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	Title: Do you like to play in the dirt?
	Author: by Patty Weeks, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: For the past year the UC Master Gardeners of Tulare and Kings Counties have been tending to four native plant gardens located along Mill Creek in the downtown Visalia area.  We’ve weeded, hula hoed, pruned, trimmed, transplanted and raked at each of the four sites.  Now it is fall and it is time to clean the gardens up and prepare them for winter.  Saturday October 27th is “National Make a Difference Day”, where folks spend time working together on various projects around their community.  This year the Master Gardeners will be sprucing up the Mill Creek Trail way site between Conyer and Stevenson Streets, just off of Mineral King near the parking lot east of Redwood High School.  We would love it if you could join us.  As you help us we’ll share information about the native plants that do well around here.  Some are really beautiful and easy plants to grow in our home landscapes, when you put them in the right places.This particular parkway site is a very sunny area and many native plants love to bask in the light and warmth of the sun.  The site was planted about five years ago and it has seen its share of plant failures because of our long, hot summers.  However, there are many thriving trees, shrubs and perennials to enjoy along the walkway.  We’ll have a picture board so you can see photos of the original planting days and early development of this garden.  It’s come a long way!A year ago, when we first started taking care of this site, we noticed a clump of brown brushes commonly called sagebrush at the west end.  As soon as the weather cooled and we had a bit of rain this dry mass turned into a soft and lush green bush with finely textured foliage.  As you walk by this shrub your nose gets the very pungent aroma of spearmint, and if you touch it, your hands carry the smell all day long.  This plant, Artemisia californica grows in full sun and is very drought tolerant. Further along the path is a large purple salvia, which is a sage bush and does belong to the mint family.  It has beautiful whorls of bracts and purple flowers running up delicate branches.  Salvia is Latin meaning “to save” and sages are prized and saved by many different cultures for their culinary and medicinal value.  There are over 900 species of salvias ranging in color from white to pinkish purple, magenta and numerous shades blue.  All attract butterfly and bees.  We have five varieties of salvia in this park.  The aroma of this sage bush is also delightful.In the middle of this site there is a large mallow bush called lavetera.  The huge pink flowers of this beauty bloom from spring through summer’s end.  This plant spreads very quickly and reaches a height of 6 to 10 feet.  Mallow is so perfectly adapted to our climate that it requires pruning to keep it in check in the garden.  Master Gardeners agree that the lovely hibiscus-like blossoms are well worth the effort.
	Page 2: Native California fuchsia grows well in this garden.  The variety planted here is called Sierra Salmon, and was named for its bright orangey colored blossoms and its native growing habitat close to the Sierra Nevada Mountains. It grows about 3 feet high and needs a little more water than most natives to looks its best.  The bright colors attract a lot of hummingbirds, which are always a treat to see.  Scientists are debating whether the genus name should be zauschneria or epilobium, but we think it is a winner whatever the name.By the way, did you know that Visalia is known as “the oak tree city?”  There are several varieties of young oak trees on the south side of the creek.  The Valley Oak is the most prevalent.  It is hard to believe that these 6-8 foot skinny trees will someday be towering huge shade trees.  If you look at aerial maps of Visalia you can see the abundance of oak trees along the creeks throughout the city.  This year the acorns are dropping from oak trees by the hundreds, which we hope means that we’ll have a wet year.Starting at 9 am on Saturday (October 27) Master Gardeners will be working at this trail way just east of Redwood High School.  We would love it if you would join us and learn more about California native plants.  Bring gloves, hula hoes, shovels, pruners, rakes and be prepared to PLAY IN THE DIRT with us for a couple of hours!  For more information please call Patty Weeks at 738-9488.
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