
HOWDY!
Dear Readers,

Did you get to  enjoy some snow this last month?. Snow and cold
temperatures are not everyone’s favorite weather, however, they
can bring a serene and quiet atmosphere in our gardens. Our
plants also serve as shelters and food for our little garden
friends, those that we can see and the ones we do not see. Every
season has its own beauty. 

Happy Gardening,

Sara Moran 
Horticulture County Extension Agent
Ector & Midland Counties
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The last  few days gave us our  f i rst  taste of

winter  complete with snow and co ld

temperatures .  I  covered most  of  my ed ib le  fru i t

trees and vegetables ,  but  lef t  my nat ive

landscape p lants ,  pr inc ipa l ly  pra ir ie  forbs and

grasses to  dea l  wi th winter  on the ir  own.

Nat ives “know”  how to surv ive !  To us ,  w inter

seems to be a down t ime but  in  our  nat ive

p lant  landscapes the oppos i te  is  true .  Our

winter  maintenance affects  the beauty and

res i l ience of  our  nat ive landscape throughout

the year .  So ,  what  happens in  a  nat ive winter

landscape and what is  our  ro le? Although we

can see the above ground winter  vegetat ion ,

most  of  the act ion is  out  of  s ight  in  the so i ls .

To an untra ined eye ,  nat ive p lant  winter

landscapes may seem weedy or  unkempt ,  but  i f

you look c lose ly ,  you can f ind great  beauty .

Nat ive p lant  landscapes are act ive year-round.

Undisturbed ,  our  deep pra ir ie  so i ls  have an

open so i l  structure ,  large amounts of  organic

matter ,  and a wide var iety  of  so i l  microbes .  A l l

of  which support  the deep root  systems of  our

nat ive pra ir ie  p lants .  Unseen ,  so i l  microbes

are busy year-round and winter  is  no

except ion .  Just  l i ke  our  gut  microbes ,  so i l

microbes are the heavy l i f ters  for  break ing

down organic  matter  which supports  the ir

ecosystems.  

Unl ike  many of  our  non-nat ive landscape

plants ,  deep nat ive p lant  root  systems and

the ir  assoc iated so i l  microbes are act ive in

winter ;  roots store nutr ients g iv ing the p lants

energy for  winter  act iv i ty  and a boost  for  ear ly

spr ing growth .  I t  is  no wonder that  pra ir ie

so i ls  under l ie  some of  our  most  product ive

agr icu l tura l  lands .

Al though our  winter  a i r  temperatures f luctuate

wide ly ,  so i l  temperatures do not .  S ince the

roots of  pra ir ie  p lants are act ive year-round ,

prov id ing extra insu lat ion with appropr iate

mulch he lps keep roots act ive .  Mulch a lso

reta ins so i l  moisture and re leases nutr ients as

i t  decomposes .  Mulch your  so i l  in  th in  layers

with appropr iate mulch .  What is  appropr iate

mulch? For  our  nat ive pra ir ie  p lants ,

pr inc ipa l ly  forbs and grasses ,  chopped up

plant  mater ia l  is  perfect .  Keep your  wood

chips and tree leaves for  mulch under your

landscape trees .  Your nat ive landscape can

prov ide you with the perfect  appropr iate

mater ia l
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THE IMPORATANCE OF WINTER
BY EMMY ULMSCHNEIDER, PERMIAN BASIN MASTER GARDENER

To find out more about
the native plants in our

shortgrass prairie for our
area click here  or scan

the QR Code

Photo by Emmy Ulmschneider
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When you take down your nat ive beds in  late  winter ,  c l ip  up the th ick  stem mater ia l  into smal l

p ieces and leave i t  on the ground.  L ikewise ,  throughout  the growing season ,  when you tr im back

spent  f lowerheads ,  c l ip  them up and return them to the so i l .  There ,  th is  organic  mater ia l  can

replen ish the so i l  nutr ients .  No need to “waste”  th is  mater ia l  in  the dumpster .

Want to  use your  nat ive winter  landscape to support  our  wi ld l i fe  and benef ic ia l  insects? Leave

your nat ive vegetat ion standing throughout  the winter ,  to  prov ide a r ich food source for  an imal  l i fe

in  your  garden .  Long after  the p lants have stopped photosynthes iz ing ,  the seedheads are a r ich

source of  food for  f inches ,  sparrows,  card ina ls ,  and doves .  I f  they fa l l  over  in  the wind ,  bundle

severa l  sta lks  together  and t ie  them to a post  or  stake .  In  my nat ive landscape Mex ican Hat ,

Rat ib ida co lumnifera ,  Annual  Sunf lowers ,  Hel ianthus annuus ,  asters ,  Symphyotr ichum ssp .  and

goldenrods ,  Sol idago ssp .  are part icu lar ly  attract ive .  Nat ive grasses such as Sideoats Grama,

Boute loua curt ipendula ,  In land Sea Oats ,  Chasmanth ium lat i fo l ium  and P la ins Br ist le  Grass ,  Setar ia

leucopi la ,  are h igh prote in  food sources and some of  the f i rst  to  be eaten .  A winter  landscape a lso

prov ides cover  for  overwinter ing wi ld l i fe .  Leav ing a foot  of  ho l low stem standing in  the ground wi l l

prov ide nat ive bees and other  insects with a p lace to  nest .  I  f ind them often in  the spr ing ,  emerg ing

from the larger  ho l low stems of  sunf lowers and Frostweed ,  Verbes ina v i rg in ica .  You can a lso

prov ide more cover  and she l ter  with rock wal ls  or  brush p i les .  Be s low in  tak ing down your garden

and remember to  use that  spent  vegetat ive mater ia l  as mulch .

And f ina l ly ,  w i th a new perspect ive on winter ,  th ink of  winter  not  as a t ime of  rest  but  as an act ive

part  of  your  gardening year .  Observe your  nat ive landscape for  both the wi ld l i fe  benef i t  and human

enjoyment perspect ive .  How does your  nat ive landscape br ing you joy? Look for  the beauty of

shapes ,  co lors ,  and texture .  Uncover  the h idden beauty in  a  winter  landscape ,  you ’ l l  be g lad you

did ! .
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ecosystem click here  or scan the QR Code
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MEXICAN MINT MARIGOLD
Mexican Mint Marigold (Tagetes Lucida)  is a
long cultivated herb which readily doubles as a
showy late season ornamental herbaceous
perennial. New growth is spring green maturing
to dark green and contrasts handsomely with the
three-quarters to one inch diameter bright yellow
to orange-yellow composite flowers. Although
flowering can occur whenever growth conditions
permit, peak flowering is often associated with
the shorter days of late summer and autumn.  
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Assassin bugs are considered beneficial insects
because they prey on other insects and thus help keep
their numbers in check. It is nature’s way of maintaining
balance. Assassin bugs are generalist predators and will
eat whatever comes along including other beneficial
insects. I believe this assassin bug is a Leafhopper
Assassin Bug ( Zelus renardii ).Assassin bugs belong to
the Order Hemiptera or true bugs. Hemiptera means half
wing and refers to the fact that the upper portion of the
wing is leathery and the lower portion membranous. True
bugs have piercing / sucking mouthparts. 

Know Your insect

Plant Spotlight

Article and  Picture y John Cappadonna, 
Permian Basin Master Gardener

Article and  Picture y John Cappadonna, 
Permian Basin Master Gardener



This one is easy, short answer: "Do nothing and give it time"...The End... for the long
answer keep reading...

Big advise: Be patient, do not rush to cut damage leaves. They might look awful, but they
actually help protect healthy tissue, normally growing at the base. Instead, remove
snow or ice gently, so leaves won't break. After a snow event, the soil will be moist. No
need to water. Too much water could cause the root to rot.  Hold off pruning until
temperature warm up or around spring time. However if the leaves or the branch is a
hazard, then prune immediately. Pruning in spring will allow you to see what is dead or
just damage. Again, be patient, because if you have to remove some leaves, plant
aesthetic might be compromise and you might need some time to get use to its new
'look'. For Agaves, trim leaves back to firm tissue or to the base.

“
The severe cold the last few nights has caused many of the leaves of non-native
agaves in my yard to fold over. We probably need to wait until it warms up to see if
those leaves will remain viable or whether they'll stand up again. Aside from the cold,
though, these plants have thrived in my yards in west Texas.. even in other years
where the temps have gotten down to 9 degrees F. I'm wondering if you have any
thoughts on what will happen to them, or whether I should cut these leaves off and
see what happens to the remaining plants? 
Bob K.

Have a gardening question?   Email me at sara.moran@ag.tamu.edu  ....I might have an answer 05

I might have an Answer

When possible, protect your plants
from repeat freezes with frost cloth or
mulch. Mulch will help to stabilize soil
temperature, 2-4 inch layer should
work. 

Avoid fertilizers. Fertilizer will push new
growth too soon. Fertilizer will
misdirected plant's energy into
growing new tissue. At this point the
plant is trying to recover. New growth
is vulnerable to the next cold snap.

Bottom line, be patient. Nature is
design to figure things out. If the
outcome is not what you want, take it
as an opportunity to plant a fresh
start.

Photo by Bob K.



UPCOMING EVENTS
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More Classes & Events

https://www.westtexasgardening.org/classes


Sara A. Moran serves as the County Horticulture Extension Agent in Midland and Ector counties in
Texas. She graduated from New Mexico State University with a Master’s Degree in Horticulture.  
Her main focus is Urban Gardens.
432-686-4700
sara.moran@ag.tamu.edu

THANK YOU! 
Joshua Maranon, for your help and patience creating this newsletter!

EDITORS & CONTRIBUTORS
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