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DANDELIONS IN DECEMBER 
by Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Educator 

 
Taraxacum officinale, the dandelion, earned its name in the 15th century from ‘dent de lion’ 
French for “lion’s tooth” due to the plant’s deeply toothed leaves. It’s of the Asteraceae family, 
native to Europe and Asia and now common throughout North America. 
 
To most gardeners, it’s a dreaded perennial weed. We see the plant and immediately reach for 
a hand fork to ensure the long tap root is removed. In lawns it’s particularly despised. My mother 
hired me as a child to pull dandelions out of the lawn. She quickly learned to reward by volume 
rather than by time spent - budding gardeners are easily distracted.  
 
Not all detest it. Some use dandelions as an ingredient for salads, tea and wine. The dried root 
was used as a substitute for coffee in WW II. The seed heads are fun to blow into the wind.    
  
This determined dandelion was blooming in my yard on Christmas day. I let stay there. 
 

 
THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: 

MILLBROOK COMMUNITY PRESCHOOL AT GRACE CHURCH 
Planting the Seeds for Future Gardeners - Part One 

 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Here are the ingredients for a perfect recipe: take twenty seven adorable three to five year olds, 
one enthusiastic teacher, and two “kids-at-heart” Master Gardener volunteers, mix them all 
together and what do you get?  -  MAGIC.  In fact, “magic” was the theme of the Millbrook 
Community Preschool at Grace Church’s very first lesson in gardening. This is how it all began:  
 
Last winter, Grace Church Preschool director Maureen Sarma contacted Cornell’s Community 
Horticulture Educator Joyce Tomaselli to request the services of some Master Gardener 
volunteers to help design a garden.  As she stated in her appeal: “Our curriculum is very 
experiential here at the school.  We would love to do something really hands on.  Digging and 
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working the soil would be a wonderful lead in to the work.  Because of their age, some 
immediate color would be gratifying, as well as elements that they could observe evolving.  This 
spring and summer we will be studying the metamorphosis of caterpillars and butterflies – 
maybe we could plant something that native butterflies can’t resist?”  To further add to the allure 
of the project, Maureen concluded: “To any Master Gardeners willing to answer the call, we can 
promise ample adult support, parent involvement, and students filled with wonder, joy, and the 
enthusiasm to roll up their sleeves and get dirty!”  
 
Well, this offer was too good to pass up for Master Gardener volunteers Chris Ferrero and yours 
truly, since working with children has always been a special delight for both of us. Chris has 

volunteered for many years at her community library with 
her therapy dog, Brendan, helping children improve their 
reading and social skills. Although Brendan is the 
obvious draw here, it is interesting to watch how he and 
Chris work together to bring out the best in their 
students.  Your humble author has also happily led 
many children’s activities, from teaching Sunday school 
to instructing craft projects, scouting events, and field 
day proceedings.  Simply put, the two of us love working with children just as 

much as working in the garden, so why not combine our two favorite pastimes into one 
wonderful project?  We were in!  
 
Any doubts we might have had about this assignment were quickly dispelled upon our first 
meeting with “Miss Maureen”.  Picture the fun of Mary Poppins, the adventure of Miss Frizzle, 
and the sheer joy of Sister Maria from the Sound of Music – yes, she is all that and more. Tall 
and striking, with twinkling eyes and a contagious laugh, she lights up the room. After 
introducing us to her students, she gave us a quick tour of her project-filled classroom.  In one 
corner there was a large incubator with chicken eggs, and the children were counting the days 
on their calendar for when these eggs would hatch into baby chicks.  Colorful posters and toys 
were everywhere, as were numerous activity stations and rugs set up to encourage imaginative 
play.  What a joyous place – Chris and I looked at each other and agreed: “This is going to be 
fun”! 
 
We then asked where the new children’s garden was to be located, and Maureen led us 
outside.  There, sandwiched into the inside corner of the building sat a square 10’ x 10’ raised 
box planter, half shaded and looking forlorn.  Chris, whose professional background is in 
marketing, asked the question we were both thinking: “Does this area feel the same to you as 
what you have going on in your classroom?”  Maureen replied that no, everything in her 
classroom was accessible and friendly, open to exploration, while this poky and pointy box was 
not.  “Well”, we asked, “is there any other place where we might locate a garden?” As if on cue, 
the three of us raised our eyes and glanced 
across the church parking lot to the playground 
–and there it was!  Nestled between the parking 
lot and the playground fence was a lovely strip 
of grass, accessible from all sides and right in 
view of the children when they are outside at 
playtime. There were even a few perennials 
there that were planted long ago by parishioners 
of the church, as well as a handsome specimen 
of Miscanthus sinensis. We had found our 
space! 
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Chris and I then brainstormed on how to involve the children in the garden we were going to 
design.  We had planned on incorporating the existing perennials, (which needed to be divided 
and re-located) add a few more that were attractive to butterflies, and use a number of annuals 
to provide some quick color and excitement.  How about a lesson on planting seeds, we 
thought, using the seeds of the annuals we were planning on installing?  The children could 
plant them in newspaper pots, water them, watch their progress, and then plant them in the 
garden when the weather warmed up. We decided that marigolds would work the best, since 
their seeds are large enough for little fingers to plant and they are very hardy, usually lasting 
well into the fall.  We were now ready to put together our first gardening lesson with the children. 
 
Lesson day delivered two groups of adorable nursery school students, some of them actually 
hopping with excitement to grab their little spoons and dig in the dirt.  It was all Chris and I could 

do to keep them contained, they were so thrilled 
to be planting.  To start our lesson we showed 
the children several picture boards and asked 
them what each pair had in common. Our first 
pairing showed a photo of a baby next to a 
marigold seed.  Next was a baby bottle full of 
milk beside a watering can, followed by baby 
food alongside compost.  Our final boards 
showed a photo of a baby pushing away food 
and grimacing paired with a seedling in a pot.  
This was the most important lesson we wanted to 
impress upon them: “A baby can show you when 
it has had enough food to eat, but can a baby 
plant show us?” we asked.  “NO!” they all 

shouted.  So Chris and I instructed them on how the pots should feel when dry, and by filling 
water in a plastic cup up to a line, they would be able to know what the right amount of water for 
this baby plant should be.   
 
We then asked them if they believed in magic, and of course all of them did.  Asked whether 
they thought that a dry old marigold seed could possibly be alive, many of them had their 
doubts.  Well, we explained, that is where the magic comes in: we can take this dried old seed, 
plant it in soil, give it water and 
sunshine, and in no time at all out will 
pop a baby seedling that will quickly 
grow into a lush and beautiful 
flowering plant.  With that, our final 
story board showed a colorful 
marigold shrub.  They were delighted 
(as were we by their enthusiasm) and 
our potting session proceeded with 
much joy and lots of spilled dirt – but 
that is really what gardening is all 
about… 
 
Next month: Designing and Installing 
an Interactive Bird & Butterfly Garden! 

 
Childrens’ photos courtesy of Maureen Sarma. 
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CCCEDC Master Gardener Volunteers Offer Vegetable Classes 

 
Gardening. Ask any person what it means and you’ll receive many answers; growing perennials, 
annuals, flowers, shrubs, “woodies”, fruit and vegetables. Many gardeners are experts in some 
aspects of gardening, few are experts in all. But most gardeners enjoy learning more.  
 
CCEDC is offering two classes on growing vegetables.  

 Vegetable Gardening A-Z is for those who desire an in depth study of vegetables 
grown in our region learning how to grow, maintain, and harvest each vegetable, and 
how to recognize and deal with common problems including their pests and diseases. 
This information will help experienced gardeners take their garden to the next level. 

 Vegetable Gardening for Beginners is for those who would like to learn the basics 
including locating and preparing the site, planting seeds and transplants, maintaining the 
garden, and harvesting its produce.  

Details on dates and location are below. Please contact Nancy Halas at 845-677-8223 ext. 115 
to register.  
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Fridays – February 20 to March 25,6:30-9pm, Farm &Home Center, 2715 Rte 44, Millbrook, 
NY. Vegetable Gardening A- Z by Mary Nisley, CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer. Course 
fee for 5 classes is $95. To register, contact Nancy Halas 845-677-8223, ext 115. Go to 
CCEDutchess.org/gardening for more information.  

Tuesdays – April 7-28, 6:30-8:30pm, Adriance Library, 93 Market St. Poughkeepsie, NY, 
Vegetable Gardening for Beginners, by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteers. Course fee for 
each class is $5 for supplies. To register, contact Nancy Halas 845-677-8223, ext 115.  Go to 
CCEDutchess.org/gardening for more information.  

Saturday – January 17, 11 am - noon, Marasco Community Center, 555 Union Ave, New 
Windsor, HVGA Winter Lecture Series. Dreaming, Scheming and Theming with Color in the 
Garden by Mohonk  Mountain House Garden Manager Andrew Koehn.  HVGA members $5, 
non-members $10.  Click here to register and for more information. 

Saturday – January 17, 1:30-2:30 pm, Marasco Community Center, 555 Union Ave, New 
Windsor, HVGA Winter Lecture Series. Winter Sowing Workshop with Michele Lawrensen, 
HVGA member & founder of New Windsor Garden Club.  HVGA members $5, non-members 
$10.  Click here to register and for more information. 

Sunday – February 8, 10-11 am, Marbletown Community Center, 3564 Main St. (Rte 209), 
Stone Ridge, NY, HVGA Winter Lecture Series. Three Season Vegetable Gardening with 
Barbara Bravo, Garden Coach and Master Gardener volunteer.  HVGA members $5, non-
members $10.  Click here to register and for more information. 

Sunday – February 8, 1-2 pm, Marbletown Community Center, 3564 Main St. (Rte 209), 
Stone Ridge, NY, HVGA Winter Lecture Series. Tussie Mussie Workshop with Elissa Cimino, 
Flowers by Elissa. HVGA members $19, non-members $24 (includes materials).  Click here to 
register and for more information. 

http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/
http://www.hvgardenjournal.com/2014/12/08/hvga-winter-lecture-series-2015/
http://www.hvgardenjournal.com/2014/12/08/hvga-winter-lecture-series-2015/
http://www.hvgardenjournal.com/2014/12/08/hvga-winter-lecture-series-2015/
http://www.hvgardenjournal.com/2014/12/08/hvga-winter-lecture-series-2015/
http://www.hvgardenjournal.com/2014/12/08/hvga-winter-lecture-series-2015/
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Saturday, May 2, 10am-3pm, Hudson Valley Garden Fair 2015 Montgomery Place, 25 
Gardeners Way, Red hook, NY. Presented by the Hudson Valley Garden Association. Vendor 
applications are due by March 1, 2014.For more information, visit www.hvgardenfair.com 

 

              
WEBSITES TO VISIT  

 2015 All American Selection Winners 

 2015 National Garden Bureau New Varieties 

 Gardener’s Gems: Designer Crops That Will Wow The Neighbors 
 
 

 
 

 
PLANT ID QUIZ 

                                          
 

 
Last month’s clue was: “This poor confused plant 
was photographed on November 14. If you saw it 
growing at its normal time, you would probably 
recognize it. Do you know what it is?” 
 
It is Arisaema triphyllum, jack-in-the-pulpit, which 
usually grows in early spring. The weather this 
autumn (cold then warm) tricked it into emerging 
from dormancy. The snow storm in late November 
knocked it down. Hopefully it will grow again in 
spring.    

 
This month’s quiz is a “Who Done It”. The 
photo is from spring 2014, after the huge 
piles of snow finally melted. The tree is a 
Japanese Maple, planted behind a 2-foot 
stone wall along the road.   
 
Do you see what’s wrong? Who or what is 
the culprit?    

       
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.hvgardenfair.com/
http://all-americaselections.org/
http://ngb.org/varieties/index.cfm
http://www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2014/05/13/310459918/gardeners-gems-this-years-hottest-edibles-will-wow-the-neighbors?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=npr&utm_term=nprnews&utm_content=20140513
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Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 

Have any gardening questions? 
 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 has closed for the year. Samples for identification or 
diagnosis can be submitted all year long. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for 
reliable resources and information on our services. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Nancy 
Halas at nh26@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 

 

 
 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

