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Putting the garden to bed stirs mixed emotions.  I’m sad to see 

plants die, especially the glorious dahlias, taking with them the 

warmer weather, and sad to see another year pass.  But there is a 

certain comfort in knowing the weeding is over, the jumping worms 

are still and there’s no mulch left to spread.  Then there’s the physi-

cal pain.  The old bones complain that getting things buttoned up 

before winter hits takes almost as much bodily effort as the spring 

wake-up.  For Master Gardeners, autumn means getting one’s own 

house in order as well as our public gardens, so you must forgive us 

for walking stiffly and smelling of  Hamlin’s Wizard Oil these days.   

Gardening as a group beats working solo when there is a lot to do.  About 

a dozen Master Gardeners and I had our Demonstration Garden in order 

after two hours of  work.  It would take me more than four days, toiling at 

home alone, to do something similar, and it would seem more like work 

and less like fun.  There is always the comradery of  remarking on the 

weather, grumbling about the weeds, and enjoying the beauty of  the garden 

when working together.  The common plea is “can’t you guys come over to 

my garden after we’re done here?”  Seeing your friends in raggedly work 

clothes, with mud spots on the knees and rips in the elbows, makes them 

seem like high-fashion celebrities when they appear in normal clothes at the 

supermarket.  And occasionally, someone brings donuts.  Our friends from 

TAP, Inc., who we 

partner with in 

maintaining Leslie’s 
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Notes from the underground 

 



Garden in Troy, gifted us with culinary treats at the garden 

clean-up back on October 19.  Do I work harder for do-

nuts?  You bet! 

Gardeners vary on just how much 

to do in the autumn.  I’ve always 

been rather hard-core on this, cut-

ting down every perennial, uproot-

ing every annual and putting every 

pot, hose and garden geegaw into 

the shed.  My thinking is simplistic:  spring is overwhelmingly busy, so do 

as much as possible in fall.   Others let some of  the perennials stand, 

watch the annuals die in-situ and allow the ceramic gnomes and pink fla-

mingoes to fend for themselves.  I concede that there is some wisdom in 

this, at least when it comes to the perennials.  Leaving native 

perennials with seeds, such as coneflowers, or those with a 

few last flowers, like asters, benefits birds, bees, and other 

wildlife.  Keeping some garden debris may also shelter next 

year’s beneficial insects, too.  A garden of  just perennials and 

annuals, without the structure of  woody plants or hardscape, 

looks bomb-blast bare when all shorn down, and is therefore 

as interesting as a parking lot.  Wintertime skeletons of  orna-

mental grasses, wild blue indigo and tall sedums provide 

something to remind us that milder days are coming.  Many of  the perennials have beautiful fall 

color as they die, showing bright yellows and mellow browns as handsome as the maples and oaks, 

putting me in a Wabi-sabi frame of  

mind.  Good-night garden of  2019.   
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Text and photos by David Chinery 

Thanks to all the Master Gardeners 

who posed for these photos while work-

ing so hard at the Demonstration Gar-

den clean-up on October 30, and 

thanks to my trusty Ford Ranger for 

acting as a giant wheelbarrow. 
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Burning Bush (Euonymus alatus) is admired throughout the Northeast. For many 

years it has been planted in residential landscapes and highway medians. It is 

disease free, requires little attention and the brilliant red autumn color is out-

standing. Burning bush flowers and berries are not impressive. Birds do con-

sume the berries and their seeds. Another common name is winged euonymus 

in reference to the flat wing-like structures along the stems.  

The shrub was introduced to the United States from northeast Asia around 1860 

as an ornamental plant for landscaping. It is hardy to USDA Zone 4, and found 

from New England to northern Florida. It accepts a wide variety of growing 

conditions. Sun or shade is satisfactory, as is a wide range of pH levels, and 

there areno serious pest problems. It is very tolerant of pruning. Burning bush is known to come back from prun-

ing nearly to the ground. It is normally a 5-10’ multiple stemmed shrub but mature plants can grow to 20 feet. 

Seeds are disbursed by birds and the plant can expand through vegetative reproduction by suckering (Photo 1). 

Being very adaptive to its environment, burning bush has earned an invasive label in many northeast states. It is 

banned from sale in Vermont, Massachusetts and New Hampshire. In New York it is described as a regulated spe-

cies. It can be sold by nurseries but must be labeled as invasive. 

Homeowners with a beautiful hedge or specimen plant of Euonymus 

often feel the invasive description is not accurate. It doesn’t sucker in 

their landscape and hasn’t appeared in the neighbor’s yard. Lawnmow-

ers and weedwhackers may keep it from becoming a neighborhood 

problem. But it is spread by birds to woody environments where it be-

comes a dense understory plant. It is not noticed as the flamboyant red 

burning bush because the normal shape and color have changed. As an 

understory shrub it grows in a wispy shape and autumn color is pale 

pink.  

Like many invasive plants, it gets an early start in spring and holds 

leaves late in fall. Burning bush threatens a variety of habitats by forming dense thickets, displacing many native 

woody and herbaceous plant species. The burning bush escapees are very visible in 

late October to early November along highways in sparsely wooded areas. Look for 

pale pink leaves when most other shrubs are bare. There are outstanding examples 

along New York Route 22 between New Lebanon and Canaan, New York (Photo 2). 

I removed two overgrown E. alatus from my yard a few years ago. They had become 

too large, growing up against the house. Each was replaced with three red chokeber-

ry, Aronia arbutifolia ‘Brilliantissima’.  Chokeberry puts on a good show the whole year 

with white flowers in spring, red leaf color and berries in fall. The berries persist 

through winter. Returning robins feast on the berries in early spring. Red chokeberry 

is drought and salt tolerant and deer resistant. It is a native species and recommended 

as a replacement for burning bush. I do miss the Euonymus alatus. Regular pruning to 

maintain a manageable size could have saved them, but Mother Nature is now happi-

er.  

Hot and Cold on Burning Bush 

Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

Our photos this month come from Rensselaer Coun-
ty Master Gardener Joan Grusensky.  Joan writes, 
“These are pictures from my trip  to Anchorage, 
Alaska, this past June.  The annuals planted in the 
city center were unexpectedly huge and lush, 
which I believe can be attributed to the 20 hours of 
sunlight a day at that time of the year.  The other 
photos show a bit of 'Alaska' type whimsy at the 
Anchorage Botanical garden, and a sample of the 
gorgeous peonies that were on display.” 
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Recently, while playing cards, I listened to one of the card players praise the virtues of CBD oil, made from Canna-

bis. I had never heard of CBD oil, but I knew Cannabis was marijuana. I Googled CBD oil and found that it was 

made from hemp (not marijuana). Now, let me explain about nomenclature. Cannabis is the genus name, but there 

are many species. As an analogy, all dogs are Canis (genus) familiaris (species), but we certainly know there are dif-

ferences between dogs. A species is defined as a group of organisms that can breed with one another and produce 

fertile offspring. (We have a hard time envisioning a Great Dane and a Chihuahua mating, but both dogs could 

mate with something between their sizes, so they are both Canis familiaris. So, Cannabis is marijuana, but it is also 

hemp and many other plants. Hemp is C. sativa. CBD stands for cannabidiol and there are more than 100 different 

types of these molecules, non psychoactive.  

Hemp has a long history of being a cultivated crop. It was grown by native Americans and the U.S. government 

encouraged planting and harvesting hemp through the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries.  So, why is hemp grown? 

According to my dictionary, its tough fibers are used to make cordage. Checking on other usages for hemp, I 

found that tons of other materials come from hemp: cardboard, newspaper paper, oil, soap, shampoo, paint, var-

nish, fiberboard, rope, clothing and many, 

many more. 

I said that cultivation of hemp was en-

couraged through the 19th Century. What 

happened in the 20th and 21st centuries? 

The psychoactive properties of marijuana 

were so threatening that the U.S. govern-

ment passed the Marijuana Tax Act in 

1937. This act forbade the growth of any 

Cannabis. Recently (2018), however, Canna-

bis is making a comeback, and it is current-

ly legal in some forms, and in some parts, 

of the US. It is estimated that sale of CBD 

oil will generate 22 billion dollars in 2022. 

So, why are some enthusiastic about CBD oil?  There are many health claims being made for it, including im-

proved sleep, reduction in blood sugar, better heart function and a calming effect.  (Editor’s Note:  Check with 

your doctor before taking any form of medication). 

It is an oil, so how do you use it? Put it on your skin? No! It comes in a small bottle supplied with a dropper. You 

put a drop under your tongue and hold it there for a few seconds and then swallow. One final comment on the 

differences between the two Cannabis plants: the psychoac-

tive chemical in marijuana is tetrahydrocannabinol (THC). 

Hemp must contain less than 0.3% THC, whereas marijua-

na may contain up to 30% THC. With marijuana becoming 

legal in more and more states, this whole article may soon 

be an irrelevant topic. 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Inge Eley 

Becoming Legal (Again) 

For more on Cornell’s  

hemp research efforts, visit:   

https://hemp.cals.cornell.edu/ 

Cornell’s hemp research on Long Island.  See:  https://cpb-us-

e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/a/7491/files/2019/08/2019-HVRL-

LIHREC-CBD-DemoTrial-Handout-2019_07_30.pdf 



Remember When? 
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It was just a few weeks ago that we were enjoying autumn 

colors and comfortable temperatures.  Then November brought 

snowstorms and colder-than-normal temperatures.  Rensselaer 

County Master Gardener Richard Demick took some photos of 

our fall friends, located at the Master Gardener Demonstra-

tion Garden, before they fell asleep for winter.    

Gray dogwood, Cornus racemosa, stands out 

with masses of  white berries against purple 

leaves and crimson berry stems. Berries are 

eaten by many birds but not suitable for hu-

man consumption. 

The bright yellow gingko is a sight to see. It 

can change from this scene to totally leafless 

as you watch since it to drop all its’ leaves at 

once. 
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Ninebark’s bronze/purple leaves are there all 

summer and carry on through fall. It is also a 

native shrub, botanically called Physocarpus 

opulifolius. 

Seen in person, the purple beautyberry, Cal-

licarpa dichotoma, seems an unnatural color. It 

can be grown here but may suffer dieback 

after a harsh winter. 

The hydrangea vine climbing the pergola 

competes with the gingko for yellow, but it’s 

not quite as bright. 

Carolina allspice, Calycanthus floridus, also joins 

the gang of  yellow brightening the landscape 

on cloudy autumn days 
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Text by David Chinery 

 

What to do in December 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Darwisah Burgess  

 

 

* Winterize the 

lawnmower, weed-

whacker, and other gas-

powered equipment.  

Either run it dry and 

store without gas in the 

engine, add fuel stabilizer to a full tank. 

* Shut off  and drain outdoor faucets and hoses. 

Round up the gardening tools, clean them with a wire 

brush if  necessary, and apply oil to fend off  rust. 

* To add to the holiday decorating and festivities col-

lect pinecones – wash/rinse/dry them well. Add 

dried herbs, holly berries, holiday ribbons to hand-

made evergreen swags or wreaths for an elegant ef-

fect. 

* Dream/think of  your spring/summer/garden for 

the coming season. 

The temperature’s dropping, the 

wind is chilling and the Holidays are 

coming! And, early snow has pushed 

us indoors. 



Winter is finally upon us and with it the need to prepare for the holiday season. Decorations are often one of the first things 
people think of in preparing for the holidays. Evergreens are synonymous with the winter holiday season due to their tenden-
cy to hold their needles or to stay green year long. For this reason combined with their seasonally pleasing smell, evergreens 
are one of the most popular winter decorations. This article will help you decide which ever-
green is right for you and how best to prepare it for the holiday season. 

 

Types of Native Evergreens 

Fir Trees- Balsam and Frasier fir are among the most common winter greens for good reason. 
They tolerate hot and dry conditions making them perfect for both indoor and outdoor use. 
They are also among the most fragrant of evergreens. Fir trees can be identified by their short 
and flat needles which are soft to the touch when compared to spruce. The soft needles make fir easy to craft with. 

Spruce Trees- Spruce is most commonly used for wreaths. Spruce has stiff branches with short and sharp needles. It tends 
to lose its needles faster than other evergreens making it best suited for outdoor use. Blue spruce is the most popular due to 
its rich blueish color. There is a saying to help determine if a tree is a spruce or a fir (Friendly fir, Spiny spruce). Lightly grab 
the end of the branch in your hand. If the needles are uncomfortably poking your hand it is a “Spiny spruce”. If the needles 
are soft to the touch and bend instead of poking you in the hand you have found a “Friendly fir”.  

Pine- White pine has long thin needles. It is very flexible making it perfect for wreath making but a poor choice for hanging 
ornaments on. White pine retains its needles well both indoors and out and has little to no odor. 

Hemlock- Hemlock has very short dark needles that will not tolerate the dry or heat. Only use hemlock in outdoor settings.  

 

Other Common Decorative Plants 

Boxwood- This small leaved shrub is often used for wreaths, swags and garlands. Boxwood can be purchased or found as a 
common landscaping feature. Boxwood has a fragrance which people tend to like or dislike intensely. 

Cedar and Juniper- Cedars and Juniper tend to have thick, fragrant needles which are fernlike in appearance. They do not 
have single needles like the other evergreens. They are commonly used in wreaths. The small cones on these plants may re-
lease pollen when brought indoors which can be avoided by spraying the cones lightly with clear paint. 

Things with Red Berries: There are several plants used for decorations which produce berries. Bittersweet is among the 
most common and problematic. There are native and oriental varieties of bittersweet which are hard to tell apart. If the ber-
ries are moved they tend to take over areas where native plants are growing (invasive species). While there are several berry 
producing holiday plants which are harmless to the environment if moved such as winterberry, if you are unsure what you 
have harvested please treat all berry producing plants as invasive species and place them in the trash as opposed to recycling 
them by composting them outdoors.  

 

Best Practices for Harvesting Greens 

 Greens keep best when they are fresh and moist. When greens dry out they lose their needles. If possible harvest 
your greens as close to when you plan on using them as possible. Cut the ends of the branches at a 45 degree angle and place 
the ends of the boughs in water for a few hours before using them. This ensures that the greens have as much water in them 
as possible making them last longer. You can also spray your greens with water periodically to help keep them moist. For the 
longest lasting arrangements an anti-desiccant spray can be purchased from garden centers and sprayed on the needles. 

 Please make sure that the property owner know what you are harvesting and that you have their permission to do so. 
When we cut greens we are essentially pruning the tree so it is best to spread your cuttings around the tree not removing too 
much from any area of the tree. We can also choose to harvest trees that are too close together giving the healthier plant 
more room to grow. Moderation is key. Harvesting smaller amounts from a larger area will help to make sure that future gen-
erations are able to continue practicing these winter time holiday traditions. 

Picking Perfect Holiday Greens 

Text by Rensselaer County Extension Educator Josh Pulito 
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Not everyone gets excited about a pile of organic matter, but I do.  

Let me explain by first telling you I am a lazy composter.  I don’t 

turn or aerate my pile, I simply dump more garden waste on top.  A 

well-tended compost pile will produce results in just a couple of 

months, but by my method of benign neglect, plant matter takes its 

own sweet time to decompose.  Each spring, the pile will have last 

fall’s debris sitting on top, still intact, but I dig in from the sides to 

uncover the dark, crumbly “black gold” hiding below.  Recently, I 

got curious as to how much finished compost was still hiding under 

the top veneer of detritus, so I decided to remove anything that still 

looked like a stem or leaf and reveal what remained.  What I found 

was a mountain of glorious stuff.  At almost three feet high and fif-

teen feet long, I discovered the mother lode of well-aged compost, 

just waiting to be used.  Like almost anything else homemade or 

homegrown, backyard compost is better than money can buy.  In 

economic terms, I was suddenly the Michael Bloomberg of the flow-

er-growing set. 

Not all gardeners have joined the church of the compost pile, but 

those who have believe in it with some fervor.  While I banish pet 

waste, meat scraps, or diseased plants from my pile, I do add egg-

shells and vegetable scraps from the kitchen.  My town doesn’t offer 

curbside pick-up of leaves (we don’t have curbs), but even if it did, 

my leaves would still stay home in my compost pile, or get chopped 

up for leaf mulch.  Composting on-site reduces the amount of fossil 

fuel it takes to haul raw organic wastes away and then haul finished 

bags of compost home to the garden.  It saves money and eliminates 

plastic packaging, too.  But the righteous feeling you get making 

your own compost pile pales in comparison to the compost itself.  I 

know what’s in my compost and what’s not.  There is no pesticide 

residue or heavy metals.  There is no plastic trash, or other junk ei-

ther, unless that pair of secateurs I lost three years ago turns up.  

There are also no invasive jumping worms, a rising concern not only 

locally but nationwide.  Using your own compost is a lot like know-

ing where your food comes from.  It feels nice. 

I’m going to spread my compost wealth around the garden in a few 

different ways.  Primarily, I’m adding a few inches across my raised 

beds to benefit next year’s dahlias and vegetables.  I won’t use it to 

start seeds (since I can’t be entirely sure it is pathogen-free), but I 

will mix it with pine or hardwood bark to make a potting mix for 

older plants.  If I get ambitious next spring, I’d like to renovate a 

perennial border, and after the old plants come out, compost will go 

in.  Money doesn’t grow on trees, but free-for-the-making compost encourages the trees to grow better. 
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Can you Dig It? 

Text and photos by 
David Chinery 
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“Art is the unceasing effort to com-

pete with the beauty of flowers and 

never succeeding.” 

Marc Chagall 

(1887-1985, artist)  

Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call 765-3514 weekdays from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM and ask 

to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions by visiting 

their website at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call 372-1622 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon, fol-

low the prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also 

email your questions by visiting their website at  

http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call 272-4210 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon and 
ask to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions to 
Dhc3@cornell.edu 
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