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Landscape Need a Change? Plan on Paper First!

The junipers are blocking the living room win-
dows, the shade tree in the backyard has more 
dead branches than live ones, and the privet you 
planted years ago as a screen is out of control 
(and not to mention invasive). Sound familiar? If 
so, your home’s landscape may need renovation. 
You may have realized this long ago, but you’ve 
been hesitant to do anything about it because 
you just don’t know where to start.

Start with paper and pencil. If you start your 
assessment on paper, you can eliminate a lot of 
hard work and discover ways to make needed 
changes with minimal time and money. Make 
a large-scale drawing of your house and per-
manent features (such as driveways, patios, 
sidewalks, and sheds). 

Once you have that done, assess the existing 
environmental and plant conditions. Tape tracing 
paper over the plan, and sketch in all existing 
plants. Make plant and environmental notes 
(including shady areas, prevailing wind direction, 
and wet spots), and make notes about plant- 
related problems, hazards, and aesthetic or  
visual problems. 

Decide what you want to save. Once you have 
the scale drawing with the assessment of the 
current landscape, start your renovation plans. 
Use another sheet of tracing paper over the base 
plan and the assessment overlay. Draw in those 
plants you feel should stay, either in their exist-
ing or different locations. Make a list of what you 

want in your landscape in the future (such as 
less turf, more parking space, a swimming pool). 
Compare this list with the overlay that shows the 
plants you hope to save. Now you are developing 
your new landscape design. 

Install permanent areas first. Once you have a 
completed design, decide how much can be 
done at a time. Renovation may take several 
years. If possible, complete construction and 
hardscaping first so that plants won’t be dam-
aged as permanent structures are installed. 

Use the overlay showing which plants to re-
move or move, and do that work. As time and 
money permit, add the new plantings. Then 
repair any lawn areas that are poor or were 
disturbed during the renovation. As the work 
progresses, adopt the proper cultural techniques 
to keep the new landscape growing at its best. 
Learn from past mistakes and capitalize on 
things you’ve done correctly.

All gardens are in a constant state of change, so 
keep your drawings, and work from them in the 
future. When I recently sold a home, I passed 
my drawings and plant information along to the 
new owners. Now that I am in a new home, I 
have completed an assessment of my new land-
scape, which I am converting to include as many 
native and pollinator-friendly plants as I can.

—Debbie Dillon

Extension Gardener

Before: The previous owner had a hedge of privet 
along the street as a screen. Privet is an invasive plant 
that comes up from seed everywhere and requires 
pruning every four to six weeks during the growing 
season to maintain. ©Debbie Dillon

After: I removed the privet hedge and planted blue-
berries along the street, anchored by an evergreen 
holly on each end. Space between the blueberries and 
a new garage is used for a small vegetable garden. 
©Debbie Dillon
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Throughout the gardening season, the eastern 
bluebird, Sialia sialis, is primarily insectivorous, 
consuming a variety of pests. Attracting these 
beauties not only lends an extra splash of color; it 
provides a natural addition to the integrated pest 
management approach recommended by NC State 
Extension. To attract bluebirds, one must under-
stand their habitat. Bluebirds are cavity dwellers 
that once depended on the hollow spaces pro-
vided by dead trees. As such habitats decreased, 
competition from the non-native house sparrow 

increased, creating bluebird declines. This trend is reversing as bluebirds adapt to nest boxes that 
can be monitored to help ensure survival and lend “strength in numbers” to their insect-consum-
ing abilities. Timing is everything when it comes to attracting bluebirds. Females are choosy about 
selecting a nest site, but it’s the males that establish territories and investigate potential locations 
before the breeding season. In early winter, nest boxes can be made or bought while you explore 
the types of open spaces that bluebirds prefer. Put boxes in place no later than mid-February, 
or even earlier to provide shelter for some bluebirds that are year-round residents. They need a 
diet of fruits and berries as winter temperatures drop and insects become scarce. This change in 
diet provides an additional opportunity to attract bluebirds by planting trees and shrubs such as 
native hollies, dogwoods, and junipers that provide the foods needed for winter survival. The NC 
Bluebird Society and the Cornell Lab of Ornithology provide research-based advice on nest box 
design, maintenance, and monitoring. Both organizations allow members to play an important role 
in bluebird conservation through data collection and reporting. To find out more, visit ncbluebird.
org or birds.cornell.edu.     —Phyllis Baker Smith

Piedmont Extension Gardener
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Lee County pollinator haven

One of the best things about  
gardens is that they change, by de-
fault or by intent, and often by both.

Here in Lee County, a former  
community garden project  
digressed into a “weed garden” 
that begged for renewal. 

Community interest indicated a 
need for education about pollina-
tors, and the Lee Pollinator Haven 
idea germinated. 

Focusing on bees, wasps, butter-
flies and birds, Extension Master 
Gardener Volunteer research  
revealed a full array of flower 
shapes, sizes, and colors that 
would meet the needs of these 
pollinators, as well as many others. 

The original list of over 150 differ-
ent plant species was pared down 
by pollinator attracted, color, bloom 
time, and “footprint” as space 
available is small.  

The final selection reflected the 
full color spectrum, various bloom 
seasons, and height constraints. 

The garden includes six separate 
beds and a teaching circle. 

Extension Master Gardener  
Volunteer Planting Day included 
help from 4-H and church groups, 
too! The result is awesome.

—Minda Daughtry

Extension Showcase Smart Gardening: Attract bluebirds and enhance pest control

When most people think of Asian greens, they 
think of bok choy. The Asian greens group, how-
ever, includes many greens of various shapes, 
colors, textures, and flavors—ranging from sweet 
to spicy. They can be harvested at all stages from 
microgreens to fully mature, including the flowers, 
and can be cut multiple times to maximize your 
garden space. Some of my favorite mild varieties 
are ‘Tokyo Bekana’, ‘Rosie’, ‘Joi Choi’, ‘Mei Quing 
Choi’, ‘Komatsuna’ and ‘Yukina Savoy’. If you like 
spicy, try ‘Golden Frills’, ‘Scarlet Frills’ and ‘Ruby 
Streaks’. ‘Golden Frills’ is the spiciest with a flavor 
similar to horseradish.

Because these greens grow fast, provide a well-drained soil and fertilize. In spring, direct-seed 
outside in early April or early February in a high tunnel. These seedlings could be ready in about 
three weeks for baby greens or six to eight weeks for fully mature. To transplant, seed inside in 
early March and transplant in early April to harvest in early May. In fall, you can direct-seed or 
transplant in mid-August and harvest September through October. For those with high tunnels, 
direct seed or transplant in mid-September and harvest October through December. In December, 
low daylight will reduce growth, but Asian greens can still be harvested if kept from freezing with 
frost blankets. Flea beetles, cabbage loopers, and aphids can be a problem. Scout often, and use 
row covers if you see the cabbage looper moths or flea beetles. Seed sources include Johnny’s 
Seeds, Kitazawa Seeds, and Mountain Valley Seeds.

— April Vigardt

Food Production: Asian greens

©Tracie Bowers, Extension Master Gardener Volun-
teer, Lee County

Bluebirds need shelter, fruits, and berries to 
survive the winter. ©Missouri Dept. of Conservation

Asian greens offer a variety of colors and tastes. 
©April Vigardt, Extension Agent, Catawba County
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Pest Alert: Twig girdlers

Check under landscape trees for evidence of 
twig girdlers. An accumulation of cleanly severed 
twigs, less than 2 inches in diameter, indicates the 
presence of beetle pests referred to as twig gir-
dlers and twig pruners. Twig girdler hosts include 
persimmon, pecan, elm, hickory, oak, honey locust, 
hackberry, poplar, linden, redbud, basswood, 
dogwood, and fruit trees. Twig pruners attack oak, 
hickory, maple, chestnut, locust, linden, honey 
locust, hackberry, redbud, walnut, elm, sweetgum, 
pecan, quince, and fruit trees.  

You may never see the adult beetles—just the evidence. In September to October, adult twig gir-
dlers chew a V-shaped groove around the host twig. An egg is deposited on the severed portion, 
beneath the bark. Over a short period, the larva hatches and the damaged twig dies and breaks, 
falling to the ground. The female does this because the twig girdler larva is unable to develop in 
healthy sapwood. Conversely, it is the twig pruner larva, not the adult, that makes a concentric 
ring around the host branch before retreating into the partially severed twig. The larvae chew 
twigs from the inside outward, generating a smooth cut inside the twig and ragged outer edges 
where the twig breaks on its own. 

Both species bore into the dead twig to feed and overwinter. Both also produce only one genera-
tion per year. Therefore, now through May is the perfect time to take action. Scout for evidence, 
then gather and destroy, preferably burn, infested twigs and branches to break the cycle. 

 — Aimee Coff

Winter is the perfect time to plan for yard projects, specifically lawn maintenance and renovations. 
The steps to a beautiful, healthy lawn include the following:

1. Select a variety well-adapted to your location. Tall fescue is one of the most popular varieties in 
the NC piedmont, but it is also the most maintenance intensive. Check out other low-mainte-
nance options with the NC State Turfiles Turfgrass Selection tool.

2. Prepare the soil before you plant. Begin by testing your soil, which can be done any time of year, 
and then amend your soil as recommended. Warm-season grasses such as bermuda, zoysia, 
centipede, and St. Augustine can be seeded April through May. Tall fescue and other cool-sea-
son grasses need to be seeded in the fall, mid-September through the beginning of October. 
While seeding is less costly, turf may also be started from plugs or sod.

3. Water only when a reasonable portion of the lawn shows signs of moisture stress. Water when there 
has been insufficient rain to keep turf healthy. Cool-season grasses require watering during 
both cooler and warmer months. Warm-season grasses are dormant during the winter and can 
tolerate drought during the warm summer months.

4. Apply fertilizer only when turf is actively growing. Fertilize cool-season in the cool months and 
warm-season in the warm months.

5. Remove no more than a third of the blade when you mow. Mow frequently enough that no more 
than a third of the blade is removed when the grass is cut.

6. Manage weeds that compete with turf for water, nutrients, and sunlight. Healthy lawns outcompete 
weeds. So if weeds appear, begin by reviewing and improving your turf management practices. 
Properly identify the weeds to determine an integrated pest management plan.

These practices will help you maintain a healthy lawn. Keeping the lawn healthy and dense pre-
vents weed germination and creates a good habitat for beneficial organisms that help control pests.

—Lauren Hill

Lawns: Plan ahead for a healthy lawn
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Winter in the garden

Here in the NC piedmont, our 
winters vary from year to year. Gar-
deners have options to give their 
garden a break or keep crops going 
through the winter with protection. 

•	 Put	your	garden	to	sleep	for	the	
winter by sowing a leguminous 
cover crop in the fall to suppress 
weeds and enhance soil nutri-
ents for spring plantings. 

•	 Legumes	trap	nitrogen	that	feeds	
soils when plants compost. Sow 
legume seeds in fall and leave 
over winter. When the plants 
flower in spring, cut them back 
and mulch the cuttings before 
plants set seed. 

•	 Crimson	clover	and	Austrian	
winter pea are best when planted 
August 25 and October 1. Hairy 
vetch is cold hardy and does best 
planted August 25 to October 15. 

•	 Cereal	grains	can	be	planted	
as cover crops. Although they 
do not trap nitrogen, the grains 
provide weed suppression and 
organic matter to enhance soils. 
Barley and triticale can be plant-
ed as late as November 15.

•	 Continue	your	harvest	through	
the winter with row covers. Cab-
bage, collards, kale, kohlrabi, bok 
choy, chard, spinach, parsley, and 
onions tolerate frost quite well 
when protected. 

•	 Cover	the	ground	with	a	thick	
layer of fall leaves to insulate the 
roots of fall veggies. 

•	 Bend	three	to	five	PVC	pipes	into	
arches, and anchor the pipes into 
the ground to create a frame. 
Clip floating row covers on these 
frames, and enjoy leafy greens 
during chilly weather. 

—Cheralyn Schmidt Berry

Tips & Tasks

Twig girdler (Oncideres cingulata).  
©Clemson University—USDA Cooperative Extension 
Slide Series, Bugwood.org

http://www.turffiles.ncsu.edu/tools/grass-selection
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Rattlesnake plantain (Goodyera pubescens) is one 
of many evergreen herbaceous perennials that be-
come much easier to spot during the winter. This 
lovely native can be found from the NC mountains 
to the coastal plain, although I do seem to recall 
seeing more of these plants back home in the East 
Tennessee mountains. Rattlesnake plantain foliage 
is unique for its white, netted venation against a 
green background. White flowers are borne on 
tall spikes, as with other members of the orchid 
family, including Spiranthes odorata. If you have 
wooded property and happen to notice rattlesnake 
plantain on site, make an effort to preserve it by 
controlling invasive and highly competitive plants, 
such as English ivy, Japanese honeysuckle, and 
Chinese privet.                                     —Tom Glasgow

Plant Watch: Rattlesnake plantain 

Upland cress, mustard greens, and arugula are hardy, 
versatile additions to the winter garden and cuisine. 
Winter or upland cress (Barbarea verna), also known as 
“creasy greens,” adds sharp, smoky flavors to soups or 
salads. Mustards come in a variety of colors and heat 
levels beyond the traditional ‘Southern Giant Curled’. 
Mild mustards such as ‘Tendergreen’, ‘Pac Choi’, and 
‘Mizuna’ can be enjoyed raw in salads. ‘Red Giant’ and 
‘Chinese Thick Stem’ have excellent cold tolerance. 
‘Carolina Broadleaf’ has been bred for resistance to 
bacterial blight. Plant in a 12-foot row to have enough for a “mess of greens” for company. Aru-
gula has two general types—rocket (or roquette) and sylvetta. The sylvetta type is smoky tasting, 
and ‘Ice-bred’ is a very productive and flavorful cold-hardy variety. After a frost, allow leaves to 
thaw before harvesting. Choose varieties selected for cold hardiness, continuous harvest, and 
overwintering to enjoy their flavors all winter long.                                                         —Elina Snyder

Incredible Edibles: Spicy greens

Installing irrigation equipment or optimizing an existing system and incorporating drought-tolerant 
plants are great ways to sustain one of the world’s most valuable resources. Installing irrigation in 
your landscape can reduce water use in your garden by directing the water to exactly where plants 
need it. There are several ways you can improve your existing irrigation system and landscape to 
make it more sustainable. Improvements include cleaning and winter-proofing your irrigation sys-
tem, replacing hoses and heads to reduce water waste, and replacing old equipment. Not only will 
this cut down on water waste, but it can help reduce waterborne disease and pest issues in your 
landscape. Clean irrigation hoses of debris, remove nozzles on sprinkler heads, and check filters. 
Doing so allows for better water flow. Tightening heads to emit fewer gallons of water per minute 
in the winter will also conserve water. Repairing or replacing damaged sections in drip irrigation 
lines will lessen water loss. Installing rain barrels to collect water from your existing gutter system 
can meet many of your irrigation needs. Xeriscaping is another way to make your water use in the 
landscape more environmentally friendly. Selecting plants that tolerate drought, such as grasses 
and natives, and reducing your lawn square footage can drastically reduce water use. Grasses and 
native plants adapted to our area’s climate may require little water. Reducing your lawn area will 
help to reduce water use in the landscape greatly. You can replace some of your lawn with native 
plants and grasses, mulch, stone, and rocks.                                                                      —Lauren Hill

Sustainability: Irrigation maintenance
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Holiday Help

What can you do when your 
mother-in-law insists that you 
purge your house of poinsettias 
to spare the life of the grandkids? 

Or when the cousins are fight-
ing over whether a yam is just a 
sweetpotato, or if “sweet pota-
to” is one word, or two? 

And what can you do if your 
sweetie doesn’t believe that 
mistletoe really does mean he or 
she is supposed to kiss you? 

What if you are terrified that the 
sap from the pine tree cuttings 
your teenager just used to dec-
orate your 200-year-old family 
heirloom credenza is going to 
destroy the finish? 

Well… you do what everyone 
should do at the holidays:  
Turn to Cooperative Extension for 
answers. 

Take a look at your county 
Cooperative Extension center’s 
website by visiting ces.ncsu.edu/
local-county-center/. 

—Tom Dyson

Helping You Grow

Rattlesnake plantain. ©Tom Glasgow

Warm up the winter with spicy greens. 
©Elina Snyder
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