
March 2017  Page 1 
 

Dutchess Dirt                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
 

A gardening newsletter from:  
 

 
 

Issue #116, March, 2017  
 

 
 

 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator  

 
This newsletter has a tradition of including an identification quiz, usually inspired by something I 
see while walking my dogs in our rural neighborhood. Often I need to do some research to 
ensure the correct answer to my own quiz.  

 
Last month’s quiz was “This tree displays wildlife 
activity which helps identify not only the species 
of tree, but the pest and disease which are killing 
it. Do you know what it is?” 
    
When I first saw the situation I had a pretty good 
guess that it was a woodpecker seeking insects 
infesting the tree, but needed to take several 
steps to confirm this.  
 
 

What species is the tree?   
Winter tree identification is fun. Even though there aren’t any leaves to look at, there are still 
many other identification clues including the tree’s silhouette, bark, fruits or cones, twigs, buds 
and bud scar characteristics. The trees on our road were too tall for me to see the buds closely, 
but the trees’ shape and bark confirmed they were elms.  
 
What is wrong with the tree?  
Stepping back, there were dead leaves at the top of the trees. 
But it was February. Leaves should have dropped in October. 
This gave a hint that the leaves died in the summer and did 
not go through the normal senescence and abscission cycle 
of autumn. (See Dutchess Dirt October 2015). Summer leaf 
dieback is usually either caused by severe drought or a fungal 
disease which disrupts the flow of water and nutrients.  
 
The significant clues came from the bark. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/11618/Dutchess_Dirt_October_2015.pdf?1446501461
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There were small holes on the outer 
surface and tunnels on the inside surface 
which indicated insect activity. There was 
also a dark brown dusty substance on the 
inside surface.  The trees were dying from 
Dutch elm disease, caused by a fungus 
which is spread from tree to tree primarily 
by insects, most commonly the smaller 
European bark beetle (Scolytus 

multistriatus) and the native elm bark beetle (Hylurgopinus rufipes). 
 
Why is bark being stripped off of the tree? 
Because beetles and their larvae are yummy to birds.  
 
Who is doing it? 
This step took a little patience, while two large dogs pulled and whined to 
continue their walk. One then two then four birds alighted – all Downy 
Woodpeckers. These birds consume an enormous number of insects and 
prefer open deciduous forests where elms often grow.  
 
The answer is “Downy Woodpeckers feeding on beetles which have spread 
the fungus that causes Dutch elm disease”. 
 
Case closed.  
 
 

 IT’S A PRICKLY PEAR CACTUS  
By Anthula Natsoulas, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer  

 
While meandering through the various displays at the New York 
Botanical Garden, I came upon a rocky area where, to my surprise, a 
cactus plant was growing.  It had lovely delicate yellow flowers and it 
really was a cactus! 
 
It was an Opuntia humifusa, a species of the Opuntia genus in the 
Cactaceae family, a plant native to New York and the only cactus that 
will grow in New York. There are fewer than 200 species of prickly 
pear cactus plants.  They are quite widespread in the eastern United 
States and are found eastward from Massachusetts to Minnesota at 
the northern end and then south to Florida, Alabama and Oklahoma 
as well as in Ontario, Canada.  It is hardy from USDA zone 4 through 
USDA zone 10. Plants of the Opuntia genus are native only to the 
Americas but they have been introduced elsewhere in the world.   
 
Prickly pear cactus plants vary in size from small plants to large tree-like formations. Most 
prickly pear cactus plants are small shrubs that form trailing or vertical growths.  They can grow 
as much as 8” to 12” tall and are composed of oval paddle-shaped pads of a medium green 
color. The pads can occur in small clusters or in colonies as large as three feet wide.  The 
individual pads are between 2 and 7 inches long, 1.5 to 5 inches across and .5 to 1.25 inches 
thick. The surface of the pad contains air pores that, in turn, contain fine sharp bristles. 

Image from Cornell Lab of Ornithology 

Doug Sherman, Lady Bird Johnson 
Wildflower Center 
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Touching the cactus pad can result in some of the bristles 
being left in the fingers. The best means of propagation is by 
detaching a pad from an existing plant and placing it in 
prepared soil or nearby ground. 

 
The yellow flowers of Opuntia humifusa appear in spring and 
early summer and are two to three inches across. They form 
along the upper edges of the pads.  Each individual flower lasts 
for only one day but the blooming period for the entire colony of 
pads can last from three to four weeks. Once the flower drops 
it is replaced by a reddish-colored edible fruit.  The ripe fruit 

may be eaten raw or used to make jelly.  
 
Tender newly grown pads harvested in spring can also be eaten.  The 
pads are washed thoroughly and peeled; the interior is then cut into 
strips that can be batter fried or roasted.   
 
Opuntia humifusa needs a dry environment.  Its delicate yellow flowers 
make it a beautiful as well as an interesting plant for Hudson Valley 
gardens.  It can be part of a perennial garden that might include a rock 
outcropping and is ideal for dry rock gardens.  Its flowers make it an 
unusual butterfly attractor.  It requires full sun – at least one half-day of 
sunlight. It thrives in poor soil and can spread considerably under the 
right conditions.      
 
A variety of bees, ants and wasps are visitors to prickly pear cactus plants.  The most effective 
pollinators are the bees.  The flowers of the prickly pear cactus are extremely attractive to bees 
and attract a large number of native bees. In areas where there is a large diversity in the 
species of Opuntia there is as well a considerable diversity in the bee species population.   Bee 
species have evolved alongside members of the Opuntia but a specific bee species that prefers 
the Opuntia humifusa flower has not been found. 
 
One interesting footnote is the story of the introduction of prickly pear cactus in Australia in 
1788.  This was not the Opuntia humifusa of New York but another member of Opuntia genus.  
It was done to establish presence of the cochineal scale, an insect that feeds on prickly pear 
cactus and from which a scarlet dye was derived for the uniforms of the British soldiers. The 
plant became invasive and attempts to control it through physical means such as burning, 
crushing, etc. were ineffective.  Use of the chemical arsenic pentoxide was effective but 
extremely toxic. After much investigation, the Cactoblastis moth was identified to be a natural 
enemy of the prickly pear and the invasive plant was finally eradicated. 

 

 
 

GARDEN $ENSE - A FRUGAL WAY TO GROW YOUR OWN 
By Victoria Rolfe, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Well, maybe by now you’ve already tried your hand at planting a few seeds indoors in your 
recycled containers. If not, no need to panic just yet, you still have plenty of time. You should 
get the eggplants and peppers going by mid-March as they tend to be very slow to germinate 
and grow. You have a little more leeway on the tomatoes as they tend to come up like 

Stefan Bloodworth, Lady Bird Johnson 
Wildflower Center 
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gangbusters once they get going, but it is a good idea to get the seeds planted by the first week 
of April if you can. 

When your baby’s first appear they will have 2 little leaves that will 
look nothing like the mature plant. These are called the cotyledons. 
After that the first true leaves will appear. Up until now your baby 
seedlings need no fertilizer. Everything they needed to grow was in 
that tiny seed - one of nature’s little miracles.  

But as they continue to grow beyond this stage and you take them out of their little “greenhouse” 
bags and put them into the watering trays, you will have to start fertilizing them a little bit. This 
will be in the form of a liquid fertilizer (such as Miracle Grow). At first you will mix this up at a 
very weak concentration of 1/4 strength of what the label directs (I.e. if it says to mix 1 Tbs. in 1 
gal. water, you would mix 1/4 Tbs. in 1 gal. of water). You will pour this solution directly into the 
watering tray that the plants are sitting in (not on top of the plants) the same as you do for 
watering. Do not fill the tray too deep, just a fraction of an inch. Do not add the fertilizer when 
the soil is dry but rather when it is still damp, a day or 2 after watering. You will not have to 
fertilize more than once per week. And you will gradually increase the strength of the fertilizer as 
the weeks go on and your little seedlings grow. 

As your little plants are happily getting started in your warm cozy house, it is time to take a look 
out the window and start planning for their future. Will you put them in pots on the patio or out in 
the garden? In an existing (maybe ornamental) garden? Or will you start a new plot for them?  

Your site should get at least 6 hours of sun per day, ideally early morning to mid-afternoon. It 
should be close enough to the house to keep an eye on it. If it is going to be a garden plot the 
site should be well drained. Do puddles remain in that area for a few days after it rains? If so, it 
might not be the best area for your garden. 

If you are planning to start a new garden, now is the time! 
Well, actually (for future reference) the ideal time would have 
been in the Fall but you can still start one now. The easiest 
way to do this (did I mention that in addition to being a frugal 
gardener I am also a lazy gardener?) requires no digging. It 
is a wonderful method called lasagna gardening known so for 
its system of layering materials one on top of the other as you 
would in constructing that equally wonderful casserole dish. 

Using this method you do not even have to dig up the grass. You simply smother it. You start 
with a layer of cardboard or thick layers of newspapers. Lay them on the ground in the shape 
you want your new garden bed to be. (Remember newbies, start small). You know how big your 
garden needs to be as you have researched how big your plants will grow and how much space 
they require last month in those (Free!) library books you took out, and plotted it all on paper. 

After your newspaper/cardboard layer is down, wet it down with the garden hose. On top of this 
you can add layers of wood chips, shredded leaves, composted manure, compost and garden 
soil. Especially since you are starting in the Spring, just before planting time, your topmost layer 
should be something very fine such as garden soil, or very finished, or screened compost, so 
that you can plant seeds and tender young seedlings into it. 
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An additional benefit to this method of creating a garden plot is that you end up with a lovely 
raised bed. You can surround this with wooden sides if you want but there is no need to. Your 
raised garden be will provide drainage to your garden and also serve to warm the soil more 
quickly than if it were level with the ground. 

Frugal tip #3 – Free Soil Amendments. (See February Dutchess Dirt for Tips # 1 and #2)   
Many, if not all, of these layers can be obtained for free. Obviously the newspaper and 
cardboard is a no brainer especially if you think ahead. Maybe you already cleaned up all your 
leaves last Fall but do you have a less industrious neighbor that might still have some? Next Fall 
you can think ahead and look around for an inconspicuous corner of your yard to start a 
shredded leaf pile and you will ever more have your own source of precious leaf mold (mulch). 

Now is the time, if you haven’t already done so, to start making your own compost as well. It is 
very easy to turn your own kitchen scraps and garden refuse into gardener’s “black gold”, your 
own free compost. Compost systems can range from a simple pile somewhere in your yard to a 
3 bin wood or wire system, to plastic bins with turning handles (with lots of variations in 
between). I cannot go in to the details of them all here, but you can easily look up how to start a 
simple compost pile and get yourself started. The fancier systems can come later if you choose 
to go that route. Learn more about home composting from Cornell’s CWMI web site.  

Wood chips can easily be obtained for free also if you keep your eyes peeled. Whenever you 
see someone chopping a tree nearby, politely inquire as the whether you can have the resultant 
wood chips and you will often be pleasantly rewarded. They might even be willing to deliver 
them to you. In my town the Highway Department keeps a huge pile that is free for the taking. A 
little investigating may turn up something along these lines for you too. 

And, living as we do, here in the beautiful Hudson Valley farm country, there is no shortage of 
cows, horses, sheep, chickens, etc. around. Again, a polite inquiry is all it may take to some 
nearby animal owners for a source of free manure, especially if you are willing to share some of 
the fine vegetables you are growing with them! One word of caution though. Manure must be 
thoroughly composted before adding it to your garden especially in the Springtime so close to 
planting. Fresh manure is very high in nitrogen and can burn tender young plants. 

One last thing for March. It is still a little early for outdoor planting but if we happen to get an 
“early” spring and the soil unfreezes and dries out enough to be workable, there is one crop you 
may be able to start directly outdoors this month and that is the aptly named Snow Pea. The old 
wives’ tale has us traditionally planting this crop on St Patrick’s Day (March 17th). That might be 
a little too early depending on our conditions each Spring, but if you are anxious to get started 
outside you might be able to get at least some of your Snow Peas (or any peas) in the ground 
by the end of March. 

Frugal Tip #4 – Improvise.  Peas need a trellis 
to grow on but you do not need to go out and 
buy a fancy pea trellis. Anything your peas can 
vine onto is fine. I use old broken wooden 
tomato stakes with some netting stapled 
between them. You can use sticks with strings 
tied between them or whatever you have on 
hand. I once saw someone use an old bed 
frame. Being frugal is being imaginative. Have 
fun with it!  

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/20953/Dutchess_Dirt_February_2017.pdf?1488295162
http://cwmi.css.cornell.edu/composting.htm
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WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 Cornell Summer and Winter Tree Identification  

 Cornell’s All About Birds – Downy Woodpecker 

 American Phytopathological Society – Dutch Elm Disease 

 Illinois Wildflowers – Prickly Pear Cactus 

 Cornell Indoor Vegetable Seed Starting Fact Sheet 

 PSU’s Lasagna Gardening – A Neat Idea  

 Cornell Vegetable Growing Guides 

 
CCCEDC Master Gardener Spring Plant Sale May 19 & 20 

Each year, Master Gardener volunteers and CCE staff hold our annual plant sale in May, at the 
Dutchess County Farm & Home Center in Millbrook. Our volunteers grow and sell a wide variety 
of annuals, perennials, vegetables and herbs. Some of these varieties are “tried and true” 
favorites, others are exciting new introductions. This is our primary fundraiser and we count on 
your support! At this event, we also have a Master Gardener info booth set up. Our volunteers 
are available to answer your gardening questions and to help you make your plant selections. 

 

The 2017 plant sale is scheduled for May 19 (from 10 AM-4 PM) & 20 (from 9 AM-2 PM). No 
early birds please! Click here for a list of the plants that will be for sale. 
 
Gift certificates are available for our Master Gardener Plant Sale which are a welcome gift for 
any gardener! Certificates may be purchased for any amount and are not redeemable for cash. 
To purchase a Master Gardener Plant Sale gift certificate, please contact Nancy Halas by e-mail 
or by calling 845-677-8223 × 115.  

 
GARDENER, PART-TIME, SEASONAL POSITION 

Mount Gulian Historic Site, Beacon, New York seeks an experienced and knowledgeable   
gardener to keep the gardens and grounds attractive and to follow a planned historic landscape 
design.  Responsibilities include: planting, feeding and watering of bulbs, flowers, shrubs, & 
grasses; transplanting, pruning, weeding; application of products to control insects, disease, and 
weeds.  Significant lifting, carrying, stooping and kneeling.  Must be a self-starter, comfortable 
working alone.  Position is from April through November; hours are irregular depending upon the 
month; approximately 165 hours a year.  Independent contractors welcome.  Please send 
resume and cover letter to ehayes@mountgulian.org by March 31.    

 

http://bhort.bh.cornell.edu/tree/keys.htm
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Downy_Woodpecker/id
http://www.apsnet.org/edcenter/intropp/lessons/fungi/ascomycetes/Pages/DutchElm.aspx
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/prairie/plantx/prickly_pearx.htm
https://gardening.cals.cornell.edu/files/2015/12/Indoor-Vegetable-Seed-Starting-1nkesk9.pdf
http://extension.psu.edu/plants/gardening/news/2014/lasagna-gardening-a-neat-idea
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene0391.html
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/spring-plant-sale
mailto:ehayes@mountgulian.org
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UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

 Thursday, March 2, 6:30, Beekman Library, 11 Town Center Blvd, Poughquag,  “Cutting 
Gardens” by CCEDC Master Gardener Susan Kavy. For more information go to 
www.beekmanlibarary.org contact beeklib@beekmanlibrary.org  or call 845-724-3414.  
 

 Sunday, March 5, 2pm, Adams Fairacre Farms, 765 Dutchess Tpke, Poughkeepsie, The 
Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society will host a lecture  by Flower Shop Manager Suzanne 
Garcia who will teach us how to pick, arrange and extend the life of our flowers in 
arrangements.  The lecture will take place in the Florist Shop. Adams Cafe is also in the 
building so you may purchase refreshments. The lecture begins at 2 pm, is free and open to 
the public. 
 

 Thursday, March 9, Noon, Old Dutch Village Garden Club, St. John’s Reformed Church, 
126 Old Post Road North, Red Hook, “Gardening in Small Spaces” by CCEDC Master 
Gardener Donna Croshier. For more information contact olddutchvillagegc@gmail.com 
 

 Tuesday, March 14, 6:30, Pleasant Valley Library, 1484 Main Street, Pleasant Valley, 
“Smitten with Succulents” by CCEDC Master Gardener Donna Croshier. For more 
information visit http://pleasantvalleylibrary.org/or call 845-635-8460.   
 

 Sunday March 18, 11am – 3 pm, Union Presbyterian Church, 44 Balmville Road, 
Newburgh, Mid-Hudson Orchid Society Orchid Show and Sale. This event is open to the 
public and there is no admission cost.  Please visit mhos.us.org for club information and 
contacts. 
 

 Wednesday, March 22, 10am, Rhinebeck Town Hall, 76 East Market St., Rhinebeck, the 
Rhinebeck Garden Club will hosts presenter Suzanne Kelly who will talk about "Exploring 
the Trees Found at the Rhinebeck Cemetery". Refreshments served.  Prospective new 
members welcome.  Contact Steven Mann, 876-6892. 
 

 Mondays – March 6-27, 6:30-8:30pm, Arlington High School, 1157 Route 5548, 
LaGrangeville, 12540, Learn it. Grow it. Eat it! Vegetable Gardening for Beginners.  
Learn the basics from CCEDC Master Gardener volunteers including locating and preparing 
the site, planting seeds and transplants, maintaining the garden, and harvesting its produce. 
Course fee for the series is $40. To register for course number 8145 go to Arlington High 
School Adult Education  
 

 Saturday April 8, 10am – 1pm, Family Partnership Center cafeteria, 29 N. Hamilton 
Street, Poughkeepsie Farm Project hosts “Spring Fever Family Day and Book Fair” to  
welcome spring and celebrate nature with a day of activities for children and families. There 
will be workshops for children and families, a children's book author and a book fair with new 
books at discounted prices. https://www.farmproject.org/events/ 
 

 Thursday April 20, 6:30-9pm, Arlington High School, 1157 Route 5548, LaGrangeville, 
12540, “Let’s Talk Trash” Home Composting and Recycling Workshop.  Learn how to 
improve your trash management skills, reduce waste and create compost  from CCEDC 
Master Gardener Volunteers. Course fee $15. To register for course number 8445 go to 
Arlington High School Adult Education  
 

http://www.beekmanlibarary.org/
mailto:beeklib@beekmanlibrary.org
mailto:olddutchvillagegc@gmail.com
http://pleasantvalleylibrary.org/
http://www.arlingtonschools.org/pages/arlington_schools/Community/Continuing_Education/Continuing_Education
http://www.arlingtonschools.org/pages/arlington_schools/Community/Continuing_Education/Continuing_Education
https://www.farmproject.org/events/
http://www.arlingtonschools.org/pages/arlington_schools/Community/Continuing_Education/Continuing_Education
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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 

                                
Last Month’s Quiz, explained previously. These first spring flowers (which should be no 

mystery) were blooming on February 25. What 
in the photo tells you more about that day?  

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

