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Gardening under Drought Conditions 
 

It’s pretty obvious that we’re experiencing very dry weather this year. The Northeast Regional 
Climate Center posts detailed drought and precipitation information. Click here. 
 
What should you do? Water your trees and shrubs but not your lawn. Lawns can go completely 
dormant and will green up when temperatures are cooler and rain returns. Many perennials are 
drought tolerant but others will appreciate some water. Newly planted trees and shrubs 
however, need careful watering until their roots are well established which may take a few 
years. Read this article Rx for Landscape Woes to learn more. And click here for a fact sheet 
Gardening Under Drought Conditions. Finally, go to CCE’s Drought page for more information.  

 
 

IT’S NOT YOU LILY, IT’S ME…. 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
There is an amusing scene in an episode of the 
television series “Seinfeld”, where George Costanza 
excitedly tells his friend Jerry that he has come up with 
the perfect break-up line: “I’ve figured out the fool-proof 
exit Jerry; you simply take the blame for the break-up 
yourself.  You tell her – It’s not you - it’s me.  What can 
she say?!  No arguments –the perfect excuse!!”  
Except, of course, when George meets the girl who 
won’t accept his pretext and refuses to leave his 
apartment – but that is another story. 
 
Alas, I find myself in this painful predicament also, and I 
think I am going to have to execute the “George 
Costanza” break-up line here too.  No, not to my 
significant other, but to my all-time favorite flowers: 
Oriental lilies. 
 

http://www.nrcc.cornell.edu/regional/drought/drought.html
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/2010/08/water-your-plants-and-shrubs-not-your-lawn
http://eden.cce.cornell.edu/disasters/Documents/Hort%20225%20Gardening%20Under%20Drought%20Conditions%20Jan%2004.pdf
http://ccedutchess.org/environment/drought


October 2016  Page 2 
 

These beauties have graced every garden I ever cultivated, and they had never let me down.  
The fragrance of their lovely, showy blooms would waft all the way from the garden to my 
kitchen, and I cut them in abundance to fill my home. 
Each year they multiplied, growing more robust and 
gorgeous, and their numerous offshoot “babies” gave my 
gardens riches beyond measure.  What can I say? I 
adored them.  Yes, peonies, I’ll admit it, they were my 
favorites.  I even featured them in the center of two 
raised beds with Profusion zinnias to frame them, like a 
Tiffany setting for a diamond.  They were the Las Vegas 
showgirls of my garden. And unlike many of those 
showgirls, I could always count on them to look 
gorgeous, with never a leaf or petal out-of-place, ever!  
My lilies bloomed unflinchingly, never succumbing to any 
bug my garden could dish out. 
 

That is until now.  You see, there was a great black 
cloud coming my way, and I was in utter denial.  
About three years ago I had volunteered at a 
garden tour near the Connecticut border, and what 
should I see there but a bed of decimated Oriental 
lilies.  NO!  This cannot be!!  What was this vermin 
attacking nature’s most perfect flower?  And then I 
spotted them: despicable, yet striking, their blood-
red coloration giving them a fiendish quality 
straight from hell.  I had heard rumors about these 
destructive red lily beetles, but reassured myself 
that they were still several southern states away 
from here.  Well, not any more. 

 
I went home and waited and mercifully saw no sign of them.  I comforted myself in the fact that I 
had cultivated an extremely Darwinian garden that was always quite robust and healthy.  There 
were also seven birdhouses surrounding my garden, and although the house sparrows that 
lived in them were not my residents of choice, they and their offspring were always to be found 
among my plants, devouring whatever had the nerve to land there.  No, I would be vigilant; this 
would never happen to my beautiful lilies. 
 
Except that it did.  Last year, they arrived with a vengeance. I squished them, sprayed them with 
Neem oil and spent hours trying to stem the tide of destruction with mixed results.  Every 
morning I was out there, using my gloved hand to revel in the pop of their miserable 
exoskeletons.  It helped a bit, but to my dismay, I learned that these red lily beetles can hatch 
several generations of pests in one summer.  Ugh!  A red plague for sure. 
 
This summer was a repeat of the last, and I was losing this battle 
quickly.  The point of no return came when Joyce Tomaselli, our 
horticultural educator, explained to us that the reason their larvae 
are so mushy-looking was because they cover themselves with 
their own excrement as a disguise tactic. OK, that did it – I’m 
done. 
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So, dear Lily, it really is not you, it is me.  I am a lazy gardener, and battling 
those miserable red lily beetles would mean spending way too much time 
among feces-covered larvae and diabolical red vermin.  I allowed you a final 
flowering this summer, and your beat-up blossoms looked sad and defeated, 
just like me.  As each of you finished blooming, I pulled you out (with misty 
eyes) and gently placed you in the trash.  In your place, I have planted 
daylilies (Hemerocallis) an unrelated species that do not succumb to red lily 
beetles because they are not actual lilies at all.  My new daylily plants are 
named “Happy Returns” and “Passionate Returns”, and I’m sure they will be 
nice, but there will be nothing passionate or happy in my garden again without 
my showgirls.  Farewell, dear friends, I will treasure our time together always.  
See you at the florist…… 
 
 

GIANT WEED IDENTIFICATION 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
Through the summer CCEDC receives requests for plant identification. The usual question is 
“What is this weed?” And usually our answer is “This wildflower is …” acknowledging that some 
plants are quite attractive until they show up where they’re not wanted. Then they become 
weeds. 

We have several plant identification books in our office. Some are organized by flower color and 
shape. One is organized by flower type, plant type and leaf type which then leads to a group of 
plants with those characteristics.  But these books all assume the plant is in flower. Other books 
are organized by botanical name and include drawings prepared from herbarium specimens. 
These are useful when a plant looks similar to one whose name is already known. Online 
applications are available which use both identification approaches. (Recently a resident 
brought in a sample for plant identification. It was only a root. I declined.)  

The past few weeks, we’ve received requests for identification of very large wildflowers which 
were interesting to research.   

The first inquiry was an email with a set of photos starting with a 
close-up of a large leaf, which looked a lot like Rudbeckia 
laciniata  ‘Hortensia” (outhouse plant).  

 
The next photo showed the entire plant 
next to a patio, which confirmed that it was 
seven to eight feet tall as is the Rudbeckia.  

But the third photo was a close-up of the 
flower head which was covered with tiny  
yellowish green flowers, devoid of petals 
and sepals, which looked a lot like 
ragweed.  

In fact it was Ambrosia trifida (giant 
ragweed). Native and widespread in North 
America, it can be a problem for farmers in 
field crops. Its flowers produce pollen just 

1 

2 

3 
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like Ambrosia artemisiifolia (common ragweed) which causes allergic reactions for many folks; 
its seeds are harder and not attractive to birds. It’s a dramatic plant, but probably not something 
to run out and buy for your garden border.  (It’s a weed.)    

The next inquiry was at the Dutchess County Fair 
“Ask the Master Gardener” booth. It also started 
with a few photos of leaves, and a description that 
the plant was HUGE! The leaves looked somewhat 
like a thistle, but the homeowner insisted they 
weren’t prickly. The flower was described as 
“smallish”, like a dandelion, which then became 
“fluffy” like milkweed seeds. A few Master Gardener 
volunteers looked at the photos, pondered, and 
then someone said “Looks a lot like sow thistle, but 
bigger.” So we turned to the book which is 
organized by flower, plant and leaf type, paged to 
sow thistles (Sonchus), and looked at similar 
plants. There it was Lactuca biennis (tall blue 
lettuce).  

This plant grows as a tall, erect annual or biennial, 
reaching up to 12 feet high in moist woods with 
partial sun. The stems are leafy, ridged, light or 
reddish green, sometimes have purple streaks, 
contain a milky juice and break easily (like common 
lettuce leaves). The leaves vary considerably in 
shape and size from the bottom of the stem to the 
top. They are dark green on the upper surface, the 
lower surface is paler in color and the veins on the 
underside have whitish hairs.  

The flowers are only 3/8 inch wide. They are 
comprised of 20-30 small florets with bluish or 
cream corollas, which distinguishes this Lactuca 
from the other species. (It’s a weed.)  

Another identification request at the DC Fair we recognized as an ironweed. Native to North 
America, it is of the Asteraceae family. The common name refers to the toughness of the stem 
and the fact that it is very difficult to dig up. It also has other “iron-like” properties including the 
rusty-tinged color of fading flowers and rusty colored seeds. It can be a troublesome weed in 
pastures, persisting despite repeated mowing. The plants 
prefer to grow in meadows and pastures where the soil is 
fertile and conditions are moderately damp; they tolerate 
clay soil and dry conditions too. The plants are deer 
resistant.   

Ironweed flower heads are surrounded at the base by bracts 
with hairy tips giving the flowers a somewhat wooly 
appearance. The stems are dark red, widely branched at 
the top, with loose clusters of small bright purple flowers. 

Image from extension.umass.edu 
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Reproduction is primarily by seed but new shoots also arise from the large root crown.   

One or more species of Ironweed is found in 40 of our states. Vernonia gigantea (tall ironweed) 
is one of the more widespread species and is found in our area. As the name implies, it is a tall 
plant up to ten feet. The flowers have 13 to 30 florets per blossom. Vernonia noveboracensis 
(New York ironweed) is similar and shares much of the eastern-most range of V. gigantea. It 
bears bright purple flowers on tall stems but has more than 30 florets per bloom. Both plants 
bloom from August into November. 

The sample we were asked to identify was Vernonia noveboracensis. (It’s a wildflower!) 

The last giant weed worth knowing about (which I hope never to receive for identification) is 
Heracleum mantegazzianum (giant hogweed). It is a federally listed toxic weed because it 
causes significant harm to people. If sap from the plant comes in contact with moist skin and 
then the skin is exposed to sunlight, severe burns, blistering, painful sores, and purplish to black 
scars can result.   

 

Giant hogweed is a biennial or perennial herb in the carrot family (Apiaceae) which grows to 14 
feet or more. Its hollow, ridged stems grow 2 - 4 inches in diameter and have dark reddish-
purple blotches. The large compound leaves grow up to five feet wide. The white flower heads 
can grow to two and a half feet in diameter. Please refer to nyis.info for more identification tips. 

Do not attempt to remove Giant Hogweed!!! If you see this plant, take photos and note the 
location and number of plants. Then contact the New York DEC at 
ghogweed@gw.dec.state.ny.us or call the Giant Hogweed hotline at 1-845-256-3111. Staff will 
be sent (in full Hazmat gear!) to remove the plants.    

  
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 NYSIPM: Move Over, Medusa: Pretty? Poisonous! in the Caterpillar Clan 

 Trees and Drought Make for Less Colorful Fall (and the IPM Connection) 

 Cornell Bagworms Fact Sheet  
 
 

http://www.nyis.info/index.php?action=invasive_detail&id=45
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/09/28/move-over-medusa-pretty-poisonous-in-the-caterpillar-clan/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/09/21/trees-and-drought-make-for-less-colorful-fall-and-more/
http://idl.entomology.cornell.edu/files/2013/11/Bagworms-1bew0jg.pdf
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Let's Talk Trash: Composting and Recycling Workshop 
Friday October 28, 3-5 pm, or Saturday October 29, 9-11 am 

 
You've finished a nice meal or a quick snack. You've cleaned up your garden. You've sorted 
through the stack of mail, magazines and newspapers on the table. You've cleaned out the 
basement. You're ready to throw things out.  
 
You really want to do what is best for the environment. You want to follow county solid waste 
disposal guidelines. You've heard that the county's single stream recycling processing makes 

recycling easier. But you're just not sure. What is 
recyclable, compostable or just plain garbage?  
 
Recycling rates in Dutchess County are over 35% 
but can be improved. And over 60% of solid waste is 
organic and can be composted. Come learn how to 
improve your trash management skills.  
 
This workshop will help you understand how to 
successfully separate, sort and dispose of household 
and garden waste, and provide training on home 
composting techniques and options. The same 
workshop is offered two times.  

 
Please register by Tuesday October 25 by calling Nancy Halas at 845-677-8223 ext 115, or  
nh26@cornell.edu  For more information click here.  
 

 
UPCOMING EVENTS 

 
Friday October 7, 1:30 - 5:00, Taste NY at Todd Hill Farmers’ Market, Master Gardener 
volunteers will answer questions about gardening and composting. The market is in the median 
of the Taconic State Parkway one mile south of Route 55. For more information visit 
ccedutchess.org/taste-ny-at-todd-hill 

Thursday, October 6, 2016, 12:30,  Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society monthly meeting at 
the Olive Garden on Route 9 south of Poughkeepsie for lunch  and a slide show presented by 
Sondra Tillou on the  American Iris Society's National Convention in New Jersey she attended. 
The meeting is open to the public.  Attendees can purchase lunch starting at $6.95.   Please 
RSVP President Jim Robinowitz  at 845-464-8423 if you plan to attend. 

Saturday October 15, 9 am, 11am, 1pm and 3pm, CCEDC Rain Barrel Building Workshops 
at the Poughkeepsie Water Treatment Facility, 3431 North Road, Poughkeepsie. The same 
workshop is offered four different times. The workshops are free but please RSVP to Angela at 
acs26@cornell.edu. For more information click here. 

October 16, 1- 4 pm, weather permitting, Vanderbilt Garden Association interpreters will 
offer FREE tours of the formal gardens at the Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic Site on 
Route 9 in Hyde Park. Tours begin at the entrance to the gardens. The volunteer interpreters 
will discuss the history of the gardens, with a focus on the Vanderbilt ownership and the mission 
of the not-for-profit Vanderbilt Garden Association to rehabilitate and maintain the plants, 

http://ccedutchess.org/events/2016/07/19/lets-talk-trash
http://ccedutchess.org/taste-ny-at-todd-hill
mailto:acs26@cornell.edu
http://ccedutchess.org/events/2016/10/15/free-rain-barrel-building-workshop
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shrubs, trees, and statuary in the gardens as they were in the 1930’s just prior to Mr. 
Vanderbilt’s death. They will also provide information about three major projects the gardens are 
currently undergoing: the renovation of the Cherry Walk, the replanting of the Rose Garden 
terraces, and the rehabilitation of the Rose Garden fountain. Visitors can also visit the 1875 
Toolhouse to look at photographs of the gardens taken during and since the Vanderbilt era. For 
further information, e-mail info@vanderbiltgarden.org or visit our website at 
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org or call 845-229-6432. 

 
Friday, October 28, 3-5 pm or Saturday October 29, 9-11 am “Let’s Talk Trash” CCEDC 
2715 Route 44, Millbrook NY, 12545 by Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture 
Resource Educator and Master Gardener volunteer Kathy Smith. Register before October 25 
with nh26@cornell.edu For more information click here.  
 
Sunday November 6, 2016, 2:00, the Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society will host a lecture 
presented by Amy Howansky on 'Beautiful Flowering Trees and Shrubs".   Amy is  the owner 
of Backyard Solutions and is a certified landscaping and nursery professional.  The meeting is 
at the Marlboro Free Library, route 9w, Marlboro, NY  12542.  The meeting begins at 2 pm, but 
please join us at 1:30 to socialize with snacks and beverages provided by the clubs 
members.  The meeting is free and open to the public.   
 
 
 
 

SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like to submit information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this 
newsletter?  Please send an email to Nancy Halas at nh26@cornell.edu or Joyce Tomaselli 
jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included in the next month’s newsletter.  
Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost and contact information for  
more details.   
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is now open for the season on each Wednesday 
morning 9am to noon. Questions can also be submitted through our website at 
www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening   
 
NOTE: starting in September, the Horticulture Hotline will be moved to THURSDAY morning 
9am to noon, to accommodate the Master Gardener Training schedule for the class of 2016 
which will be held on Wednesdays. 
 
Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted any day 8:30 am to 4:00 pm. There is a 
$15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for reliable resources and 
information on our services. Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted all year 
long.  There is a $15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab page for more 
resources and information on our services. 
 
 
 

mailto:info@vanderbiltgarden.org
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org/
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://ccedutchess.org/events/2016/07/19/lets-talk-trash
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
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MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

            
This photo was shown to us at the DC Fair. 
It is a pile of “funny little nests” plucked last 
week from an Arborvitae. They are 
Bagworms (circled in red), named because  
construct a characteristic case or bag that 
they carry around with them composed of 
silk and portions of leaves and twigs from 
the plant on which they feed 

These photos are of an insect brought to our 
office a few weeks ago. It is the coolest thing 
I’ve seen in a while. The photo on my finger 
is the topside. In the jar is from underneath.   
Once identified we set it free where it was 
found so it could continue feeding. 

 
 
 
 
 

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. 

mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

