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MOSS 

By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
 

Why read about moss in the midst of winter? Because if you look around right now you’ll see 
that it is thriving and it’s interesting to understand why. Also because depending on where it’s 
growing, gardeners often either love it or hate it.   
  
Moss usually evokes a positive response when seen growing in a shady forest dell, at the base 
of trees, on old rock walls or in between steps of a garden path. But when it’s spotted growing in 
a lawn most gardeners instinctively reach for tools to eliminate it. Successfully nurturing or 
controlling moss requires an understanding of the plant and how it grows.  
 
Most plants have roots, stems, leaves and growing points or buds. They are stationary, make 
food, and produce flowers and seeds.  Most are vascular, with roots that transport water to the 
plant, and food to and from the roots and plant body.   
  
Mosses and liverworts are tiny plants known collectively as bryophytes. Liverworts are older 
than mosses but both from fossilized evidence are believed to be hundreds of millions of years 

old. With the exception of algae that can 
develop on land, bryophytes are currently 
regarded as the oldest terrestrial plants on 
Earth.  
 
Moss does not have roots, stems, a vascular 
system or flowers. Rhizoids, which look like 
roots, anchor the plant to many surfaces such 
as rock or bark, and transport only a small 
amount of water and nutrients to the plant. 
Rhizoids do not store food like roots do. The 
majority of nutrients and water are passed 
directly through moss's leaves. Also, there is no 



January 2020 Page 2 
 

vascular system of xylem and phloem to conduct water and nutrients through the plant thus no 
structure (i.e. stems and branches) to help it grow tall. That is why mosses require external 
sources of water, are most often found in moist areas and are usually soft and springy and 
short. Almost all mosses contain chlorophyll but they 
reproduce by spores rather than seeds, a complicated 
process that also depends on water. They also spread by 
branching and fragmentation.  
 
There are thousands of species of mosses around the 
world. Most live in moist and shady places but some thrive 
in dry environments and others actually grow in fresh 
water. In our area, most mosses grow on rocks and logs 
as “sheets” or “cushions”. They are usually perennials and 
evergreen.  
 
Moss serves as nutrient recyclers, moisture retainers, 
erosion preventers, habitat for beneficial insects and 
organisms, and living mulch. In the past moss was used to 
chink log cabins, to stuff mattresses and line cradles and 
coffins. Today some mosses are used to line hanging 
planters and some are harvested for soil amendments. 
Birds and mice use moss as nesting material. 
Salamanders enjoy the cool moist habitat moss provides.  
 
Moss grows best in autumn until early spring when temperatures are low and moisture levels 
are high. Note that this is when our lawn grasses are mostly dormant. Moss grows nicely in poor 
soil, acidic soil (around 5.5 pH) and in shady areas. Grass needs at least six hours of sun a day, 
deeper soil for its roots (usually at least 4 inches), good soil fertility and more neutral soil 
(around 6.5 pH). Both moss and grass usually go dormant in the heat of summer but moss 
revives more quickly than grass does.  
 
So where does moss thrive in our lawns? Where it outcompetes grass. Where soil is 
compacted, has poor drainage, is of low fertility and in the shade.  
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How can home how gardeners control moss in lawns? Improve the growing conditions so that 
the grass can thrive instead. Consider all the factors. Adding lime for example, to raise the pH 
may help existing grass grow a bit better but will not address drainage issues, soil compaction 
or lack of soil. Raking out the moss may help some, but unless the area is reseeded with shade-
tolerant grass species the moss will return. Thinning out or pruning trees and shrubs will 
increase sunlight. Redirecting downspouts can correct poor drainage. Proper culture of the turf, 
especially in fall when moss is growing most rapidly, is key to reducing unwanted moss in 
lawns. Read more about Lawn Moss Control from CCE Suffolk and Moss in Lawns: Causes and 
Management from UConn.  
 
The mild weather so far this winter is a good time to watch where moss is thriving in your lawn 
and perhaps to make plans how to address it in spring. It is also a good time to take a hike in 
the woods and admire these interesting plants.  

 
Photos curtesy of the author, taken December 29, 2019.  

 

 
A RARE AND UNUSUAL NATIVE TREE 

By Joyce Tomaselli CCEDC Community Horticulture Educator 
 

This article first appeared in Dutchess Dirt December, 2015.  
 
Last month I wrote about a local Maclura pomifera, Osage orange tree. Another intriguing native 
tree is Gymnocladus dioicus, the Kentucky coffee tree.  The tree is hardy from zones 3b to 7, 
tolerates acid to alkaline soil (pH 5.0 to 8.0) and grows in moist well-drained soil but also in soil 
with prolonged dry periods. It is not harmed by salt or pollution and is basically pest free.  Its 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/27973/Lawn_Moss_Control_1.16.18.pdf?1516220663
http://ipm.uconn.edu/documents/raw2/html/494.php?aid=494
http://ipm.uconn.edu/documents/raw2/html/494.php?aid=494


January 2020 Page 4 
 

huge leaves are bipinnately compound, pink-
bronze in spring, bluish-green in summer and 
yellow in autumn. Unfortunately, its seeds are 
huge, poisonous and rarely germinate.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The word Gymnocladus comes from the Greek for naked branch. The word dioicus relates to 
dioecious, meaning that there are male and female trees. The trees leaf out later in spring than 
most others, and lose their leaves early, but the seed pods linger throughout the winter. It is of 
the Fabaceae (legume) family, which can be seen from its seed form. This is the only species of 
Gymnocladus native to North America.  
 

         
 
Native Americans in many regions utilized Kentucky coffee tree for food, medicine, and in their 
recreational and ceremonial practices. George Washington’s diaries from the late 1700s contain 
the first known account of the name “coffee tree”, based on the use by early settlers of the 
seeds as a substitute for coffee. Note: the seeds and pods are poisonous! They contain an 
alkaloid which is thought to be neutralized in a long roasting process. Fortunately, the resulting 
“brew” tasted bad and the practice was abandoned. There is a stand of Kentucky coffee tree 
near where I live. An elderly neighbor who grew up on the road told me years ago that they are 
the northern-most stand in New York. I’m not sure if that is true, but they certainly are rare 
throughout the Northeast. 
 
The tree’s rarity goes back to its seed. The pod’s shell is hard and contains 3-8 seeds in a sticky 
pulp. Thousands of years ago, when large herbivores such as mastodons and rhinos roamed 
North America, they ate the seedpods. Their digestive systems broke down the seeds which, 
when excreted in a pile of dung, eventually germinated. Today no large animals perform that 

http://www.hort.uconn.edu/plants/plantPhotos/gymdio07.jpg
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task (In fact, if seedpods are ingested by cattle or horses, they are reported to kill the animal. 
Even squirrels avoid the seeds). Modern germination advice is to soak the seeds for 4-6 hours 
in concentrated sulfuric acid before planting them.  
 
The trees do spread modestly by 
root sprouting, but prefer full sun 
so tend to shade out saplings. 
Occasionally seeds may be 
transported by water downstream 
but rarely germinate. The stand 
I’ve watched is on a small stream 
which flows along the road for a 
few miles. I can find no seedlings 
downstream.   
 
I’ve collected several seedpods to 
experiment with different 
germination methods. I’ll report on 
the success or failure next year.   
 
January 2020 Update: I continue 
to admire these unusual trees and 
have seen a few groves elsewhere 
in Dutchess County including in 
Lagrange and Red Hook.  
 
The past few years, when spring 
growth pushed the seed pods off, I 
collected and planted many of 
them. The protective coating of the 
seeds is very tough so I tried 
nicking it various ways (trying to 
act like a mastodon) but none of 
them germinated.  
 
Last year, a Master Gardener Volunteer from CCE Putnam who shares my enthusiasm for the 
species did more research on how and when to scarify the seeds, and succeeded! I provided 
the seeds and he returned 3 lovely saplings which I’ve planted and protected from the deer. 
Fingers crossed.  

 
 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 

Illinois Wildflowers: Mosses and Liverworts 
NYS IPM’s Best of 2019 
Lee Reich Alternatives to Peat Moss 
USDA Kentucky Coffee Tree 
CCE Suffolk Seed Scarification 
Long Dormant Disease Now Prevalent in NY Onions 
 

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/mosses/files/mosses_and_liverworts.html
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2019/12/31/nys-ipms-best-of-2019/
https://www.morningagclips.com/have-you-considered-these-alternatives-to-peat-moss/
https://plants.usda.gov/plantguide/pdf/cs_gydi.pdf
https://blogs.cornell.edu/ccesuffolkligardening/tag/seed-scarification/
https://www.morningagclips.com/long-dormant-disease-now-prevalent-in-ny-onions/


January 2020 Page 6 
 

 
 

   SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Would you like information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this newsletter?  
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 tree was photographed in New York City 
on Nov. 15. It is a female Ginko tree at 
NYBG. Most planted Ginko trees are males, 
to avoid the sticky mess of fallen fruit in fall.   

This annual weed, photographed Dec 29, 
2019, shows little damage from winter cold. 
Why?   

 
 
 
 

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.  
 

 
 

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
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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  

 
Who Knew?  

 

 
 

 
 
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
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

