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A MONTH IN A YEAR OF A GARDENER 
 

A few weeks ago I found a CCEDC Horticulture Calendar in our files with suggested gardening 
activities for each month of the year. Although it was authored many years ago, the suggestions 
and reminders are quite relevant. Gardening really hasn’t changed that much.  
 
Each month in 2018, CCEDC Master Gardener volunteers will share these suggestions and add 
their own ideas and expertise. Happy reading. 
 
 

JANUARY 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

Start dreaming of your spring gardens. 
January is a month of waiting. Holiday activities are finished except perhaps for the Thank You 
notes. Days are still short, temperatures keep us indoors. It’s a good time to contemplate what 
went well in our gardens the year before, and what we hope to do better in the upcoming 
season. Look for new ideas but be careful not to get carried away.   

Did you grow vegetables? Think about the varieties. Were 
they disease resistant? Did they taste good? Did you grow 
too many or not enough?   

What about your perennials and annuals? Did they produce 
the display you planned? Were there bare spots that never 
really filled in? Did you see combinations in other people’s 
gardens you’d like to try?  

Now is a good time look at gardening catalogs or websites for 
new ideas. Page through last years’ gardening magazines, 
visit growers’ websites and re-read favorite blogs. Look at the 
photos you took visiting other gardens. Remember what 
caught your eye. Start making lists of plants you are 
considering. When the lists get too long, take a break then 
eliminate some!   
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Protect perennials and shrubs with mulch.  
By January, soil has usually frozen, but temperatures can still fluctuate widely. When snow 
covers the soil, it provides a layer of protection from bitter cold air. If there is a sunny day or 
warm day, snow keeps the soil from thawing. Cycles of freezing and thawing can cause plant 
roots to heave and damage them. Read more about frost heaving from CCE Suffolk.   
  
But we can’t always depend on snow coverage. 
If there is too little snow, mulch plants to protect 
them from heaving. Discarded Christmas tree 
branches are good winter mulch. Waiting until 
the ground is frozen ensures that chewing 
critters such as mice or voles have found snug 
homes elsewhere. Late December 2015, we 
collected leftover trees to protect donated 
perennials we heeled in for the winter, destined 
for our CCEDC spring plant sale.   

Mulch should be kept away from the trunks or crowns of the plants to prevent rot and to 
discourage rodents from gnawing on bark of trees and shrubs. If there is too much snow, or 
heavy wet snow, carefully shake it off evergreen branches to avoid breakage.   

Keep an eye out for winter injury.    
The winter environment can adversely affect trees and shrubs in several ways including: direct 
low temperature injury and frost injury; desiccation injury; winter sunscald; frost cracks; frost 
heaving; and snow and ice breakage. Read more about winter injury and ways to prevent and 
treat it at Cornell’s Plant Disease Diagnostic Clinic.  
 
Give indoor plants more light and less water.   
Because of the sun's angle, winter light is less intense and weather is often cloudier. 

Houseplants growing in minimal light need less moisture than 
those growing in summer in good light. Be careful not to 
overwater them.  

If you have the space, move houseplants into brighter 
windows or nearer to windows so they receive as much light 
as possible. Don’t allow foliage to actually touch the window 
glass and be careful not to place them close enough to be 
injured by cold.  

Treat yourself. 
I will admit an indulgent winter habit. As soon as the local garden store offers primroses in pots I 
buy a few and grow them on the kitchen windowsill which faces south. They tolerate the cold 
near the glass and soak up the mid-day sun. They are often moved to the dinner table as 
cheerful centerpieces. If they stop blooming, I buy a few more and squeeze them onto the sill 
too. I keep them all alive indoors until the ground thaws in spring and plant them in the perennial 
shade garden, where they thrive for years.   

Another great treat for yourself is a Phalaenopsis orchid. If you can grow African violets, you 
can grow these orchids. They thrive in medium light and medium heat and are reasonably 
priced in many garden stores. Here is a Phalaenopsis fact sheet with more information from the 
American Orchid Society. 

http://blogs.cornell.edu/ccesuffolkligardening/tag/frost-heave/
http://plantclinic.cornell.edu/factsheets/winterinjury.pdf
http://www.aos.org/orchids/culture-sheets/novice-phalaenopsis.aspx
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HEALTHY HOUSEPLANTS: 
HOW TO CLEAN YOUR INDOOR AIR THIS WINTER 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 
Over the years, I've actually resented many of my houseplants. I think it's because they depend 
on me for watering. One reason I prefer perennial gardening is that Mother Nature is my 
Watering Manager. If one of my adequately mulched perennials seems to need more water than 
delivered by average rainfall, I can replace it with another terrific perennial that isn't as 
needy...or maybe more appropriately, is better suited to that site. 

However, I have new respect for my houseplants now that I've read a report from an old NASA 
study that says some common houseplants deliver much more than ornamental value as we 
weather our northern winters indoors.   

This study describes how certain species do a remarkably efficient job of cleaning the air of 
common pollutants and toxins that can result in what is known as "sick building syndrome".  In 
renovating our "new" old house, I'm installing miles of new carpeting, window coverings and 
freshly painted surfaces. I think I need to bring in some plant helpers to dissipate all the airborne 
pollutants that can result.  

In addition to absorbing carbon dioxide and releasing oxygen as all plants do, these plants 
eliminate significant amounts of benzene, formaldehyde and trichloroethylene. More recent 
research shows that benzene removal is also performed by the micro-organisms in the potting 
mix in which they are planted.  

The NASA researchers recommended use of at least one plant per 100 square feet of home or 
office space to accomplish air cleaning. Among the most efficient are: 
 
1.  English Ivy (Hedera Helix) 
2.  Golden Pothos (Epipremnum aureum) 
3.  Boston Fern (Nephrolepis exalta bostoniensis) 
4.  Dracaena (Dracaena deremensis) 
5.  Bamboo Palm (Chamaedorea seifrizii)  
6.  Dragon Tree (Dracaena marginata) 
7.  Peace Lily (Spathiphyllum) 
8.  Lady Palm (Rhapis excelsa)  
9.  Spider Plant ((Chlorophytum comosum) 
10.  Snake Plant (Sanseveria trifasciata) 

 
 
 
Sanseveria may be on the top of my shopping list this winter.  Possibly the lowest maintenance 
houseplant commonly sold in garden centers, it needs little light  and little watering, perfect for 
my winter negligence! 

A final note: If you have pets, be aware that many houseplants are not safe for their 
consumption.  

 
Photo Credit:  Chris Ferrero 

On the job in this photo are, left to right, Golden Pothos 
(Epipremnum aureum), Flamingo Lily (Anthurium andraeanum), 
and Spider Plant (Chlorophytum comosum). 
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Winter Weed Seed Identification. 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
Finally. Winter weather has arrived. The ground is covered with snow. 
Temperatures have plummeted. When I walk our dogs I believe that if 
I need to really bundle up, they too appreciate some protection. I 
sewed them fleece coats, which are both silly and jaunty, but warm.  

Sadly as we’ve adventured down the road this week, zig-zagging 
from scent to scent, the coats became covered with sticky seeds. 
Really annoying Velco-like, sticky seeds that must be removed by 
fingernails, seed by seed by seed. I decided to try to identify the plant. 
There are winter tree identification keys. Surely, there must also be 
winter weed identification guides.  

If they exist, I could not find any online. Most weed or wildflower identification guides rely on leaf 
and flower characteristics.  I did find an excellent new publication “Missouri Weed Seeds” from 
University of Missouri’s Integrated Pest Management series but did not see the seeds I was 
trying to identify.   

I considered what information I had from the plants in winter: the 
stems and thus leaves are alternate; the seeds and thus flowers 
are arranged individually along a spike; the plant height is 24-
36”; it’s probably native (none of the invasive plants we teach 
about have seeds like this, and the plant seems to grow in small 
instances, not aggressive large clumps). I could vaguely picture 
the plant in summer: the flowers are small and white; the leaves 
and stems might be fuzzy; but I couldn’t remember the leaf 
shape. I certainly had lots of seeds collected. 

So I started some online searches for images. After a few failures, the 
search “native plants with hitchhiker seeds“ rewarded me with this 
photo, and a blog “Back Yard Biology” and a name Virginia stickseed. 
 
A search of “Virginia stickseed botanical name” yielded Hackelia virginiana, which then allowed 
me to go to a favorite site GoBotany.com to confirm the plant’s characteristics. I also confirmed 
that it is native to New York and Dutchess County.    

Since one gardener’s weed is another gardener’s wildflower, I also visited the 
Lady Bird Wildflower Center Database which offered additional common names: 
Beggarslice, Beggar's-lice, Stickseed, Sticktight and  Wild Comfrey, the 
botanical synonyms Lappula virginiana and Myosotis virginiana  and this photo. 

 
Another favorite source for natives is Minnesota Wildflowers, which mentioned a look-alike plant 
that also grows in our area Hackelia deflexa (Nodding stickseed). “The very closely related and 
similar appearing Virginia stickseed (Hackelia virginiana) can easily be differentiated by its 
broader leaves, softer hairs, and sticky barbs that cover the entire outer surface of the nutlet 
rather than just around the edges.” I looked carefully at the seeds and am certain that H. 
virginiana is the bane of my dogs, their coats and me.  Now that I know what the plant looks like 
I’ll pull it from the paths we walk.  

https://ipm.missouri.edu/pubs/
https://bybio.wordpress.com/tag/hitchhiking-plants/
https://gobotany.newenglandwild.org/species/hackelia/virginiana/
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=HAVI2
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/virginia-stickseed
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One last note. When I searched for “winter weeds” information, results often were about “winter 
annual weeds”. These are weeds which usually emerge in late summer or fall, and grow into 
small rosettes before winter, then resume growth in early spring. They can be a problem for 
crops such as corn or soybeans. I glad that this winter weed is nothing but a bother. 
 
 

ANNOYING HOUSEHOLD PESTS AND MY NEW BEST FRIEND (The Vacuum)  
 
I wrote last month of my personal battle with cluster flies (Pollenia rudis). I am happy to report 
that I won. They are gone. Hopefully forever.  

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 NYSIPM: Rats! the latest research comes with surprises 

 NYSIPM: Wasps in winter? The IPM do-nothing approach 

 MIT News: Engineers create plants that glow 

 Phys.org: How tall trees move sugars 

 Phys.org: Bees use invisible heat patterns to choose flowers 

 Illinois Wildflowers: Horse Nettle 

 
 

 
 
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

                 
These are the berries of Solanum carolinense 
(Horse Nettle), enjoyed by large birds and small 
mammals despite the fruit’s mild toxicity.   

This bug was photographed November 25, 
2017 in the wrong season on the wrong 
plant. Do you know what it is? (I squished it.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2017/12/15/rats-the-latest-research-comes-with-surprises/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2017/12/08/wasps-in-winter-the-ipm-do-nothing-approach/
file://///ext-dut-dutch1/H/DataJdT/Documents/Dutchess%20Dirt/2018%20Dutchess%20Dirt/MIT%20News:Engineers%20create%20plants%20that%20glow
https://phys.org/news/2017-12-tall-trees-sugars.html
https://phys.org/news/2017-12-bees-invisible-patterns.html
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/prairie/plantx/hrs_nettlex.htm
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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.   

 
 
 
 
 

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. 

mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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/

