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 Flowering 
Beauty in the Pursuit of Survival, Part 2

Varied Survival
Since most species feature both sexes on the same flower, there doesn’t 
seem to be any need for a pollinator in the first place. After all, it’s simple 
enough for the stamens to bend over just a bit to deposit some pollen on 
the surface of the pistol. In some species, self-fertilization is a common 
occurrence. But for most plants, the results aren’t good enough.

Plant reproduction is more than just a matter of making seedlings. For a 
species to survive in a constantly changing environment, each generation 
of plants must be slightly, even imperceptibly, different from its parents. 
But when a flower fertilizes itself for several generations, the progeny are 
carbon copies of the parents. Without the flexibility to change with the 
weather or with the new influx of predators, a rigidly reproduced species 
would slowly become extinct.

To build flexible variety into the reproductive process, plants venture 
beyond their petals to pollinate each other. The idea of cross-pollination 
is to combine the hereditary material of two separate individuals with 
slightly different genetic constitutions. When these two plants mate, 
almost anything can happen. The worst aspects of both parents may be 
combined in this seedling too weak ever to grow and flower. Very rarely, 
less than once in 1 million times, the very best traits of each parent 
combine to produce a superior seedling that is so well adapted to the 

Bird of Paradise
Some questions and answers.

QI have a large bird of paradise.  I have 
fed it everything and all the plant has 

done is grow leaves. It’s on the west side of 
the house. What is wrong?

AMy main suggestion is to decrease the 
care you’re giving the plant. It should 

be fertilized only once a year (twice at 
the very most) with an acid-type fertilizer 
which is fairly low in nitrogen. Mulching 
also helps since they have shallow roots 
and may not get enough moisture during 
the dry season. By reducing your care level 
for the plant you will introduce some 
stress in the plant’s life and often a little 
stress helps bring the plant into bloom.

QWe will be leaving Florida soon and 
always do some major trimming of 

plants before we leave. While thinning our 
birds of paradise we noticed that two of 
our plants are fine but the third one seems 
to have a problem. Some of the leaves have 
white spots on the back and yellow dis-
coloration on the top. The plant does not 
look healthy, even though lots of flowers 
are popping out. I must admit I have never 
fertilized the birds.

AThese white spots on the underside 
of leaves are independent of fertil-

izer application and irrigation. The South 
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We are coming to the end of 
another year and there is some 
routine business that has to be 
mentioned:
• If you haven’t paid your 

2012–13 dues you should do 
so as soon as possible. If they 
are not paid your May issue 
will be your last one and that 
issue will have a not so subtle 
reminder on the first page. We 
started collecting those dues in 
the December with the Annual 
Luncheon application.

• Our Annual Picnic is on May 
8th. It is not too early to decide 
what help you can offer. Also 
it is not to early to decide 
what exciting dish you may be 
able to offer to the assembled 
group. Remember that spouses 
are definitely encouraged to be 
part of the group.

• Finally, I will be working on 
improving the information 
in the database which will 
improve the Directory. If there 
is a problem with any of the 
information we have please let 
me know. A complete database 
printout should be available at 
the picnic.

Editor’s 2¢

Greetings,
Welcome to spring and with it, daylight savings time. I welcome the later sunset 
but not so much the later sunrise. It is nice to have an extended day to enjoy the 
gardens and the wonderful weather we are having. Of course, we could use some 
rain to help our gardening experience.
On Saturday, March, 31, a few of our members met at the Wildflower Preserve 
(WFP) and participated in their open house. I found this experience to be very 
enjoyable. Our table was situated in the shade, made possible by a variety of trees, 
and a pleasant breeze provided by Mother Nature. Our team consisted of Jim 
Chandler, Tom Duch, John Halvorsen, Paul Jarvi, Joe Simek, Mary Simek and 
me. Tom took us on a tour of the trails in the preserve and John installed the 
MGCE plaque on one of the benches that we donated. We even saw the benches 
being used by the preserve staff when they led the guided walks during the open 
house.  We met many people from the community and had the opportunity 
to share our club activities with them. We even sold a few plants and some 
bamboo walking sticks. All in all it was a fantastic day and a great experience and 
opportunity for our members and our club. 
We will hold our next regular club meeting on Tuesday, April 10th at 10:00 A.M. 
at the Elsie Quirk Library. Our speaker, Lou Taft, the Englewood Community 
Garden Coordinator, will speak about the community garden and provide 
information on the startup and the ongoing nurturing required to maintain it. 
Join us for an enjoyable presentation.
I am currently looking for volunteers to assist with the May picnic, in the way of 
planning, purchasing vitals, setting up the location, cooking food and cleaning up 
afterwards. If you are interested please let me know. I will talk more about plans 
for the picnic at the April meeting. I will also have sign-up sheets for attendance 
and food items. 
I look forward to seeing everyone at the April meeting and possibly at one of our 
Tuesday morning work sessions.
Jim



April 2012 The Gardening News Page 3

environment that its offspring soon dominate the area. More commonly, 
all the offspring of a pairing are slightly different and the ones that survive 
are those with characteristics most closely attuned to the environment. 

Since plants can’t move, they can’t make a special trip for a pollen 
exchange. Instead, they enlist mobile pollinating animals and natural 
forces to take care of the job. Depending on these outside agents entails 
enormous risks. If the wind doesn’t blow in the right direction or a 
honeybee dies en route to the next blossom, a flower has been wasted. 
Plants minimize this risk with enormous safeguards designed to catch 
a pollinator at the best time and set it off in the right direction. The 
calculated risk is well worth the fantastic opportunity for long-term 
survival.

Beebread and Honey
Bees are the most notorious and most numerous pollinators. Thousands 
of these species, including carpenter bees and bumblebees as well as the 
common honeybee, transfer the pollen of thousands of plant species. 
Although it may seem small comfort the next time you get stung by a 
bee, those buzzing insects are the keys to the survival of many beautiful 
flowers.

The honeybee is the first insect that gave investigators the idea that 
flowers tailor their appearances to attract insects for the purpose of cross 
pollination. In the late 1700s, after spending several years studying garden 
flowers and bees, a German minister named Conrad Sprengel announced 
that he knew how flowers work. In a book boldly titled The Secret of 
Nature Revealed, described how flowers use petal coloring to beckon their 
pollinators.

By examining forget-me-nots and several other blossoms, Sprengel 
discovered that nectar often is hidden at the base of each petal in the 
center of the flower.. The visible part of the petals closest to the nectar 
is colored differently from the rest of the bloom. It’s as if the blotch 
or streak of color is signaling the location of the nectar to bees. Bees 
use these nectar guides as traffic signs, landing on the marked area and 
simultaneously depositing the pollen from another flower onto the pistil.

Nectar guides are the familiar markings that you see in the centers of 
many different flowers. Traffic control is a major purpose of the yellow 
throats of violets and primroses, as well as the stripped petals of iris. The 
splotches and stripes in the throats of house plants such as sinningias and 
streptocarpus even may have gotten there starts as nectar guides.

The rest of Sprengel’s work was devoted to showing that flowers prefer 
cross-pollination to self-fertilization. Unfortunately, in an era when 
flowers still were considered nothing more than God’s decorations, 
Sprengel’s work was ignored. His theories were revived 70 years later by 
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Darwin when he was developing 
his theory of evolution.

Despite the poor initial reception 
to his work, Sprengel was on the 
right track. In fact, every part of 
the typical bee-pollinated flower, 
not just the nectar guide, is tinted 
to catch the insects eye. Bee-
pollinated flowers hardly ever are 
red. More often, bees fly toward 
yellow or purple-tinted blooms, or 
even white flowers, as they forage 
for food.

These specific floral colorings 
are no coincidence. Bee flowers 
don’t bother with scarlet pigment 
because bees can’t see red. What 
looks like brilliant crimson to a 
human being probably is pale grey 
to a bee. In contrast to this dull 
color, purple and yellow are the 
bees equivalent of shocking pink 
and chartreuse green.

To makeup for its inability to 
see red, the honeybee can see a 
color beyond the limits of human 
vision. White isn’t white to a bee. 
Many apparently white flowers 
reflect ultraviolet light, producing 
a color that is invisible to the 
human eye. From various bee-
training experiments, it seems 
that this color virtually jumps 
out at the bee. This may explain 
why the apparently pale blooms 
of clovers and Virginia creepers 
always managed to attract their 
share of buzzing pollinators. That 
“ultraviolet white” means food to 
bees.

Bees can’t fly and eat at the same 
time. So bee-pollinated flowers 

Flowering: – continued from left
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Driving along Jacaranda Boulevard last week I noticed blue flowers in some of the trees 
and I knew that spring must be here because the Jacaranda trees were starting to bloom. 
You don’t find many articles about the Jacaranda except in a negative way. More on that 
later. 
We have not had much information in the The Gardening News  on Jacaranda tree so this 
short piece should correct that oversight.

Horticultural name. Jacaranda acutifolia or Jacaranda mimosifolia.
 Jacaranda (jack-uh-RAN-duh): A Brazilian name
 acutifolia (a-cute-ee-FOLE-ee-uh): sharp leafed; or
 mimosifolia (mih-MOE-sih-FOLE-ee-uh: leaves like mimosa.
Size. 30 to 50 feet tall; 40 to 60 feet wide.
Growth rate: Fast.  Habit of growth: Large spreading tree.
Foliage: Deciduous; many small leaflets on a compound leaf, 18 to 24 inches long   
 (similar in appearance to mimosa).
Fruit: Dark brown to black woody capsules up to 2 inches across.
Flowers: Numerous blue to purple flowers, up to 1½ inches long, appearing in late   
 spring before the leaves.
Landscape uses: Generally, as a specimen tree.
Native habitat: Native to subtropical Brazil.
Light requirement: Prefers full sun; tolerates partial shade, but flowers poorly.
Soil requirements: Prefers sandy, well-drained soils with acid to slightly alkaline pH.
Water requirement: Highly drought-tolerant.
Salt tolerance: Low.
Culture: Cold tolerant in USDA Hardiness Zones 9 – 11, but will be damaged by   
 freezes. Comes back with renewed growth after moderate freeze damage.   
 Water and fertilize periodically when young; keep turf grass away from the   
 trunk. 
Pests, problems: Mushroom root rot; some scales. Suffers from cold damage, messy   
 flowers and tends to get too large for small spaces.
Remarks: A beautiful flowering landscape tree, Jacaranda must be planted in open   
 spaces where it can reach its mature size with minimal interference.
Editor’s notes: When I moved here 16 plus years ago I tried to get a map of the area to 
help in my orientation of where I lived. Every map I could access showed that Jacaranda 
Boulevard did not exist between Center Road and Woodmere Park Boulevard. But 
by the time of my arrival the missing section had been completed and planted with 
many Jacaranda Trees. Each spring I looked forward to the wonderful blue flowers of 
the Jacaranda. Very similar to the daffodils that were the first to show their color in the 
spring on Long Island.
Over time I learned that the Jacaranda is not a good street tree which is probably why, as 
they failed, they have been removed from Jacaranda Boulevard. As they grow they have 
to be severely pruned to fit into the space requirements of the center island. This pruning 
also puts them at risk during severe windstorms such as hurricanes because the wood of 
the Jacaranda is not particularly strong.
If you have the space you can plant a Jacaranda, but give it plenty of space to expand. 
Remember it can grow to 6o feet wide which is almost the distance from home plate to 
the pitchers rubber. 

Jacaranda Tree: They Are in Bloom Now

Bird of Paradise —from page 1.

African native, Bird of Paradise, 
Strelitzia reginae, is susceptible to a 
white scale insect that damages the 
foliage you’ve described. The insect 
feeds on green chlorophyll sap, 
which results in yellowing where 
feeding occurs. Many insects and 
diseases are specific  host plants. 
Chances are, in your pruning and 
thinning of this infested plant, the 
scale will not be carried to other 
healthy plants of different species. 
However, the scale may be spread 
to healthy bird of paradise by 
infected cutting tools.  There are 
many systemic insecticides recom-
mended for the treatment of scales. 
It would be best to make 2 applica-
tions of an appropriate insecticide 
some 3 weeks apart to all the birds 
of paradise. Inclusion of a spreader 
sticker in the solution will increase 
the effectiveness of the insecticide.
Most of the questions and answers 
I’ve gathered have to do with the 
question, “why doesn’t my plant 
produce flowers?” Often the simple 
answer is that we are killing  our 
plants with kindness. We forget 
that somewhere on this planet your 
plant lives a very happy life, devel-
oped over thousands of years, with-
out someone watering or fertilizing 
it constantly. It would be beneficial 
to research the origin of your plant 
to discover the growing conditions 
in its native habitat and use that 
information to care for your plant.   

I like trees because they seem more resigned to 
the way they have to live than other things do.                

— Willa Cather
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V
Valence A piece of wood or metal used as drapery in artificial light gardens to shield the direct glow of 

the light tubes.

Variegated Showing a color pattern other than that of the background color. This pattern ranges from 
random to very symmetrical in the plant world. It is usually confined to foliage but also true of some 
flowers.

Variegation A leaf surface covered with streaks or spots of various colors or shades. Mottled. streaked, 
splotched.

Vase A bromeliad’s “cup.” The cylinder formed by the juncture of the rosette of leaves at the plant’s base.

Vector  An organism that carries diseases from one “host” to another. Example: whiteflies that transmit 
viruses from plant to plant as they feed.

Vermiculite  A mineral product derived from certain clays. It forms a useful shape when expanded by heat. 
An excellent lightweight soil additive and seed starting medium, it holds many times its weight in water.

Viviparous To reproduce fully developed, attached “baby” plants.

W
Wettable powder A dusty substance diluted and suspended in water for use in sprays. Wetting agents 

may have to be mixed with the powder to ensure dilution. Wettable powders generally are highly 
concentrated. Shown as “WP” on the product label.

White fly A small, winged insect belonging to the Aleyrodidae family. The larvae of this insect suck a 
plant’s juices and cause foliage to yellow.

Wood ash Residue of burnt plant tissues. Various chemicals are still present in wood ashes, making them a 
good source of some plant foods, especially potassium, also called pot ash.

Wound  To injure a leaf bud so that it is spurred into forming roots.
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X
Xeriscape From the Greek xeros, which means “dry,” a water conserving, landscape design. Xeriscaping, 

as a word and a style, was developed in the early 1980s by the Denver Water Department as a way to 
landscape in an area that has chronic water shortages.

Xylem  The water–conducting tissue of plants. See also phloem.   

Z

Zen garden A style of Japanese gardening based on the contemplative gardens in the courtyards of the Zen 
temples during the 16th century. Zen gardens are minimalist creations in which raked sand and a few 
well–placed stones are the primary features.

Zonal  Divided into zones. Zonal geraniums have dark circular bands running across their leaf blades, 
dividing each leaf into different colored zones.

Zone  See hardiness zones; climate zones.

Zygomorphic  A term used to describe an irregular flower with bilateral symmetry. Common examples 
are snapdragons, foxgloves and all orchids. See also actinomorphic: irregular flower.
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The Miracle of Mulch
Think of mulch as a cozy blanket for your 
soil. The key word here is “blanket,” and 
the thicker the better. You should tuck 
your soil in for the summer, and your 
blanket could be all sorts things. Farmers 
use plastic, landscapers use weed cloth 
followed by bark or gravel. Vegetable 
gardeners sometimes use a layer of 
newspaper followed by mowed grass, hay 
or straw.
The most organic form of mulch you 
could choose is a mix of ground-up 
decomposed forest products or your own 
homemade compost. Mother Nature 
mulches her soil with deep layers of  fallen 
leaves. A light sprinkling of mulch is a 
waste of time and resources. Thicker is 
better. The idea is to smother weeds seeds 
with a thick cover, 2 to 3 inches, so they 
are prevented from germinating.
Mulch has benefits besides preventing 
weeds. It can also smother soil borne 
funguses such as black spot, mildew 
and rust and prevent those spores from 
traveling upwards onto your susceptible 
plants. Mulch also keeps soil temperatures 
even, prevents evaporation so you water 
less, and adds important organic matter to 
improve your soil structure and provide a 
feast for the earthworms. Mulch also gives 
your landscape a tidy appearance.
Mulch any area that is open and unplanted 
and especially under the canopy of your 
plants—the green leafy areas. Do keep the 
mulch 2 to 3 inches away from the crown 
of your plants—the area where the plant 
stem meets the earth. Mulch at the crown 
can cause crown rot by trapping moisture.
Depending on your need for mulch it can 
be purchased in bags from garden centers 
and nurseries. If you need a large quantity 
it may be more economical to have it 
delivered by the truck load.
Two warnings that I have heard about 
is the over use of cypress mulch. 
Unscrupulous companies have been 
cutting down back country hammocks 
and shredding them into mulch. The 
other is to be careful when using the red 
mulch. In many cases they are shredded 
pallets dyed the red color. In either case 
the mulch may not be disinfected the way 
legitimate companies prepare their mulch.

It is now mulch time!

 Flowering: Part 2.      – from page 3.

provide a landing pad for the bee to rest on while feeding. The jutting 
lower lip of an iris directs the crawling bee straight into its funnel-shaped 
bloom. And the lower petals of the wisteria functions as the perfect 
resting spot.

Some flowers hide their nectar deep within themselves both to prevent 
the wrong insect from stealing the juice, as well as to ensure that pollen 
is properly deposited. Larkspur and columbine sequester their nectar 
behind the sexual parts of the flower in a pointy spurlike extension of the 
bloom. To get the nectar, the bee must go past the pistil, depositing pollen 
on the stigma. Then, on its way out, the bee can be coated with a new 
supply of pollen.

Although nectar is a clever and effective reward for a bee, it’s not the only 
source the flower has at hand. Pollen is nutritious stuff. Each tiny particle 
is composed of high energy proteins and fats, making pollen the perfect 
food complement to the sugary nectar. Many bee species feed beebread, a 
balanced combination of pollen and nectar, to the just hatched larva back 
in the hive.

To feed bees with the same material that ensures its future, a flower must 
produce much more pollen than it needs. Pollen flowers are marked by 
numerous stamens arrayed on a wide-open flat wheel of pedals. This 
easily accessible food offering stands in marked contrast to the sometimes 
complicated route the nectar bee must follow. Rather than limiting its 
pollen to a single spot where the bee is most likely to brush against the 
stigma, the pollen-feeding flower takes a broader tack. As the bee laps up 
pollen, its body is covered with the yellow dust. And, in order to get to 
all the stamens, the bee must walk over the broadly splayed pistil several 
times,

The simple wild rose typifies the wide-open, pollen-feeding flower. It 
depends strongly on the effectiveness of the sheer number of stamens 
arrayed around the pistil. Although a few modern roses still open all the 
way, many cultivars have been hybridized to keep their petals closed over 
the messy-looking stamens. In fact, some varieties have been hybridized 
so extensively that the stamens have been transformed into petals, making 
for a fluffier flower. Although many roses are red, the color bees can’t see, 
the all-important stamens are bright yellow.
Next month we will further explore the interesting world of why and 
how plant’s flower and their enablers in the animal world. You will meet 
hummingbirds, which are among the 2000 bird species that pollinate 
flowers, moths and bats, which pollinate our night-blooming plants.

Since we are finishing the Glossary in this issue the series on Flowering, 
may be completed in May. I am interested in your comments. Editor.


