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TREES: THE BACKBONE OF OUR LANDSCAPES 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
Autumn leaf colors were fleeting this year. The dry hot summer stressed many trees which 
caused their leaves to lose color early and then drop quickly. A few maples and oaks held their 
leaves until last week’s rain. Now all are bare.  
 
In the spring we especially enjoy trees with distinct blossoms or catkins. In summer we enjoy 
their shade. Autumn brings some nuts and seed pods too. Winter brings the chance to 
appreciate a tree’s shape, bark, strength and durability.  
 
Trees aren’t usually part of our day to day gardening focus. We might need to move some 
plants when a tree gets large and creates too much shade. We might fuss about the inability to 
grow anything under a mature sugar maple or black walnut. But we rarely have the opportunity 
to go out shopping for a new tree to fill a blank spot in our landscape.  

If you do have the need to replace a tree 
or put in a new one, this time of year is a 
good time to do some pla nning. The 
recommended time for moving trees and 
shrubs is during the dormant season. 
Early spring is generally the best time to 
transplant; conditions should be ideal for 
rapid root growth. Digging should be 
done when the soil is moist and when 
the plant is not under moisture stress.  

When selecting a tree, carefully consider 
your site. Consider your hardiness zone, 
light conditions, heat and wind. Think 
about soil factors such as pH, texture, 
compaction levels, drainage 
characteristics and exposure to salt applications. Don’t forget about above-ground limitations 
such as wires and proximity to structures, and below-ground limitations such as rooting space 

Photo courtesy of Cornell Woody Plants Database 
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and utility issues. It’s much easier to plant a small tree well than it is to move it later. Also think 
seriously about those which are native to our region. They are the most suited to our local 
ecosystem.   

Trees are sold bare root, container grown or balled and burlapped. Bare root transplanting is 
usually limited to deciduous shrubs and small deciduous trees (up to two inches in diameter). 
Balling-and-burlapping is favored for all evergreens and trees greater than two inches in 
diameter and deciduous trees and shrubs considered difficult to transplant. The tree’s root 
structure is important in this decision. Trees with deep tap roots such as Oaks are harder to 
move than those with shallow root systems such as Maples.  

 

Once planted, saplings should be protected at the base of the trunk from voles and fenced from 
deer until they are taller than browse height. Watering and mulching are important too. For more 
information on planting trees and shrubs click here.   

 
ATTRACTING BUTTERFLIES AND BIRDS WITH NATIVE TREES 

By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

  
We often chose perennial and annual flowers and herbs based on their reported ability to attract 
butterflies. And we choose shrubs which also have berries to attract birds. But did you know that 
tress have a critical role too?  
 
Trees are hosts to caterpillars of butterflies and moths. Native trees host many more species of 
caterpillars than non-native trees do. By planting native trees in your landscape, you can attract 
an amazing variety of butterflies and moths. Also you can attract the birds which feed on the 
caterpillars.   
 

https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/3572
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I had the pleasure of attending a lecture from Dr. Doug Tallamy at Cornell University last month. Dr. 
Tallamy is a Professor and Chair of the Department of Entomology and Wildlife Ecology at the 
University of Delaware. “A renowned expert in the science of plant-insect interactions, he is 
passionate about helping people create wildlife habitat in their own backyards and gardens. In 
addition to his many scientific publications, Doug has written Bringing Nature Home: How You Can 
Sustain Wildlife with Native Plants and co-authored The Living Landscape: Designing for Beauty and 
Biodiversity in the Home Garden” (From the Native Plant Finder web site at nwf.org/nativeplantfinder) 
 

Dr. Tallamy has conducted extensive research on the positive effect of planting native plants in 
our local ecosystems. Basically he and his team have inventoried and documented the specific 
moths and butterflies which feed on the leaves of specific plants. It is incredible how many 
depend on trees.  
 
Extensive information has been uploaded to a database on the National Wildlife Federation web 
site which is searchable by species within and zip code.  Go to http://nwf.org/nativeplantfinder  
to try it out. The site is still being tested but is full of excellent information. 
 
Here is an excerpt from the site “Did you know that a native oak tree can support the caterpillars 
over 500 species of butterflies and moths? Those caterpillars are a critical food source for over 96 
percent of the songbirds. For example, a pair of Carolina chickadees requires between 6,000 and 
9,000 caterpillars to successfully raise just one brood of young. That’s the power and importance of 
planting native plants when it comes to supporting wildlife. This tool focuses on butterflies and birds, 
but many other wildlife species also benefit when you plant natives.” 
 
Here is the result when I entered Millbrook’s zip code 12545. The number next to the butterfly icon 
indicates how many species of butterflies or moths use the tree as a caterpillar host plant. Wow!    
 

 
 

To learn more about the Native Plant Finder, click here.  
 

 

http://nwf.org/nativeplantfinder
http://nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/About
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TREES: ORNAMENTAL ALTERNATIVES TO INVASIVE SPECIES 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
The New York State Department of Environmental Protection has identified several invasive 
trees which whose sale is prohibited. They are Amur Cork (Phellodendron amurense), Common 
Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), Smooth Buckthorn (Rhamnus frangula),  Japanese Angelica 
Tree (Aralia elata), Norway Maple (Acer platanoides), Sycamore Maple (Acer pseudoplatanus ) 
and Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia). To learn more, click here.  
 
This summer, a team of CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteers created a presentation 
“Ornamental Alternatives to Invasive Species” and delivered training on the alternatives to 
Lower Hudson Parntership for Invasive Species Management (LHPRISM) partners including 
Master Gardener Volunteers from five other counties. The team considered the characteristics 
which originally made the invasive species popular, and suggested alternatives to them.  
 
The alternatives suggested for the invasive trees are all native to our area. They are  
Red Maple (Acer rubrum), Sugar Maple (A. saccharum), River Birch (Betula nigra), Fringetree 
(Chionanthus virginicus), Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus virginiana), Sweet Gum (Liquidambar 
styraciflua), Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica), American Sycamore (Plantanus occidentalis), Pin 
Oak (Quercus palustris), White Oak (Q. alba), Scarlet Oak (Q. coccinea), Sassafras (Sassafras 
albidum), American Beech (Fagus grandifolia), Basswood (Tilia Americana), and Black Cherry 
(Prunus serotine).  
 
 
There are so many good choices!   
Continue reading to learn about one 
favorite, Sassafras. Upcoming 
Dutchess Dirt articles will discuss 
more in detail too. 
 
Excellent information on these and 
hundreds of other tree and shrubs is 
also available from Cornell’s Woody 
Plants Database and Cornell’s Urban 
Horticulture Institute.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/lands_forests_pdf/isprohibitedplants2.pdf
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/home
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/home
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/
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FAVORITE NATIVE TREES: SASSAFRAS 
By Nancy Swanson, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer 

    
My friend had been looking for a sassafras tree, when I found a sapling, all six inches of it, on 
the edge of my yard near the woods.  I told her to stop by, that I had found a very small one that 
she could dig up.  "Six inches?  I need one half that size."  It turns out she had planted one a 
few months back and it had not made it.  She had not been able to dig up the complete tap root.  
 
One of the characteristics of the sassafras, Sassafras albidum, is its long tap root, causing 
horticulturalists to label it "difficult to transplant."  But if you have seen the beautiful sassafras 
while walking in fields or woods, you may want to give this tree a try.  Besides its multi-colored 
autumn foliage, it is known for its three leaf shapes--the one-lobed "football," the two-lobed 
"mitten," (both right and left hands) and the three-lobed "ghost."   
 
It is often thought of as a short tree, but it can grow to sixty 
feet with a long, narrow crown.  In spring its leaves are bluish-
green, turning to shades of red, purple, orange and yellow in 
fall.  Its stalks are bright red with the furrowed bark cinnamon-
colored.  If pollinated, the female tree will produce clusters of 
greenish-yellow flowers at branch ends maturing into blue-
black fruit.  Sassafras will grow in both dry and wet soils and 
prefers sun or partial sun.  It is relatively problem-free and 
tolerates a wide range of pH, drought, clay soil and deer. 
 

Donald J. Leopold of the College of Environ-
mental Science and Forestry at the State 
University of New York in Syracuse wrote in his 
Native Plants of the Northeast "I think 
sassafras is simply the most beautiful tree in 
autumn--the range of its fall colors exceeds 
even the sugar maple, and its twisted, dark 
stems, which often develop into dense thickets, 
provide a wonderful contrast to its bright foliage 
colors....If sassafras ever becomes readily 
available, I believe it will become one of the 
most popular of all native shade trees." 
 
In Rick Darke and Doug Tallamy's book The 
Living Landscape: Designing for Beauty and 
Biodiversity in the Home Garden, the sassafras 
is listed as serving five of six ecological 
functions: nest site for bird, pollen or nectar 
producer, and food producer for birds, 
mammals and caterpillars.  The only function it 
misses on is cover for wildlife.   For landscape 
functions it provides flowers, fall foliage, 
fragrance, and shade and cooling.  It is the host 
plant for twenty species, three of which are the 
Spicebush Swallowtail, Cecropia moth, and 
Promethea moth.  

Photos courtesy of Cornell Woody Plants Database 
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In spite of the hard to transplant reputation, sassafras is available at 
many nurseries.  I am glad to report that my friend, who was able to 
find a three-inch plant in my yard and dug up the complete tap root, 
reports her transplant is thriving after two months in her yard.    
To learn more about Sassafras click here, and to learn about the 
species of caterpillars it hosts, click here.  
 
 
 

 

REFLECTIONS ON THE YEAR 
By Barbara Kull, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
It is that time of year when we say “Out with old – In with the new”. Reflection is so special this 
time of year, not just within ourselves but with our gardens. Did you like your look last year? 
What worked best? How was that new flower you tried out?  Did my location have enough sun? 
Should I get more training and if so, how where when and why? 
 
All great reflective questions.  I will start with my gardens. 
Yes my flowers (mostly perennials) were very prolific even though we had a very dry year. My 
Shasta daisy bloomed every day. Even as I cut it back for the winter I was able to leave one 
lonely daisy popping up to the sky saying “No not me I am not done yet!”  This past week 
though, Jack Frost proved its enduring strength. 
 
I realize I have too many beds for my time commitment so I  have one very neglected bed. Next 
year might be the time to say “Good Bye”. 
 
A new perennial I bought last season with no tag amazed me with its color and bloom. It turned 
out to be a beautiful pink geranium with a yellow center. Now I know that next year I need to trim 
it in half in June so it will not be so tall and lanky. 
 
 

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 Cornell Woody Plants Database 

 The Cornell Guide for Planting and Maintaining Trees and Shrubs 

 Cornell Urban Horticulture Institute 

 Cornell Recommended Urban Trees 

 Nature’s Herbicides and Lessons from Black Walnut Trees 

 How to Winterize Your Compost Pile 
 
 

 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
No local events were submitted for December  - a good reminder that this is a month to relax 
with friends and family. Enjoy the holidays!  
 

http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/plant/233
http://nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/Plants/2939
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/home
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/3572
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/index.html
http://www.hort.cornell.edu/uhi/outreach/recurbtree/index.html
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/11/29/natures-herbicides-and-lessons-from-black-walnut-trees/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/11/07/how-to-winterize-your-compost-pile/
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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.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

 
This winter blooming shrub should be no mystery to anyone. But it gives such joy each 
December that it’s worth sharing again.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is closed for the season. Questions can also be 
submitted through our website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening   
 
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: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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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/
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http://www.ebay.com/itm/NEW-2013-150cc-King-Size-Go-Kart-Dune-Buggy-Automatic-Reverse-EPA-CARB-FREE-SHIP-/271360513076&ei=DhWCVOjMN8T3yQTq24GoAQ&bvm=bv.80642063,d.aWw&psig=AFQjCNEmocHKWR6_f7KzVPA6aT_jqegCLw&ust=1417897529268532

