Soil Test, Sand Burs and Pruning

By Joan Howie


The weather is warming and spring will come sooner than we think, so this is the time to get ready for it.   One job that can be now that will pay dividends in the months to come is having a soil test done.  This is especially important if the lawn and garden were sub-par last year.  Providing just the right amount of nutrients can be tricky if a baseline hasn’t been established.  Too much or too little of various elements can ruin the best thought-out gardening plan.  The small charge for a soil test will more than be made up by a savings in fertilizer and increased production in the garden.


Bags and forms to the soil testing laboratory at Texas A&M University in College Station can be obtained from the Aransas County Extension Office at Mimosa and Pearl Streets, across from the Aransas County library.  The forms will tell how to collect samples and the procedure is simple.   Follow directions on the bag. If testing more than one area, such as a lawn and a vegetable garden, send a sample for each site.  Be sure to keep a record of where each sample was taken and be sure the sample on the submitted specimen is the number listed on the form.  Results of samples sent during the winter will be received fasted than during the lab’s busy spring testing season.


If treatment for sand-burs wasn’t done earlier, pre-emergent herbicides must be applies soon, before burs sprout.  Use caution when applying them.  Remember that if burs won’t sprout where they are used, neither will garden seeds.  Be sure not to confuse pre-emergent herbicides with post-emergent ones that are used when weeds begin to grow.  Some of these can be used on weeds in Bermuda grass but not in St. Augustine.  Always read labels carefully and follow directions for use.


Branches and stems of small trees and shrubs should be checked for the presence of scale and treated with either dormant or light horticultural oil.  Scale have hard shells or a coating of white fluff to protect them from chemicals, but oil suffocates them.  Left untreated, plants can be killed by scale.


Overgrown perennials and shrubs can be pruned now.  Plants will form a better shape if branches are trimmed at an angle just above a bud that is turned the direction you want the branch to grow.  For large cane plants such as oleanders and nandina, one or two large canes can be cut to the ground each year and the rest trimmed to an attractive shape.  This keeps them at a more manageable size and encourages bushiness.  Bougainvillea bloom on new growth, so don’t hesitate to cut them back now that the frost danger is over.


While crepe myrtles are dormant, trim off any old seeds.  Cut out dead or broken limbs.  The tree may be pruned lightly to retain its attractive shape, but horticulturists warn against topping crepe myrtles or any other tree.  This “flat-top” produces a less attractive specimen.  If the tree is too tall for its location, replace it with a smaller variety.


Fertilize pansies again for continued flowering and don’t forget to water when needed.  Dig and divide summer and fall flowering perennials just before they start their spring growth.  Shade and ornamental trees as well as fruit and nut trees should also be fertilized this month.  TAEX fruit specialists recommend using fertilizers with q 3-1-2 ratio of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium, at one pound per inch of diameter for fruit trees, spread at the drip line.  For other trees and shrubs use one half pound per inch of diameter.


Check junipers and other narrow-leaf evergreens for bagworms in pouches and remove them by hand.  They should be destroyed before the worms hatch in the spring and begin to feed on foliage.  Continue to pick up and bag limbs and small branches that twig girders have cut off.  These larvae will also hatch in spring and produce the beetles that do the girding.


As dead leaves fall and dying plants are cut back, begin a compost pile or add to an existing one.  If the pile is almost ready to use, don’t add more material to it.  Start a new one.  Compost started now will be ready for use in a few months time.  Most gardeners know how valuable compost is to a vegetable and flower beds, but this nutritious organic material also provides a boost to lawns when applied thinly as a top coat.  

