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EXTENSION MASTER GARDENERS 

Gardening News and Notes 
April 2023 

2023 Dates  
• April 29, 2023, 9:00 AM, Quarterly Meeting, Location Fair Building 103 Heard St, Dunlap, TN  
• May 5-7, 2023, Valley Fest 
• July 29, 2023, 9:00 AM, Quarterly Meeting and Tomato Tasting, Bledsoe County office, Pikeville, TN 
• August 12, 2023, 4-H Poultry Show 9:00 AM 
• August 19-26, 2023, Sequatchie County Fair  
• November 4, 2023, Quarterly Meeting, Location Dunlap, TN* 
*Exact Meeting Locations to the announced closer to dates 
 

Vegetable Gardening Series  
Gardening basics and more for the beginner and the experienced gardener  
• April 20, 2023 - Growing Tomatoes, we will cover one, if not the most, frequently grown vegetable in the garden, with 

tips on have to have a prize-winning tomato.   
All classes are at 6:00 PM CST and will be at the Sequatchie Co. Fair Building, 103 Heard St. Dunlap, TN 
Contact the UT Extension office at 949-2611 or email sdbarker@utk.edu for more information.  
 

Spring Cleaning in Orchards and Vineyards 
With the approach of spring, fruit growers should do several things to produce a quality crop, says Professor emeritus 

David Lockwood of the University of Tennessee Plant Sciences Department. 
Many diseases of fruit crops will overwinter in fruit left hanging on trees or vines throughout the winter months, 

Lockwood says. These remaining fruits serve as sources of reinfection during the upcoming growing season. Before the 
growing season begins, remove all old fruits from the plant. While the leftover fruit remaining on trees and vines are a 
greater threat than fruit left on the ground, fruit found on the ground should be removed from the site as well. 

Fruit growers should plan to make pruning an annual process. Pruning offers many important benefits for the plant. 
Dead or diseased wood should be removed and the prunings should be removed from the site to lessen the potential for 
reinfection. Pruning opens the canopy of the plant for sunlight and air movement, which will help lessen the possibility of 
disease. The faster fruits and foliage dry off following a rain or fog during the growing season, the less likely are certain 
diseases to develop. Pruning also enables better spray coverage, lessening the potential for insect and disease problems, 
according to Lockwood. Pruning is also valuable for maintaining the fruitfulness of a tree or vine. By pruning unproductive 
or marginally productive wood in the canopy of the plant, new growth is encouraged to develop. This new growth is the site 
of the best fruit wood for future years. 

Trees and vines, particularly newly planted crops, compete with weeds and grasses for water and nutrients. In trials 
where weeds and grasses were not controlled, growth of young trees was up to 35 percent less than in situations where 
weed and grass growth was controlled. In dry areas, this growth reduction may be even more severe. As the tree or vine 
becomes established, weeds and grasses may not be as detrimental to growth and fruiting as in the earlier years. However, 
it is still recommended that an 18- to 24-inch area extending from the base of the plant be kept free of vegetation. The 
vegetation-free area lessens problems with voles, enables the application of trunk sprays and lessens the temptation to use 
a string trimmer around the base of the tree and possibly cause problems. Coupled with close mowing of grass between 
plants and around the planting, the improved air circulation may result in fewer diseases. 
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UT Gardens Plant of the Month 
Fennel in the South 
UT Gardens April 2023 Plant of the Month 

Submitted by Jason Reeves, UT Gardens, Jackson, research horticulturist, and Camille Sikes, assistant horticulturist 
 

Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) is a short-lived perennial herb 
cultivated and naturalized in many places around the world, native 
to southern Europe along the Mediterranean Sea. Fennel makes a 
great addition to the garden, fulfilling many roles as an herb, a 
vegetable, and a pollinator friendly ornamental plant. Fennel is easy 
to grow in full sun, tolerating lean or rich soil as long as it is well-
draining. It is drought tolerant once established. Fennel grows a 
deep taproot, making it challenging to transplant from one place to 
another in the garden once it is more than a few inches tall. Seed 
can be direct sown in the garden as well as transplanted from pots. 

Fennel’s feathery texture provides a beautiful backdrop to 
other plants in the garden. The soft billowy and darker foliage of 
bronze fennel (Foeniculum vulgare ‘Purpureum’) provides an 

interesting contrast to plants with coarse green to chartreuse leaves. Plant it with coneflowers, Gaillardia, Rudbeckia, 
goldenrod, or butterfly weed for a garden that attracts pollinators and provides colorful layers of interest throughout the 
hot summer. Bronze fennel does especially well in the South, growing between 4- to 6 feet tall. In summer the stems, 
adorned with dark foliage, are topped with yellow umbel flowers that are highly attractive to a diverse array of pollinators. 
Bronze fennel will often reseed in gardens more than one might like. Deadheading the spent flowers before they produce 
seeds will prevent unwanted seedlings from taking over the garden. Fennel foliage is a good food source for swallowtail 
caterpillars, with green types such as ‘Antares’ favored over bronze. 

Fennel has an anise flavor and is one of the main ingredients that give absinthe its taste. Its fresh leaves and dried 
seeds can be used to season seafood, meats, salads, and other dishes. Some cultivars such as ‘Antares’ produce a white 
“bulb” that can be eaten raw and has a texture similar to celery with a fresh licorice flavor. When roasted, the bulb 
caramelizes, taking on a sweet flavor and melt-in-your-mouth texture. The bulb forms just above ground at the base of the 
stalks. Most bulbous fennel is not heat tolerant but we have been growing ‘Antares’ with great success since it was selected 
as All American Selection Winner in 2017. It is much smaller in stature than bronze reaching 12 to 18 inches tall. You can 
find fennel growing at all three of the UT Gardens locations. 

 

UT Field Days 2023 Dates  
• June 27, 2023, 8 a.m. EDT,- Green Industry Day –UT Gardens and Brehm Animal Science Building, UTIA Campus, 

Knoxville 
• July 13, 2023, 8 a.m. CDT - Summer Celebration –West Tennessee AgResearch and Education Center at Jackson 
• July 29, 2023, 9:00 AM, Quarterly Meeting and Tomato Tasting, Bledsoe County office, Pikeville, TN 
• August 24, 2023, 8 a.m. CDT - Steak and Potatoes –, Plateau AgResearch and Education Center at Crossville 
• August 29, 2023, 8 a.m. CDT - Fall Gardener’s Festival, Plateau AgResearch and Education Center at Crossville 
• September 9, 2023, 10 a.m. EDT - UT Arboretum Butterfly Festival – Forest Resources AgResearch and Education Center 

at UT Arboretum in Oak Ridge 
• October 5, 2023, 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. CDT - Fall in the Gardens: Plant Sale and Garden Talks –and October 6, 10 a.m. to 2 

p.m. CDT, West Tennessee AgResearch and Education Center at Jackson 
• October 19, 2023, 7 a.m. EDT - Woods and Wildlife – Forest Resources AgResearch and Education Center at UT 

Arboretum in Oak Ridge 
 

  

Unlike other bulbous fennel, ‘Antares’ happily grows in 
the heat of the South. Photo courtesy of Jason Reeves. 
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Gardening Tips 
“Gardening requires lots of water - most of it in the form of perspiration.”   
Lou Erickson 
May Tips 

 
• Plant butterfly weed (Asclepias), parsley, dill, rue, and pipevine to encourage butterflies in your garden. The foliage of 

these plants provides food for the caterpillars. Aristolochia fimbriata is a lovely ground-cover-type of pipevine that is 
covered each year by the pipevine swallowtail caterpillar at the UT Gardens, Jackson. It may be a little hard to find for 
sale, but it is worth seeking out. 

• Early May is a good time to cut back bushy woody perennials, like rosemary, rue, lavender, Santolina, and Artemisia. 
• If you haven’t done so already, prune spring-flowering shrubs (azaleas, flowering quince, Forsythia, and Loropetalum), 

but only if they need it. To keep their forms more natural in appearance, as opposed to looking like a meatball, follow 
the taller branches down into the shrub and cut just above a joint. 

• A good option for Loropetalums that have outgrown their space is to prune them into a tree-form. They easily can be 
limbed up by removing lower branches. Loropetalum ‘Crimson Fire’ is a dwarf form that has proven to be hard in all but 
the coldest part of Tennessee. As with all Loropetalums, they are best planted in spring or summer in insure proper 
establishment before the winter months. It will mature to 3-ft tall, and can be seen growing at the UT Gardens in both 
Knoxville and Jackson. 

• Remove the flowering stalks on yucca as they begin to form if you dislike the look of the bloom. Cut them off down in 
the foliage at the source, and you won't even know they were there. 

• Old flower stems can be removed from lungwort so not to distract from the lovely foliage. 
• Caladiums and vinca need warm soil. Caladium tubers will rot in cool soil, and vinca will be disease-prone, or exhibit 

stunted growth. Night temperatures should regularly be above 60 degrees F before planting them. 
• You can still direct seed easy-to-grow flowering annuals and vegetables. Some easy flowers to grow from seed include 

marigold, zinnia, sunflowers, and cosmos. Beans, peas, corn, and okra are some easy direct sow vegetables, while dill, 
basil and cilantro are some easy direct-sow herbs. If you prefer to get your garden green quickly, gardening shops have 
plenty of young plants available for sale.  

• Azaleas often show symptoms of lace bug and spider mite infestations during the hot months of summer. This damage 
can be prevented by a one-time, early application of the systemic insecticide imidacloprid. This insecticide should be 
poured in liquid form around the root system as the flowers fade, spreading the active ingredients throughout the 
plant tissue where it remains effective through the growing season. Bayer Advanced Tree and Shrub Insect Control is a 
common brand that contains this safe and effective insecticide. Always follow label directions when applying any 
pesticide. 

Vegetable Garden Task 
• Harvest cool-season crops and watch for pests in these crops.  
• Seed succession plantings of common warm-season direct seeded crops, such as beans and sweet corn. Some of the 

sweet corn cultivars that prefer warmer soil conditions may be best saved until this month. Okra seeds prefer 70 F soil 
temps to germinate as well.  

• Prepare beds that will be in plastic mulch before planting transplants. Black plastic can warm the soil and speed early 
growth of transplants. Make sure that irrigation is provided if impermeable mulch is used. Sometimes natural mulches, 
such as straw, are applied a few weeks after planting as they can reflect light and actually slow soil warming.  

• Continue transplanting warm-season crops. Peppers and eggplants prefer even warmer soil conditions than tomatoes 
and are often planted later. Make sure that young transplants are watered in and given a starter fertilizer solution to 
support early growth.  

• Set up your irrigation system as transplants are placed in the garden. Drip irrigation is best to maintain dry leaves and 
reduce disease risks.  

• Set up stakes, trellises, cages and support systems for your plants. It is best to have these set up at or soon after 
planting.  

• Don’t let weeds get started in the garden; take control early with mulches and proactive management. 
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Straw Bale Gardening Has Advantages  
For Example: Soil Not Required 

Alan Windham, retired Soil, Plant and Pest Center 
(Original article in the April 2016 Newsletter. I thought I would reprint this article after our class in February on straw 

bale gardening) 
Gardening is as popular as ever.  It is always one of the top 

leisure activities enjoyed by Tennesseans of all ages, and straw 
bale gardening is gaining favor with seasoned and novice 
gardeners alike.  

Alan Windham, a professor emeritus of plant pathology 
with the University of Tennessee Extension, compares straw 
bale gardening to gardening in containers—minus the 
container.  Flowers, vegetables, and herbs can be grown in 
straw bales.  Given that Windham studies plant diseases, straw 
bales seemed a perfect fit to avoid soil-borne pathogens like 
root knot nematodes.  Windham spoke on straw bale gardening 
at a recent lawn and garden show in Dickson, Tenn. 

“There are definite advantages to planting a garden in 
straw bales,” Windham said.  “First, you have an instant, rather 

inexpensive raised bed; second, there’s no cultivation or digging involved, and third, soil type doesn’t matter.”  The primary 
considerations for a straw bale garden are a sunny location and a nearby water source.  As the bales are essentially 
containers, they will need to be watered frequently during hot, dry weather. 

Some bales are more preferable than others for gardening. “Bales of wheat straw work well as there are few weed 
seeds in the bale.  Bales of hay are more likely to have numerous weed seed and may have pesticide residues that could be 
harmful to vegetables and flowers,” Windham said. 

Before you plant into bales, they need to be conditioned. Windham says conditioning involves wetting the bale over a 
period of 12-14 days and adding a small of amount of fertilizer to soften the bales and get them ready for planting.  “A few 
days after initiating conditioning, add a one-half cup of urea or ammonium sulfate to the top of the bales.  At the end of the 
conditioning period if the internal temperature of the bale is 99°F or less, it is time to plant.  During the season, you can 
fertilize plants with fertilizers designed for container plants.  Follow the label instructions to determine the amount of 
fertilizer to use,” said Windham. 

Finally, insects and plant diseases may show up on the foliage and fruit of developing plants. Windham recommends 
that you manage these as you would in a traditional garden.  “As your bales weather and decay through the season, 
mushrooms and slime molds may appear from the wet straw.  These are not plant pathogens and are not a problem,” he 
said. 
  

The Extension Master Gardener Program is a program of the University of Tennessee Extension 

Sheldon Barker 
County Director & Extension Agent 

UT Extension Sequatchie Co. 
170 Church St 

Dunlap, TN 37327 
423-949-2611 

UT Extension Sequatchie County web page 
Sequatchie County Facebook 

 

 

 

https://extension.tennessee.edu/sequatchie/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.facebook.com/UTExtension.Sequatchie
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