Mail Order Gardening

By Joan Howie


The new edition of TEXAS GARDENER magazine notes that January has been proclaimed National Mail Order Gardening Month.  The market for mail order plants and garden supplies is huge – about $2.3 billion a year.  Gardening catalogs are beginning to appear in mailboxes now.  Seeing the pictures of bounteous produce, succulent fruits and brightly colored flowers inspire even the most holiday jaded among us to grab the old credit card, head for the telephone and dial the toll-free number.


Buying garden plants and supplies locally makes sense not only as a way to support our community businesses but also because size, color and plant health can be seen first hand.  In addition well trained nursery people will suggest ones that are adapted to this climate and can tell how to care for them.  However with so many hundreds of varieties produced it is impossible for all of them to be carried in one place.  Some seeds and certain species may be available only from mail-order sources.  When transportation is a problem or for those who work long hours, catalog shopping may be a necessity.


Over the years, familiar out of state seed companies have become known for the quality of their produce and experienced gardeners have learned to trust them.  In Texas, among others, we have Dixondale Farms specializing in onions, Lily Pons Water Gardens for those products and Willhite Seed Inc. and Wildseed Farms among many others.  To test for yourself how satisfactory a mail-order company is, send a small order first.    Sometimes ads for spectacular (and unbelievable) horticultural specimens are found in newspaper supplements and magazines.  Always take these exaggerated claims with a grain of salt; and if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.


Reading the complete description of the product is essential to buy a plant that will thrive.  Aransas County is in USDA 9 so most plans listed for zones 8 and below will need colder conditions than they will find here, but with protection, many plants recommended for zone 10 may flourish.  Next, soil pH requirements should be noted.  Our soil is very alkaline so if the description says, “Prefers acid soil, high in humus” the plant won’t adapt well to growing conditions here without a lot of extra care and cost in keeping the soil acidified and incorporating organic additives.  Moisture requirements should also be noted.  Descriptions may indicate plants that will attract hummingbirds or butterflies.


Some seeds packets tell the number of seeds enclosed and the time it takes for a plant to bloom after sowing.  Knowing that a bird of paradise grown from seeds won’t bloom for 4 years may deter those with little patience.  The best companies list the botanical as well as the common name for the species.  Common names may vary in different parts of the country which could cause a surprise when the plant matures.  When a botanical name is given, it can be checked in a reference such as the Garden Book of Corpus Christi to see if it is suitable for this area.


After examining the packets and boxes that arrive, gardeners may say to themselves, “Did I really order that?”  Many mail-order specimens are shipped as stemless roots of leafless stalks while the majestic trees pictured emerge from the packing as puny twigs.  If the order was carefully placed with a reputable company, time and care can transfer even the most wizened shoot into a reasonable facsimile of the catalog picture.  This is part of the joy of gardening – and even though we are in the midst of winter, that joy is just around the corner.

