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With fall here, many people ask the question, “What is 
the prediction for the fall colors this year?”  Well I am 
going to give you the answer that you can share with any-
one who asks. 

The cool mornings and changing of leaf color from 
green to reds, yellows, and oranges can only mean that fall 
has arrived.  Did you know we are primarily the only 
country in the world where the vast colors of fall leaves 
can be seen.  People travel from all around the world to 
experience the changing of leaves to unbelievable colors 
in the southeastern part of the United States. We truly are 
blessed to live in Alabama and have the opportunity to see 
the beauty of fall colors changing all around us. 

To explain how to make an accurate fall color predic-
tion let me remind you of the days in science class.  The 
green color in leaves that we see all throughout spring and 
summer is chlorophyll.  Photosynthesis, the food-making 
process in the plant, takes place in the green, chlorophyll-
containing leaves.  As days get shorter the amount of sun 
available to the leaves for photosynthesis begins to de-
crease.  The living plant cells do not receive food and as a 
result, they change colors and then eventually die and fall 
to the ground.  

As daylight hours shorten and temperatures drop, chlo-
rophyll breaks down and disappears allowing the yellow 
color (which has been there all along) to show through.  
The potential for the yellow color has always been there, 
just covered up by the green chlorophyll.  So now you 
know that the leaves do not actually change colors by 
magic, but rather because of chemical processes in the 

plant that cause chlorophyll (the green color) to break 
down.  So when someone asks you the projection for the 
fall colors this year, you can always say with certainty that 
it will be a great year for yellows! 

Now what is it that can bring along the amazing shades 
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of red and orange that we all love to see in the fall? 

While the process of photosynthesis is decreasing due 
to light changes, other changes are going on as well. Other 
chemical changes cause red, orange or even purple pig-
ments to form. This is what gives plants such as dog-
woods, sumacs, sweet gums, and other trees their red to 
purple fall colors. Other trees have colors that easily dis-
tinguish them as well. Sugar maples take on a fiery orange 
color, hickories show only yellow colors, while oaks are 
primarily reddish brown to brown.  

So what triggers leaves to form the beautiful shades of 
red, orange, and even purple? It is a combination of warm 
sunny days and nights where temperatures fall below 45 
degrees. These day and night temperatures tend to raise 
the level of red coloration.  The cool night temperatures 
trap the sugars produced during the warm sunny day in-
side the leaves.  Common trees with red fall color include 
red and silver maples, flowering dogwoods, sweet gums, 
black gums, red oaks, and scarlet oaks.  

The interesting thing about fall color is that it can vary 
from tree to tree because of things such as genetics or 
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Here we are entering into the cooler 

weather of fall. Is it not amazing how 
every season provides its own beautiful 
and unique attire for plants?  

Looking at the turning leaves in fall, 
you see the dresses of trees in all the rich 
warm colors of tan, red, gold, yellow, 
orange, brown and still some 
green.  Looking down from an airplane 
on the mixed painting of these 
lovely fields and forests gives you a big-
ger picture of the swatches so randomly 
splashed by nature itself.  

 Even the most expensive and ad-
vanced cameras are not capable of cap-
turing true vividness of it all. The colors 
of summer are different, but just as beau-
tiful.  And who can argue the opinion 
that the colors of spring are the most ex-
citing of any time of the year?  Swelling 
buds and emerging greenery bring forth 
great expectations for another growing 

lush plants to produce first the buds, 
leaves, flowers and fruit  that all us 
tend to enjoy  season after season.  I 
am thankful for the abundance of 
vegetation we have here in our 
area.   

As we look back over the passing 
of days of this year, cannot most of 
us say we have truly been blessed 
with good soil, strong backs, capa-
ble hands, active minds and willing 
hearts to make the best use of our 
land by applying  knowledge and 
wisdom to our advantage?  Sure it 
takes hard work, but then it is all 
worth the final accomplishment of a 
successful year of tending one of 
the greatest gifts we could have - a 
rich and productive land to call 
home - Home Sweet Home, Ala-
bama, Sweet, Sweet Home! 

Thankfulness of heart and mind 
should come from all mankind. 

season and the 
beginnings of a 
bountiful fall har-
vest.   

Then winter 
comes, bringing 
with it cold, frost, 
icicles and an oc-
casional snow.  
These are gifts 
also. The changes, although not 
necessarily visible, prepare the 
plants for the next season's growing 
cycle. 

  It all makes up the evolving of 
life. Many of us look at the chang-
ing landscape and seldom give it 
any thought. It is for us, particularly 
in the South, the way of life.  

But have you ever been to a de-
sert - a wilderness of rocks and soil 
and bare mountains? There are no 

�
����������
��������

physical location.  
Colors can even vary 
on the same tree. For 
example, leaves di-
rectly exposed to the 
sun may turn brilliant 
red while those on 
the shady side of the 
tree may turn yellow 
or may even simply 
turn brown and fall to 
the ground.  

So now the mys-
tery is solved and 
next time someone 
asks you for your 
projection for the fall 
color that year you 
can always say “The 
yellow fall color is 
guaranteed to be 
great, but the red, orange and purple will depend upon 
weather temperatures.” 
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Pansies, with their cheerful colors and enchanting 
“faces,” are the mainstay of the southern winter flower 
garden. They happily bloom their whiskered hearts out 
through all but the hardest of frosts. 

If you haven’t already done so, take advantage of any 
dry window of opportunity in the next few days to drop 
some pansy and viola plants into your winter flower beds, 
containers, hanging bas-
kets and window boxes. 
Pair them with snap-
dragons, ornamental and 
edible kale and giant red 
mustard plants for stun-
ning effects. 

Don’t wait to plant 
pansies too late in the 
fall. They need time to 
grow an extensive set of 
roots to get them 
through chilly winter 
days and warm soil to 
grow them in. Soil tem-
perature between 45 de-
grees and 65 degrees is 
needed for pansies to 
become well established. 

To grow compact 
pansies (and I’m includ-
ing violas and panolas in 
this group) loaded with 
colorful flowers, there 
are a few requirements 
to be met. Pansies need 
a sunny location in the 
garden. They don’t nec-
essarily need full sun all day but will benefit from as 
much sun as possible. They will grow sturdier and have 
more flowers with lots of winter sunlight. 

They grow best in rich, well-drained soil. It is impor-
tant to keep pansy plants watered during dry weather. 
However, pansies do not tolerate wet feet and will suc-
cumb quickly to fungal diseases and rot when planted in 
heavy soils or watered too frequently. Incorporate manure 
or compost into the flower bed before planting to improve 
soil texture and drainage as well as provide a slow release 
of nutrients. 

Be sure to check the pH of your soil. Pansies prefer 
things slightly acidic — somewhere between 5.4 and 5.8. 
You can check the pH by using an inexpensive soil test kit 

available at most nurseries and garden centers. Lower the 
pH, if needed, using a soil drench of iron sulfate or alu-
minum sulfate. 

Pansies are heavy feeders benefiting from slow release 
and frequent soluble fertilizer applications. Because they 
are growing during cool weather, they should be fed dif-
ferently than our summer-flowering annuals. 

Check the fertilizer 
container and avoid 
fertilizers with high 
amounts of nitrogen 
from either ammonia or 
urea. During warm fall 
days, high amounts of 
ammoniacal nitrogen 
create succulent new 
growth that can be 
killed back with the 
first hard freeze. Addi-
tionally, this form of 
nitrogen is difficult for 
plants to absorb when 
soil temperatures drop 
to 45 degrees and be-
low. 
Look instead for fertil-
izers specifically for-
mulated for pansies or 
ones containing nitrate 
forms of nitrogen in 
addition to phosphorous 
and potassium. These 
nitrate forms are more 
available to the plants 
in cool weather. 

Organic gardeners can opt for fertilizing with blood 
meal or bone meal. 

Once established, keep pansies blooming well by fre-
quent “deadheading” or removing the spent blossoms. 
This practice prevents the plants’ energy from being di-
rected to seed production, promoting increased flower 
production instead. 

Pest problems for pansies include aphids, spider mites 
and slugs. Control aphids and mites with insecticidal soap 
or horticultural oils. Slugs, the culprits that ruin pansy 
flower buds, can be controlled by baiting them with sau-
cers of beer or iron phosphate pellets. 

Mary Jo Modica is horticulturist for The University of 
Alabama Arboretum. Reach her �������������������� ��
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Now is an ideal time to select trees 

for our landscape.  Most nurseries be-
gin receiving their trees and by plant-
ing in the fall the tree’s roots become 
established before the top growth be-
gins next spring. 

People often embark on the process 
of tree selection in a backwards fash-
ion.  They see a nice, small tree for 
sale, then they try to find an 
empty spot in their yard where it 
would look attractive.  This 
“method” of tree selection leads 
to many problems later for the 
average homeowner. 

Trees, after all, have spent mil-
lions of years practicing how to 
be better than other trees on par-
ticular sites.  Pines are very 
competitive in the sunshine on 
poor dry soils, while dogwoods 
are very strong in the shade and 
rich moist soils; reverse the sites, 
and neither will grow well.  The 
key is to start by asking ques-
tions about the tree’s habits and 
needs, then see if that is what 
your site offers.  The following 
are some questions you can ask 
that will help you match your 
tree to it’s site: 
How tall will the tree grow?  
This may sound basic, but peo-
ple seem to forget that little trees 
have a habit of becoming big 
trees.  The most common exam-
ple may be all the fast growing 
maples that are planted under-
neath power lines, where they 
will do nothing but cause trou-
ble. 
How wide will the tree grow?   
Here’s another basic concern that is 
routinely ignored.  I cannot count how 
many “cute” ‘Natchez’ crape myrtles 
that I have seen planted within a few 
feet of a building.  Try to plan and 
plant for mature width and height. 
How much light does it need?  Trees 

that 
have 

evolved for full sun or shade often 
grow poorly when located in a very 
different light environment.  Flower-
ing dogwood is a good example.  It is 
a beautiful, small tree that many peo-

ple love.  It’s native habitat is in the 
forest understory, and it does poorly 
in full sun. 
Is the tree unusually susceptible to 
insects?  Trees are not equally resis-
tant against serious insects on all sites 
and in all climates.  A number of 

birches are prone to borers or arborvi-
taes. 
What about a tree’s susceptibility to 
disease?  Many crabapples and haw-
thorns fall prey to debilitating dis-
eases.  You should avoid those that 
do. 
Does the tree have serious structure 
problems?  Certain trees are known to 

produce weak structures and will 
crack apart as they age.  Bradford 
pear is known as a tree with struc-
ture problems and brittle wood. 
Can the tree tolerate the soil acid-
ity found in your yard?  Many of 
our tree species have evolved for 
acid soil conditions; they will grow 
poorly and even die on alkaline 
soils.  Pin oaks and sweet gum, for 
instance, are beautiful, but grow 
poorly on clay soils because they 
cannot take up enough iron. 
Can it tolerate the average amount 
of ground water on your site?   
Trees that thrive on a very dry or 
very wet site often have difficulty 
growing well when planted in a 
different water situation.  An ex-
ample:  Leyland cypress have ma-
jor disease problems related to 
drought stress. 
Finally, is the tree invasive?  Some 
trees grow so fast or produce so 
much seed that they aren’t good 
selections for many sites.  Silver 
maples and Chinese tallow trees 
have become problem trees and the 
latter have become invasive spe-
cies.  Neither tree is recommended 
for planting. 
What seasonal characteristics?  
What about flowers, fall foliage, 

and bark characteristics?  Some of 
our trees have several seasonal effects.   
‘Natchez’ crape myrtle has nice white 
blooms, fall color and attractive bark 
characteristics. Chinese Pistache, Red 
Maple, Sourwood and Black Gum 
Tupelo have outstanding fall color. 
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Dear Friends and Fellow Master Gardeners: 
 
I would like to extend a personal invitation to you and your local association to attend the 2010 Alabama Master Gar-
dener Association (AMGA) state conference in Montgomery, Alabama.  The conference will be held at the Montgomery 
Renaissance Hotel and Convention Center on March 18-20, 2010. So make your reservation today!  Registration will 
begin in January, but go ahead and save the date on your calendars today.  You don’t want to miss this event!  
 
Activities.  Our program is bursting with a variety of excellent sessions led by national and regional gardening experts.  
Some names you may recognize include Dr. Doug Phillips, Steve Bender, Nimrod Long and Kerry Smith.  The agenda 
and speaker bios will be posted on the conference webpage (listed above) as details are finalized.  Thursday afternoon 
will be full of tours and workshops in a variety of locations in Montgomery, followed by an optional dinner at the beautiful 
Capital City Club where you will have a panoramic view of your capital city to highlight our theme of “Gardening: A Capi-
tal Idea!” �So you will want to arrive early and dress for our mid-March weather, which averages in the high 60’s  for a 
daytime high and low 50’s for the nighttime low. Plan to stay through Sunday to take advantage of many touring and his-
torical options… and bring the family! 
 
Hotel.   We have reserved the four-star Montgomery Renaissance Hotel and Spa at the Convention Center at a dis-
counted rate for conference attendees.  Except for pre and post conference activities, all conference functions will take 
place there.  An Embassy Suites is nearby as well as a Hampton Inn, but they have not offered discounted rates.  Addi-
tional details are provided on the conference website when you click on the link.  Note that rooms must be booked by 
March 1, 2010 to receive the special conference rates. 
 
Booths.   If your association would like to reserve a booth to display your chapter’s activities, we are offering a limited 
number of booths to Master Gardener Associations only at a special rate of $60. We will need to know if you want to re-
serve a booth by December 15, 2009. Please note that a number of regular Vendor booths are still available as well.  If 
your association, or anyone you know, would like to be a vendor please contact Suzanne Brookhart at (334) 272-3424.  
 
Silent Auction.   We will be running a Silent Auction at the conference to raise funds to support the conference ex-
penses, and we are requesting participation from all local associations.  Of course, we would like your members to come 
to the conference with a competitive spirit and ready to bid, but we also ask that each association bring or send an item 
valued at a minimum of $25.00 for auction.  I sincerely thank you for your help in this effort. 
 
Publicity.   For your convenience, I am providing an article for you to include in your next newsletter. Registration is open 
to the public, so please feel free to invite all gardening enthusiasts in your area! 
 
Lastly, if you have any trouble locating the information that you need on our website, feel free to e-mail me at cat-
maddox@aol.com.  I look forward to meeting you at the conference! 
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Chairman, 2010 AMGA Conference 

Master Gardener since 2001�
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Honest. I had all good 
intentions of getting out of 
the woods this month, and 
getting into some plants 
that are a little more tame.  

But something hap-
pened on the road to good 
intentions: I got off of it 
and went wandering in the 
woods instead where I 
came upon what I consider 
the mother lode of all wild 
plants. I had to share.  

This plant’s root are 
known for  medicinal 
properties. The American 
variety is highly prized, 
particularly in China.  

It is on the endangered 
plant list because you 
don’t find it much any-
more, and I consider my-
self very fortunate to (1) 
have come up on it 

(especially in the fall when 
its more noticeable with its 
golden leaves) and (2) to 
recognize it when I saw it.  

For many years people 
made a living collecting 
and selling this plant 
(another reason for its de-
mise), but when you talked 
to them about their voca-
tion, you might have mis-
takenly thought they were 
musicians.  

Have I given you 
enough clues? I believe so. 
And just so you will know, 
I marked the location of 
this plant, but left it where 
it was. Maybe some day 

hardwood hollows will 
rebound and it will be re-
vived.  

ANSWER to last 
month’s plant quiz: 
Iron Weed Vernonia 
altissima  
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A nnuals -Perennials 

Fertilize again the pansies, snapdragons, cabbage 
and dianthus you planted a few weeks ago. Use a pow-
dered, water-soluble fertilizer now but switch to a product 
containing "nitrate nitrogen" in December through March. 

Shear chrysanthemums and asters down to four inches 
once the flowers fade. 

Start collecting seeds of your favorite plants now.  Baby 
food jars make great storage containers.  Label the jar 
with the plant name and the date you collected the seeds. 

Plant hardy annuals such as larkspur, poppies, pansies, 
anchusa, and candytuft. Get sweet peas into the ground. 
Tidy perennial flower beds. Remove dry stems and dead 
leaves. Put fresh mulch under shrubs, trees and perennials. 

T rees-Shrubs  

Plant shrubs, trees, and vines. 

B ulbs 

This is the best time to plant 
spring-flowering bulbs now that the 
soil is cooler. Add fertilizer as you dig 
the bed. 

Dig caladium, elephant ear and 
dahlia bulbs now while you can still 
find them. Store in boxes of peat moss. 

M iscellaneous 

Prepare your composting area for fall leaves. You 
can make a cheap bin from 4 foot wide fence wire 10 feet 
long. Bend it into a circle and join the ends together. Pile 
in leaves as you rake them. Spray each layer with water. 

Fill bird feeders with black oil sunflower seeds in an 
elevated feeder. Birds will find and eat each seed and you 
won't accidentally attract unwanted animals.   
 

Last year several members had 
questions about how to accurately 
record the December luncheon meet-
ing if we have to record it before it 
takes place.  If our volunteer records 
are due to be turned in at the Decem-
ber meeting, how do we report service 
hours or CEU’s that occur from the 
day of the meeting through the end of 
the year? 

The solution is easy if you report 
your information on-line.  No longer 
does anyone, either from Extension or 
Master Gardeners, keep paper print-
outs of members’ on-line volunteer 
information, so it isn’t necessary to 
turn them in.  Not only is this a paper-
saving device, it enables members to 
add to or edit activity records through 
December 31st. 

So, if you report your hours on-line, 

don’t bring a paper copy of your ac-
tivities to the December meeting.  
Record the meeting after you attend it.  
I’ll get your totals directly from the 
ACES website in January. 

But what if you don’t report your 
hours on-line?  The AMGA Local 
Association’s Handbook states that 
“members may estimate anticipated 
volunteer service for the remainder of 
December if necessary,” which is 

what many of you already know to 
do.   

You can always add a 2009 activity 
to your 2010 record, if an unforeseen 
opportunity arises in mid- to late De-
cember.  Turn in a copy of your paper 
record to me at the meeting, or you 
may E-mail or “snail mail” me your 
record by December 31st. 

See you at the luncheon! 
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Class coordinators are being sought for the upcoming Master Gardener 

class Feb 17 to May 5 at the Autauga County Extension office in Autaugaville.  
Coordinators will be responsible for providing support for the class includ-

ing grading tests, coordinating lunches and snacks and general duties to help 
the class flow smoothly.  

Autauga and Chilton counties will combine for the class which will be from 
9 a.m. until 2 p.m. on Wednesdays.  

Mallory Kelley is asking that Autauga Master Gardeners help advertise the 
classes and encourage people to sign up. Registration deadline is Dec. 31. 

To volunteer assistance, call the Extension office at 361-7273.      

How Do You Accurately Record December Luncheon?  
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