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Introduction 
There are many species of palms growing throughout Volusia County. Some are 
better suited for this area than others and some species can grow successfully in 
some parts of the county and not in others. This is a vast county of over 1100 
square miles, encompassing all or parts of three distinct USDA hardiness zones.  
 

Right Plant – Right Place 
When choosing a palm for a particular site, keep in mind the species' ultimate size 
in terms of both height and spread. Are there overhead power lines nearby that 
the palm will eventually grow into? Will a tall species eventually look out of place 
next to a single-story house? Is there sufficient space to accommodate potentially 
large leaves or the broad spread of some clumping species? If the property is close 
to the seashore, keep in mind that only a few species tolerate salt spray on their 
foliage, and even fewer tolerate brackish water on their roots. 
 

If and when you visit the UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 
office, you will see a variety of palms that are well-suited to 
the county, in general. Remember, some palms are better 
suited for certain parts of the county than others. For ex-
ample, some species will grow well near the ocean or in the 
southeast parts of the county but will struggle, at best, in 
the northwest parts of the county. 
 

Some of the Better Choices for Volusia County 
Washingtonia or Mexican fan palm (Washingtonia ro-
busta) is a fast-growing species that can reach heights of 70 
to 100 feet, making it too tall for most typical residential 
landscapes. It is native to northern Mexico but grows well 
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in Florida, being hardy down to about 20°F or USDA hardiness zone 9A. It grows in a wide variety of soils 
throughout the state as long as it is well-drained. Just be sure to have a large enough space for it. 
 

The Pindo or Jelly Palm was formerly known by the scientific name Butia capitata. However, recent research 
has shown that the correct name for this palm should be B. odorata. This small, single-stemmed, feather-
leaved palm is widely grown in warmer parts of the US due to its unusual cold tolerance. It is considered 
hardy down to about 10°F or USDA zone 8A. They are considered to be intolerant of salt spray. The palm is 
slow-growing, eventually reaching 15–20 feet, making it suitable for planting under power lines. Pindo palms 
are remarkably disease resistant as well. 

 

Mule Palm (X Butiagrus nabonnandii) is an intergeneric hybrid between the aforementioned pindo palm 

(Butia odorata) and the queen palm (Syragrus romanzoffiana). It is extremely resistant 

to pests thanks to the hybrid vigor imparted by crossing palms of 

different genera. Mule palm resembles Butia more than Syagrus 

– but with finer, less stiff foliage and is faster growing than Butia. 

 

Ribbon Palm (Livistona decipiens) is endemic to Australia and 
grows along forest edges and coastal swamps in eastern Queen-
sland. In the United States, it can survive where temperatures do 
not drop below 20°F. It prefers full sun but can also grow in par-

tial shade, and it can reach heights of 30 to 50 feet. Leaves are costapal-
mate, which means that they have a prominent mid-vein and a common point on the 
leaf where it lobes or splits. The ribbon fan palm is a tall and stately tree with draping 

leaves that can add a graceful touch to any yard. It can be planted 
as a single specimen but is more striking if planted in groups of three. 
 

The Canary Island Date Palm (Phoenix canariensis) is, obviously, native to the Canary 
Islands. Although it can reach heights of 40–50 feet, it is slow growing and requires 
many years to attain that height. Canary Island date palms are grown throughout the 
warmer parts of the United States from USDA Hardiness Zones 9A–11 (> 20°F). They can 
be grown on a wide range of soil types, with their primary requirement being good 
drainage. They are grow well in drier soils, once established and can withstand moder-
ate salt spray. Canary Island date palms are highly susceptible to palmetto weevils 
(Rhynchophorus cruentatus) (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/in139), which lay their eggs in the 
petioles of the older leaves. The larvae burrow into the heart of the palm; eventually 
killing it (they killed ours here, at the Extension office two years 
ago). These weevils are particularly attracted to volatile chemi-

cals emitted by stressed or wounded Canary Island date palms, which can attract 
weevils from up to half a mile away. Leaf removal during pruning and transplanting 
operations is a primary cause of palmetto weevil infestations. There are a number of 
diseases that can affect Canary Island date palms as well, some of which are fatal. I’ll 
write about those next month. 

Date palm (Phoenix dactylifera) is the palm species from which we get dates, as the 
name implies.  While the native range of this palm is uncertain, it is thought to be 
indigenous to either North Africa or the Middle East. It is also present in Turkey, Paki-
stan, and Northwest India. This tree grows well in regions where there is low humid-
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ity, although it is found in humid areas like Florida, and where the temperatures do not fall below 15°F. Date 
palm is slow growing and requires full sun for optimal growth; it can reach heights up to 80 feet. Most of the 
date palms used in the Florida landscape originate from date farms in California, although the popularity of 
'Medjool' is shifting some production for landscape use only. 

Sabal or Cabbage Palm (Sabal palmetto) is a native and is our state tree. When free 
of nutrient deficiencies, this species has a full round canopy atop a trunk 10–16 
inches in diameter and up to 40 feet in height.  Sabal palms are considered cold 
hardy to about 15°F, or about USDA Zone 8b. They withstand a fair amount of salt 
spray on their foliage, but are intolerant of salt in their root zone. Stressed sabal 
palms are susceptible to palmetto weevil (Rhynchophorus cruentatus) invasion. 
Transplanted sabal palms are particularly attractive to this pest. Sabals are rela-
tively disease-free but, at times, can be affected by Ganoderma butt rot, Thielav-
iopsis trunk decay and Texas Phoenix Palm Decline. Again, I will write more about 
this next month. 
 

Saw Palmetto (Serenoa repens) is another native that is an extremely sturdy palm 
with great textural interest that blends in well with natural or seaside land-
scapes. Most saw palmettos have green leaves, but a form with blue leaves 
can be found along the southeast coast of Florida. Three-foot-long flower 
stalks appear in spring, covered with small, yellow-white, fragrant flowers, the 
source of a commercial high-grade honey. The flowers are followed by small, 
yellow berries that turn black, ripening August through October. These berries 
are an important food source for many mammals and birds. Saw palmetto 
grows on any well-drained soil in full sun to shade, and is highly salt tolerant. Best transplanted when young, 

larger specimens ideally should not be removed during land clearing, since plants 
grow very slowly and transplant so poorly. No pests or diseases are of major con-
cern. 

Senegal Date Palm (Phoenix reclinata) can be seen in Volusia County along Be-
ville Road, heading east from I-95. This is a striking palm tree and one of the few 
that has multiple trunks.  The somewhat showy flower stalks, often lost within 
the thick foliage, are followed by one-inch-long, bright orange dates which are 
incredibly showy. According to the UF/IFAS Assessment of Non-native Plants 
(http://assessment.ifas.ufl.edu/), this plant is invasive in the south Florida region 
but is not invasive in central or north Florida. Growing easily in full sun or partial 
shade, Senegal Date Palm will thrive on any well-drained soil. Plants should re-
ceive adequate moisture during periods of drought. This palm is too large for all 
but the largest residential landscapes. They are very costly to purchase due to the 

relatively slow growth rate. Large specimens command a high price. 

Palms for Smaller Areas and Landscapes 
If you live on a smaller property or, want to add a palm as an accent to a particular area in your landscape, 
here are some suggestions: 

 

Windmill Palm (Trachycarpus fortunei) is an erect, single trunk of windmill palm is covered with dense, 
brown, hair-like fibers, and the three-foot-wide, fan-shaped fronds extend from 1.5-foot-long, rough-edged 
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petioles. The trunk appears to be wrapped in burlap. A very slow-growing palm, 
windmill palm can reach 40 feet in height but is often seen much smaller, 10 to 
20 feet tall. Windmill palm works well as a framing tree, accent, specimen, patio 
or urn subject. It is ideal for use as an accent in a shady shrub border or by a front 
entryway. It does well in confined areas and is hardy to 10°F or lower. Windmill 
palm should be grown in shade or partial shade on fertile soil to look its best, but 
it is also tolerant of full sun on well-drained soils when given ample moisture. 
Protection from harsh winds will minimize leaf tearing, but plants can be used 
successfully close to the shore, being quite tolerant of salt and wind.  

Needle Palm (Rhapidiophyllum hystrix) is a smaller palm that is also a Florida na-
tive. It prefers moist, well-drained and shady conditions. It gets its name honestly as the trunk has long, 
sharp needles so, be careful where you plant this particular palm. It is very cold hard, grows to about 6 ft. tall 

by 6 ft. wide and is free of most insect and disease problems. 

There are quite a few other palms that are suitable for Volusia County 
and central Florida and I will write about them in another edition of 
“The Backyard Gardener.” These that I have written about here are 
some of the more widely adaptable palms that can be planted through-
out the county. Remember, there are some that will grow well in Oak 
Hill that won’t grow well in Pierson and vice versa.  
 

 
A Word on Pruning 
 

With hurricane season upon us now, many folks will be tempted to have their palms pruned, ostensibly for 
hurricane protection. Keep in mind; palms are native, world-wide throughout the tropics and subtropics, 
where hurricanes are prevalent. Palms have adapted to such conditions and pruning them (over-pruning) 
will not improve resistance to high winds! There is never any reason to remove green foliage from palm 
trees. Even foliage that is partially green can photosynthesize and produce carbohydrates (food) that the 
palms can use to maintain health. The only foliage that should be removed (and this isn’t even necessary) 
are fronds that are completely dead. For more information on pruning palms go to: http://hort.ifas.ufl.edu/
woody/pruning-palms.shtml. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The University of Florida Electronic Data Information Source (EDIS - https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/) is an excellent 
resource to find information about particular palm species, diseases, insects nutrient deficiencies and much 
more. I encourage you to visit the site and learn more about the tree that, perhaps more than any other, de-
fines Florida! 
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Ormond Beach Community Garden 
Karen Diedo, Master Gardener 

UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

A  bright red cardinal is enjoying the 
shade of a tall tomato plant and 
watching the Pickle Ball Players on 

the adjacent tennis court.  It’s morning at the Or-
mond Beach Community Garden. 
 

What began as a citizen-inspired grassroots effort in 
2013, the idea of a community garden was quickly 
embraced by the city commis-
sioners and Mayor Ed Kelley of 
Ormond Beach, as a part of 
the city’s Health and Fitness 
Challenge and GREEN Ormond 
Beach initiatives with this MIS-
SION STATEMENT: 
 

“To create and maintain public 
gardens that promote a 
healthy lifestyle and for those 
who share a love and desire to 
learn more about gardening.” 
 

But it was volunteers that 
brought the garden from a 
glimmer to a going concern.  
 

To kick-start the project, vol-
unteers formed a committee and drove the fund-
raising efforts initially raising $6,000 through grants, 
in-kind donations, business partnerships and spon-
sorships and individual monetary gifts.   They then 
successfully proposed a funding partnership to the 
City of Ormond Beach, which was accepted. 
 

As the project progressed, garden rules were devel-
oped, plots were marketed and the idea of a public 
gardening space became a reality. 
 

All the boxes have been leased and there is a sub-
stantial waiting list for garden space; and passers-by 
can see pepper, tomato, cucumber, eggplant, 
squash, butterfly gardens, peas, lettuce even arti-
choke plants and simple to 
elaborate trellis, arbor and 
tomato cage structures.  
The garden has volunteer-
built irrigation and watering 
stations and on-going ‘work
-days’ for volunteers and 
gardeners, ensure that the 
space continues to prosper 
and improve. 
 
On June 5 at 5:00 P.M.  Mayor Ed Kelley will host 
the formal ribbon cutting ceremony for the Ormond 
Beach Community Garden. Discussions about the 
next garden location are well underway, including 
consideration for a ‘BEACHSIDE’ Community Garden 
at some time in the future. 

 

Master Gardener Vision Statement 
To be the most trusted resource for horticultural education in Florida 
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“Weed – Any common, unsightly, or troublesome plant that grows in abundance on cultivated ground.” 
 

When is a weed something to be desired for your garden?  When it’s Porterweed 
(Stachytarpheta jamaicensis).  Porterweed is a Florida native and is available 
in purple, blue, bright salmon and red. They are all prolific bloomers and a 
wonderful addition to any butterfly garden. They receive more butterfly traf-
fic than most nectar plants, even more than buddleia. It also draws bees 
which are necessary to all pollination. A year round bloomer, it will grow well 
in all types of soil conditions and habitats.  
 
During the Volusia wild fires of 1998, our home was smothered by smoke for 
8 weeks. We had fires burning from all directions. Almost all of the plants in 
my yard stopped blooming. The native holly trees dropped their leaves. Milk-
weed entered a dormant cycle with no new growth or flowers. The Porter-
weed, however, bloomed almost every day.  
 
If Porterweed is planted in a dry, sandy environ-
ment, with no fertilizer or soil improvements, most 

colors stay relatively small, about three feet high, with dark green toothed ovate 
leaves and a four inch flower spike. In more improved soil the flowers are much 
larger, have thicker stems and can grow over four feet high with flower spikes of 
over six inches long. The salmon colored variety, however, will sometimes grow 
over 5 feet tall even without improvements in the soil. 
 
Like most other native plants, Porterweed requires no supplemental watering.  
Specimens that seem stressed during extremely dry spells usually recover by 
morning. They can also thrive without mulch. 
 
Plants are easily multiplied. Stick any part of this bodacious bloomer into the ground or into a glass of 
water and roots will form in two weeks.  Most colors are readily available at garden centers and native 
plant nurseries.     

The Desirable Weed 
Dodie Ulery, Master Gardener 

UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

Helpful side note-for upcoming fall garden seeding: 
Serger to the rescue!  It turns out that Serger tweezers (used to remove seams) in 
sewing, are perfect for holding and inserting seeds.  They really work.  Regular 
tweezers won’t do it.  But Serger tweezers allow you to precisely place the seeds 
where you want them. 

Serger Tweezers 
Rich Cherry, Master Gardener 

UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 
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No-Till Gardening 
Mary Wright, Master Gardener 

UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack recently laid out a comprehensive approach to partner with agricul-
tural producers to address the threat of climate change. One of the 10 points was using No Till Garden-
ing practices.  
 

What is No Till Gardening? 
 

The practice of layering organic substances is often called Lasagna Gardening, Sheet Mulching or Sheet 
Composting. This practice is creating a bed by layering contents which is really just a flat compost pile. 
Lasagna Gardening works especially well in Florida with our abundant rain (when we’re not in a pro-
longed drought!) and our warm, humid weather.  
 

How Does This Work? 
 

Create a layered, flat compost pile consisting of nitrogen and carbon based materials which will result in 
rich soil and a healthy environment for your plants. You will be recycling free materials found around 
your property or in your community. There are many ways to accomplish this. Clear a space for a garden 
bed by close mowing and then “weed whacking”. Or add to the area or edges of existing beds. There is 
no set rule for ingredients so use your imagination.  
 

What Do I Do? 
 

Layer using brown cardboard boxes with any packing tape 
removed. Slick paper does not break down as quickly as 
plain brown cardboard. Wet each layer as you go. Add 
newspaper - as much or as little as you want. Newspapers 
today are printed with soy based ink so they are safe to 
use in a garden. Next, add different layers of greens and 
browns which is a way of saying nitrogen and carbon 
based materials. Some commonly added ingredients are 
wood chips, sawdust, lawn cuttings, tree leaves especially 
oak and pine needles, composted manures and best of all - 
Mushroom Compost. Hair is a great nitrogen additive. Cof-
fee grounds are a good organic additive as they are pH 
neutral and not acidic as you would think.  
 

A good reminder from UF is: Avoid:  Egg yolks (attract vermin), Meat (attracts flies and rodents), oils, 
grease (produce odor, attract vermin), pesticides (can kill composting organisms) and pet waste (can 
carry disease, attract flies). This is the link:  http://livinggreen.ifas.ufl.edu/waste/composting.html 
 

Start this layering as soon as you can so the layers can start 
“cooking” before you plant: another way of saying decomposing 
or composting. You can use this method in existing flower beds or 
new areas. And keep adding all year long! 

Continued on Page  8 
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No-Till Gardening —Continued from Page 7 

Why would I do this? 
 

This method may sound intimidating or difficult but it’s not at all. Sheet layering is placing things on the 
ground and sometimes spreading ingredients. You can do this over time as you find recycled material in 
your home and yard. Or you can make a garden bed with layering all at once. This system is very flexible, 
forgiving and ideal for people with limited mobility and resources. Save your back by layering instead of 
digging!  In addition, this avoids bringing buried, dormant seeds to the surface as would happen from 
tilling in compost. 
 

Lasagna gardening is a great way to recycle material 
and keep it out of the landfill. The layering creates a 
way to keep moisture in, keeps the roots of the 
plants cooler in the summer, warmer in the winter, 
improve the quality of the existing soil and the 
added organic material helps reduce nematode 
populations. You will spend less time and money 
watering and fertilizing by adding to your no till 
beds when you can. No rush. No hurry. Compost 

Calendar of Public Events June/July 
Topic Date/Time Location 

Ormond Beach Library Plant Clinic June 1, 10 am —12 Noon Ormond Beach Library 

Port Orange Library Plant Clinic June 9, 2-4 pm Port Orange Library 

Hobby Greenhouses (1.5 MG CEUs) June 11,1—2:30 pm DeBary Hall—Howard Jeffries 

Palms (1.5 MG CEUs) June 13, 10—11:30 am DeBary Hall—Howard Jeffries 

NSB Plant Clinic June 16, 1—3 pm  New Smyrna Beach LIbrary 

Sugar Mill Garden Workday /Q&A June 17,  9—11 am Sugar Mill Garden ,Port Orange 

Growings’ On—Citrus Alternative (2 MG CEUs) June 20, 10 a—12 noon Agriculture Center 

Operating/Maintaining Irrigation Sys.(1.5 MG CEUs) June 25, 1-2:30 pm  DeBary Hall—Howard Jeffries 

Ormond Beach Library Plant Clinic July 6, 10 am —12 Noon Ormond Beach Library 

Plant Propagation—Seeds (1.5 MG CEUs) July 9, 1-2:30 pm DeBary Hall—Howard Jeffries 

History of Gardening (1.5 MG CEUs) July 11, 10-11:30 am DeBary Hall—Howard Jeffries 

Port Orange Library Plant Clinic July 14, 2-4 pm Port Orange Library 

For more details Master Gardeners should check the VMS calendar.   
The general public may contact the Volusia County Agricultural Center. 

Volusia County Agricultural Center 
3100 E. New York Ave. (S.R. 44),  

Deland, FL 32724 
At the Volusia County Fair Grounds 

West Volusia… 386-822-5778    Daytona Beach… 386-257-6012   New Smyrna Beach… 386-423-3368 
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Now Showing – ‘Guzmanias' 
Marty Borkosky, Master Gardener 
UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

It’s now June already and you are seeing the 
beautiful, colorful displays of Bromeliad plants.  
They remind me of a fountain.  The colors are 
beautiful with bracts of brilliant colors ranging 
from warm yellow, deep oranges, all colors of red 
and even purple. (I even purchased one with 
green bracts, why I don't know? More about that 
later.) 
 

The blooms look 
like fountains in 
tall grassy leaves.  
Many of the varie-
ties are not sold in 
garden centers 
but in nurseries.  
Some of these 
have beautiful 
flowers in the cen-
ter of the foun-
tain.  Some grown 
in nurseries and 
ones found in the 
wild have com-

pact, rounded heads and cylindrical, barrel-cone, 
ball and basket like inflorescence.  Some of these 
are much larger.  The ones we see are usually 6” 
to 12”-15” high and are the ones produced by the 
millions by the Dutch, Belgium and North Ameri-
can nurseries.  (There are many such nurseries 
right here in Florida.)    Nurseries tend to grow 
and breed the easiest and prettiest specimens. 
 
This large production has helped it become one of 
the most widespread houseplants in the world. 
 
The plant, Guzmania, a bromeliad, was found in 
1802 and named for a Spanish pharmacist. The 
plant originated from northwestern South Amer-
ica where they grow in tropical rain forests at alti-
tudes between sea level and the Andes Moun-
tains. Their distribution extends from Florida to 

Western Brazil. It is much like our subtropical 
area. 
 
They are very adaptable as house plants and can 
take the lower light but do not like extreme heat.  
Night temps of 60 to 65 are ideal.  They do not 
like hard, alkaline or salty well water.  Keep well 
centers filled with water as they absorb water 
rapidly. 
 
I have planted Guzmanias outside with very good 
luck, relying on rain water and regular yard water-
ing (city water if I have to use it).  They seem to 
like being planted in shady areas like under azal-
eas and leafy mulched soil and as I recently said 
have generally long lasting bloom -  a month or 
longer. 
 
Writers give different suggestions for fertilizers. 
(Use a reduced phosphorous mix - 20-10-30 
range.) I have not fertilized mine growing outside, 
depending on nature alone.  So far they are 
blooming and multiplying very fast.  Be careful 
with the fertilizer. 
 
A recent speaker at our Bromeliad Club cautioned 
about fertilizing the species Neoregelia and Bill-
bergia bromeliads.  Too much will turn the bracts 
green and the plant 
will never recover its 
true bloom color.  It 
will just stay green.  
He said not to fertil-
ize them. I wonder if 
this is what hap-
pened to the green 
Guzmania that I pur-
chased?                                                                       
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Growing Heirloom Tomatoes 
Jody Skeen, Master Gardener 

UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

Heirloom tomatoes are a favorite crop of many growers, bringing both a premium price and customers 
in search of old-fashioned tomato flavor. Growing heirloom tomatoes can be tricky, though, often re-
quiring more labor and producing lower yields than modern tomato varieties. 
 

The biggest concern with heirloom tomato production is disease. Unlike modern hybrids, which have 
generally had disease resistance bred into them, most old-fashioned varieties have minimal resistance. 
As a result, heirlooms may not produce for as long a time period as disease-resistant varieties. And if 
they lose a significant amount of foliage to disease, they won't taste as good as they should because it's 
the leaves that convert sunlight into sugars and other flavor compounds. Preventing disease, then, is 
paramount for commercial production of heirloom tomatoes. 
 

In this article, we recommend 10 strategies that can help make heirloom tomatoes profitable for your 
farm. 
 

1) Learn to Graft 
 

The single most effective cultivation practice with heirloom tomatoes is to use grafted plants, with the 
heirloom variety grafted onto a vigorous, disease-resistant rootstock. 
 

Grafted heirlooms can produce yields 30–50% greater than non-grafted heir-
looms. Grafting reduces the risk of soil borne diseases, and many growers feel 
that it leads to an overall vigor that helps the plants resist foliar diseases as well. 
 

To learn more about grafting tomatoes, visit our Grower's Library, where you can 
watch a Tomato Grafting Video; read our tech sheet, Top-Grafting Tomatoes for 
Increased Vigor & Disease Resistance; and review our Grafted Tomato Trial Yield 

Data. We also recommend Grafting for Disease Resistance in Heirloom Tomatoes, a guide published by 
the North Carolina Cooperative Extension Service. 

2) Protect & Support 
 

Heirloom tomatoes do better when grown in high tunnels, where their foliage stays dry. Many tomato 
diseases thrive in moist conditions, including late blight, leaf mold, Botrytis and Alternaria. 
 

Because most heirlooms form big, vigorous plants, they require a tall tunnel 
and a strong trellising system. Most greenhouse and high-tunnel tomatoes are 
pruned to a single leader, and trained to a string that can be lowered later in 
the season, so that fruits remain accessible from the ground. Grafted heir-
looms can, however, be trained to a double leader, so fewer plants are re-
quired (making grafting more cost-effective). To accomplish this, all suckers 
need to be pruned except the one directly below the first flower cluster. That 
sucker will grow into a second main stem. Labor-saving innovations such as the Rollerhook® and Toma-
hook simplify the lower-and-lean process. To learn more, read our article about Trellising & Crop Sup-
port Systems for Tomatoes.

Continued on Page  11 
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http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9501-tomahook-case-of-395.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9501-tomahook-case-of-395.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-trellising-tomatoes.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-trellising-tomatoes.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/c-1060-grafting-supplies.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
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3) Prune Correctly 
 
Because most heirloom tomatoes are vigorous growers, they do need to be pruned 
more often. Pruning (also called "suckering") is important because removing suck-
ers provides better air circulation, which helps prevent foliar diseases. Pruning also 
encourages larger fruit production at the top of the plant. 
 

For explicit instructions, watch Johnny's video on How to Prune Tomatoes. Our 
Vine Crop Pruning & Trellising Kit facilitates crop maintenance hygiene and efficiency in a convenient, 3-
component system. 

4) Space Generously 
 

Planting tomatoes with wider alleys between rows is another strategy to increase 
air circulation and thus reduce disease pressure. 
The standard recommendation for tomato spacing is 1 foot between plants and 4 
feet between rows. With heirlooms, wider spacing in either or both directions will 
improve air flow. 
 

 

5) Grow on Mulch 
 

In the field, tomatoes should be grown on mulch to prevent soil splash as well as 
to warm soil, conserve soil moisture, and prevent weeds, all of which benefit mar-
ketable yields.  Black Solar Mulch, SRM Red Mulch, and Bio360 Biodegradable 
Mulch are options recommended for tomato production.  

6) Lay Drip Lines 
 

To keep foliage dry, drip irrigation is preferable to overhead watering. Additionally, 
fertigation (fertilizing while irrigating) through the drip line is preferable to foliar 
feeding. 
 

7) Prevent Disease 
 

A disease prevention program is essential in areas 
where tomato disease pressure is high.  Begin by applying Rootshield to 
transplants before setting them out; the active ingredient, a beneficial 
fungus, grows onto plant roots and provides protection against root dis-
eases. 

Once planted, tomatoes should be inspected regularly for any sign of dis-
ease — easy to do with heirlooms because you'll be pruning them often. 
 
If you don't already know, learn to identify tomato diseases. Cornell Uni-
versity's Vegetable MD Online has a Tomato Disease Identification Key 
that can help you learn the symptoms of diseases, as well as how to dis-
tinguish between environmental or nutrient-related causes. Once you have identified a disease, you can 
consult Johnny's Pest & Disease Chart to find a recommended treatment. 

Growing Heirloom Tomatoes —Continued from Page 10 

Continued on Page  12 

http://www.johnnyseeds.com/MediaPlayer.aspx?VideoID=60&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9520-vine-crop-pruning-and-trellising-kit.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/search.aspx?searchterm=black+solar+mulch&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/search.aspx?searchterm=srm+red+mulch&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/search.aspx?searchterm=bio360&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/search.aspx?searchterm=bio360&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/c-747-drip-irrigation.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-5594-rootshield-home-garden-og-4-oz.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/cropindex.htm
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/DiagnosticKeys/TomWlt/TomWiltKey.html
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-pestchart.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/MediaPlayer.aspx?VideoID=60&source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/c-233-mulches-landscape-fabric.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/c-747-drip-irrigation.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-pestchart.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
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8) 

Choose with Care 
 

Adopt a methodical approach to choosing which heirloom varieties you grow. Try a 
range of varieties and keep records, to pinpoint those that perform best in your 
conditions. As a quick reference on color, days-to-maturity, size, and texture, use 
our interactive Heirloom Tomato Variety Comparison Chart. 

 

In All About Tomatoes, we also give an overview of important selection criteria. 
Andrew Mefferd, Johnny's tomato trial technician, offers additional advice on heir-

looms in How to Choose Tomato Varieties, an article published in Growing for Market. 

9) Water Judiciously 
 

Most heirloom varieties have thin skin, which enhances eating quality but also 
makes the fruit prone to splitting on the vine. Being careful not to overwater can 
help to reduce the number of splits. Plus, when tomatoes receive more water than 
needed, the excess is directed into the fruits, which has the effect of diluting fla-
vor. 
 

By providing whatever water is required intermittently, in several smaller irrigations rather than all at 
once, you can alleviate splitting and gain better flavor. Carrying a portable moisture meter is a convenient 
way to obtain quick, accurate soil-moisture readings. 
 

10) Consider Heirloom-like Tomato Varieties 
 

Newer, heirloom-like varieties have been carefully bred to produce fruit with all the exquisite flavor and 
eating quality of true heirlooms, but from plants that have better overall vigor and disease resistance. The 
favorable yield and from these newer "tomato hybrids from heirloom genetics" goes a long way toward 
justifying the slightly higher seed cost: they simply produce a lot more without being prone to keeling 
over to disease the way heirlooms sometimes do. 
 

Here are three hybrid (F1) options you may consider trying:  
 

Marnero is very similar to Cherokee Purple, long regarded as one of the best tast-
ing heirlooms. 

Margold resembles Striped German, an heirloom revered for both its sweetness 
and its beautiful appearance. 

Both Marnero and Margold faithfully (and remarkably) preserve the fruit quality of 
the heirlooms they imitate, but they also incorporate plant habits and disease re-

sistances that allow for much greater yields than true heirlooms, which tend to die off prematurely in 
greenhouse conditions.   

 

Finally, there are many imitations of the classic French heirloom Marmande on the market today, but our 
trials have showed us that Marbonne offers by far the best flavor of the bunch, along with excellent vigor 
and disease resistance for field production or protected culture. 

Master Gardener Program Mission Statement 
To assist extension agents in providing research based  horticultural education to Florida residents. 

Growing Heirloom Tomatoes —Continued from Page 11 

http://www.johnnyseeds.com/assets/information/tomatoes-heirloom-comparison-chart.pdf
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/t-all_about_tomatoes.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.growingformarket.com/articles/How-to-choose-tomato-varieties
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-7453-direct-reading-soil-tester.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9318-marnero-f1.aspx
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/w.johnnyseeds.com/p-7541-cherokee-purple-og.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9319-margold-f1.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-5633-striped-german-og.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
http://www.johnnyseeds.com/p-9661-marbonne-f1.aspx?source=W_10TipsHeirloomToms_052015
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Smilax 
Rebecca Turner , Master Gardener 
UF/IFAS Extension, Volusia County 

We love to curse the Smilax vines, but these plants 

have so much going for them that it’s almost a 

shame to cut them short (literally). They deserve a 

hearing, at least.  They’ve put Smilax in the order 

Liliales and the family Smilacaceae, the catbriar 

family. These are mainly monoecious, woody-

stemmed flowering climbers.  The genus Smilax 

has 300-350 species worldwide, with only 12 spe-

cies in Florida. There are 20 species in the U.S., but 

some 80 in China. They are monocots, most often 

evergreen, grow from seeds and underground rhi-

zomes and are armed “to the teeth” with small 

thorns. They climb via tendrils, fast, and some can 

grow very high. They will form thickets and grow 

over trees, and they will re-grow from the rhizomes 

if cut back. Their seeds are readily scattered by 

birds. Smilax species grow in woodlands and in 

“urban remnants” of woodlands, where added 

sunlight, wind and higher temperatures exacerbate 

their growth. If you are fighting Smilax you could 

describe your yard as an urban remnant.   
 

There are 4 species you may be more familiar with 

although they are all similar.  
 

 The first is the Smilax auriculata (Figure 1), 

also called catbriar. It has leathery leaves with 

raised veins on the undersides. The mature 

thorny stems are a pinkish color and they have 

white flowers and red berries.   

 The Saw Greenbriar (Smilax bona-nox; Figure 

2) is thorny, with prickles even on the rims and 

undersides of the leaves which are distinctly 

fiddle-shaped.  It has white flowers and the ber-

ries are black, shiny or dull.   

 The Smilax glauca (Figure 3), called the cat 

greenbriar or wild sarsaparilla, has leaves that 

are not distinct in shape, but the undersides are 

glaucous, covered with a bluish “bloom” that 

rubs off.  They have yellow-brown flowers and 

black shiny fruits.   

 And fourth, the Smilax tamnoides (Figure 4) or 

bristly greenbriar has needle-like thorns which 

are brown to black.  These thorns are sharp! – 

and larger than other  Smilax species.  The leaf 

shape is varying: ovate, orbicular or fiddle-

shaped.  Flowers are green to brown and the 

fruit is black.   

 

 

Figure 1 - Smilax auriculata 

Figure 2 - Smilax bona-nox 

Figure 3 – Smilax glauca 

Figure 4 - Smilax tamnoides 

Continued on Page  14 



14 

 

 

Like us on Facebook… 
www.facebook.com/UniversityOfFloridaIfasVolusiaCounty Extension 

Many times you will find these four and/or other 

varieties growing alongside each other and you will 

probably not discriminate among them in your 

cursings.  Aside from getting scratched up, should 

you attempt to dig out the rhizome, you will find it 

seems embedded in concrete!   

 

But there is good in everything they say, and Smi-

lax vines are actually quite beneficial.  They are 

food for deer and other plant-eating mammals and 

for birds, especially in winter.  Butterflies drink the 

flower nectar and also bees. I haven’t located catbriar 

honey but it’s probably pretty tasty, enough to say 

that Smilax is an important plant in the bee indus-

try.  

 

Man also reaps the good of Smilax rhizomes.  

These are cooked in soups and stews in China, and 

in Jamaica, the Smilax officinales or Smilax ornate 

root has the reputation of being the best sarsapa-

rilla.  It has been trafficked from Jamaica to Euro-

pean and now other countries since the 16th century 

as an herbal remedy for a host of ailments, notably 

syphilis early on, but also leprosy, psoriasis and 

joint pain.  It is said to have vision enhancement 

properties.  It is a good general tonic.  Its flavor and 

foaming properties were important to Hires in his 

formulation of root beer.     

    

As a general caution, some people are allergic to 

sarsaparilla, and you should avoid it if you have 

kidney troubles.  It can also interact with hormones 

in the body, so if you take hormone therapy or birth 

control you should avoid sarsaparilla products.  But 

overall, sarsaparilla has been imbibed and touted as 

a health benefit for hundreds of years and it is im-

portant to the vitamin industry. 

 

Knowing all this should make us feel a tinge of 

guilt in wishing we could eradicate the Smilax 

vines.  We’ll never accomplish it anyway, but if 

you are determined and have hopes of succeeding, 

please leave some for posterity, man and beast.  It 

serves a higher purpose.  If you are interested in 

knowing about some of the other species of Smilax, 

the UF, IFAS Electronic Data Information Source 

(EDIS) has a couple of excellent articles that can be 

seen, on line at; http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/fr375, and; 

http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/mv130. 

 

Smilax —Continued from Page 13 
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