
                                                                                          

                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

CALENDAR 

FEBRUARY 18– 10 am at the 
Meeting House. Austin Jenkins, 
Senior instructor in Biology at 
USC-Sumter. Topic: Carolina 
Bays. Not familiar? Come find 
out! 

MARCH 18—10 AM at the 
Meeting House. Guest speaker is 
Dr. Carol Boggs, Professor, 
School of the Earth, Ocean & 
Environment, and Dept of Biolog-
ical Sciences 

Refreshments  

for February 

 

 

 

Jennifer McFaddin 

Brenda Harrelson 

Vivian Johnson 

Denise Neuwirth 

Sybil Lee 

Chuck Finkenstadt 

Marie Hill 

Lynn Garrett 

Sandra Brown 

Virginia Hilario 

            The Sandhill News                  

               A publication of the Sumter Master Gardeners      Ruth Ann Bigger, Editor          

                                                                                                                                        February  2026  

   Sumter Masters Gardeners  Association 
   General Membership Meeting 

        At the Meeting House 
           January 21,  2026 

The January meeting was held at the Meeting House at 10 AM.  President Pat Sakole opened the 
meeting by welcoming the new members, several of whom were in attendance*.  The new members 
who completed their coursework in Florence were:  Lori Payne, Lynn Garrett*, Virginia Aull*,  
Karessa Thompson, and Denise Neuwirth-Vreeland* 

Pat recognized the work at the Gardens at Swan Lake as one focus of our group that is very public.  
It is important that the community also see other work that we perform such as the Community 
Garden, Habitat for Humanity, Fireside Fund, Soup Kitchen, etc. The Iris Festival is the only fund-
raiser we have so it is important to have as many involved as possible. Chairman Tom Moore and 
his committee have been working on preparations for this year. 

Treasurer Paul Smith gave the Treasurers Report noting a donation to the Fireside fun, Xmas gift, 
and Cost of catering for the Christmas Luncheon.    

Education Chair Jan Hilton stated our education focus is learning for ourselves and teaching others.  
The standard rules or by-laws allow us to reimburse up to $800 for seminars and learning events.  
To do this, first talk to Jan for OK,  go ahead and pay for any costs out of  pocket,  attend and fol-
low up with a written report or talk to the association about what was learned.  If written, it would 
be put in the newsletter.  After completion of the requirements, you may receive a refund.  There is 
a limit per person of $100 per year.  Another easy way to teach and get credit for your hours is to 
simply spend some time in the Extension office where you can answer the phone, talk to people 
who come in, etc.  You can spend 1 hour or a whole day if you want to get a chunk of hours all at 
once. 

Andy McFadden stated the Bus Company had limited days available to us, so the original tour plan 
has been changed to a tour of Mepkin Abbey followed by Boone Hall Plantation and Gardens.  We 
will have 1 hour at Mepkin Abbey to see the grounds and the gift shop.  We will not be able to see 
the church because it will be preparing for a special event.  Then we will leave for the short drive to 
Boone Hall where we will be given a tour by the lead gardener and have an opportunity to see a 
Gullah Geechee performer.  You may bring your own lunch or pay $18.95 for a box lunch prepared 
by the Boone Hall restaurant.  The cost of the bus trip will be $29 plus $18.95 for lunch.  You need 
to decide and pay by February 18.  After that time, it will be opened to Camden and Manning Mas-
ter Gardeners who wish to go. 

Garden Reports – Carmen stated there was nothing going on in the Butterfly Garden.  Sybil stated 
seeds for the community garden have been given to Kat to start in the greenhouse including kale, 
collards, cilantro, peppers, tomatoes, and basil.  4-H and some schools are interested in starting 
gardens as well.  Sheryn stated the Chocolate garden is dormant.  Mary Jean stated there is not 
much going on in the Sensory Garden except some bugs on the azaleas and daffodils are coming 
up.   

Andy McFadden stated monthly programs have all been determined except for two months later in 
the year.   

February - Austin Jenkins USC, Biology   

March - Dr. Carol Boggs, Professor Biological Sciences 

April – Rich Crider from Three Shovels Farm, Irises & Daylilies 

May - Dr. John B. Nelson, Curator Emeritus of A.C. Moore Herbarium                                      
June – Jonathan Windham, Pee Dee Research and Education 
July – Jim Brandt, Horticulture Supervisor, Moore farms 

August- 
Sept – SC DNR 
Oct—Invasive species (by three new members) 
Nov – 
Dec – Christmas Luncheon 

If there is a topic that you would like to learn about, please send Andy an email.    

                                                                                                            (cont’d. on pg. 2) 

 

Dues, which are 

past due, can still 

be accepted,  

but they are now 

$15. Newsletter 

delivery may 

cease  

for nonpayment. 

 Please send to : 

Paul Smith at 711 

Santa Fe Trail, or 

bring to the 

meeting. 



(Minutes, cont’d from pg. 1) 

Andy introduced our New Clemson Extension Agent Brad 
Secraw.  Brad grew up on a dairy farm in northwestern Wiscon-
sin where it is a zone 3b growing zone.   In 2001 he got his bach-
elor’s degree in dairy, agronomy and horticulture from the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin – River Falls.  In 2002 he studied native 
seed production at Prairie Nursery in Westfield, Wisconsin.  
From there he joined the United States Air Force where he was 
Active duty as a Spanish linguist at Lackland AFB in San Anto-
nio, TX which was Zone 9a.  While in Texas he also received his 
MBA in Finance from the University of Texas – San Antonio.   
Following his Active Duty, in 2014 he went to the AF Reserves 
as a paralegal at Tink AFB in Oklahoma.  The same year he be-
came an Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Agent as an Agricul-
ture Educator in Zone7a.  Now he has moved on to us at Clem-
son Extension Zone 8b.  He personally has over 40 varieties of 
iris and more than 300 varieties of open pollenated seeds.  He has 
an extensive background in native plants and food production.  
He also has a collection of orchids in his home, mainly 
phalaenopsis. 

Brad stated he is looking forward to the new class of approxi-
mately 20.  The current membership has quite a few who are not 
considered active, possibly because of unentered hours, no back-
ground check, etc.  He is willing to bring any participating mem-
ber up to speed if they contact him and figure out what is needed.   

An easy way to get hours is to come to the Extension office to 
answer the phone, talk to people, help with soil samples, etc.  He 
is also going to allow one person to enter activity hours.  4H is 
wanting a new community garden.  One of the requirements for 
Master Gardeners is to obtain a minimum of 10 hours education 
per year and 20 hours of education such as Ask a Master Garden-
er Events, program requests from other organizations, work the 
MG desk in the office, be a mentor for Master Gardener Interns, 
write newspaper articles or Facebook posts, and distribute HGIC 
fact sheets.  There are also service-related activities at Swan 
Lake, Community Garden, planning a new community garden, 
and administrative work.  Anyone with questions can reach him 
at bsecraw@clemson.edu or (864)784-4444 (cell). 

President Pat presented Brad with a beautiful goodie basket.  A 
drawing was done for door prizes which included a Christmas 
cactus, several floral arrangements, etc.  Everyone was reminded 
that having lunch following our meeting is a nice perk, but it 
requires member participation and if people don’t sign up, it is 
difficult to have a mixed variety of foods at each gathering. A 
new sign-up format was circulated and filled. 

Meeting adjourned about 11:20AM 

Vicki Hetman, Secretary 

The mighty Polar Vortex stretched its icy talons down 
To grab the Deep South by the throat.  It shook its sable gown 
And icy blizzards blew across glacially covered ground. 
El Nino was asleep dreaming of acres of orange trees. 
Boughs hung heavy with fragrant blooms while clouds of honey bees 
Droned merrily.  Magnolia and gardenia filled the air 
With heavenly perfume. So rapt was he in visions fair 
Little did he know of the deep south freeze – nor did he care. 
Tiring, the Vortex slithered back into its frigid hole 
Deep within some hidden ice beneath that foreign pole. 
Even southern charm could not melt so bleak a  soulllllllll 
\ 
So, you’ve gone through every catalogue.  You’ve re-read all the old gardening books.  You’ve planned, scratched out and re-done the 
purchases for next year’s garden 5 times.  The walls are closing in.  What was once a cozy living area complete with crackling fire and 
down comforter is now a crumb ridden, debris strewn, rank smelling pig stye.  And it isn’t even spring yet.  Not even close.  I have a 
solution:  put on the gloves, the winter jacket, a warm cap and get outside! 
Back in the late 1970’s and 1980’s, John and I lived on five acres in Loudoun County, Virginia.  It was nothing like it is today.  Back 
then it was mostly farmland.  At that time, there was a popular series on PBS called “Crockett’s Victory Garden”, soon to be a just as 
popular gardening book.  Recently I ordered a copy.  My copy had been chewed up by a neighbor’s dog.   
Crockett’s Victory Garden was my gardening Bible.  I opened the package as soon as it came it.  There it was, just as I had remem-
bered it.  When I opened it, the cover immediately fell off.  Dry rot had taken its toll.  I’m not returning it.  It holds too many great 
memories and great ideas. 

The book is divided into months.  The book is based geographically in Boston, Massachusetts, not exactly South Carolina weather.  
Like any good gardening book, it starts with the month of March, that month when gardening really begins – In Boston.  So why the 
book?  Because much of what can be done in March up north, we can do in February in the South.   

Pruning is one of the major tasks Crockett recommends to be done now.  Soil still too cold to work?  Prune.  Seedlings not in the 
stores just yet?  Prune.  Catalogue goodies not yet arrived?  Prune.  Start with trees.  Crossing branches, water sprouts (those limbs that 
grow straight up), broken or dead limbs, all need removing.  How do you determine which crossing branch to cut?  Depends on the 
shape of the tree.  Sometimes I’ll remove the bigger, stronger branch to allow the smaller one a chance to develop because I want the 
tree to grow in a particular direction.  With parallel limbs, I usually remove the lower limb.  You want the limb to join the trunk in a 
“U” shape, not a “V” shape.  The “V” shape is a weak join.  Two trunks growing out of the ground?  Remove one.   

I decided to prune a few of my buddleias in December to see what would happen during the coldest part of winter.  Buddleias do not 

have hollow stems like Lantana that would allow freezing cold to travel to and damage roots, and I hated looking at the blackened 
blossoms.  Buddleias are one plant you can cut to the ground and it will grow back, but I didn’t dare cut the main trunks that had 
grown quite large.  Instead, I decided to shape the bush.  We have had some rough winter days with temperatures in the teens, but the 
pruned buddleias have come through just fine.  I’m anxious now to get out and shape the rest of them.   

I was in the grocery store a few days ago and spotted some garlic that was already putting out green shoots.  I bought the bulb, pulled 
apart the cloves and planted each in its own peat pot.  I have a cold frame in the back yard.  It was a Christmas gift.  The garlic cloves 
are the first plants cold frame residents.  They probably could go straight into the ground but I don’t trust Birmingham weather quite 
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Bats:   

Good Guys or Evil Creepy Creatures?   

 

     Down through the ages, bats for the most part, have been seen and portrayed as 
these evil bloodsucking disease infected harbingers of evil.  But what is the real 
story on bats?  There are nearly 1500 kinds of bats in the world from the tiny bum-
blebee bats, weighing less than a penny, to the giant flying fox bats with a six-foot 
wingspan.  Yikes!!!  Only 3 of those 1500 types of bats are vampire bats.  

     South Carolina has about 15 species of bats within its borders.  These include 
common ones like Big Brown Bats, Evening Bats, Eastern Red Bat, and the North-
ern Long Eared Bat.  Bats overwhelmingly fall on the “good” side of the argument.  Occasionally they can carry rabies and parasites 
such as fleas, but for the most part you want these guys flying around your yard at night.  They provide very important pest control, 
eating thousands of insects nightly.  One bat can eat up to 1200 mosquitos in an hour.  They are excellent at controlling nocturnal 
insect populations reducing the need for insecticides.  In other areas of the country and around the world bats are considered great 
pollinators.  Tequila comes from the agave plant which is only pollinated by bats.  Think about that with your next margarita.  Bats 
also provide a source of food for predators like hawks, falcons, and owls.  Even some land animals like weasels or racoons will take 
bats as they roost.   

     They are the only flying mammals in the world.  Bats are not blind but use a sonar/radar type of system to navigate called echolo-
cation.  They send out signals which bounce off or echoes off objects to find food and avoid obstacles. Bats drink on the wing, 
meaning they skim over a water source as they fly by. Bats are very slow to reproduce averaging only one “pup” or baby a year.   
When I was a kid, we lived on a street with an abandoned mansion up on a hill.  In summer we would go out at dusk and watch the 
bats fly out of the house.  We would throw stones up in the air and watch the bats zip in and around checking out the stones to see if 
it was some kind of food.  

     Right now, the biggest threat to the bat population is a fungus that causes a fatal disease called white nose syndrome.  It appears 
as a white fuzz on the face and skin.  It causes hyperactivity in the bats causing them to burn more calories than they can take in 
resulting in death.   

     Well, there you have.  I guess bats are pretty good after all.  It would be easier to like them if they were not so hard to look at 
with those boney wings, ugly faces and humongous ears that only a mother could love.      

Happy Gardening!!                              Dan Baxter  

Crockett recommends starting parsley, cabbage, chives, and Begonia seeds inside; but then that’s Yankee talk – and good advice 
for those of us in the Piedmont area.  In the lower South, elevation, not geographical, we can get away with planting them outside along 
with snow peas, lettuce, spinach and onion sets. 

Last fall I planted broccoli and collard greens.  The collard greens are thriving and we have harvested several meals from them.  
The broccoli suffered from the extreme cold, well into the teens, with the buds turning an unsavory brown.  I plan on removing the cold 
damaged buds to allow new ones to form.  Hopefully, we can get a few more meals before the warmer temperatures turn the buds to 
flowers. 

The daffodils have had buds since the warmer temperatures in January, and the flowering apricot (Prunus mume 
‘Peggy Clarke’) has had blossoms for a month.  Spring hasn’t sprung yet; but when it does, gardening chores will 
intensify.  Getting out there early helps lighten the load.  New plants are perniciously impatient.  After a stimulating 
afternoon in the yard, shove aside the crumbs in the family room, pile the debris in the closet, light the fire (with the 
used catalogues) and wrap up in the down comforter.  It’s even more rewarding, after a productive few hours in the 

garden, to lean back and  ENJOY!        

                                                                                                                                                                          Betsy A. 

YOUR ATTENTION  PLEASE! 

If you plan to go on the trip on Saturday, April 4 to Mepkin Abbey and Boone Hall Plan-

tation (lots of details at this month’s meeting), you need to have your check in by 

March 18 (our meeting date) so we will have firm commitments as to the number of 

travelers: we will be inviting the MG’s from Kershaw and Manning based on the num-

ber we have signed up by that meeting. We’re aiming for a full bus! 

Tickets to the venues will be $29, and a box lunch prepared at Boone Hall is available for $18.95—or you can 

bring your own. Doing the math for you, that’s $47.95 with lunch. The bus cost is covered. 



 

Worker 

Bees 
 
Our Swan Lake garden chairs report the gardens are pretty 
much dormant at present, like our own and everyone else’s, so 
no workdays are on the schedule for the time being. Daffodils 
are starting to poke their noses up, and the pansies are still 
blooming, so just stay tuned for future developments. We can 
all hope the severe cold, ice, and snow are staying well north 
of us and it won’t be much longer before we can get out in the 
gardens. This is the time for planning and reading those seed 
catalogs. It’s amazing how full of information they can 
be...and do try to remember those botanical names so you can 
be sure you are getting the plant you intended! 
 
However...if you are growing a fall/winter garden like Sybil 
has at the Community Garden, you might have a bit more 
going on...she has been harvesting collards, kale, and a few 
other cold weather crops and making the rest of us gardeners 
look like slugs! You go, girl! 

Soup Kitchen request for Feb-

ruary  

 

Sweet peas and Carrots 
 

 

This is a voluntary but much appreciat- ed 

gesture we can make to benefit those less fortunate Sum-

terites. Bring food to check-in table at the door, and it will be 

taken to the Emmanuel Methodist Church. Monetary dona-

tions are also welcome if you can’t remember to buy extra 

cans of food. 

Remember our Association’s Education policy: If  you’d like to 
attend an educational program , present  your desire to attend to 
the board or the general membership prior to the event. Approval 
must receive majority vote from the general membership. You 
pay the fee up front, attend the event, then provide a 5-10 minute 
verbal report to the general membership or a written article for 
the newsletter. You will then be reimbursed the cost of the regis-
tration up to $100 per member per year. That way others will get 
to benefit from your experience. 

Educational Opportunities 

New Master Gardener class to begin March 3! 

Brad reported at the January board meeting that there are 

currently 16 people signed up for the classes which will be 

held at the Extension office on Tuesdays f rom 9-2 with a 

lunch break included. The classes will last 14 weeks, finish-

ing up on June 2.  Along with various presenters, there will 

also be a few field trips built in. 

If you know someone who is interested, please have them 

contact Brad or Pat ASAP to get their  name on the list. 

Class size is limited to 20; policy is first come, first served, 

and that limit is close to being reached.  

If this spring class IS filled, interested folks can get their 

name on the list for the class that will be offered in the 

fall—it’s a hot ticket! 

           A new newsletter being shared 

As of February, we will be receiving the MG newsletter from the Rich-

land Association, and they will be receiving ours. 

Please take a few minutes when these newsletters come in to see what 

they are doing, learn from their articles, and get inspired! We all need 

to break out of our routine occasionally and maybe they will be in-

volved in something you’d be interested in that our group could consid-

er. And if you see something, say something—to an officer or head of a 

committee. They are always open to hearing your ideas and sugges-

tions. 

Seen on various social media sites for gardeners: 

A new study shows people with too many 

houseplants are happier than people who 

feel the need to comment on it. 

Aggressively eating my salad in front of my 

plants...just in case any of them get any ide-

as about not making it through winter. 

I recently read that the average person has 6 

houseplants. That makes me 25 people. 

Listen...the number of plants I have is nothing compared to the 

number of plants I DON’T have. Point of view, folks! 

 KERSHAW TRAVELERS  

This past Saturday, nine of our members trekked to Camden for 

the Kershaw MC Seminar, and heard 4 speakers to inspire us in 

our gardening efforts. Plus, there was an opportunity to shop (3 

plant vendors were in the mix), meet new people and get reac-

quainted with “old” friends—it was a good day! 

Attending from the Sumter MG’s and adding 4 hours to their Con-

tinuing Education were Pat Petty, Karen Davis, Fran Cecil,  Vicki 

Hetman, Beth Theiss, Ruth Ann Bigger, Sandra and Dan Vinson, 

and Carmen Jones. 



Ed. Note; Amanda McNulty,  Clemson Extension Agent, radio 
and TV personality, and dear friend, mentioned she was working 
on one of her radio programs, this one on sycamore trees. She 
graciously shared her script when asked, and you can now enjoy 
reading more than you ever knew about these long lived trees.  
Was honest in telling her we were glad when our neighbor cut 
his down, since 90% of the leaves ended up in our yard, but we 
do notice the missing shade. 
 

Sycamore Trees 
 
My kids say that I’m saving Los Angeles from wild fires ‘cause 
every time I go out to visit it pours down rain. On one of the few 
sunny days in my last trip we went to Malibu State Forest to 
hike. There I was reminded of home as sycamore trees were 
growing near the unusually full creek. These days as I drive to 
work going over the Congaree River the sycamores dramatically 
stand out with their white bark exposed. These trees are very old, 
showing up during the time of the dinosaurs, about 100 million 
years ago, making the mighty oak which evolved a mere seventy
-five million years ago, seem like a youngster. But oaks are cer-
tainly more prolific in species.  Worldwide oaks have over five 

hundred species –the lowly sycamore only 
ten.   
 
 When I took genetics at Clemson our pro-
fessor talked about a family being studied 
who had tight skin around their chests. Our 
sycamore has something similar - bark that 
doesn’t stretch as the tree grows. As the 
tree matures, the outer layer of rough 
brown bark tends to slough off eventually 
revealing the smooth white inner bark. That 
feature is beautiful and doesn’t harm the 
tree at all. However, sycamores do have a 
complicated structure of their wood that 

makes it brittle and likely to split. It isn’t a good street tree as its 
limbs tend to break and fall. As for lumber, traditionally it was 
used to make the tables butchers used as the wood was very 
hard, and one of its common names is buttonwood ‘cause people 
made buttons from them. 
 
Most people 
wouldn’t and 
shouldn’t plant 
sycamore trees in 
their yards as 
their limbs tend 
to break and fall 
and their leaves 
last forever. The 
leaves are thick 
and very large, 
looking a little 
like maples. They persist all through winter and really don’t 
break down unless you run the lawn mower over them but are 
shelter for small creatures.  Limbs that break off make essential 
nesting sites for many birds and mammals that need cavities for 
protection when raising young. Sycamores reproductive struc-
tures are round balls, the seeds are tiny but used by many song 
birds, and unlike sweet gum balls, they aren’t prickly. I left a 
sycamore limb with balls on the back seat of my car and when I 
finally at last went to clean it, there were hundreds of small nu-
tritious seeds.  
Sycamores not only tend to lose limbs which makes nesting sites 
for bats, birds, and mammals but, and this is a big but, they tend 
to rot from the inside, leaving open spaces at their base. Back in 

the day, there 
were huge 
sycamore 
trees with 
hollow bases, 
and people 
lived in them, 
kept horses 
and cows in 
them, had a 
famous dinner 
party in one. 
Sue Watts at 
the Horticul-
ture Garden 
wrote about 
sycamores 
recently.  In 
her references, 
I found a report of 28 people having dinner inside what they re-
ferred to as a cottonwood but must have been a sycamore. And a 
reference about two brothers who lived in one until one got mar-
ried and the other moved out.  Hope the groom didn’t trip over 
roots carrying his bride across the threshold.  
 
The structural weakness of sycamores with limbs that easily 
break off forming cavities and its hollow trunks is a boon to 
wildlife (and as we’ve talked about – settlers back in the day). I 
make hedge rows in two spots in my yard which serve as shelter 
from heat or cold and protection from hawks and foxes for small 
mammals and birds. Instead of putting dead limbs and such out 
for pickup, take them to a place in your yard that’s not facing 
your neighbor’s picture window. Put the largest limbs and such 
on the bottom and then layer with smaller and smaller limbs and 
then small branches that you’ve picked up. With sycamores 
you’ll have a good head start and if you have pecans your wild-
life pile can be big enough for lots of critters.  
 
Riparian zones are transition areas between steams and rivers 
and the surrounding land; they are sometimes covered with water 
and sometimes they’re dry. 
Most places won’t let you 
cut timber of plant crops on 
them, and some landowners 
consider them a burden. But 
these clever alternative 
thinkers have a solution – 
since there are so many 
sycamores growing on them 
– tap the sycamores to make 
sycamore syrup. You have 
to use a pump or some such 
as the sap doesn’t flow like 
on maples and you have to 
have a gazillion gallons to 
boil down and get a gallon 
of syrup. The flavor is per-
haps an acquired taste. But 
with everyone and his brother crazy for something new like 
bourbon-flavored maple syrup, they think people could sell it for 
over $200 a gallon.  
 
 
 
Thanks, Amanda! 


