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Appreciating the Small Things  
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
From a traditional point of view leaf-peeping this autumn has been a bust. The glorious hillsides 
of reds, oranges and yellows have been few and far between. Maple trees shed their leaves 
much earlier than usual. Ash trees damaged by Emerald Ash Borer thin the forest canopy. The 
drought of September muted the weeds along roadsides. There hasn’t been a good hard frost 
everywhere so many oak trees are still green. Even the insidious Euonymus alatus (burning 
bush) are less vibrant than usual.  

At a recent lecture “Gardening in Small Spaces” a point was made that small areas can be 
planned to look larger than they are and also that small spots of beauty can be planned within a 
much larger landscape. They draw you in. Similarly we can still find beautiful views of autumn if 
we look closely. Determined to find examples and armed with a camera, today’s discoveries 
include these.   

   
 

   

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
           

 
 
   

 Callicarpa bodinieri ‘Profusion’ 
 

A leaky bird bath repurposed as a  
planter filled with assorted sedum.                                         

   Junonia coenia  
(Common buckeye butterfly) 

and Zinnia hybrid  
“Profusion Yellow”  
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Enjoy this fine weather and small autumn surprises while you can. Soon there will be snow. 

 
NOVEMBER GARDEN $ENSE - A FRUGAL WAY TO GARDEN 

By Victoria Rolfe, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer  
                                             
To read previous articles in this series go to CCEDutchess.org/gardening/dutchess-dirt. 
 
The frosty winter months are just around the corner now, and the spectacular display of autumn 
leaves is falling to our feet to blanket the ground around us. By this time of the year, the 
vegetable garden is for the most part tucked in for the season. Although it has been so warm 
this particular fall, some gardens may still have some summer hold-outs that have not quite 
given up even at this late date. Each year is unique in the wonderful world of gardening and 
that’s what keeps it fresh and exciting. If you have planted such cold hearty crops as brussels 
sprouts, kale and winter squash you may still be able to bring something in fresh from the 
garden for your Thanksgiving dinner. How cool is that?  
 
Frugal tip # 32 – Plant some winter hearty crops for harvest right up to Thanksgiving 
 
Meanwhile, we still have those aforementioned leaves on the ground to contend with. If you 
have been in the habit of bagging your leaves for curbside pick-up or other such disposal, now 
is the time to break that habit. Unlike other bad habits, this one is pretty easy to break. The only 
“patch” you will need is a (free) one right in your own backyard. 
 

Frugal tip # 33 – Start a leaf mulch pile. For leaf 
composting, there are no secret formulas to learn or bins 
to construct. All you need to do is choose an out of the 
way location on your property and start piling. It is best to 
mulch the leaves by running them over with a lawnmower 
a few times before tossing them on the pile. This will result 
in a quicker breakdown process. In a year’s time that pile 
will be considerably smaller and beneath it you will be 
rewarded with beautiful rich crumbly leaf mold that you 
can use to add organic goodness to your garden.   

Capsicum annuum  
‘Black Pearl’ 
 

Clematis virginiana (virgin’s bower) 
on Lindera benzoin (spicebush) 

Fothergilla major ‘Mount Airy’  

http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/dutchess-dirt
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Frugal tip # 34 – Start a compost pile. In addition to saving your leaves, this is a great time to 
get started on your very own compost pile if you do not already have one. The system you set 
up can be as simple or elaborate as you like. It can also be as cheap or expensive as you 
desire, the least of which would be free. Again, an out of the way location (though preferably 
close to your garden) is all that is technically required. You can just start piling your yard debris 
and kitchen scraps directly onto the ground, or you can create a simple receptacle for them, 
using perhaps an old garbage can with holes drilled into the bottom and sides for aeration and 
drainage, or a piece of chicken wire bent 
into a circle of about 3’ in diameter with 
some stakes to anchor it to the ground.  
Another inexpensive way to construct a 
compost container is to utilize old wood 
pallets to make a three-sided box with the 
front left open for adding material and 
scooping out the finished compost. Beyond 
that, what you choose to spend on 
purchasing a compost container is entirely 
up to you. 
 
The basic elements that your compost pile will need to do its work are air circulation, water, and 
materials to break down (your yard debris and kitchen scraps). The insects and microorganisms 
required for the process will come naturally, free of charge!  
 
The simple formula for ideal breakdown is three parts “browns” (carbon) to one part “greens” 
(nitrogen). Browns are such things as shredded leaves, dried grass clippings, wood chips, 
sawdust, paper, and cardboard. Greens are your fresh yard debris, kitchen scraps, and manure 
(yes, manure is a “green” because it is rich in nitrogen content). 
 
If you do nothing more than throw these materials together in a corner of your yard, they will 
eventually break down into compost. All other guidelines and instructions that you hear about 
compost care are pretty much directed toward the goal of facilitating that breakdown for a 
speedier result (or sometimes to keep it odor free). To that end, you can do such things as 
maintaining a proper moisture level (about the consistency of a wrung-out sponge), or chopping 
pieces as small as possible to create more surface area for breakdown, or turning your pile 
every so often to facilitate better air circulation. 
 
How much (or little) time and money you choose to spend on your compost pile is entirely up to 
you, but if you are going to be a gardener, especially a thrifty gardener, turning your own kitchen 
scraps and yard debris into beautiful compost gold is a must. It just does not make $ense to 
forgo that lovely free resource right in your own backyard. And as a plus, you will be saving the 
landfills from all that kitchen garbage. A win-win all around! 

 
And now I bid you all a happy Thanksgiving and hope 
that your table is beautiful and bountiful and graced with 
some of the fresh wholesome vegetables that you grew 
right in your own backyard. Bon appetit!      
 
 
                                        
Photos courtesy of the author.  
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JUGLANS NIGRA, EASTERN BLACK WALNUT  
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
Juglans nigra, the eastern black walnut, is a majestic tree which is much maligned. Home- 
owners complain about the mess that nuts make on their lawn and driveway. Gardeners fuss 

about the fact they can cause other plants nearby to grow 
poorly. Drivers mutter about nuts dropping on their cars and 
popping under their tires. We notice the stains on sidewalks 
and roads. But the wood is beautiful, easy work to with and a 
favorite for furniture construction as dimensional lumber or 
veneer. There is recent interest in tapping the trees to create 
walnut syrup and the nuts are enjoyed by people and 
squirrels.     

This native tree grows in full sun in deep, rich loam, requires consistently moist, well-drained 
soil and thrives along river edges or in moist open fields. It’s hardy to zone 4b and tolerates a 
pH range of 5.0 to 8.0. Its root system starts with a tap root, then additional lateral roots form as 
it matures. It is difficult to transplant because of the tap root but grows nicely from seed. Trees 
grow well over 30 feet and can reach 110 feet. They live for decades, even up to 200 years. 

The species is monoecious. Male flowers, which are slender catkins, develop from axillary buds 
on the previous year's outer nodes, while female flowers grow in short terminal spikes on the 
current year's shoots. The best seed production begins when trees are 20 to 30 years old and 
can continue for over 100 years. 

Black walnut is very popular among woodworkers. The wood is beautiful, durable, decay resistant 
and easy to work with both hand and power tools.  It is the darkest wood in North America. 
Heartwood can range from a light pale brown to a dark 
chocolate brown. Grains can be straight or figured with 
patterns such as curl, crotch, and burl. Traditional uses 
include furniture, cabinets, paneling, flooring, 
gunstocks and marquetry.  

Black walnut trees are allopathic. They release a chemical called juglone which can harm other 
plants. The majority of the chemical is excreted from its roots. Juglone is toxic to many trees, 
shrubs and flowering plants and vegetables, especially those in the Solanaceous family, such 
as tomatoes. The highest toxicity is within the tree’s dripline but can extend outward for some 
distance where the roots grow. Leaves contain some juglone, but when composted the toxicity 
dissipates in a few months. Several plants are unaffected; click here for more information from 
Penn State on what grows well near walnut trees. 

Interested in harvesting the nuts? It takes time and patience for humans.  

Nuts ripen over a four to six week period in September or October, and drop shortly after the 
leaves fall. Monitor the nuts carefully. Press on the skin. Ripe nuts will keep 
an indentation. It’s best to allow the nuts to ripen on the tree but you’ll be 
competing with squirrels. You can harvest them after they drop too but you’ll 
be competing with bugs. 

The husks must be removed soon after harvest since as they decompose 
the flavor of the nut can be negatively affected. This task is messy! There’s 
lots of ideas how to do this. The safest suggestion seems to be using a 
cement mixer with water and gravel. Other ideas include driving over them 

https://extension.psu.edu/landscaping-and-gardening-around-walnuts-and-other-juglone-producing-plants
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with a car or stomping on them with heavy boots. When you’ve succeeded, wash the unshelled 
nuts and check for insect damage by placing them in a bucket of water. Discard the nuts that 
float.  

Finally stack the nuts a in a shallow tray and dry them in a cool, shady, dry, well-ventilated area 
for two weeks. To test for storage, check that kernels break crisply. If the nuts are not properly 
cured they will mold. Store the nuts in a cool, relatively humid, well-ventilated area. 

Shelling the nuts can be a challenge too. Some experts suggest you 
soak them in water for several hours to keep the kernels intact when the 
shell is broken. Two pounds of unshelled black walnuts found in the wild 
will yield about a cupful of nut meats. 

Squirrels don’t worry about all this. They eat the walnuts when they are 
green, slicing them open with their sharp incisors. They avoid the rotten 
nuts. Those they can’t consume they bury for later. Those they forget 
sprout in spring.  

 

 

PLEDGE TO BE A LAZY GARDENER 
 

Looking for an excuse to curl up with a good book instead of cleaning 
up your garden this fall? The Nature Conservancy and the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology are sponsoring a campaign to encourage messy 
gardens. Click here to learn more. 
 
Why? Because messy gardens provide shelter for many pollinators such a native solitary bees. 
They provide habitat for insects which feed birds and seed heads for food too. Fields left 
unmown allow native grasses and wildflowers to seed next year. Some butterflies and moths 
(like the Mourning Cloak) overwinter as adults in leaf debris; others remain suspended in their 
chrysalis. Stalks and branches shelter birds. 
 
Take care, though, not to leave thick clumps of plants which might provide nesting spots for 
mice. Iris siberica is a good example. Left uncut, mice find shelter under the leaves and often 
damage the roots with their burrows.  
 
 
 
 

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 Cornell Woody Plants Database – Juglans nigra 

 Nature’s Herbicides and Lessons from Black Walnut Trees 

 Tapping Walnut Trees for a Novel and Delicious Syrup 

 Urban Forest Ecology: Knotweed article (very interesting) 

 Stink Bugs and Window Weeps 

 It’s (Still) Tick Season — and Always Will Be 

 
 

http://content.yardmap.org/special-pages/pledge-to-be-a-lazy-gardener/?utm_source=Cornell+Lab+eNews&utm_campaign=100826f995-LabeNews_Oct2017&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_47588b5758-100826f995-305202081
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/plant/122
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/11/29/natures-herbicides-and-lessons-from-black-walnut-trees/
http://smallfarms.cornell.edu/2016/01/11/tapping-walnut-trees/
http://nysufc.org/urban-ecology-players-knotweed/2017/09/30/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2017/10/18/stink-bugs-and-window-weeps/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2017/11/01/its-still-tick-season-and-always-will-be/
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UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Sunday, November 5, 2:00 pm Marlboro Free Library, 1251 US-9W, Marlboro a round table 
meeting hosted by The Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society. The meeting will begin with 
Mickie Koschara informing attendees about imidicloprid's effect on the honeybees and iris 
borers.  The floor will then be open for anyone who wishes to share gardening tips or have 
gardening questions or problems.  It should be an informative and fun meeting.  The meeting 
begins at 2 and is open and free to the public.  Snacks and beverages will be provided by the 
members and club before the meeting begins.   

 

 
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 is not a plant identification quiz, but still 
worth asking. Do you know what created the 
prints on our dumpster? Yup. A bear.    

This native plant bears luscious fruit. Do 
you know what it is? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, is closed for the season. Questions can be submitted through our 
website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening  Click on Contact Us and select the topic of 
Gardening.  
 
Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted Monday through Friday, 8:30 am to 
4:00 pm all year long. There is a $15 fee for samples. 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://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

