
well-drained soil. Hardiness can
also be a concern (many are
hardy only to Zone 4). But don't
despair—with a little planning you
can successfully grow this plant.

Start by selecting a sunny site
that is well-drained. Sunny con-
ditions will lead to more flowers,
more fruit, and better fall color
compared to partial shade.

Now comes the tricky part—
providing the bushes with the spe-
cial soil they need. Many of us in
North Dakota have a soil with a
pH near 7.0. In this case, mix
about 6 inches of peat moss into
the top 8 inches of soil. In addi-
tion to acidifying the soil, the peat
will improve drainage and in-
crease the organic matter content
of the land.

Sulfur will need to be added to
further acidify the soil. Our goal
is to drop the pH down to 4.5-5.2
and keep it there. Elemental sul-
fur works gradually, taking about
one year to fully drop the pH. Iron
sulfate works much faster—
dropping the pH in about one
month—but is more costly. Follow
the instructions on the package
carefully for proper rates. Alumi-
num sulfate should not be used
since it can be toxic to roots.

The University of Minnesota
has developed several
outstanding lines that are
hardy here. ‘Northblue’

is most popular; ‘Chippewa’,
‘Polaris’, ‘Northsky’, and
‘Northland’ are also
recommended. ‘Patriot’,
developed in Maine, is
popular for its very
large fruit—it's highly
recommended. Select
at least two different
varieties to maximize
production.

Blueberry bushes have a deli-
cate root system and mulching will
help to keep the soil shaded and
moist. Plants are typically fertilized
in early spring with an acidifying
fertilizer (such as Mir-Acid). Fur-
ther applications of sulfur are
done every three to four years.

Pinch off the flowers for the first
two years so that plants can fo-
cus on getting established. Prun-
ing is usually limited to trimming
off weak or dying branches dur-
ing the first few years.

After a couple years and your
first fruits start ripening, remem-
ber to protect your fruits from
birds using netting.

If all goes well, your blueberry
bushes will provide your family
with delicious fruit and special
beauty in the landscape for many
years. Good luck!

Source: Univ. of Minnesota

Variety testers
wanted!

We are looking for garden-
ers in North Dakota to test
new and promising vegetable
and flower varieties. Every-
one (experts and beginners,
children and adults) is wel-
come to participate. We hope
to develop a team of over
200 gardeners. For more in-
formation, go to <www.dakota
gardener.com> or contact
Tom Kalb of NDSU at (701)
221-6865.
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My Irish family of gardeners

Colleen, my lovely cousin from Ireland, thought-
fully agreed to answer some gardening questions
for me. Her brother Paddy will help, too. Enjoy
my family! Happy St. Patrick’s Day!

GARDENER QUESTION: | just got a sham-
rock plant for a St. Patrick’'s Day gift. How do |
take care of it?

Colleen: You don't need the
luck of the Irish to grow a sham-
rock. Give it moist soil and cool
Irish nights—night tempera-
tures in the 50s are best.

Don’'t worry if the plant turns
yellow after a few months. Your
shamrock plant is just starting
to rest, just like all of us do now
and then. If this happens, just
ease up on the watering and
repot the bulbs in fall.

Take care of your shamrock
plant and next St. Paddy’s Day
it will be as green as the Emerald Isle—and that’s
no blarney.

Speaking of blarney, do you have anything to
say to this shamrock gardener, Paddy?

Paddy : | surely do, my fair Colleen:

May each petal on your shamrock
Bring a grand wish your way—
Good health, good luck, and happiness
For today and every day.

Colleen: Glory be, Paddy! That was a touch-
ing poem. Let’s answer this question of a fair gar-
dener from Steele, North Dakota.

GARDENER QUESTION: What's a good maple
tree for North Dakota?

Paddy: I'll try to answer this one with a limerick:
There once was a lad from Steele,
Who cared for his landscape with zeal.
He looked for a tree,
And found to his glee,
An ‘Autumn Blaze’ with tree-mendous appeal.

Colleen: Oh Paddy, that's a fine choice. ‘Au-
tumn Blaze’ maple is a hybrid between red and
silver maple. It is hardy, grows fast and strong,
and its leaves in fall are as blazin’ red as an
Irishman’s hair. Let's answer another question:

GARDENER QUESTION: When can | plant my
potatoes outside?

Colleen: Some people plant their potatoes on
Good Friday, but our family has used a more re-
liable test for nearly 200 years.

We take down our pants and sit on the soil. It
we freeze to the ground, the ground is too cold
for planting. Try it yourself—just make sure you
bring your cell phone with you in case you need
someone to pry you out of the frozen ground.

Also, never till your soil when it is muddy. The
“fist test” is a good test to use. Grab a fistful of
soil and squeeze it. Then open your fist. If the soil
crumbles loose, you can work the ground. If the
soil stays clumped, it is too muddy. Working the
soil when it is muddy is nothing short of a crime.
Speaking of crime Paddy, I'm sorry to hear your
friend was convicted. What was the sentence?

Paddy: The judge offered him three
months in jail or three hundred dollars.

Colleen: What did he do?

Paddy: He asked the judge to give
him the three
hundred dollars.

Colleen: You're
charming. Do you
have any final words to
the fine gardeners of
North Dakota, Paddy?

Paddy: Aye, | do:
Like the warmth of the sun

And the light of the day,

May the luck of the Irish

Shine bright on your way.

Colleen: Lovely. It has been nice visiting with
you lads and lasses of North Dakota. May the
hinges of our new friendship never grow rusty!
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GARDENING TIPS FOR MARCH

Trees and shrubs

a Backyard maple trees should not be “tapped” for maple syrup
(shown). Improperly bored holes can lead to infections. Besides, it
takes 40 gallons of sap to make one gallon of maple syrup. Maple
syrup production is only recommended for woodlands.

a The sap in maples and birch trees can run strong in March. Never-
theless, now is a good time to prune these trees. Don’t worry about
the bleeding of the sap. Some scientists believe this sap can actu-
ally help seal wounds.

a This is the best month for pruning leafy trees and shrubs. The stress
of pruning to dormant plants is minimal and the wounds will heal
nicely when spring arrives.

a The wound of a well-pruned limb will look like a donut (shown) as it
heals itself.

a Shredded wood from evergreens is fine for use as mulching. It can
also be used in a compost pile, but grind it first. Otherwise the
shreddings will take a long time to decompose.

Flowers

a Potted tulips are sometimes given as gifts this time of year. These
bulbs have experienced a hard life as they were forced into bloom
indoors. Such “forced” bulbs rarely bloom a second time. Throw
them away after they are done blooming.

a Do you have any geraniums that you kept over winter? Now is a
good time to repot them. Cut them back (6 inches or so) to keep
them bushier.

a Cannas, callas, begonias, and dahlias can be started indoors in
late March or April to promote earlier blooming. Plant the bulbs in
small pots and transplant the plants to the garden later in spring.

Vegetables

a Tomato seedlings (shown) exposed to a slight breeze will grow more
compact and sturdy. A small fan can be used to create the breeze.
Constant breezes are best, but fanning the plants for only a few
minutes per day can be beneficial.

a Overwatering is the #1 killer of young transplant seedlings. This
causes stem rot, a condition called “damping off". Avoid watering
seedlings when the soil is already moist. The use of sterile, soilless
mixes will also prevent diseases.
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Fruits

a

It's easy to tell when you are done pruning your apple tree. Rule #1.:
never prune more than 25% of the tree’s wood per year. Rule #2:
Do the traditional “Cat Test”. Imagine that you were throwing the
neighborhood cat through the tree. If you think the cat would get
stuck, keep pruning. Of course, don’t throw a cat through your apple
tree—try a football instead.

This is the perfect time of year to prune fruit trees and grape vines.

This will be a good year to determine which grape varieties are
hardy for North Dakota and which are not. One variety that has
emerged as a surprise favorite among local growers is ‘Valiant'.
This is a very easy-to-grow, hardy, and productive blue grape. Grow-
ers in other northern states struggle with this variety since the grape
clusters of ‘Valiant’ are so densely packed. Such packing can trap
rainwater and lead to “bunch rotting.” But our dry summer weather
reduces this problem. The leading grape currently grown for
winemaking in the state (and much of the Midwest) is ‘Frontenac’,
developed in Minnesota. The most promising seedless grape is
‘Somerset'.

Grasses

a

Rake your lawn as soon as the final snow melts. This raking re-
moves debris that contributes to leaf diseases.

Ornamental grasses can be clipped back to the ground in late March
before new growth begins. This will promote faster regrowth.

Wildlife

a

Now is the most important time to feed birds. Their sources of natu-
ral food are scarce now.

Early arriving robins appreciate a snack of raisins.

Squirrels often dig up bulbs. Combat these “furry-tailed rats” by
placing a barrier over the emerging bulbs. Nylon netting, which is
often used to protect strawberry beds and cherry trees from birds,
may be temporarily placed over the soil. Chicken wire or floating
row covers are other options. Our goal is to frustrate the squirrel—
then it will move to the neighbor’s tulip bed. If you are feeding birds,
temporarily stop because bird feeders attract squirrels.

Now is the best time to trap rabbits. Bait your live trap with
greens or carrots. Rabbits are starved for food now and
can be easily captured. Trap them now before they start
breeding in spring. A single mother rabbit can bear

36 bunnies in a year!
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GARDENING NEWS

Beware of gardening hoaxes

This is the time of the year when
lots of unusual gardening prod-
ucts appear on television and in
our Sunday newspapers. Many of
these products help make gar-
dening fun and rewarding, but
some other products are highly
guestionable to say the least:

Mosquito plants. These are
scented geraniums sold as plants
that will rid your yard of pesky mos-
quitoes. Although this plant has a
citronella scent, very little (if any)
of the oil is actually released into
the air. You would have to con-
tinually crush the leaves and wave
them furiously around the yard to
release enough citronella to re-
pel any mosquitoes. Besides
looking like a fool, you would
sweat a lot. By the way, sweat is
an attractant to mosquitoes.

On a more positive note, mos-
quito plants and other scented
geraniums have attractive, lacy
gray-green leaves. Their flowers
are small and not especially
showy, but their foliage is truly fas-
cinating, coming in scents of
chocolate, rose, peppermint,
lemon, lime, apple, strawberry,
and apricot, among others.

Super Trees. These hybrid
poplars should be called “Tempo-
rary Trees” rather than “Super
Trees.” They grow quickly in land-
scapes but soon start to break
down. In the long term, poplars
create a tremendous mess of tree
branches and twigs.

The old proverb, “haste makes
waste,” comes to mind. Poplars
grow with great haste, but after a

The mosquito plant is fascinating, but will not appreciably repel mosquitoes.

Photo by Joel Ignacio.

few years they create a lot of
waste. Once established, these
trees constantly shed branches
and twigs.

Poplars are not the long-term
solution for landscapes, but they
are useful as temporary wind-
breaks and for providing us with
quick privacy. You may wish to
plant a series of slower growing,
sturdier trees alongside the pop-
lars, anticipating that the poplars
will be cut down in the future. Af-
ter 15 years the slow-growing
trees will have filled in nicely.

Better plants for privacy
screening include American ar-
borvitae, Black Hills spruce, ar-
rowwood viburnum, and lilac.

Mosquito zappers. These
electronic devices make us feel
good when we hear the bugs
sizzle at night. But bug zappers
will zap your pocketbook more
than the neighborhood’s mosqui-
toes. Not all mosquito species are
attracted to these zappers.
Zappers actually attract nearby
mosquitoes, and therefore, do
very little to reduce mosquito
populations in your yard overall.
They are only suited for enclosed
areas.

Miracle Grass. This turfgrass
is reported to tolerate summer
heat and require less mowing. It
is zoysia grass, which is sold as
plugs that you plant into the soil.

Continued on next page
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Ornamental grasses

(continued from Page 1)

grasses, such as autumn moor
grass and the blue fescues are
handsome border plants. Tall
grasses, such as silverfeather
miscanthus, switchgrass, and big
bluestem form excellent specimen
plantings or screens.

Among the most popular grass
varieties is ‘Karl Foerster’ feather
reed grass (shown on front page).
It grows 5 feet tall and has mag-
nificent wheat-like flowerheads in
summer.

‘Silberfeder’ miscanthus is a
pampas grass with large silver
plumes (marginally hardy in Zone
3). Another popular tall grass is
‘Heavy Metal’ switchgrass, which
is noted for its airy pink flowers
displayed over bright blue foliage.

There are many other hardy
ornamental grasses for you to
consider. Recommended grasses
for our state include blue grama,

Gardening hoaxes

blue lymegrass, Indian grass, little
bluestem, ribbongrass, sideoats
grama, purple moorgrass, tufted
hairgrass, and variegated bul-
bous oatgrass.

To establish a grass planting,
select a site that receives at least
six hours of bright sunlight per
day. Most grasses do well in com-
mon garden soils.

To prepare the soil bed, start
by mixing two inches of organic
matter into the top eight inches
of the land. Good sources of or-
ganic matter include compost or
aged manure. Enrich the soil with
an application of a complete fer-
tilizer, such as 10-10-10 at a rate
of one to two pounds per 100
square feet.

Plantings can be started from
seed, bare-root plants, or con-
tainerized plants.

(continued from Page 6)

Grasses do not need to be cut
back before winter. The rich col-
ors and textures of these grasses
are beautiful in the winter land-
scape.

Cut back dead foliage of or-
namental grasses in early spring
before new growth has begun.
Burning off the dead foliage is not
recommended in home gardens
since this can be dangerous—
and possibly illegal.

Divide grass plants every
three or four years to rejuvenate
established plants and produce
new plants. Division should be
done in the spring just before
growth begins, or in the late sum-
mer to early fall.

Sources: Universities of Wisconsin

and Minnesota, and Northern Gar-
dener Magazine.

Zoysia grass is a warm-
season grass that is not hardy in
North Dakota. This grass stays
green only from late spring to
early fall. The remainder of the
year it is an unattractive brown.

You'll be better off with a turf
made up of cool-season grasses.
In sunny areas, grow Kentucky
bluegrass. In shady areas, your
turf should primarily consist of a
fine fescue (such as red, creep-
ing red, or chewings red fescue).

Wildflower mats. These mats
resemble sod, but are sown in
wildflowers instead of turfgrass.
Wildflowers sown in these mats
are often short lived and not na-
tive to North Dakota. Also, these

mats are very expensive. It's much
more cost-effective to contact a
regional seed company and buy
a native wildflower mix. Such wild-
flowers will be adapted to our re-
gion and more likely to succeed
in your landscape.

Tree Tomatoes. This plant is
a relative of the tomato and will
grow up to 10 feet tall. Although
they can make for an interesting
plant in the garden, these
tomatoes usually bear
their second year
after seeding.
Since they are not
winter hardy, you would
have to take the plants
indoors over winter to
get any fruits from the

tree the following summer! If suc-
cessful, you'll find the fruits to be
low in acid and moderately tasty.
They can be used in preserves
after removing the tough skins
and hard seeds.

Photo by M.
Riuuallon
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Trees can be living symbols of your love

Planting trees with your kids

Don't let all of the snow discour-
age you. Spring is right around the
corner—and spring is a great time
to plant trees!

Trees are valuable to us in
many ways. They frame our land-
scapes with beautiful colors, tex-
tures, and fragrances. Trees also
shade out the hot summer sun,
protect us from harsh winter
winds, and provide shelter for
wildlife.

| particularly like the idea of
getting children involved when
planting trees. There is an old Na-
tive American proverb that goes
something like, “We do not inherit
the earth from our ancestors; we
borrow it from our children.” As we
become more sensitive to the im-
portance of our environment, we
can use tree planting as an edu-
cational tool for our children.

Make this a long-term lesson.
When planting the tree, teach
your children about the soil and
the tree’s roots. In summer, teach
the children about the leaves and
how they produce food from sun-
light. Make it the responsibility of
your child to help water the tree
whenever it is dry. When the
leaves change color this fall, you
can teach your children about how
trees prepare for winter. Together
you can protect the young tree
from winter sunscald with tree
wrap.

Great kids deserve great
trees. Select an easy-to-grow
plant and make it special. If pos-
sible, try to match the personality

of the child with

the tree that he/she

will care for. For

example, you can

tell your son

that you planted

a bur oak tree for

him since you

knew that he

would grow

to be as strong

and mighty as an

oak (this will make for great
conversation as your children
grow up and have their own fami-
lies). Here are a few ideas on
matching children with trees:

Children with red hair or who
blush easily: How about a pink-
flowered crabapple or a tree with
great fall color such as ‘Autumn
Blaze’ maple or Ohio buckeye?

Children with a sunny smile:
The yellow-tipped branches of
‘Sunburst’ honeylocust are bright
and sunny. Northern catalpa has
bright yellow flowers in spring (and
leaves shaped like elephant ears).
Perhaps choose a tree with yel-
low fall foliage such as Whitespire
birch or Mongolian linden.

Kids with special beauty: This
is subjective, but most people
believe that flowering plants have
special beauty. Some possibilities
include crabapple, Japanese tree
lilac, serviceberry, or lilacs.

Tough, strong kids: We defi-
nitely need a hardwood tree. Gink-
gos grow slow but are as strong
as steel. Oaks, hybrid elm, and
hackberry are other possibilities.

Children who are kind and
huggable: American arborvitae is
a soft evergreen.

Children who are late
bloomers: Japanese tree lilac
blooms in June, after other the
blooms of spring-flowering trees
have faded. These blooms are
very fragrant, too!

Children who love animals:
Trees that bear fruit will attract
songbirds to your yard for you
and your child to enjoy. Hawthorn,
crabapple, and cherry trees are
possibilities.

Kids who like dinosaurs: The
ginkgo has been around since the
days of the dinosaurs. Ginkgo is
one of the sturdiest, pest-free
trees available. They have fasci-
nating fan-shaped leaves and
golden fall color. Select an all-
male variety such as ‘Autumn
Gold’ to avoid the messy fruits.
Good luck!
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Old Main, (701) 231-7708.




