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December 2019
December- our season of hope. All around us appears dead or dying yet hope survives. For our
ancestors, for humankind before us, it always has. The ancients who built Stonehenge and the
cliff dwellers in Arizona, all knew how we all depend upon our sun, the star at the center of our
solar system, without which we have no life. Day after day the sun dips lower and lower on our
horizon, threatening to disappear altogether. Then one morning in December it rises higher in
the east than it did the day before and continues to do so every day into summer. This is the day
the ancient ones marked as the beginning of our rebirth and we are saved.
This is a season for studying seed catalogs, planting bulbs and choosing trees that will outlive us
here on this earth, for it is the season when we celebrate the birth of the Son of Man and his
promise of our rebirth. We live in that hope.
Last month we talked of planting flowers. This month
we’ll talk about plantings which may outlive us. An
eminent gardener I once read speculated about
designing a garden for his retirement – one that required
no weeding, fertilizing and perhaps only an occasional
pruning. He meant, of course, one of shrubs. trees and
structure. Here are but a few candidates for such a
garden.
Magnolia – so spectacular is this mighty shrub, that
were it grown only
here, people would
come from all over the
world to see it bloom.
Its magnificent creamy
white blossoms with
their overpowering
fragrance make
elegant centerpieces
for our dining room
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red seeds set in oblong brown cones make decorative mid-winter features, set against a
background of their glossy evergreen leaves. With their fleshy roots they are best transplanted
balled-and-burlapped. They make excellent screens from streetlights or traffic. They are hardy
here and only once in half a century have ours frozen back to the ground, from which they
quickly sprang back the following spring. They grow to a towering 30 feet or more and no yard
should be without one.
Azalea – One benefit of our
warming climate is that we can
now enjoy in Middle Tennessee
the beauty of flowering shrubs
once only hardy to the south or
west of us, such as crepe myrtle
and azalea. The showy red and
pink azaleas do require some care,
including soil modification to
increase acid content, fertilization,
and periodic pruning. Their showstopping color is worth it, though.

Crepe Myrtles – Nothing
says summer in the South
like crepe myrtles. They
come in all sizes from 3 to
30 feet and bloom longer
in summer’s heat than
most other shrubs,
provided they are planted
in full sun and stay
watered. They come in
pink, red and white, they
require almost no care,
and deer don’t eat them.
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Hydrangeas – sometimes known as snowball plants,
are perennial spring and summer favorites for their
showy flowers of pink, white, and blue. They are
available from sizes from 3 -13 feet tall and never fail
to attract attention for their spectacular big heads.
Annabelle and Pee Gee are favored varieties.

Viburnum – Yet perhaps my favorite of all the
shrubs is the viburnum carlesii, or Korean spice
viburnum, for its divine fragrance. Plant these near
your patio or other high traffic area to enjoy their
unbelievable fragrance. This is a low maintenance
plant, grown in full sun or partial shade.
Boxwood – This workhorse of
the garden is used for design,
screening, foundation plants,
hedging, backing feature
plants, topiary, or almost
anything else. It is evergreen,
does not attract deer, and
grows slowly in either a formal
setting or a casual situation.
However used, boxwood is
always up for the task, thanks
to its versatility. In winter this
shrub’s strong shape, rich
green color, and air of oldworld formality dominates the
garden, taking center stage. In summer, when the garden is in full bloom, it melds into the
background, providing structure, enhancing without competing.
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Trees are a vital part of
the garden; they furnish
shade, color, fruit and
nuts. Some trees we are
blessed with which
require no planting, but
were here before us:
cedar, oak, poplar, ash,
beech, redbud, locust,
walnut and hickory. But
none of these are deemed
specimens worthy of the
lawn, except the maples,
and the wild ones are
generally not well placed
and must be dug and
transplanted from the
woods in winter after
their leaves have fallen.
Tie a white cloth strip
around the most colorful
ones in the fall and you’ll
be surrounded by a blaze
of color when they
mature. But don’t plant
them too near the house,
or you may risk having to
buy a new roof if a large
limb falls on it years later.
The leaves are splendid, ‘til they fall and mat.
Then raking them is a major task. That said, there is just nothing as splendid as an avenue of
mature sugar maples like this one my grandfather planted along St. Blaise Road in front of his
house a hundred years ago.
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Another tree we treasure is the majestic
sycamore, usually seen growing wild
along creeks or by springs. This tree lives
hundreds of years and when she sheds
her leaves each fall, we are always
shocked by the sight of her white body
and limbs as she reaches out to embrace
us in all her naked beauty. Better at a
distance, though, as she sheds bark and
tough spiky seed balls, hard on
barefooted children at play.
So old and large does the sycamore grow
here that our first settler, Thomas Bigfoot
Spencer, spent his first winter here in one,
overlooking the herds of bison that came
to Bledsoe’s Lick (today’s Castalian
Springs) to lap the abundant salt springs
there. A knothole in the old tree furnished
him a way to spy approaching Indians,
while invisible to them. He lived to plant
the first corn crop in Middle Tennessee.
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The mighty oaks here rival the sycamore in age. While the red oaks live but 200 years the
white oaks live to 500, and
many are here which
witnessed the earliest
pioneers pass beneath their
boughs when only half that
old and America was not yet
a nation. Here is the mighty
Douglass oak, which was
estimated by the Tennessee
State Forester to be more
than 500 years ago, and that
was 50 years ago. This
patriarch finally died five
years ago, after attracting
photographers and artists for
decades.
In an age of instant gratification the idea of planting a tree that will outlast you by hundreds of
years may not hold much appeal, but fortunately there is a popular compromise to hand - the
pin oak, a fast-growing oak with elegant shape and attractive brown fall leaf color. This one
was planted as a one-foot-tall slip from his high
school’s plant nursery only 30 years ago by my son
and now it dominates that end of our yard.
There are of hundreds of other fine varieties of trees
suitable for the yard, including apple, arborvitae,
ash, birch, beech, catalpa, cherry, elm, ginkgo, holly,
pear, pecan, tulip poplar, and weeping willow, to
name only a few. All have their advantages and
disadvantages. Arborvitae is an elegant evergreen,
but subject to disease and deer damage. Weeping
Willow is a graceful first to leaf out in early spring.

Pines, firs and spruce do not grow well in the clay
limestone soil of Middle Tennessee.
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Trees to avoid include the honey locust, which has ferocious thorns, as does the Osage
Orange. From the French, its literal translation of bois d’arc is bow wood, shortened here to
bodock, it was used for bows by the Osage Indians, and is today. It was brought here to make a
thorny hedge to fence cattle. Its yellow wood is so hard, tree surgeons will not touch it, as It
will ruin a chainsaw. I have tried unsuccessfully for thirty years to find a tree surgeon willing to
remove one from the field behind my house. It litters dead limbs and as firewood has burned
down houses due to sparks shot across the room from the hearths of homes whose owners
did not know its
reputation as a
hardened criminal. It
drops grapefruit-sized
fibrous, inedible, 5”
sticky balls on your
lawn, which require
gloves and hours of
work to remove.
Tree of Heaven, or
ailanthus, is another
tree of bad reputation.
Its blossoms stink and
In Tennessee it ramps
around suburbs, by seeding and suckering in sidewalks and medians.
Wisteria, despite its beautiful hanging flowers, fires seeds like a rifle, pulls down trees and
trellises that it ramps over, attracts swarms of aggressive bumblebees, and continues to sprout
for years after being cut down.
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But the most popular tree of all is the one we bring
inside at the darkest season to celebrate the
return of light and top with the star of Bethlehem.
Now, as that season of light approaches, may we
be thankful that the darkness has never put it out,
for… In him was life, and that life was the light of
all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness has not overcome it - John 1:4-5

Merry Christmas!
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