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Caring For Your Palm Trees

If we had fewer palm trees in Florida our landscape would be  more similar to the 
Carolinas. We have many palms, yet there seems to be confusion as to how to care for 
them. This article is in two parts. It will try to give some direction regarding the use of 
fertilizer for your palms while the second part will be about how and when to prune 
those palms.

A simple fertilizer plan would be to apply a slow release fertilizer with microelements 
three or four times a year, following the directions on the bag. The following list of 
“DOs” and “DON’Ts” should help you make some decisions.

DOs
• Read the directions on the bag.
• Fertilize only when the soil is moist, especially when using a quick release material.
• Water quite thoroughly after fertilizing.
• Try to under-fertilize rather than over-fertilize your palm trees. Under-fertilized, 

they just don’t grow as fast; over-fertilized, they may die.
• Pick a fertilizer with an approximate 3-1-3 NPK ratio. Previous opinion was to use a 

3-1-2 ratio, but more recently opinions have changed to the use of higher potassium 
fertilizers. A 15-5-15 ratio would be ideal.

• Use a slow release fertilizer. It is more expensive but better for the plants and less 
labor intensive.

• Use a fertilizer with supplemental magnesium and calcium. These two elements are 
very important for palms.

• Use a fertilizer with ample microelements. Lack of these cause all sorts of growth 
maladies. When planting palm trees, avoid separate applications of microelements 
immediately as these too can cause burn.

• Do consider organic fertilizers. Use of items such as blood meal, bone meal, fish 
emulsion and manure can be used successfully.

• Fertilize completely around the plant, distributing the granule over the entire root 

Native Plants in Home Landscaping

The Coming Year
With this issue of the newsletter we start 
several new projects which I hope you will 
find interesting and useful. Last year we 
focused on flowering plants. This year our 
focus will be on plants that have interest-
ing and colorful leaf structure as well as 
more on taking care of what is in your 
garden. The article to the right on Caring 
For Your Palm Trees, is a good example. 

A second focus in the newsletter will 
be a Gardening Glossary. The last one 
was printed about eight to ten years ago 
and some of our long time members will 
remember it. The new Glossary has many 
new entries and expansions. It is designed 
to be placed in your Directory Notebook. 
If you haven’t picked up your Looseleaf 
Notebook do so at the October meeting.

The Glossary has 28 pages and so with 
four pages, two pages of paper printed on 
both sides, in each newsletter it will take 
a minimum of seven issues to receive the 
entire Glossary. Also, I have suggested we 
sell the Glossary, with a decorative cover, 
at our annual Plant Sale. It could be a

 money maker if  handled correctly.

Editor’s Notes
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Consult your Directory for email addresses.

President’s Message
— Jim Sciarello, President   

Frederick Kreutzer, Ed.D.
4307 Manfield Drive

Venice     FL     34293–5253
941.497.5259

email:  kreutzer@earthlink.net

Please address any articles, graph-
ics or questions about the newslet-
ter to the editor at the above postal 
or email address.

A third item of interest will be the new 
Directory which I will bring to the 
October meeting. It has been a long haul 
with many changes and corrections but 
I feel confident we have it right. Fingers 
crossed.

A name and address data base is very 
tricky. It is like trying to grab a soapy 
three year old in a bath tub. It is always 
slipping away. As an example, yesterday 
I found out that, Joe Simek, our Vice 
President, had moved from Port 
Charlotte to Venice. His new address is 
in the next column near the bottom of 
the page. Data base changes are a natural 
occurrence and we have to expect them—
people move, change internet providers 
and email addresses, and more. Through 
the year there will be more changes and 
I will try keep you up to date on them in 
The Gardening News. My suggestion is to 
write out those changes and paste them 
into your Directory or make the changes 
directly in the Directory. There should be 
room after each entry. 

In any case, if you see errors in the 
Directory or you have a Glossary 
correction or addition, I would like to 
receive that information. Many  more 
entries in the Glossary are anticipated in 
the future but they must have relevance 
to our gardeners on the southwest coast 
of Florida. Those that don’t apply to our 
sub-tropical Florida gardening will not be 
added to the Glossary.. Continued on page 4.

Editor’s Notes 
from page 1.

As I write this I am thinking about how fast the time goes and where the 
summer has gone. We are now starting the second half of our 2011 meet-
ing year. I hope all of you have had an enjoyable summer and accomplished 
all you set out to do. 

The majority of the members that did not head north were active helping 
out at Paul’s yard. We were busily tending to our seedlings and cuttings 
and propagating plants for the scholarship plant sale in December. The 
committee did have a successful “early bird” plant sale in August. The 
majority of our expenses were covered from the proceeds of that sale. If 
you did not know it already, Paul’s Yard was selected to be on the Lemon 
Bay Garden Club’s garden tour. The tour will be on the weekend before 
Thanksgiving. Consult your local paper for dates and time. Since there 
will be many people visiting Paul’s yard during the two days of the tour we 
decided to have another “early bird” plant sale. More information will be 
provided as the date approaches.

The Scholarship committee will be meeting with Mary Jo Holleran, 
Lemon Bay High School scholarship liaison, next month. The committee 
has put together some guidelines for selecting a recipient in 2012. We will 
discuss these with Mary Jo in order to find the most eligible student. 

We have speakers for the remainder of this year but the Program Commit-
tee is still putting together the speaker list for the beginning of 2012. If 
you have any ideas or suggestions please let Joe Simek, or one of the com-
mittee members, know.

For our October meeting Tom Duch was able to arrange for Al Squires, of 
the Native Plant Society, to speak. Al will make a presentation on the use 
of native plants in home landscaping projects. This should be a very inter-
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distribution area (approximately the mid-day shadow of the plant). Because of the 
tubular histology of the palm’s vascular structures, lateral transfer of nutrition is 
usually minimal.

• Consider working the fertilizer into the soil if possible.
• Add fertilizer to organic top-dressings, i.e. wood shaving, over the garden. Many 

growers use top-dressings of organic material as a regular part of their palm tree 
care.

• Find a fertilizer that works for you and stick with it. Fertilizing is one of the most 
important aspects of palm tree care.

• Consider also fertilizing in the winter. However, this is controversial. The theory 
is that the plants can absorb elements needed to maintain strength during cold 
weather and be prepared for spring growth, when the weather warms. On the other 
hand others say it encourages winter growth of vulnerable new fronds. (Editor’s 
note. Why would you under-fertilize during the year and then feed in the winter? 
We are growing a palm tree not a yak.)

DON’Ts
• Don’t over-fertilize as this can lead to plant injury. Follow the manufacturer’s 

directions. If that leads to problems, use less.
• Don’t throw granular fertilizer down the crown of the plant.
• Don’t place all the fertilizer in one pile at the base of the tree.
• Don’t use the cheapest, highest concentration quick release fertilizers such as 

ammonium nitrate 30-0-0 (lawn fertilizer), as this can lead to plant burn or injury.
• Don’t put steer manure into the hole when planting a palm. Often the generated 

heat and solute concentration are damaging to the palms roots.
• Don’t fertilize immediately when planting a palm. Wait about 4 to 6 weeks after 

planting when you’re sure adequate soil water content is achieved and the risk of 
“transplant shock” has passed.

• Don’t assume that foliar spray fertilizers are adequate for all the plant’s needs. 
Very few growers rely totally on foliar spray and its usage and the benefits are still 
undetermined.

• Don’t be hesitant to soil test for salt content if problems arise, especially in 
container plants. Inexpensive pronged meters easily tells you when you have 
problems.

• Don’t think there is only one right way to fertilize. Find what works under your 
conditions. Some people like slow release, some like quick release, others like fish 
emulsion and a few may say “bat guano is the only way to go”! Develop a safe 
fertilizer program that works for you.

Talk to members who have lived here a while and have had to deal with all these 
questions or someone who grew up here with the palm trees. My guess is, most will say 
put the tree in the ground, get it started with enough water, fertilize it after a few months 
and then leave it alone. It knows how to survive and grow in Florida.

Cruelty to Palm Trees: There Should be a Law

Much of this article comes from an article written by Jane Morse, Manatee County Extension Agent, in the Herald Tribune on September 17, 2005.

Many palms in our landscape are starving, malnourished, mangled and mistreated. It is 
the opinion of this writer that much of this is caused by the poor knowledge people have 
about caring for palm trees. The other part is the mistreatment of palms by homeowners 
and especially the landscape and tree companies.

The palm mistreatment, the hurricane cut, has become so commonplace that it has 
become the new standard look for palms. This is a tragedy.

Palms should have full crowns with fronds draping down and covering the growing bud. 

Caring For Your Palm Trees — from page 1.

Because palms have only one growing bud, 
it needs to be protected from the elements 
as much as possible. A true “hurricane cut” 
would be no cut at all, but to leave all the 
fronds on the tree so that it has protection 
from wind and flying debris. Just as we 
want walls around us to protect us from 
the storm, the fronds of a palm are its wall 
of protection.

When palm fronds are ready to die, 
they will turn yellow, then brown, and 
hang down within a few days but some 
palms will keep dead fronds attached for 
quite some time. This can even add an 
ornamental look. If the lower fronds stay 
yellow for several days, it’s because the 
palm is lacking certain nutrients, such as 
potassium or magnesium. These fronds 
should not be removed—it only makes the 
palm sicker and more nutrient deficient

Palms that have been over-pruned will 
start to “pencil point,” meaning they 
start growing narrow at the top. This is 
because the palm is starving. The fronds 
of the palm is where its food is produced. 
Remember, fertilizer is not food. Fertilizer 
provides elements, only fronds produce 
food (sugar). Leave live fronds on the tree.

To have the healthiest palms, only remove 
fronds that are totally dead. Never remove 
fronds higher than the 3 and 9 o’clock 
positions. Damaging the boots of palms 
can also injure the plant and allow pests to 
enter. Never wound the palm with nails or 
spiked climbing boots. With good care or 
often minimal care your palm trees should 
have a long  life.   

Food for Thought

Every garden, no matter how small, needs 
a garden bench. Writer Derek Fell tells 
us that “a garden without seats is like a 
theater without a stage.” Garden benches 
are much more than furniture; they are 
often the focal points of our gardens.

The right bench in the right place can do 
wonders for a garden. Wooden benches, 
especially teak ones, look very good in 
flower beds. Teak mellows to a wonderful 
silver-grey, complimenting most flower 
colors. A bench in the right place allows 
you to observe nature close-up.
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Continued on page 9, after the Glossary pages.

Croton: With those colorful leaves

A vast variety of plant life is available to the modern gardener. Some 
plants in particular offer  a seemingly endless selection of exquisite species. 
One such plant is Codiaeum variegatum,  commonly known as the 
croton. If you want to add drama and beauty to your garden, the croton 
is a perfect fit. It’s myriad colors and shapes provide almost unlimited 
possibilities with relatively little effort.

The name croton is actually a misnomer, or a “continuation of an error,” 
according to the book, A Codiaeum Encyclopedia: Crotons of the World by 
Dr. B. Frank Brown of Valkaria Tropical Gardens.  in the late 1700s plant 
collectors mistakenly labeled the plant with the name already reserved for 
another plant. Through the years, however, the name stuck.

The croton is classified as an Old World tropical evergreen shrub, tracing 
its origins to southeast Asia. The term “evergreen” is also somewhat of a 
misnomer, as the croton possesses a kaleidoscope of colors. Red, yellow, 
orange, purple, and green are just some of the possibilities. A single plant 
may exhibit so many colors in each leave that it appears psychedelic, 
even  surreal. In addition to their color diversity, crotons also exhibit a 
multitude of intriguing leaf forms including, oak, corkscrew, broad, and 
narrow. The unique “interrupted” leaf seems to be sprouting a smaller leaf 
from its end.

The croton’s diversity can be attributed to its genetic instability. While it 
started out as a solid-green plant, with nature’s delicate touch and man’s 
hybridization efforts, it now offers the collector as well as the gardener a 
multitude of forms and shapes.

As a true tropical shrub, crotons cannot tolerate freezes and are thus safely 
grown in Florida only in the frost-free south. If planted further north, 
protection must be provided when freezing weather is expected. Crotons 
make excellent container plants, however, and many gardeners prefer to 
keep them in pots for easy transport into  garage or greenhouse.

Ideally, the croton likes constant humidity and moisture but is a relatively 
hearty shrub that can survive mild droughts and cooler temperatures. 
Although crotons respond to this stress by shedding their leaves, making 
them temporarily unsightly, they typically bounce back when warmth and 
water return.

Crotons are one of the easiest plants to propagate from cuttings. During 
the warm months, make a clean cut on a stem at least a pencil-width thick, 
remove about 50 percent of the bottom leaves, and place the stem end in 
a bucket of clean water in the shade. Let it soak for 2 or 3 days, changing 
the water daily. Then use a pair of pliers to remove an inch-wide strip of 
outer bark all the way round the stem near the bottom. Leaving a little 
bark on the bottom will help support the stem in the rooting medium.

esting and informative meeting. 

Please check our web site at 
www.mgcefl.com 

for more information on this and 
future meetings. Our web page 
calendar also has information on 
garden related meetings and events 
happening in the area. 

I will not be able to make the Octo-
ber 11th meeting but I am prepar-
ing an agenda for Joe Simek our 
Vice President, He will conduct the 
meeting in my absence 

I look forward to seeing you at the 
work sessions or at our November 
meeting.
Jim

President’s message
from page 2.

Clematis for Florida

The name “clematis” conjures up 
images of big, spectacular blue 
or purple blossoms growing on 
luxuriant vines in places far away 
from Florida’s sultry summer heat. 
Ask any Florida gardener and he 
will tell you they can’t be grown 
here and he is right because he is 
thinking of those that he grew and 
tried to grow here after he moved 
from Ohio. But the genus Clematis 
consists of hundreds of species that 
are found in alpine meadows to 
tropical rain forests. The following 
list of clematis that will grow here 
are all natives:
Clematis virginiana,  C. catesbyana,
C. glaucophylla,  C. reticulata,
C. crispa,  C. baldwinni,  
C. texensis.
Finding seed of these species can 
be an adventure. Native plant 
nurseries is a good starting point.   



  Gardening Glossary
A

Abies  The botanical name for fir.

Abortive Imperfectly developed; especially, failing to produce seeds.

Abscission The controlled separation of flowers, leaves and fruits from plants. It is the process at work when 
ripe fruit falls to the ground or the leaves fall off trees in autumn.

Abutilon The botanical name for flowering maple and Chinese lantern.

Accelerator A bacterial substance added to a compost pile to speed the decomposition of organic materials.   
Also called activator; compost activator.

–aceae  The Latin ending that indicates a plant family. For example, the Oriental poppy, Papaver    
 orientale, belongs  to the poppy family, Papaveraceae. Although Latin genus and species are    
italicized, the family name (for some season) is not.

Acid–loving Said about plants that thrive in low pH soils, e.g., roses, rhododendrons.

Acid soil A soil with a low pH. A “sour” soil. Most house plant soils are slightly acid. Rose plants and   
many evergreens need soils that have a more definitely acidic nature, a condition that has to be    
perpetuated with the periodic addition of acid fertilizers.

Adventitious root A root growing from what is normally a rootless plant part, such as an above ground   
stem, branch or leaf, e.g., on stems of cuttings placed in water or on the leaves of some succulent    
plants.

Aerial roots Roots that appear at nodes. They are mainly used for climbing but are also capable of absorbing  
moisture from the air. Many only develop properly if they can grasp a suitable rooting medium such 
as sphagnum moss, e.g., Philodendrum sp. and their relatives the Monstera deliciosa, Scindapsus pictus 
‘Argyracus’, Epipremnun aureum and Syngonium podophyllum.

Aggregates Chunky, cinderlike material. These large, coarse particles are used to promote very rapid    
drainage in potting soil. Epiphytic mixes sometimes contain aggregates since speedy drainage    
increases soil aeration.

Air layering A plant propagation technique in which a stem or trunk is deliberately wounded to stimulate       
root formation. The incised area is covered with moist sphagnum and wrapped with plastic wrap. After 
roots show through the moss, the stem is removed and planted separately. 

Alga (plural: algae) A flowerless plant of extremely simple structure, usually green but in the seaweeds often 
beautifully colored. Algae range in size from microscopic organisms that cover ponds with green scum 
to the giant kelp, a seaweed more than 100 feet long.

Alkaline soil A soil with a high pH. A “sweet” soil. Most desert cactus soils are slightly alkaline. Bone meal 
and dolomite limestone are two materials often mixed into sandy soils in order to keep their pH high 
(above 7 on the pH scale).



Alkaloid A plant compound containing nitrogen that, possible because of its bitter taste, defends plants 
against predators. Alkaloids also include plant poisons or medicines. Nicotine, cocaine and quinine are 
examples of plant alkaloids.

Allelopathy The release of chemicals by a plant to inhibit the growth of other plants in its immediate 
vicinity. Allelopathy is the reason why some plants, including tomatoes, will not grow near walnut trees.

Allium  The botanical name for ornamental onions.

Alternate Occurring singly on alternate sides of a stem, not in pairs or whorls. Usually refers to leaves. See 
also opposite.

Anaerobe An organism that can live without oxygen. Many fungi and bacteria are anaerobic.

Ananas  The botanical name for pineapple.

Angiosperms The flowering plants, the largest group in the plant kingdom, with about 250,000 species. The 
name derives from the fact that the seeds are enclosed in an ovary. Angiosperms provide us with our 
flowers, the vegetables in our diets and our hardwood trees. See also gymnosperms.

Amendment An organic or mineral material such as peat moss or perlite that is used to condition or improve 
the soil.

Annual  A plant grown from seed that completes its life cycle in one season or year.

Anther  A swollen structure at the tip of the stamen, the male flower part. Each anther produces pollen, 
dustlike, usually yellow particles that function as the male fertilizing agents. When a pollen grain fuses 
with an egg cell (its female counterpart), a seed is conceived.

Anthracnose A soilborne fungal disease that affects a wide variety of herbaceous and woody plants, causing 
leaf spots, leaf drop, wilting and sometimes death.

Aphid  A small sucking insect that feeds primarily on new soft plant growth.

Apical bud A growing tip at the end of a main stem or branch where cells elongate and multiply rapidly.

Apical dominance The tendency of the central or terminal shoot that grows upward to inhibit the 
development of branching side shoots. To make a plant bushier or shorter, gardeners pinch the terminal 
shoots, which then permits the side shoots to develop.

Areole  A raised cushion like structure characteristic to all cactus stems. From these tufts spring the   
 spines for which these plants are so well known.

Aroid  A member of the Araceae family. Many common house plants (Philodendron, Dieffenbachia, 
Caladium and Monstera to name a few) are Aroids; typically, they are former jungle dwellers used to 
low–light situations.

Asexual propagation Propagating or reproducing a plant by any means other than seeds or spores, e.g., 
cutting, grafting, layering, division, etc.

Auxin  The growth hormones or set of hormones produced in the apical bud. High concentrations of 
auxin encourage top growth but inhibit side growth.

Axil  The “armpit” or angle formed by the main stem of a plant and a flower stalk, leafstalk or branch. 
Buds found here are known as auxiliary buds. Side–shoot growth is prevented if they are pinched out.

Azalea pot Any flower pot which is slightly wider than it is tall.



B
Bacillus A genus of biological insecticides that are generally nontoxic (although they can harm some   
 beneficial insects such as butterfly larvae). Varieties of Bacillus thuringiensis (also called Bt)    
 control caterpillars, cabbage worms and mosquito larvae. B. papilliae, milky spore disease, controls   
 Japanese beetle grubs. 

Backcross To mate a hybrid with one of its two parents or a member of its parent’s genetic stock.    
 Backcrossing increases this chosen parent’s hereditary impact.

Balanced fertilizer Any plant food the contains the three main nutrients: nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P)  
and potassium (K) as represented on the package label is considered balanced. As an example 1-2-1,      
1-3-1, 5-10-5, 10-30-10 are considered balanced fertilizers. In addition those packages labeled 20-20-
20, 5-5-5 are also balanced indicating that the three nutrients are in equal proportions. Almost all of the  
fertilizers for house plants are balanced.

Bar cap  A metal strip that secures panes of glass to the frame of a greenhouse.

Bedding plants Relatively low-lying plants grown in massed groups in outdoor gardens.

Beneficial insect Any insect that improves the soil, pollinates plants or controls harmful pests. Beneficial 
insects include earthworms, bees, ladybugs and lacewing larvae.

Berm A mound, small hill or ridge of earth intended to provide screening or to direct water runoff. On small 
properties and especially in from gardens, a planted berm helps to create privacy.

Berry A fleshy fruit with one to many seeds that is developed from a single ovary

Biennial A plant grown from seed that doesn’t reach maturity until its second year. Generally, a biennial 
forms a low rosette of foliage the first year and flowers and fruits the second year. Biennials may live 
more than two years but it is difficult to get them to flower again. See also annual and perennial.

Bi-lobed A leaf or flower consisting of two segments.

Binomial A “two–name name,” the two words in Latin that make up the botanical or scientific names of 
plants. The first word identifies the genus, the second the species.

Biological clock The hypothetical mechanism that causes organisms to repeat certain functions, such as 
flowering or folding up leaves, at definite intervals, irrespective of external conditions. The clock itself 
has not been isolated.

Biomass Total weight of organisms in any area. This includes the sum of all organic matter, alive or dead, 
per unit area.

Black leg A bacterial disease which causes blackening at the base of a plant’s main stem. Black leg can be 
caused by moist, overcrowded growing conditions.

Blade The wide part of the leaf. The part of the leaf that the leafstalk holds away from the stem of the plant.

Bleeding When sap flows freely from a damaged stem. This is particularly obvious in plants such as 
Euphorbia  milii and Ficus elastica which bleed a milky–white latex. The flow can be staunched by 
applying powdered sulfur or charcoal to the damaged stem. See also latex.

Bog An area of waterlogged soil. A swamp or marsh.  



Bolting The rapid growth of a stem prior to flowering. Usually refers to annuals or biennials that have   
 been stressed by heat, cold, drought, crowding or transplanting.

Bonemeal A natural high-phosphorus fertilizer made from crushed  and powdered animal bones. It works   
 more slowly than the chemical fertilizer super-phosphate. Like the latter, it is often used at planting   
 time because phosphate stimulates root growth.

Bonsai  The Japanese art of pruning and shaping trees and shrubs that produces long-lived miniature   
 container plants.

Borer Any of various grubs or larvae of many beetles or sawflies that eat the heartwood or, more often, the   
 cambium of many trees. 

Botany  The science or study of plants.

Botrytis (bo–TRY–tis) A fungal disease that looks like gray mold and causes various problems such 
as root rot, stem rot and blossom drop. Common in cool, moist growing areas, this malady is easily 
prevented by increasing the flow of fresh air, cleaning up dead plant parts and keeping plants farther 
apart.

Bottom watering Setting a pot in a shallow tray of water and leaving it there long enough to wet the soil   
 from the bottom up. Often recommended for pots of seeds or seedlings, to avoid splashing them   
 out of place.

Bract A small, often colorful, leaf-like part that looks and functions like a flower petal in that they act as a 
method of attracting pollinating insects and birds. In poinsettias, bromeliads and other plants, bracts are 
brightly colored and showier than the actual flowers.

Bromeliad An epiphytic plant of the family Bromeliaceae, or pineapple family.

BTU (British Thermal Unit) Quantity of heat required to raise the temperature of one pound of water 
through one degree Fahrenheit. A standard unit of heating value. For example, natural gas yields 1,000 
BTUs per cubic feet, whereas fuel oil gives 138,00 BTUs per gallon.

Bubble–pack insulation A kind of plastic sheeting made up of thousands of air–filled cells trapped 
between two layers of plastic. Sold in rolls and pasted to the inside of greenhouse glass for insulation.

Bud An embryo shoot, leaf or an immature flower. A terminal growth bud is situated at the tip of a stem 
or side shoot, an axillary bud is one found in the axil of a leaf stalk. Growth buds are usually protected 
from damage and cold by closely overlapping scales or sheaths. See also sheath, axil.

Bud blast The shriveling and loss of a flower before it’s had a chance to be fertilized. Caused by very hot, 
dry conditions. Some plants are more sensitive to heat than others and may not set fruit under really hot 
conditions.

Bulb A layered underground storage organ that houses food, an embryo shoot and usually the flower of the 
plant. It is made up of scale like modified leaves. See also corm, tuber.

Bulbil  A small immature bulb attached to a parent bulb. It can also appear on the the stems or leaves of 
the parent plant.

Bulb pan A shallow, wide pot in which bulbs are forced. Much wider than deep, It’s commonly referred to 
as a pan rather than a pot because it’s shapped more like a frying pan than like a flower pot.

Bush An un-pruned shrub. Usually used when speaking of wild plants. Sometimes described  as a many-
branched shrub with no distinct main stem or stems.
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Croton — from page 4

Push the stem into clean sand or any 
potting soil mix, water daily, and 
keep in the shade and high humidity. 
The cutting should develop roots 
and flush out new leaves in about a 
month. Most varieties root easily, a 
90% success rate is not unusual. Air 
layering is another sure-fire way to 
propagate crotons.

In the landscape, crotons can be 
used as accent, hedge, or specimen 
plantings. They give year-round color 
and are perfect to fill in the nooks and 
crannies of your landscape. Although 
many believe that crotons need full 
sun to obtain the most intense color, 
they actually do best in partial shade. 
Therefore they work well under oaks 
and next to palm trees.

The croton is relatively slow-growing 
and doesn’t require much fertilizer. A 
low nitrogen fertilizer will encourage 
them to grow. Fertilizing in early 
spring and during the summer rainy 
season is usually sufficient. Use 
fertilizer sparingly because too much 
nitrogen can burn the roots. On the 
other hand, composted cow manure 
can be liberally applied. Add a thick 
layer of mulch which will help to 
conserve moisture, provide nutrients 
and keep the weeds away.

Aphids, spider mites, and scale will 
sometimes attack crotons, but a 
simple stream of water will wash them 
off. Very rarely are pesticides needed. 
Instead, move the plant to a different 
location, if possible, or use a safe 
horticultural soap. A healthy plant 
grown in ideal conditions can defend 
itself from almost any pest

Codiaeums, or crotons as we know, 
them, are truly fascinating plants. 
They are exotic, colorful, and easy 
to care for. They should be in every 
Florida garden.

Old Man of the Woods
No, he isn’t a homeless person, down on his luck, living in a cardboard shel-
ter in the woods. It is a native fringe tree that provides a showy display in the 
spring that is hard to miss. It is Chionanthus virginicus, also called grancy 
gray-beard or old man of the woods. This deciduous large shrub or small tree is 
native to much of the United States, zones 3 to 9. In nature it can grow to 25 or 
30 feet with an equal spread, but in our yard it grows somewhat smaller.

In spring, white honey-scented flowers cover the plant for about 3 weeks. Each 
blossom has 4 very narrow petals about an inch long that dangle from thread-
like stems in delicate, fleecy clusters, 6 to 8 inches long. Soft to the touch, these 
flowers quiver in the slightest breeze. Because they are highly visible in the 
woods they are hard to miss when in bloom.

In landscapes, fringe trees are effective in groups, borders, or near large 
buildings. Pollution tolerance makes it an excellent choice for cities. Thomas 
Jefferson planted them at the edges of his fields at Monticello. He delighted in 
their spring blossoms and brilliant yellow fall foliage.

Young fringe trees can be planted anytime, but have the greatest chance to 
succeed if planted in late fall through winter. Though best in slightly acid, 
fairly rich soil in open sun, they tolerate a wide range of conditions and seem 
immune to diseases and pests. For gardens with humus starved soil, mulching 
with leaves, pine needles, or other organic material will help. They are tolerant 
of saline soils but not of salt spray.

Male trees put on a bigger springtime show because their flowers have longer 
petals. However, the female’s fruit provides food for wildlife. Dark blue, egg-
shaped fruits about a half-inch long ripen by late summer. Place male plants 
beside a patio or other area where fallen fruit would be a problem, but choose a 
female for a mixed border and to provide food for songbirds.

Propagation of fringe trees takes a bit of understanding. The seed has a double 
dormancy that first requires 3 to 5 months of warmth for the root to develop, 
then low temperatures of at least 41°F for one or more months for the stem to 
develop. Therefore, seeds sown outside in the fall don’t show stem growth until 
the second spring, and first-year seedlings grow very little. However, if you have 
patience and can find seeds on a female plant before the birds find them, your 
efforts will pay off in a few years. Cuttings appear hard to root, but limited 
success may be possible from softwood cuttings taken in the spring.

Dwarf fringe tree, Chionanthus pygmaeus, is sometimes spotted in sandy soils 
of the coastal South. It blooms just as beautifully as its larger cousin. These 
dwarfs may reach 3 to 4 feet high and literally droop with large fleecy white 
flower clusters in spring. The Chinese version, Chionanthus retusus, is very 
showy, perhaps even more so than our native. Recommended for zones 6–10a, 
it has excellent heat tolerance and retains its vibrant green color throughout 
the summer.

Fringe trees may be hard to find, but look for them wherever native plants are 
sold. The following source may be helpful.

Association of Florida Native Nurseries: www.afnn.org


