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Signs of Spring 

“One of the things I learned to do as a young gardener was look at 
plants bit by bit, to see if there was anything that delighted me. Never 
mind what the plant is famous or infamous for. Look, and see for 
yourself.... It is the spectrum, not the color, that makes color worth 
having, and it is the cycle, not the instant, that makes the day worth 
living.” Henry Mitchell 

Where winters are long and cold and colors are faded by sun, wind and 
snow, the first glimpse of green growth is long awaited. The emerging 
tips of perennials aren’t very noticeable from a distance, and even on 
close inspection may be just barely evident. But they’re a promise of 
green to come. 

Rather than being impatient for what’s ahead, it’s a good time to push 
away some leaves or snow and look for signs of spring. What might 
you find? 

Plants like coralbells, lambs’ ear, Lenten rose, columbine, bergenia and many of the penstemons 
stay somewhat green all winter, particularly in protected spots. Groundcovers like periwinkle never 
fade and even bloom early in spring, along with other low-lying plants like lungwort and candytuft. 

Perennials that have died back may start pushing through the soil in late February or early March. 
Have you ever noticed the deep red tips of peonies in late winter?  By early or mid-March, garden 
phlox, Oriental poppy, lady’s mantle, daylily, evening primrose and many spring bulbs are visible. 
The emerging spears of Solomon’s seal are edible and look and taste very much like asparagus; 
and they can be eaten in the same ways—fresh, steamed or roasted. New shoots should emerge 
from the base, but don’t cut too many from any given patch. 

Some perennials, including bergenia, prairie smoke and columbine, turn dark red or purple in fall 
and emerge in these dark colors again in spring; colors that may not stand out against soil or mulch, 
but surrounded by snow they’re a welcome sight in the winter garden. 

Early-blooming prairie wildflowers include pasque flower 
and prairie smoke, and both are far more than one-season 
plants. Pasque has beautiful, feathery seedheads and 
prairie smoke has purplish foliage fall through winter. 
Pussytoes remain silvery green all winter and flax (Linum) 
puts on fragile-looking new growth in fall that stands tough 
through snow, wind and ice. Contrary to the delicate 
appearance of these prairie plants, they’ll outlast any 
harsh weather winter throws at them. 

Blooms will come soon enough and early-to-rise usually 
means early to bloom as well, so these plants and 
others—columbine, bleeding heart, celandine poppy, 
bluebells, Jacob’s ladder—will soon offer bright blossoms. 
But for now, if we look closely, there is promise enough of 
the green to come.  
Source: By Karma Larsen, Nebraska Statewide Arboretum 
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American Hornbeam 
Nicole Stoner, Nebraska Extension Educator, provides a monthly feature on plants to consider for 

your acreage. This month, she has another selection from the Great Plants of the Great Plains, 
American Hornbeam. 

It is April, we are finally getting into spring where more plants will start coming out of their dormancy 
and more color will show up in our landscapes. Last month I showcased Ponderosa Pine as the 
plant of the month because it is the Great Plants for the Great Plains selection for the 2016 
evergreen of the year. I am going to continue through these plant selections from the Great Plains 
group and feature American Hornbeam for the April plant of the month as this is the 2016 selection 
for the tree of the year. 

American Hornbeam, Carpinus caroliniana, is 
also called Blue Beech, Ironwood, 
Musclewood, and Water Beech. This medium-
sized tree grows up to 20-25 feet in height and 
width and is often grown as an understory 
tree. It is called blue beech due to the smooth, 
gray-blue bark and it is called musclewood 
due to the muscle-like branches, which have 
irregular grooves throughout. According to 
Michael Dirr, University of Georgia Professor, 

the overall appearance is comparable to flexed 
biceps and the forearm muscles, hence the name 
musclewood. This tree has alternate leaves that are 

ovate-oblong and toothed along the margins. American Hornbeam flowers in April to May with 
multiple small, non-showy, flowers that appear in catkins before the leaves do. The fruit is a 
triangular, seed-like nutlet, enclosed in a hard, woody, four-lobed husk covered with bristles. There 
are many different cultivars of American Hornbeam. Many of the cultivars are selected for improved 
fall color or form. Ball O’Fire is a more globular form of the straight species with an outstanding red 
fall color. Another good choice would be Firespire Musclewood, which is narrow and upright in 
growth with a nice orange-red fall color.  There is also a unique, weeping variety called ‘Stowe 
Cascade’ American Hornbeam that grows up to 6-8 feet tall and then has arching branches for an 
interesting focal point to any landscape. 

American Hornbeam is best grown as a specimen tree or in naturalized 
settings as an understory tree because it tolerates sun or shade. It 
tolerates wet soil and is adaptable to dry locations as well, making it 
easy to put into many landscaping situations. Canker is a common 
problem with this tree, which can cause dieback, but according to 
Michael Dirr, this is not a significantly serious problem. Musclewood is a 
good choice for wildlife enthusiasts because the seeds, buds, and 
catkins are eaten by songbirds, pheasants, turkey, fox, and some 
squirrels. Deer and rabbits will eat the leaves and twigs, according the 
USDA NRCS. The USDA NRCS also states that the 
wood has been used for making small, hard, 
wooden object such as tool handles, levers, and 
bowls and dishes for the Pioneers. 
 
American Hornbeam is a great tree for Nebraska 
because it was selected as the 2016 Great Plants for the Great Plains 
Tree of the Year. It is a tree that should be planted more in Nebraska 
and utilized as an understory tree or a specimen tree as it grows well in 
both sun and shade. It is also a great food choice for wildlife found in the 
area. So the next time you need a new understory tree or medium sized specimen tree, look to 
Musclewood. 

The photo of 
the leaves of 
American 
Hornbeam are 
from Paul 
Wray, Iowa 
State 
University, 
Bugwood.org

The photo of the bark of 
Musclewood is from 
John Ruter, University of 
Georgia, Bugwood.org  



15 

 

Lawn care practices – how soon to begin? 
 
When record high temperatures occur in early March, it is difficult to assess when to begin lawn care 
practices. As a rule, cleaning debris from lawns, raking leaves, and watering to maintain moist 
crowns if soils become very dry can be done. Bill Kreuser, UNL Turfgrass Specialist, recommends 
avoiding foot traffic on wet lawns to avoid soil compaction. Avoid mowing too early as this may 
further stimulate growth. Service mowers so they are ready for the spring growth surge. Seeding 
should take place as early as possible in April. Core aeration and power raking are good practices 
for April. It is too early to apply preemergence herbicides and mid-April into early May remains the 
recommended target date to begin fertilization. 

For more information: Early Spring Turf Care - March 2016, (http://turf.unl.edu/turfinfo/3-
7_EarlySpringTurfCare.pdf) - Nebraska Extension 

 

Ash tree borer holes – which borer is it? 
 
With growing concern about when Emerald Ash Borer (EAB) will be found in Nebraska, ash trees 
are being closely monitored as they should be. When borer holes are found, the assumption may be 
that EAB is the culprit. However, our native ash 
borers (lilac-ash borer, banded and red-headed ash 
borers) are more likely the culprit. It is 
helpful to be familiar with the appearance 
of the different emergence holes to reduce 
misidentification.  EAB adults create a D-
shaped hole when they emerge 
from trees; while the other three 
adults create more of a round 
hole. See the graphic for 
identification. When monitoring 
trees, try to look at a majority of 
the emergence holes. It is 
possible for a tree to be infested 
with more than one type of 
borer.    

Avoid pruning fire blight infected ornamental trees too close to growth beginning, which has 
already started due to above normal temperatures. Fire blight is a bacterial disease affecting apple, 
crabapple, pear, hawthorn, and related species. The bacteria commonly overwinter in cankers 
(sunken diseased areas) on the tree, which produce a sticky exudate in spring. The bacteria are 
spread from cankers by insects, wind-blown rain, careless pruning or pruning at the wrong time. 

While pruning to remove infected branches is an important control method, it needs to be done while 
trees are dormant and before cankers begin to exude. If pruning is done too late, late winter or 
during spring growth, this increases the spread of bacteria. Along with pruning at the correct time, 
cut infected branch at least 8 to 12 inches below the canker. Ideally, infected branches should be 
removed at the point of attachment with another branch or the trunk, without damaging the branch 
collar. Remove pruned material from the area. To help avoid spreading bacteria during pruning, dip 
or spray the pruning tool before each cut with a 10 percent solution of bleach (one part bleach to 
nine parts water). Dry and oil tools after use to prevent rust. 

For more information: Prune Out Fire Blight in Winter, Michigan State University 
(http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/prune_out_fire_blight_in_the_winter) 


