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Have a safe and happy holiday. 
See you next year!

Cover: Copper Canyon 
Daisies enjoying the 
cooler weather. By Liath 
Appleton 
 
Right: Winter is a good 
time to inventory your 
seed and place orders 
for spring. By Patty and 
Bruce Leander
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December is a good time to take a break from active gardening. The short days 
and chilly temperatures cause plant growth and seed germination to slow to a 
crawl, even the microbes are less active once soil cools down. Fortunately, our 
winters are short and by the end of this month it will be time to prepare for 
seeding tomato transplants, and the gardening year begins anew.
Die-hard vegetable gardeners that carry on through winter have ways of 
protecting their prized plants during cold snaps: a row cover hoop house, a 
plastic-covered tunnel, a cold frame or even a string of Christmas lights provide 
extra warmth for plants. Freezing weather will not kill established plantings of 
spinach, lettuce, collards and other hardy greens, but if the forecast calls for 
temperatures dropping below 25° it’s best to cover plants to avoid damage. 
Plummeting temperatures that threaten crops generally arrive with bitter winds, 
so be sure to firmly secure all protective coverings with sandbags, heavy rocks, 
bricks, or bury the edges with soil. I often lay down several heavy-duty, 5-foot 
T-posts along the edge of 
my row cover to hold it into 
place. If the temperature 
goes up to 85° the next day 
don’t forget to open cold 
frames or remove plastic so 
plants don’t accidentally die 
from heat stroke!  

Here is the vegetable gardener’s checklist for December:
• Plant chives, parsley, thyme, or other cool-season herbs in pots and place near the 

kitchen door. 
• Plant seeds of broccoli, cauliflower, kale, collards, cabbage, lettuce and/or spinach 

indoors early this month in order to have transplants ready for planting in mid-
January. 

• In the absence of rain be sure to provide vegetable plantings with an even supply of 
moisture. 

• Take inventory of your seeds and purchase those needed for 2018. The viability 
of corn, onions, okra and parsnips decreases over time so new seed should be 
purchased every year or two. 

• Consider a gift of sweet Texas onions for the onion lover in your family. Order now and onions will be delivered in May. See the 

Put fried green tomatoes on the menu if a freeze forces you to 
harvest tomatoes before they are fully ripe.

Cold frames should be vented on warm winter days.
weather.



Dixondale Farms website (www.dixondale.com) for more information. 
• Submit a sample of your garden soil for testing. Take a slice of soil from 3 or 4 different parts of the vegetable garden and mix together 

in a clean bucket for a representative sample. 
• Collect leaves from your yard or from neighbors that set them out for trash pick-up. Store your leaf collection in a large bin and use as 

a protective mulch over vegetable beds. Even if you just pile them up and don’t do anything else they will gradually break down and the 
resulting leaf mold can be added to future vegetable plantings.

• Moisten leaf piles and compost piles regularly over the winter. Stimulate microbial activity in the compost pile by mixing in a handful of 
high-nitrogen fertilizer (one cup per cubic yard of compost). 

• Fertilize vegetables in containers and in the garden with fish emulsion or other water-soluble fertilizer.
• Harvest full-size tomatoes before the first freeze. Fruit that is turning from green to pink can be ripened at room temperature; green 

tomatoes can be fried or processed into chutney or salsa. 
• Disinfect tomato cages with a mild bleach solution to help prevent recurring 

diseases.
• Clean and sharpen hand tools and give metal parts a light coating of oil to 

prevent rust. Take tillers, shredders or other power equipment in for repairs 
or service now to avoid the inevitable spring rush.

• Feed the birds and make sure they have a fresh source of water. 
• If the cold weather drives you indoors try growing edible sprouts indoors. 

Use seeds that have not been treated with fungicides of other chemicals. 
• Be sure to register for the annual Texas Master Gardener conference held at 

Texas A&M on April 4-6: https://2018tmgaconference.com Hope to see you 
there!
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In the Vegetable Garden               Continued...

Christmas lights combined with a layer of row cover will provide 
warmth for these tomatoes during a light freeze.

https://2018tmgaconference.com
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In the Vegetable Garden               Continued...

Any onion lover would appreciate a gift of sweet 
onions from Texas’ own Dixondale Farms.

photos by Patty and Bruce Leander

Periodically check the potatoes in your storage bin 
- even the ones that have started to shrivel make 
a decent roasted side dish.
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Cockroaches develop by gradual, or incomplete, metamorphosis with life stages consisting of egg, 
nymph, and adult. Eggs are contained in a purse-like structure called an ootheca. The egg case 
is usually dropped by the female or glued to a substrate. Nymphs look similar to adults, but are 
smaller and do not have fully developed wings.
Outdoor cockroaches may enter buildings around loose-fitting doors and windows as well as 
through sewer lines, attics, and where pipes penetrate the structure. Trees that touch or overhand 
the home create a bridge for cockroaches to get into the home. Cockroaches are omnivores, 
feeding on numerous plant and animal products such as meats, starchy foods, baked goods, 
leather, book bindings and wallpaper paste.
Common cockroaches found outside in this area are American and Smokybrown cockroaches. 
American cockroaches are about 1 ½ - 2 inches long, reddish-brown with yellow markings 
on the pronotum (the shield-like structure that covers the head). Adults have well-developed 
wings, but seldom actively fly; they do often glide from high perches. American cockroaches are 
usually found outside near decayed trees and plants, in crawl spaces and sewers. Smokybrown 
cockroaches are often mistaken with American cockroaches. Smokybrowns are about 1 inch long 
and dark brown to black. Adults have fully developed wings and are capable of flight. This species 
often inhabits leaf litter, compost piles, and ground cover.

If you find cockroaches in your compost pile, in leaf litter or other outdoor locations, it isn’t really necessary to kill them. It is a sign that 
you want to work on some things to keep the cockroaches outdoors when the weather gets chilly.
• Prune back any vegetation touching or overhanging the home
• If you have a brick or stone façade, stuff weep holes with copper mesh
 -- copper will not rust and will still allow air flow in and out of void space
• Make sure screens on doors and windows are in good repair
• Replace weather stripping where doorways do not have a good seal
 -- If you can see daylight around a door when it is closed, then it does not have a good seal
• Repair any water leaks
• Clean debris from gutters
• Place stainless steel screening over vent access in the attic
• Use sealant around pipe penetrations or other cracks or crevices into the home 

Smokybrown cockroach egg case (ootheca) 
glued to substrate.



For more information or help with identification, contact Wizzie Brown, Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service Program Specialist at 
512.854.9600. Check out my blog at www.urban-ipm.blogspot.com
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Outdoor Cockroaches               Continued...

American cockroach adult. Smokybrown cockroach adult.

http://www.urban-ipm.blogspot.com
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As a contributor to Central Texas Gardener (CTG), I love to answer your questions and share knowledge on new and tried and true plants 
for our area. Here are some Flashback Favs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nGoJHG7_1Qs (CTG 2014) 

Pruning live oaks and red oaks
Viewer Susie wants to know why we paint cuts on oak trees but not on other trees? …I’m 
so glad you’ve asked this question, Susie, as it is a concept that is easily confused. Not 
that long ago, arborists changed the recommendations on painting pruning-cuts, after 
scientific research indicated that this practice actually inhibited the healing process. But 
then along came the discovery and rapid escalation of the disease that causes oak wilt, 
and new scientific research indicated that painting pruning cuts on oaks helps to inhibit the 
spread of this disease. Even though painting the cut DOES inhibit the healing process, it’s 
considered the lesser of two evils when it comes to oak wilt. The fragrance of freshly cut 
wood is very attractive to the Nitulid beetle, which is the vector of the oak wilt fungus. So 
you should paint fresh pruning cuts as soon as the branch falls to the ground. The painting 
needs to happen within 10 minutes of pruning, so don’t wait until you’ve finished pruning 
the entire tree. Another helpful practice is to avoid pruning during the time when the Nitulid 
beetles are active, so don’t prune between February 1st and June 30th. Once an area of oak 
trees becomes infected, the transmission of the disease is primarily through root grafts that 
naturally develop between trees growing close together. But to keep your neighborhood from 
becoming an infection center, you should definitely follow the recommendations for pruning 
only between July and January here in Central Texas. Your next question might naturally 
be, what should I use to paint the pruning cut? Anything that seals the surface of the cut 
from exuding volatile, fragrant compounds until it dies back a bit will work. Personally, I 

prefer a clear lacquer or spray adhesive. Spray paint is easier to use than a paint brush, and any type or color will work. But if you use 
colored paint, the area will remain that color, and I just find that unsightly. Susie also wants to know, what is the best disinfectant to use 
on pruning tools? The general recommendation is to use a solution of 10% bleach, but this practice will quickly corrode your metal tools. 
Newer Extension recommendations are to spray your tools with Lysol, Pinesol, or other household disinfectant, which cause no damage to 
tools. 

Daphne and Augie. Daphne Richards is the 
county extension agent for horticulture at the 
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service office for 
Travis County

http://www.klru.org/ctg/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nGoJHG7_1Qs
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Calendula, Calendula officinalis 
Although this edible flower is an annual and will need to be replanted each year, it’s well worth the time and effort. We rarely focus as 
much attention on our winter gardens as we do in the summer, but this little easy-care plant brings spring cheer to dreary winter days. 
The vibrant yellow flowers are attractive to bees and hummingbirds when they start to arrive with warmer weather, when flowers on other 
spring blooming plants may not yet be developed. Plant Calendula in full sun in well-drained soil, and don’t overwater. It easily spreads 
from seed, so be sure to deadhead if you want to contain it to one spot. Those dried seed heads can be saved until next winter, when you 
can easily sow them in the garden. A small plant, getting only about 18 inches tall and less than a foot wide, Calendula makes a lovely 
addition to beds along borders and walkways where its cheery disposition may be best enjoyed.

Flashback Favs                 Continued...
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TRAVIS COUNTY MASTER GARDENER ASSOCIATION  
2017 EXECUTIVE BOARD
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This issue of the Compost Bin has been published thanks to the contributions of the following Travis County Master 
Gardeners and Daphne Richards and Wizzie Brown — Texas A&M AgriLife Extension
 

© 2017 Travis County Master Gardeners Association 
www.tcmastergardeners.org 
http://travis-tx.tamu.edu 
512-854-9600

Editor and Layout:
Liath Appleton 
 
Assistant Editor:
Martha King 

The Compost Bin Submissions
We are always looking for Travis County Master Gardeners who are interested in writing for our monthly newsletter, and we 

would love to see your 
articles, photographs, book reviews and gardening ideas.

General Guidelines
• Please first email the editor to discuss potential article ideas.
• Email contributions as attachments (preferably in Word with a .doc or .rtf suffix).
• Please send images as separate attachments (preferably .jpg suffix). Don’t forget to include photographer acknowled-

ments and captions.

Send your submissions, announcements, questions and 
suggestions to: editor.compostbin@gmail.com

 
“Keep your faith in all beautiful things; in the sun when it is hidden, in the spring when it is gone.” 
-  Roy R. Gilson

Photographers:
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