
                                                                                          

                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

CALENDAR 

JUNE 17– 10 am at the Meeting 
House. Jonatham Windham,  Pee 
Dee Research and Education 
Center Greenhouse Manager will 
be our guest speaker. Title of his 
talk will be “Plant Breeding and 
Genetics”. 

JULY 15—10 am at the Meeting 
House. Jim Brandt, Horticulture 
Supervisor at Moore Farms Bo-
tanical Gardens will talk of 
“Edible Plants for your Orna-
mental Garden” Displays.” 

Refreshments  

for June 

Jan Hilton 

Virginia Ault (@) 

Chuck Finkenstadt 

Karen Davis 

 

There are 5 openings for 

the “summertime vegeta-

ble dish” - feel free to 

volunteer! 

                The Sandhill News                  

         A publication of the Sumter Master Gardeners                        Ruth Ann Bigger, Editor          
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   Sumter Masters Gardeners  Association 
Membership Meeting 

20 May 2026 

President Pat Sakole started the May meeting at 10:05 AM.  There were 38 members and guests in attend-

ance.  Andy McFadden introduced Dr. John Nelson, retired botanist from the USC Herbarium in Columbia, 

SC as a favorite returning speaker.  On this visit, he broadened our knowledge of the mint family, Lamiace-

ae.  Lamiaceae is not just “mint”.  It is one of the largest plant families following orchids, sunflowers and 

beans.  Lamiaceae is identified by dominant features including simple hairs, toothed edges on leaves, perfect 

flower (tropicals may have berries).  The flowers appear on the verticals and there are always 6 flowers, 2 in 

bloom at one time.  These plants range in size from tiny to 6 or 7 feet tall such as the lightening rod plant, 

Leonotis nepetifolia.  In 1833 botanist George Bentham studied and published a book of all known species 

of Lamiaceae.  Nothing changed until recently when Vitex was moved to the mint family from the verbena 

family.  Dr. Nelson knows Florida betony is not loved much by our members who have had major battles 

with this plant in our gardens.  He advised that there are alternative ways to get rid of the plant.   He advised 

that Florida betony roots can be eaten and taste much like a radish.  Another newly identified and rare lami-

aceae plant is only found in a few places in South Carolina and nowhere else in the world.  It is named Sta-

chys caroliniana.  At the conclusion of his program, Dr. Nelson was presented a basket of homemade good-

ies. 

President Sakole welcomed several new Master Gardeners from the recent class:  Bruce, Lela, Cindy and 

Karessa who will finish in the coming week.  It was noted that 30 members participated in some way to put 

on the Iris Festival project this past weekend.  Everyone’s work contribution was much appreciated. 

Paul Smith gave the Treasurers report as reflected on the bank statement. 

Andy McFaddin announced that the June Speaker would be Jonathan Windham, Greenhouse Manager at 

Clemson’s Pee Dee Recreation and Research Center in Florence, SC who will speak on plant breeding and 

genetics.  Andy also pointed out the new computer program called Sign-up Genius which we can use for 

things like our monthly luncheon, work days, plant digs, and other activities. 

Jan Hilton announced that there are new forms for MG shirts and new pricing.  Members can choose their 

own color from a large selection.  She also reminded members that hours must be recorded before July 10 so 

that we will get credit for hours worked.   All Iris Festival hours fall into “AMG category” when recording 

hours.  While at the Iris Festival, we had 7 people sign up to take the fall Master Gardener class.  Other re-

cent activities included our members assembling and sending kits about growing micro greens to 408 prima-

ry children at Oakland Primary School. (pictures in May newsletter). 

Pat Sakole played a slide show of photos taken at the 2026 Iris Festival Master Gardener Booth, narrated by 

Tom Moore.  We sold every single Japanese iris.  On Sunday morning we had only 15 left and they sold 

before noon.  There were only 10 contributing growers this year which was less than past years.  Despite 

this, we still had sales comparable to the past two years.  This year we had a new booth with our own Karen 

Davis, who can teach the blind how to garden. 

Garden reports: 

Butterfly Garden---Carmen had a workday the Monday before the Iris Festival and will have another work 

day in a couple of weeks. 

Chocolate Garden – Sheryn stated the Chocolate Garden looks very good and urged members to go and see 

the lilies, sunflowers and baptista in full bloom.  No workdays are planned at present. 

Sensory Garden- Jennifer stated the replacement rope has been ordered.  She thanked Karen Davis for her 
assistance in assessing the garden from the point of view of the visually impaired. The garden looks good 

but the height of the rope posts needs to be a consistent height for the visually impaired. Wind chimes pur-
chased by the Friends of Swan Lake will be installed (out of reach of vandals) in the near future.  
It was noted that thank you’s should be sent to the following for contributions to Master Gardener projects:  

Friends of Swan Lake for wind chimes, and B’s Greenhouse for plants, and Simpson’s for donations of pot-

ting soil for the Pot-a Posey booth. 

Carmen Jones brought numerous plants from her collections and donated them for door prizes.   

Vicki Hetman. Recording Secretary 

 

 



 

 

Most of my adult life I’ve been attending Nature’s school 
On horticultural expertise.  It seems to follow the rule  
That one learns more by failure.  Now, I consider that imprudent; 
But since that appears to be the case, I believe I’m its best student. 
 

 Three Christmases ago, I asked Santa Claus to bring me a plum tree.  I wanted a plum tree that was self-pollinating and pro-
duced plums that were good enough to eat off the tree yet good for making jam.  I sent our resident Santa off to a local nursery with 
strict instructions.  This nursery is family-run and covers acres of land with about 15 Quonset-type buildings, all housing every type of 
plant you can possibly imagine.  Sure enough, on Christmas morning a 6-foot-tall stick bearing the name “plum tree” appeared magi-
cally on our front stoop.  It went in the dirt that day.  For three years the tree grew, limbs multiplied; but alas, no plums.  By some mir-
acle, I had saved the name tag: Toka STD 7G.  I went on the internet.  Just what kind of plum tree was this that wouldn’t bear fruit?  
Answer: a pollinizer.  According to Google’s AI: “while Toka is famous for producing massive amounts of pollen, it is generally not 
self-fertile and needs another early-to-midseason blooming Japanese or American hybrid plum tree nearby to bear a consistent crop.”    

 There was nothing to do but order a second plum tree.  We have a small yard.  Plum trees aren’t enormous, but they do need 
a certain amount of space.  No.  I was not about to dig up the existing plum tree.  It was a special gift, after all.  And we had come to 
know and love it, even with its peculiarities.  A second plum tree was the answer. 

 First, I asked AI which variety I should get.  AI suggested Santa Rosa.  Santa Rosa is sweet yet good for canning.  Also, it 
assured me “they are both genetically compatible and share overlapping bloom times”. [Google AI] And any plant with a saint’s name 

had to be something special.  I decided to use an on-line nursery I trusted.  I ordered a 4-5 foot 
“tree”.  It came the middle of April.  Where to put it?  Any place in the yard was within the 100 
foot pollinating space, so I didn’t have to be concerned about distance from the pollinizer.  
There was a spot near the corner of the house, but not too near the house, that seemed perfect.  It 
would help with the symmetry of the yard since the first plum tree was on the opposite side near 
the far corner of the house.  Surely it would be happy there.  It got full sun all day.  Two things I 
didn’t count on:  we have clay soil and the yard sloped toward that spot.  The instructions for 
planting said the soil should be wet but well drained.  That made no sense, but at least the spot 
was wet. I just wasn’t sure about the “well drained” part.  I waited - - and waited for some sign 
of life.  Nothing. 

 By the middle of May the tips of the limbs were dying and the leaf buds had turned an ominous brown.  I was concerned.  
Maybe this wasn’t a good spot.  I then read where plum trees like a loamy soil.  Wet clay is not loamy soil.  I knew the tree was under 
stress, but I decided to move it anyway.  What could I lose?  I know.  The tree.  And I did.  The limbs got browner and browner.  I’d 
trim off the dead only to come back a few days later to see more brown creeping toward the trunk, and the trunk was dying from the 
top down.  The leaf buds had dried up and dropped off.   These were not good signs. 

I called the nursery I had ordered it from.  They said it generally took a tree several weeks to “come out of dormancy” and they would-
n’t refund my money until the middle of June.  I didn’t want my money refunded.  I wanted a plum tree.  If I waited until the middle of 
June, I’d miss the proper time to plant the tree.  It gets hot and dry on these mountainous ridges called Birmingham.  I ordered a new 
tree.  This time I ordered a three to four-foot sapling.  ChatGPT assured me that size was the optimum size.  According to the APP, the 
smaller sized sapling would get established quicker than the four to five-foot plant and catch up to the larger tree just as quickly as a 
taller size would; so, no time would be lost.   

I ordered from the same nursery.  I figured it wasn’t the nursery’s fault I had planted the young tree in the wrong spot, and I like the 
fact they are extremely prompt in their delivery.  Sure enough, the young plant arrived in four days.  Just as the first one, it was beauti-
fully packed.  This one had three leaf buds that were already showing green.  I immediately dug the first one up and put the new one in 
its place.  I sprinkled cayenne pepper in the hole to discourage moles.  The spot is about 5 feet from the front gate.  I don’t think it’s 
too close.  That section of the yard is on a slight slope so has good drainage and has loamy soil. Today, the three buds have opened 
and the small green leaf buds have sprouted.  I think it’s happy there.  It’s about twenty feet from the first plum tree, the pollinizer; so, 
the two should get along just fine.  It may be a few years before plums are produced.  Waiting for the results of our labors is why gar-
deners must live longer than most, which I fully intend to do.   It will be a happy day when I can pick those plums (on both trees) and 
ENJOY!!   

Jonathan Windham, our guest speaker this month, will talk on Plant Breeding and Genetics. He is an  Exten-

sion Associate and greenhouse manager at the  Pee Dee Research and Education Center in Florence. He has 

a Bachelor’s degree in Horticulture and a Master’s Degree in Plant and  Environmental Sciences, both from  

Clemson . He is currently pursuing a PhD. In his free time he is a plant breeder, entrepreneur, and is on the 

board of directors for the Rose Hybridizers Association. 



Worker 

Bees 
 
Since every thing was in tip- 
top shape for the Iris Festi- val, 
the  garden chairmen  
report no workdays are scheduled at present.  
 
Representatives from each specialty garden were on hand Mon-
day, June 8 for a visit from the Crosswell 4–H group with 
Clemson 4-H Youth Development Agent Cindy Foley directing 
them to the gardens. They had a Butterfly Garden game to help 
identify plants and butterflies, and then headed on to the other 
two gardens. Carmen Jones was there to answer questions, 
Andy McFaddin was at the Sensory Garden,  Cylisa Quarles 
covered the Chocolate Garden and Ruth Ann Bigger gave a 
brief history background of Swan Lake. Brad Secraw was also 
in attendance as our overall expert. The kids seem to be having 
a good time on a muggy morning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Soup Kitchen request for 

June 

Corn and tomatoes 

 

This is a voluntary but much appreci-

ated gesture we can make to benefit those less fortu-

nate Sumterites. Bring food to check-in table at the 

door, and it will be taken to the Emmanuel Methodist 

Church. Monetary donations are also welcome if you 

can’t remember to buy extra cans of food. 

 Orchids: Mysterious and Exotic? 

     I have always found orchids to be exotic, unique and mysterious.  
They were something from far away in the hard to reach places on 
the earth.  When I heard the word orchid I would immediately think 
of the damp rain forests of the Amazon or the swampy bug filled 
Everglades of hot muggy south Florida.   It was a rare sight to 
glimpse orchids in our daily lives.  Oh, how the times have 
changed.  You can now walk into any supermarket or Home Depot 
and see a rack of 30 or 40 beautiful orchids there for sale for under 
$20.00.   

     Evie loves to grow orchids and has done so for many years.  
They are the phalaenopsis or moth orhids.  They sit in a south fac-
ing window and if they bloom, the blooms last for months at a time.     

     Apparently orchids, if you know where to look for them, are not 
that uncommon after all.  South Carolina has about 55 species of 
orchids native to the state.  In the mid-state area, two of the more 
common species of orchids are the Downey Rattlesnake Plantain 
(Goodyera pubescens) and the pink lady slipper (Cypripedium 
acaule). 

     What really sur-
prises me is that here 
in cold and blustery 
Massachusetts, we 
have approximately 
45 species of native 
orchids.   We have 
one variety of orchid 
that blooms in our 
front yard that is the 
same one that is na-
tive to South Caroli-
na.  From mid May to 
mid June the Pink 
Lady slipper flowers 
in bunches along the 
berm between our 
front lawn and the 
main road.   It is a 
woody area with 
acidic soil full of pine 
trees, oak trees and 
low bush blueberries.  
The leaves poke 
through the soil in 

early May resembling hosta plants.  They reach a height of about 6 
to 10 inches with a beautiful pink and delicate inflated pouch-
shaped petal that closely resembles a woman’s shoe or moccasin. 

     Tropical orchids like the phalaenopsis and dendrobium, are gen-
erally epiphytes that grow in the air attached to trees. These pink 
lady slippers, however, are terrestrial orchids that grow directly in 
the ground and have very specific cultural needs and a close symbi-
otic relationship with soil fungi. This makes them very difficult to 
dig up and transplant or to pot them up.  They are best left in the 
wild.  These lady slippers are protected in Massachusetts.  You can 
only dig them up on your own property.   

     It amazes me that we have orchids in our front yard.  It is inter-
esting that it is the same orchid that grows in South Carolina.  It’s a 
little bit of wildness in our front yard.   

     Get your boots on, your bug spray and your binoculars and get 
out there and find some of those 55 species of orchids in your area 
of South Carolina.   Go wild! 

     Happy Gardening!                                            Dan Baxter     

This same general program will be presented on Wednesday, 

June 10 for a group of 4-H students from Wilson Hall School. 



The Iris Festival...thoughts from our  President 

There are so many people that I need to thank for their time and energy that went into making this 

year's Master Gardeners’ participation in the Swan Lake Iris Garden festival such a grand success.  

This yearly program literally begins a year before what the public sees when they enter the Gardens.  It 

starts with the leadership that assembles a cadre of dedicated and talented volunteers.  They start devel-

oping a strawman plan that will continue to be adjusted throughout the cycle until and finally, with the 

help of over 30 volunteers, the magic happens...stands are built, MG plants arrive with labels, Irises 

cultivated from two gardens are center stage, flags and Plant-a-Posey beckon kids and parents, a com-

fort station staffed for bumps and bruises is there, credit cards and Venmo options become a reality 

(and they work), ways to identify plants and write tickets that tallies them up for sale--which makes 

book keeping and the whole budgeting system work, and then so many members who come out and 

meet and interact with the public and make this all happen...well, that is the wonderful takeaway of this 

labor.  

And now I need to single out some of the main culprits, beginning with Tom Moore, the head hon-

cho.  Tom, and his most able assistant Beth Theis, developed the overall plan, including schematics for 

our garden space, determining where tents and plant stands would go.  Their group also worked with 

Paul Smith, Phil Landfried, Sybil Lee,  Dianne Derico, John Weathers , Bill Strickland and Fran Cec-

il....on the Iris digs and what, when, where, and how to get this year's Irises to Swan Lake.  Also a real-

ly big thanks goes out to those you see in the photo doing the ever-popular cleaning, sorting, and label-

ing for this year's Iris sale.  And an especially big thank you to both Jan Hilton and Vicki Hetman for 

being part of the whole process from start to finish.  There are so many  other Master Gardeners that I 

recognized during our May meeting that are not listed here including: Pat (Plant-a-Posey) Petty, and 

Andy and Jennifer McFaddin. To all of you and the ones noted above and those I have missed, a very 

big thank you. 

I am looking  to working with all of you for Swan Lake 2027. 

With warmest regards, 

Pat Sakole 

The Master Diggers: John Weathers, Beth Theiss, Jan Hilton, 
Lynn Garrett, Paul Smith, Vicki Hetman, Phil Landfried, Fran 
Cecil, Diane Derico, Sandi and Bill Strickland—and they don’t 
even look dirty! 

Master Label Writer 

Vicki Hetman 

No telling how many trips to 

the ER were avoided by John 

Weathers’ clever covering of 

protruding tree roots (at least 

some vital ones) with some 

old rug sections. You’re our 

hero! 

 

Extension agent Brad Secraw and Mary Jean Dowling share 
some thoughts. 

Fran Cecil, Bill 
Strickland, and Paul  
Smith getting the 
iris ready for sale. 
They were a hot 
ticket item! 



Behind the 

scenes at our 

photo-op 

board, always a 

big favorite. 

Below, our hard-working crew gets the plant 
racks loaded up to store for next year. Tom 
Moore, chairman extraordinaire, with his  fel-
low committee members Dan Vinson, Bill 
Strickland, John Weathers, and Beth Theiss. 

Don’t know that it took a village, but it sure 
took a lot of hours and tired feet to get the 
plant sale moving along like clockwork.  
Check the list of about 30 members who came 
out and helped customers and kept the display 
in order. If your name isn’t there, plan on be-
ing there in ‘27! 

In alphabetical order: 
 
Virginia Ault 
Ruth Ann Bigger 
Fran Cecil 
Karen Davis 
Chuck Finkenstadt 
Diane Derico 
Mary Jean Dowling 
Jo Gamble 
Lynn Garrett 
Brenda Harrelson 
Vicki Hetman 
Jan Hilton 
Marie Hill 
Vivian Johnson 
Carmen Jones 

Phil Landfried 
Sheryn LaVanish 
Marlene Malcolm 
Andy McFaddin 
Tom Moore 
Linda Parker 
Pat Petty 
Cylisa Quarles 
Pat Sakole 
Paul Smith 
Bill Strickland 
Sandi Strickland 
Beth Theiss 
Karessa Thompson 
Dan Vinson 
Sandra Vinson 
John Weathers 

 

Another vital 
aspect of our 
plant sale, be-
sides the Japa-
nese iris were 
the many other 
homegrown 
plants our mem-
bers brought. 
Those growers 
contributed 
much variety to 
our sale. 
 

 
Andy McFaddin 
Ruth Ann Bigger 
Dick Stanton 
John Weathers 
Beth Theiss 
Carmen Jones 
Karen Davis 
Pat Petty  
Tom Moore 
Dan & Sandra Vinson 
Vick Hetman 
Sheryn LaVanish  
(for the Chocolate Gar-
den) 
Linda Parker 

 
 



                                                                                                                             

 

Italian Gardening 
Once again  Anna describes a rose that 

sounds oddly familiar. Upon looking up the 

name, it turns out they have their own ver-

sion of a Lady Banks rose, though I have 

never seen as many of them as she describes. 

The house we lived in in Virginia had a 

large backyard with  metal posts about 15 feet apart and tugboat 

anchor chain from the paper mill looping on them to support vari-

ous climbing roses, one of which was the Lady Banks. 

 

Here, we had a hot April and a very cold May until a 
week ago, when a heat wave of 38 degrees Celsius 
arrived. The roses have bloomed beautifully, and I'm 
trying to take a little more care of them, but time is 
limited. 
The wedding venue is surrounded by a rose garden 
of eight hundred climbing roses, all now in bloom 
and a real spectacle. It's a variety I wasn't familiar 
with, also because they require a lot of space and 
trees to perch on. 
 
R.sarmentose (ramblers) that are often of natural 
origin and have a single more or less prolonged 
flowering (with some exceptions), are plants that 
also become large and in some cases exceed 10 me-
ters in height while maintaining a rather small 
branch and often small flowers gathered in bunches. 
These plants are very suitable for falling from old 
trees, or old farmhouses, often combined with other 
climbing plants such as Clematis, which make up for 
the period of non-flowering. The R. sarmentose are 
not pruned, so not to limit or direct its growth. 
 

Diane Derico and Lynn Garrett man the Pot-a-Posey tent where selecting 

the right sticker was almost as important as picking the right plant. Soil 

was provided by  Simpson’s, and  the plants were donated  by B’s 

Greenhouses in Camden 

Dr. John Nelson and President Pat Sakole enjoy 

evaluating John’s gift basket. He called the next 

day to report on what he had eaten and enjoyed, 

probably for us to make note for is his next visit!  


