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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: 
A GILDED AGE CHRISTMAS AT MILLS MANSION 

By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

The holiday season is upon us, and what better way 
to get into the spirit of things than to tour one of the 
many local historic houses that are decked out in all 
of their Christmas splendor? The Hudson Valley has 
been home to some of the area’s most lavish and 
extraordinary mansions, many of which are perched 
high upon bluffs that overlook the Hudson River. 
Throughout our nation’s history, the movers and 
shakers of our region have chosen these beautiful 
settings on which to build their luxurious homes. 
One of the sites that are sure to raise your spirits 
this holiday season is the opulent Mills Mansion, located on the grounds of the Staatsburgh 
State Historic Site in Staatsburg, New York. 
 

As stated in The Staatsburgh Historic Site records, Mr. and Mrs. Ogden Mills commissioned the 
prestigious architectural firm of McKim, Mead, and White of New York City to remodel and 
enlarge their home in 1895. When completed in 1896, the house had been transformed from a 
25 room Greek Revival style home into a Beaux-Arts mansion of 65 rooms and 14 bathrooms. 
Although the interiors were lavishly decorated, many of the architectural features of the earlier 

home such as all the trims, moldings, and many of the 
fireplaces had been preserved. The site further explains 
that this melding of grandeur and heritage is 
characteristic of the American Renaissance period, also 
known as the “Gilded Age”. Owning five homes, the Mills 
family resided in their Staatsburgh home primarily in the 
fall and entertained as many as 80 guests at a time. The 
home and surrounding property was passed to their son, 
Ogden Livingston Mills in 1929. After his death in 1937 
his sister Gladys Mills Phipps inherited the property and 
in 1938 donated the house and 192 acres of the estate to 

 

 

 

http://nysparks.com/historic-sites/25/details.aspx
http://nysparks.com/historic-sites/25/details.aspx


 2 

the State of New York as a memorial to her parents. 
 

Beautiful at any time of year, the Mills Mansion is especially wonderful during the holidays. 
Decorated for a Gilded Age Christmas, the house absolutely sparkles with luxurious elegance. 
In the dining room, the decorations and table settings have been painstakingly researched and 
designed to portray what a dinner party might have looked like during the late 1800’s. One of 
the jaw- dropping highlights of the mansion (at least for me) is the 25 foot tall Christmas tree 
located in the main Reception Hall. Spanning two floors, the ornaments can be viewed up close 
as you walk up the elaborate winding staircase to the second floor. It is easy to see why it takes 
a full three weeks just to set up this mansion for holiday visitors! 
 

The Holiday Tours are also very child-friendly, featuring a 
“Holiday Whodunit” which allows children to solve a “history 
mystery” by exploring the mansion and then garnering clues from 
the costumed interpreters. There is also a great gift shop on the 
premises which sells many interesting historical items. The 
mansion is open for Holiday tours from November 23 until 
December 30th from noon until 4 PM Thursdays through 
Sundays. The mansion will also be open for Friday evening hours 
on December 14, December 21, and December 28, when 
Staatsburgh will stay open until 8 PM for tours and holiday 
shopping. Tours are also available on Wednesday, December 26 
and Monday, December 31, from noon until 4 PM. Enjoy your 
time-travel trip back to a Gilded Age Christmas! Happy Holidays!! 
 

We’re looking for interesting local gardeners & gardens! If you would like to be interviewed or 
have a lead for a potential “Through the Hedgerow” article, please contact Cheryl at 
cah43@cornell.edu.  

 
 

TOMATO YIELD 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Have you ever wondered just how much a tomato plant produces? I have, many times. This 
year as part of Harvest Monday, an online blog link-up, I recorded most of my harvest, weighing 
each tomato variety separately. The numbers reveal the effect of different locations and their 
conditions. 
 
Conditions this year were both very good and very bad. (Does that make it an average year?) 
June was dry enough to require supplemental watering. If you watered the roots of the tomato 
plants without wetting the leaves it was so dry that there were almost no fungal infections. I 
watered with soaker hoses which kept the foliage dry. The plants were big and bushy with a 
huge fruit set. 
 
Rains resumed in mid-July and along with much-needed moisture the storms brought late blight. 
At my Vassar Farm (VF) garden I first noticed late blight 7/31, a week and a half after it was 
reported at an adjacent farm. August 25 I discovered late blight in my home garden.  Although 
spraying with organic fungicides helped, preventing sudden death, the plants still died slowly, in 
3-4 weeks, cutting harvest off well before first frost. 

 

mailto:cah43@cornell.edu
http://daphnesdandelions.blogspot.com/
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I grew Sungold cherry tomatoes in both gardens. At VF I harvested 14.5 pounds per plant while 
at home I got only 3.3 pounds per plant. How can two gardens, two miles apart, tended by a 
single gardener, produce such different results? Local conditions. 
 

My home garden is shady which slows ripening 

and lowers yield but even worse, it had a plague 

of chipmunks. The Sungold tomatoes would 

start to turn color then disappear.  

I also grew Big Beef tomatoes at VF. The Big 
Beef harvest started the same week late blight 
attacked the Sungolds across the bed. I 
harvested 10.7 pounds per plant over the next 4 
weeks, when the plants were completely 
removed. 
 
At home I grew Granadero, an indeterminate 
plum variety which yielded 8.1 pounds per plant.  
 

Mountain Magic was my top producing tomato 

variety with my single plant producing 19 

pounds. The variety is resistant to both early and late blights so while the rest of the tomatoes 

were dying this plant grew until frost though septoria leaf spot killed off most of the old foliage. 

I can't prove if this was a good year or a bad year as I don't have numbers for earlier years. I do 

know there have been better years - 2008 when I filled all my canning jars - and worse years - 

2009 when late blight killed everything, both tomatoes and potatoes, around August 1. So, 

maybe 2012 was an average year. 

How much does a tomato plant produce? In my garden it's between 3 and 19 pounds per plant, 
depending on conditions. 

 
 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 

 Designing Winter Landscapes 

 Germinated This Way: New Fern Species Named After Lady Gaga 

 New house fly to be named after Beyoncé 

 From Debris Pile to Edible Garden in Four Months 

 A Little Acre of Unsung Plants 

 Emerald Ash Borer for Homeowners- prerecorded webinar 

 About Birds & Bird Feeding 

 Fruits and Veggies, for Now and in the Future 

 Fungus in Your Life- Cornell video 

 Plant a Peck of Pickled Paperwhites 

 Bringing Back the Pollinators- Cornell video 

 The Impact of Urban Farming in New York City 

 Naturalist Outreach: Avoiding Predators- Cornell video on how animals and insects have 
developed a variety of methods for avoiding predators (great for kids!) 

 Eco-Schools USA 

 

Surely you don't suspect me of eating all 

your Sungolds? 

 

http://www.ecolandscaping.org/04/landscape-design/designing-winter-landscapes-part-2/
http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/10/23/germinated-this-way-new-fern-species-named-after-lady-gaga/
http://thedailyedge.thejournal.ie/new-house-fly-to-be-named-after-beyonce-329814-Jan2012/
http://gardenista.com/posts/dees-story-from-debris-pile-to-edible-garden-in-four-months?utm_source=outbrain&utm_medium=cpc_paidlinks&utm_campaign=scotts
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/15/garden/in-new-jersey-a-little-acre-of-unsung-plants.html?ref=garden&_r=1&
https://connect.msu.edu/p25339756/?launcher=false&fcsContent=true&pbMode=normal
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/pfw/AboutBirdsandFeeding/abtbirds_index.html
http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/AR/archive/oct12/fruits1012.htm
http://www.cornell.edu/video/?videoID=2308&utm_source=cornellcast_weekly_update&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2398
http://www.garden.org/regional/report/arch/inmygarden/4284
http://www.cornell.edu/video/?videoID=2422&utm_source=cornellcast_weekly_update&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2422
http://sustainablecitiescollective.com/big-city/81916/impact-urban-farming-new-york-city
how%20animals%20and%20insects%20have%20developed%20a%20variety%20of%20methods%20for%20avoiding%20predators
http://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/About-Eco-Schools-USA.aspx
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MASTER GARDENER PLANT SALE GIFT CERTIFICATES 
A Great Holiday Gift Idea for Gardeners! 

 

Gift certificates are now available for our Master Gardener 

Plant Sale on May 17 & 18, 2013. Our plant sale features a 

wonderful selection of healthy annuals (flowering and foliage), 

perennials, vegetables and herbs. All plants are grown by our 

Master Gardener volunteers. We offer personal service! 

Volunteers will be available during the plant sale to answer 

gardening questions, to help make plant selections and to help 

bring plants to cars if needed.  

 

These certificates are a welcome gift for any gardener! 

Certificates may be purchased for any amount and are not redeemable for cash. In 2011, all 

funding for our Community Horticulture Program was cut by the county and has not restored to 

date. We depend on the continued success of the plant sale to continue our educational 

programming. Your support is needed and greatly appreciated!  

 

To purchase a Master Gardener Plant Sale gift certificate, please contact Nancy Halas by e-mail 

nh26@cornell.edu or by calling 845-677-8223 x 115. (Please contact Nancy before stopping by 

our office). Visa, MC, checks and cash accepted. 

 
 

DUTCHESS COUNTY CHRISTMAS TREE DIRECTORY 
 

For those looking for a Christmas tree, we have posted the 2012 
Christmas Tree Directory on our website. It is a list of Dutchess 
County Christmas tree farms. It includes details on the different types 
of trees offered, as well as information on how to properly care for 
them. The real vs. fake tree debate is ongoing but the majority of 
experts agree that real is better for the environment. Check out this 
Nature Conservancy video on some of the benefits of purchasing a 
real tree.   

 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
Check out http://www.hvgardencalendar.com for more events 

 
December 9, Mid-Hudson Orchid Society Meeting, 1:30-2:30 PM. Meeting features elections 
and Pot Luck Holiday Dinner. The Mid-Hudson Orchid Society is dedicated to providing a 
supportive community to encourage communication and education among individuals who are 
interested in the growing and study of orchids. Learn from experienced orchid enthusiasts, view 
blooming orchids at each meeting’s Show Table, buy orchids, and listen to expert speakers give 
advice and share their knowledge of orchids… all at our monthly meetings. Become a member 
or join one of our meetings and watch friendships bloom. Union Presbyterian Church, 44 
Balmville Road, Newburgh, NY 12550. For further information, please call Elisabeth at 845-294-
1000. http://www.mhos.us.com/  
 

 

 

http://www.ccedutchess.org/aghort/community-horticulture/256-master-gardener-plant-sale
http://www.ccedutchess.org/aghort/community-horticulture/256-master-gardener-plant-sale
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/images/stories/Ag-Hort_media/docs/christmas%20tree%20directory12.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ivgscwOCoeI&feature=youtu.be
http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/
http://www.mhos.us.com/%09
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December 11, Verplanck Garden Club, 7- 8:30 PM. This month's program: Holiday Dinner 
The Verplanck Garden Club, a not-for-profit environmental education garden club, meets the 
second Tuesday of each month. Guests and new members welcome.  Fishkill Town Hall, 807 
Route 52, Fishkill, NY 12524. Note: Meetings are held on the lower level of Town Hall. Enter the 
building from the Millholland Drive parking lot. Walk down the ramp to the entrance which may 
be locked - please knock. For more information, e-mail verplanckgardenclub@yahoo.com.  
 
December 13, Hudson Valley Garden Association Meeting, 7-8 PM. Shawangunk Town 
Hall, Community Room, 14 Central Ave, Wallkill, NY 12589. Join us! Learn more about new 
regional garden organization dedicated to encouraging new gardeners, supporting local garden 
resources and aiding community garden projects. Initial programs include planning a Winter 
Lecture Series and getting ready for Garden Fair, a one day celebration of gardening in the 
Hudson Valley featuring vendors, workshops and information booths, coming in May 2013. All 
are welcome. For more info: info@hvga.org. http://hvga.org/. http://facebook.com/hvgarden/ 

 
 

PLANT ID QUIZ 
 
 

  
 
Answer to last month’s plant ID is black chokeberry, Aronia 
melanocarpa ‘Nero’. Aronias are native shrubs that grow in 
wet areas. The raw fruit is very astringent tasting to people but 
can be made into wine, jams and juice. Birds enjoy the fruit, so 
it supports wildlife. Gardeners enjoy its colorful fall foliage!   

 
This sun loving perennial has 
close relatives with fuzzy, 
silver leaves. This species is 
known more for its showy 
flowers- it blooms in July.   Do 
you know what it is? 

 

mailto:verplanckgardenclub@yahoo.com
http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/events/1298-hudson-valley-garden-association
mailto:info@hvga.org
http://hvga.org/
http://facebook.com/hvgarden/
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GARDENING QUESTIONS 
 
Have any gardening questions? The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is now closed for the 
season. Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted all year long. Visit our 
Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for reliable resources and information on our services.  
 
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.  
 
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 Cheryl 
Hearty at cah43@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension Dutchess County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess 

http://ccedutchess.org/aghort/community-horticulture/95-horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:cah43@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

